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This article discusses the effects of cultural globalization on urban identities, and concentrates on a case study of Amsterdam. The theoretical part of the paper defines cultural globalization and outlines its effects on localities, including the ways in which the images of localities are transformed in the process of global information exchange. It emphasizes the importance of rapidly growing flows of people, in particular in the form of mass tourism, in the deliberate and spontaneous re-identification and changing meaning of places. The empirical part of the paper juxtaposes the historically grown urban identity of Amsterdam since the sixteenth century with the city's re-created identity of recent decades. It is argued that Amsterdam's present-day image as a city with very liberal attitudes towards sex and drugs emerged under the influence of global mass tourism, and that it is not as authentic as is often suggested or believed. The discussion concentrates on past and present cultural traits of Amsterdam in the form of Calvinism, commercialism, morality and tolerance. 

In his opening speech at an urban studies conference a few years ago at the University of Amsterdam, the mayor of the city joked about Amsterdam's reputation abroad as the `twin cities of Sodom and Gomorrah'. As he was addressing a group of academicians and urban planners, he did not dwell on the subject, though, and went on to elaborate on Amsterdam's more serious historic and modern achievements. The image of Amsterdam as a haven of moral permissiveness is indeed pervasive at home and abroad, and seems to overshadow whatever else this city is about. It is an image of relatively recent origin, even if it concerns a place with a much longer history. 

Amsterdam provides a useful case study of the effects of cultural globalization on urban identities, in view of its centuries-long history as a city, and its reputation as a very international or global place.(n1) Moreover, the city has in past years been a popular destination for mass global tourism, and it appears to figure rather prominently (or at least recognizably) as a place in the global cultural landscape. In the process, the identity of Amsterdam seems to have been reconstituted to fit the description of the mayor's twin cities. This reidentification of place and reconstitution of local culture involves an intricate blend of authenticity and artificiality, to such an extent that it becomes difficult to know the `real' Amsterdam. 

The next part of the paper provides a theoretical discussion of cultural globalization as distinct from economic globalization. It uses the notion of `glocalization' to underscore the global-local dynamics involved in the changing culture and identity of localities in the context of globalization. This section also relies on Appadurai's(n2) concept of `ethnoscapes' to emphasize the importance of flows of people (particularly mass tourism) as vehicles of cultural globalization. The third part of the paper describes the historically grown urban identity of Amsterdam since the sixteenth century and prior to the era of mass tourism of the last few decades. It concentrates on such widely observed cultural traits as Calvinism, commercialism and tolerance of diversity. This is followed by a discussion of Amsterdam's re-created identity in recent decades, mostly in relation to global tourism. 

Cultural globalization and the identity of place 
Popular and scholarly definitions of globalization tend to emphasize the economic dimension of the process. This certainly seems true for globalization as it relates to urban issues. In as far as the so-called `world city' literature represents a corollary of the globalization debate, it too conforms to this penchant for economic determinism. Thus, the role of cities in the process of globalization is mainly viewed in economic terms.(n3) At the same time, culture tends to be viewed --often implicitly -- as the dependent variable. The materialist orientation of much of the literature is accompanied by the notion that the social and cultural aspects of cities are often influenced by the world economy. For example, Castells remarks that 

The most important challenge to be met in European cities, as well as in major cities throughout the world, is the articulation of the globally-oriented economic functions of the city with the locally-rooted society and culture.(n4) 

Such materialist perspectives tend to negate the importance and relative autonomy of global cultural forces that affect cities. When global cultural forces are considered, they are often viewed as dependent on economic globalization. For instance, Knox argues: 

This new mega-cephalic corporate and financial dimension has, in turn, driven another important dimension of globalization: a series of cultural flows that has come to underpin the contemporary world-system(n5) 

This bias often coincides with a lack of attention to the importance of localities in the globalization debate. The result may be dubbed `double-determinism': local culture is subordinate to global economics. 

