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23. The dangers of a tamed city

Robert C. Kloosterman

The Asian tourists visiting Amsterdam are obediently trailing
after their tour guide, who is holding up the sign for the group.
They stop at the Oudezijdskolk canal at the top of the Zeedijk and
crowd around the tour guide, who begins to describe the wild
history of the area to them. Somewhat further away, a hipsteron a
bicycle is attempting to weave his way through the many tourists
and day trippers who have ventured off the beaten track hoping
to see something different from Dam Square or the Rijksmuseum.
And the Zeedijk is definitely still different. For example, there
is a shop specialising in latex fetish wear that you are not likely
to find on the Damrak or Kalverstraat. But the days when this
street was the domain of the homeless, drug addicts and other
representatives of the fringes of urban society are long past. The
prostitutes strutting their stuff, the Surinamese addicts shivering
in the cold Dutch winter, the drug users leaning against shop
windows to smoke crack, the glass from smashed car windows
underfoot and the noisy altercations and arguments that may
or may not lead to physical violence — those were the types of
scenes that typified the Zeedijk’s image a quarter of a century
ago, so much so that ‘the top of the Zeedijk’ was known virtually
nationwide as being a gateway to the fringes of the big city.

Sanitised city

With just a hint of exaggeration, you could say that the cleaning
up of the Zeedijk is representative of the transformation of the city
of Amsterdam as a whole. In the 8os, the city suffered from high
unemployment rates — officially, nearly a quarter of the working
population was unemployed around 1985 — squatters’ riots and a
relatively large population of drug addicts. To quote Simon Kuper
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(2014), columnist for the Financial Times: ‘When I was growing up
in the Netherlands in the 1980s, Amsterdam was for hippies, drug
addicts, prostitutes, penniless bohemians, students, a native white
working class and gays fleeing intolerant Dutch small towns.’ The
latter category still has a strong presence in the capital city, but
there seems to be little left of those other subcultures that were
such visible features of the urban landscape back in the 1980s.

It is difficult to pinpoint an exact turning point, but from the
mid-1990s it became increasingly apparent that Amsterdam was
going through a striking transformation. It has gone from being a
city with a considerable number of members of the working class
to increasingly being one for highly educated people (the largest
proportion of the working population in Dutch cities). Where in
the late 1980s the city was still characterised by high levels of urban
decay with dilapidated and boarded-up properties, today’s property
prices (per square metre) in the capital are among the highest in
the Netherlands. For the first time since the Second World War,
the Dutch Labour Party (PvdA) is not represented in the Municipal
Executive with Democrats 66 (D66) having become the biggest
political party in the city. The pressing shortage of hockey pitches
reported by daily newspaper Het Parool as a result of growing
interest in the sport is a telling development in this context — after
all, hockey has traditionally been the sport of choice for the up-
per middle classes. This transformation is also reflected in the
changes that are taking place in the hospitality industry, where
the traditional pubs (the so-called ‘brown cafés’) are losing more
and more ground while ‘third spaces’ such as cafes, restaurants
and coffee corners, sometimes with heated terraces, where people
can also have a bite to eat, meet up and, increasingly, work on their
laptops, are on the rise.

However, these highly educated citizens, in particular those
who live within the ring road, are increasingly required to share
their city with others. Nowadays these are no longer drug ad-
dicts and homeless people, but tourists and other visitors. In
2000, around four and a half million foreign tourists came to
Amsterdam; by 2014, this figure had increased to nine million.

188



And this change is clearly apparent in the crowds walking from
Amsterdam Central Station to Dam Square every day; the long
queues in front of the city’s museums; and the many tourists
that pay a visit to the red light district, including the Zeedijk.
Complaints by residents about disturbances caused by tourists
are increasing — but so are jobs and revenues in the tourist sec-
tor. The urban experience economy (there are more festivals on
average than there are days in the year) thus fulfils a crucial role
in Amsterdam. But this success also brings new problems, which
have less to do with residents’ complaints about disturbances
and overcrowding and more with the diversity of the urban
environment.

The self-destruction of diversity

An ever-present danger associated with any successful sector of
economic activity is what Jane Jacobs called ‘the self-destruction of
diversity’, a process of homogenisation whereby one set of activities
ends up pushing out the others. This phenomenon is increasingly
occurring in those parts of the city centre where facilities aimed
at tourists — ranging from tourist shops to Airbnb’s — become
more and more dominant. This homogenisation not only affects
the quality of life for many residents in the short term, but also
increases the city’s vulnerability to crises. In the medium term,
there is the risk that a dip in tourism due to, for example, a reces-
sion in China, rising oil prices or an imminent threat of terrorism
will hit the capital’s economy hard ifthat economy is too one-sided.

