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Abstract

Urban social movements are increasingly confronted by the growth in urban tourism and its influence over city development. This growth promises to create new opportunities for mobilization, resistance, and compromise. For both tourists and activists, place matters. However, place matters differently for each group, bringing conflicts over how the city should respond to their different, and sometimes opposing, needs. In this article, I examine the Amsterdam squatters’ movement and its relationship with tourists. I trace four major periods of the interaction between activism and tourism, from initial unity, to separation, to mutual antagonism, up to their ultimate reconciliation. I show that the interplay between tourism and urban social movements is more complex than a relationship of exploitation and resistance. Tourism has both the power to radicalize and depoliticize movements. Likewise, movements can both repel and attract tourists. This analysis emphasizes the role power differential plays in the evolving relationship. A powerful squatters’ movement resisted tourism, but the movement in decline, shifting from political to cultural activism, made the strategic choice to compromise in order to maintain the movement.
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Welcome to Amsterdam. During your visit, be sure to see Dam Square, the Van Gogh Museum, the Flower Market, and OT301. You don’t know OT301? A former film academy abandoned in the mid 1990s and squatted in 1999, activists transformed it into a thriving cultural center, offering a cinema, art gallery, performance space, and even a restaurant and bar. Not a typical tourist attraction, this surviving vestige of the once prominent, and oppositional, squatters’ movement, embodies neither the high culture of Rembrandt, the history of Golden-Age canal houses, the tragedy of Anne Frank, nor the decadence of coffee shops and the Red Light District. Instead, it reflects Amsterdam’s new tourist image. The increasingly crowded global tourist destination market has left city officials eager to rebrand the city. Fearing the stasis of both history and hedonism, they offered the lived experience of Amsterdam subculture. Squatters, who long opposed the city council and the city’s development as a tourist city, traded their smoke bombs and ski masks for paintbrushes and turntables, stabilizing their situation by fashioning themselves as an alternative tourist attraction. What explains the converging goals of former adversaries, and what does it say about how political action creates and is affected by tourist attractions?

Few groups have influenced Amsterdam’s recent development as much as the squatters’ movement, who helped transform the city’s housing, political, and cultural landscape (Mamadouh 1996). Few groups, that is, except for the tangle of tourists who daily crowd the streets of the city center. Nearly ten million people visit the city yearly, spending over three billion Euros while there (“Statistics” 2006). As tourist numbers grow, the city adapts to better accommodate them. Tourist attractions do not spring fully formed into travel guides, ready for tourists’ consumption, but are rather products of contestation and construction. They are created through the interplay of forces, both from above, such as the city government and corporate interests, and from below, like residents and social movements. Take for example, Amsterdam’s small scale, a significant selling point for tourists. The historic city center’s small buildings and narrow streets discourages offices and automobile traffic, favoring instead small shops, intimate cafés, walking and cycling. City planners in the 1960s envisioned a different city, recommending plans to demolish older buildings, build wide boulevards, and drain not only the canals, but also the city of much of its historic character. Urban social movements, including the squatters’ movement, resisted such changes and thus helped maintain Amsterdam’s uniqueness and charm enjoyed by today’s tourist (Pruijt 2002; Terhorst, et al. 2003). Additionally, political activists played significant roles in establishing the lax drug laws and tolerance for difference (Mamadouh 1992). While not always successful, activism shaped the direction and shape of the city over time. Even though tourists often come to enjoy the very features preserved by earlier urban social movements, the relationship between activists and tourists is often strained, since political activism can also obscure and contest the popular imagery of the city as a tourist attraction. 

When MacCannell (1976) wrote The Tourist, he originally intended to cover not only tourists, but also revolutions, reminding us what activism and tourism have in common: the direct participation in the making and remaking of places. While commonly deemed unrelated, they share several significant attributes. First, both frequently involve a search for authenticity. Tourists travel to find and experience authentic people and places (MacCannell 1976). Activists seek to push beyond the façade of everyday politics, to reveal real problems and offer real solutions. Second, both struggle with the related question of representing authenticity. Tourist markers represent sights, from which tourists form their own representations of the places they visit. Activists work to re-present social problems in a new light, often calling for increased representation of specific populations. Finally, both tourists and activists simultaneously maneuver global and local landscapes. They define a particular place through positioning it at the crossroads of global and local forces. 

Tourists and activists are both key agents of social change, but ones only occasionally analyzed together (Boissevain 1996). Tourists and activists engage in a dialectical process. Sometimes they promote similar changes, other times their goals are at odds. Tourism can be both a target and an outcome of activism. Activism can both attract and resist tourism. In this case, the lines of action for squatters and tourists do not run parallel; they cross in multiple ways, ways that help explain the pattern of development in Amsterdam, both as a place to live and as a place to visit. They also highlight the contested nature of the political and cultural meanings of urban space. In this article, I track the evolution of Amsterdam squatters’ relationship to tourism, outlining four major shifts between activism and tourism over the past 40 years, showing how participants redraw the boundaries between the two and how these redefinitions have shaped Amsterdam. In particular, I examine how squatter responses to tourism changed based on their political strength. During their rise, they occupied a space that excluded traditional forms of tourism. Their political decline, however, altered their relationship to tourism. First, it made compromise with mainstream authorities and culture more appealing and necessary for activists. Second, a weakened movement posed less threat to the mainstream, making compromise on their part less risky. Finally, the movement’s decline divided political from cultural activists. The triumph of cultural activists pushed a cultural turn, yielding a movement and form of activism more amenable to the desires of tourists. Operating in a field of changed political opportunities, squatters made strategic choices to compromise with the city council and accommodate tourism in order to save the movement in a new form.

