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The New 
Amsterdam 
Style

If we want Amsterdam to remain a city for all 
its residents, it will take a great effort of all of 
us because this does not come naturally, states 
Designing Cities for All fellow Lyongo Juliana.  
In his DCFA Fellowship, Lyongo takes us along in his 
research on identity, architecture, and design.
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In our (Western) society, 
exclusive thinking is evident 
and inclusive thinking has to be 
taught. During my Fellowship 
at Pakhuis de Zwijger as part of 
the DCFA programme.  
I explored with different 
experts like architects, 
sociologists, anthropologists, 
and musicians the playing field 
in which inclusive urban design 
and architecture can emerge. 
An inclusive architecture and 
urban design do not exclude 
anyone, neither consciously 
nor unconsciously. To be able 
to not exclude, you must first 
recognise and acknowledge the 
presence of the other.

A city made of people
A first step in the process to 
ensure a city for all people is the 
realisation that a city is made 
by people and not by buildings, 
squares, and parks. A city 
without people is not a city.
How do you, as a designer, ensure 
that you create spaces where people 
want to be? Danish architect Jan 
Gehl and his office have been 
researching this for more than 
fifty years. As designers, we 
should ask ourselves how it is 
possible that something that 
should be self-evident has to  
be relearned. 

The book Soft City written by David 
Sim, former Creative Director at 
Gehl Architects, provides a very 
pragmatic overview of tools and 
tips on how to design cities for 
people. In a conversation we had 
with David, he said that the initial 
working title for his book was The 
Shit That Works. Although this 
might not have been commercially 
viable, it’s a much better title in my 
opinion. When reading the actual 
title of the book, Soft City, one 
might associate the book as being 
a soft alternative, not for hardcore 
mainstream city development. 
This is a misconception since 
the book gives tools to be able to 
deal with the challenges we have 
within our cities. More and more 
people will be living in cities. 
UNESCO expects that by 2050, 
two-thirds of the world population 
will be living in cities. Besides 
that, the demography of our 
cities is changing at a rapid pace. 
Furthermore, we are dealing with 

A city without 
people is not 
a city

an obesity pandemic, especially 
in our cities. So, how do we design 
and redesign our cities in a way 
that people can live there in a 
healthy way and that complies 
with their desires?

Quote from Soft City by David Sim: 
‘We know from life that a strong 
relationship is not a rigid one. 
Sensitivity and responsiveness 
are vital components of a good 
relationship. Being in control 
doesn’t mean never changing your 
position. In fact, quite the opposite 
is true. Being in control means 
being able to respond appropriately 
at a particular moment and in 
a particular situation, and that 
response is not always going to 
be the same… Soft relationships, 
because of their sensitivity and 
responsiveness, can do much more 
and last longer than hard ones. In 
this way, we might say that soft is 
hard to break.’ 

Super-divers neighbourhoods
If we are designing for people, we 
have to know who these people 
are. The future of many Western 
cities is that they will be super-
diverse cities, meaning that the 
city only comprises minorities. In 
the Netherlands, cities like Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, and The Hague are already 
labeled as super-diverse. Since the 
world of architects and urban 
designers, but for that matter also 
policymakers and developers, 
is predominantly white and 
male, many are not aware of this 
demographic change in society.  
The demographic changes are not 
only based on ethnicity, but we 
also have more and more people 
that live alone or in another 
constellation than your standard 
family of father, mother, and 
two kids. According to Centraal 
Bureau voor de Statistiek,  
18% of the Dutch population runs 
a one-person household (2021).

The world of architects 
and urban designers is 
predominantly white and male
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Professor of Sociology Maurice 
Crul has been doing research 
in super-diverse European 
cities and has also researched 
their living environment. His 
comparative research on the 
neighbourhoods of IJburg and the 
van Lennep neighbourhood (How 
the Architecture of Housing Blocks 
Amplifies or Dampens Interethnic 
Tensions in Ethnically Diverse 
Neighbourhoods, 2020), but also 
his research on the desire for 
bigger houses within both people 
with a migration background and 
without (The effect of Covid-19 
on diversity and inclusion on the 
superdiverse neighbourhoods in 
Amsterdam, 2021), show that 
through design one can enhance 
social tension. But if we are aware 
of the reality we live in, we can 
mitigate social tension and even 
better create inclusion through 
design. For example, the narrow 
galleries of the building blocks 
in IJburg force people to move 
through each other’s space, hence 
pushing them away from each 
other instead of connecting. This 
combined with poor acoustics in 
the courtyards results in tension 
between neighbours.

