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Introduction 

 

When you visit the Waterlooplein market one of the first things you will notice is the big city hall 

building looming over the market, not the market itself. It is only when you search for it in the 

shadow of this building that you will find the stalls, selling second-hand goods such as clothes, 

bikes, books and music. These goods are often offered for relatively low prices judging some signs; 

it perfectly fits a certain shady look the market seems to have. On the other side of the square, 

facing the back of the City Hall, you find modern complexes; a Macbike rental store, a gym 

overlooking the market and a Coffee Company. The people going in and out the Coffee Company 

seem to be totally different than those walking the market. They buy coffee for high prices and 

wear expensive clothes. Mostly they use the Coffee Company as a place to hang out. For example, 

there were two girls sitting at a table, facing each other, using their Macbooks to stay connected 

to social networks. They seemed to be oblivious to the market’s presence.  

The presence of the market did not seem to make any sense; the surroundings are filled 

with modern architecture, buildings, roads and a metro station. And right in the heart of this all 

there is this windy and shady place where you will find goods you would not expect to find.  

 The observation above shows the contrast we were struck with when we began our 

research on the Waterlooplein market. In our research, we quickly learned that the area 

surrounding the market used to be a working-class neighbourhood. That no longer is the case. In 

fact, the only thing that reminds one that the area used to be a working-class neighbourhood is 

the market itself. But the changes in the physical structure - the built environment - of the area 

have also affected the market. The social relationships among the stall holders, costumers and 

residents have changed, often for the worse.  

 Therefore, in this paper we will be guided by the following research question:  

How has the physical structure of the Waterlooplein changed since the nineteen seventies and how 

has this change affected the social dynamics of the market and the surrounding area? 

 

Physical structure has an impact on behaviour. Changes in physical structure led to the 

social changes of the market. So to understand this social change, we first need to sketch the 

physical changes that have occurred in the Waterlooplein.  

Because of this, we turn in the first part to the change in physical structure, more specific in 

what ways the Waterlooplein and the adjacent buildings have changed over the years. We will 
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look into two aspects of this physical change. First of all, we look at how the the Waterlooplein 

area has changed and became a part of the city centre using the concepts of gentrification and 

succession. Secondly, we will look at how the structural changes have influenced the physical 

boundaries of the market in relation to the city. Finally, we give the concrete example of the City 

Hall, which is a tall and massive building that covers almost one side of the market. We give 

particular attention to the interaction between this building and the market, in the attempt to give 

a better understanding and exemplification of the theoretical parts explained above. 

The second part is dedicated to the social dynamics of the market. In this part, we show 

how these structural changes to the physical environment have an important role to explain the 

change of the social relationships of the people in the area. We will discuss this in three different 

ways. First, we consider the social interaction between stand keepers but also with tourists and 

the neighbourhood. Then we will focus on the role of the neighbourhood as a container of the 

market. Finally, we define the concept of security and the perception of it in the market itself. 

Furthermore, this section again ends with the example of the City Hall to show these ideas in 

practice. 

After this, we end with our conclusion where we will answer our research question and 

again show how the physical structure of the area has changed and how this change has affected 

the social dynamics. 

It is also important to note that our research is conducted from the viewpoint of the stall 

holders and as a result, our data is presented in the same way. 
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Physical Structure 

 

Gentrification 

Waterlooplein has not always been part of the city center but has slowly been swallowed and 

integrated into its core. By this process we do not refer to the official integration of the 

Waterlooplein into the city center, but rather focus on the expansion of urban zones as described 

by Burgess (2010: 339-341). One of the stall owners mentioned that the Waterlooplein used to be 

very different, there were old houses and local shops, for example the local butcher, instead of the 

newly constructed buildings surrounding the market nowadays. This clearly expresses that the old 

neighbourhood used to be a zone of residence, not showing any functions of the loop, the central 

business district, as mentioned by Burgess. It is in this loop where the economic, cultural and 

political life is centred (Burgess 2010: 341).   