Place Matters 
Place matters for tourists; they mobilize to visit specific places. Cities, as “entertainment machines” (Lloyd & Clark 2001), occupy important nodes in the tourist network (Fainstein and Judd, 1999). Cities compete for tourists – and their money – by promoting themselves as exciting and unique. “Urban boosters and elites have worked to transform place promotion from a relatively amateur and informal activity into an increasingly professionalized and highly organized and specialized industry to encourage the growth of tourism within cities” (Gotham 2002: 1735). Cities brand themselves to encourage tourism and investment, linking to broader networks of cities and meanings, such as the European “City of Culture” (Evans 2003), or utilizing a unique feature of the city to symbolize the entire city, as in New York City successfully branding itself with the World Trade Center (Greenberg 2003). Today culture, an important marker of place and attractor of tourists, drives urban economic development (Zukin 1995).

Place matters for city residents, too; they will often mobilize to preserve and protect it. Mamadouh’s (1992) analysis of contemporary political protest in Amsterdam defines urban social movements as specifically “aimed at urban social change, which articulate alternative ideas about the political, socio-cultural and spatial organization of the city” (22). She draws on the work of Castells (1983), who further classified urban activism’s goals into three categories: city as use value, identity and cultural autonomy, and territorially based self-management. While some movements privilege one over the other, more often, as in the case of the squatters’ movement, they incorporate positions on all three, balancing their efforts towards increasingly expansive goals. Urban social movements emphasize defining and defending, and thereby producing, urban space (Finquelievich 1981). While locally oriented, such movements both affect and are affected by larger global forces (Stahre 2004).

Major capital investments directed towards the needs of visitors rarely benefit the majority of the local population; profits generally go to a select few (Eisenger 2000). Chang (2000) shows how theming Singapore neighborhoods for tourists’ consumption diminished the vitality of residents’ social life. Nevertheless, despite contemporary urban tourism’s tendency to concentrate power “from above,” it simultaneously creates and, in fact, requires input “from below” (Gotham 2005). This is often expressed in preserving or inventing local traditions, such as the Amsterdam Guild offering tourists an alternative narrative of the city focusing on features hidden by mainstream tours (Dahles 1996). Tourism depends on local action to reproduce a vibrant attraction. Tension between forces from above and below, however, can erupt into local opposition. Although rarely leading to collective action (Boissevain 1996), these discrepancies create fertile ground for organized resistance, generating both a sense of group identity (Abbink 2000) and tangible collective grievances.

Occasionally groups, reacting to lost spaces or rights, do mobilize against tourists. Reacting to their neighborhood’s “taming,” the Singapore Indian community developed a stronger, more politicized, group identity (Chang 2000). Many mobilizations are defensive, and can also be regressive, such as protests against gay tourists in the Caribbean (Want 2002). Recent terrorist attacks on tourist spots, as in Turkey, Egypt, and Bali, show that tourism remains a heated political issue and symbol in many parts of the world. Of course, not only locals can be politicized. Tourists can also travel with explicit political agendas, for instance gay tourists (Want 2002), eco-tourists, and the “summit-hopping” anti-globalization protestors at recent financial summits (Featherstone 2003). The relationship between tourists and activists grows ever more intricate, as tourism and tourists become politicized, and activists more mobile. Additionally, neither tourists nor activists are homogeneous social actors. Variations in motivations, goals, and strategies open unexpected spaces of commonality and antagonism between the groups.

The Amsterdam squatters’ movement: Case and methods

In the late 1960s, Amsterdam suffered a serious housing shortage. Rising demand from young people collided with a shrinking supply of apartments, driven by slow-moving urban renewal projects and widespread property speculation. People languished on long waiting lists, sometimes waiting over five years for even inadequate housing. Concurrently, thousands of buildings sat empty. Activists politicized the housing crisis by occupying empty buildings. What began as a symbolic tactic quickly transformed into a viable strategy for thousands of housing-seekers to secure homes, leading to the development of a full-blown squatters’ movement by the end of the 1970s. Buoyed by early successes, the movement grew rapidly, peaking in the early 1980s, with over 10,000 squatters (Duivenvoorden 2000). This period saw frequent confrontations with the authorities, cast against the backdrop of considerable public support. But success was short lived. During the 1980s and 1990s, movement activity slumped, declining by many objective measures: fewer participants, fewer squats, fewer political successes, and fading public support, which fueled growing internal divisions (Duivenvoorden 2000; Mamadouh 1992). Nevertheless, squatting continues to the present day, winning significant gains along the way. This article sidesteps the debate over whether the movement’s long-term institutionalization successfully avoided co-optation (Pruijt 2003) or not (Uitermark 2004). Instead, I look at one path that made institutionalization possible, tracing the relationship between squatting and tourism from their initial separation, to their mutual antagonism, to their eventual reconciliation.

This research comes out of a larger project on the movement and draws primarily on an extensive analysis of primary documents, predominantly movement media, internal working papers, and public statements, all housed at the International Institute for Social History in Amsterdam. I supplement these sources with first-hand accounts from activists, published oral histories of squatters, and key secondary analyses of the movement. 

