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On the Creation and Consumption of 
Themed Residential Architecture

This study deals with theming 
of residential space and archi-
tecture. In theoretical terms, 
theming is defined as the ap-
plication of a narrative to plac-
es and the built environment 
to make them more appealing 
than they otherwise would be. 
In a broader sense it is argued 
that theming is related to an 
intensified commodification of 
places through which, in turn, 
the number of hyperspaces has 
been increased. While theming 
primarily has been applied to 
restaurants, shopping malls or 
theme parks, the production 
of new owner-occupied hous-
es in the Netherlands has also 
been based more and more on 
theming since the 1990s. In a 
number of cases, a theme (like 

history or Mediterranean am-
bience) has been put into prac-
tice with enclosed urban forms, 
eye-catching architecture and 
figurative details. This disser-
tation explores how space has 
been created for theming at 
the political level and what are 
basically the characteristics of 
theming practice. Moreover, 
the thesis investigates how far 
theming informs residential 
choice and the day-to-day social 
practices of the ‘middle-class’ 
residents. It is argued that 
themed residential space and 
architecture seem to meet the 
desire of fractions of the middle 
classes to live in a predictable 
and small-scale environment 
where they hope to share daily 
life with like-minded people.

Sabine Meier
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 Preface

In this dissertation I have elaborated on my fascination for postmodern 
architecture and the way in which people (want to) dwell, experience and 
judge their residential space. This fascination was not only developed by 
reading academic literature but also by the work I did. In 1996 I started 
work as an architect at a Dutch architectural office. This office basically 
preferred a ‘modern’ style of architecture and their approach to design felt in 
keeping with what I had learned at the technical universities of Aachen and 
Zürich. At that time the Netherlands was a ‘Walhalla’ for architects from 
many countries because housing design was basically experimental and 
‘supermodern’. However, things were changing. The first Vinex projects had 
been criticized as monofunctional and too uniform. As a consequence, more 
emphasis was being placed on diversity and thus, on the usage of decorative 
battens, ornaments and even classic columns at the front of houses. 
Personally, I experienced this shift when I changed office and found myself 
drawing decorative battens and ornaments and working on what became 
known as neotraditional housing. The shift toward a greater appreciation of 
neotraditional housing provided the subject for my Master’s thesis and later 
on for this dissertation. 

Thanks to Ineke Teijmant and Jan Rath, I came into contact with 
Arnold Reijndorp and we worked together on a research project on the 
relationship between nostalgia and the emerging theming of housing 
schemes. As a follow-up, this thesis deals with the variety of reasons for 
creation and consumption of themed residential place and architecture. 
Basic information for my dissertation came from the interviews with 93 
professionals and residents. I appreciated a lot their engagement and 
frankness. 

I want to mention a few people who have actively supported or 
contributed to my dissertation. I am grateful to Sako Musterd, Len de Klerk 
and Joos Droogleever Fortuijn who have connected the PhD-project to the 
Urban Geographies programme group at the Amsterdam Institute of Social 
Science Research (AISSR) of the University of Amsterdam. I also thank 
Mendel Wemerman who helped me to transcript the interviews and Howard 
Turner who edited the text in this book. I am also grateful to Len ‘t Hoen for 
turning this thesis into a beautiful book.

During the entire PhD period, I appreciated sharing the joys and troubles 
of working on a dissertation with my roommates and next-door neighbours 
Willem Boterman, De-Jung Chen, Guowen Dai, Thea Dukes, Sabine van der 
Greft, Josje Hoekveld, Tineke Lupi, Virginie Mamadouh, Edith de Meester, 
Heike Pethe, Fenne Pinkster, Richard Ronald, Annalies Teernstra, Inge van 



der Welle and Aslan Zorlu. My special thanks go to the colleagues who I 
met through Rooilijn: Manuel Aalbers, Wilma Bakker, Albertine van Diepen, 
Sebastian Dembski, Joram Grünfeld, Marcel Heemskerk, Marlies de Stigter-
Speksnijder, Hilde van Wijk and Els Veldhuizen. Because of their interest in 
my project I had a good start at the AISSR. 

I am very grateful to my supervisors Arnold Reijndorp and Lia Karsten 
for their guidance along the way. Arnold provided invaluable knowledge on 
the social and symbolic meaning of residential places, on housing policy 
and on the history of architectural and urban design of Dutch housing. We 
had many inspiring conversations about the unpredictable and ephemeral 
aspects of everyday life in themed residential places. Lia contributed through 
her profound expertise with preferences of urban-minded residents, with 
qualitative research methods in human geography and her constructive 
criticism on my written work.

A special thanks goes out to my friends and paranimfs Marjolijn and Ivan. 
Marjolijn not only gave valuable comments on my papers but our talks about 
all kinds of subjects also provided me with the sometimes much needed 
escape from research work. With Ivan I share the fascination for everyday 
residential life, for shopping malls and other themed places.

I want to thank my family and German and Dutch friends for their 
patience and understanding during the PhD period. The conversations with 
Birgit, my sister Claudia, Diane, Fatima, Frédèrique, Ieke, Karolien, Melika 
and Mia were a great support. The greatest confidence and inspiration I have 
received from Oliver. Thanks to his love, spirit and patience the work for this 
dissertation has been done and happily resolved.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Theming: a theoretical concept

This study deals with the theming of residential space and architecture. 
Theming is an elusive theoretical concept that has been analysed from 
various angles. As an urban sociologist, Gottdiener (1995, 1997) defined 
theming as a material product of a social process by which the attention 
of the viewer is directed to the themed product, respectively to the themed 
environment. It also refers to a cultural production process by which spaces 
are likely to be designed as salient (architectural) signs. In the broader sense, 
theming has been related to contemporary consumer culture. Scholars like 
Sorkin (1992), Zukin (1995) and Hannigan (1998) argue that the consumption 
of places, architecture, goods and services has an ever-expanding impact 
on everyday private and public life. On the one hand, individuals are more 
and more likely to be treated as consumers, not only by marketing agents 
but also by municipalities, cultural institutions and organisations and 
urban planners. On the other hand, individuals increasingly seem to be 
in search of entertainment and the experience of being ‘enchanted’, as 
well as predictability and manageability. These needs have resulted in the 
construction of a large number of ‘cathedrals of consumption’ (Ritzer 1999) 
like theme parks, shopping malls or themed restaurants. In these locations 
a magical, hyperreal ambience is created by theming which is - as a certain 
motif - carried through to all aspects of the visitors’ space. Remarkably, 
these enchanted spaces are highly standardized and rationally organized 
behind the scenes in order to maintain the perfected and predictable 
ambience on stage. As Ritzer (1999:117) points out, predictability is one 
important reason why these places are attractive to so many visitors. He 
states that ‘[I]t is far easier .. to control simulated than real environments’. 
Consequently, theming fits in well with restriction, standardization and 
efficiency, while simultaneously providing enchanted spaces1. 

Based on Ritzers’ theory of McDonaldization, Bryman (2004:15) 
emphasizes another aspect of theming. He argues that theming means 
to apply narratives to geographical regions, places, architecture and 
institutions to make them more attractive than they otherwise would be. 
‘Typically, the source of the theme is external to the institution or object 
to which it is applied. This externality is usually revealed as being external 
in terms of space, time, sphere or any combination of these sources’ 

1 Ritzer (2000) names this phenomenon McDonaldization that is based on four main 
principles: efficiency, calculability, predictability and control (through non-human 
technology).
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like a reference to foreign places, the past or the future, certain music 
genres, movies, the natural world, literature and so on. By applying a 
peculiar narrative to build environments whose constructions are actually 
standardized and homogenous, these become distinct from another. 
Moreover, the narrative conveys certain social and cultural meanings which 
engage consumers and hence attract and bond them to certain places, 
architects or products. 

Theming has also started to have an effect in the Netherlands. While 
the foundations of the first theme park called the ‘Efteling’ were laid in 
the 1930s, an increasing number of cathedrals of consumption, themed 
inner city districts (Burgers 1992), themed natural places and the like were 
realized, in particular during the past two or three decades. These places 
attract huge numbers of visitors (Metz 2002). For instance, the architecture 
of small-scale shops in the Batavia Stad shopping centre (which was opened 
in 2001 near Lelystad) is reminiscent of a fort built in the seventeenth 
century. Then there are huge buildings like the Ayers Rock in Zoetermeer 
and De Uithof in The Hague where people can go skiing, ice-skating and 
enjoy some après-ski in a simulated Austrian ambience. Other people enjoy 
‘fun shopping’ in the old inner city districts of Amsterdam, Gouda or Delft 
which have a tourist orientation (Urry 2002). 

Some scholars argue that cathedrals of consumption are exclusive 
places prepared for the middle classes and that their continual expansion 
threatens, in turn, the existence and heterogeneity of small shops, facilities 
and amenities in old neighbourhoods and inner city districts (Sorkin 1992, 
Hannigan 1998). Therefore, shops in these districts attempt to change their 
supply into a more exclusive one and also invent themes to aestheticise the 
shops’ appearance in order to tie in with the higher and middle classes’ 
consumptive lifestyle (Featherstone 1991). Hence, the public domain inside 
and outside of cathedrals of consumption tends to become themed and 
exclusive. 

Although this perspective has been widely shared by academic scholars, 
Hajer and Reijndorp (2001) suggest a less pessimistic view of exclusiveness 
and the decline of heterogeneity of public spaces. They emphasize the idea 
that the dichotomy between city centres and cathedrals of consumption 
situated in the periphery does not meet the sociospatial reality in the Dutch 
context (and elsewhere) which is basically characterised by an ‘urban field’ 
(Bertolini and Salet 2003, Friedmann and Miller 1965) and constitutes 
polycentric milieus (Musterd and Van Zelm 2001, Grünfeld 2010, Metaal 
2011). The urban field consists of various scattered places and therefore place 
consumers (and academic scholars) are challenged to change their perception 
of public spaces in general. ‘The urban field is no longer the domain of a 
civic openness, as the traditional city was, but the territory of a middle-class 
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culture, characterized by increasing mobility, mass consumption and mass 
recreation. This middle-class culture forces us to look at space in a different 
way: we not only have to pay more attention to the new spaces that are 
created for this mass consumption and recreation, but also to the way in 
which individuals assemble their city for themselves from a whole variety of 
elements and locations in the urban field’ (Hajer and Reijndorp 2001:28). 

One of the locations the middle classes do choose are residential places of 
which the design was also affected by the increasing emergence of theming 
and aesthetisation. Building professionals, such as urban planners and 
developers, know that housing locations are part of the urban field and 
therefore compete for potential home buyers. They invent narratives about 
the geographical region, places, local people or history. In some cases these 
external themes are artistically expressed in residential architecture. One 
of the first districts to which themes were introduced was Kattenbroek 
(Amersfoort), which was built in the early 1990s. The Dutch-Indian architect 
Ashok Bhalotra invented metaphors referred to as ‘journey and home’ or ‘the 
hidden zone’ to provide distinct identities for different parts of the district 
(Lörzing 2006; Reijndorp et. al. 1998). Between 1995 and 2005, the building of 
many new owner-occupied houses has actually prepared the ground for more 
themed residential places. Their number, location, density and urban plan 
were guided by the Fourth Spatial Planning Memorandum Extra, known 
as the Vinex policy. Like other themed places, themed residential areas have 
often been depicted as exclusive locations. Besides owner-occupied houses 
as a sign of economic wealth and prestige, themed architectural aesthetics 
probably activate processes of drawing boundaries. Some scholars assume 
that the production of themed and enclosed urban forms serves the spatial 
and social exclusionary tendencies of the (upper) middle classes (Duncan and 
Duncan 2004, Atkinson 2006, Blakely and Snyder 1997, Atkinson and Blandy 
2005). It is argued that middle-class groups are more closely involved than 
others in the production of symbols and images to celebrate the own lifestyle 
(Featherstone 1991, Bourdieu 1984, Zukin 1982, 1998, 2010). 

To sum up, the emergence of theming in Dutch housing production seems 
to be related to the increased production of owner-occupied houses and the 
occurrence of a new middle-class culture. Thus, as scholars like Gottdiener, 
Sorkin and Zukin have suggested, these aspects are indeed related to 
contemporary consumer culture. However, the existing theoretical concept 
of theming draws a picture of its causes and features that does not seem to fit 
accurately into the Dutch context.

First of all, theming has been explored as part of the U.S. American 
planning culture and spatial policy whose legacy is one of being more market 
orientated and less state controlled than it was and is in the Netherlands. 
Therefore, it is probably the case that these scholars tend to depict theming 
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mainly as a mere profit-seeking activity while overlooking its other 
antagonistic aspects. 

Second, the literature of theming has focussed more attention on 
theming public and recreational places than on the theming of residential, 
hence semi-public and private areas2. Visitors to mass consumption, 
recreational areas are likely to be described as mere consumers in terms 
of passive individuals who want first and foremost to be entertained. By 
contrast, this study attempts to analyse how a themed residential place is 
produced and consumed. The suggestion is that the commercialization of 
(residential) places does not ‘naturally’ appear but is made by people, that 
are social agents, who promote, fight or dismiss it. In this vein, residents 
are individuals who have ideas, desires and dreams which were not all 
automatically ‘produced’ by commercial culture. Residents probably do not 
expect to be entertained at their residential location. Instead, places are 
owned, claimed, appropriated and shared with fellow residents for long 
periods of time. Apart from a few studies (Reijndorp et. al. 1998, Reinders 
2007), there has been little focus on the question of how the theming of 
residential space ‘works’ in the Netherlands.

Finally, up to now theming has basically been described and analysed 
by postmodern social scholars who have failed to do justice to the intrinsic 
capability of architecture to represent cultural and symbolic meanings. 
Since it beginnings, architecture has served as a means of artistic expression 
adjacent to its practical, usage functions. Consequently, themes have 
always been used to create a peculiar artistic expression. Having said that, 
the motivations and objectives relating to the implementation of themes 
continuously alter according to time and context. With a view to filling 
these voids, this dissertation aims to answer the following overall, two-sided 
research question. 

How has themed residential place been created and consumed in the 
Netherlands throughout the last two decades?

The intention is to answer this question by empirically investigating three 
themed housing schemes: 1) the Noorderhof housing scheme in the district 
of Amsterdam New West, 2) the suburban neighbourhood of Brandevoort 
situated near Helmond and 3) the Le Medi housing scheme in the urban 
neighbourhood of Bospolder-Tussendijken in Rotterdam. 

2 Studies which do deal with theming of residential areas are often related to the New 
Urbanism movement (see Chapter 5) and not to the concept of theming mentioned above.
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1.2  Investigating the creation and consumption of themed residential place

1.2.1 Themed residential place
Residential space constitutes different spatial scales. Therefore, theming 
could be implemented at different levels such as, first, the interior of a 
house (furniture, household devices); second, the architecture (the housing 
design, ground plot, facade); third, the neighbourhood (residential streets 
and squares, sidewalks); fourth, the city (city signs, city marketing) and 
finally, the region (signs as symbolic makers). While scholars like Hospers et 
al. (2011) and Dembski and Salet (2010) have grappled with the symbolization 
of spatial change at urban and regional levels (and the question of whether 
symbolization and marketing are able to amplify social meaning of places), 
this study deals with theming at the architectural and neighbourhood levels. 
Both scales form a socio-spatial entity which I will refer to as residential place. 

One thing is sure and that is that residential place is a concept of 
which spatial and social limits are not at all objective. As Atkinson et. al. 
(2009:2816) states, ‘[s]caled spaces are shaped politically, through strategis-
ing amongst social actors and agents aiming to enrol scale to advance or pro-
tect interests by (re)territorialising and ‘fixing’ social processes and practices 
at particular scales.’ In this vein, residents of a themed neighbourhood are 
likely to draw the boundary of ‘their’ residential place differently and prob-
ably beyond the scope of the themed residential place. However, in mere 
physical terms, the boundary at which a themed residential place ends and 
the non-themed surrounding begins is often visually noticeable (as in the 
three cases investigated). In this study, therefore, residential place refers to the 
recently built themed residential place or the entire themed residential area. 

First and foremost theming is investigated as an architectural, and hence 
merely physical phenomenon and secondly as a part of planning practice. 
Thirdly, social and cultural meanings are explored which residents attach 
to themed residential place. This thesis therefore deals with different 
perspectives developed within different academic disciplines.

figure 1 Theoretical concepts elaborated in this thesis

archiTecTural Theory: 
concept of artistic expression

culTural geography:
concept of hyperspace

themed  
residential  

place

sociology:
concept of social distinction
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As regards the architecture, the concept of artistic expression is introduced. 
The concept of hyperspace is discussed in the context of the planning process. 
Empirical data was collected on the Dutch planning practice via face-to-
face interviews with building professionals as well as political reports and 
academic literature on housing policy have been studied (Appendix A). The 
consumption of the themed places has been explored by the means of the 
theoretical concept of social distinction.

1.2.2 Artistic expression
In this study, artistic expression has been used as a translation of the 
German expression künstlerischer Ausdruck, or artistieke expressie in Dutch. This 
expression refers to the notion that architecture has an intrinsic capability 
to express meaning in an artistic way. Architecture therefore has the 
potential to express architectural (i.e. self-referential) and non-architectural, 
that is to say, external meaning in a concrete sensuous way (Böhme 2006). 
Self-referential meaning engages with meanings relating to all levels of 
architectural structure: from spatial layout via physical structure up to 
figurative details. External meaning refers to meanings that go beyond the 
immediate realm of architectural structure.

The concept of artistic expression is a key concern in architectural and 
art theory (Friemert 1990). To put it simply, architecture and art, like 
statuary and painting, artistically express intentions and are both able to 
represent social and cultural meaning. However, in contrast to all other 
art forms, architecture is bound to purpose and social functions. Besides 
that, architecture is basically characterised by the fact that it could be bodily 
experienced i.e. we can smell, see, touch and walk through it (Böhme 2006). 
Therefore, the architectural artistic expression lends itself particularly to the 
spatial shaping of an entire ambience and therefore to the creation of three-
dimensional scenery. The experience presented by, for example, cathedrals of 
consumption has increasingly been used to merchandise products and places. 

1.2.3 Hyperspace
In Travels in Hyperreality, Eco (1986) argues that producers of hyperspace aim 
to create places which are better, more beautiful, more inspiring, more 
interesting and so on than real, everyday places. Baudrillard (1983:141) 
maintains that the emergence of hyperspace indicates ‘the collapse of reality 
.. in[to] the minute duplication of the real, preferably on the basis of another 
reproductive medium - advertising, photo, etc. From medium to medium the 
real is volatilized.’ As a consequence, themes and symbols do not represent 
nor artistically express actual sociocultural meaning in architecture anymore 
but rather simulate them without referring to any reality. This process has 
successively been advanced from the Renaissance to the ‘current phase’. 
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Baudrillard (1983:11) refers to orders of simulacra where the image was 
originally ‘the reflection of a basic reality’, after which it was converted into 
an image that ‘masks the absence of a basic reality’ before finally ending up as 
a mere code that has ‘no relation to any reality.’

