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GUEST EDITORIAL

Coping with crisis: an introduction*

RaingaRd EssER and MaRijkE MEijER DREEs

University of Groningen, NL

On 18 June 2015, the Vatican published Pope Francis’ second encyclical, Laudato si’.1 The 
document, entitled after Francis of Assisi’s Canticle of  the Sun, called for a more careful 
approach to the environment. It was an appeal to repent of humanity’s sins against the 
earth: the gluttony, sloth and greed with which the developed world had abused its natu-
ral resources. It called for a reversal of the current breakdown of global society through 
increasing social inequality and the exploitation of the poor. And it supported scientific 
evidence of climate change and its catastrophic consequences. The warming of the planet 
was, so Pope Francis argued, a symptom of a greater problem: the developed world’s 
indifference to the destruction of the earth in its pursuit of short-term economic gain.

The encyclical was hailed by many members of the scientific community as a milestone 
in the recognition of man-induced climate change and as a powerful call for sustainable 
energy.2 The arguments of the papal appeal, however, were not new. They resonated with 
medieval and early modern debates on natural disasters. Its key aspects: the reminder 
of the sins of mankind and their effect on nature as well as on social order and stability 
had been rehearsed in many premodern tracts, sermons and images. Expert discourses 
by specialists – astronomers, doctors and engineers – were, likewise, part of the early 
modern explanatory repertoire to come to terms with natural disasters.

Surveying recent literature, we can now state that research into ‘disaster management’ 
of early modern societies is no longer in its infancy. It has developed as a mature (albeit 
small), multi-headed field of research, which is nourished by various strands of histori-
cal investigation and interdisciplinary approaches. The research programmes under the 
umbrella Historical Disaster Studies proposed by scholars such as Frank Mauelshagen, 
Gerrit Caspar Schenk and Monica Juneja are vivid evidence of this maturation.3

It seems fair to say, that much of the scholarship relating to early modern disaster 
research has been undertaken in the German-speaking (but English-publishing) aca-
demic community. Research into (nature-induced) disasters has been fed from many 
angles: it is, perhaps, no coincidence that one of the first research centres devoted to 
the topic, the Graduiertenkolleg Interdisziplinäre Umweltgeschichte. Naturale Umwelt 
und gesellschaftliches Handeln in Mitteleuropa (2004–2013) was established at the 

Doi 10.1080/03096564.2016.1159871

*We would like to thank the directors of sustainable society of the university of groningen for their financial support of this 
project and steven Ellis for carefully reading and commenting on this contribution.
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University of Göttingen.4 Its strong tradition in Historical Anthropology and the History 
of Mentalities has influenced an approach to the study of early modern natural disas-
ters which is particularly concerned with the category of ‘experience’ and is trying to 
trace early modern experiences of disasters in ego-documents and other sources offering 
inroads into the reflections both of individuals and society more generally on natural 
catastrophes. The attention paid to the discursive frameworks within which the discussion 
and the memory of disaster were situated in medieval and early modern times has become 
and remains one, if not the most important research strand in historical disaster studies. 
Again, perhaps as a consequence of its early genesis from Historical Anthropology and 
the History of Mentalities, which has been traditionally the domain of medievalists and 
early modernists, the research of early modern natural disaster management has so far 
outnumbered studies of comparable phenomena in the more recent past.

In line with wider trends in historiography, historians are now increasingly expanding 
their range of investigation into the management of natural disasters to incorporate 
intercultural comparisons, as proposed by the Forschernetzwerk Historische Erforschung 
von Katastrophen in kulturvergleichender Perspektive (2005–2012, University of Zürich) 
and its successor initiatives at the University of Heidelberg.5 Assessing similarities and 
differences of coping strategies in the non-Christian societies of the Ottoman Empire 
and China as investigated by the Heidelberg Cluster Asia and Europe in its recently 
completed project Images of  Disaster, for instance, will help us further to challenge 
still-all-too-dearly held assumptions about the uniqueness of Western approaches to 
these crises and their solutions.6 Encouragement and impulses have also been given by 
historians of the environment, historical climatologists and by geographers interested in 
extreme events triggered by natural factors (such as climate change) and the interaction 
between human agents and nature.7

In the Netherlands, interest in environmental history, and, more specifically in the his-
tory of society’s coping strategies when confronted with nature-induced disasters, is still 
relatively underdeveloped. Recent research on the topic of flooding in particular is mainly 
focused on the Chair of Waterstaatsgeschiedenis at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam.8 
At Utrecht University, a team of economic and social historians investigates the success 
and failure of Western European societies in coping with rural hazards and disasters 
between 1300 and 1800.9

In spite of these different initiatives, however, we may still agree with Ute Rösler’s 
recent verdict on the lack of an overarching, operational theory that can help us system-
atically to study coping strategies and narratives in coming to terms with catastrophes.10 
Rösler’s own study on German reactions to the sinking of the Titanic is informed by a 
semiotic approach to these responses: this has also been proposed by scholars interested 
in a narratology and metaphorology of ‘crisis’ and related terms.11 Such an approach 
has inspired the contributions in this special issue, although attention to coping forces of 
disaster discourses that are perhaps more directly identifiable has also been incorporated.

