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Chapter 16
Developing Nature Along Dutch Rivers: Place
or Non-Place

Martin Drenthen

16.1 Introduction

In ecological restoration projects in the Netherlands, agricultural landscapes in
floodplains are being transformed into wetland reserves (so-called ‘new nature’).
Besides the fact that the support for these projects among local residents is often sub-
optimal, some more fundamental issues can be raised with regard to these projects.
They tend to disturb (or even wipe out) the different ‘textual’ layers in the landscape
(historical anthropogenic landforms and human artifacts), reduce the ‘readability’ of
the land, the sense of place, thereby transforming genuine places into ‘non-places’.
In contrast, some restorationists claim that they bring out deeper ‘textual’ layers,
implying that humans should widen the context in which they understand them-
selves and deepen their sense of place. Are ecological restoration areas places or
non-places, do these projects endanger or rather enhance our sense of place, or do
they escape this typology?

16.2 Ethics of Place as a Countermovement

Somewhat paradoxically perhaps, in a world that is rapidly changing under influ-
ence of globalization, we witness a growing interest worldwide in the regional and
local. Partly, this tendency can be interpreted as a sentimental withdrawal from the
globalizing world into the relative safety of our own regional backgrounds. There
is, however, more to this ‘new regionalism’ than meets the eye.

In contemporary environmental philosophy we witness a similar movement
towards the particular, the particularity of place, for instance with the emergence of
new journals such as Ethics, Place & Environment. The introduction to this volume
states that the new approach to environmental ethics ‘tries to do more justice to the
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highly contextualized way in which people ‘read’ meanings in particular places and
natural features’ and attempts ‘to leave behind the traditional, universalistic perspec-
tive’, thus shifting ‘from a global environmental ethics to a particularistic ethics of
place’. As Bruce Janz makes clear (in Chapter 14 of this volume), ethics of place is
not just interested in extending the definition of ‘both the range of who is seen as a
moral actor and who can be the recipient of moral action’. It also has a far more rad-
ical commitment: to change the nature of ethics itself, to ground and ‘place’ ethics
spatially, as it were.

It is hard to overestimate the radicalness of the endeavor of ethics of place. It
can be understood as a countermovement to modernist tendencies in environmental
ethics to seek moral guidelines for dealing with our surroundings in abstract notions
such as ‘intrinsic value of nature’ or ‘ecocentric egalitarianism’. Modernist environ-
mental ethics demands that humans distance themselves as much as possible from
their own partiality in order to transcend their ‘speciesist rationality’ and ‘human
chauvinism’; they should become ‘abstract’, so to speak, and adopt an ‘objective’
outlook on life. Modern environmental ethics implies a type of intellectual reflection
that transforms people into displaced, abstract, disembodied persons.

The drawback of such an approach is that it neglects the way in which morality is
intimately linked to the way humans interact with their surroundings. Being moved
by a particular place, or being subject to the moral appeal of certain ecosystems or
landscapes, ultimately rests on bodily interactions with these surroundings, and the
active involvement with them. It is from this perspective, that ‘place’ becomes an
important topic for environmental philosophy.

Starting point of a philosophy of place is the observation that for humans to be
involved with nature the world has to be culturally and materially appropriated, has
to become part of a symbolic order, a world of meaning. Place-based ethics under-
lines that, in order to have a morally meaningful relationship with the world, mere
space has to be transformed into a meaningful place. Moral involvement with our
surroundings implies that we conceive of the world as ηθoς , a place of living and
being, that is: a morally structured, significant place for the moral beings living in
it. According to Ingrid Stephanovic, ‘ethical discernment is less a matter of intellec-
tual construction than it is one of attunement to a particular way of being-in-place.
Rather than simply consisting of a project of internalizing an inventory of rules and
principles, ethical awareness also unfolds prethematically and is informed by virtue
of the ontological phenomenon of emplacement’ (Stephanovic, 2000, p. 128).

Ethics of place is a term denoting resistance against the equalizing forces of
abstract ethical reasoning that not only loses sight of specific places by regarding
each of them as merely a particular case of some universal feature of nature, but
implicitly contributes to the loss of these places. In contrast, ethics of place tries
to address the particular ways in which the world can appear as ethos for bodily
world-open beings in a ‘placial’ context. Ethics of place is looking for a way of
knowing what it means to live in this place, what the appropriation of this site as a
dwelling place would mean. At the same time, it underlines the importance of places
in which such an engagement with the world is possible. In this paper, I want to look
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into a concrete example of how an ‘ethics of place’ can come into play in a conflict
involving nature development projects along the major rivers in the Netherlands.

16.3 Dike Reinforcements Endangering the Landscape
of Memory

In the late 1980 s and early 1990 s, the Dutch river landscape was the locus of
a clash between different visions of nature. The immediate cause of the conflict
was the intention of the Dutch Directorate-General for Public Works and Water
Management to heighten old embankments along the major rivers (Rhine, Waal and
Meuse). River discharges were expected to rise due to both climate change and
established water management policies. Consequently, the old river dikes would be
too weak for adequate flood protection in the near future. For this reason, the dikes
had to be reinforced. Because of budgetary reasons, however, the above-mentioned
Directorate-General decided that the plan should be as cost-effective as possible:
instead of strengthening the old dikes, the plan was to get rid of the often century-
old, small-scaled, rather winding dikes altogether, and replace them with higher,
more robust and straighter ones (Fig. 16.1).

Fig. 16.1 Romeyn de Hooghe: Breaching dyke in Coevorden (Copperplate, 1673)
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The plan provoked much opposition. Landscape activists and many local inhab-
itants considered these plans disastrous for the traditional typical Dutch river land-
scape, made famous by the works of 17th century landscape painters such as Jacob
and Salomon Ruysdael.

The Dutch riverine landscape is many centuries old. Remains of former human
inhabitation are abundantly present and in plain sight for those who know where to
look for them: wooded banks, terraces, dikes and large artificial mounds all testify of
a long history of human habitation. Some features of these landscapes, such as some
ancient hedges along the river Meuse, even date back to Roman and Germanic times.
Remnants of other past events are still visible as well, such as the traces of previous
floods (deep pools that remained after dike bursts). In this ancient, small-scale land-
scape, culture and nature more or less organically merged into a meaningful whole.
Winding dikes and ponds provide a habitat for many species of animals and plants,
while at the same time the clay depositions in the water meadows make fertile soil
for local farmers. Indeed, in the traditional Dutch water landscape, there is more
biodiversity than there would have been in a purely natural wilderness of marshes.