Viewed from the users’ perspective, the appearance of hyperspace 
changes traditional ways of distinguishing between real and imagined 
space. Jameson (1984:80) argues that there is ‘.. a mutation in the object 
[of which] we do not yet possess the perceptual equipment to match this 
new hyperspace’. He illustrates the argument by his experience of the 
Bonaventura Hotel where, for instance, the front entrance in the main 
facade seems to be a corporal passage into the hotel’s lobby while actually 
leading to a second-storey shopping balcony. Moreover, elevators rather 
‘designate themselves as new reflexive signs of movement proper’ than as 
functional components to move bodies (Jameson 1984:82). 

Many social scholars and other urban observers felt attracted to these new 
postmodern cultural representations while reflecting on whether or not the 
overproduction of themes in architecture, the loss of stable meanings and 
the aesthetisation of everyday life represent a break from the past ‘modern’ 
way of representing culture (Harvey 1990, Featherstone 1991, Sorkin 1992, 
Watson and Gibson 1995). Several geographers were engaged with hyperspace 
as part and parcel of postmodern urbanism that, in turn, defies a single 
definition (Warren 2009). Dear and Flusty (1998:60) suggest that postmodern 
urbanism is driven by a global and post-industrial restructuring that became 
spatially manifest in the urban field ‘whose populations are socially and 
culturally heterogeneous, but politically polarized; whose residents are 
educated and persuaded to the consumption of dreamscapes even as the 
poorest are consigned to carceral cities; whose built environment .. consists 
of edge cities, privatopias, and the like; ..’. Although a number of U.S. cities 
display aspects of this restructuring process (Nijman 2000), Los Angeles has 
been conceived as the alpha point of the postmodern city. The well-known 
essay Postmodern Urbanization (Soja (1995:134) describes a number of postmodern 
‘geographies’3 of which the increasing social fragmentation and the ‘radical 
change in the ‘urban imaginary’, in the ways we relate our images of what 
is real to empirical reality itself’ are the most interesting ones with respect 
to the topic of this dissertation. On the one hand Soja treats hyperspace as a 
spatial manifestation of social fragmentation which is characterized by an 
inward-looking, perfected and themed residential ambience. On the other 
hand hyperspace probably does change our perception of (residential) place 
through the provision of ready-made images, themes and narratives. 

3 Processes like the shift from Fordist to postfordist urbanization, the concentration of 
globalized capital and culturally heterogeneous populations within Los Angeles County, 
the urbanization of suburbia, the increase of fortified (former public) places and finally 
the changing way of perceiving the ‘world around’ us (Soja 1995).
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In Dutch planning practice, the production of residential hyperspace 
is a challenge. At the first sight building professionals seem to be most 
concerned with the question of how to meet the diverse needs and 
preferences of potential home buyers. This is an objective that leads – 
whether intentionally or not - to the creation of hyperreal ambiences 
(Chapter 2). In this way building for different target groups that have 
different lifestyles has become more and more common (Reijndorp 2004). 
Building professionals assume that residents are probably interested in 
themed architecture as one of the representations of their distinct lifestyle4. 

The concept of lifestyle became already a feature of Dutch housing 
planning throughout the 1970s. At that time household differentiation and 
new occupations in culture and service sectors entailed new consumption 
practices and ideas on residential life. While developing more knowledge 
on the residential preference of urban inhabitants, planners attempted to 
cluster lifestyle groups within small-scaled residential environments (Nio 
2010). Up to now, a great deal of knowledge has been developed on personal 
and groups’ lifestyles on the one hand, and on how to realize residential 
places that meet these lifestyles on the other. A number of themed housing 
schemes have been realised to fill niches in the housing market, of which 
Le Medi is only one example. Other examples are residential places which 
are themed and marketed alongside shared hobbies (Lohof and Reijndorp 
2006). Marketing strategies have also become a feature of planning practice, 
such as methods of monitoring residential preferences and consumption 
behaviour. With this, building professionals tap consumers’ knowledge 
(Thrift 2006) and utilize this knowledge for their theming practice. 

1.2.4  Social distinction
Bourdieu (1984) argued that individuals and social groups develop classifiable 
practices (and judge these) which, in turn, are judged by others. Practices 
of social distinction are informed by forms of capital as well as by a societal 
system of differences and inequalities. The degree of economic capital and the 
kind of sociocultural capital mean a person has a certain social disposition. 
The habitus, so Bourdieu (1984:170) argued - i.e. ‘the generative principle 
of objectively classifiable judgements and the system of classification’ - 
determines to a great extent people’s consumptive preferences. Sayer (2005) 
adds to this view his notion that social distinction also depends on moral 

4 There is no clear-cut definition of what lifestyle exactly comprises but some marked 
features may be observed in a great number of academic studies: someone’s lifestyle is 
closely related to consumption practices as well as to personal attitudes like preferred 
cultural and ethical values (Reijndorp et. al. 1997, Pinkster and Van Kempen 2002). 
Featherstone (1991:83) suggests that lifestyle has a “more restricted sociological meaning 
in reference to the distinctive style of life of specific status groups ..; within contemporary 
consumer culture it connotes individuality, self-expression, and a stylistic self-
consciousness.” 
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judgements which are closely related to emotions such as rejection or shame. 
Emotions, even if they are incomplete and short-lived, are a response to ‘the 
inequalities and struggles of the social field and how people negotiate them 
are to be taken seriously both because they matter to people and because they 
generally reveal something about their situation and welfare. Indeed, if the 
latter were not true the former would not be either’ (Sayer 2005: 37). In this 
vein, feminist scholars like Skeggs (1997) and Bottero (2004) argue that morally 
judging means classifying a person as worthy or not while looking down upon 
them from a ‘respectable middle class’ perspective. With this, they relate 
social distinction to class inequality.

Drawing on Bourdieu’s argument that ‘class inequalities are 
reproduced through the hierarchically differentiated nature of tastes’ 
(Bottero 2004:990), it is suggested that class distinction became a highly 
individualized process whereby a finely graded hierarchy has been confirmed 
routinely by cultural and economic practices. This ‘classed’ identity 
constitutes people’s sense of self-worth, behaviour and judgements about 
others (Savage 2000). 

However, by so doing, individuals very often refuse to perceive themselves 
as a ‘member’ of a social class despite recognising social inequality. While 
claiming to be ‘ordinary’ and talking about ‘people-like-us’ and ‘people-
unlike-us’ someone keeps up social distinction but dis-identifies with 
class (Bottero 2004). Here it is not the explicit class consciousness that 
comes to fore but rather the implicit ‘classed’ nature of everyday social and 
cultural practices (Lawler 2005, Skeggs 2005). Therefore, ‘new’ culturalist 
class analysts like Savage, Skeggs and Bottero grapple with the question 
of how hierarchy and inequality have continuously been reproduced, both 
individually and socially, over time while former class theory has long been 
organized around Marxist and Weberian approaches which tended to focus 
on conflict and stratification analysis based on group solidarity, exploitation 
and distribution of power informed by employment relations. 

1.3 Research cases: Noorderhof, Brandevoort, Le Medi

The empirical cases have been selected on the basis of the following 
characteristics. The themes have to be visible in architecture and must 
have played a crucial role within the planning process. Moreover, different 
geographical contexts were selected within the urban field, such as an urban 
and suburban location and a location in between. Le Medi represents the 
first, Brandevoort the second while Noorderhof is an example of the latter. 

In Dutch planning practice theming has increasingly become a feature 
of housing design from the 1990s onwards, but especially during the Vinex 
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period (Boeijenga and Mensink 2008). Here, the theme history was the 
favourite architectural theme in addition to water and forest (Lörzing et. 
al. 2006). Moreover, theming of ethnic culture has developed as a strategy 
of city marketing. In this study the attention is therefore focussed on the 
reference to history in addition to a reference to non-Western themes which 
are sometimes referred to as ‘ethnic’ theming and which seem to be realized 
in urban rather than suburban or rural places. 

Noorderhof is a small-scale enclave with a majority of homeowners in the 
post-war district of Amsterdam New West. It comprises 63 social rented and 
171 owner-occupied houses. The entire district New West is characterized 
by a relatively high number of social housing which basically consisted of 
two or four storeys of high-rise building blocks5. The architect and urban 
planner Cornelis van Eesteren created this area as a modernist garden city in 
the 1950s based on the functionalist guidelines formulated by the Congrès 
International d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) prior to World War Two. He was 
chairman of the CIAM between 1930 and 1947. 

In contrast to the functional urban plan and modernist two or four storey 
high-rise building blocks, the Noorderhof housing scheme consists of single-
family owner-occupied houses arranged as small-scale housing blocks which 
adjoin curved streets and little squares. Krier and Kohl architects designed 
the urban plan and supervised the planning process and together with the 
housing corporation Het Oosten and designed a number of houses alongside 
the main square. This square was named after the Roman Catholic architect 
M.J. Granpré Moliere who was a representative of the Delftse School (a 
traditional movement in the Netherlands which was active from the end 
of the 1920s until the early years after World War Two). For the Noorderhof, 
the reference to the ‘traditional European small town’ was central to the 
design and is in direct opposition with the modernistic surrounding area. 
Noorderhof was realised between 1995 and 1998.

The second case, Brandevoort, was planned as a completely new suburban 
neighbourhood of Helmond in the province of North-Brabant. It was 
intended to provide 6,000 single-family houses until 2015, of which 
approximately 3,000 have been built up to now (Gemeente Helmond 1997). 
The social housing in the entire neighbourhood was allocated on a 30 
percent basis. The building professionals involved in the project introduced 
the theme of ‘traditional small town’ or, more specifically, the ‘traditional 
Brabant small town’. Krier and Kohl architects developed the general project 
plan together with a consortium that consists of commercial developers, 

5 For the entire district the allotment social housing stock (owned by housing corporations) 
is 56 per cent, 29 per cent home ownership, 15 privately rented; for the sub-district where 
the Noorderhof is situated in (called Slotermeer-Zuidwest) the allotment of social housing 
is higher: social housing stock 70 per cent, privately rented 8 per cent, home ownership 21 
per cent; see: www.os.amsterdam.nl/pdf/2011_stadsdelen_in_cijfers.pdf. 
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housing associations and the local government. The idea of referring to the 
region and traditional (fortified) small towns was based on the successful 
development of Dierdonk, another suburb of Helmond, where the theme 
of ‘the 1930s’ had been implemented a few years earlier. However, in 
Brandevoort the consortium decided to split the suburb into two clearly 
dissimilar parts: one which was intended to be the centre and which is 
characterised by a relatively high density compared with other suburbs 
(around 75 houses per hectare) and another part which was intended to 
function as the ‘outskirts’ (around 30 houses per hectare) 6. The centre was 
called De Veste and its design refers to a fortified small town, while the 
new houses outside the centre are a reflection of the idea of rural life and 
traditional green (Dutch) villages. 

In my research I focus on De Veste. Of the approximately 900 houses built 
in De Veste to date, 84 percent are owner occupied. The average income level 
of the residents of Brandevoort and its centre, De Veste, is higher than the 
average for the city of Helmond (Gemeente Helmond 2007). Krier and Kohl 
architects were asked not to include references to an industrial past of the 
city of Helmond but rather to fortified old villages of which the remains can 
still be found in the region of North-Brabant. Like Noorderhof, the urban 
design is also based on single-family houses arranged as housing blocks. The 
planning process has started at the end of the 1990s. Parts of Brandevoort 
and also of De Veste are still under construction.

The final research case, Le Medi, is a housing scheme consisting of 93 
owner-occupied houses which are situated in Bospolder-Tussendijken. The 
neighbourhood is seen as a multicultural and ‘deprived’ neighbourhood in 
the city district of Delfshaven. In 2007 the national government designated 
40 deprived districts in order to make extra investments to improve safety, 
‘liveability’ and socio-economic positions of the residents. Delfshaven was 
one of these districts. One of the improvement strategies is ‘social mixing’ 
i.e. the attraction of social groups with a higher or middle income level. Le 
Medi was initiated with a view to achieving that objective. Along the six rows 
of houses there are brick walls to give the impression of an enclosed housing 
block. The inward-looking streets and courtyard are owned by the residents. 
Access is possible via five gates that are closed at night. The umbrella theme 
was oriented around the realisation of an enclosed, small-scaled housing 
scheme which provided residents with a safe and manageable residential 
environment. The theme was of ‘Arabian Kasbah’, with a Mediterranean 
ambience being proposed by the building professionals. The idea was to 
express the richness of traditional Moroccan building styles in Dutch housing. 

6 In average Brandevoort has a density of 24 houses per hectare (Boeijenga, Jelte and Jeroen 
Mensink. 2008. Vinex atlas. Rotterdam: 010., pp. 282, 284, 285).
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1.4 Research questions and interviewees

To answer the overall research question, a number of sub questions have 
been introduced which basically refer to the perceptions of building 
professionals and residents. The first category of sub questions is concerned 
with the creation of a themed residential place: 

1 How is space created for theming at the political level? 

2 What are the characteristics of themed residential place and architec-
ture? 

3 What are the characteristics of theming practice in the case of 
Noorderhof, Brandevoort and Le Medi?

The second category of sub questions focuses on the way residents or home 
buyers consume themed residential place and architecture: 

4 How do home buyers judge the theming of Le Medi and how do they per-
ceive themselves, fellow home buyers and ‘the other’?

5 How do residents appropriate and judge the themed housing schemes of 
Brandevoort and Noorderhof and how do they perceive themselves, fellow 
residents and ‘the other’?

1.4.1  Selection and characteristics of the interviewees
This study is based on empirical data collected from 76 in-depth interviews. 
In addition, political reports and literature on housing and planning policy, 
websites, newspaper articles, promotion material and so on provided 
background information. I visited the neighbourhoods many times to 
analyse the architecture, proportion of the streets and squares and to observe 
the way in which residents use public or semi-public residential spaces. 

At the very beginning of the research I held interviews with a number of 
building professionals in order to explore the research field of theming and, 
more specifically, of theming practice. I therefore conducted interviews 
with architects who had designed for particular target groups like Chinese 
or elderly Turkish people. I wanted to find out how they dealt with the 
artistic expression of culture in architecture. Moreover, property developers 
and housing association employees gave me an insight into the way they 
envisage and predict residential needs and desires of certain lifestyle groups. 
At the moment that the research cases Brandevoort, Le Medi and Noorderhof 
were chosen, a number of professionals were selected. Face-to-face in-depth 
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interviews were conducted with them which lasted between 45 and 90 
minutes. In total I interviewed 36 building professionals. All the interviews 
were tape recorded and fully transcribed. Appendix A provides a complete 
overview of the respondents. 

As regards the residents, the research sample comprised 10 households 
in Noorderhof, 15 in the neighbourhood’s centre De Veste and 15 households 
(home buyers) in Le Medi, with 57 respondents in total. I conducted face-to-
face in-depth interviews of approximately 90 minutes with all of them. All 
the interviews were tape recorded and fully transcribed (Appendix C, D and 
G).

The residents of Noorderhof were contacted by letters which were sent 
out to all homeowners (this was possible because there are only 171 property 
owners in the neighbourhood). A selection was made of the reply letters 
to ensure that as many kinds of residents from the entire residential place 
as possible were represented. In Noorderhof almost 50 percent of the 
households are nuclear family households7. The vast majority of residents 
willing to give an interview were families and I therefore selected seven 
families and (only) three two-person households. All of them were dual-
income households of which the partners have part-time contracts. 

In De Veste 13 percent of all the residents live alone, 36 percent are two-
person households, 35 percent are nuclear families and 16 percent are single 
parents with one (or more) child(ren) (Gemeente Helmond 2007). The single 
person households (27 percent) interviewed were overrepresented in the 
sample and single parent households were underrepresented (7 percent). 
However, I interviewed five families and five two-person households (with 
the 33 percent that these represent almost coinciding with the averages for 
De Veste as a whole). 

In order to select interviewees in Le Medi, contact was sought with buyers 
at buyers’ meetings. In the end 22 households were willing to participate and 
15 of these were selected, allowing for a nearly equal distribution in terms of 
age and cultural background. 

In this study I perceive these respondents as being part of fractions 
of the middle-classes although I am aware that this assumption is 
debatable. I come back to this point in section 6.2.3. For the time being, my 
categorisation of the respondents is based on the definition of the middle 
classes by Erikson et.al. (1979) and Goldthrope et. al. (1995). They argue that 
the middle classes could be identified as a service class whose members 
are basically exempted from manual work and have a middle income level. 
Dutch scholars like Ganzeboom et al. (1991) suggest that (1) people who 
do manual work and had been educated at a lower level than secondary 
education are ‘working class’; (2) people who supervise manual labour or are 

7 www.osamsterdam.nl/feitenencijfers/buurtcombinaties based on 1st January 2011
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self-employed and had attended (general) secondary vocational education 
were referred to as the intermediate class and (3) individuals who perform 
intellectual activities and who had received higher vocational education 
or further education are referred to as upper middle class. A large number 
of members of upper middle class and intermediate group has achieved to 
purchase property since 1990 (Beer 2008). Dutch scholars tend to indicate 
both the intermediates and the upper middle class as middle classes: 
industrialists and managers of large-scale capitalist enterprises are regarded 
as members of the middle classes, just like those with low economic but 
high cultural capital (intellectuals, teachers, artistic producers). In this 
study, all the respondents have a middle income level. According to the 
Dutch political definition, a middle income in 2011 was a pre-tax income 
of €32,5008. All the respondents were able to buy home that cost between 
€180,000 and €500,000 (in 2008). The houses in Le Medi cost between 
€180,000 and €350,000, the ones in Noorderhof approximately €150,000 
(that was in 1998 - recently some homes in the Noorderhof were sold for 
€300,000 or more), and the price of homes in Brandevoort De Veste differ 
considerably from each other. Respondents from De Veste could afford to 
buy a house that had cost between €200,000 and €500,000, though the 
vast majority of them had paid a price between €250,000 and €300,000. 
Although only half of the interviewees have degree level qualifications 
(college or university graduates), almost all of them did non-manual work. 
If we designate office or bank employees, police officers, journalists, 
teachers and so on as people who work at service sectors and do non-manual 
work, 50 of the total of 57 respondents work in the culture and service 
sectors, while 7 work in non-service sectors like the nurse, the cook, the shop 
assistant, the metalworker and the housewives (Appendix B). 