Politicizing “tourists”

Squatting’s political nature is not given. Activists had to battle over the meaning and purpose of squatting in order to make it their own. From the beginning, the squatters’ movement had a complicated relationship with tourism. The 1960s saw the rise of both mass tourism and political squatting in Amsterdam. Post-war European society’s regained economic strength increased leisure time, disposable income, and, consequently, tourism. A strong US economy likewise contributed to the growing tourism industry (Terhorst, et al. 2003). Known as a countercultural center, Amsterdam experienced a large influx of young tourists coming to experience the hippie and dropout scene. The active youth movements in the city fostered this reputation, most notably the Provos, famous for their elaborate “happenings” protesting the bourgeois status quo (Mamadouh 1992). A wellspring of creative ideas, the Provos introduced the White House campaign, urging people to squat empty buildings to save them from disrepair and help address the housing crisis (Duivenvoorden 2000).

Activists did not take quickly to the tactic, but tourists did. Not all tourists, of course, but primarily young and counterculture travelers. Not the sort of tourists the local Chamber of Commerce welcomed. “Tourist squatting” became popular in Amsterdam (Pruijt 2004), with travelers sleeping in Vondelpark or Dam Square, as well as any empty building they could find. These tourists showed little interest in repairing buildings or helping neighborhoods. In fact, their goals were often the opposite: destruction could be far more entertaining. Squatters, more interested in addressing the housing situation than in no-frills tourism, bristled against intrusions into their physical and political space. In the early 70s, Nieuwmarkt squatters distributed posters proclaiming, in Dutch, English, German, French, and Arabic, “Our neighborhood is no campground” (Duivenvoorden 2000: 85), hoping to drive tourist squatters out. Culturally, activists and tourist squatters were quite similar, and the activist milieu even acted as a tourist draw, albeit a non-institutionalized one outside the larger tourist economy. But activists and tourists clashed over squatting’s meaning. Activist squatters worried tourist squatters hindered their goals, leaving destroyed buildings and public outrage in their wake. Making squatting the basis for a political movement required successfully shifting the tactic from the domain of tourists to activists. 

To some extent, the problem resolved itself; Amsterdam’s tourist cachet declined over the 1970s, bringing fewer tourists to the city (Terhorst, et al. 2003). But such trends were less likely to affect the type of tourist that squatted. Only the rise of the political squatters’ movement finally achieved this task. After a savage police beating during a 1978 eviction, squatters decided to fight back at the next major eviction. The 1979 threatened eviction of the Groote Keijser, a large building on the Keijsergracht, gave them their chance. There was only one problem: many residents were either apolitical or tourists. ADILKNO (1994: 47), a collective of writers and artists within the movement, asks, “But why should those houses whose front-door keys had been handed around by tourists just last summer, houses that had had Israelis barbecuing on the floor, start to function as a symbol of the people’s will?” The reasons were pragmatic: the building was big enough to hold a lot of defenders, strategically located on a canal, and owned by a particularly reviled speculator. Securing the building, however, meant expelling the tourists. Squatter Theo remembers giving them a deadline to leave, warning that if they did not leave willingly, he would return “with a larger gang to throw them out” (De Stad 1996: 126). With the building barricaded, the tourists and apolitical residents removed, the squatters waited in their fortress for the police. But the police, and the expected confrontation, never came. Instead, the showdown occurred elsewhere. After resquatting an evicted building on Vondelstraat in early 1980, squatters successfully drove off the police with a spontaneous explosion of violence. They barricaded the street, holding it for a weekend, and transformed it into a carnivalesque zone – the “Vondel Free State.” But the end came as suddenly as the beginning. Monday morning, tanks crashed through the barricades, sent by the city to restore public order (Andreisson 1981). Still, the movement prevailed, achieving all their demands, as well as a prominent voice in city politics (Duivenvoorden 2000). 

Squatting was once the province of both activists and tourists, but they disagreed over the social meaning of an empty building. Tourists gazed upon abandoned buildings and saw a free place to stay, free of obligations or responsibilities. Squatters also saw a free place, but a place not to stay, but to live, one that offered a different type of freedom – more than a negative freedom from constraints, a positive freedom to build communities. Transforming individual squatters into the squatters’ movement required taking the tactic for their own. Fully possessed by a large and powerful political movement, squatting lost its association with tourists. Although some tourist squatters remained, the tactic remained thoroughly politicized during the movement’s height. Its later decline brought returned conflicts over squatting’s meaning, spurring recent clashes between tourist squatters and local squatters (Pruijt 2004).

Touring politics

The politics of Amsterdam spilled over into other cities, carried by media images and activists on tour. The dramatic Vondelstraat victory, coupled with April’s coronation riots (Duivenvoorden 2000), drew worldwide attention (Andreisson 1981). Amsterdam squatters exploited their notoriety. Taking their show on the road, they were greeted as heroes by fellow squatters throughout Western Europe. In May 1980, Amsterdam squatters traveled to London to show films of the conflicts, share tactics, and build solidarity with English squatters, solidifying a relationship dating back to the 1960s (Duivenvoorden 2000: 179). Another delegation traveled to Cologne, films in tow, to assist German squatters build their own movement. Others were less enthusiastic about the visit: a local paper shrieked, “Help! The squatters are coming – Cologne falling into chaos?” (quoted in Duivenvoorden 2000: 179). A November visit to Hamburg prompted the press to warn, “The rioters are coming!” (quoted in Duivenvoorden 2000: 180). Such alarm was not unfounded. These travels sparked a string of political riots throughout Germany and Switzerland, culminating in fierce fighting between squatters and police in Berlin’s Kreuzberg district in mid-December. The fingerprints of Amsterdam squatters were all over the event. “German police reports pointed not only to the presence of Amsterdam squatters, but also that the fighting methods employed looked to be transplanted directly out of the Netherlands” (180). These political tourists successfully exported their tactics across Europe, much to many locals’ dismay.