Landscape activists sent warnings that if the plans of the Directorate-General for
Public Works and Water Management were to be implemented, many of these old
‘signs’ and memory traces in the landscape as mnemoscape would be destroyed.
The ‘habitable, meaningful world’ would be drastically changing into a uniform,
merely functional landscape dominated by straight lines; a ‘systematized’ or even
‘medicalized’ landscape (with artificial veins, bypasses and heart valves) devoid of
meaning.

The Save the River Landscape Organization was established to speak on behalf
of the protesters. Poet and novelist Willem van Toorn was one of its spokespersons.1

As a child, van Toorn spent many a holiday with family in the Betuwe, a rural area
in the heart of the Netherlands. As a result, he became familiar with the vast river
landscape, which features prominently in his work. For example, in his novel Een
leeg landschap (‘An Empty Landscape’, 1988), he expresses his concern about the
distortion of the river landscape. He also wrote several essays on the subject (van
Toorn, 1998).

According to van Toorn, the Dutch river landscape is unique, as it is a ‘pictorial
book of our memory’. In a sense, of course, all landscapes are memory landscapes,
but the Dutch landscape is perhaps even more so, when compared to landscapes
elsewhere. The reason for this is that, according to van Toorn,

the Dutch landscape is an idea. It would not have existed if people had not had the idea that it
could be made form all this water. Nearly everywhere you stand in this Dutch landscape, you
stand within the thoughts of people, neatly disguised as nature, and everyone is pretending
it has to be like this. (van Toorn, 1998, p. 9)

The Dutch river landscape can be read as an archive containing the history of
the Netherlands and of its inhabitants. The ‘legible landscape’ tells a story about

1The other spokesperson was the landscape painter Willem den Ouden, who lives in a house on a
dike, and who tried to capture the magic of the old river landscape in his work.
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this area. It reflects the way that humans have dwelled in these places and how they
related to each other in this landscape. The riverine landscape also reflects the past
and present socioeconomic efforts of people trying to survive in an area where river
floods are a threat on the one hand, and create fertile soil on the other. More than
elsewhere, this Dutch landscape contains traces of early inhabitants; it tells us who
they were, how they thought and how their successors became what they are now.
van Toorn:

These landscapes remind us along complicated and sometimes unconscious lines that there
is a past, that people who lived in that past had to deal with the world just as we have to, that
they had to protect themselves against nature and at the same time use its resources (van
Toorn, 1998, p. 66).

According to van Toorn, we should protect this landscape.

We have to stay in touch with this past – not because the past is better than the present, but
simply because we owe our existence, our identity, our vision of the world to it, and because
we can only think about the future by making use of our past experiences. A landscape that
does not contain enough ‘signs’, or where too much of these signs have disappeared, cannot
tell us much. [. . .] It is telling that dictatorships that deny and despise the past often destroy
landscapes in a bewildering fashion, as if they want to rob the people from their memories.
(ditto)

According to van Toorn, we have a responsibility to take care of the old ‘signs’ in
the landscape, out of gratitude towards our predecessors who, by living in it and with
it, made the landscape what it is now. We should also prevent a collective memory
loss and a loss of identity, as we otherwise will not be able to learn from the past.
The old cultural landscape is loaded with meanings that, once destroyed, cannot be
restored. For van Toorn, the reason we should protect these old landscapes is not
because of an ‘intrinsic’ feature of these landscapes themselves, but because of the
fact that the legible features in it are prerequisites for humans to have a meaning-
ful relation with the land. These signs make the world into a habitable place; they
enable us to dwell in this place. Moreover, the legibility is also enhanced because
this landscape plays a role in novels, poems, films and other ‘genres of imagina-
tion’.2 In other words, the landscape is legible not solely by virtue of the material
signs in the landscape, but also because people tell stories about it and invest it with
meaning.

The signs in the landscape make up a narrative that reflects the history of the
place and the relations people have and have had with it. Moreover, because these
histories and relations differ from region to region, these signs in the landscape add
to a specific regional character of a place. Many old signs in the landscape follow a
specific structure that is often repeated over again in a certain region, but differently
in other regions. In The Landscape as Memory, a collection of essays against dike

2The collective experience of the Dutch landscape has been influenced to a large extent by the
works of writers such as Hendrik Marsman and Nescio, or more recently Willem van Toorn and
Koos van Zomeren.



210 M. Drenthen

reinforcement, an archaeologist is cited, who explains what this means in terms of
identity and feeling connected with the landscape:

As a Drenth [someone from the Dutch province of Drenthe, MD], I feel at home in the old,
historical province of Drenthe, because of the structure that repeats itself there wherever I
am. There is the village with the village green, encircled by the common fields, and beyond
them the pastures in the brook valleys and the heathland. Whatever village I visit, whether
it is for the first time or not, I immediately feel at home because of these regional charac-
teristics. Likewise, someone living in the village of Moordrecht in the province of South
Holland will not feel a stranger in Gouderak [another village in South Holland] (Goudriaan,
1993, p. 95).

More or less the same can be said about the river landscape. The river landscape
is not a uniform entity but differs from region to region. Careful attention to the
specific details of local places reveals that there are subtle regional differences in
dike construction, fencing, farmhouse architecture, and land use, which all help to
distinguish one regional place from another.3 Replacing the old dikes with new,
modern, high-tech ones, would erase these regional differences, and would result in
alienating local inhabitants from their geographical environment (Fig. 16.2).

Fig. 16.2 Lower Rhine near Wageningen. Photo: Martin Drenthen

3Furthermore, some regional differences in style come from geological differences. The Rhine is
a glacier river, flowing broadly, steadily and impressively through the landscape. In contrast, the
Meuse – a precipitation river – is far more fickle: what normally appears to be a small tranquil
stream can become a fearsome wild river in early springtime. These differences are also reflected
in the landscape along these rivers: in the height and shape of the dikes, the character of land use
in the flood plain, et cetera.
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In sum, the protesters pointed out that the plans of the Directorate-General for
Public Works and Water Management to reorganize the river landscape were based
on a purely functional view of the river landscape that neglects important aspects
of what it means to live in such an area. It would lead to the destruction of those
signs in the land that are significant to the people who live and feel at home there.
It would destroy the regional diversity of the landscape, and would leave us with an
anonymous, monotonous, empty and altogether mute landscape.

Eventually, the landscape activists succeeded in their struggle against the eradica-
tion of the old river landscape. The Dutch public broadly recognized the importance
of safeguarding the traditional river landscape. It led to a change in the political
atmosphere concerning spatial planning. A governmental commission dismissed the
original plans and decided that future structures should be integrated into the exist-
ing landscape more carefully.