There is also a problem in the long term. When, in the 8os,
Amsterdam was going through an economic rough patch, there
was an abundance of cheap residential and commercial proper-
ties. As aresult of the city’s economic boom since 1990, slowly but
surely those spaces were all laid claim to; the rough edges were
smoothed away and given a new lick of paint and inevitably, as a
result, prices rose. Jane Jacobs also pointed out the importance of
accessible spaces: new ideas mainly take shape in old buildings.
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New initiatives still need to prove their worth, and are dependent
on affordable spaces. The economic success and the rise in prices
in the housing market undermine the physical conditions that
are required for the existence and emergence of new ideas and
innovations. This could have a detrimental impact on the city’s
economic foundation in the long run.

This process is far from unique to Amsterdam. In cities such as
New York and London, this phenomenon of rising property prices
can also be seen. In her book The Warhol Economy, Elizabeth
Currid described how New York was able to house musicians,
visual artists and fashion designers in the 1970s and the first half
ofthe 80s due to the economic crisis and low prices — and not just
provide them with housing, but with affordable spaces located
close to one another where the possibilities for meeting each
other and, by extension, for the cross-pollination of ideas, were
plentiful — a classic agglomeration economy. People could meet
in the street, in nearby cafes and clubs and immerse themselves
in the atmosphere of the city. The successive locations of Andy
Warhol’s famous Factory, with its eclectic entourage of real and
would-be artists, were all in Manhattan, surrounded by a host of
different amenities. With the self-destruction of diversity result-
ing from New York’s economic boom, the possibilities for these
types of experiments have been pushed to the city’s periphery
and sometimes even beyond city boundaries. Elizabeth Currid
considered this to be a real threat to New York’s economy. On the
outskirts and especially outside the city boundaries, the condi-
tions allowing people to meet each other — both intentionally
and fortuitously — are less favourable, which means there is also
less chance of the spill over of knowledge and, by extension, of
innovation taking place.

However, it seems that this view is too pessimistic. The scale
of New York City is such that there are still parts of the city where
property is relatively cheap. However, the timescale seems to be
shrinking, with processes of gentrification taking place at an ac-
celerated pace. Williamsburg in Brooklyn is a case in point. With
some exaggeration, you could say that where only yesterday this
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area was a haven for artists, now it has transformed into a ‘hipster
Disneyland’, with property prices having shot up accordingly. We
also see this acceleration in London, where similar developments
are taking place on the south bank of the Thames. The role of artists
as pioneers of gentrification has come to be so well-recognised that,
in many cases, their arrival alone will drive up property prices.

Like New York and London, Amsterdam has lots of space for
new initiatives ‘on the other side of the river’. But Amsterdam too
has to think carefully about ways to safeguard innovation. This
acceleration of urban processes of transformation also offers op-
portunities, for example pop-up spaces in former retail properties,
schools, offices or other venues. It is also possible to combine dif-
ferent functions under one roof, for example by combining bars,
restaurants and nightlife with studio spaces. There can be greater
flexibility in terms of time and space. This requires changes to
the regulations and the mentality of administrators, users and
residents. One should keep in mind, however, a fully-tamed city
is not just boring — it also ends up being a stagnating city.

The author

Robert C.Kloosterman is Professor of Economic Geography and
Planning at the University of Amsterdam. His research focuses
on new economic activities in metropolitan settings.

Further reading

Currid, Elizabeth. 2007. The Warhol Economy: How Fashion,
Art, and Music Drive New York City. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

Kloosterman, Robert C. 2014. ‘Faces of migration: migrants and
the transformation of Amsterdam’, in: Ben Kochan (Ed.),
Migration and London’s Growth, London: LSE London: 127-143.

191



Kuper, Simon. 2014. ‘The rise of the global capital) in: Financial
Times, Life & Arts, May 30.

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/2/87fef186-e6c6-11e3-9a20-
oo144feabdco.html#axzz35PCfwodK

192


http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/2/87fef186-e6c6-11e3-9a20-

	Cover
	Contents
		Acknowledgements
	1.	Urban Europe and the European Union
	An introduction
	Virginie Mamadouh and Anne van Wageningen


	Part 1 – Citizenship
	2.	At home in the city?
	The difference between friendship and amicability
	Jan Willem Duyvendak and Fenneke Wekker


	3.	A tolerant social climate?
	Questioning the validity of an overly positive self-image
	Thijl Sunier


	4.	Sex and the city
	Room for sexual citizenship
	Gert Hekma


	5.	The city as integration mechanism?
	Active, integrated migrants require an active government
	Jeanine Klaver and Arend Odé