Squatters leaving Amsterdam to visit other cities mirrored the general situation in the city. It had become a city people wanted to leave, not visit. The movement’s peak corresponded with a weak tourist industry. A “city in crisis” – Amsterdam suffered from declining population, widespread unemployment, rising crime rates, dirty streets, and dilapidated buildings.

The garbage along the streets, the dog doo on the sidewalks, the torn-up roads, the purse-snatching and car radio theft, the tens of thousands of unemployed, the parking problem, the heroin needles in the doorways, the sluggish bureaucracy, the grouchy Amsterdammers, the run-down houses, the epidemic graffiti, the blind violence of the hooligans and other “persistent drawbacks” lost their folkloric aspects and made life in the capital unbearable. (ADILKNO 1994: 129)

Moreover, tourists found the city expensive. After enjoying a moment in the sun, Amsterdam lost its appeal during the 70s and 80s. Tourists stayed home or went somewhere else (Terhorst, et al. 2003: 84). 

Abandoned buildings became an abandoned city. While some tourists and activists had both greedily eyed empty buildings, a city in such disrepair was an attraction only to political squatters. Conditions offered the opportunity to expand beyond individual buildings, construct communities and consolidate political power. The abandoned city offered an amusement park for squatters: the voids left by the exodus from the city – by tourists, but also by residents – meant more space for squatting, and the squatter population swelled to meet the increased supply (Duivenvoorden 2000); garbage on the street could be recycled for new, creative uses (ADILKNO 1994); battles with the police were as much about thrills as about political tactics (de Ruyter 1986). A weakened city meant a strong movement. Eventually, though, the city council and business leaders had had enough, and began reclaiming their own vision of the city and reestablish the city as an attraction to visitors – middle-class suburbanites, day-trippers, and, of course, international tourists. Their plans to reform the city directly conflicted with squatters’ goals for the future.

Politicizing tourism

The issue was never a simple one of activists versus tourists. Rather, it was about what kinds of activists and tourists were best for the city. During the early 1980s, with the movement growing in size and strength, squatters built a more stable footprint in the city. At the forefront of this effort stood the Wijers complex, a vacant factory in the city center, first squatted in 1981. Besides the over 100 people living there, the complex housed artist studios, rehearsal spaces for musicians, a café, a restaurant, a theater, a grocery, an art gallery, a children’s nursery, and even a skateboard park (Wyers in the City 1983). After squatters revitalized the buildings, the city council determined the space could be better used to make the city more amenable to visitors; the complex was to be demolished, replaced by a Holiday Inn hotel, a parking lot, and a small number of apartments.

Squatters fought back, directing their anger at tourists and the tourist industry. Wijers residents argued the Holiday Inn reflected Amsterdam’s efforts to cater to “mass tourists.” They stressed the destructive history of other hotel chains coming to town, which spurred a rash of “American-style” cafés, peepshows, souvenir stands, and other tourist-related businesses (Wyers Werkkongresbundel 1983: 5). Hotels and mass tourism upset traditional neighborhood life, privileging tourists over residents. They appealed for support from residents like Marije, whose child’s playground was lost to make room for a hotel. She asked, “Even more hotels means absolutely no play spaces left; where will we have to go then?” (‘Brede’ 1984: 8). Hotels disrupted neighborhoods, but they also brought new jobs, a prized commodity during lean economic times marked by high unemployment rates. The city council argued the jobs would bring essential opportunities to Amsterdam residents; squatters disagreed. They questioned the hotel’s promise of 200 new jobs, since similarly sized hotels created less than half that many (Wyers in the City 1983). But job quantity was not the main issue; quality was. The hotel jobs, primarily “boring service work, such as cleaning and other household work,” contrasted starkly with the “high-value, work-intensive jobs with a high educational value” Wijers offered (6). Supporters asserted this provided a more effective economic boost to the city, since Wijers residents worked both to build profitable businesses (to support their work) and to keep prices low (to help low income populations) (‘Brede’ 1984: 14).

Money was only one side of the equation. Culture mattered too. Residents claimed Wijers, home to 30 artist studios, extended beyond the “artist ghetto” by bringing together diverse people working on diverse projects. The massive building provided “the space necessary for experimentation and developing new possibilities” (10-11). At Wijers, culture was alive and open. Conversely, in squatters’ eyes, mass tourism promoted an Amsterdam frozen into a picture-perfect postcard. In other words, a dead culture. 