Alternatively, cultural globalization is viewed by some as a more autonomous process, and even as enabling some forms of economic globalization -- although the relevance of cultural globalization to urban spaces has thus far received scant attention. Cultural globalization may be defined as an acceleration in the exchange of cultural symbols among people around the world, to such an extent that it leads to changes in local popular cultures and identities. According to a relatively small number of authors, globalization is indeed primarily about culture. For example, King states that globalization theory is concerned with `questions of culture, identity, and meaning in representations of the world as a single place'.(n6) The sociologist Malcolm Waters points out that globalization has proceeded most rapidly `in contexts in which relationships are mediated through symbols'.(n7) The exchange of symbols, in turn, depends in large part on available communication technologies, and has accelerated rapidly in recent decades. This also explains why, within the economic domain, the globalization of financial markets is proceeding much more rapidly than the globalization of material commodities markets. More pertinently, it also explains the impressive globalization of cultural values, ideas and lifestyles: 

While it is clearly not the case that culture, as an arena differentiated from economics and politics, has ever been totally globalized it has nevertheless shown a greater tendency towards globalization than either of the other two arenas.(n8) 

An important component of this process is the consumption culture that originated in the United States and that has been mass-mediated to places around the world. This is not so much about similarities across the world in the consumption of particular products (e.g. Coca-Cola). It is rather about the similar social function of consumption in hitherto different societies: `Under a consumer culture, consumption becomes the main form of self-expression and the chief source of identity.'(n9) Seen from this angle, one could argue that economic globalization, in the form of consumption of globally available commodities, is predicated and dependent on the globalization of cultural values and identities. 

The acceleration of processes of cultural globalization in recent years can be explained through the increased availability of mass communication, transportation and information technologies (air travel, radio, newspapers, telephone, television, cinema, Internet). The availability of these media at the mass level is critical, if the process is to affect broad-based local urban or regional cultures. Increasingly, then, `consumption' takes on a broader meaning: it is not just about the consumption of material commodities but also about the consumption of ideas, values and information. 

Popular globalization debates put great emphasis on modern information technologies (television, phone, Internet) as the key media of global cultural flows. An equally important development concerns the enormous expansion in the availability of transportation media (especially air transport), that has facilitated a vast increase of flows of people. Appadurai (in the article mentioned above) identifies the flows of people, particularly migrants and tourists, as the primary dimension of cultural globalization, what he terms `ethnoscapes'. In the case of flows of people, the diffusion of cultural innovation (or the globalization of culture) takes in part the form of relocation: we are not talking now about people who remain in the same place and are subjected to global flows of information, but about flows of people themselves, in the process de-territorializing themselves. At the same time, it is people themselves (not computers or television) that serve as media of information, as the global transmitters of the images of localities. 

The geography of cultural globalization and the role of cities remains something of a puzzle. As the anthropologist Ulf Hannerz commented: `any attempt to sketch a view of the cultural role of world cities necessarily becomes a matter of identifying the need for more research.'(n10) Economic globalization, communication technology and mass consumption are sometimes mentioned in one breath, but the exact connections to `culture' are not elaborated. This is the case, for example, in an often quoted article by Riccardo Petrella, who links the world city hierarchy to mass consumption (and implicitly to culture) without clarifying the connection: `an archipelago of technologically highly developed city-regions -- or mass consumer technopoles -- is evolving.'(n11) 

The emergence of world cities as economic command centres reflects the globalization of capital accumulation which is orchestrated and controlled from base points in the global economy. The geographical pattern that underlies this process is relatively simple, with control emanating from selected urban areas to the rest of the world's spaces. In the geography of `control' of the world economy, a few places, such as New York, London or Tokyo, are much more important than most others. In contrast, the geographical pattern of cultural globalization is more complex, chaotic and diffuse. Places vary in their importance as cultural centres, but cultural globalization is not controlled from a small number of easily identifiable urban areas. Instead, cultural globalization concerns a complex multitude of flows and counter flows. It is increasingly difficult to determine the originality of a cultural flow, because it is likely to represent a bundling or modification of earlier cultural influences from other places. 

Cities are important spatial entities in the process of cultural globalization because they are the places with concentrated mass populations and with the most advanced mass transportation and communication facilities. Cities constitute the main nodes in the global cultural network and are the main points of origin and destination of cultural flows. However, as argued earlier, the pattern of cultural globalization is highly diffuse and it is not as strongly controlled from a few selected urban centers. At the same time, every city that is more or less connected to global information networks will be more or less affected by cultural globalization: as a result, both its local culture and its image or identity are subject to change. 