This special issue of Dutch Crossing displays the results of five investigations into 
the seventeenth-, eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Dutch disasters from various 
discursive angles (religious, political and technical) and based on various sources and 
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media.12 In her article ‘Narratives of Resilience on the Dutch Coast in the Seventeenth 
Century’, Raingard Esser argues that an investigation of the long-term perspective 
of nature-induced disasters is needed to gain insight into long-term coping strate-
gies of crisis management. She focuses on seventeenth-century sources – regional  
chorographies – that reflect on storm flood disasters from earlier centuries. Other than the 
immediate responses to the inundations, these sources seem to reveal different and perhaps 
more typical reactions: not narratives of shock, disruption and extreme circumstances, 
but of social endurance, and adaptation to floodings. The second article, ‘“Providential 
discourse” reconsidered: the case of the Delft Thunderclap (1654)’ by Marijke Meijer 
Drees demonstrates that within the conventional providential discourse the narratively 
informed responses on the Delft disaster (an explosion of the gun powder magazine) 
were quite diverse. Furthermore, she discusses the emotional appeals that dominate this 
religious discourse and that underline the necessity of social cohesion and solidarity in 
times of crisis. The subject of the third contribution by Adam Sundberg is the sudden 
arrival of shipworms along Dutch coasts in the 1730s: ‘An uncommon threat: shipworms 
as a novel disaster’. He contends that this invasive mollusc posed significant challenges 
to water management, where technical solutions developed from an expanded adaptive 
discourse. Joop Koopmans examines the attention that Dutch news media gave to the 
same shipworm infestation and investigates the interaction between government, society 
and news media. His article ‘The early 1730s shipworm disaster in Dutch news media’ is 
focused on the character of the information provided by the government and the effects 
of the governmental use of news media in addressing the population. In the fifth and 
final article, entitled ‘“See our succumbing Fatherland, overwhelmed by disaster, woe and 
strife” – coping with crisis during the reign of Louis Bonaparte’, Lotte Jensen displays the 
close relationship between crisis, collective identity and politics during Louis Bonaparte’s 
reign of Holland (1806–10), when three major catastrophes struck the kingdom. On the 
basis of occasional poetry, she reconstructs and analyses a political discourse through 
which the king was represented as a caring and generous father of the Dutch people in 
times of crisis. However, the poets also evoked feelings of fear and discomfort concerning 
the foreign regime: they connected the disasters to the loss of sovereignty and the general 
decline of the fatherland.

It has been a pleasure to collect and edit these articles on Dutch historical disaster 
research. We hope that this special issue may offer some new insights as well as providing 
a good read.

Notes
 1  <http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/

documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-
laudato-si.html> [accessed 07 February 2016].

 2  Quirin Schiermeier, Why the Pope’s letter on climate 
change matters. In: Nature, 18 June 2015, doi:10.1038/
nature.2015.17800.

 3  See Monica Juneja, Frank Mauelshagen, ‘Disasters 
and Pre-Industrial Societies: Historiographic Trends 
and Comparative Perspectives’, The Medieval History 
Journal 10, 1&2, (2007), 1–31.

 4  <http://www.anthro.uni-goettingen.de/gk/> [accessed 
07 February 2016].

 5  <http://www.hist.uzh.ch/projekte/disaster.html> 
[accessed 07 February 2016].

 6  <http://www.asia-europe.uni-heidelberg.de/de/
forschung/d-geschichte-kulturerbe/d17-images-of-
disasters/forschungsprojekt.html> [accessed 07 
February 2016].

 7  See, for instance, the mission statement of the 
Rachel Carson Center for Environment and Society 
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at the LMU Munich: http://www.carsoncenter.uni-
muenchen.de/about_rcc/index.html> [accessed 26 
August 2015]. See also An Environmental History 
of  the Early Modern Period. Experiments and 
Perspectives, ed. by Martin Knoll and Reinhold Reith 
(Berlin/Vienna, 2014).

 8  See: <http://www.fgw.vu.nl/nl/over-de-faculteit/mede 
werkers/medewerkers-c-e/prof-dr-p-j-e-m-van-dam/
index.aspx> [accessed 07 February 2016].

 9  ERC Advanced Grant, 2014–2019. See: <https://
vkc.uu.nl/vkc/seh/research/Lists/Research%20Desk/
Attachments/11/project_description.pdf> [accessed 
07 February 2016].

10  Ute Rösler, Die Titanic und die Deutschen. Medialen 
Repräsentation ind die gesellschaftliche Wirkung eines 
Mythos (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2013), p. 25.

11  See, in particular, Ansgar Nünning, ‘Krise als Erzählung 
und Metapher: Literaturwissenschaftliche Bausteine 
für eine Metaphorologie und Narratologie von 

Krisen’, in Krisengeschichte(n). Krise als Leitbegriff 
und Erzählmuster in kulturwissenschaftlicher 
Perspektive, ed. by Carla Meyer, Katja Patzel-Mattern, 
Gerrit Jasper Schenk (Stuttgart, 2013), pp. 117–144. 
See also in the same volume: Gerrit Jasper Schenk, 
‘Vormoderne Sattelzeit? Disastro, Katastrophe, 
Strafgericht – Worte, Begriffe und Konzepte für 
rapiden Wandel im langen Mittelalter’, pp. 177–212.

12  The foundations were laid during the University 
of Groningen workshop on 15 June 2015, entitled 
‘Resilience in disastrous times: the processing of 
Historical catastrophes in the Low Countries (ca. 
1600–1850)’, organized by Marijke Meijer Drees 
(University of Groningen). For an informative 
personal report by one of the lecturers, Adam 
Sundberg (also a contributor to this special issue), 
see: <http://www.adamsundberg.com/blog/?p=128> 
[accessed 07 February 2016].
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