The whole project was delayed for a few years, but eventually the Directorate-
General for Public Works and Water Management managed to modify the original
plans and came up with plans for dike reinforcements that took into account the
properties of the landscape far more.4 The dikes were eventually strengthened in a
manner that was more in tune with the pace and rhythm of the area. When in 1993
and 1995 major flooding threatened houses along the rivers, some local inhabitants
blamed the landscape activists for having slowed down the necessary dike improve-
ments. However, in the end, most people agreed that the outcome was aesthetically
much more pleasing than the original plans.

The new dikes did not leave the landscapes unchanged – some of the old dike
houses, for instance, were no longer overlooking the dikes. The latter had in effect
become huge walls – but somehow, the new dikes still fitted in the old structure of
the land, and at least most of the old ‘signs’ were preserved. Since then, the Dutch
government has been paying more attention to cultural-historical considerations. It
issued a program called the Belvedère Project to ensure that cultural history is taken
into account in spatial planning in future.

Still, not all were satisfied with the outcome. Painter Willem den Ouden com-
plained about the ‘systematization of the landscape’. He decided never to paint this
landscape again, because it had lost its soul forever. He now only paints the skies
above the landscape; it is the only thing that humans have not been able to ruin yet.5

The commitment to the preservation of the river landscape, at least as expressed
by Den Ouden and van Toorn, clearly has an ethical side to it. The opposition against
the straight dikes originated from a concern for the identity of the people living on
the land, and with a sense of place and a sense of history that somehow enabled
people to live better lives. We could say that the landscape activists represented an
ethics of place, in which the ability of inhabitants to ‘read’ the signs in the landscape

4The new plans even met the original budget, thus proving the point of the protesters that the flaws
in the original policy were due to negligence.
5Of course, this is in contrast with Joseph Beuys’s statement that the land reclamations of the
Zuyder Zee have changed the color of the Dutch light significantly. See the documentary Dutch
Light: www.dutchlight.nl.
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connected them to the place and somehow provided them with a ‘moral measure’.
The narrative of the landscape emplaced them in a broader context, the land was an
ethos in the sense of ηθoς , if you will, that provided its inhabitants with a sense of
what it meant to live in this place appropriately.

16.4 Wetlands and the Erosion of Meaning

In the years following the above-mentioned debate, river managers more and more
realized that reinforced dikes would not provide an adequate protection against
floods forever. Behind the dikes, the land had been subsiding for centuries, whereas
between the dikes, water levels had been rising and would probably continue to rise
in the future. Building ever-higher dikes will eventually cease to be an option. This
insight gradually led to a paradigm shift in water management: instead of putting
rivers in straightjackets by constricting them between dikes, we should give them
more room; the rivers should again be able to flood the floodplains in times of high
water.

This paradigm shift resulted in a large-scale national water management plan
called ‘Room for the River’. In order to give the rivers more room, human activities
in the floodplains such as agriculture would have to be discontinued and the riverside
meadows should be transformed into wetland nature reserves.

Once again, human intervention will lead to drastic changes in the traditional
river landscape. Many of the traditional water meadows will be transformed into
swamps and marches, summer dikes will be breached, old clay depositions will be
removed from the floodplain and old river branches will be uncovered, all this in
order to reinstall natural water dynamics.

The reasons for giving the river more room were both ecocentric and anthro-
pocentric. Due to the change in climate, precipitation is expected to rise, causing
an increased risk of flooding. ‘Room for the River’ can help reduce that risk. Fur-
thermore, as a heavily populated country, the Netherlands has a great need for recre-
ational sites. These new nature areas may satisfy this need, particularly when there is
no high water so that people can hike and cycle in these ‘new nature’ areas. Follow-
ing the Belvedere principles, ‘Room for the River’ also acknowledges that certain
sites and features have cultural-historical importance and should be excluded from
nature development (known as ‘keep-off areas’).

There were also less anthropocentric motives for ‘Room for the River’. The
Dutch government has committed itself to the preservation of biodiversity. One
of the most significant threats to biodiversity in the Netherlands is the fragmen-
tation of natural areas. Reintroduction of natural dynamics in floodplains could lead
to new habitats for several indigenous species. Wetlands in the floodplains also
constitute an ecological network that again enables animals and plants to migrate
and spread out. The wetlands form corridors that link different nature reserves
together.

Many people are concerned that this new large-scale transformation of the
river landscape – turning the floodplains into wetlands – will destroy the regional
diversity, the legibility of the land and the sense of place that relies on those legible
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layers. Even though a recognition of the value of historical sites is built into the new
policy, many believe that only a select number of legible features in the landscape
will be regarded spectacular enough to be considered sites of historical importance.
The rest is bound to fall victim to the new policy. Thus, these new large-scale inter-
ventions endanger the old legible cultural landscape, and consequently, the experi-
ence of being connected to the land and being at home in the landscape. In short, this
nature development forms another threat to the old river landscape that was saved
from destruction by the construction of straight dikes not so long ago.

In the eyes of those concerned with the cultural landscape, nature development
consists of the effort to go back to a landscape that predates human habitation. It will
wipe out as far as possible all traces of human history in the landscape, removing
the human signs and imprints in the landscape, transforming a legible landscape
that testifies of the past into an a-historical, mute landscape. Natural processes are
the same everywhere and the net result of the ‘Room for the River’ project will
be a monotonous mute landscape that does not have any readable signs. For this
reason, Willem van Toorn is highly skeptical about nature development in the river
landscape.

The type of nature that nature builders aspire does not tell us anything [. . .]; humans as
strangers, as visitors in their own landscape. (van Toorn, 1998, p. 77)

Note that van Toorn refuses to use the common Dutch word for nature devel-
opment (‘natuurontwikkeling’) but instead speaks of nature construction (‘natuur-
bouw’), referring to a technological form of thinking about the landscape. To van
Toorn, the idea of creating wetlands in the floodplains comes from a similar state of
mind as the idea to replace old winding dikes with new straight ones:

The one danger to the Dutch landscape is that it will be crushed between two ways of
technological thinking: that of large-scale dike reinforcements and that of “constructing
nature”. [. . .] I fear that journalists, artists and writers will have to keep explaining that you
can create something like nature, but that you can never restore a cultural landscape that has
been built up over many centuries, once it is destroyed. (van Toorn, 1998, pp. 77–78)

16.5 New Nature and the Loss of Connectedness

The new debate now taking place is slightly more complicated. In the previous one,
i.e. the debate on dike reinforcements, the conflict was between those who were
concerned with the landscape and those who were primarily concerned with other
issues such as safety. In contrast, the current opposition is different: most people
consider the new development to be an improvement of ‘spatial quality’, only some
of the local stakeholders appear to be skeptical.