1.5  Analysis of narratives

The research project is based on the analysis of narratives which are 
elicited during the interviews by the professionals, home buyers and 
residents. Narrative refers to ‘stories told by research participants (which are 
themselves interpretive), interpretive accounts developed by an investigator 
based on interviews and fieldwork observation (a story about stories)’ 
(Riessman 2008:6). The interviewees used narratives to make ‘connections 
between events and between events and contexts’ (Bryman 2004a:413). The 
choice for the narrative analysis was based on the objective of this study to 
clarify how home buyers and residents make sense of their residential choice 

8 middle income refers to ‘bruto modaal inkomen’; see fore more information:  
www.cbs.nl and www.gemiddeld-inkomen.nl



23

1 Introduction

and residential life on the one hand, and how building professionals make 
sense of their function to realize themed residential place on the other. The 
suggestion is that people construct identity through narratives (Somers 
1994). According to Giddens (1991: 52, 54) identity is not just the ‘result of the 
continuities of the individual’s action system, but something that has to be 
routinely created and sustained in the reflexive activities of the individual’. 
Thus, the result of continuities is not only inherent in someone’s behaviour 
(and the reaction of others to it) but also by the means of ‘capacity to keep 
a particular narrative going’. This ongoing (biographical) narrative has to 
be confirmed with actual social actions which are externally apparent. To 
put it in other words, keeping self-integrity means integrating day-to-day 
routines into the narrative about the self or, as Somers (1994) puts it, social 
action is guided by narrativity and vice versa. The construction of self-
identity through narrativity goes beyond the traditional understanding of 
the narrative as a form of representation (Riessman 2008). People hold onto 
an integrative sense of self by locating their narratives about their emotions, 
judgements and practices within a wider collectively-known repertoire of 
social and cultural narratives (Somers 1994). 

1.5.1  Narratives of the respondents
The intention of the interviews with the building professionals was twofold. 
First, actual information has been gathered about the planning process. 
Second, an attempt was made to explore the sense of self that an architect, 
a property developer, a marketing agent etc. have. The research participants 
were encouraged to talk face-to-face with me about basically four issues, 
namely firstly, who had been initiated the planning of the housing scheme 
(and why); secondly, why themes were invented, thirdly, how themes 
and key narratives were judged and finally, which target groups had been 
identified (Appendices E and F).

As regards the narrative of residents and home buyers, the focus is on 
narratives as a means to construct (place) identity and social distinction. 
Since all social actions and day-to-day routines take place in space, place 
identity is perceived as a sub-structure of identity which is, in turn, 
constructed via narrativity. From an environmental psychological point of 
view, place-identity is seen as a cognitive process which is ‘characterized 
by a host of attitudes, values, thoughts, beliefs, meanings and behaviour 
tendencies that go well beyond just emotional attachments and 
belonging to particular places’ (Prohansky et.al. 1983:62). Drawing on this 
understanding, Cuba and Hummon (1993) show that place-identity (which 
they define as the feeling attached to ‘home’) is related to identification 
with three localities at the same time: the dwelling, the community and the 
region. 
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Although environmental psychological studies provide methods to explore 
cognitions and attitudes people held towards physical settings (Brandenburg 
et.al. 1995; Stedman 2009), they ignore two dynamics which are, in my 
view, crucial to understanding the relevance of residential places for the 
social construction of ‘classed’ place-identity. First, the aspect of shared 
residential place has been ignored, while someone’s place-identity is 
at any time related to fellow residents. Collective as well as individual 
practices of territorial appropriation are parts of ‘classed’ practices done in 
shared residential place. Second, these studies tend to bracket out artistic 
expression of meaning in architecture and which role it plays for the 
formation of ‘classed’ place-identity. In contrast, conceptualizing place-
identity as a sub-structure of narrativity opens up the possibility of exploring 
how people socially appropriate residential places and how they judge 
architectural aesthetics in order to distinguish themselves from others and/
or to construct a sense of self-worth (Appendix C, D and G). 

1.6  Readers’ guide

This dissertation consists of four parts. The first part is the introduction. 
The second part comprises chapter 2 and 3 which both deal with the creation 
of themed residential architecture. Chapter 4 and 5, the third part, explore 
the consumption of the themed environment. The last part comprises the 
conclusion. The chapters 2, 4 and 5 are academic papers which are published 
in (international) peer-review journals. Chapter 3 has also been submitted to 
an international peer-review journal. More concrete, the following chapter 
deals with the use of themes in planning practice. It is argued that realizing 
an enclosed urban form and the theme of ‘traditional small town’ is a means 
to advance the creation of residential hyperspaces. Moreover, it is a strategy 
to engage with consumers’ thoughts and desires. Chapter 3 explores how 
architects and architectural theorists have addressed styles and themes 
in architecture. It demonstrates that the usage of themes is not confined 
to contemporary times but has been developed over centuries. Chapter 4 
explores how far theming has influenced the residential choice of home 
buyers in the Le Medi neighbourhood. Chapter 5 focuses on the ‘classed’ day-
to-day practices of residents of Noorderhof and Brandevoort, while Chapter 6 
synthesizes the findings of the previous chapters. It illustrates how theming 
practices and themed residential place is related to the trend to realize 
hyperreal, hence perfected and manageable ambiences, as well as to the 
need for social distinction of various social groups. 
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 Published as: 
Meier, S. and A. Reijndorp (2012) Residential hyperspace: building ‘convincing 
ambiences’ for the middle classes, Urban Geography, vol. 33 (3), pp. 442 - 463.

2.1  Introduction

Since the 1990s, the production of new owner-occupied houses in the 
Netherlands has been based more and more on theming (Lörzing et al. 
2006). Here, the theme history - in terms of references to typical Dutch 
building traditions like ‘1930s houses’ (Kingma 2012) and to the traditional 
European small town (Krier, 2003) - is especially interesting because it 

Abstract. Throughout the last two decades, Dutch housing policy has 
shifted to become more market-oriented and neoliberal. This sea change is 
reflected in the architecture of owner-occupied houses, whose production 
has been increasingly accompanied by theming. Theming has often been 
criticized as an action to maximize profit through the commercialization 
of spaces and the resulting hyperreal, and hence fake-architecture. In 
the Netherlands, building professionals also develop theming in order to 
realize inward-looking, hyperreal residential spaces with an ambience 
that opposes the surrounding ‘real’ space. Besides that they invent 
new strategies to engage with home buyers’ unconscious thoughts on 
manageable community life and feelings of insecurity. The reference to the 
traditional small town, whether of Western or non-Western origin, seems 
to be particularly purposeful to meet these needs. However, despite these 
efforts, the actual practice of theming appears to be less clear-cut due to 
profit-making. First, the realization of different themed ambiences for a 
number of disparate target groups challenges the effectively organized and 
standardized housing production and requires investment in a number 
of new marketing strategies. Second, the building agents struggle with 
the need to perfect a ‘convincing ambience’ in order to ensure a safe and 
manageable community life for prospective residents on the one hand, and 
the creation of fake-architecture which they fear will cause them to lose 
respectability with respect to their colleagues on the other.
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explicitly opposes the austere architectural appearance and functionalistic 
open urban forms of the bulk of the Dutch housing realized after World War 
Two (Ibelings, 2004). In a number of cases, this theme often has been put 
into practice with enclosed urban forms like the housing bloc and medieval-
like meandering streets and through the creation of semi-private residential 
spaces (Krier, 2003; Lörzing, 2006; Lohof and Reijndorp 2006, Meier and 
Reijndorp, 2010). 

In theoretical terms, theming is defined as the application of a narrative 
to institutions or places to make them more appealing than they otherwise 
would be (Bryman, 2004)9. In a broader sense it is argued that theming is 
closely related to an intensified commodification of places through which, 
in turn, the power of hyperreality has been increased. Academic scholars 
have illustrated how theming has been applied to shopping malls (Chaney, 
1990; Crawford, 1992; Goss, 1993), inner city districts (Warren 1994, Zukin 
1991, Hannigan 1998) or small town city centres (Paradis 2002) while less 
attention has been paid to the theming of new residential areas. Where 
this has been the case it is referred to the New Urbanism movement as a 
planning tradition in which traditional community (Anderson, 2010, Talen, 
1999, 2002), cultural history (Till, 1993; Falconer Al-Hindi and Staddon, 1997) 
and traditional urban forms (Mohney and Easterling, 1991; McCann, 1995) 
have been themed. In these interesting and diverse studies, scholars have 
largely ignored two aspects. The first omission is research into social agents: 
the building professionals who implement a certain practice of theming 
or, to put it in more concrete terms, research into the interplay between 
the agents’ choice and assumed needs of residential place consumers 
on the one hand and agents’ choice and the institutional context on the 
other. Where attention has been paid to building professionals they have 
often been portrayed as little more than profit-seeking agents who invent 
superficial themes and try to lure consumers to themed places to spend 
their money (Sorkin, 1992; Hanningan, 1998). Although these places are 
indeed locations of capital accumulation, their (re)development is not being 
imposed on social agents by an abstract force called neoliberal governance. 
Instead, neoliberal governance is actually “made through economic bases, 
social hierarchies, political cultures and institutional frameworks” which 
create different and actual rules and therefore enable and facilitate different 
kinds of social agency (Brenner and Theodore, 2002; Wilson, 2004, p.772). 
Consequently, and this is the second omission, the theming of residential 
areas in the Dutch context probably appears to be different to any theming 
examined to date. For example, in contrast to the United States, where the 
Walt Disney Company has laid a firm basis for the production of a variety 

9 Bryman (2004) argues that theming is alongside hybrid consumption, merchandising and 
performative labour, one main principle of Disneyization. 
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of hyperspaces, designing residential hyperspace in the Netherlands does 
not seem to fit in with the modernist planning legacy of housing. This 
paper aims to fill these voids by focusing on the way in which perception 
and actions of Dutch building professionals are related to the demand for 
profit and the commercialization of residential spaces. The key questions 
we aim to explore include: 1) How is space created for theming practices at 
political level?, 2) What are the main characteristics of theming practice 
and residential hyperspace? and 3) Why do Dutch building agents invent 
hyper-real housing schemes? Three recently-built developments were 
analyzed in which themes have been articulately implemented, namely 
a small, new neighbourhood in the post-war district of Amsterdam New 
West (Noorderhof), a new suburb called Brandevoort near Helmond and the 
urban housing scheme of Le Medi, which is situated in Bospolder, one of 
Rotterdam’s deprived inner city neighbourhoods. Empirical evidence was 
taken from in-depth interviews with 36 professionals who developed these 
housing schemes10 (in a number of different roles).  

2.2  Theming and hyperreality

First of all, theming the built environment means treating it as a bearer 
of signs, or as a sign itself. The meaning of signs has traditionally been 
explored by scholars of semiology. In particular these scholars analyze 
how sociocultural meaning is constructed with language that is a system 
of signs (Barthes, 1967). A sign is something ‘that stands for something 
else, and more technically, as a spoken or written word, a drawn figure, 
or a material object [it is] unified in the mind with a particular cultural 
concept’ (Gottdiener, 1997, p.8). With the development of postmodern 
thought throughout the 1960s, the realm of semiology was broadened to 
include other societal fields, such as architectural design (Gottdiener and 
Lagopoulos, 1986). Architects like Jencks (1977) and Venturi (et al., 1977) 
argued that architecture has to be perceived as a sign system that is able 
to communicate with its users. From this perspective, they distanced 
themselves from functionalist architecture which is dominated by form and 
space rather than sign. However, the notion of architecture as a system of 
signs is not without problems: as a spatial object it offers functions rather 
than clear-cut messages (Colquhoun, 1989). Eco (1980) bridged the gap by 
suggesting that architecture has primary and secondary functions. For 
example, an archway primarily denotes corporal passage, while it could 
connote triumph as a secondary, symbolic meaning. Though, since then, 
the architectural debate about whether social functions have better to be 

10 see Appendix A
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represented by form or by sign goes on, themed environment has been 
established in many countries. It exhibits traits of a hyperspace if, by 
means of an inward-looking ambience (Sorkin, 1992), a reality is created 
where ‘things that one wants to connote as real, these things must seem 
real. Absolute unreality is offered as real presence’ (Eco, 1986, p. 7). This 
absolute unreality consists of signs which only represent themselves. 
They become simulacra and are therefore likely to replace a former reality 
by a perfect respectively ‘hyper’ reality (Baudrillard, 1983). In line with 
Baudrillard, Jameson (1984) argues that postmodern thought has generated 
a radical new culture of perceiving space which has replaced traditional 
ways of distinguishing between real and imagined space. By contrast 
scholars like Harvey (1990) and Soja (1995) tend to emphasize the piecemeal 
transformation of societies, built space and perceptions. Although causes 
and appearance of postmodern thinking are still controversial matters, there 
is no denying that through economic restructuring, privatopias (McKenzie, 
1994), fortified public spaces (Davis, 1990), dreamscapes as parts of the city 
as a theme park (Sorkin, 1992) and so on have emerged which were identified 
as phenomena of postmodern urbanism (Dear and Flusty, 1998). By some 
means or other hyperreality has accompanied these phenomena while 
involving ‘the intrusion and growing power of [..] simulations and simulacra 
(defined as exact copies of originals that do not exist), into the material 
reality and ideological imaginary of urban life’ (Soja 1995, p.135).

Disneyland, which opened in 1955, has been regarded as the alpha 
point of hyperspace (Sorkin, 1992). The American white middle classes, 
who initially accounted for the majority of visitors, appreciated the park’s 
beauty and cleanness. Moreover, they were satisfied that they got what was 
promised (Fjellman, 1992; Bryman, 1995). This latter aspect should not be 
underestimated. Desires are evoked before people enter hyperspaces. ‘[A]
dvertising has already identified particular emotional and social conditions 
with specific products’ and a bond is therefore created between the individual 
and a certain product. Besides this, purchasing has been stimulated by 
offering products as ‘adjacent attractions’ (Crawford, 1992, p.12-13, 15) or, in 
other words, the unexpected array of dissimilar objects next to each other. 
Advertising and adjacent attractions are practices that appeal to consumers’ 
emotions and unconscious thoughts. Professionals consider ‘the design 
composition of things in more detail to see if it is possible to provide more in 
the way of momentary ‘thing power’, as well as the associated construction 
of circumstances rich enough in calculative prostheses to allow the neuro-
aesthetic to function more forcefully..’ (Thrift, 2006, p. 286). 

The emphasis on unconscious thoughts and emotions indicates a way of 
commodity production which involves a continuous search for innovative 
strategies to engage consumers in the process of productions and tap their 
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knowledge, for instance by means of internet panels or interactive websites 
(Dujarier 2008; Ritzer and Jurgenson 2010). Moreover, the intensification 
of consumers’ emotional bonds with certain products is boosted by 
extending their primary function with recognizable secondary meaning 
(such as the application of narrative to the product (Bryman 2004)). These 
marketing strategies have been elaborated by advertising agencies for 
decades but, more recently, building professionals have incorporated them 
in the planning process of residential areas. Langdon (1994, p.63) claims 
that the idea of dividing the housing market and hence spatial areas into 
a number of subdivisions in order to make them “appeal, segment by 
segment” to whatever customer categories are desired has captured the 
planners’ perception of middle-class housing and of a perfect i.e. ‘hyperreal’ 
residential life. The market segmentation ‘has encouraged developers to view 
prospective residents as a series of disparate groups who are to be kept apart 
from the members of other groups’ and therefore to create spatially separated 
entities with a ‘coordinated aesthetic’ (Langdon (1994, p.64, 66).

To paraphrase Wilson (2004:771) this perception and practice have been 
related to neoliberal governance as long as, it serves to free up (housing) 
markets from state regulation, to ‘re-entrepreneurialize’ city space, or 
to privatize former public assets like public streets and squares (Harvey 
2006). Neoliberal (urban) governance is an elusive concept (Brenner and 
Theodore 2002, Peck and Tickell 2002) that will not be discussed in depth 
here. Instead it is more interesting to focus on the notion that neoliberal 
governance seems to reinforce feelings of insecurity and fear due to the 
effects of decreased state regulation and increased economic instability. 
According to Atkinson (2006, p.820) these feelings are one of the social 
forces that “appear to reveal deep inclinations towards segregation based 
on desires for social homogeneity and the predictability to engender”. The 
middle-class and affluent residents in particular were “now aided by policy 
and by private markets to create their own exclusionary and exclusive spaces 
which support their social needs and fear of otherness” (Atkinson, 2006, 
p.820). These spaces are actually made by building professionals who work 
in circumstances which demand skills in order to maximize profit. However, 
as Sennett (2006) claims, these skills are contrary to the human desire for 
continuity and craftsmanship because the shelf life of employees’ skills has 
been shortened by the culture of new capitalism and neoliberal governance. 
Craftsmanship, the great devotion for a specific intellectual, manual or 
artisan field, seems to be much less ‘effective’ for making profit than the 
talent to accomplish a variety of duties within a short period (Sennett, 2008). 
We are therefore curious to find out how building professionals deal with the 
practice of theming that require certain craftsmanship on the one hand and 
the demand for profit on the other.
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2.2.1  Feelings of insecurity and the traditional small town
As regards the engagement with emotions, like the feelings of insecurity 
of residents, the New Urbanism movements in the United States and 
the Council for European Urbanism in particular have been successful. 
Here, the reference to the traditional small town has been widely used 
to attract target groups (i.e. the middle classes) because it seems to be 
an appropriate response to the desire for social (Dowling, 1998) or ethnic 
(Leitner, 2011) homogeneity, the desire for manageability and a sense 
of community (Talen, 1999, 2002). Although this reference certainly 
manifests itself differently in different settings, the practice of theming 
the traditional small town basically consists of two strategies: 1) the 
extension of meaning of architecture by secondary meanings and 2) 
the communication of key narratives about community feeling and the 
cultural history of places.

As regards the aspect of secondary meaning, suburbia has long been 
regarded as a cultural sign of a certain domestic life led by the affluent at 
the turn of the nineteenth century, and was then absorbed by the ‘mass’ 
of the middle classes throughout the twentieth century. Gottdiener (1997, 
p. 41) argues that the mansion, front porches, lawns and even mailboxes 
are copied but scaled down to ‘mini versions’. Copying signs of wealth and 
prestige simulates a high status residential place but does not mean that 
prestige and exclusiveness will be actually realized. Instead both come 
into existence through the combination of highly priced houses, the real 
presence of a selected social group, cultural boundaries and institutional 
regulations (Duncan and Duncan, 2004; Leitner, 2011). Following on from 
this the secondary meaning of architecture and place changes if particular 
groups move in or out of a certain area (Ley, 1995). Nevertheless, the mere 
simulation of wealth and prestige seems to ease the fear of the middle 
classes of a decline in their social status (Low, 2008). 