The New Amsterdam Style
We can conclude that — to design 
for all — architects and urban 
designers must be aware of 

the spatial human necessities 
and be sensible for the (small) 
differences within the society 
they design for. In short, urban 
designers and architects need more 
anthropological and sociological 
skills to be able to answer the design 
questions of our super-diverse cities. 
Once you realise that your city’s 
identity is a mix of different 
identities, how do you design 
spaces in such a way that people 
can co-live in a harmonious way 
and all feel at home?

Very often, my quest for 
more diverse and inclusive 
architecture is mistaken as a 
desire to have different cultural 
representations within our 
cities based on ethnicity. For 
instance; a Moroccan quarter, a 
Surinamese quarter, a Turkisch 
quarter etcetera. Examples 
of these expressions of ethnic 
architecture are Le Midi in 
Rotterdam and Kortewoudepad 
in Amsterdam. I must admit 
that these neighbourhoods 
have certain qualities but I dare 
question if this is the result of 
the ethnic references like Arabic 
arches on the one hand and 
wooden structures in historical 
and colonial colours on the 
other hand. Both projects are 
characterised by a high level 
of detailing and have spatial 
qualities that can also be reached 

in a more contemporary design - 
I am referring to the courtyards 
at Le Medi and the verandas 
at Kortewoudepad. To me, the 
challenge ahead is how do we come to 
a new architecture in which people do 
not feel excluded and the majority of 
the people have a sense of belonging: 
The New Amsterdam style.

The IdenCity: Human Identity
In the DCFA livecasts I curated, 
a triptych I called The IdenCity, I 
used music as a metaphor to show 
what I mean. In music we know 
many crossovers which have 
become a genre on their own, like 
Arabic Andalusian Jazz, Curaçao 
Jazz, and Kaseko Jazz. The jazz 
elements are clearly heard but 

you also feel the Surinamese, 
Curaçaon, and Arabic vibes. In 
the livecasts we not only talked, 
but also listened to music from 
Marmoucha Collective, composer 
and lyricist Izaline Calister, and 
flutist and ethnomusicologist 
Ronald Snijders.
 
A great build example of inclusive 
architecture is the North Harrow 
Community Centre designed 
by Ali Mangera of Mangera & 
Yvars Architects. It’s a mixed-
use complex with a library, 
creative hub, kindergarten, 
sports facilities, prayer room, 
and a Mosque. Ali shared how 
the architects did not use 
strong religious expressions but 
maintained the necessary serenity 

Kortewoudepad in Amsterdam © Lyongo Juliana
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for a place of worship and in the 
meantime being inviting to people 
of all walks of life. The complex 
also houses a café, creating the 
possibility for people to meet and 
connect with different beliefs. 
To me, this is a mosque in a new 
Modern British style, but it is also 
referring back to the historical 
mosques where the place of 
worship was often combined 
with the Madrasa (college). In 
that same conversation, in a very 
different way, architect Arna 
Mačkić of Studio L A talked 
about her campaign Srebrenica 
is Dutch History, a project that 
demands attention for the 
Srebrenica genocide, the role of 
the Netherlands, and its 25th 
anniversary in the Netherlands. 
Arna worked on a temporary 
national monument accessible to 

the whole Dutch community and 
for both refugees of Srebrenica 
as Dutch batters, giving them 
the possibility to connect to 
humanise their common past. 
Both Ali’s as Arna’s example 
show that we can create 
inclusiveness, but we have to use 
conscious design.
 
To be able to create architecture 
in which society can identify 
itself, you have to be consciously 
aware of the society you are going 
to design in, not just your own 
bubble but the whole reality. In 
other words: how do the citizens 
of a city experience their city and, 
on the other hand, what kind of 
experience do you want to create 
as architects so that the people 
get a sense of belonging? 