In 2003, the Dutch research institute Alterra conducted a survey into the chang-
ing public perceptions and appreciations of riverine landscapes in response to eco-
logical reconstruction projects in the floodplains. They interviewed local residents,
holyday-makers and people who did not have a specific relationship with a particular
place, and asked them how the recent changes had affected their appreciation of the
landscape.
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Almost all respondents reported that they considered the new areas to be an
improvement. All believed that the visual attractiveness of the wetlands was higher
than that of the old water meadows and all felt that the accessibility of the areas (for
recreation and the like) had improved. Most people also believed that the ‘nature
value’ of the new areas was higher, although some of the local respondents did not
agree with that: they considered the traditional landscape just as ‘natural’ as the
new one.

However, the most important difference between the local respondents and non-
local respondents had to do with the sense of connection with the landscape. It is
understandable that the non-local respondents did not value this aspect very highly,
as they had no consistent connection with the landscape as occasional visitors. For
the local population, however, the new landscape really caused them to lose this
sense of connection with the land. It is easy to understand why: as a landscape
of memory, the old cultural landscape was legible as a narrative, and this narra-
tive intertwined with the personal narratives of people inhabiting this landscape.
As nature development involves the destruction of some of the old signs of habi-
tation in the landscape, it also implies a loss of memory that causes a feeling of
homelessness.

According to van Toorn, people need these signs, this readability of the land, to
feel connected and committed to particular places. The constructors of the new areas
artificially create new signs because the old signs are lost:

The type of nature that nature builders aspire does not tell to us anything – that is why these
newly created nature areas have to be provided with information pavilions and signposting,
and treasure hunts are organized along routes with special tree species and ponds with half-
domesticated otters; humans as strangers, as visitors in their own landscape. (van Toorn,
1998, p. 77)

Seen from the perspective of people who feel connected with the old landscape,
the new nature reserves can at best lead to an impoverished (and probably perverted)
sense of place attachment. The new feeling of attachment with the landscape is to
a large degree dependent on experts, historians and ecologists, who provide peo-
ple with a narrative that makes particular places legible again. However, this new
landscape narrative does not really come from the place itself; it is attributed to it.
The new stories are made up by experts (who are often strangers to the land them-
selves) and passed on to other ‘visitors to the landscape’. The traditional landscape
somehow provided its inhabitants – those who knew how to read the signs of the
land – with a ‘moral measure’. Implied in the traditional sense of place and sense of
belonging was a knowledge of what was appropriate, what was ‘in place’. Because
of this loss of a moral measure coming from outside ourselves, from the place itself,
van Toorn considers it dangerous that

people aspire to create landscapes, in which human are only present as tourists – and no
longer as residents for whom the signs and the narratives of the land are food for their spirit.
(van Toorn, 1998, pp. 76–77)
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16.6 Ethics of Place or Defending Your Back Yard?

This difference between the landscape experience of locals and that of the rest of
the population with regard to the Room for the River project could lead to the con-
clusion that the protest against room for rivers is in its essence a political conflict,
a conflict between different interests. That in turn could lead to the suspicion that
the opposition against Room for the River could be a form of Not-In-My-Back-Yard
activism. However, as I would like to show, this is missing the point.

Some scholars frame these types of conflict between the different views on how
to deal with the landscape as a classical political conflict. Different interests regard-
ing the use of the land lead to competing views on how to deal with the landscape.
The conflict can then be summarized as that between those who feel at home in the
landscape and demand that their feelings are taking into account, and those who do
not have such a special connection, but who have their own demands and expecta-
tions concerning spatial planning, such as ‘nature conservation’ or ‘flood safety’. If
interpreted in this way, the landscape itself does not play a significant role in the
conflict at hand.

However, we lose something essential once we translate the debate about the
landscape into political terms. That is because the motives of the landscape activists
are not personal preferences in the ordinary sense. They care about the landscape
because it is connected with their particular way of life. Some speak in the name
of the old landscape, signifying it as a meaningful place that deserves protection
in its own right. The river landscape plays a role in the stories that these people
tell about themselves, but also, the self-stories in the end all add up to a narrative
of the land. The old river landscape does have all kinds of functions – whether it
is ecological, economical, recreational or otherwise – but it is also a meaningful
place. This latter argument can be framed in political terms – ‘the old landscape
is being valued by certain groups of people, and should therefore be taken into
account in the political process’ – but something is lost in this translation. The strug-
gle against the destruction of the river landscape harbors a different, more radical
conflict.

At this point, it can be helpful to look at the work of the British philosopher Mick
Smith. In his book An Ethics of Place, Smith discusses the road protests in the UK
in the late 1990 s. In more than some respects, these protests resemble those against
the new dikes and nature development in the Netherlands.

The British protests were directed against the cutting down of forests for the
construction of roads. Protesters occupied the forests; they built tree houses and
stayed there for a couple of weeks, to complicate the road construction. Just as in
the Netherlands, these conflicts seem to revolve around different spatial experiences.

According to Smith, the motives of these road protesters reveal a new kind of
ethic that implies a fundamental breach with the common view of the landscape.
Where in the dominant view, space appears as abstract, exchangeable extended
space to be used, occupied by humans at will, the protesters initiated a different
conception ‘space’, in which each particular place has its own specific meaning,
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history, ecology, narrative and intertwinement with community and personal lives.
In the British road protest, a new kind of ethic emerged, that leaves behind the
universal, rational ethics and politics of ‘reasonable decisions’, and looks to replace
it with a new, barely articulated place-based ethos. Because the new ethics has dif-
ficulty expressing itself, many activist use traditional ethical terms such as ‘the
right of trees to exist’, but in reality, the new ethics is still searching for ade-
quate expression. Besides being a political instrument to hinder the cutting down
of trees, trees houses are, in a sense, a new expression of this new ethics. By inhab-
iting the forest and building tree houses, this ethics of place occupies the forests
that, on the one hand, respects that place itself, but on the other, makes it part of
the human world – filling it with signs and meanings; intertwining its story with
that of its inhabitants. The abstract ‘intrinsic value’ of the forest gets a concrete
embodiment.