How can the effects of the globalization process on local (urban) cultures and place identities be understood? First, the increased access and exposure to mass communication media and international travel result in individualization: the assertion of people's individual identity as distinct from territory-based group identity. This process is closely related to changing lifestyles and consumption patterns. In the words of Knox: 

There is another dimension of global metropolitanism... A product of satellite communications networks, high bandwidth cable and radio-frequency systems and, above all, of global markets in television (especially music television) and advertising, this is the dimension of the permanently ephemeral and the immediately accessible. The lingua franca of this global metropolitanism is the patois of American television soap operas and comedy series; its dress code and world-view are taken from MTV and the sports pages; its politics is from the cyberpunk Mondo 2000, and its lifestyle is defined by promotional `spots' for Budweiser, Coca-Cola, Levis, and Nike.(n12) 

These phenomena are recognizable in Amsterdam(n13) and many other places around the world, whether they are `world cities' or not. Their effect is to set in motion a general trend towards individualization that is related to the growing importance of material consumption as a vehicle to express that individual identity. This individualization is coupled with a process of dilution of traditional local cultures. In a way, people become more or less `uprooted' without having moved to another place. The world has come to them. 

However, cultural globalization does not necessarily imply homogenization and the emergence of a single global culture.(n14) Instead, there is good reason to assume continued geographical variation of cultures. King argues that globalization does not simply eradicate local urban cultures. The process is rather more complex: 

The powerful forces of globalization... on major world cities also result in the intensification of cultural nationalisms ... Globalization, seen in this way, does not result in homogeneity but in a deepening of particularity.(n15) 

Clearly, the effects of globalizing forces are dependent on and vary with local context. This intricate relationship between globalism and localism has been dubbed `glocalization', and while the term smacks of rhetorical overkill, it does capture the essence of the process under study. Globalization may simultaneously lead to dilution of local culture (globalization as the great `equalizer') and to a deepening of particularity. These opposite effects concern different aspects of the local culture: some aspects of the local culture may disappear while others are strengthened. 

The same is true for the identity of a place, particularly the ways in which it is known in other parts of the world. Some aspects of the `personality' of a place may be reinforced in the process of globalization, while others may become underrepresented. Especially in localities with a long history and embedded identity, such as Amsterdam, globalization is likely to induce both continuity and change, each along different dimensions. The city, as a spatial entity, provides an interesting point of entry in debates on cultural globalization because it is the place where global cultural exchanges are concentrated, and at the same time the image of the city itself may constitute an item of cultural consumption in this global exchange. As we shall see, this has been the case with regard to Amsterdam. Before we discuss these recent changes in the local culture and identity of that city, we turn to a brief discussion of Amsterdam's identity as it evolved through the ages. This discussion does not pretend to give a full account of the city's cultural history; it is only intended to highlight some key characteristics that are often identified in the literature and that will later serve to illustrate the impact of globalization on Amsterdam's culture and identity. 

Amsterdam's historic identity 
There can be little question that Amsterdam has since the sixteenth century been at the geographical core of Dutch society, whether it concerns economics, politics or culture. It is and always has been the largest city, and for a long time it was by far the most important port city. It was surpassed in the latter capacity only in the industrial era by Rotterdam, now considered to be the largest port in the world according to some measures. Amsterdam has been the gateway of a small and outward-looking country, heavily reliant on foreign trade. Importantly, the city of Amsterdam strongly dominated the country along almost any conceivable dimension at the time of the country's formation as a nation-state in the late sixteenth century, and during the Dutch `Golden Age' in the seventeenth century. This is why Dutch culture in general and the urban culture of Amsterdam are so closely intertwined. The general characteristics of Dutch culture are often especially salient in Amsterdam and sometimes, indeed, `made' in Amsterdam. 

Amsterdam is part of the north-western region of Europe where, it is sometimes said, `capitalism was born'. According to a well-known thesis of the sociologist Max Weber, this propensity for capital accumulation was closely related to the region's prevailing Protestant work ethic, which encouraged saving and investment and frowned upon lavish spending and hedonistic life styles. This religion-based culture found its most succinct expression in Calvinism, a term that still often used to describe one of the foundations of Dutch culture. 