 Burgess (2010: 340) named this phenomenon a process of succession, where due to urban 

growth different city zones expand inside out literally swallowing adjacent zones, replacing their 

old functions for a new one. The stall keeper told us that it used to be an old residential 

neighbourhood; in contrast, we observed that in the present situation there are office buildings, a 

city hall, and a highly advanced infrastructure, while at the same time we also noticed a great 

number of businessmen passing by. Clearly, the area around the Waterlooplein market has been 

integrated into the spool as mentioned by Burgess, changing the main function of the area. This 

change did not present itself over night, but it should rather be seen as a process of change 

initiated by the physical change of the Waterlooplein and its surroundings.  

Waterlooplein’s integration into the core of Amsterdam was not the only process occurring; 

indeed it was equally affected by a process of rejuvenating the physical environment. As 

mentioned in the previous paragraph, the Waterlooplein and its surroundings used to function 

mostly as an area of residence. To define it even 

better, according to a stall keeper there used to be 

small houses surrounding the market and the 

residents ‘were people like me and you’. With that he 

implied a contrast in the type of residence buildings 

compared to today: ‘…to live in that building you’ll 

New apartment complex 
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have to pay around € 500.000 to buy an apartment, we call the people living there yups’.  

 

This reflects the process of gentrification also mentioned by Zukin (2010: 293), referring to 

the change in use of space: from a working-class production based to a more professional, service 

class consumption based group of residents. This social change was exemplified by the removal of 

old lower class housing, and at same time the construction of more expensive apartment 

complexes, office buildings and consumption based facilities. Examples include the replacement of 

five old coffee cafeterias - mentioned by one of the stall owners – by consumption based franchise 

companies such as Coffee Company and Beans & Bagels. Zukin refers to this physical change as 

well:  

 

We clearly see the effects of this social-spatial restructuring in the demise and reshaping of 

vernacular landmarks, including the death of the cafeteria and the birth- in all its guises – of 

the downtown club. (Zukin 2010:293)   

  

Replace downtown club with modern facilities such as the Coffee Company, and it will describe the 

exact situation on and around the Waterlooplein. This process of gentrification changed the face 

of the physical environment of this neighbourhood. 

 

Boundaries / borders 

The expansion of the centre through the means of gentrification relocated old boundaries and 

borders and at the same time created new ones. As mentioned by us before, the gentrification of 

the location and surroundings of the Waterlooplein market reshaped the physical environment. 

Old buildings were replaced by new ones and the original location of the market changed, creating 

space for new infrastructure: a four lane road including a tram-

line. We observed that this road runs through the heart of the 

neighbourhood, cutting off another residential area - the old 

Jewish neighbourhood to the east - from the market.  

The traffic sewer 
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 Here the definition of a boundary by Sennett (2010: 

265-266) applies, a physical barrier that keeps things out 

instead of creating interaction. It is hard to argue that this 

road absolutely separates both areas - it does do so however 

in a less tangible way which we will discuss in the second part 

of our paper. Davis (2010: 194) for example refers to the 

conversion of pedestrian streets into so called traffic sewers, 

thereby making it harder to cross these streets. This reduces 

the accessibility to the market, a place where people from 

different parts of town meet and exchange goods and 

money.  

 This equates the Waterlooplein market to the concept 

that Sennett (2010:265-266) refers to as a border.  It is not a border in the literal sense of the 

word. However, it could be viewed as such in Sennett’s explanation when it refers to a place of 

exchange - which is definitely true at Waterlooplein. The location of this border has not only 

changed, but it has also been influenced by more physical boundaries. 

 The replacement of old small buildings with taller apartment complexes and office 

buildings such as the city hall are probably an even better example of boundary creation. These 

buildings literally enclose the market area, reducing the 

number of access points to the market compared to the 

past. A stall keeper told us that the market used to be an 

open place, but that it is not the same any more as it is 

closed off by all the buildings surrounding it. The buildings 

surrounding the market can be seen as physical 

boundaries decreasing the openness of the market. 