The British road protesters contrast their ethos with the ethics of the car driver.
For the motorist, a road is a line between two points in space, a means of getting
from A to B as efficient as possible. The tree house builders demand a change of
perspective. To them, the points half way are places in their own right. To them,
places are not just points of departure or destinations. Their meaning cannot be
understood solely in terms relative to movement. The places, that to motorist are
only places of transition, have their own meaning and structure, their own ‘measure’
as it were. The conflict cannot be understood in terms of conflicting interests of
citizens within a liberal-political arena.

In the Dutch resistance against the distortion of the river landscape, something
similar is at stake. The resistance against dike reinforcements and nature develop-
ment is the resistance against an equalization of space, against the proliferations
of place. Its central aim is to show how each landscape is its specific quality, has
its own specific ethos. Therefore, the conflict should not be interpreted solely as a
conflict of interest between those with and those without a special connection with
the land.

Seen from this perspective, the conflict between different views on the landscape
is far more radical. On one side, we see the local inhabitants who represent an ethics
of place. Their ideal is a harmonious intersection of nature and culture; a land satu-
rated with meanings and signs and populated by those who can and who care to read
these signs. They define themselves in terms of a sense of belonging to a landscape
whose message they can understand. In this view, the land is a place where one can
belong, and the sense of place can add to one’s feeling of identity. On the other
side, there are those who do not see these local signs. They regard the landscape as
something that can be transformed at will. To them, the land is a blank slate that can
be rewritten at will. From this position, ethics is what people decide on. It is up to
people to decide if they want to organize a landscape with purely functional consid-
erations in mind, or if they want to take into account cultural history and aesthetics.
Either way, seen from this perspective, ethics and place do not have anything to do
with each other.

The conflict between these two views on the landscape is one between those who
consider the landscape just mute material that one can use at will, and those for
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whom the landscape is a place filled with meaningful signs that reveal an internal
structure to those inhabiting the land. At stake is a radical, almost metaphysical
question about the status of place in human life: is it interchangeable, manageable
and can it be reorganized by humans? Or does it have an internal structure that
humans have to adapt to?

16.7 Putting New Nature in Place

However, the depiction of nature development has been very one-sided up until now.
In the perspective of the defenders of the cultural river landscape, signs are always
human signs, and meanings in the landscape always derive from human habitation.

One could criticize the proponents of the old cultural landscape for their conser-
vatism and anthropocentrism. By deifying all that already exists in the landscape,
they turn a living landscape into a museum. Humans have continually changed
aspects of the landscape, not just now but also in the 17th century (Cf. Zwart, 2003).
If we value signs in the landscape, then somehow, we ourselves should also be
allowed to leave signs in the landscape as well.6 Maybe it is possible to reinterpret
the new nature development as being just that: writing new signs in the landscape.

Moreover, nature development could also be interpreted as a correction of the
human-centeredness of the traditional cultural landscape, in which nature does not
really have an own voice in the narrative of the land. The ‘legible’ signs in the
landscapes are not just those inscribed by humans. Other beings left their traces as
well. All kinds of natural processes, from ecology to geology, made these places
into what they are now. Humans are merely co-authors of the landscape, the overall
narrative of each place was written by nature itself.

Starting from this, many restoration biologists agree with the critics that ‘nature
construction’ is not desirable at all. Nature construction would transform the effort
of nature development into what its critics say it is: a purely technological approach
to the landscape, terra forming without respect for that which is already present
on the ground. In the eyes of many ecological restorationists, such an approach to
nature management would be difficult to reconcile with the more sensitive approach
to nature and landscape that most restoration ecologists feel is at the heart of nature
conservation.

This natural narrative of the place could be interpreted as the complement of
the anthropocentric narrative that the cultural landscapists refer to. In his defense
of the cultural landscape, van Toorn mentioned that the value of a landscape also
lies in the testimony of the struggle that people had with nature in their effort to
survive along the rivers. One could say that nature development comes down to

6Willem van Toorn admits that we should not turn our landscapes into museums. He praises the
Italian landscape of Tuscany, where even the modern highways somehow follow the ancient path-
ways of the Romans. The new should take the old into account, not by deifying the old, but by
respecting the old legibility while writing new layers on the land.
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the effort to – literally – dig up the older layers that precede human population. By
revealing how the landscape must have been like at the time that humans did not yet
dominate the landscape, we show with what forces the early inhabitants had to deal
with, what the place was like at the beginning of its habitation. It can provide human
place-history with a broader context again. In that sense, developing wetlands along
the rivers could be understood of as a deepening of the ethics of place, rather than a
destruction of it.

Dutch ecologist Frans Vera, who is one of the major proponents of the Room
for the River project, defends the idea of nature development with reference to the
so-called ‘shifting baseline syndrome’ (Vera, 2006). Vera argues that, in the pro-
cess of human habitation, cultivation and domestication of the landscape, there has
always been an awareness of the difference between cultural landscapes and ‘pure’
nature. Alongside the cultural landscape that was determined to a large degree by
humans, there always existed a more natural landscape. The contrast between these
two types of landscape enabled humans to compare the human-centered landscape
with its non-human-centered original. This way, humans had a baseline – the orig-
inal nature – that could help them ‘place’ the human-centered landscape within the
broader context of the surrounding nature. What is relatively new to our present
historical situation is, according to Vera, that this pristine, original nature no longer
exists in most places. For that reason, we do no longer posses a clear baseline. As
a result, people have all kinds of unfounded ideas about how ‘real’ nature looks
like – ideas that are not only unfounded, but also constantly changing. This so-
called ‘shifting baseline syndrome’ is one of the reasons why many people do not
perceive the decline of nature nowadays: their ideas about what real nature looks
like change together with the deterioration of nature. Apparently, Vera’s argument
in favor of nature development depends to a large degree on the need that he feels
for a new baseline. In its core, this is a moral argument. The natural baseline should
provide us humans with a non-anthropocentric moral measure with which to look at
ourselves critically. According to Vera, nature development is necessary, because it
can help humans to regain a sense of what the baseline is. With nature development,
we get a sense of how the natural world looked like, where we humans originated.
In a sense, one could say that Vera wants to morally deepen our sense of place into
a ‘sense of place v.2.0’ if you will. He wants to provide our human world with a
context. Seen from this perspective, nature development could be a correction, or
even a deepening of the sense of place, by confronting it with a ‘measure’ that can
limit our cultural appropriations of place.