Calvinism inspires sobriety and simple living, and it has had profound effects on other aspects of Dutch culture, including the built environment (Figure 1). Amsterdam was the most powerful and richest city in the world economy in the early seventeenth century, but there is little in its urban design to remind us of that. If one considers the architectural grandeur of cities such as Venice, Paris, Rome, Madrid, or even London and Berlin, Amsterdam's landscape pales in comparison. The city's built environment is beautiful in many ways, but majestic it is not. Amsterdam lacks the spacious squares and wide avenues, the grand buildings, imposing statues or arches, and other public displays of wealth and artistic and cultural achievement. Even some of the most expensive mansions built during the Golden Age along the Herengracht, the so-called `Gouden Bocht' (Golden Crescent), evoke the image of solidity and durability rather than glamour and splendour. A basic explanation lies in what Simon Schama called the `embarrassment of riches': a trait that pervades Dutch culture, and that is directly derived from Calvinism.(n16) 

Moreover, Amsterdam was never dominated by royalty and was never the seat of national government. Especially during the Golden Age it was, in the words of the Dutch historian Jan Romein, `a republic in a republic'.(n17) Amsterdam's relationship to The Hague as well as the cultural differences between the two cities are in some ways similar to the comparison between New York and Washington, DC. In past centuries, The Hague was the city of princes and kings, while Amsterdam was the city of the commercial patrician class -- and there was not much love lost between them. The respect paid to these different authorities by Amsterdam's society is beautifully expressed in the names of the crescent-shaped canals in the centre of the city.(n18) The merchant elite named the first and grandest canal after themselves, the Herengracht (Gentlemen's Canal); the Prinsengracht and Keizersgracht (Canal of the Princes and Canal of the Emperors) are further away from the centre and thus less prestigious. Amsterdam was a hegemonic city, but it was never a great imperial city. Amsterdam has always been, in the words of historian Donald Olsen, `a city entirely dedicated to making money'.(n19) 

The entrepreneurial spirit of Amsterdam's ruling classes and their economic interests had a profound influence on the formation of the Dutch state: for example, the Netherlands is one of the few states in Europe that never had significant territorial aspirations. Many authors have underscored the exceptional political economy of the Dutch Republic at the time, one in which material pursuits always prevailed over imperial designs.(n20) Consequently, even The Hague, which has always been the centre of Dutch national politics, has nothing of the grandeur of most European capitals. 

Sobriety is not confined, however, to the lack of grandiose architectural projects or cultural and artistic displays in the built environment. At a more mundane level, and cutting across classes, frugality is an often-observed trait of Dutch culture, and one with a long history. Expressions such as `Dutch treat' are traced back to English envy of Dutch dominance on the seas in the seventeenth centuries (say the Dutch), but few would deny that thriftiness is not embedded in Dutch culture, and it is closely related to its Calvinist roots and commercial penchant. 

The Calvinistic tendencies in Dutch culture coincide with an appreciation of the ordinary and a distaste for extravagance. This is captured with almost painful precision by a common saying in the Dutch language, `Doe maar gewoon, dan doe je al gek genoeg' (imperfectly translated as: `Just behave normally, that's crazy enough'). `Painful', to the more cosmopolitan -- yet chauvinistic -- among the Dutch, because the expression reflects the thin line between sobriety on the one hand and parochialism and dullness on the other. Historically, in Dutch culture, eccentrism, flamboyance and especially extravagant spending of money tend to be greeted with criticism and even ridicule. 

This appreciation of ordinariness, too, is centuries old. For example, the famous Dutch paintings from the seventeenth century, many financed by Amsterdam's rich merchant classes, often celebrate this ordinariness (even if the artistry itself is obviously extraordinary). Rembrandt and Vermeer, for example, often depicted the daily lives of ordinary people at work, at home, on the streets. They stand in particular contrast to the high drama and spiritualism that is found in the works of southern European masters from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries such as El Greco or Velasquez. 

If Calvinism, commercialism and frugality are central ingredients of Amsterdam's historically grown culture, so is `tolerance'. It is not just any kind of tolerance I am referring to (as indicated above, Dutch culture is not particularly tolerant of extravagance), but specifically tolerance of diversity in the form of religious beliefs and national backgrounds. Back in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Amsterdam and the northern Netherlands successfully resisted Spanish rule and, with it, religious intolerance. The city's Jewish population grew rapidly at that time, especially after the fall to the Spanish of Lisbon in 1580 and of Antwerp in 1585. Through the years, these Jewish immigrants were joined by French Huguenots, Flemish, Lutheran Germans, Portuguese, Jews from east and central Europe, etc. In the final years of the sixteenth century, up to half of the city's population was foreign or of foreign extraction.(n21) The tolerant attitude of the city's population and leadership may at that time have been partially motivated by commercial considerations: in particular the Jews from Antwerp, many of whom had Portuguese origins, brought with them considerable wealth and entrepreneurial skills, and they are often said to have contributed significantly to Amsterdam's Golden Age. But there were many poor immigrants as well who worked in the port, on the ships, and held other kinds of menial jobs. To say that tolerance was simply motivated by economics is therefore not entirely accurate. Rather, to the business-minded community of Amsterdam, diversity of religion or ethnicity was simply irrelevant. 