Be consciously aware of 
the society you are going 
to design in

The book Mijn Ontelbare 
Identiteiten written by cultural 
anthropologist Sinan Çankaya 
describes the experience of the 
son of migrants growing up, 
studying, and working in the 
Netherlands. Sinan shows us 
parts of the Netherlands that 
many (white) Dutch people still 
have difficulty accepting. Just 
one out of many examples in the 
book, is about racial profiling 
by the police — a phenomenon 
that frustrates your sense of 
belonging as a Dutch citizen 
with a migration background. 
Likewise, Maar waar kom je 
écht vandaan? written by Robert 
Vuijsje gives you an overview of 
hundred Dutch people on how 
they experience their ethnicity 
in the Netherlands. To be able 
to register the experience of 
others, you must be aware of their 
reality. This requires a much 
more humble standpoint than 
the convincing Dutch narrative 
of being an open tolerant and 
welcoming society.

 
The IdenCity: Human Experience
Even though Francine Houben 
has been an internationally 
acclaimed architect for quite 
some time, it was the design 
process of the Library of 
Birmingham (2008-2009) that 
made her realise how important 
it really is to investigate who 
your end-user is going to be 
and to be sensitive towards the 
differences between your end-
users. Her client made her aware 
of the different ethnic groups, 
but also the less literate that find 
a home in the library. The new 
building had to be inviting to all 
of them. Once you acknowledge 
and embrace all the different 
people your city comprises, you 
will not be able to hold on to the 
one-dimensional perspective 
anymore. In the third DCFA 
livecast, Francine explained 
livecast that she applied the 
lessons learned in Birmingham 
to all of her subsequent projects. 
It made her more sensitive for 
the differences in needs between 
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inhabitants of Washington DC 
and New York City — the first 
being a predominantly Black 
community and the latter very 
diverse — during the design 
process for their libraries. By 
recognising and acknowledging 
the differences (even if they were 
small), she was able to design the 
libraries that gave their users a 
sense of belonging.

Anthropologist Aminata Cairo, 
who also joined the conversation, 
made us aware of the impact 
of dominant culture and its 
narrative. ‘A lot of times, people 
are invited just so we can say 
they were there, but do they have 
equal amounts of power, or say 
so, are their needs taken into 
consideration… Does everybody’s 
voice count the same?’, she adds. 
We should be keen to also listen to 
the other stories and — even more 
important — value them equally. It is 
not about the one or the other but 
it is about both.

Designing Cities for All 
If we want our city to be a place 
for all, we as architects and 
urban designers must design for 
all. We are just at the beginning 
of a process in which we are 
thinking more inclusive in the 
design process. When you are 
designing for urban areas in a 

city like Amsterdam, you have 
to realise you are designing for a 
very diverse group of people. For 
instance, 56 percent of the people 
of Amsterdam have a migration 
background, representing more 
than 180 nationalities. As a 
designer, you have to find out 
what the specific needs are of 
certain groups within society 
and cater towards that, while 
maintaining the design accessible 
for the ‘average’ person.

I am convinced that through 
design you can enhance inclusion 
but also fortify exclusion. Inclusion 
does not just happen, it is a conscious 
process that requires dedication and 
conviction. During this Fellowship, 
I discovered that many of us — 
as individuals — are working on 
this topic. We need to know about 
each other’s existence and know 
where to find each other. 

Designing Cities for All is a 
process we do together, in which 
none of us carry the whole truth, 
we all carry a little bit.

If you want to know more 
about the DCFA Fellowship of 
Lyongo Juliana, you can follow 
his work and the livecasts in 
the DCFA online research file, 
in which he takes you along in 
his research on architecture, 
gentrification and design.

ADDITIONAL BITS AND BITES

BOOK: 
SOFT CITY

Soft City by David Sim is the 
story of how to build denser 
and more diverse places that 
enhances the everyday life  
of people. 

PODCAST: 
PAKHUIS DE ZWIJGER

Lyongo Juliana about  
resolving contradictions in 
architecture, and looking at 
the big picture when it comes 
topics such as sustainability 
and justice (Dutch spoken).

CURIOUS FOR MORE?

Through design 
you can enhance 
inclusion but 
fortify inclusion