Feelings of insecurity are capitalized on even more by the communication 
of key narratives. The first key narrative accompanying the theming of the 
traditional small town involves the description of manageable and social 
homogenous community (distributed by advertising, sales brochures or 
other mass media). This description is, for example, compatible with the 
ideology of the ‘American Dream’ (Marshall, 2003), “the ‘golden years’ of the 
Fordist period (of hope, harmony, and economic resurgence)” (Anderson, 
2010, p. 1086) or with the nostalgic perception of an exclusively ‘white’ rural 
American small-town life (Leitner, 2011). The second key narrative completes 
the first one with its emphasis on history of the place concerned. As a 
result a certain cultural history is reinvented (Till, 1993) in order to generate 
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authenticity.11 An architectural image is therefore created that simulates a 
place which has grown naturally (Zukin, 2010). One instrument to achieve 
this is the creation of variety. For example, during the building of Seaside in 
Florida, Duany states that ‘[a] single firm cannot achieve authentic variety; 
only the work of many can achieve the character of the true town’ (cited in 
Mohney and Keller, 1991, p. 63). Hence, the image of the ‘true town’ has 
been realized through the actual building of diversity (of housing types), 
but this entails the following practical problem, namely how to control that 
the ‘realistic fabrication’ (Eco, 1986) of the traditional small town actually 
takes place. In Seaside, codes were introduced to guide the urban form 
with road width, lot size and housing type being prescribed in a codebook 
and architectural codes, like a selected variety of roof pitches, material and 
colour restrictions and so forth being mandatory (Mohney and Keller, 1991; 
Falconer Al-Hindi and Staddon, 1997). 

In the Netherlands, the reappreciation of the traditional small town by 
building professionals throughout the 1990s is firstly related to the search 
for recognizable (suburban and inner city) architectural identities through 
which the owner-occupied housing market has become more and more 
subdivided (Lörzing, 2006). Secondly it is maintained that the demand for 
a traditional small town ambience in recently built pseudo-countryside 
locations has increased (Heins, 2004). As regards architectural design, any 
references to pre-modern building traditions were taboo for a long time until 
the non-Dutch architects Krier and Kohl introduced the concept of theming 
the idealized European small town during the 1990s (Krier, 2003). Thereafter, 
more and more Dutch offices again started to refer to particular Dutch 
building traditions like the craftsmanship found in traditional farmhouses 
(characterized by brick or green brushed wood) and the austere usage of 
(exotic) style elements (Ibelings, 2004). They were able to introduce this kind 
of theming into urban and suburban areas by at least two driving forces. 

2.3  Political context

First, the changes in housing policy not only stimulate the production 
of owner-occupied housing but also reflect the shifting role of housing 
associations12 and second, building professionals have changed their own 

11 Authenticity is an elusive concept. Following the study of Zukin (2010) authenticity of places 
means 1) the feature of being historically old or being the ‘origin’ and 2) the characteristic of 
being historically new or innovative; but most interesting here is her statement that a ‘city is 
authentic if it can create the experience of origins’ (Zukin, 2010, p, 3). 

12 In 2011, there are 7.2 million houses in the Netherland from which 2.3 million were owned 
by all Dutch housing associations together; the great majority of these is social housing 
which is accessible low income and lower middle income people (http://statline.cbs.nl/
StatWeb/ woningvoorraadnaareigendom; accessed on 16th January 2012). 
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attitudes toward the usage of cultural signs in order to engage consumers in 
the planning process.

As regards the first, the social rented sector has been reduced in favour of 
owner-occupation (Boelhouwer, 2002). The building of a large quantity 
of owner-occupied housing is laid down in the Fourth Spatial Planning 
Memorandum Extra, known as the Vinex policy, which was formulated 
in 1993 (Ministry of VROM, 1993). Approximately 519.00013 new housing 
units had been projected over the period 1995-2005 which were planned 
(and built) by consortiums consisting of commercial developers, housing 
associations and local governments that all share in the investments and 
benefits (Priemus, 1996, 2004; Boelhouwer, 2002). The majority of those 
developments are situated on city fringes. Furthermore, support was given 
to the building of owner-occupied homes in disadvantaged inner city 
and post-war neighbourhoods (Ministry of VROM 1997; Uitermark, 2003; 
Priemus 2004). In these urban areas housing associations, local authorities 
and the national government made extra investments to improve safety, 
quality of ‘livability’ and the socio-economic positions of residents (Aalbers 
and Beckhoven 2010). Housing associations are particularly powerful actors 
for renewal because they have a high share in the housing stock in several 
urban neighbourhoods and in many post-war areas. Whereas their key task 
before the 1990s was to provide housing for social groups who do not manage 
to provide it for themselves, they became hybrid organizations throughout 
the 1990s, i.e., they became financially independent of national government 
but were legally obliged to invest surpluses in new housing for their original 
target group. Additional consequences of this hybrid position are described 
elsewhere (Priemus, 2004, 2006). However, in any case, the new situation 
forced them into the competition with commercial developers and with each 
other. As a result, a number of small-scale associations were merged into 
fewer large-scale organizations14 that enabled them not only to accumulate 
power and financial capital but also to operate on regional housing markets. 
They were also able to participate in consortiums which realize suburban 
housing. For them and for other participants in the consortium, themed 
architecture (and the choice for a famous architect) became an effective way 
of ensuring that they and ‘their’ residential ambiences stood out from other 
business locations and rivals. 

This more demand-driven housing production required a change in 
planning practitioners’ attitude towards their work, which is the second 

13 This number includes ‘all those dwellings allotted financial support ‘from the state and 
local governments (Boeijenga and Mensink, 2008:19).

14 In 1985 1.152 housing associations existed, in 1998 there were 791 and in 2009 430 different 
housing associations exist (http://www.kei-centrum.nl/dossierrolcorporaties; accessed 
on 16th January 2012).
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driving force of theming. The main target group for themed owner-occupied 
houses is the middle class15. They still represent spatially mobile capital 
and in political terms are seen as an engine for improvement (Uitermark 
et.al, 2007). Themed housing built in deprived neighbourhoods (and in the 
suburbs as well) is designed as a hyperreal “coordinated aesthetic whole” 
(Langdon (1994, p. 66): references to Dutch, European and non-Western 
building traditions being used to design houses and (semi-) public spaces 
as an aesthetic entity. These inward-looking hyperspaces are supposed to 
attract the middle classes to places which suffer from a dubious reputation 
by convincing them of the manageable character of the new residential area 
(Low, 2008; VROM-raad, 2009). Moreover, the concept of lifestyle has been 
implemented in housing production to predict preferences of the various 
target subgroups more precisely (Nio, 2010). While traditional housing 
market research based on income level, size of the household, life-cycle 
stage and age, lifestyle research focused on emotional attachment, personal 
attitudes and consumption patterns16. Inquiries, workshops with potential 
home buyers and other kinds of market research have become an inherent 
part of the planning process.

2.4  Research locations: Noorderhof, Brandevoort De Veste, Le Medi

The housing schemes Noorderhof, Brandevoort De Veste and Le Medi are 
particularly advantageous sites to studying theming because building 
professionals implemented themes there in an articulately way and the 
selection allows a comparison of a post-war, an urban and a suburban area 
where theming was implemented. 

15 In contrast to the academic Anglo-Saxon debate on middle classes where the questions i) 
how the middle classes are develop in time, ii) how the middle classes could adequately be 
defined via cultural capital, lifestyle preferences and locational choice and iii) how they 
reproduce themselves as a social class (see e.g. Butler, T. and Savage, M. eds, 1995; Savage, 
M., 2010), Dutch policymakers (still) define class position according to occupational and 
education levels. Most academic studies on locational choices of the Dutch middle classes 
deal with the residents’ decision on inner city districts, whereas studies of locational 
choice of suburbs are rare (exceptions are: Reijndorp et.al., 1998). In this paper the term 
middle classes points to middle income groups who have non-college graduates ((general) 
secondary vocational education) or college or university graduates (higher vocational 
or further education), with a Dutch or non-Dutch ethnic background. All lifestyle, 
locational and architectural preferences mentioned here are assumed by the professionals 
themselves. Whether these assumptions have a real basis is not discussed in this paper 
(and should be investigated in further research).

16 The market research agency Smart Agent Company for example categorizes home 
consumers in four colours which represent ‘worlds of experience’: red (freedom, 
headstrong), yellow (social, careful), blue (rational, control), green (introvert, calm); 
www.smartagent.nl.
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2.4.1  Noorderhof: precursor of residential hyperspace
Noorderhof is a new small-scaled housing scheme (63 social rented and 171 
owner-occupied) in the post-war neighbourhood Amsterdam New West. The 
reference to the ‘traditional European small town’ was central to the design 
and, with this, it forms a clear antipode to the modernistic surrounding 
area designed by Cornelis van Eesteren in the 1930s (realized after 1950). 
Initially, Amsterdam New West was developed for middle and lower middle 
income groups. From the 1970s onwards, immigrants and their families 
have moved in and replaced the first generation inhabitants. These days, 
Amsterdam New West – where 48 per cent of residents have a non-Dutch 
ethnic background and where there are a large number of low-income groups 
- is denoted as a deprived neighbourhood17. The city district government of 
New West developed a physical and socio-economic renewal plan in 2001, 
called Park City 2015. A quotation by the developer reflects the fact that the 
Noorderhof could be seen as a precursor of theming practice due to two 
aspects: 

“Noorderhof had the first single-family houses built for sale within this 
city district. The estate agents thought we were crazy but they ended 
up nearly going crazy due to the project drawings [which showed every 
facade to be different]. In the space of a day, house prices rocketed. That 
was brilliant! At a certain moment it became necessary to introduce the 
idea that projects like this were possible in a deprived district”.   
AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, oCToBER 1, 2008

Here, the local authority and the housing association were at the forefront 
of the idea of attracting middle class residents to disadvantaged (post-war) 
neighbourhoods through a reference to the traditional European town. 
Since the building of Noorderhof, theming has been based more often on the 
building of residential hyperspaces which represent an idealized traditional 
European small town (as in the case at Brandevoort) or even a traditional 
non-Western small town (by referring to an Arabian Kasbah as in the case of 
Le Medi) (Lörzing 2006, Meier and Reijndorp, 2010).

2.4.2  Brandevoort: dazzling pearl within the ‘mass’ of suburban housing
Brandevoort is a suburban district18 of Helmond (in the province of North-
Brabant). The invention of the umbrella theme ‘traditional Brabant small 

17 In 2010 approximately 135,000 inhabitants were registered as living in 60,000 housing 
units, of which 57% were social houses; www.os.amsterdam.nl/feitenencijfers/20296.

18 The Masterplan of Brandevoort assigns density, infrastructure, accessibility, embedding 
in the natural context, target groups and urban and architectural themes. In total, 6,000 
houses were projected of which 3,000 had been built up to that point. 
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town’19 was based on the successful development and sale of Dierdonk, 
another suburb of Helmond where the theme ‘traditional Dutch town 
of the 1930s’ had been implemented a few years earlier. Helmond has 
approximately 88,000 inhabitants and is situated within a network of the 
mid-sized cities of Eindhoven, Tilburg, ‘s Hertogenbosch and Breda and 
a couple of small-scale towns. Although Brandevoort is part of Helmond, 
it is situated a few miles away from the city centre. It was designed as a 
new town which had to give the impression of having developed naturally 
throughout history. 

figure 2  The outside margin of the centre of Brandevoort called De Veste that 

refers to the quasi-Medieval fortified village.  photo by sabine meier

The latter was essential for two reasons. First, the planners (and in particular 
the municipal government) intended to design a suburban area which the 
middle classes would not associate with the existing city of Helmond. As an 
industrial city in decay, Helmond has an unfavourable reputation, partly 
due to its relatively high rate of unemployment and subjectively assumed 
high rate of delinquency (Van Hooff and Van Lieshout, 2006). Second, the 
municipal government of Helmond and involved private developer aimed 
to create a residential area that was decidedly different from other suburbs 
initiated by the Vinex policy (Boeijenga and Mensink, 2010). While a large 
number of those has a density of between 20-30 dwelling units per hectare, 
Brandevoort is divided into two parts: one having 50 units per hectare, called 
De Veste, which is a perfected, hence hyperreal simulation of quasi-Medieval 
fortified village, and a second one with 20 units per hectare which building 
professionals described as ‘the outskirts’ (Gemeente Helmond, 1997). 

19 Here, the professionals seem to refer to the ‘Duchy of Brabant’ (formally established at the 
end of the 12th century) that covered a region that is today divided in a Belgium and Dutch 
part. In this region a number of walled and even fortified cities (like Heusden and Grave) 
had been built. North-Brabant is the name of a contemporary Dutch province; Vlaams-
Brabant and Waals-Brabant are two Belgium provinces. 
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2.4.3  Le Medi: attraction in a deprived urban neighbourhood
The Le Medi housing scheme was realized by a consortium consisting of the 
municipal government, two housing associations and a private developer on 
the basis of the umbrella theme of ‘Arabian Kasbah’. The 93 owner-occupied 
row houses, arranged around two narrow streets and a square, are situated 
in the inner city neighbourhood of Bospolder which is part of the Rotterdam 
city district of Delfshaven20. Here, the housing stock consists of enclosed, 
four storey high housing blocks of which the vast majority is social rented 
housing. These days approximately 60% of the inhabitants of the city district 
of Delfshaven have a non-Dutch ethnic background21. 

Delfshaven is an area where an integral urban renewal operation has been 
planned with the settlement of middle and higher income groups as a key 
objective. Dutch scholars describe this objective as state-led gentrification. 
Uitermark et al. (2007, p. 138) argue that, although the shift towards 
a market-orientated policy took place, the gentrification is not totally 
subordinate to market forces because actors act against ‘sound business logic’ 
to invest in areas which have not the best potential to make profit. Le Medi 
is one of the housing schemes where the state-led gentrification became 
apparent. The driving force behind the realization of Le Medi was the launch 
of Rotterdam’s policy of cultural pluralism between 1998 and 2002, referred 
to as ‘the multicoloured city’, whereby migrants were stimulated to express 
cultural diversity in literature, art, music, built environment and so forth (a 
policy that has been changed from the 2003 onwards, see Van der Horst and 
Ouwehand 2011). This policy was a fertile breeding ground for the initiators 
of Le Medi (a Moroccan immigrant and a Dutch urban planner) to express, 
at first, Arabian culture in architecture, and secondly, to market it as a new 
residential commodity for the urban middle class. The Moroccan initiator 
suggested in an interview:

“.. We thought that it ought to be possible to combine architectural codes 
that refer to Mediterranean building traditions - these beautiful elements! 
- with the Dutch context to make something magnificent. With this you 
go beyond the problem of whether you should carry out one particular 
identity .. If we make a fusion then we avoid discussions like ‘we get 
Kasbah’s, we get enclaves, we set certain social groups against others, 
and so on’.. That’s why I said from the beginning that we will combine 
‘concrete’ with ‘poetry’ .. I want to use themed architecture and housing 
as a political instrument, last but not least, to provoke Dutch society. [..] 
We create something beautiful, something new. It is a new product.” 
AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, oCToBER 16, 2007

20 The planning process started in around 2000 and the first houses were delivered in 2008.
21 www.cos.rotterdam.nl [RotterdamDATA]
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figure 3  photo of the inside of le Medi: the central square is owned and 

 managed by the residents.  photo by sabine meier

Moroccan culture is being stigmatized in the Netherlands, and the 
assumption is made that a reference to ‘pure’ Arabian or Moroccan building 
traditions would be unattractive to the non-Dutch and the Dutch middle 
classes (Meier, 2011). Therefore, a mix of themes is preferred. From the 
marketing point of view an adjacent attraction is created: Dutch culture 
(symbolized by concrete) and Arabian traditions (synonym with poetry) were 
set next to each other. In line with Zukin’s (2010) observation, the initiator 
had the idea of producing an authentic product in the sense of being 
innovative and creating a historically new experience by using collectively 
known cultural signs.

2.5  Practices of theming

The theming practice of Noorderhof, Brandevoort and Le Medi has developed 
in slightly different ways. However, in all cases the focus was on the 
invention of an umbrella theme (divided into sub themes) and key narratives 
(see table 1).
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Table 1  Main characteristics of the practice of theming: theme, narratives, codes 

NaMe NoorDerhof BraNDeVoorT le MeDi

building profession-
als’ objectives

(1) Attract 
middle classes to 
deprived post-war 
neighbourhood

(2) Housing 
association aims to 
be ‘progressive’ and a 
pioneer (breaking with 
Dutch functionalistic 
planning paradigm)

(1) Expansion of owner-
occupied housing for 
the middle classes 
(Vinex policy)

(2) Helmond competes 
with Eindhoven 
for middle classes 
(spatially mobile 
capital) 

(1) Attract middle 
classes to a deprived 
urban neighbourhood

(2) Consortium aims 
to be ‘progressive’ and 
a pioneer (breaking 
with negative image 
of Moroccan culture in 
Netherlands)

umbrella theme

subtheme 

Traditional European 
small town 
Enclave around the 
church

Traditional Brabant’s 
small town
Imagined old city 
centre: fortified 
Brabant’s village (De 
Veste) 
‘outskirts’ around the 
imagined fortress: 
Garden City (De 
Buitens)

Arabian Kasbah

Mediterranean oasis
Mediterranean 
ambience

key narrativesa (1) Embedding 
Noorderhof at its 
location means 
restoring a ‘traditional 
place’ for the church (in 
the middle of the small 
town and as a centre 
for the community)
 
(2) Convincing 
ambiance is achieved 
by enclosement and 
diverse facades

(1) Embedding 
Brandevoort at its 
location means 
creating a ‘naturally 
developed town’ with 
an imaginary origin 
core and scattered 
settlements around it

(2) Competition with 
villages nearby is 
needed

(1) Embedding Le Medi 
is an attempt to embed 
exotic architecture into 
the multiethnic, urban 
neighbourhood
 

(2) The ‘new 
Rotterdam citizen’ is 
cosmopolitan: a fusion 
of Dutch and Arabian 
culture is an adjacent 
attraction 

architectural 
codesb

Small-scaled housing 
block, diverse facades; 
old trees; different 
kinds of residential 
squares; vertical 
windows 

Small-scaled housing 
block, gable roof, 
diverse facades, 
wooden roof ledge, 
molded window 
frame, bench and old 
fashioned street lamps

Small-scale housing 
block, water fountain, 
roof terrace, enclosed 
square

a Legitimizing the usage of themes in planning practice
b Codes which are concretized (written down, described) in beeldkwaliteitsplan or masterplan 
 (aesthetical codebooks)

All the houses at Noorderhof were built on new ground and replaced old 
school buildings which were razed. A church, built in the 1950s by the Dutch 
traditionalistic architect Granpré Molière, was symbolically re-situated 
at the core of the new development. Together with the district chairman, 
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the housing association selected Krier and Kohl architects who they knew 
favoured neotraditional architecture. In order to simulate an “authentic 
location for the old church”, the umbrella theme was accompanied by two 
key narratives. The first one concerned the making of an inward-looking, 
hence convincing residential ambience. The developer of the housing 
association asserts that, for him,

“..an enclave could not be strong enough. I do not favour gated 
communities but I think it is a quality that if you enter Noorderhof 
today you feel as if you are a guest [...] These days, it is crucial to create 
convincing residential ambiences.” AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, oCToBER 1, 2008

The quotation captures the developers’ conviction that spatial enclosure not 
only makes it possible to create a ‘convincing ambience’, but that this form 
is probably a suitable way to fulfil the middle classes’ desire for a sense of 
community and familiarity (Langdon, 1994; VROM-raad, 2009).