Finally, a fifth element of Amsterdam's urban culture that is often observed is `egalitarianism'.(n22) Whether this is a quality of Amsterdam or pertains to Dutch political culture at large is not so clear. To be sure, this trait is of more recent origin; it was definitely absent during the seventeenth century. Braudel comments on the degree of social polarization in Amsterdam at that time: `The rich were richer than anywhere else, and the poor as numerous and perhaps even worse-off.'(n23) The earliest roots of `egalitarianism' date back to the late nineteenth century in the form of the emergence of democracy, the social agendas of political parties and the rise of the unions. In the twentieth century the Netherlands became a notable example of West European social democracy, with progressive laws on taxation, education, public housing and so forth. This form of egalitarianism reached its peak in the 1970s when the social welfare state -- as it is now fashionable to argue -- had expanded to unaffordable proportions. While all these trends found expression in the city of Amsterdam (e.g., at present about three-quarters of all housing in the city is public), they were all determined at the national scale and were not particular to Amsterdam. 

What is special about Amsterdam, especially after the Second World War, is its role as an anti-establishment city (again, this is particularly clear in a comparison of Amsterdam with The Hague). In the late 1960s, it was by far the most important place for student demonstrations, political upheavals, the sexual revolution, grass root activity, etc. In later years it was in Amsterdam that squatter movement first took hold and `coffee shops' started to sell soft drugs (Figure 2). Part of this side of Amsterdam's urban culture was related to the large student population (it was the only city in the country with two large universities) -- a student population, furthermore, that was in large part from a working-class background, made possible by the Dutch welfare state. During the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, urban social movements such as the `Provos', the `Kabouters' and the squatters have played an important part in the changing image of the city, particularly inside the Netherlands, but their impact on the city's power structures is debatable.(n24) Indeed, one could argue not only that from a historical point of view Amsterdam's egalitarian and revolutionary climate emerged quite late in its existence, but also that it may already be weakening. At the present, Amsterdam's grass-roots movements seem to be taking a back seat as the city's social climate is threatened by the dismantling of the Dutch welfare state while the urban and national economies are expanding rapidly. Amsterdam's economic growth machine and commercial establishment in the late 1990s seem more powerful than they have been in a long time. 

Globalization, mass tourism and the re-identification of Amsterdam 
There can be little question that many inhabitants identify with Amsterdam as their city, a reflection of the importance of place-identity at the urban level. This is true even though many long-term Amsterdammers have in fact left the city to move to suburban towns like Almere. Indeed, it is the city itself that has through the ages acquired an identity, one that is acknowledged and adopted by many newcomers and temporary inhabitants from elsewhere in the Netherlands (e.g. the transient student population), and even by many foreign tourists. 

Nowadays, the aspect of Amsterdam's urban culture and identity that receives by far the most attention is `tolerance'. This is the case in the popular media, but also in the writings of urban scholars.(n25) One of the effects of cultural globalization for Amsterdam has been the commodification of its identity as a tolerant place. This is primarily related to tourism, one of the main fields of competition among European cities and a key source of income in Amsterdam. This process is a neat illustration of `glocalization', in the sense that it constitutes `a return to local culture' in the face of globalization.(n26) It is a local process that is at the same time reactionary to and exploitative of the constraints and opportunities that globalization offers, and this is where Amsterdam's traditional `dedication to making money' comes into play. The end result is not a return to the culture of tolerance of the past, but the emergence of a globally conditioned modified version of that culture. 

Foreign visitors no longer come to Amsterdam to seek refuge from persecution, in search of economic opportunity, or to marvel at the city's achievements as a `laboratory of modernity' as they did in the seventeenth century.(n27) Instead a growing number comes to `let it all hang out' and enjoy the entertaining spectacle of `tolerance'. Tolerance, perhaps Amsterdam's most prized commodity, is increasingly packaged and labelled to meet the demands of mass tourism and instant gratification. In the process it has become something of a perversion, in the sense that it turned into a commercially motivated permissiveness that is in fact contrary to the city's Calvinistic roots. Abroad, Amsterdam is first and foremost associated with liberal attitudes toward sex and drugs, and this has become its niche in the competitive world of tourism. Local governments neither condemn nor openly advertise this image. Astonishment or criticism from abroad is usually greeted with a mixture of amusement and pity for the alleged narrowmindedness of the foreigners, and by a slightly more concealed sense of satisfaction with regard to the city's exceptionalism and marketability. 