	6.	Undocumented immigrants
	Between exclusion and inclusion
	Blanca Garcés-Mascareñas and Sébastien Chauvin


	7.	From Mokum to Damsko and back again?
	Deep language diversity and the new urbanity
	Virginie Mamadouh and Nesrin El Ayadi


	8.	Schools in the multilingual city
	Not every language is equal
	Orhan Agirdag


	9.	City kids and citizenship
	Lia Karsten

	10.	Those who feel left behind
	Fenne M. Pinkster

	11.	Exiles in the city: A triptych
	Guido Snel, Sepp Eckenhaussen and Fien de Ruiter


	Part 2 – Urban nodes
	12.	Hub Cities 2.0 for the 21st century
	Núria Arbonés Aran

	13.	Competing cities and urban networks in medieval Europa
	Arie van Steensel

	14.	Beyond anti-urban sentiments
	Towards a new metropolitan European family
	Zef Hemel


	15.	Trendy coffee shops and urban sociability
	Jan Rath and Wietze Gelmers

	16.	A quiet transfer
	The disappearing urban prison, Amsterdam and beyond
	G. Geltner


	17.	Build something different for a change!
	How the people of Amsterdam resisted the sell-out of their city centre
	Tim Verlaan


	18.	Big is beautiful?
	Small-scale urban projects for a new century
	Stan Majoor


	19.	Creative cities and shrinking cities: False opposites?
	Marco Bontje


	Part 3 – Creative cities
	20.	The creative destruction and recovery of cities
	Joost Jonker

	21.	Visions and symbols of the creative city
	From the patroness of the city to the 3D Print Canal House
	Claartje Rasterhoff


	22.	Smart cities value their smart citizens
	Frank Kresin

	23.	The dangers of a tamed city
	Robert C. Kloosterman

	24.	Cities and creative unpredictability
	Moritz Föllmer

	25.	Cultural Incubators: The squats of the 21st century?
	Jaap Draaisma

	26.	New cities as testing grounds for a new urbanity
	Arnold Reijndorp


	Part 4 – Sustainable cities
	27.	The social sustainability of European cities
	The importance of local government
	Sako Musterd and Jan Nijman


	28.	Bothersome and besotted
	The struggle against public drunkenness in urban space
	Gemma Blok


	29.	ProefGroen (Taste Green / Test Green)
	A healthy diet can also be tasty and sustainable
	Coosje Dijkstra, Jutka Halberstadt, Jaap Seidell and Arnoud Verhoeff


	30.	Cycling is an acquired skill
	A cycling city is created through trial and error
	Marco te Brömmelstroet


	31.	Growing socio-spatial segregation in European capitals: Different government, less mitigation
	Sako Musterd

	32.	The future of the city
	Amsterdam between growth and overexploitation?
	Jeroen Slot and Laure Michon


	33.	Welcome to Amsterdam! Well, not really
	The right to the city requires a city in balance
	Arie van Wijngaarden


	34.	More than just housing
	The importance of housing associations for a sustainable city
	Jeroen van der Veer and Dick Schuiling


	35.	The energetic city: Between dreams and deeds
	Matthijs Hisschemöller


	Part 5 – Urban representation
	36.	The dreamed European city (urbo kune)
	Eberhard van der Laan

	37.	Interlocking identities
	Amsterdam, the Netherlands and Europe in the built environment of the capital
	Michael Wintle


	38.	An eye for freedom: Spinoza and Terstall in Amsterdam
	Patricia Pisters

	39.	An urban geopolitics
	(or, the perils of using the city to rebrand the state – and Europe)
	Luiza Bialasiewicz


	40.	Decor and decorum in diplomacy
	Herman van der Wusten

	41.	Urban diplomacy in Europe
	Mutual engagement or business-minded pragmatism?
	Claske Vos


	42.	Town twinning
	Over the (ir)relevance of the paradiplomacy of European cities
	Virginie Mamadouh



	Part 6 – Cities in administrative and policy networks
	43.	The city as a tool to promote European integration: Napoleonic Amsterdam
	Martijn van der Burg and Anne van Wageningen

	44.	The European city as a bulwark of resistance against neoliberalisation
	P.W. Zuidhof

	45.	About bed, bath and bread
	Municipalities as the last resort for rejected asylum seekers
	Lia Versteegh


	46.	Safe cities in Europe: Making the leap to sustainable connections
	Monica den Boer

	47.	URBAN Bijlmermeer
	How a European programme became the catalyst for a ‘black revolution’ in Amsterdam Southeast
	Thea Dukes


	48.	A Europe of peripheries
	Federico Savini

	49.	An Urban Agenda for the European Union: About cities or with cities?
	Wouter van der Heijde

	50.	2031: The year the city disbanded the state
	Anne van Wageningen