Other restoration biologists and nature developers are concerned with issues of
place themselves. Wouter Helmer, restoration ecologist and director of a major
Dutch nature development organization (‘Stichting Ark’), is also a strong defender
of the ideas behind Room for the River. However, together with landscape archi-
tect Willem Overmars he, too, criticizes the idea of ‘nature construction’. Helmer
and Overmars argue that the idea that one can ‘build’ nature (with a certain ‘goal
type nature’ in mind) ultimately leads to the creation ‘a fake landscape, a fake geo-
morphology and a fake history’ (Helmer & Overmars, 1998, p. 3). Instead, nature
developers should be concerned with place as well.
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The place-based approach to nature development can be strengthened by actively
involving communities of local inhabitants. Some nature developers – such as
Wouter Helmer – promote the idea that the new nature reserves should be as
accessible to humans as possible: away with barbed-wire fences and prohibition
signs. Furthermore, one can even try to combine the development of wetlands
with a community-based approach, as is happening in the Waalweelde project
(www.waalweelde.nl). Here, the effort is to actively involve the inhabitants in river
management by giving them a role to play in the design process. Local inhabitants
have to work together to actively commit themselves to the landscape design pro-
cess; this activates their sense of place but revitalizes their place-based community
as well. In this sense, one could see the development of nature in the floodplains as
a chance to revitalize place: strengthening the sense of place, reviving place-based
communities and opening up the possibility of developing a ‘sense of place v.2.0’
(Fig. 16.3).

Helmer and Overmars caution us that we should not be led into believing that
purely cultural landscapes and pure natural non-human landscapes are the only alter-
natives. Instead, we should interpret the new nature areas as cultural landscapes too.

Fig. 16.3 Rewilding rivers.
Drawing by Jeroen Helmer,
ARK Nature
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From this point of departure, they argue for a middle position that acknowledges
that what is already present, but at the same time aims at ‘revitalizing’ the landscape
by allowing new developments.

According to Helmer and Overmars, nature development projects should start
with a meticulous examination of those structural features in the landscape that are
already present. This ‘genius of place’ consists of the (non-anthropogenic) natu-
ral processes that are characteristic of a certain area, the (anthropogenic) historical
developments of a certain landscape as far as these contributed to the specific char-
acter of that area, and the societal functions that enable people to interact with these
natural processes in ways that are both physically and economically sustainable.
Taking into account this genius of place implies, for instance, that nature develop-
ers not only have to take into account the anthropogenic signs in the landscape, but
also the geological structures in the landscape. Respecting the geomorphology in a
floodplain area implies that one tries to reveal the original river branches that have
disappeared due to sedimentation after the embankments were made, instead of dig-
ging new ones at will. By removing the clay depositions following the relief of the
soil, one could say that nature development projects that start from this ‘genius of
place’, reveal older structural layers of the landscape, even though this is sometimes
possible only by disrupting layers that are more recent.

16.8 Towards a Palimpsest Landscape?

Starting from this ‘emplaced’ view of nature development, it may even prove to be
possible to reconcile new nature with a view that is concerned with the legibility of
the landscape. Developing nature is then not the eradication of human history, but –
on the contrary – the placing of human history within a deeper, broader framework
of earth history. Each inhabited place has a narrative that predates that of habitation.
Retrieving the older layers in the landscape may thus deepen the sense of place.
Confronted again with the way in which a river has changed its course during the
past millennia, people begin to realize what it means to be an inhabitant of a river
landscape. It can help them gain a sense of place that is more in line with that of
the first inhabitants of the land, who had to deal with nature when it was a powerful
opponent that still had to be dealt with.

Maybe the ideal should be a layered landscape which shows how different legi-
ble layers lie on top of each other. Archaeologists call these types of multi-layered
landscapes ‘palimpsests’. The term palimpsest originally refers to recycled parch-
ment documents. In the Middle Ages, parchment paper was expensive to such an
extent that people took older documents (often from Antiquity) and bleached the
old ink in order to re-use the parchment for writing new texts over the old ones.7

Archaeologists use the term too, for they are concerned with reading different

7Nowadays, historians use new imaging technologies to decipher old texts without destroying the
new texts. A few years ago, a hitherto unknown text by Archimedes was discovered, hidden under
the text of a medieval prayer book.
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legible layers in the soil, and are trying to find ways to read the older layers without
destroying the more recent ‘signs’ on top.

16.9 Non-place in Supermodernity

However, maybe we should not try to reconcile the different perspectives on the
landscape too easily. Behind the struggle for the arrangements of public space lies a
conflict between different ways of dealing with our relation with place and history.

According to van Toorn, there is more at stake than just the aesthetic quality of
the landscape or the local inhabitants’ sentiments. van Toorn rejects the ideal of
nature development, because it cuts off the roots of those who feel connected to
‘their’ landscape. He rejects the new view on the landscape, because it represents a
view of life and of history that he despises:

The cultural landscape does not have a lobby. It is, at least in the Netherlands, protected
by a small group of artists and intellectuals. They protect it against a light-hearted kind
of postmodern form of thinking in which history is just a grab bag, from which one can
carelessly throw away anything that is not fashionable. [. . .] I consider it a dangerous devel-
opment that, with nature construction, people aspire to create landscapes in which humans
are present only as tourists – and no longer as residents for whom the signs and narratives
of the land are food for their spirit. (pp. 76–77)

van Toorn contrasts the local inhabitant – capable and willing to read the signs
of the land – with the postmodern visitor to the landscape, who is not connected
to place in anyway, neither to the landscape itself nor to history.8 Where the place-
dweller derives the meaning of his life from the place and its history, the postmod-
ern visitor – notably the city dweller who visits the river landscape for leisure –
conceives of himself as a self-invented, autonomous being.

The real worry for those opposing the distortion the river landscape is not so
much that a landscape dominated by culture is transforming into a landscape where
natural processes have more room, but that all these developments represent an ero-
sion of place.

At this point, it can be helpful to look at the work of the French anthropologist
Marc Augé. Augé uses three characteristics that define an (anthropological) ‘place’,
which resemble Willem van Toorn’s remarks on the old river landscapes. Following
the definition of Maus, Augé starts with the idea that place is culture localized in
time and space. Next, he distinguishes different aspects of place: each place is a
place of history (the inhabitant of an anthropological place does not make history,
but lives in it), of identity (it constitutes the identity of people living there), and of
relations (the order that links one person to that place, also links the others living
there) (Augé, 1995, p. 52).

According to Augé, in our age, more and more locations do no longer pos-
sess these features of anthropological place; he calls these locations ‘non-places’.