Sennett’s (2010: 265-267) description of open and closed 

systems created by the non-presence or presence of 

certain boundaries applies here. The Waterlooplein has 

turned into a closed system, being blocked from sight by 

tall modern building complexes.  

 
A scematic of the Waterlooplein area, 
which shows the blocking of the sun 
by City Hall 

City Hall 
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The Example of City Hall  

The construction of the City Hall (Gemeentehuis) exemplifies this ongoing complex process of 

urban change affecting Waterlooplein. It can be seen as part of the gentrification process, and we 

would even argue that it is part of the succession by city centre functions. In specific, the political 

function that Burgess (2010: 341) ascribed to the spool of the city fits the construction of the City 

Hall next to the Waterlooplein market. As mentioned before, the location of the City Hall used to 

be an area of residence including some local shops and partly market terrain. The City Hall is a 

colossal building located between the Amstel River (turning into a canal) and the Waterlooplein 

market. A music theater is also part of this complex. The main entrance of the building is facing the 

Amstel to the south, therefore causing the market to be located in the backyard of the City Hall.  

 The location of the main entrance of the City Hall is an important issue. Due to its colossal 

size the building not only blocks the market from view; it also prevents any sun rays from reaching 

the market during the afternoon. In this way, it encloses the market in shadow nearly all day. Even 

when the weather is perfect, the market will still be ‘hidden’ from sight due to the shadow. This 

shows the contribution of the construction of City Hall to the decrease in openness of the 

Waterlooplein market. In short, the construction of City Hall in combination with the other 

changes in the area affected the market in two ways. First, the buildings create a feeling of 

tightness in the market; the buildings really enclose its location, and with that also hide it from 

sight. Secondly, the actual size of the market shrank, effectively reducing the number of stalls on 

the market. These changes do not only affect the physical structure but they also influence the 

social dynamics of the market - to this we turn in the next section of this paper.  
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Social Dynamics  

 

Social Boundaries  

The change in physical structure does not only create physical boundaries; we think that at the 

same time it also creates a less tangible type of boundary. The openness of the Waterlooplein 

market as a public space has turned into a physical closed system. At the same time the physical 

gentrification can be seen in the context of a changing function of the neighbourhood. 

 Gentrification brought expensive apartment complexes, modern consumption based 

facilities and the City Hall. These changes all add up to the changing function and identity of the 

neighbourhood.  Thus the new physical environment brings with it also a more social meaning 

besides the market being enclosed by physical buildings. The market is at the same time 

surrounded by middle and upper class residents, a political elite and various consumption based 

facilities popular amongst these people. The social meaning ascribed to these facilities and people 

can also be equated with the concept of boundaries by Sennett (2010: 265-266). To emphasize the 

difference between the physical and this social change however, we suggest the use of the term 

social boundaries. It is not only the actual buildings that create a closed physical space, it is also 

their function – and as a consequence the people and facilities located there – that create a 

symbolic closed market space.  

 The physical and symbolic boundaries surrounding the Waterlooplein market can to some 

extent also be seen as a form of control. We think that the situation at the Waterlooplein market 

can be seen as an inverted Panopticon mentioned by Foucault (2010: 222-227).  The apartment 

complexes, the facilities and the City Hall overlook the market, thus it is through the physical 

structure that the people in these buildings look down, imposing their symbolic meaning upon the 

market. One of the stall owners said the following about it:  

 

(…) they can see upon the market from their offices every day. Everyone in there has their 

own ideas on the market, they write it down and come to us to point out that there is a lot 

stall owners actually not present.  

 

Here the political elite can – due to the physical structure - keep the market in control. Instead of 

creating an open system in which different people learn and react to these differences (Sennett 
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267-268); there is a tension due to these differences. It is due to these boundaries that the social 

dynamics in the market itself have changed – to this we will turn in the next sections.  