Squatters feared the “typical” fast food eating, wooden shoe buying, windmill visiting, sex shop gawking tourist, who wants to “see” the Amsterdam they heard about rather than “living” Amsterdam as it actually exists. They argued these goals conflicted with the needs of average Amsterdam residents. Nevertheless, this was not a call for building a wall around the city to keep the marauding tourist hordes at bay. In fact, Wijers supporters recognized tourism’s importance to the local economy. The debate was not whether or not to encourage tourism, but rather which kind of tourism to foster. Not all tourism threatened squatters’ alternative culture. They distinguished two types of tourists: “mass” and “individualist.” Whereas mass tourists seek chain hotels and typical attractions, “from canal cruises to wooden shoes, from Madame Tussaud to the Rijksmuseum,” individualist tourists come to experience something new, “to keep up to date with new developments. For them, the capital is the focus of a living culture. Museums, galleries, theaters, libraries, stores and infoshops: the most current spaces” (Wyers in the City 1983: 5). Squatters favored individualist tourists, since such tourists favored the culture created by squatters. Wijers offered a model of the type of tourist attraction squatters wanted to encourage, one based on a dynamic city, inviting to both residents and tourists, rather than a city locked in a mythical past and bland present, which adds little to the life of residents, except for tourists’ money.

Squatters launched a full assault on Holiday Inn, striking hotels in neighboring cities and calling on the European-wide squatter network to show their support by attacking their own local hotels (Duivenvoorden 2000). Ultimately, though, their struggle was in vain. The city council rejected the squatters’ alternative plans for Wijers, offering them a “compromise” building in its stead. Squatters deemed the building unacceptable, saying it was too small and too distant from the city center (Wyers Werkkongressbundel 1984). Wijers’s eviction in February 1984 did not settle the matter, but only provoked squatters’ anti-tourist feelings. With the city trying to improve its global image by seeking the 1992 Olympic Games, squatters warned, “Once again tourism and other political-economic objects will be targeted” (ADILKNO 1994: 136). Since tourists threatened squats’ viability, defending squatting meant targeting tourists. In 1987, with Singel 114 to be evicted to make way for luxury apartments, squatters were convinced this was a step towards making the city more tourist friendly. They responded by targeting the canal cruises that filled Amsterdam’s waterways with tourists.

At 2:23 p.m. the tour boat would be at the place we intended to deal with it. Shortly before that time everyone was ready with paint, smoke bombs, camouflage nets and tires, trying not to be too conspicuous, which didn’t really come off in light of the heavy character of the action. A cable fixed over the canal ahead of time was pulled tight, so that the boat couldn’t reverse, and scaffolding pipes were fastened vertically to the bridge so that sailing forward was also impossible. The moment that the tour boat stopped was the signal for the attack: the paint splashed all around and, more quickly than expected, great panic ensued among the captain and passengers. A few tourists crawled under the benches. An American woman screamed, ‘So this is nice Amsterdam.’ Tourist-hunting season got off to a turbulent start. (ADILKNO 1994: 130)

Even as they attacked tourists, squatters’ goals were never to rid the city of them, but rather to encourage tourist behavior corresponding with their own vision of the city. They wanted tourists to come see and support “their” Amsterdam, not the city generally pictured in tour guides. This struggle over types of tourism was simultaneously a struggle over what sort of tourist attraction Amsterdam was to become. Squatters resisted the city’s transformation into a “mass attraction,” actively reconstructing it along their own lines. Not content creating the attraction through their activism, they also created the attraction through producing alternative markers. Squatters published an alternative tour guide that both revealed the “hidden history” of real estate speculation and political conflict and directed travelers to the best venues to experience squatter culture (SPOK 1993). The city council, on the other hand, showed little interest in attracting such tourists. They sought a city filled with respectable middle-class tourists happy and satisfied to enjoy traditional Amsterdam. Today, the Crowne Plaza Amsterdam City Centre Hotel, an upscale version of the Holiday Inn brand, sits at Wijers’ former spot in the heart of downtown, close to many of Amsterdam’s most famous attractions. Holiday Inn’s “mass tourists” triumphed over Wijers’s “individualist tourists.” But the war was far from over. It merely entered a different phase, one that would destabilize the binary tourist categories employed by both sides in this battle. Yet it also produced a new binary split within the movement: politics vs. culture. Political hardliners blamed the loss of Wijers on the overly conciliatory tactics of the cultural activists in the movement. They declared their intentions to “restore” the movement to its former self, when squatters favored tough tactics, and would neither want to attract nor be attractive to any type of tourist (“Kraken” 1984).

“Touristifying” politics

The situation established not one, but two collision courses – squatters and tourists, but also political squatters and cultural squatters. Even while touting themselves as alternative tourist attractions, squatters recognized its ambiguous effects. Their stature brought more than power to influence the public agenda; it also brought the danger of “fame,” with its threatened depoliticization. Already after Vondelstraat, squatters complained that “the free publicity for their own style of action had the unavoidable spin-off that, for example, squatting became a tourist attraction that appeared in the world press, municipal propaganda and travel brochures” (ADILKNO 1994: 24). Yet, instead of colliding, squatters and tourists converged. Squatters successfully shifted this trajectory by establishing their contribution to Amsterdam’s tourist economy through their cultural production of the present. 