8It must be said, however, that this postmodern visitor will probably in some sense feel connected
to the city he lives in – a type of place attachment Van Toorn does not seem to consider.
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Non-places are the product of our historical era that he calls ‘supermodernity’.
Supermodernity is the historical era in which our relation to history, to place and
to each other is drastically different from that in premodern and modern societies.
According to Augé, supermodernity is determined by three forms of excess: over-
abundance of events, spatial overabundance and the individualization of references.

The term ‘overabundance of events’ refers to the acceleration of history that we
are witnessing today. According to Augé, it leads to an ever-more fleeting notion of
history. History ceases to be a stable point of reference; as a result, the feeling of
being successors of our predecessors is more and more alien to us.

The notion of spatial overabundance refers to the increased mobility of people,
who are now able to visit more places than ever before in history. Augé points out
that, paradoxically, this spatial overabundance leads to a ‘shrinking’ of the planet, as
different places in the world are becoming more and more alike. In this era in which
we are becoming increasingly mobile, we are decreasingly able to really connect to
places (Fig. 16.4).

Finally, the form of excess in the relation to place refers to the rise of individual-
ism. According to Augé, we do no longer collectively share places as shared frames
of reference, but instead, all of us have our own ‘trajectory’ in space.9

Fig. 16.4 Miniature landscapes at the information center of the Dutch Cultural Landscape Asso-
ciation in Beek, near Nijmegen. Photo by Valentijn te Plate, Nederlands Cultuurlandschap

9Some will argue, in contrast, that many people are actively involved with the place in which
they live, today more than ever. However, a conscious effort to collectively invest meaning in
place – to which many local communities indeed seem to commit themselves these days – could
be interpreted as being actually a symptom of the erosion of place as it apparently is no longer a
spontaneous process.
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The net result of this development of supermodernism is that more and more
places in the world lack the aspects of place that enable people to integrate place in
their lives in a meaningful way.

According to Augé, an airport is an outstanding example of a non-place.10 It has
been specially designed to optimize the throughput of passengers: no one is at home
there; everyone is just passing through. Furthermore, most airports did not grow
organically, but were designed and redesigned solely for purposes such as efficiency,
prestige, et cetera. In no way do these non-places contribute to a sense of identity.
According to Bruno Bosteels, individuals in non-places are typically ‘passengers or
customers or both’, who ‘immerse themselves in the chance anonymity of an empty
space without history, as if trapped and immobilized in a time without events. What
people usually do in such places [. . .] would seem to involve little more than waiting,
remembering, or shopping while passing through’ (Bosteels, 2003).11

Naturally, non-places such as airports can be filled with meanings. The differ-
ence, however, is that non-places, ‘do not integrate the earlier places: instead, these
are listed, classified, promoted to the status of “places of memory,” and assigned a
circumscribed and specific position.’ Because all people occupying these locations
are either at work or just passing through, the meaningful signs in non-places will
probably be the result of advertising campaigns and corporate identity projects and
the like. No one is really at home there; only a very narrow part of people’s lives
takes place in these non-places. Non-places do not reflect a genuine history nor do
they define a person’s identity; they do not genuinely help to define the relation-
ships that people have with each other.12 Non-places make up a purely functional,
sanitized landscape. Such an arrangement of space misses the specifics of a regional
place that enable people to feel connected with it.

The concept of non-place should give us serious reason to reconsider the idealiza-
tions of the old cultural river landscape, and the place-attachment of its inhabitants.
According to Augé’, as soon as we see certain places as ‘places of memory’, we
already start transforming them into non-places. Should that not make us a bit more
suspicious about the simple opposition between emplaced old cultural landscapes
and the new landscapes as non-places?

10Other examples of non-places are service stations, supermarkets, malls, hotel chains, and so on.
11One could also give a more positive description of the relation between passengers and non-
places. Some people even appreciate non-places such as airports precisely because being stuck
there enables them, for instance, to read a book without being called away for all kinds of societal
demands.
12Although, of course, we should add, that all non-places tend to be filled with meaning by people
using them. Augé, too, acknowledges that there are hardly any ‘pure’ non-places – people are
investing meaning in new places constantly. In the 2004 movie Terminal, Viktor Navorski, an
eastern immigrant finds himself stranded in JFK airport, and must take up temporary residence
there. He is forced to make his home in the airport terminal – the pivotal non-place. As Viktor is
trying to find his way around, however, we gradually come to know the terminal as somehow a
place in its own right. Both perspectives collide in a brilliantly funny scene. Viktor is shaving in a
public restroom, when a worn out business man comes in and asks: ‘Ever feel like you’re living in
an airport?’
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Behind the pleas for preserving the cultural landscapes along the rivers is the
assumption that the inhabitants all share a certain sense of place and know how
to read the signs in the landscape. Maybe we should allow ourselves to question
seriously whether this assumption is actually justified.

Should we not admit that, today, hardly anyone really feels connected with a loca-
tion in the sense that van Toorn is expressing? Of course, we all feel connected with a
particular place every now and then. Moreover, most of us feel connected with more
than one place. I feel connected with the village of my childhood, with the nature
reserve where I spent most of my holidays in my youth, with the neighborhood that
I lived in for the last 20 years, with the forest and hills close to my hometown.
However, I also feel connected with the breathtakingly beautiful Tavignanu Valley
in the heart of Corsica, and with the Eiffel mountains in Germany, where I like to
go hiking every now and then, and with St. John’s, Newfoundland, where I attended
some environmental philosophy meetings.

However, the reasons that I value the Tavignanu Valley have more to do with me
and with the shortcomings of modern-life in the Netherlands than with the actual
place itself. Although as a visitor I can somehow ‘sense’ the old signs in the land-
scape, I dare not pretend to be able to read these signs as someone actually living
there can.

Furthermore, the places that I have a special connection with are very differ-
ent from those of my neighbors and those of my colleagues. Although, of course,
to some extent some places are still shared reference points that partly determine
people’s relations to each other,13 places are no longer the taken-for-granted back-
ground shared by all people.

The point is that we are far more supermodern than van Toorn thinks we are.

16.10 Are We Strangers on the Land?

If Augé’s diagnosis of our age as supermodernity makes any sense – if we are indeed
to a large degree determined by the overabundance of place and history, and highly
individualized – than most people are already distanced from their roots to a degree
that is far beyond repair. If so, this means, in a sense, that non-places are everywhere,
albeit not in a pure form. In that case, whatever new senses of place we will be able
to come up with, they will always be ‘provisional’ and, in a certain way, far more
superficial than we would like them to be. Our sense of connectedness with the land
will then always be accompanied by a profound sense of estrangement.