 

Social interactions 

A closed system such as the Waterlooplein Market affects the 

socials dynamics within the market and in relation to the 

surrounding neighbourhood. One stall owner mentioned to us 

that there was an ill feeling by the new residents above the 

market aimed at the market. He said that they didn’t like the 

noise a market naturally brings. However what exasperated 

him was that they did not directly come and talk to the stall 

owners, but bypassed them, and went to the city hall to 

complain. In this way low interaction is occurring and 

Sennett’s idea of an open system which facilitates positive 

reaction to differences (Sennett 2010: 267-268) is clearly 

absent here. This example backs up our argument that its absence has allowed tensions to form in 

the face of differences. However the same stall owner claimed that this dynamic was different 

before the building of new apartments and the influx of “yups”. He said that before, even though 

there was more noise and a busier market, when it was larger, there were no complaints and a 

positive dynamic of interaction between residents and the market. Therefore the contemporary 

situation is indicative of ‘City life’, which: ‘(…) embodies difference as the contrary of the face-to-

face ideal expressed by most assertions of community. City life is the “being together” of strangers’ 

(Young 2010: 234).  Thus the interaction between the residents of the neighbourhood and the 

market has declined to a low ebb, and this situation shows the city centre succeeding the local 

neighbourhood into ‘City Life’ 

 The nature of interaction between stall keepers has also changed over time. Young talks 

about how community as a concept denies the existence of difference and heterogeneity within 

itself (Young 2010), for example one stall holder told us how she had relationships akin to that of 

family members with some stall owners, but with others it was mere co-presence. In this way the 

so called community of stall keepers is splintered into niches of interaction and intimacy. In 

contrast, one stall keeper said he used to know eighty percent of the stall owners really well about 

twenty years ago, and that they used to create a camp fire in the market which he said gave the 

 
Stop for the Canal Bus 
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stall keepers a collective feeling. This account shows a past collective identity among the stall 

owners. However, this account seems to show a decline in the number and intensity of 

interactions in this particular social dynamic, thus decreasing the collective identity.  

 A few interviews raised the question of whether there was a mutual interest in the market 

today. On the one hand, there is the Marketvereniging which is a formal committee of stall 

keepers. On the other hand we noted some things that suggested otherwise. For example, there 

was jealousy of success between shop keepers as mentioned by one woman. This may have been 

the cause of the prevailing economic conditions, but such feelings of envy could also be explained 

by the juxtaposition of the traditional working class sellers and successful new consumer facilities, 

like the coffee company. In this way successful stall owners become labelled with the new wave of 

gentrified success, which is closing in on the market. Furthermore some stall owners only work 

two days a week, which left one stall keeper bemused as to why they were doing this. His surprise 

was because representatives, from the municipality, would tally which ‘boxes’ or ‘plots’ were not 

used regularly, and these figures were being used to justify downsizing the market. The man 

thought the absentees had little interest in the market. It seems boundaries of economic success 

are causing the working class solidarity between stall owners to fade and fragment. 

 The composition of market visitors has also changed from predominantly local based to 

tourist oriented. A stall keeper has told us that the market is now highly dependent on tourists, his 

products and accumulation of items relating to the hyper-realites (Soja 2010: 379-380). This clearly 

shows a shift from a working class to a tourist based composition of the visitors. This shift has also 

influenced the average difference between selling rates during winter and summer-time, sales 

during the latter have to make up for those during the first. Some examples from other stall 

keepers who mentioned having different kind of costumers - including Russian, Italian and German 

visitors - also support the fact that tourism forms the main basis of the market. They mentioned 

that the situation before was different, as most of the costumers were local people, buying second 

hand flea market goods. These customers bought things in the morning on their way to work, and 

picked them up after working hours; the market was part of daily life. In this way, Waterlooplein 

market has become a city sight rather than a market for everyday exchange.  

Certainly the closed system created by the built environment has turned part of the 

Waterloplein into a thoroughfare for visitors. We have seen many visitors posing for photos with 

the statue of Spinoza, located in the sun, and most of the visitors we encountered were only 

passing by the stalls without engaging in interaction with the stall keepers.  
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This shift in the market's function to being a ‘tourist attraction’ results in the exceptional 

importance of creating a market image which we named the hypermarket. Most of the stall 

keepers seemed to agree that the official marketing of the market is bad, it is not well-advertised 

and the tourist guides through Amsterdam either do not visit Waterlooplein, or arrive in a rush. 

