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Gay Emancipation

Gay capital’s

swan song

GERT HEKMA

Won't Amsterdam and the Netherlands ultimately succumb to their smug belief that they’re S0 progressive

and tolerant? Tolerance in this case essentially means indifference, writes Gert Hekma, in this essay, in which

he predicts the end of Amsterdam'’s reign as gay capital of the world.

he recent successes of the gay and lesbian movement have
resulted in apathy. Both within and outside the movement,
the feeling is that its goals have been achieved. Only in
rural areas are there still flagrant cases of discrimination,
which are exceptions which only serve to priive the rule.

The lack of spirit in the gay'movement and gay community is leading

to Amsterdam’s losing its prominent position as a gay Mecca. While

the gay community has made strong progress in other Europeangidi
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the last few vears, and toleration there has grown, Amsterdam, in
contrast, is stagnating. Everyone is wondering whether the Gay Ga-
mes will sound the death knell for Amsterdam’s stature as the gay ca-
pital. The gay community, gay movement, and municipal government
are hardly doing anything in the way of taking bold, new steps to-
ward the next millennium. Won't Amsterdamend g Netherlands ul-

,'a'.&wluu:‘nwu their smug belief that they're so Im,}-r sssive and

tolerant
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The basic question is what significance Dutch tolerance still has. Alt-
hough the le
clal structure has arisen providing a world where sexual variations
have space t0 breathe in the heterasexual ghetto that the Netherlands

gal context for gay emancipation has been created, no so-

has remained. In secondary and vocational schools, teachers barely de-
vote any attention to information on sexuality. Homosexuality often
gets litthe or no attention. It is no wonder, then, that a recent studs
showed that most schools have remained straight domains where half
of the boys still carry around prejudices against homosexuality. Gay
integration is still of secondary impartance for the government, corpo-
rate world and sports associations. This is the negative result of the
fact that the most well-known gays on the tube are jokers that nobody

kes seriously.

For centuries, Amsterdam has had the reputation of being a tolerant
Armenians,
Catholics, Huguenots, and others find a safe haven there? This

city. After all, didn't religious dissidents such as Je

image does not bold true for men and women with homoesexual preferen-
ces. As recently as the eighteenth century, in the Age of Enlighten-

ment, gay sex - especially among men - was severely prosec uted, and

two hundred men in the Netherlands, a dozen of whom in Amster-
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homophobia confined to the countryside?
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dam, received the death penalty for what was then called ‘sodomy’
It was not until around 1900 that the first small breakthrough in
ed

Politicians nevertheless continued to advocate stricter punishment of

gay

tolerance was achieved and the first undisguised gay novel appeared
k

homosexual ‘perversion’. In 1911, the Chris
duce

tions between adults and minors [younger

an government intro-

wency laws. Article 248 made homosexual rela-
le. For he-

stricter public ¢

than 21) punishab
terosexual contacts, the age of consent was 16
in the establishment in

29

1912 in The Hague of the first Dutch gay movement. In 1932, Amster-

The criminalisation of homosexuality resulted
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damers took the initiative in the bar De Empire to start the first gay
magazine, Wij [We], They wanted to establish a more comfortable, Am-

sterdam club. Only one issue e magazine came out. and before the
association could get off the ground, the police raided De Empire, ar-
resting everybody in the bar. Not until 1940 did others make a second

attempt and publish the magazine Levensrecht [Right to Live]. Only
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his monthly, as the German invasion put

he Amsterdam police kept a very close watch on the
handful of bars with homosexual clientele. The managers were warnad
to escort gay customers out the door. This control remained in effect

during and after the war. Two things did change after the war, however
f =]

The police
provided these would be decent. Secondly, the police discovered that it

permitted the Shakespeare Club or COC, to hold meetings,

was better to let queens seek each other out in bars behind closed doors
rather than have them comb the streets in search of partners

In the 1950's, Amsterdam became the gay capital. The policy of toler-
ating gay life by allowing bars, dancing spots, and COC resulted in

'

enormous growth for the subculture, If the number of gay could be

.

od on one hand before the war, suddenly in the 50s, there were
wo dance halls and a dozen cafés. The first exclusively lesblan bar
however did not arrive on the scene until 1970, Not only gays and
dvkes themselves, as well as the police, were thinking about homo-
sexuality more respectfully, so were prominent ministers, priesis and
psvehiatrists. While gays directly after the war could count on eter-
nal damnation, and some proposed castration as the solution 1o ho-
mosexual desires, gavs and lesbians were elevated to fellow human
beings.

The more tolerant attitude and growing subculture very much further-
ed gay migration and tourism to Amsterdam from both other parts of
the Netherlands and neighbouring countries. In the mid-1960s, city
hall became alarmed about the plane loads of English gay tourists co-
ming to Amsterdam for a weekend. Such concerns, however, were
swept away by the sexual revolution, and the gay community further
grew undisturbed.

In 1969, thev first took to the streets to organise a demonstration at the
Dutch Parliament against Article 248. In 1671, ¢

» Amsterdam chapter
War 11
at the May 4th memoarial service on Dam Square. Activists bro

was not allowed to lay flowers for homasexual victims of World

through the police and navy cordon and laid their wreath down. In 1977,

Lesbian Nation organised the first An

srican-stvle gay and lesbian pa-

rade on the last Saturday in June. Tt ation has since beco-

me an annual tradition known as Roze Zaterdag (Pink Saturday). and
since 1980, has been held in a different Dutch city each year

In the meantime, the gav movement was counting its first successes,
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such as abolition of Article 248 in 1971, In 1973, COC was given re-
cognition by the royal family, and gays and lesbians were allowed to
serve in the army. In that year as well, the first independent lesbian
movement, ‘Poarse September” [Purple September’|, which fought
against sexism in the gay movement and hamophobla in the feminist
movement was created. In 1980, the city of Amsterdam stopped de-
malishing urinals where gay men met each other. The palice, who un-
til then had harassed gays at their cruising spots, were now ordered
to protect them against gay-bashers, which the police did while grit-
ting their teeth. On the initiative of the first openly gay city council-
lor, Bob van Schijndel, Amsterdam adopted an emancipation policy
starting in 1082.