Global tourism has thus eroded some crucial parts of Amsterdam's placeauthenticity. Easily transmitted notions and images of Amsterdam as a city of tolerance may be deceptive. Fainstein remarks that in Amsterdam, `tourist attractions mainly mix with the components of ordinary life rather than being segregated into a single zone'. She goes on to say that the various forms of entertainment `give Amsterdam an edge that guards it from succumbing to the sanitized sameness of theme-park-style development'.(n28) I would argue, instead, that this mix of tourist attractions and ordinary life is not what it used to be, and that `ordinary life' has been reshaped to form part of a decor of tolerance to accommodate the tourists. Along the way, a significant part of the city centre has evolved precisely into a sort of a `theme park' -- one with the appearance of authenticity that American master-developers could only dream about! 

I should not take this point too far, but it is tempting to contrast the worn depictions of Amsterdam's `authentic' character by foreigners (especially Americans), who are used to more blatantly `artificial' forms of entertainment and who seem so easily charmed by the city's appearance, with a more sceptical view that considers the changed character of the city centre. At the risk of a little exaggeration, but only a little, the following is an account of how the central city presented itself to me as a former Amsterdammer upon my return in the autumn of 1996, after nine years' residence in the United States. 

The theme of the `park', which operates at maximum capacity in summertime, is not movies, water-world, high technology or Mickey Mouse, but drugs and sex under the pretence of normalcy. It is not a planned theme park, of course; instead it has emerged more or less spontaneously. It has no fence around it and there is no entry fee. Then again, this is not necessary, because payment is per consumption. Even if there is no gate, the main exit of the central station has the appearance of one. Large numbers of new visitors gather on the square in front of the station, exchanging information on things to do before they start their adventure with a walk down the main avenue into the `park'. 

The Damrak, where Amsterdam's traditional architecture is hidden behind a facade of advertisements, offers an overwhelming array of tourist services and, without wasting any time, shows off the city's famed tolerance by way of a sex `museum' (Figure 3). Further into the `park' the attractions include the Hash Museum, the Cannabis Connoisseurs' Club, innumerable coffee shops and houses of prostitution, sex shops, sex cinemas, condomeries, peep-shows, magic mushroom shops, etc. (Figure 4). Souvenirs from Amsterdam increasingly reflect these forms of entertainment, e.g. postcards and t-shirts featuring huge joints, sexual acts or texts such as `I've been to Amsterdam, but I don't remember anything'. 

The `park' is largely located within Amsterdam's historic (seventeenth-century) centre, and has about the size of planned theme parks in the United States. It stretches out southward from the central station along the Damrak, Dam Square, and Rokin, via Het Spui and along the Leidschestraat to the Leidscheplein and into the Vondelpark. The boundaries are in some instances quite sharp, but mostly they are not. The area includes several adjacent areas such as the red light district, Damstraat, Waterlooplein, Regulier Breestraat and Amstelstraat, and a few streets between the Leidschestraat and Vijzelstraat (including one that is known for its flamboyant gay scene, nicknamed the Rue de Vaseline). 

A key difference from American theme parks is the target audience: while the American variants are meant to provide family entertainment, Amsterdam is geared towards young adults (to the exclusion of other group of tourists, which is said to have become bone of contention among the city's different business classes). It is in large part a self-selected crowd that `fits' the city's image. As a consequence, these generally low-budget tourists tend to blend in and become themselves part of the entourage. Through their presence in the city, they play a role in the recreation of Amsterdam's image as a haven of `tolerance', but one that bears little relation to the city itself, or at least to what it used to be. 

Virtually all the labels and designations of the attractions are in the English language, but this is evidently too obvious a phenomenon to arouse suspicions about their authenticity. By now, a large majority of the `window-prostitutes' are foreign and, like most of their customers, have no communal ties whatsoever with the area.(n29) Many sex shops sell, besides their specialized merchandise, foreign-language newspapers such as USA Today and Das Bild. On the Leidscheplein and other places, tourists look at tourists, not at Amsterdam. Or, perhaps more accurately, they are looking at what the centre of Amsterdam has become. 