Built change has come hand in hand with tourism, as two ‘canal bus’ stops (a gateway in the closed 

system) are testament to; however we never observed any boats stopping, but saw many passing-

by.   

 Nonetheless, the stall holders all think that the market is well-known, and consider the 

market to be a trademark of Amsterdam just as the Red Light District, and other attractions. It is 

also considered to be the place for ‘adventure-seekers’ and people still come to find „… a 

Rembrandt for nothing” or another „famous piece or something precious”. One of the foreign 

visitors we interviewed also said that the markets appeal was that: ‘I wanna see what the ‘garage 

guy’ is selling here’ compared to his home country (USA).  

To explore the hypermarket, we have also looked up how the market is presented in the 

hyperspace itself – in this case the Internet. According to our findings on various websites (such as: 

iamsterdam.com, amsterdam.info, experienceamsterdam.com,  Waterlooplein's Facebook page 

etc.), Waterlooplein is mostly positioned as the Flea Market of Amsterdam. What we can see, 

therefore, is an adaptation of the market’s traditional identity, as tourists still hear of finding a 

second hand treasure. The reputation remains, integrated into the hyper city represented in 

tourist brochures.  

We can also see the market adapting to the technologies of today. We heard in one of our 

interviews how one of the booksellers at Waterlooplein was extending his business to the internet 

to make up for the lack of business at the market. Thus the Hyperspace is used by some stall 

owners, and the market’s identity evolves to new boundaries. 

 

Containment 

The gentrification of the surroundings has created a social and physical containment of the 

market. Although, as a supposed public space, the market is subject to higher authority. 

Exemplified by the control over the large storage containers at the market. We learned from one 

stall keeper that municipality security officers check that they have an authorization card, and that 

it is prohibited to rent one of these boxes without one. This would be similar to Mike Davis’s 

assertion in ‘City of Quartz’ that Los Angeles has seen: ‘This obsession with physical security 
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systems, and, collaterally, with the architectural policing of social boundaries, has become a 

zeitgeist of urban restructuring’ (Davis 2010: 193).   

 The creation of these storage units may have a 

practical function, as part of market gentrification, but 

there placement there allows the maintenance of a 

closed system by the municipality, and control of the 

public space. 

Earlier, we explained how the market has been 

physically delineated by the buildings looming over 

and can be seen as the subject of an inverted 

Panopticon (Foucault 2010). Such boundaries have 

helped to create this container in which the market 

sits, and are subsequently controlled. 

 

Security 

One particular change to the social dynamic is focused on the issue of security. Gentrification has 

changed the type of people who physically move in the Waterlooplein area. In contrast to the 

aforementioned “yups”, a few stall owners mentioned the presence of so called “junkies”. The 

gentrification of the area, and its new position as part of ‘Centrum’ meant that it became serviced 

with the Metro, which one stall keeper mentioned facilitated Waterlooplein as an accessible 

meeting point for junkies at night. Another description was characterized by calling the area 

unsafe and hostile during dusk and the night time hours, when vandalism is alleged to occur. 

“There are only some drunk people during the night. For this reason, they have removed the cash 

machine.”  It was also made clear to us how patrols by the police or the municipality are 

conspicuous by their absence. All this results in what Jane Jacobs describes as fewer eyes on the 

street (Jacobs 2010) and this means that ‘barbarism in the city’ continues. In this way new 

infrastructure and lack of surveillance has made the market accessible to a maligned group during 

night time, and causing a new tension between them and stall keepers.  