figure 4  a residential street in Noorderhof with the original church on the right 

side. All street names refer to traditionalistic architects. 

photo by sabine meier
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The second key narrative expressed the idea of reconstructing an  original 
location for the church. This idea was highly contradictory: a physi-
cal  remnant, the church, had been embedded in an irregularly shaped, 
 traditional small town despite this urban form as an entity radically break-
ing with the modernistic post-war one. Internal consistency is achieved 
while, at a higher scale level, the enclosed ‘convincing ambience’ is consider-
ably detached from its geographical context. The heightening of the inter-
nal consistency means the image has to be projected that Noorderhof has 
 developed naturally throughout history. A development in time had been 
simulated by the creation of variety and the preservation of a number of old 
trees and different facades. The landscape architect involved recalls that he 
was, in the first instance, opposed to the creation of a hyperreal simulation 
of the past. However, during the planning process he changed his mind:

“I really did not appreciate nor understand why Krier wanted to preserve 
the trees and had therefore even curved the street lines. But admittedly, 
the idea to create an enclosed spatial form seemed to me a pleasant 
contrast to the diffuse and open urban forms that were so characteristic 
for this post-war neighbourhood. Krier said to me “every now and again 
you have to go crazy”. It was then that I changed my mind. From that 
moment onwards I was able to enjoy the idea of working on a simulation 
of the past.”  AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, DECEMBER 14, 2008

Krier and Kohl architects supervised the building of the entire design and 
invented a codebook comprising a range of materials, colours, proportions 
and so on which the contracted architects had to use. 
This strategy they also have adopted to design the Brandevoort master 
plan but the supervision was performed by an urban planner at Helmond 
local authority. In the case of Brandevoort the codebook was much more 
formalized. A consortium comprising the local government of Helmond, 
housing associations and a private developer was formed to realize 
Brandevoort by sharing the risk and investment. The consortium participants 
agreed with each other that a historicized ambience would achieve optimal 
sales. A developer at the time suggested the following when interviewed: 

“I think that architecture is a very important way of creating identity. 
For example through references to the past, or by the building of a salient 
architectural icon. Though anything is possible, the reference to the 
past .. is so natural .. if you refer to history you appeal to a very broad 
target group. From the commercial point of view, it is reasonably safe. 
Nevertheless, I would hate the theming to stay confined to the reference 
to the past. That’s something I would get really tired of.”   
AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, AUGUST 27, 2008
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figure 5.  a street in Brandevoort De Veste with on the right and left side the 

entrances to the inside space (parking places) of the blocks. 

  photo by sabine meier

The argument that history will appeal to ‘a very broad target group’ is partly 
based on market research. The commercial development firm regularly 
carried out surveys via emails that consumers complete and send back. These 
inquiries helped them to tap consumers’ knowledge about (and preference 
for) domestic cultures, functional features and architectural styles. They 
also regularly organized workshops with potential home buyers as one 
interviewee of this firm stated. Besides this strategy and its theming of the 
past, the development firm anticipated people’s attachment to the future 
place by the invention of key narratives. First, it was assumed that people 
who are interested in Brandevoort would be open to sharing the residential 
ambience with like-minded ‘middle-class’ people. Second, Brabant’s 
building tradition has been simulated by an imaginary narrative on how 
Brandevoort had developed during several decades. Advertising and sales 
brochures stated that the quasi-Medieval fortified centre (De Veste) had 
been expanded beyond its walls and, as a result, new green outskirts had 
been developed (De Buitens). This is another hyperreal simulation of natural 
growth. 
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However, the architects who actually transform the guidelines of the 
codebook into architectural design were often averse to creating a hyperreal 
residential ambience. One architect asserted:

“We have our doubts about building at Brandevoort De Veste. We asked 
ourselves whether it was going to turn into some kind of Disneyland? If 
so, it would have nothing to do with the profession of being an architect. 
Then our office decided to carry out the work as long as a high quality 
of the housing schemes was maintained. We said to each other, if it 
becomes Brummagem22 we’ll stop.”  AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, AUGUST 26, 2008

This quotation illustrates his fear of creating fake-architecture because it 
does not fit in with the idea of craftsmanship. 

In contrast to Noorderhof and Brandevoort De Veste, the umbrella theme 
of Le Medi was primarily not invented to lure middle classes to a specific 
place. Instead, an architectural codebook was worked out before a building 
location had been found. The codebook states that roof terraces, a fountain 
and a courtyard combined with architecture with quadrate windows, warm 
colours and hand-made looking bricks were essential for a simulation of an 
Arabian Kasbah. All the building professionals preferred a suburban region 
for its realization but none of the building consortium was able to acquire 
building land outside the city of Rotterdam. They therefore decided to locate 
Le Medi in Bospolder where the housing associations have a substantial stock 
of social housing which has been planned to be replaced by owner-occupied 
housing as provided in the agreement of the urban renewal operation in 
this urban area. At the moment the location was designated, the building 
professionals developed strategies to involve potential home buyers in 
the planning process and to interest them in investing in this deprived 
neighbourhood. Workshops were held with residents of Rotterdam to discuss 
essential features of Moroccan and Dutch culture, drawings were made 
which were intended to represent fusion of these two cultures and inquiries 
were regularly distributed via emails to consumers. Moreover, a small office 
was built for the Le Medi estate agents at the building location, complete 
with a Mediterranean-style interior. The office was used to inform potential 
home buyers about the house and the expected residential ambience. 
Finally, home buyers could arrange their furniture virtually on Le Medi floor 
plans on an interactive website. 

22 means: kitsch in Dutch
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figure 6  The so-called woonplanner (home planner) is an interactive  

website where (potential) home buyers could furnish the  

floor plans of all storeys of the new home.

In order to enable recognition and place embeddedness, the fusion of 
Dutch and Arabian symbols were assumed to fit in the place because the 
neighbourhood itself is a multiethnic neighbourhood. A civil servant from 
the municipality of Rotterdam recalls:

“It [the scheme] does not cater for Moroccans. The initiator only wanted 
to interest Dutch people in the Moroccan culture [laugh]. Okay. Perhaps, 
this idea is too simple. The target group is much broader. The new urban, 
cosmopolitan .. that sounds good .. young people who feel attached to 
Rotterdam, to city life .. a social group that is willing to identify with the 
multicultural place here without wanting to live in a Moroccan enclave.”  
AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, SEPTEMBER 18, 2007

This quotation reflects the idea that the middle classes are assumed to be 
impressed by the imaginary way in which culture is represented. Here, the 
Moroccan culture is manipulated by mixing it with collectively known and 
accepted Dutch culture. As such, it is assumed to represent the cosmopolitan 
lifestyle. However, for the architect the creation of this mixture was a 
challenge: 
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“You get the opportunity to expand your own boundaries due to your 
architectural language. The theming was challenging .. er.. and at the 
same time it was a kind of protection against criticism because you could 
argue that the theme itself “asks” for the architecture I have designed. It 
was actually a reason to change the way of working .. [hesitation] ..as an 
architect you know all these references but to draw them by myself was 
another thing.”  AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, AUGUST 23, 2007

This citation indicates his struggle with theming but also shows that he 
was finally able to see its advantages. He also argues that he tried to avoid 
the making of hyperreality, hence a housing scheme that resembles one in 
a Disneyland theme park. For example, therefore, he refused to implement 
an exact copy of a typical Arab gate in the Dutch context. In his view, just 
the displacement of such a symbol evokes the impression of fake. Instead, he 
designed a parabola-shaped main gate. 

2.6  Conclusion

Due to the shift in Dutch housing policy towards a more market-oriented 
and neoliberal one throughout the last two decades, municipalities 
and housing associations now have an increased interest in the 
commercialization of neighbourhoods and housing schemes ( Priemus, 1996, 
2004). Municipalities can use a themed residential architecture to make 
‘their’ city stand out from others. Likewise, housing associations are able 
to represent them as pioneers who break with the making of monotonous, 
large-scaled (social) housing schemes. Moreover, theming certainly helps 
to focus the various ideas and style preferences of all the consortium 
participants during the planning process and it is also an effective way 
of controlling the architectural result (Mohney and Easterling, 1993; 
McCann, 1995). Building professionals have embraced this development by 
elaborating theming in particular in order to ‘convince’ potential middle-
class home buyers to move to areas with an unfavourable reputation (Meier 
and Reijndorp 2010). In the cases explored, the practice of theming consists 
of the built simulation of a ‘traditional small town’ and the invention of 
key narratives on its imaginary cultural history (Till, 1993). This theme – 
whether it is of a Dutch, European or Arabian origin - seems to be useful 
for the creation of hyperreal, inward-looking ambiences that visually and 
spatially oppose surrounding real space. Because of its well-defined spatial 
boundaries and distinguishable style elements, the entire residential area is 
very suitable for being marketed as a “coordinated aesthetic whole” (Langdon 
(1994). As such, the entity is also likely to be assumed familiar, safe and as 
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place where residential life with like-minded neighbours is possible (VROM-
raad, 2009). Besides the production of a ‘convincing ambience’, building 
agents tap consumers’ unconscious thoughts and knowledge via interactive 
websites, questionnaires and face-to-face workshops. By doing so they were 
able to reveal requirements on floor plans and size or disclose daily routines 
and aesthetic judgments (Thrift, 2006). 

However, both the creation of hyperspaces and the engagement with 
prospective residents seem to have less clear-cut effects due to profit-
making (Sorkin, 1992; Gottdiener, 1997). As the research cases illustrate, 
the building professionals aim to produce housing schemes which are ready 
for sale, but they also create ‘hyperreal’ inward-looking ambiences which 
they (nevertheless) want to fit into the local context and this requires a 
lot of time and money. The architectural theming of the housing scheme 
Le Medi and its marketing campaign, for example, required considerable 
investment, first and foremost because the target group had to be convinced 
by the quality of the housing scheme and the ‘adjacent attraction’ (Crawford, 
1992) of Arabian-Dutch architectural symbolism realized in a deprived urban 
neighbourhood. Moreover, the building agents interviewed claimed that 
creating variety in residential architecture in order to simulate wealth and 
prestige is more expensive than the production of houses which an austere 
architecture and which are all the same. Therefore, they attempted to 
standardize ground floors behind the diverse facades or to save money by 
decorating only the street facades which have to represent the theme and 
ignoring the rear facades. 

Furthermore, the creation of hyperreal residential ambiences also appears 
to be contradictory to commercializing space in the long run. A number of 
building agents were afraid of producing fake-architecture and therefore of 
losing their respectability as a civil servant, a real estate developer or as a 
representative of the housing association compared to colleagues working 
in the same field. The architects in particular who - as contractors - have the 
most dependent position within the planning process were most concerned 
and reserved about theming. To them, the idea of creating hyperspace, and 
hence fake-architecture, conflicts with their perception of craftsmanship 
(Sennett, 2006, 2008). To meet this challenge, the architects developed a 
number of strategies. Some of them struggled to modify the theme in such 
a way that its fits in with forms which are local and common in the Dutch 
context and copy and craft these principles as perfectly as possible. Others 
mould the theme in such a way that an ‘authentic’ new product (Zukin) is 
produced by which they could represent, in turn, their creativity rather than 
craftsmanship. However, in any case, they had to adjust their perceptions 
and actions toward the demand for commercialization of residential space 
and due to the need to get fresh orders in the future.
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 Submitted as: 
Meier, S. and O. Sack (2012) Theming architecture: from classifying styles 
toward theming culture, International Journal.

3.1  Introduction

Theming in architecture has hitherto most often been analyzed as a 
sociocultural process related to commercial culture. Scholars like Sorkin 
(1992), Hanningan (1998), Gottdiener (1997) and Alan Bryman (2004) argue 
that, in a postmodern consumer society, people’s desires extend far beyond 
basic needs like shelter, clothes and food. Rather, desires have continuously 
been reproduced by broadening the functionality of architecture and 
objects with symbolic meaning. This process informs all aspects of cultural 
everyday life (Featherstone 1998). Zukin (1995, 2010) suggests that culture 
- in terms of artistic representation of human capabilities - commutes into 

Abstract. This paper argues that, in order to represent particular 
meaning and thereby attract the attention of the viewer, theming 
architecture is a more general than a specific phenomenon of postmodern 
architecture. Themes in architecture have been invented and used for 
many centuries. In the context of theming historical styles, architects 
and theorists of the nineteenth century related physical construction, 
and with that the structural principle of architecture, to the notion of 
timeless architectural essence. It was out of such a style-related theming 
of construction in the ornamented built form that a new and modern 
identity of architectural design developed. It is argued that, since World 
War Two, many architects and cultural theorists have abandoned the 
idea that there is an architectural essence expressed by its material-based 
structure. Instead, the idea has continuously been put forward that the 
main function of architecture is to be an artistic expression of culture in 
terms of modernity, history or regional building traditions. These days 
no culture seems to be able to escape being themed in architecture which 
distinguishes contemporary themed architecture from architecture of 
earlier periods. 
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mere commercial culture if it first and foremost serves to induce people to buy 
products (so that they primarily act as consumers). Symbolic meaning is, 
for instance, conveyed by architectural forms or by narratives about the 
place and people living there. Following Bryman (2004), contemporary 
architectural theming basically constitutes sources of meaning which are 
external to architecture, like the reference to popular culture, the past or 
future, magical places, certain music genres, literary figures and so on. 

Studies from this perspective are interesting and relevant due to such 
questions as, firstly how and why commercial culture, in particular, 
has become an element of urban planning and architectural production 
(Warren 1994, Zukin 2010), and secondly how consumers use and interpret 
themed architecture (Bagnall 1996, Chaney 1990, Goss 1993). However, the 
studies fail to do justice to the intrinsic capability of architecture to express 
meaning. In other words, while contemporary theming primarily uses this 
intrinsic capability as an instrument for commercialization, architecture 
has been conceived - since it beginnings - as a means of artistic expression23 
(besides as a means to fulfil practical functions).

In general, architecture has the potential to express architectural (i.e. 
self-referential) and/or non-architectural, that is to say external, meaning in 
a concrete visual way. Self-referential meaning engages with meanings 
concerning all levels of architectural design, from spatial layout via physical 
structure to figurative details of the built form. External meaning refers to 
meanings going beyond the immediate realm of architectural design while 
they nevertheless have artistically brought to expression by the means of 
architectural design.

This paper aims to explore how, from the nineteenth century onwards, 
architectural design has been linked to certain themes. It discusses what 
kind of ‘themes’ has been used and which demands have guided their 
artistic implementation. We do not pretend to provide here a complete 
historical overview, but rather an attempt to elaborate the argument 
by discussing, first and foremost, the nineteenth century theming of 
historical styles, including the focus on structure and physical construction 
as well as its change into the subsequent development towards twentieth 
century modernism. Second, attention is paid to the postmodern concept 
of architectural sign, including its focus on architectural language. 
Third, the practice of theming is illustrated by two recently built, themed 
housing schemes in the Netherlands: 1) the new small town of Helmond 
Brandevoort, where a reference to traditional building culture is artistically 
expressed in the urban and architectural design and 2) the housing scheme 
situated in Rotterdam called Le Medi, where a Mediterranean ambience 

23 In this study, artistic expression has been used as a translation of the German expression 
künstlerischer Ausdruck or artistieke expressie in Dutch language (see section 1.2.2).
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has been reproduced. By doing this we want to provide a more balanced 
view on the issue of architectural theming and its limited postmodern 
interpretation.

3.2  Architectural themes from nineteenth century to Modernism

The nineteenth century was a century of historicism. As regards 
architecture, historicism took the form of the so-called ‘battles of styles’, 
that is to say the battle of the revival of Greek and Roman antiquity, of Gothic 
or Renaissance architecture. Regarding historicism as a whole, the reference 
to history should explain architecture, that is its artistic production, as part 
of a historical process, instead of as a result of a universal (divine) order. 
The simultaneous classification of architectural history according to specific 
styles reflected the additional attempt to systemize that historical process. 
Such classification into well-defined styles took place on the basis of design-
related characteristics as well as their connection with certain periods in 
history and specific geographical, mainly European, regions which were 
a fairly new perception at that time. While in the eighteenth century, 
architects and theorist still had a complete different concept of style. For 
instance, Blondel, who was one of the main theorists of classicism, regarded 
style as meaning ‘the authentic character which should be chosen relative 
to the purpose, and was thus the poetry of architecture.’ (Collins 1998:63). 
In contrast to this understanding of style as individual artistic quality, the 
nineteenth century conception of style represented an abstraction from 
the individual architectural artefact and related its design to historically 
determined production. Here, historical styles were (and have been up to 
today) distinguished by the spatial configuration of buildings, the mode of 
physical construction, and their figurative shape.

Two well-known examples of corresponding style-specific characteristics 
are the round arch and vault of Roman antiquity or the pointed arch and 
vault of Gothic architecture. Such classification included a descriptive and 
an interpretative level like the reference to more general characteristics 
and, for instance, to the spatial verticality of Gothic church architecture. 
Furthermore, certain cultural meanings addressed styles while embedding 
them in specific cultural contexts. In this regard, some architects perceived 
the Gothic style as essential Christian architecture (Pugin 1841), while to 
others it represented, first and foremost, German building culture (Bötticher 
1846). Such cultural or national connotations enabled the implementation of 
Neo-styles - like the Gothic revival – to be affirmed and legitimized within a 
wider socio-cultural and national context.
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Besides being the century of historicism, the nineteenth century was 
the century of industrial revolution and, therefore, of economic growth 
and societal modernization that had been unknown until that time. 
From the point of view of architects and theorists, architecture should 
not lag behind socio-economic developments which, in turn, are bound 
up with developments at scientific, engineering and technical levels. 
Instead, architecture should be harmonized with these developments 
and, accordingly, the legacy of pre-modern building history should be 
harmonized with these developments as well. Schwarzer (1995:8) suggested 
that ‘[T]he harmonization of architecture’s pre-modern and modern 
identities would be one of the greatest sources of conflict during the 
nineteenth century.’ This conflict had been solved by exploring building 
history not only as a system of styles, but by also exploring the different 
styles from an explicit rational that is to say from an engineering-technical 
and craftsmen-technical perspective. The former focused on the structural 
concept and corresponding physical construction (promoted by, for example, 
Viollet-le-Duc or Bötticher) while the latter focused on the artesian-technical 
fabrication of a building’s physical construction (favoured by, for example, 
Semper or Ruskin). As a result, both perspectives traced the aesthetics 
of architecture back to its material-structural basis. This connection had 
addressed the notion of revealing a certain timeless essence or ‘truth’ in 
architecture. A truth that enabled the favoured (either Gothic or any other) 
historical style to function as a basis for a contemporary modern, rational 
building style valid for the nineteenth century and for future developments 
in architectural design. 