The 1980s witnessed a spectacular growth in gay institutions and in
1987, the Homomonument was unvelled. When AIDS struck Amster-
dam, a well-developed gay infrastructure was already in place. Good
co-operation between the city govermment and gay movement was
helpful in responding properly to the epidemic. Amsterdam was able to
avold the same sort of repressive measures against the subculture as in
the United States. Despite the insistence of officials in the health de-
partment, the city did not shut any dark rooms or bathhouses. Never-
theless, AIDS had serious consequences for the gay community in Am-
sterdam, with almost half of the cases of AIDS in the Netherlands
occurring there.

AIDS did bring about better co-operation between gays and les-
bians. Since the 1980s, lesbians have occupied prominent positions
within the gay movement, as had long been the case for the lesbian
movement. An independent lesbian community, however, hardly
existed. The number of lesbian bars in Amsterdam now is the same
asin 1970- just one. Unlike gay life. lesbian life takes place above all
in protected locations: behind closed doors and at semi-public
places such as parties, living rooms and female sports. In contrast to
the gay community, the lesbian community has barely created a pu-
blic culture. Public life is still a man’s business, something which is
very evident in the gay community.

In the 18905, there has been consolidation in the gay emancipation mo-

Amsterdam could
profile itself as a

refuge for gays,
but chooses not to

vement in the Netherlands. [n 1993, an anti-discrimination law was
enacted. Since 1996, the Amsterdam Gay Business Association has or-
ganised a Canal Pride Parade on the first Saturday in August as a fe-
stive complement to the mare palitically-tinted Roze Zaterdag. This
vear, the new government-to-be solemnly swore that marriage would
be opened to gay and lesbian couples and the right to adopt Dutch
children would be granted to them as well,

All the same, gay culture remains a public policy blind spot in the
Netherlands and Amsterdam. Tourists come not only for the tulips,
weoden shoes and canals these davs, but also to check out Amster-
dam's international reputation as a city of sex. drugs and tolerance,
While the municipal government, Chamber of Commerce and Dutch
Tourist Office heartlly promote the virtues of Schiphol Airport, the
harbour, canals or museums, they believe that a little less ‘tolerance-
tourism’ would be nice. The authorities in Amsterdam harbour a pot
of gold in the Red Light District and gay world, yet they try to play
dumb, Erotic posteards which tourists buy by the thousands cannot
be displayed on the street. Instruments of torture are not ‘offensive’

JoilgAugust 1998

according to the authorities, unlike pictures of genitals. In contrast
to other economic sectors, investing in sex and in the gay communi-
ty is just not done. Sex remains a dirty business, even in the city
which lives off of it.

The ambivalence with respect to this economic engine in Amsterdam
points to & constant and fundamental ambivalence regarding sexuality
generally. Nobody can deny that fake tolerance exists alongside
genuine tolerance in Amsterdam. At the least, true tolerance of sexuality
and homosexuality would mean that they were considered to be making

Gays on TV:
Jokers nobody takes
seriously

an important contribution te public life, Tolerance mostly takes on the
form of 'putting up with": turn a blind eye to it, or better yet, run in the
other direction from it - certainly don't actively promote it. Above all,
tolerance means indifference.

An interesting comparison can be made between sex, an the one hand,
and music and sports, on the other. The government does a lot to pro-
mote sports and music in education; through subsidies, it allows
sports halls, football stadiums, pop music arenas, and concert buil-
dings to be constructed. The goal is to promote health, cultural de-
velopment, life enjovment and integration. These same goals are equally
applicable for a sexual culture that is at least as conducive to health,
well-being, development and social cohesion. Yet, unlike with sports
and music, the government invests hardly anything in appropriate
sexual education, mastly puts taxes on sex, and provides no funds at
all in this area. The government only gives money to fight sexual pro-
blems such as violence, wretched conditions among prostitutes and
venereal diseases.

Strangely enough, the Gay Games is emphasising its sexlessness,
The organisers are singing the praises of friendship and assigning
eroticism 1o the dunce’s corner where it was always forced to sit. A
century ago, the contrast between homosexuality and sports was
stressed. Gay men were queers who didnt belong on the athletic
field, while the athleticism was equated with heterosexuality. A cen-
tury later, sports and homoesexuality are again coming together at
the Gay Games. Trying, unnecessarily, to project a more masculine
image, the gay community has nat hesitated to throw eroticism over-
board. Lost in all this is the ancient Greek ideal of the Olympic
Games as a nude competition representing achievement and pleasure
between men. Amsterdam could profile itself as a refuge for gays,
but chooses not to.

Gay discrimination is an issue of the recent past and next-door
neighbours. Men who were castrated and arrested because of their
homesexual desires are living just down the street. Refugees from all
over the world who have sought shelter in Amsterdam are sitting on
the sidewalk. Horrible forms of discrimination belong to the past,
but tolerance has not become deeply ingrained. On the dance floor
and in city hall, most people would like nothing better than to forget
as quickly as possible the shadows of the past and the misery across
the border. If Amsterdam is not careful, the Gay Games may end up
tarnishing its reputation. Yet, with just a little good will and a few
modest resources, Amsterdam can make that reputation a good deal

stronger.

GERT HEKMA
Professor Homostudies, University of Amsterdam
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