This near miss is partially a result of the movement’s internal collisions. By the mid 1980s, the movement was weakening, and decline tested its unity, creating divisions and stressing differences. During its peak, radical political action and alternative cultural production peacefully coexisted. But setbacks provoked conflict, inflaming the growing rift between political and cultural squatters. Squatters quarreled over how to explain the movement’s decline. One side suggested an overemphasis on culture led to the abandonment of oppositional politics and the loss of the movement’s primary source of strength. The other side contended that unflinching adherence to the rigid ideology of old had undermined the political values of many squatters and alienated them from the larger public. They claimed creativity was the new source of social power. External changes also drove this debate – stricter laws, tougher policing, and fewer empty buildings all combined to make an oppositional radical politics less viable. Ultimately, in the late 1980s, open war violently broke out between the factions. The political adherents lost, diminishing their power and influence in the movement and heralding the ascendance of cultural activism (Duivenvoorden 2000). Squatter spectacles no longer consisted of pitched battles with the police, but of giant complexes bubbling over with alternative culture. This smoothed the way for a deeper intermingling of tourism with activism, as activism was now less threatening to and less threatened by tourists. Closer ties to mainstream tourism further transformed the already changed movement, but also saved it.

The Silo, built in 1896, abandoned in 1985, and squatted in 1988, was the most prominent of these cultural centers. Saving it from destruction, squatters converted it into a monument of local alternative culture. Within the building’s cavernous expanse an array of functions took root, including studios for painting, sculpting, music, dance, woodworking, and metal working, art gallery, bakery, precious metal forges, boat wharf, radio station, garden, restaurant, and multifunctional room used for performances or dance parties, as well as living spaces for 50 people. Although outside the city center, the Silo’s proximity to Amsterdam’s central station made it easily accessible for visitors. And access it they did. At its height, the Silo welcomed over 5000 guests every month (Denninger, et al. 1997), averaging 150 events a year (Lemmens and Daniëls 1995: 10). Residents described the building’s public functions as the “senses, eyes, and ears of the Silo. Here is where the Silo communicates with the city” (16). 

The Silo’s successes piqued the interest of real estate developers, who wanted to convert the space to luxury apartments and commercial projects. Users, working with organizations established to protect older industrial buildings to gain legal rights to stay, argued for development driven by culture, not capital, claiming the Silo, if properly nurtured, could “grow to a cathedral of informal culture” (Lemmens and Daniëls 1995: 21). Like Wijers before it, Silo supporters asserted its cultural production benefited the tourist industry. Architects from Amsterdam’s Berlage Institute agreed the Silo was central to a tourist experience unique to the city.

The Silo is the essence that Amsterdam feeds on. It is the continuation of Amsterdam’s typical world famous feature in that it attracts thousands of people every day. Artists, theatre groups and exhibitions push and break free from laws that exist in society, as well as the prostitution zones, the drugs and gay scene. These all contribute to the culture and identity of Amsterdam. This breaking free from “the law” is what captures people’s imagination and makes them come and visit the city to become a part of it, join as well as participate in it. Over the past five years the Silo has proven itself to be such a freezone. (Denninger, et al. 1997)

Saving the Silo meant defending the contemporary cultural life of Amsterdam, a life increasingly attractive to the world tourist, particularly the young and image conscious. Tourists were indeed taking notice. For example, Time Out, a London-based entertainment and travel publisher oriented towards the young, culturally savvy traveler, published a guide to Amsterdam prominently featuring the Silo and Vrieshuis Amerika, “the last of the monumental, long-term artist squats” (Time Out 1998: 28). The Silo was called “one of the coolest places in Europe,” while portraying the threatened eviction of the Vrieshuis as cause for great concern for travelers. The guide urged readers to visit before it was gone. “The former cold-storage warehouse for goods coming from America is now the most happening squat on the planet… It’s an inspired cultural centre that, sadly, is due to be demolished in the near future” (66). In the restaurant section, they recommend dining at the Fridge, “within the apocalyptic splendor of Amsterdam’s last great squat [the Silo], the future of which, sadly, is uncertain” (120).

Residents, users, local visitors, tourists, architects. All supported saving the Silo as it stood. In the end, however, none of their voices mattered. The decision was the city council’s to make, and they supported the real estate developer’s plan. A Silo resident lamented, “The largest cultural center in the Netherlands…is going down the toilet…This building deserves a public function. It must be accessible to everyone. Not just for a small select group of people with money” (Soria and de Vries, 1998: 11). Evicted February 1997, the building was soon fully renovated into apartments and offices.
As the squatters’ movement waned, Amsterdam’s tourist industry waxed considerably. The city welcomed tourists back at a fantastic rate. Yet there was trouble in paradise. Amsterdam suffered from a conflicted identity as a tourist attraction. That is, “visitors regard Amsterdam’s historic city center as ‘a place to let it all hang out’ as well as a cultural mecca” (Terhorst, et al. 2003: 75). There are two tourist Amsterdams: the Amsterdam of antiquity and the Amsterdam of sex and drugs. That is, tourists experience two historical moments: the distant past (the Gilded Age) and the immediate past (the 1960s). In the battle over defining Amsterdam, the culture of the present was being squeezed out. Recognizing this problem, the city commissioned Copenhagen-based European Cultural Commentator Trevor Davies to investigate the city’s cultural decline and make recommendations to reverse it. His primary criticism was that, by preserving a stable image to tourists, Amsterdam became less a city than a theme park:

The image of Amsterdam has two main pillars: the 17th and 18th century which gave the canals and the magnificent townscapes and some of the worlds most prolific artists such as Van Gogh and Rembrandt. The second pillar is Amsterdam as the only surviving hippie colony in the world…However, these two images are so strong that they tend to dominate in the city and perhaps also tend to block alternative images, counter images and the creation of new images. When images become too strong, reality may take the passenger seat. And perhaps this is the danger of Amsterdam becoming a theme park, or two theme parks. (Davies 1999: 8)

Davies worried squatters’ creative projects were increasingly being cut short, weakening the city’s subculture, which he argued was the foundation for the city’s living culture. To prosper, they needed a stable environment to create their disorder – “artists need anarchy” (54). With the city’s two pillars trapped in time, nothing but exquisite corpses, squatters’ cultural work remained a force of life, pushing the city beyond its simple touristic image. Such work could both respond to and produce changes in tourism. While the decline of the squatters’ movement exposed differences among activists, it was tourism’s growth that drove its own differentiation. As the mass of tourists increased, mass tourism itself faded, leaving behind a more varied field of actors. “Post-Fordist” tourists want some of everything, no longer neatly fitting in the binary pigeonholes of budget or luxury, kitsch or authentic (Urry 2002). 

Dutch cities were already engaged in urban redevelopment projects through cultural revitalization (Mommaas 2004), with Amsterdam taking a leading role. Mayor Patijn took these suggestions seriously, arguing that art in the city “cannot flourish if there is not affordable space available for beginning artists and cultural entrepreneurs.” He admitted that buildings serving these functions had been lost to the construction of offices and apartments, and pointed to the need to “organize new breeding grounds in other places in the city in buildings and terrains that have lost their original functions.” Therefore, the city must “support these cultural starters, because they must be the bearers of our culture. NO CULTURE WITHOUT SUBCULTURE” (Patijn 2000: 78) 

“No culture without subculture” became a catchphrase of the new Breeding Grounds Policy, the product of an apparent convergence of the goals of the city council, the squatters’ movement, and tourists. Begun in late 1998, the program was intended to maintain and recreate the cultural functions previously performed by large squats. This policy reflects a larger trend in tourist development in European cities in focusing on quality of life issues for residents, with the hope this will also encourage and benefit tourism (van den Berg, et al. 1999). While the city viewed this policy as a magnanimous move on their part, squatters were of two minds. Certainly, it offered means to continue their central project of cultural and artistic creation in self-run free spaces. Squatting and stability are almost always at odds. As Corr (1999) argues, squatters must eventually negotiate with authorities. Lacking legal rights to the building, they ultimately decide between eviction and legalization (either through institutionalization or co-optation). The movement faced a similar choice: either play ball with the city council or risk losing everything. With fewer available buildings and declining strength, working with the city appeared the logical choice.

But some squatters viewed this choice as less logical than it appeared, arguing that agreeing to these conditions was little different than losing everything (‘Broedplaatsblablabla’ 2001). They criticized the Breeding Grounds policy for ignoring the relationship between stability and chaos. Duivenvoorden (2002) asserts the policy would be a “praise-worthy endeavor if it weren’t that the idea goes completely contrary to the manner in which these places have always existed and developed themselves.” Stability comes at a price. Although subsidized, squatters complained the expected out-of-pocket expense would force them to create spaces where “everything revolves around making money.” They argued, “You cannot make money on subculture. Amsterdam should support and stimulate culture instead of trying to market it” (‘Commentary’ 2000). Furthermore, placed on the city fringes, Breeding Grounds were isolated, reducing their chaotic interaction with the city and its visitors. Another stabilizing force turned live-work spaces into simple workspaces. Breeding Grounds were meant to be worked in, not lived in. Squatters rejected this narrowed definition of culture: “Culture and subculture should not be defined only in artistic terms, but contain all aspects of life” (‘Commentary’ 2000). Culture was not just to be hung on the wall; it was to be lived. The policy separated the ends – a vibrant subcultural effervescence – from the means. Squatters protested that this separation undermined their projects’ effectiveness. Rejecting the formal planning demanded by the city, squatters claimed Breeding Grounds instead “must grow from themselves and not be totally thought out from the start” (‘Commentary’ 2000). Squatters were chafing under the prospect of surrendering autonomy and control.

Despite efforts to stabilize these projects, the policy simultaneously destabilizes them. Squatters criticized it for favoring temporary over permanent projects, since a successful effort “must have time and space to develop itself and not be confined by time limits” (‘Commentary’ 2000). More importantly, the policy privileged new projects over already existing squats, taken as a sign this was less about preserving these projects and more about creating the appearance of doing so. The most important example of this is the Kalenderpanden. Squatted in 1996 at the same alternative location offered for Wijers over a decade prior, it offered all the functions of standard large squats, such as performance spaces, infoshop, restaurant, artist studios, and home to 45 people. The squat played a central role in maintaining squatters’ cultural influence in the late 90s. Moreover, the Kalenderpanden’s residents and users strengthened the political activities of the movement, organizing protests and political events.