3.2.1  Core-form versus art-form and the dressing principle
Before continuing with the further development, we want to provide a 
little bit more information on the above-mentioned connection between 
the aesthetics of architecture, on the one hand, and its material-structural 
basis, on the other, We do so by referring to two contributions to the 
architecture-theoretical discourse of the time which were extremely 
influential for the German speaking area: Carl Bötticher’s (1852) theory of 
tectonics and Gottfried Semper’s (1851, 1977 [1860]) principle of dressing. 

The central part of Bötticher’s theory of tectonics is his well-known 
scheme of core-form and art-form. By dealing mainly with the design of 
temples in Greek antiquity, Bötticher conceived the ornamented art-form 
as the artistic expression of a structural principle which, in the case of the 
Greek temple, is the principle of horizontal load (entablature/pediment/
roof) and vertical support (columns). To him the ornamented shape of the 
art-form symbolically expressed - in all its parts and as a whole of these 
parts, from the convoluted and channelled column to the detailed triglyph 
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- the static logic (hence: the core) of the structural principle. Just in their 
interconnection, core- and art-form represented the tectonics of a specific 
building which Bötticher interpreted as the essence architecture as building 
art. 

By contrast, Semper believed the essence of architecture was the result of 
an evolving building practice which he conceived as a culture of building. 
He traced this culture back to four basic and prehistoric building motives, 
associated modes of fabrication and the building materials used.24 His idea of 
tectonics was also bound up with the structural principle of a building, namely 
with skeletal timber construction and its artistic refinement in the built 
form. Furthermore, he referred to tectonics as representing specific aspects 
of building as well as universal cultural meanings and their evolution 
throughout history. From an evolutionary point of view, Semper linked the 
structure of a stone façade, for instance, to the woven structure of what 
he regarded as the original and essential element of space separation: the 
prehistoric spatial enclosure, made by wickerwork and carpets. Due to the 
link with the weaving of fabrics, Semper added to this ‘textile’ context the 
additional cultural meaning of dressing, which he conceived as the most 
essential art of all. As Von Buttlar (1997) points out, it represented the basic 
principle of all kinds of decoration, applied on the body as jewellery, tattoo, 
and garment. By doing so, Semper added further cultural and historical 
meaning to the aspect of decoration and the entire artistic expression 
in architecture. As a consequence, he linked physical construction and 
technical fabrication on the one hand, and artistic expression of the built 
form on the other, in a mere indirect way.

Semper’s principle of dressing was part of a development that ultimately 
resulted in a dualism of these both aspects: the artistic shape changed 
into mere cladding, conceived as being completely independent from the 
underlying physical construction. Accordingly, and in line with the building 
practice at that time, the ‘battles of styles’ changed into an arbitrary 
and eclectic mixture of styles. The architectural production had been 
increasingly criticized as an arbitrary and outdated collection of historicizing 
decoration (see also section 5.2.1). The metaphor of capsule of style and core 

appeared, expressing this transformation from an interconnection towards 
a dualism of artistic expression and physical construction. As part of the 
objective to develop an up-to-date respectively modern style, which was then 
still basically valid, this metaphor contained an additional meaning. The 
core was now conceived as the ‘true’ and modern core which had to get rid of 
the ‘untruthful’ historicizing capsule. Werner Oechslin (1994:6) quotes the 
architectural theorist Joseph Bayer from an article entitled ‘Modern types of 

24 The mound, the roof, the wall and the hearth and their artistic fabrication by: masonry, 
carpentry, wickerwork (weaving) and metallurgy.
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buildings’ from 1886 with the words: ‘…and the actual, true, and essential 
built shape of the age grows with strong limbs inside the conventional 
masks and drapings of style. And when she is completely structured 
and matured to be present, then certainly, the so beautiful ornamented 
historical capsules of style come off, for ever they peel off and the new 
core comes pure and clear to the sunlight’. The idea was that ornament 
would lose its artistic function and the theming of historical styles would 
disappear, at least for quite a while.

To conclude, artistic expression in architecture, realized throughout 
the nineteenth century, was bound up with both the ‘theming’ of specific 
historical styles and the ‘theming’ of structure and physical construction. 
The latter developed out of the first, replaced it and constituted a new and 
modern identity of architecture and artistic expression, namely that of 
spatial design.

3.2.2  Artistic expression of ‘the core’
By leaving behind all historical references, the discussion on physical 
construction as a central element of modern architectural design continued. 
The further developing focus on physical construction and technical 
fabrication of the built form and the appropriate use of building materials 
led to a much more functional and reduced modes of artistic refinement 
of construction in the built form. Additionally, the understanding of 
construction was influenced by the production-related and economic-
related function that had been addressed in the context of modern building 
practice. As a result, the immediate link to artistic expression had been 
superimposed by understanding construction, again as a means of design. 
In this vein, a paradigmatic shift in architecture, namely from building 
art to applied design, started to be expressed which, in turn, characterized 
the understanding of architecture in the first half of the twentieth century. 
In 1928, Siegfried Giedion (1928:58) claimed: ‘Konstruktion wird Gestaltung’ 
(construction becomes design). With this phrase he was attempting to 
express the essence of modern architectural design as it had clearly been 
developed on the basis of the engineer-technical developments of the 
nineteenth century. Hilde Heynen (1999:36) argues that Giedion aimed to 
express the idea that ‘architecture is no longer concerned with representative 
facades and monumental volumes; instead, its aim is to design new 
relationships, based on structural logic.’ With new relationships, Giedion 
basically had in mind the opening up of inside spaces to the outside space. 
In this context he related the new modes of skeletal steel and reinforced 
concrete constructions to the quality of enabling spatial interpenetration 
of inside and outside. In this vein Giedion, like other members of the 
Modern Movement, conceived the new modes of construction as a means 
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of artistically realizing and expressing a principle quality of modern 
architecture: ‘Like no one before him, Corbusier had the ability to make 
resonate the ferroconcrete skeleton that had been presented by science 
(…) We mean the skill with which he knows to translate construction, 
the frame, into a new housing form.’ (Giedion 1995:168). As part of the 
aesthetics of the first ‘machine age’ (Banham 1960), physical construction 
simultaneously changed into a means of ‘theming’ space and spatial use. 

3.3  After World War Two: toward the theming of (everyday) culture

Although the aesthetics of the ‘machine age’ had been realized in many 
European countries between 1920 and World War Two, the corresponding 
identification with the artistic expression of space and spatial use did not 
resolve societal questions concerning the expression of cultural meanings 
like the issue of representation of collective memory and cultural identity. 
Architectural critics like Peter Meyer and, remarkably, Giedion himself at 
a later date, argued that the austere appearance of modernist architecture 
did not meet the need of ‘the people’ to represent their cultural everyday life 
in the built form (Sert et al. 1958). This very human need would go beyond 
functional fulfilment and requires a certain architectural monumentality. 
However, set against the background of totalitarian monumentality, 
architects searched for another, democratic monumentality (Moravansky 
2003). Based on the rational analysis of traditional urban compositions, 
typologies and geometries, several architects attempted to create a 
new monumentality of the human scale - in particular for the housing 
design - via the reappreciation of the city as an artistic entity. Here, the 
artistic expression of separate (residential) buildings was expected to be 
subordinated to a consistent urban structure. After World War Two, this 
viewpoint had been developed further by architects like Aldo Rossi, Peter 
Eisenman, Oswald Mathias Ungers, Léon and Rob Krier and, at later on, by 
representatives of the New Urbanism Movement who were concerned about 
(suburban) residential places (Chapter 2 and 5). 

Moreover, another viewpoint had been developed from the 1960s onwards, 
which aimed not so much at creating a new human-scale monumentality 
but focused instead on new ways of expressing human, everyday culture. 
This entailed a new requirement being imposed on the artistic expression of 
architecture and cities and, consequently, new ways of practicing ‘theming’ 
were invented. 

With the contemporary Dutch way of theming in mind (see below), we 
limit ourselves here to the elaboration of two main threads alongside the 
expression of culture in architecture had been realized. Initially, some 
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architects and cultural theorists claimed that architecture has to be, first 
and foremost, a means of communicating with its users. This view linked 
up well with populist ideas of the design of architecture. Secondly, others 
dealt with the question how architecture could fulfil the need to represent 
(and realize) specific culture and identities without being exclusive. This 
perspective formed, to some extent, the counterpart to the first one. 
Accordingly, the contradictionary issue of regional identity of places in 
terms of their cultural history and traditions had been raised. These issues 
took the centre stage in studies of critical regionalism in particular. 

3.3.1  Architecture as language: denoting function, connoting cultural meaning
As regards the first thread, scholars like Umberto Eco and Charles Jencks 
attempted to relate the spatial design and architectural sign systematically 
to the idea that both are part of a system of signs (Broadbent et. al. 1980). 
They were inspired by the theory of semiotics which has a mixed parentage: 
contemporaneously, but not in collaboration with each other, Ferdinand 
de Saussure, a Swiss linguist (1857 - 1913), and Charles Sanders Pierce (1839 
- 1914), an American philosopher and logician, developed a theory of sign. 
Based on the study of language, De Saussure defined the sign as consisting 
of two components, the signifier, i.e. the sound of the spoken word or an 
image, and the signified, i.e. the concept or thoughts which the signifier 
‘stands for’. The way in which the first component is expressed and the 
second one appears is arbitrary but, in any event, influenced by the specific 
cultural context. Pierce shared this view and his study of signs contributed 
to the search for a concept of truth rather than an exploration of language 
as a structure conditioned by cultural processes. He interpreted the sign 
as a three-part relationship consisting of a vehicle similar to the signifier 
that conveys a perception to someone’s mind, then the pre-existing ideas 
of a person through which the received message is interpreted and finally, 
the real object which is actually noticeable for everybody (and which is a 
collectively known concept for which the sign ‘stands’)25. 

Though different in emphasis, both theories dealt with signs which 
are not architectural in the sense of being a three-dimensional built form 
that could be bodily experienced. After all, architecture is designed to meet 
basic human needs and functions rather than being a mere transmitter 
of signs. Therefore, transferring the theory of semiotics into a theory of 
the architectural form primarily meant exploring the question of how 
functionality is related to its possible capability to communicate. Umberto 
Eco asserted that a certain architectural form ‘communicates’ its function 

25 See for a brief explanation of the theory of semiotics, its parentage and successors: M. 
Gottdiener, Postmodern Semiotics. Material Culture and the Forms of Postmodern Life 
(Oxford UK and Cambridge USA, 1995).
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like a flight of stairs provides the possibility of vertical movement. However, 
this message is not a spoken request (signifier) followed by an inevitable 
behavioural or verbal response. Hence, Eco and Jencks26 admitted that 
architecture does not ‘communicate’ in an unambiguous way but should be 
seen as a sign-vehicle that is basically able to denote its (social) functions and 
connote certain cultural meanings (of these functions). 

In this (semiotic) vein, architecture had been broken down into 
innumerable fragments which were more or less arbitrarily defined. For 
instance, Eco distinguished between three different architectural codes: 
1) technical codes referring to the architectural physical construction (like 
columns, beams, insulation techniques and so on), 2) syntactic codes 
concerning the architectural structural principle (like building typologies, 
geometrical forms) and 3) semantic codes like windows, roof, and stairs. The 
semantic codes were seen as particularly purposeful in terms of denoting 
functions and connoting cultural meanings. 

Similar to Eco and Jencks, Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown and Steven 
Izenour also suggested that the main function of architecture should be the 
legible artistic expression of cultural and symbolic meanings. In effect they 
grappled with the representation of advertising and commercial culture. 
Based on their well-known study of the Las Vegas Strip, they argued in 
favour of a ‘symbolism of the ugly and ordinary’ in order to challenge the 
attitude of modern architects who they conceived as the upper-class, white, 
male and avant-garde (Venturi et. al. 1997 [1972]: 90). The latter were not 
able to meet the desire of many middle and lower class people to decorate 
and express individuality (with sparse means) because they had dismissed 
advertising, and therefore popular culture, as tasteless and vulgar. By 
contrast, builders who had developed affordable suburban condominiums 
like Levittown27 were able to support the owner’s individualism by providing 
a range of ‘commercial vernacular’ housing28. 

Moreover, the Modernist concept of functionalist urban space had been 
challenged or at least enlarged. Venturi et. al. asserted that two-dimensional 

26 Most common are the categories metaphor, words, syntactics and semantics he developed 
in his writings on Postmodern architecture from 1971 onwards (he revised and republished 
his book The Language of Postmodern Architecture several times); the final version is: C. Jencks, 
The New Paradigm in Architecture. The Language of Postmodernism (New Haven and London, Yale 
University Press, 2002). See for a reflection on Jencks’ historiography of ‘The Language 
of Postmodern Architecture’: E. Haddad, ‘Charles Jencks and the historiography of 
Postmodernism’. The Journal of Architecture, 14 (2009), pp. 493-510. 

27 Levittown (New York) had been built at the end of 1940s by the firm of Levitt & Sons 
(founded by William Levitt) who afterwards built a number of comparable suburban 
neighbourhoods.

28 Herbert Gans not only studied one of these Levittowns (Willingboro, New Jersey) but 
also advocated a more ‘human’ suburban architecture which would satisfy functional, 
comfortable and aesthetic needs. See the collection of his writings H. Gans, People, Plans, 
and Policies. Essays on Poverty, Racism, and Other National Urban Problems, (New York, 
Columbia University Press, 1993).
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signs were significant to shape spatial relations rather than buildings 
themselves. The Las Vegas Strip is mainly experienced by car and signs were 
therefore crucial to orientate and to reach destination. By adopting this view, 
they clearly distanced themselves from the ‘orthodox Modern architects’ 
who believed that symbolic meaning ‘was to be communicated, not through 
allusion to previously known forms, but through inherent, physiognomic 
characteristics of form. The architectural form was to be a logical process, 
free from images of past experience, determined solely by program and 
structure..’. Venturi et al. (1997 [1972]) argued that the ‘decorated shed’ 
should been equally valued like the self-referential symbolism appreciated 
by the Modern Movement. This suggested a democratic but nevertheless 
‘commercialized’ monumentality created by symbols and decorated sheds.29

It is striking that categorization of codes by Eco and the ‘decorated shed’ 
of Venturi ignore the intrinsic logic of physical construction and structural 
principle of buildings. Therefore both contrast sharply with the idea of 
architectural essence as conducted by the nineteenth theorists Semper, 
Bötticher and representatives of the Modern Movement. Eco and Jencks 
perceived architecture first and foremost as a kind of projection screen of 
external, cultural meanings, rather than an autonomous object with a 
spatial logic and certain structural principle. To them and to Venturi et al., 
the expression of ‘truth’ by theming styles or physical construction was 
irrelevant. 

3.3.2  Theming regional culture while defamiliarising it 
As regards the second body of thought that deals with theming culture in 
architecture, Liane Lefaivre and Alexander Tzionis shared the idea that 
people’s functional and cultural needs have to guide the architectural artistic 
expression.30 However, in the European context, the theming of commercial 
culture had been criticized by a number of architectural theorists who 
maintained that precisely the disconnection between place and form was 
a poor characteristic of the Modern Movement that had to be overcome31. 

29 This perception is not only based on their study of the Las Vegas Strip but has its roots 
in Venturi’s predilection for the complexity of baroque architecture. M. Delbeke, 
‘Mannerism and meaning in Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture’. The Journal 
of Architecture, 15 (2010), pp. 267-282.

30 Dutch architects like Nikolaas John Habraken and Carel Weeber advocated taking account, 
first and foremost, of the desire of ‘the people’ (N.J. Habraken, 1961, De dragers en de 
mensen. Het einde van de massawoningbouw [Bearers and people. The End of mass housing], 
Amsterdam, Scheltema and Holkema) and Weeber therefore argued in favour of an 
end to welfare state architecture (C. Weeber, 1998, Het Wilde Wonen [The Wild Housing], 
Rotterdam, 010 Publishers).

31 See, for example, Norberg Schulz who elaborated the idea of genius loci, see reference 
below; scholars like John Turner and Amos Rapoport developed the idea of vernacular 
residential architecture as the most intense expression of identification of people with 
place (Rapoport, Amos. 1977. Human Aspects of Urban Form. Towards a Man-Environment 
Approach of Urban Form and Design. Oxford, et. al.: Pergamon Press).
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Lefaivre and Tzionis (1972:31) illustrated in their article In the name of the 

people that disconnection and displacement and the search for fulfilment 
of cultural needs basically lay at the heart of the populist movement which 
was nevertheless contradictory: ‘Design forms have finally been disengaged 
from a normative mould of false authority’ [here, they referred to the 
welfare state rather than the authority of the architects, comments of the 
authors] but building for ‘the mass’ means simultaneously supporting 
‘mass’ consumption whereby ‘the fetishist quality’ of architecture had left 
intact. The populist movement trie[s] to replace the belief in the goodness of 
a universal fetish with the glorified cult of the individualized fetish and by 
dismantling the authority of universal norms, to reject the last remaining 
vestige in the built environment representing the collective nature of 
society.’ Or, to put it simply, the populist movement has indeed provided 
the consumer with more opportunities to participate in, for example, the 
planning process of housing but the consumer is still in a dependent position 
because he or she always needs case to ‘consume’ to fulfil basic needs. 

Whereas this aspect of the populist debate was initially concerned 
with the social position of producers and consumers during the planning 
process, the secondary focus was on the question of how local and regional 
culture could actually be expressed in architecture. This involved advocating 
a reconsideration of the architectural design and the idea of placeness. 
Placeness has often been related to the expression of local or regional 
culture. The concept of regionalism that already had been prominent 
from time to time in different European countries was put forward 
again. However, the revival of this concept presented challenges. While 
architectural theorists like Lefaivre, Tzonis and Frampton appreciated its 
‘commitment to ‘placeness’ and a use of regional design elements as a means 
of confronting a universalist order of architecture’ (Tzonis and Lefaivre 
1990), they denounced its adjacency to unprogressive political regimes such 
as the fascist ‘Heimatarchitektur’ or Picturesque regionalism in the early 
eighteenth century, when pure Englishness and yet a certain socio-cultural 
group had claimed a certain architecture. 

In order to solve the contradictory representation of a place-bound 
but nevertheless universal artistic expression of culture, the method of 
defamiliarisation was introduced which was intended to incorporate 
regional elements in a strange and unexpected, rather than familiar, way. 
By so doing, reference to regional building traditions was possible while 
keeping simultaneously a certain distance from it. By so doing, following 
Lefaivre and Tzonis32, the usage of regional elements did not support the 
emancipation of a regional group, nor was one group being set against 

32 See for a discussion of this concept: S. Amourgis. Critical Regionalism. The Pomona Meeting - 
Proceedings (Pomona, California State Polytechnic University, 1991). 
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another. Through defamiliarisation, critical regionalism wanted to be 
rational, self-reflective and polemic in contrast to earlier regionalisms 
where the indented meaning was to produce overfamiliarisation and hence, 
sympathy and a nostalgic feeling of attachment by the viewer. 