This is quite a different `centre of attraction' from the one that emerged from a study in the late 1960s.(n30) At that time, the centre was described as a place of and for Amsterdammers; foreign tourism never even entered the discussion. Of course, the important role of the inner city as a cultural centre for Amsterdammers and the Dutch population as a whole has continued,(n31) but this is in large part disconnected from the sex-and-drugs theme park. Few foreign tourists ever make it from the Bulldog coffee shop to the old Stadsschouwburg, a theatre some 50 yards across the Leidscheplein that draws a native crowd. The flow of people the other way around seems negligible as well. 

The shaping of the `theme park' has been made possible by the `turning inside-out' of Amsterdam's spatial structure(n32) and the continued association with the centre as the cultural representation of `Amsterdam'. Geographically speaking, there has been a clear break in the historical development of the city. The Amsterdam that presently functions as a node or base point in the world economy is the Amsterdam of the periphery, increasingly on the south-eastern edge of the city. In Amsterdam, as elsewhere, there has been a rapid acceleration of the suburbanization of businesses and producer services, fuelled by problems of congestion in the centre and by the growing importance of up-to-date telecommunication infrastructure. In contrast to most American cities, however, burdened as they are with inner city decay, Amsterdam's historical centre is vital, and specializes increasingly in consumer services, particularly tourism, education and the entertainment industry. 

The reconstruction of Amsterdam's culture of tolerance is not confined to the main tourist areas or to those who work in the tourism sector. According to Lyn Lofland, 

tolerance, cosmopolitanism, urbanity are about the fact that humans differ significantly along important lines and that these differences matter to them. Tolerance, urbanity, and cosmopolitanism have to do with living civilly with such a reality.(n33) 

Thus, tolerance cannot exist without cultural diversity. And even though most parts of the city are indeed quite diverse and Dutch culture at large still represents a notably tolerant and consensus oriented society, Amsterdam's city centre -- of all places -- presents a different picture. 

The population residing in the centre of Amsterdam is not very diverse, particularly that part of the population that has the most visible role in Amsterdam local urban culture. First, it has increasingly become a demographically homogeneous population. The overwhelming majority are in their 20s and 30s, live alone and have no children. In addition, most are Dutch, with the immigrants (mostly Turks and Moroccans) residing primarily in the city's nineteenth-century neighbourhoods or further out.(n34) Finally, there seems to be substantial homogeneity in terms of subcultural ways of life. For example, insofar as Amsterdam's urban civil culture has a distinct penchant for grass-roots activism,(n35) this has been most manifest in the inner city and among the inner-city population. 

The centre of Amsterdam is not very tolerant or `user-friendly' towards families with young children or the elderly.(n36) More pertinently, the city's famed tolerance seems increasingly geared towards tolerance of a very specific subculture and forms of behaviour. In the 1960s, Amsterdam shocked with its revolutionary elan and alternative social behaviours. Today, Amsterdam `shocks' in a more predictable direction: the Gay Parades on the city's canals, the Cannabis Cup for best home-grown weed, or the Hash Bash, an outdoor marijuana fair, are examples. It is not new but rather more of the same, a more extreme version of the old. 

Amsterdam's famed tolerance of the present is, on closer inspection, a far cry from the tolerance of diversity of the past. Today, the city's tolerance applies first and foremost to liberal attitudes toward sex and drugs. This kind of tolerance, i.e. tolerance predominantly of specific behaviours and ways of life, risks becoming a contradiction in terms. Indeed, it starts to look like something quite the opposite of Loflands's definition of tolerance (of diversity!), and threatens to turn into the dominance and imposition of a specific subculture. It is one, nonetheless, that corresponds to a widely held image of the city abroad and one that tourists (not inclined to spoil their vacation with a critical analysis of the meaning of tolerance) expect to find when they visit Amsterdam. Increasingly, Amsterdam lives up to expectations. Ambitions to acquire the designation of Amsterdam as `gay capital' are a case in point, and provide an illustration of the relationship between the city's evolving global identity and local cultural change. 

The reconstruction of Amsterdam's identity is partially a matter of narratives that have become part of global information flows. Local advocates of the city emphasize what they think the foreign visitors want to see and hear. The mayor's joke about Sodom and Gomorrah is no exception. Tourist guides and brochures never cease to sell Amsterdam as a city where anything goes, where avant-gardism comes naturally, and where the status quo does not exist. Respectable local authors and journalists sometimes join the chorus. In the (English-language!) Penguin guide to Amsterdam, Martin Van Amerongen proclaims without hesitation that `the Amsterdammer is an adherent of the doctrine of permanent revolution'.(n37) On its cover the book is advertised, rather ominously, as `the ultimate guide to the real Amsterdam'. The foreign media repeat these cliches. Whenever the New York Times reports on Amsterdam, there is a good chance it has something to do with the red light district or with coffee shops. 