Threatened with eviction – the buildings were slated for conversion to apartments, the users secured the support of the cultural community, including such prominent institutions as the BIMhuis, Rijksacadamie, and Concertgebouw, as well the majority of Amsterdammers (‘Enquete’ 2000). Kalenderpanden residents brought the tourist question into their defense, circulating posters from the “Netherlands Bored of Tourism” proclaiming, “Warning! Danger of Boredom! Do not travel to Amsterdam! All Cultural Breeding Grounds evicted to Suburbia! Amsterdam is just another predictable safety zone!” (‘Kalenderpanden’ 2000). The city offered alternative location was refused as insufficient – isolated, temporary, and could not be used as a residence (‘Aanbod’ 2000). Finally, residents applied for Breeding Grounds status. It seemed a natural choice – here was a breeding ground with ties to both the center and the margins of Amsterdam cultural life, which enjoyed strong public support. Nevertheless, the city rejected their request, evicting in October, 2000. Squatters were left questioning the program’s goals. “Is Amsterdam City Council really serious about preserving and promoting subculture in the city? If so, then why was Kalenderpanden, probably the most active ‘vrijplaats’ [free space] of the last couple of years, evicted” (‘Broedplaatsblablabla’ 2001)? 

The OT301 fared better, successfully garnering Breeding Grounds status. Even so, users frequently battle with the city over how the space is run. The most serious conflict occurred over the original contract, which users deemed unacceptable since the short-term contract allowed neither living spaces nor public functions. When they refused to sign, the city threatened eviction. Eventually, residents won some gains, most notably a public function for the building. But this required significant concessions to the city bureaucracy (Weidin, 2005). Present conditions, with fewer available spaces and a smaller, less powerful movement, provided few alternatives to working within this system.

In spite of the fact that here and there in the city new initiatives continually arise, there are scarcely any that can shake off the specter of eviction for more than one or two years. Free zones that want to survive for a somewhat longer term will need sooner or later to find more structural solutions, which in one way or another direct their sights on authorities. The buildings that have survived in the past years prove that sometimes there can be fruitful cooperation with the government. (Duivenvoorden, 2002)

A new organization, Vrije Ruimte (Free Spaces), formed to study free spaces (Breek and de Graad 2001), currently works with the city and artists to create more effective plans for future developments, which includes addressing some of squatters concerns about stability and autonomy.

The Breeding Grounds Policy culminates a process begun with Wijers. While Wijers was evicted, the argument in support of it has ultimately been accepted as common wisdom. What changed to allow this development? Everything. The movement had changed. Its weakened status made it more willing to, and reliant upon, compromise, as well as less threatening to the authorities. Cultural experimentation had replaced political radicalization, making squatters friendlier to the interests of both the city council and tourists and providing a firmer basis for cooperation. The city had changed. No longer an abandoned city, Amsterdam was again an attractive place to both live and visit. Increased demand for space in the city meant a corresponding decrease in vacancy, squatting’s lifeblood. Authorities also no longer viewed squatters as pure antagonists, but recognized their contribution to the health of the city. Finally, tourists and tourist marketing had changed. No longer neatly pigeonholed as either luxury or budget travelers, tourists sought more diverse and unique experiences. To continue attracting tourists, Amsterdam continued adapting to, as well as creating, their needs. Parties shifted away from the binary antagonisms of squatter vs. tourist, government vs. activists, and mass vs. individualist tourist. They struck a balance over the meaning and content of the city as tourist attraction, stitched together by their mutual interests. 

Conclusion 

The intricate interplay between tourism and urban social movements is more than a simple relationship of exploitation and resistance. At different times, tourism both radicalized and depoliticized squatting. The Amsterdam squatters’ movement flourished during periods of low tourism, but tourists’ return did not ring its death knell. While compliance with the needs of tourists eventually increased the movement’s institutionalization, it also saved it from disappearance. Activists’ initial cluster of goals split over time; political action shrank as cultural production expanded, first as a response to external pressures, then as a response to internal dynamics, then finally as a response to external rewards. Their institutionalization stems from a combination of political weakness and cultural strength. These compromises should not be read as a “loss” for the movement; it signals an effective establishment and assertion of power and influence, even if the form it takes differs dramatically from two decades earlier. Still, this reflects the superior power and importance of tourism in present-day Amsterdam. In order to remain viable, squatters had to reposition themselves as relevant to the new tourist city. 

As the movement grew, it flexed its muscle, first by excluding alternative tourists, and then going after the mainstream. As its power contracted, it first sought alliances with alternative tourists, then with the mainstream. Tourism and activism interact in a dialectical manner, driven forward by shifting power dynamics. The changing movement both responded to new developments in tourism and help set the groundwork for newer forms of tourism, which would in turn act back on the movement. Resisting tourists altered old attractions and created new ones. Increased tourism and tourist differentiation altered old political opportunities and created new ones. Squatters found themselves in a difficult situation, weakened by a declining movement. They were able to effectively take advantage of changed circumstances, focusing their attention away from one type of politics towards a form of action more congruent with the goals of authorities and tourists. In doing so, they reclaimed their influential position in the political structure, although they also gave up some political autonomy and latitude in the process. They became a different movement for a different city. 

As urban tourism continues to grow as the centerpiece of many cities’ economic and cultural programs, locals’ reactions and resistance will increase accordingly. Thus, future urban social movements will have to confront the tourist question. The current situation in Amsterdam represents a union of urban development forces from above and below, from within and without. But it still leaves considerable room for maneuvering. Indeed, given the constantly shifting identities and goals of these actors, as well as their relative power, this conglomeration can only be expected to be temporary. It will continue to evolve, creating new, and contested, meanings of place, with corresponding new opportunities for mobilization, resistance, and compromise.
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