To conclude, comparable with the theory of semiotics, the idea of 
defamiliarisation was being borrowed from literary theory in order to create 
a new view on the artistic expression of regional culture. As such it was more 
a cultural than an architectural strategy (Frampton 2002). 

For architects the distinction between the disliked ‘commercial 
vernacular’ and built forms recommended by critical regionalist still stayed 
unclear. Moreover, the legacy of Learning from Las Vegas played a considerable 
role in strengthening the application of external themes which are rather 
universal in the sense of them being insensitive to the local geographical 
context. In this vein, the contemporary practice of theming ranges from 
the usage of external and commercialized themes (which are often related 
to fake architecture and commercialization of places) on the one hand and 
the theming of physical construction as self-referential meaning which 
celebrates a ‘supermodern’ architecture, on the other. Both are in conflict 
with the idea of creating placeness. In architectural practice, ‘making the 
difference’ by reference to local and regional cultures is contradictory and 
elusive as the two examples below will illustrate. 

3.4  Two examples of contemporary theming in Dutch housing 

3.4.1  Theming (regional) culture to make the difference 
One approach to ‘make a difference’ by referring to regional characteristics 
is the anatomization of regional building cultures into structural and 
spatial principles like geometry, symmetry, spatial proportion, compactness 
and so on. This approach is based on the rationalist point of view and 
has basically been perpetuated by representatives of the New Urbanism 
movement (McCann 1995; Marshall 2003). The architect Douglas Kelbaugh, 
for instance, advocated an abstract and rather rational kind of side-specific 
design (that he related to the concept of genius loci33) which constitutes 

33 In the book Genius Loci. Towards a Phenomenology of Architecture (London, Academy Editions 1979) 
Christian Norberg-Schulz attempts to relate ‘structure’ of places to ‘meaning’ given by 
people to it. He argues that ‘structure of place ought to be described in terms of ‘landscape’ 
[ i.e. natural place, note by authors] and ‘settlement’ [man-made place note by authors]. Landscape and 
settlements are spaces with character: ‘space’ denotes the three-dimensional organization 
of elements which made up a place while ‘character’ denotes the general ‘atmosphere’ 
which is most comprehensive property of any place.’ (p.11). Particularly settlements are 
meaningful to people. ‘From the beginning of time man has recognized that to create a 
place means to express the essence of being.’ (p.50). Hence, Schulz’ concept of genius loci 
refers to the genius of the locality where peoples’ life takes place and specific natural or/and 
man-made characteristics of the loci (p.18).
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traditional typologies of cities and buildings rather than the implementation 
of coincidentally chosen historical style elements34. In this vein, Krier 
and Kohl architects again implemented primary spatial principles of 
the traditional European town in order to design new residential areas. 
They prefer the ‘traditional approach to the city in which buildings are 
components of the urban fabric and in which this fabric defines the urban 
spaces’ and suggest that ‘typologically similar buildings must differentiate 
themselves formally, so that they can be places of identity.’35 

In the Netherlands, they designed a number of housing projects like 
Noorderhof and Meander in Amsterdam and suburban neighbourhoods 
like Citadel Broekpolder and Helmond Brandevoort. In the latter case they 
were asked to design an entire new ‘traditional’ small town that includes 
references to the rural building culture of the region of Brabant. 

figure 7  ‘Real’ original: traditional farmhouse of the region of Brabant (Mierlo).

 photo by sabine meier

34 See Doug Kelbaugh, ‘Towards an architecture of place: design principles for critical 
regionalism’ in S. Amourgis. ibid, p. 181 - 188. His argumentation is contradictionary. On 
the one hand, he argues that the reference to traditional typologies is a means to create 
side-specific design: ‘[w]hat makes a place unique is worth celebrating and protecting 
with architecture: finding and keeping the differences that make a difference’ (p.182). 
On the other hand he suggests that critical regionalism is more an attitude of building 
professionals rather than a style. Architects and planners should be aware of five ‘senses’ 
while designing: the senses of place, nature, history, craft and spatial limits. 

35 http://www.archkk.com/about_us; visited on 29 of May 2012.



Living in imaginary PLaces

60

They designed a small town with a centre and surrounding outskirts. The 
centre, with its enclosed housing blocks and clearly defined entries, refers 
to fortified towns built throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
The architecture of the centre is, in our view, ambiguous, at least, as regards 
its embeddedness in the regional context (Figure 2). Although the architects 
analyzed the typologies of several Dutch small (fortified) towns in the region 
and intended to include references to it, the spatial principle (the enclosed 
small-sized housing blocks) actually outbalances the reference to local 
characteristics. The low-density housing outside the centre seems to be a 
better reflection of the regional austere, small-scaled, scattered building 
culture (Figure 8). Although some houses also include features that are 
reminiscent of American suburban housing schemes based on the guidelines 
of New Urbanism (examples are the lack of difference between the street and 
the sidewalk, the front gardens, the white low wooden fences and wooden 
terraces) (Figure 9).

figure 8  photo of the surrounding new ‘suburban’ area of helmond 

Brandevoort, known as De Buitens.   photo by sabine meier
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figure 9  on the right: green zone with bridge and edge of De Veste; on the left: 

less-dense housing just outside the centre.  photo by sabine meier

Another approach to ‘make the difference’ is the idea of fusing references to 
different cultures. For example, contemporary Dutch architects like Wilfried 
van Winden (2010), Jeroen Geurst, and Korteknie and Stuhlmacher architects 
claim that the fusion of Western and non-Western building cultures 
alone could create a new artistic expression. The latter two architects 
designed a housing project (known as Le Medi) that is situated in an urban 
neighbourhood of Rotterdam. It consists of rows of houses bound together by 
a wall. From the outside, the project therefore looks like an enclosed housing 

block. 

figure 10  Photo of the outside of Le Medi.  photo by sabine meier
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The architect Geurst explained in an interview (authors’ interview The 
Hague, 23 August 2007) that the aim of the local municipality and a couple 
of housing corporations was to express artistically the non-Dutch cultural 
background of some inhabitants of Rotterdam in residential architecture. As 
a result, Mediterranean architectural and urban elements were anatomized 
and implemented into the Dutch context. 

‘At an urban level’, the architect argued, ‘a number of ‘icons’ were 
invented which are able to evoke a Mediterranean ambience: an archway, 
a fountain, an enclosed square, water .. at any time, we were in search 
of Mediterranean design elements which are in accordance with local 
characteristics like the material brick or a certain manner of detailing. We 
did not attempt to make the architecture more exotic, but rather relate 
the two building cultures with each other .. Sure, it is a kind of mixture, 
a kind of fusion of elements that I do like personally. Hence, you could not 
exactly trace them back to specific roots .. the design also expresses your 
own knowledge and personal manner of designing.’ 

figure 11  The study by architects Korteknie stuhlmacher, who were inspired by 

‘characteristics of North-african houses like symmetry, direct relation 

between the outside and inside at ground floor level .. and the filtration 

of light through filigree constructions’36. These filigree constructions 

refer to the traditional Mashrabiya window made of wood latticework. 

See gazebo in the white house on the right of Figure 12.

The quotation illustrates the architect’s search for defamiliarisation of 
traditional (Mediterranean) culture by fusing it with Dutch building culture 
while Korteknie and  Stuhlmacher architects chose to defamiliarise by fusing 
it with modern building techniques (Figure 11). 

36 http://www.kortekniestuhlmacher.nl; 6th June 2012
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figure 12 street on the inside of le Medi; the white house was designed by 

Korteknie Stuhlmacher.  source: geurst en schulze architecten

To sum up, as regards the artistic expression of regional building traditions 
in recently built Dutch residential architecture, the two approaches do 
react to the regional geographical context. However, the reason to do 
so seems not to be guided so much by the idea of ‘critically’ expressing 
regional differences, but rather by a focus on reinvention and fusion. These 
approaches tend to lead to universal rather than locally bounded artistic 
expression. 

We therefore argue that the creation of placeness by referring to 
traditional regional building cultures seems to be a theoretical construction 
that, in practice, is dominated by the search for uniqueness and continual 
innovation. External themes (historical small town, Mediterranean 
ambience) were used to ‘make the difference’ while outbalancing continuity 
with local building traditions. This feature is nowadays consistent with 
the idea of commercializing regional distinctiveness. However, there no 
longer appears to be any need or pretension to ‘critically’ refer to a particular 
traditional building culture. 
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3.5 Conclusion

Theming architecture - in terms of using self-referential and external 
themes in order to design buildings - took several forms from the nineteenth 
century onwards. The motivations for expressing meaning with a certain 
artistic expression appear to be different, though continuous perceptions 
were also observed.

 Nineteenth century theorists like Viollet-le-Duc, Bötticher and Semper 
related first and foremost the physical construction, and with that the 
structural principle of architecture, to the notion of timeless architectural 
essence. Throughout the beginning of the twentieth century, the ornament 
lost its artistic function. This is a rationale which we did not elaborate here 
in detail37. Instead, we have suggested that, in succession to the emerging 
dualism of physical construction and ornamental shape, construction 
continued to play a central role in the evolutionary development towards 
modern architecture. At the end of this development, construction 
had changed from content to an instrument of theming and becoming an 
artistic expression of modernization and modernity in architecture. The 
corresponding austere artistic expression of modern architecture had been 
criticized due, for example, to its lack of ability to represent collective 
memory and cultural identity and therefore its lack of monumentality. 

After World War Two, this criticism had been complemented mainly by 
cultural theorists who claimed that artistic expression should, above all, 
be intelligible and legible for lay people, that is for most of its users. The 
invention of new themes in the form of signs, codes of expressions and the 
like was no longer intended to represent architectural essence. Instead, 
scholars like Eco and Jencks searched for appropriate ways to communicate 
functionality by inventing self-referential and new external themes. 
Besides, however disputed, the study of the Las Vegas strip had basically 
pioneered the entry of populist ideas into architectural artistic expression 
by advocating the theming of commercial culture. Remarkably, in the 
meantime, this idea has become obsolete because, apparently, the reference 
to whatever culture in architecture seemed to serve commercialization 
of architecture and place. Or, to paraphrase Zukin (2010), the artistic 
expression of architecture became part and parcel of an all-encompassing 
symbolic economy. Culture was expressed by ‘supermodern’, regional, 
historicized, fusion architecture and so on. These days, building and human 
cultures seem to be unable to escape from being themed. 

To conclude, the increasing interest of architects in cultural theory on the 
one hand and the engagement with architecture by cultural theorists on the 

37 see for an elaboration of this rationale for example Moravansky (2003) and chapters within 
‘het kritisch apparaat’ in Heynen et.al (2001), pp.673-878.



65

3 Theming architecture: from classifying styles toward theming culture

other, can be seen as a sea change (cultural turn) due to the requirements 
imposed on the architectural artistic expression. Put briefly (and simply), 
the representation of cultural identity exceeded, or at least equally 
complemented, the expression of modernity and technical progress by 
mere physical construction. On the other hand, while building techniques 
became standardized and therefore part of the ‘mainstream’, technical 
progress in the sense of being modern and up-to-date has increasingly been 
expressed via new building materials or new technical personal equipment. 
Accordingly, the building facade as a ‘capsule’ had been set completely free 
to absorb cultural meanings like a reference to regional traditions and the 
idea of craftsmanship. 

As the examples have illustrated, some contemporary architects have 
used this ‘freedom’ to create a new civic monumentality of the human 
scale expressed by the enclosed housing block, combined with facades 
decorated with historical style elements. At the same time, others have 
attempted to create ever new artistic expressions by fusing different 
traditional building cultures. Both notions are evidence of the search for 
legitimization of contemporary design by referring to traditional building 
cultures. In the nineteenth century, architects and theorists also attempted 
to develop a whole up-to-date style by referring to historical styles. The 
sense of continuity apparently always serves the creation of a timeless but 
nevertheless up-to-date architectural artistic expression.
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Abstract. Throughout the last two decades, the renewal process of de-
prived neighbourhoods in the Netherlands has more and more been ac-
companied by place marketing. Part of this place marketing strategy is 
to theme new homes. Main target group for new housing schemes is the 
urban middle class. This social group is assumed to appreciate multieth-
nic vibrant city spaces. Nevertheless, they hesitate to buy a home in a de-
prived neighbourhood by reason of safety and prestige. With the creation 
of a themed and semi-gated housing project in Rotterdams’ neighbour-
hood Bospolder, called Le Medi, building professionals attempt to provide 
a residential ambience which is able to convince people to settle down. 
The theme ‘Arabian Kasbah’ symbolizes an exciting but safe urban resi-
dential place. This paper deals with the question how far theming, on the 
one hand, and semi-gated spatial enclosure, on the other, affect peoples’ 
locational choice. Due to this question, the group of interviewees could 
be categorized into three subgroups. First, there are young people with 
a Dutch background who strongly identify with the theme while spatial 
enclosure is besides the point for them. Second, for the interviewees hav-
ing a non-Dutch ethnic background enclosure is important cause of safety 
reasons while they fear for stigmatisation caused by the theme. The third 
group, Dutch families, appreciate the theme and in particular the feature 
of enclosure meets their search for safety for their children. 

4.1  Introduction

Since the beginnings of the 1990s, Dutch national housing policy 
stimulates socio-economic ‘mixing’, i.e. the attraction of middle classes 
to disadvantaged neighbourhoods (Ministry of VROM 1997). Traditionally, 

38 This chapter has been translated and sligthly changed. 
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these groups are expected to be politically engaged, economically stable and 
to produce a vibrant cultural climate (Butler 1995, Van der Land 2007). Urban 
middle classes identify with urban life because it offers opportunities for a 
wide range of cultural and symbolic consumption. Moreover, they expect a 
safe and high quality residential environment including good educational 
infrastructure for their children (Zukin 1982, 1998). Though, to meet their 
sophisticated desires and lifestyles, Dutch building professionals have 
developed at least two strategies: the building of preferred types of housing – 
such as homes with ground-level access and a garden – and the creation of an 
attractive environment for these groups to live in. Second, the architecture 
itself is intended to generate interest. Building professionals attempt to 
transform the ambiguous ‘identity’ of deprived neighbourhoods into a more 
positive one by means of themed architecture and place marketing (Meier 
and Ouwehand 2009). Therefore, new housing projects are sometimes 
part of strategies of place marketing: stories which are repeated told about 
the homes and the neighbourhood are applied to salient architectural and 
urban forms. In this vein, techniques from the field of commercial product 
marketing have increasingly been used to promote various kinds of places 
(Burgers 1992, Hospers et.al. 2011). 

However, the development of commercial product marketing is based on 
clearly definable characteristics of consumer goods with a fairly predictable 
use and purpose, while the characteristics of cities and their social use 
are more complex. Ashworth and Voogd (1994) show that city marketing 
is not so much a question of defining and promoting a city’s most specific 
characteristics, but rather of changing its whole image, for example by 
means of a brand. A brand is a physical and/or sociopsychological theme 
that is associated with a specific place. A variety of residents and visitors 
are supposed to identify with (Kavaratzis and Ashworth 2005). A brand can 
represent a whole city, as in the motto ‘Iamsterdam’ for Amsterdam. 

During the regeneration of old and post-war urban districts, policymakers 
and planners often choose to promote the sociophysical change with a 
brand, which usually comprises a slogan incorporating the name of the 
district, a logo and an accessible ‘story’ of the regeneration. The brand is 
continually brought to people’s attention through various media, not only 
to improve the image of the district as a whole but also to persuade people to 
come and live there (Reinders 2007). 

As regards the realization of new housing schemes, building professionals 
tentatively have started to build themed, enclosed or even gated housing 
projects within deprived neighbourhoods (Meier and Reijndorp 2010). These 
projects are small-scaled, have collectively owned, enclosed spaces and are 
characterized by a safe and manageable ambience (Lohof and Reijndorp 
2006). Because a not insubstantial part of the Dutch urban middle classes are 
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(young) families who are interested to stay in inner city districts (Boterman 
et.al. 2010, Karsten et.al. 2006; Karsten 2007), building professionals 
regularly advocate the building of single-family, owner-occupied homes 
there.

Studies of social mixing in deprived neighbourhoods have so far paid 
little attention to the meaning of themed housing developments for middle-
income groups. This is remarkable given that contemporary policymakers 
and planners almost always seek to create new place identities or improve 
places’ reputation by means of theming; for example by theming landscape 
elements, the past or metaphors such as ‘village’ or ‘living at a castle’ (De 
Graaf 2006; Lörzing et al. 2006; Lupi 2008; Woonbron and Staedion 2006). 
However, how themes are artistically expressed in new housing schemes 
depends on the degree of consistency with which the themes have guided 
the design process as well as the marketing strategy. New housing can, for 
example, be sold with a brand that is entirely independent of the design 
themes (see section 6.3). In this vein, the metaphor ‘traditional small town’ 
can in principle be realised with austere, modernistic architecture as well as 
with historicized forms like saddle roofs, wooden terraces, and so on. 

In the case of the Le Medi, the producers have invented the theme 
‘Mediterranean ambience’ that has been very consistently implemented 
from the beginning right up until the homes have been handed over: the 
aim was to create a Mediterranean ambience through architecture, and the 
subsequent marketing was based on the branding of that ambience. For 
several years now, the entire district Bospolder-Tussendijken has been the 
object of urban regeneration. At the same time cultural diversity of the local 
residents and the consumption of exotic, multicultural products have been 
promoted (Gemeente Rotterdam 2006). 

This article examines, first, whether the theming in Le Medi influences 
the decision of home buyers to buy a house there. These home buyers 
are supposed to be members of the Dutch urban middle classes due to 
their degree of sociocultural and economic capital, lifestyle, patterns of 
consumption and aesthetic preferences (Ministry of VROM 2007, Karsten 
et.al. 2006 and see section 1.4.1). Second, this paper focuses on the home 
buyers’ narratives on their residential choice. It has been supposed that 
residential choice is a decision that is only taken if the buyer is willing to 
identify with the new home and its location. In order to discover how this 
identification takes place, I held interviews with 24 buyers before they 
moved in. It has been focused on personal narratives that contain emotions 
like doubt, hope and further judgements about the self and others, about 
aesthetic and functional characteristics of the architectural and urban 
design (Appendix C).
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4.2  Residential choice and urban middle classes  

When people have the opportunity to choose a new home, the decision 
to buy a home in a particular location depends on rational and practical 
considerations which are accompanied by emotions. At that point, the 
owner-occupied home becomes what Nussbaum (2001) refers to as an 
‘intentional object’: an object that evokes emotions and to which people 
attach significance and value. Choosing a new place to live is, moreover, 
a point at which one has to become familiar with a new socio-physical 
environment and redefine oneself in relation to others and the new 
environment. Giddens (1991:75) describes social identity as a process in 
which we continually reflect on our actions, knowledge and experience, 
and on our emotions in order to come to ‘a coherent and rewarding sense 
of identity’. Our self-image is made explicit in narratives about our actions 
(section 1.5). As regards the home buyers’ narratives, I focus on narratives 
that contain judgements about the self and others, about aesthetic and 
functional characteristics of architecture and urban design, and about 
the theming that communicates the Mediterranean ambience. In these 
narratives, the social construction of self and self-worth plays an important 
role. Besides, a sense of social distinction in relation to the other people 
who will share the immediate environment and neighbourhood has been 
expressed. 