There is no denying that Amsterdam today presents foreign visitors with a culture of tolerance and liberalism that is not found in most other places. Importantly, in Amsterdam these traits are said to authentic. Tolerance is indeed a part of Amsterdam's historic identity, but that identity entailed much more. Furthermore, this trait is today a modified and/or exaggerated version of what it used to be. Strolling in the centre of Amsterdam, one may pass by an establishment that openly advertises `Live Fucking' on a large outdoor sign. Perhaps this has something to do with tolerance. At any rate, the phenomenon has something in common with some other peculiar customs that may take foreign visitors by surprise: a 25 cents charge for the use of a bathroom or a 50 cents charge for some ketchup on your french fries. As Donald Olsen said, Amsterdam is and has always been a city dedicated to making money -- without the slightest sign of embarrassment. It is commercialism that is the most persistent aspect of Amsterdam's continuing identity. In the seventeenth century this commercialism bred tolerance towards wealthy foreign migrants. In recent years it has been the driving force behind the transformation of the city centre into a sex-and-drugs theme park (Figure 5). Whatever sells. And sell it does, especially because foreign consumers have no doubt that they are getting the real thing. 

Conclusions 
Mass tourism and the globalization of information flows have in the past three decades or so contributed to the reconstruction of Amsterdam's identity. Globalization does not erase local cultures, but it does undermine their original form. In cities such as Amsterdam, with a long history and established identity, there is of course continuity in some ways. It is the weight of history that makes its presence felt, a history that is in part stored in the built environment. In the words of Anthony King, `The identity of these localities and the built environment that helps to create it, are instrumental in explaining why such continuities persist.'(n38) But, as we have seen in the case of Amsterdam, there may be significant change as well. These changes are not always obvious, especially because so many cities (particularly in Europe) sell themselves to foreign tourists on the basis of their historical past and their authenticity. 

Today's cultural representation of `Amsterdam' is divorced from the city's commercial functions and character, something that was not the case in past centuries. This point is underscored by the present spatial separation of Amsterdam's economic and cultural roles in the world. The French geographer Paul Claval refers to `Amsterdam I' and `Amsterdam II' as almost two different cities.(n39) The urban functions of material production, command and control in the European and world economy, and producer services, are situated in the city's rapidly developing periphery, particularly in the south-eastern outskirts. In the seventeenth century these functions were concentrated in the city centre, an area that now specializes almost exclusively in consumer services and foreign tourism. 

Amsterdam is not the only city to undergo these effects of cultural globalization in conjunction with mass tourism, even if it is an extreme case. Comparable examples might range from Key West to Kathmandu. What we can observe with a fair degree of certainty is the growing superficiality of urban identities. These identities are increasingly determined in the realm of globally transmitted sound-and-vision-bites, and this is in turn reflected in the local culture itself. It seems that mass tourism and the globalization of information flows result inevitably in an increasingly shallow understanding of local cultures and identifies. In the process, the localities themselves turn into caricatures or mutant reflections of their past. While popular knowledge of the world's cultural landscape is increasingly global, understanding of individual places becomes increasingly shallow. The inevitable result, it seems, is the vulgarization of the world's cultural geography. 
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PHOTO (BLACK & WHITE): Figure 1 - A reminder of the Calvinist capitalist spirit. A hotel/bar on the edge of the Red Light district carries on its front the old Dutch saying `De cost gaet voor de baet uyt' (Cost precedes benefit). 

PHOTO (BLACK & WHITE): Figure 2 - The Cannabis Connoisseurs Club and Hash Museum, on one of the canals near the Damstraat. 

PHOTO (BLACK & WHITE): Figure 3 - `Change' it is. The Damrak, one of the main avenues into the theme park. In the background is the Central Station. The advertisement for the Sex museum carries the city of Amsterdam's official coat of arms. 

PHOTO (BLACK & WHITE): Figure 4 - Sex shop and coffee shop in the Red Light district. 

PHOTO (BLACK & WHITE): Figure 5 - Live porno and sex shops in the Red Light district. 
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