 From the interviews we learned that the stall holders also have fears during the daylight 

hours. At least two stall keepers showed us their means of protection in the form of baseball bats, 

one of which had been used as retribution on a fleeing thief. The stall owner acted out how he had 

taken this action against the perpetrator.  One stall keeper blamed this influx of crime as indicative 

The storage containers at Waterlooplein 
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of the market’s decline saying that it never occurred before when the market was larger. The key 

issue here is of fear extending to visitors who have the potential to be the deterrent on crime: 

 

It does not take many incidents of violence on a city street, or in a city district, to make 

people fear the streets. And as they fear them, they use them less, which makes the 

streets still more unsafe (Jacobs, 2010: 274). 

 

This shows how Waterlooplein has gained a reputation that has caused a downward spiral of 

decline. The fact that stall keepers feel the need to carry protection is indicative of a lack of faith in 

the community to collectively keep order. 

 Furthermore the same seller told us that ‘junkies’ ran stalls such as the bike shops, where 

alleged stolen bikes were sold. Our interviews suggested that this trade had grown with the 

number of students and tourists coming to Amsterdam, and the reputation of Waterlooplein as a 

place for cheap, albeit dubiously obtained, bikes began to grow. This increased ill feeling towards 

the junkies is also directed towards the authorities in the city hall who allegedly turn a blind eye to 

this activity. In this way a negative web of tensions has grown in Waterlooplein, and is part of the 

new social dynamic. The old community spirit is dead. 

 

 

 

 

 

Stalls selling bicycles 
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The Example of City Hall 

The commencement of the building of the city hall, seen as part of the gentrification of 

Amsterdam, is the key exemplification of the change in social dynamics within and around the 

Waterlooplein Market. As mentioned before the municipality has control over the plots in the 

market, and physically reduced the market by the presence of the domineering building which was 

built in the nineteen-eighties, and is the key element to the inverted panopticon in the built sense. 

The windy conditions and increased shade, caused by the physical structure, make some parts of 

the market a mere thoroughfare for visitors.  

Plus one stall owner mentioned that the market is being downsized by the authorities in 

the city hall. In this way the city hall can be seen as a sort of icon of the market’s decline, and an 

agent in the change of social dynamics in the market; 

 

Yes, they just walk around, only observing us generally, never looking into the stalls. They 

never even talk to us, they don’t come in to ask to ask: how’s your day? They just stick to 

their own business... and one day they’ll come to you and tell you that the market is over. 

 

In this way the Municipality officials act as all-knowing of the future of the market, having power 

over the stall owners, just like the inverted panopticon allows those looking in to see, but those 

looking out are blinded to the external processes. 

Furthermore from one stall you could see the municipal staff on the other side of the 

window, and the irony of the lack of face-to-face contact is striking. From some interviews it 

seemed that there was a division present, defining the social dynamic as based more on struggle 

than on coexistence. 
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Conclusion 

 

As the title of this paper suggests, there is a last stand being made at Waterloo. We would argue 

that this last stand is being made by the market itself. The Waterlooplein market is the last 

reminder of what once was a working-class neighbourhood in what has turned into a gentrified 

area. Through the expansion of the city centre to the Waterlooplein area and its gentrification the 

physical structure has changed dramatically. These changes include new apartment buildings, 

franchise based facilities like Coffee Company and Bagels&Beans, new roads and of course the City 

Hall. 

 These changes in the physical structure have led to a change in the function of the area 

and, subsequently, the function of the market. The Waterlooplein market is no longer the 

community based market it once was. In fact, there is hardly any interaction between the stall 

holders and the people who live or work in the area, except when control is being imposed on the 

market. Besides a decrease in social interactions, the changes in physical structure have also led to 

other changes like the creation of new social boundaries and a decrease in the sense of security. 

 Since the traditional clientèle of the market – the people who used to live in the area – is 

no longer present, the market has found new ways of sustaining itself. The market is now 

increasingly dependent on tourists, and has started to present itself as the flea market of 

Amsterdam, creating the idea of a hypermarket. As a final note, we suggest that if the 

hypermarket is presented well, the market at Waterlooplein might be able to sustain its existence 

in a gentrified area which no longer seems to have much use for it.  
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