Perhaps we supermodern humans are indeed to a large degree destined to be
‘present only as tourists’. If this is the case, the place ideal expressed by van Toorn
cannot be more than nostalgia. Of course, we all would like to feel connected with

13When my colleagues and I recently moved to a new building for the science faculty, we shared
that experience of being simultaneously forced to re-invent some of our daily routines, thus sharing
a certain place as a common point of reference.
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a place in the deepest sense, but it is very well possible that our desire for these
places is just a means of suppressing our real identity. In that case, we can still
conceive ourselves ‘as residents for whom the signs and the narratives of the land
are food for their spirit’, but we should no longer pretend to have a primordial bond
with the land. ‘Information pavilions, signposting, treasure hunts along routes with
special tree species and ponds with half-domesticated otters’ can provide us with
a temporary sense of meaning, but in the end, and to some degree, we will remain
strangers, visitors to the landscape.

Furthermore, if Augé’s diagnosis of supermodernity has some credibility, cling-
ing to the ideal of ‘good old’ place attachment will somehow seduce us to turn our
surroundings into artificial ‘landscapes of memory’, that is: museum pieces, ironical
look-alikes of landscapes that once were places. Instead of connecting our identity
with place, we would actually draw back into a would-be identity and as a result
create non-places ourselves – landscapes that solely reflect our inability to come to
terms with our time. By neglecting the reality of supermodernity, we would end up
creating fake places ever more.

If Augé is right, non-places are not just the accidental result of local erosion of
place. Instead, they are the result of what has become of us; a symptom of how
supermodernity has changed our whole mode of existence. Opposition against the
erosion of place would then turn out to be a symptom of the crisis of place rather
than salvation from it. The calls for restoring place attachment neglect the causes
behind changes in our experience of place, they lead to people masquerading in an
artificial landscape.

16.11 New Wilderness as an Effort to Emplace
Our Homelessness

If Augé’s diagnosis of supermodernity makes any sense, we should not only rein-
terpret the desire for place, but also try a different interpretation of the ideas behind
nature development. Would it not be possible to come up with a more positive inter-
pretation of what new-nature reserves mean for our relation to place? Instead of
blaming nature developers for a ‘light-hearted kind of post-modern form of think-
ing in which history is just a grab bag, from which one can carelessly throw away
anything that isn’t fashionable’, as Willem van Toorn puts it, we should keep an
open mind for new and more positive interpretations.

Maybe we can interpret the new nature development movement as a new, post-
modern attempt to invest meaning in the landscape in a way that mirrors our con-
temporary position in time and space. We could try to interpret nature development
as an attempt to mirror our new identity in the landscape again, in an attempt to
leave behind supermodernity with its meaningless non-places.

Following Augé, we could say that today, in supermodernity, we do not witness
a shortage, but, on the contrary, an overabundance of ascribed meanings in the land-
scape (the signposts and information pavilions, treasure hunts and cycling trails).
The post-modern way of dealing with such a landscape would then not be recalling
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and longing back to some premodern forms of connectedness with one particular
place, but, on the contrary, would further radicalize the different relations we nowa-
days have with the land.

Maybe the ‘new wildernesses’ should be interpreted as sites where we ‘emplace’
our identity once again, but now, paradoxically, by acknowledging our ‘placeless-
ness’, as it were (cf. Drenthen, 2005).

Some restorationists seem to have something like this in mind. Wouter Helmer
once used the phrase ‘insane oasis’ (Helmer, 1996) to designate meaning to these
‘new wildernesses’: places of freedom, where one can put into perspective the ‘san-
ity’ of our everyday moral conventions and regulations. In this interpretation, the
new ‘wildernesses’ are places where we can escape from the overabundance of soci-
etal orders and regulations and, one might add, symbolizations of place, which help
us focus again on the not-yet-symbolized place.

If we may take these interpretations seriously, the new nature development
projects along the rivers should be interpreted as an effort to ‘emplace’ supermod-
ern humans again. To put it paradoxically: here we try to ‘place’ ourselves as beings
that are, in some sense at least, rootless; here we can really be the ‘natural aliens’
that we are (Cf. Evernden, 1993).

However, if we take this interpretation seriously, we should stop trying to make
people feel at home there by means of information pavilions and treasure hunts.
Instead, we should invest in a credible interpretation of what it means to be a stranger
on earth.

16.12 Closing Remark

So where does all this leave us with regard to our evaluation of the meaning of place
in environmental restoration?

Seen from the dominant river management perspective, the creation of nature in
the floodplains appears merely as a powerful management tool to reduce flood risks
while increasing landscape quality. Place attachment is considered a subjective extra
but does not play a decisive role. In the end, this perspective is mostly a technical
one, in which moral or cultural meanings are almost impossible to articulate. Should
we accept this view as the dominant one?

We have discussed three different views on what nature development could mean
for place. All of them imply a vision of what places along a river are and reflect a
certain ethical stance towards these places. They raise different questions and open
different interpretational alleys on what is at stake in the future management of river.
Let me briefly recount a few of them.

The perspective of the legible landscape argues that our river management efforts
should be strictly confined, so as to prevent the destruction of old legible signs that
enable humans to live meaningful ‘placed’ lives. We should enable people to grow
a morally deep, and culturally rich connection to the river and let the meanings and
traces that make up the land play a part in the way we occupy our places. The past
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should not prevent us from making new traces, but guide our efforts to find new
appropriate ways to embrace the river.

The second perspective of ‘regrounding’ place interprets the development of new
nature as a chance to revitalize and deepen our sense of place into a ‘sense of place
v.2.0’ as it were. In this approach, the interpretational power of science is used by
experts to disclose a deeper story of the river that can be understood by other people
as well. The river presents a moral baseline, urging us to put in perspective our
anthropocentric fixation on human needs and meanings, and to acknowledge that
the river as a basis for what is valuable.

From the third point of view, the new nature practices can be seen as alternative
forms of place-making that attempt to emplace our new postmodern cosmopolitan
identity in which a feeling of estrangement from nature is a key feature. In stead of
appropriating the meaning of a river, we let the wildness of the river enrich our lives
again, as a mysterious place where we can be alone and encounter the unruly.

Apparently, these new practices allow for multiple interpretations, multiple
visions of what places have to say to us in our time. Different views on the meaning
of the new places along the rivers also imply different views on who we are our-
selves. But not all modes of reasoning will be equally appropriate at all times and
on all places. The question is not just what these places are, but also who we are
in these places. The question of place is urgent, now more than ever. It is up to the
philosophy of place to help modern society understand what is at stake here.
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