4.2.1  Urban middle classes
In academic literature, the middle classes are traditionally taken to be white-
collar workers. Bourdieu (1984) refers to a specific group of white-collar 
workers as the ‘nouvelle petite bourgeoisie’. According to him, from the 1970s 
onwards, this group practises new occupations in cultural and service sectors 
for which there were not yet clear-cut admission requirements. As the people 
in this group are not ‘born into’ a social class with self-evident privileges 
and have not had a conventional education, they attach great value to a 
non predetermined life course. Leading a dynamic life shapes their sense 
of self (Featherstone 1991). Mostly they see themselves as ‘professionals’, 
artists or intellectuals. Through a consumptive lifestyle (e.g. preferring 
certain foods, participating in selected cultural activities and purchasing 
products to create prestige), they socially construct and reproduce self-worth 
and social disposition. This conspicuous consumption is characterized by 
distinguishing oneself from others by the consumption of goods with a 
high symbolic value (Velben 1965[1899]). The French philosopher Baudrillard 
(2007, p. 61) describes conspicuous consumption as ‘… [Y]ou never consume the 
object in itself (in its use-value); you are always manipulating objects (in 
the broadest sense) as signs which distinguish you either by affiliating 



71

4 Mediterranean ambience for sale in Rotterdam.  
The appeal of themed housing for the urban middle classes

you to your own group taken as an ideal reference or by making you off 
from your group by reference to a group of higher status.’ How choices 
for the ‘right’ goods of consumption and a distinctive residential location 
are made depends on someone’s habitus. Bourdieu’s (1984) notion of 
habitus is a concept that is closely related to social disposition and (middle)
class formation; a relationship which has been discussed elsewhere in 
detail (Savage et.al 2006, Butler and Savage 1995, Ley 1996, Chapter 5). 
Here, we focus on the argument that habitus is constituted by the degree 
of sociocultural and economic capital through which social disposition 
is represented. Social disposition, in turn, is consistently reproduced by 
personal attitudes, behavioural intentions and individual (aesthetic and 
locational) preferences in everyday life (Duncan and Duncan 2004, Ley 2003). 
Sayer (2005) adds to this view the idea that the search for social distinction 
also depends on moral judgements relating to emotions such as rejection, 
shame, anxiety or guilt. These judgements arise in the day-to-day social 
context and include aesthetic judgements through which the subjective 
desire of belonging to a certain social group is represented. As soon as 
aesthetic judgements are related to social categories, they become aspects of 
moral frameworks. Therefore, “[A]esthetic .. judgements reflect the relation 
between the respective social positions of the judge and the judged.” (Sayer 
2005:79).

As a fraction of the middle class, the urban middle class attempts to 
reproduce social disposition by choosing property at an urban place. Urban 
gentrifiers, as Zukin (1998) calls them, in turn, are part of one fraction of 
the urban middle class. They often define themselves as being cosmopolitan 
and political tolerant (Lees et.al. 2008). They ‘work[ed] as teachers, lawyers, 
artists, writers, creative staff in advertising firms or retail stores and 
government or corporate managers’ and are interested in good food, high 
culture and want to provide a high-quality education for their children 
(Zukin 1998:831). 

4.3  Inventing Le Medi

During its period of office from 1998 to 2002, the Rotterdam municipal 
authority developed the diversity policy of the ‘multicoloured city’ (Veelkleurige 

Stad). The multicoloured city had to be expressed through cultural activities 
and in the built environment. An immigrant of Moroccan origin and an 
urban planner (who works at the Rotterdam municipal authority) developed 
the idea of introducing Moroccan architecture into housing. They launch a 
working group, existing of civil servants of the municipal authority, agents 
of housing associations and an architect, and ask them to identify a number 
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of essential characteristics of the Mediterranean and Arabian building 
traditions. This working group constituted a ‘codebook’ for the design which 
included - next to the required usage of certain brick, roof terraces, colours 
and so on - the prescription of the enclosed urban form, a courtyard with a 
water fountain and a salient doorway (Le Medi 2002). 

figure 13   Plan of Le Medi.  source: geurst en schulze architects

Although, the idea was initially to express the richness of traditional 
Moroccan building styles in Dutch housing, the initiators argued that the 
theming of the project should not be unequivocal Moroccan (Le Medi 2008). 
In the contemporary Dutch sociocultural and political context, Moroccan 
(and Arabian) identity evokes ambivalent associations. In order to create a 
clear-cut positive architectural marker, they incorporated references to the 
entire Mediterranean area. However, the choice to use the architectural 
codes as a potpourri generated another problem: how to avoid the making of 
a housing project that resembles a theme park (where basically an eclectic 
mix of codes serves for an imaginary and artificial ambiance). To get around 
the creation of artificiality, Le Medi’s architect refused to make an accurate 
copy of a ‘real’ respectively typical Arab gate. Instead, a parabola-shaped 
main gate was chosen. 
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figure 14  Artist impression of the parabola-shaped main gate.   source: era contour

Partly as a result of a changing political climate in Rotterdam from 2002, 
the focus shifted from expressing Arabian culture to the theming of a 
Mediterranean holiday-feeling which is captured by the following quotation. 

“… we were sitting around discussing the Mediterranean and so on. 
At one point my friend said: ‘Couldn’t you call your project Le Medi!? 
You have an immediate association with the Mediterranean, holidays, 
beautiful colours, easy communication with others, tolerance, a friendly 
atmosphere – actually, everything that needs to be strengthened in the 
Netherlands!’ First I thought of the name Medina, but that’s too evocative 
of traditional buildings, authentic patio homes inside a walled city. 
It is also Arabian, Arabic-Islamic. Medina? No! There were politicians 
who said: ‘No, not that. Le Medi? OK!’ It has a Mediterranean flavour, a 
Southern European flavour. That is acceptable”   

LE MEDI INITIAToR; AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW 18TH SEPTEMBER 2007)

A building consortium consisting of civil servants of the municipal 
authority, representatives of two housing associations and one private 
developer were the producers. The housing scheme is located in the 
Schippersbuurt area and comprises 93 single-family, owner-occupied homes. 
Along the six rows of houses there are brick walls to give the impression of 
an enclosed housing block. The inward-looking streets and courtyard are 
property of the residents. Access is via five gates that are closed at night. 
Le Medi has been promoted with a brand comprising the slogan ‘Live where 
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the sun always shines’, a Le Medi-logo in red mosaic letters on a white 
background, and the story that the project is an ‘oasis of peace and safety’ 

in vibrant Rotterdam. The story is told in the sales brochure using a mix of 
photographs of Arabian gates, mosaics, Rotterdam eateries, a woman doing 
yoga, the old harbour at Delfshaven, a table set for a meal and so on. The 
photos refer to enjoying food and drinks on a terrace with friends and to 
holidays in warm places.

figure 15  Sales brochure for Le Medi.  source: era contour

4.4  Interviewees and narrative analysis

Contact with buyers was sought at buyers’ meetings. Twenty-two 
households were willing to participate, and fifteen of these were selected (in 
total 24 respondents), allowing for a nearly equal distribution in terms of age 
and cultural background. The project has now been completed, and it has 
attracted buyers from a wide range of socio-cultural backgrounds (Table 1). 
All the interviewees pay a price of between €180,000 and €350,000 for their 
dwelling due the additional features they have chosen to the basic house 
type. 
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Table 2 Native country of all buyers*

Buyers BorN iN % N= NuMBer of Buyers (NoT householDs)

Netherlands 60 83

Morocco 10 14

Turkey 9 13

Surinam 7 10

Germany 3 4

Cape Verde 2 3

Pakistan 2 3

Serbia 1 2

Cuba 1 2

Tanzania 1 1

Ghana 1 2

Iran 1 1

Spain 1 1

100% 139

* 100% means all adult buyers of 84 of the 93 homes; sales as of 14 May 2008. 
 source: era contour zoetermeer

Of the 139 adults who had bought a home before May 2008, 60 percent 
were born in the Netherlands and 40 percent elsewhere. However, 36 
percent of the 60 percent have at least one parent who was born outside 
the Netherlands. If we adhere to the Statistics Netherlands definition of 
‘allochtoon’, 76 percent of the buyers have a non-Dutch background (western 
or non-western). 20 percent are younger than 30 years, half are between 30 
and 39 years of age and almost one-third are aged 40 or older. The majority 
of buyers come from old urban districts in Rotterdam. A few of them come 
from districts near to Rotterdam centre such as Ommoord, Zuidwijk and 
Overschie. 

For the purposes of this research, semi-structured, in-depth interviews 
with 24 respondents and 15 selected households have been held. Their 
ethnicity and education level are provided in Table 3.
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Table 3  ethnicity and education of respondents

eThNiciTy of all respoNDeNTs (N=24) eDucaTioN leVel

Hindustani
Senior Secondary Vocational Education (MBo*) in 
Administration

Moroccan Mechanic / company training course (MBo)

Moroccan Academic education (Wo): Law

Moroccan 
Higher education with an applied emphasis (HBo) in 
Chemistry

Surinamese Pedagogy (HBo)

Turkish No qualifications

Turkish Architecture & Construction Engineering (HBo)

Cape Verdean Biology (HBo)

Iranian Chemistry (HBo)

Dutch Academy of Arts (HBo)

Dutch Cultural Social Work (HBo)

Dutch Institute of Technology (HTS*): Mechanical Engineering

Dutch Education Theory (MBo)

Dutch Youth Education (HBo)

Dutch Personnel Policy & Human Resources (HBo)

Dutch Academic education (Wo): Medicine

Dutch Logistics (HBo)

Dutch No qualifications

Dutch Medicine (HBo)

Dutch Social Work (HBo)

Dutch Social Work (HBo)

Dutch Social Work (HBo)

Dutch Social Work (HBo)

Dutch Cultural Social Work (HBo)

* MBo & HTS: Non-college graduates [(general) secondary vocational education]
** HBo & Wo: College or university graduates [higher vocational or further education]

The vast majority (18 of the 24) of the interviewees have a college or 
university degree, while only 6 have no or a non-college degree. Many of 
them had received education in the field of welfare, chemistry, biology and 
medicine (Appendix B). 

The preference for a certain location, urban form and architecture 
(theme) is related to someone’s sense of self. According to Giddens (1991) 
self-identity is conceived as being socially constructed via personal 
narrative. Personal narrative refers to “stories told by research participants 
(which are themselves interpretive), interpretive accounts developed by an 
investigator based on interviews and fieldwork observation (a story about 
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stories)” (Riessman 2008:6). People construct narratives to give meaning 
to themselves, their relationship with others and - last but not least - their 
relationship with residential place (section 1.5). In the in-depth interviews 
respondents’ reveal their attitudes, including their aesthetical and moral 
judgements, emotions and behavioural intentions. The structure of the 
interviews was based on a list of items which are described more in detail 
in Appendix C. Besides age, gender, education level, kind of education, 
the data recorded included household composition, job details and the 
house price paid. The analysis of the transcripts focused on the process of 
identification with theme, the fact that the project is gated at night, the 
dwelling itself and the location. For this purpose, the interviews were coded 
according to five attitudes, namely the attitudes towards the location, the 
themed architecture, the enclosed urban form, the interviewee’s own past, 
and expectations for the future (Appendix G). 

4.5  Residents’ narratives

4.5.1  Narrative I: Doubt about the location
For the respondents with a Dutch background in particular, Bospolder 
was not at the top of the list of preferred places to live. In many cases, 
they discovered the project by chance, at the Funda website or in an 
advertisement. In the first instance, they were spontaneously fascinated by 
the presented Mediterranean ambience. However, this fascination was soon 
overtaken by disappointment about the location. A 32-year-old man with a 
Dutch background comments:

“We were very enthusiastic. But when we found out where it was we 
thought ‘oh, no… that’s near the Marconiplein, by the Bas van der 
Heijden [shopping centre]… oh no, not there! That’s such a bad area.’ 
When I cycled there to have a look, my first reaction was: ‘no, no, 
no.’ Then we went back again and you see more of the context of the 
neighbourhood, how it’s laid out and, well… that you actually don’t have 
anything to do with the Marconiplein itself.”   

AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 28TH AUGUST 2007

This quote expresses not only disappointment about the location, but also 
the reflection on their doubts: he observes the negative aspects but at the 
same time puts them into perspective. Like him, all respondents state that 
they had doubts. But the level of doubt varied depending on how familiar 
they were with the neighbourhood or how much they knew about it. Those 
who have only visited Bospolder a few times, or do not know it at all, reduce 
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the negative aspects to symbols that they associate with decline, such as call 
shops, satellite dishes or ‘ugly houses’. By contrast, the buyers who grew up 
in Rotterdam West are familiar with the history of drug problems, crime and 
socio-economic problems. The respondents who are involved in the process 
of urban renewal as professionals can also identify locations that are safe, 
not so safe, or have improved in recent years and have confidence in how the 
neighbourhood will develop in the future. A 31-year-old Dutch woman, who 
works as a professional in the welfare sector, says:

“We are able to make our voices heard in Delfshaven. You know which 
organisations and which people to approach. And we’re not the only ones. 
I think you can empower Bospolder if the people who live there know who 
to go to… But you shouldn’t want everything cut and dried, or want to 
know everything in advance. Yes, you have to have confidence – in the 
residents and in the goodwill of the relevant organisations…”.  
AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 21ST AUGUST 2007

A man with a Moroccan background, who originally lived in Bospolder 
moved to Spangen and is now returning, indicates that he is aware of the 
problems but is not concerned by them:

“There are a lot of people who don’t want to live in an old area of the city 
like that. Obviously, it’s often in the news. But we’re not bothered by it. 
Here in Spangen we’ve never had problems either. You get to hear all sorts 
of things … but everyone is busy with their own life. As long as you leave 
people in peace there isn’t a problem. As adults, you do have some control 
over that.” AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 23RD AUGUST 2007

The other respondents, who have less knowledge and experience of 
living in old urban districts, were more uncertain, basically due to the 
reactions of friends, colleagues or family to their purchase of a house in 
that neighbourhood. A 35-year-old Dutch woman, married to a man with 
a Moroccan background, is embarrassed and prefers to refer to the location 
as the whole city district Delfshaven – which is broadly associated with 
the historic centre – and not to the neighbourhood Bospolder within that 
district.

“Woman: ‘The reaction is often: What!? Why on earth are to going to live 
in an area like that! It’s got such a bad name!?’
Husband: ‘At one point she didn’t dare to tell anyone at work either.’
Woman: ‘That’s true, I said: ‘I’m going to live near Delfshaven’.’
Husband: ‘Yes, no, no, I didn’t tell people that. Look, as soon as someone 
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says to me … ‘Are you going to live there!?’… I’m not going to bother 
explaining how nice it is. I won’t do that. Too much negative energy.’  
AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 17TH oCToBER 2007

The feeling of embarrassment is linked to the fear of losing social status. 
Sayer (2005) describes embarrassment as the most social emotion, because 
it is evoked by the individual failure to maintain a social disposition that 
is valued and internalised. Moreover, the perception of the future home 
for their children seems to be important: parents attempt to provide their 
children a childhood within a neighbourhood that has the same (or higher) 
social status than the place where they grew up (Savage 2000). A father of 
Moroccan origin, for example, is concerned that his child will experience 
discrimination as a result of growing up in Bospolder.

4.5.2  Narrative II: Hope for up-grading
For the time being, the negative aspects of the location can be ‘pushed aside’ 
in thoughts. The interviewees focus on the positive aspects of their already 
made decision to move there. Hence, the predominating frame of mind is, 
apart from doubt, hope: all respondents are hoping for ongoing upgrading 
of the neighbourhood Bospolder. They know about the urban renewal 
programme from the media, are involved in it as a professional, and/or 
have seen the improvements as residents of Bospolder-Tussendijken. In 
particular, the construction of the park next to the housing project Le Medi 
- which is in fact a business park with a huge green park above it – is seen as 
indispensable for the improvement of this city district. The urban renewal 
programme serves as a guarantee for a constant exchange value of the homes 
in the future. This aspect was mentioned mainly by Dutch respondents of 
around 30 years of age. They see Le Medi as a stepping stone, and do not 
envisage spending their old age there. Typically, they relate the upgrading 
explicitly to the hope for many different, exotic and luxurious shops and 
restaurants nearby in the future as the following citations capture.

“The area might seem to be nothing but call shops, but when you walk 
along the street you see that there’s a Turkish bakery, a Moroccan butcher, 
a French wine merchant and an Indonesian supermarket. We think that’s 
very special. If people from a different income bracket come to live here 
soon, then these small shops will survive and hopefully others will open 
too! Don’t you think? Then, I think, it will do nothing but good for the 
area.”  MAN, 30, DUTCH BACKGRoUND, AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 23RD AUGUST 2007

“Yes, just a sort of hopelessness, gloom. That’s obviously what I thought 
at first about the Bas van der Heijden [near Le Medi]. Just like the Bas 
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here at the Middellandse Straat: just people who only buy rubbish, eat 
rubbish and feed their children full of sweets. They argue in the shops, 
and the supermarket is much too small, but… since then I’ve been to 
the supermarket there [near Le Medi]. It’s a very big supermarket. It is 
different… At first you think, ‘it’s a run-down district,’ but then we saw 
the new developments around it and… the plan for the park you realise 
that it will soon be a nice area.”   

MAN, 32, DUTCH BACKGRoUND, AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 28TH AUGUST 2007

Furthermore, all respondents define a role for themselves in the upgrading 
process. Half the respondents with a Dutch background are actively involved 
in the buyers’ association activities. Moreover, they want to have social 
contacts with local residents and aim to organise joint activities. A sense 
of solidarity with other groups is evident in the way they speak about 
themselves like this woman.

“… I thought the house, and the whole plan, was very unique. Then 
I thought, yes… perhaps you should give a neighbourhood like this a 
chance… Otherwise, er, whites, shall we say, will never come to live 
there. Then it will always be a black area, perhaps with problems. And if 
that keeps people away too… I thought, yes, we think it’s such a unique 
project, and of course they’re working hard on renovating the old houses.”  
WoMAN, 35, DUTCH, AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 17TH oCToBER 2007

Solidarity with local residents of Bospolder is explicitly linked to the 
willingness to take a financial risk by buying a house at that location. The 
quotation contains the moral judgement that the ‘black neighbourhood’ 
needs ‘white people’ (which is their own peer group) to progress. Thus, 
taking a financial risk is being compensated with a sense of pride and 
satisfaction. Some of the respondents see themselves as pioneers and creative 
people because they have invested in a home in the deprived neighbourhood 
Bospolder. They perceive themselves as a member of social group who ‘dare’ 
to accept insecurity. A pride that comes to the fore in the following citations 
of two young 30-year-old women with a Dutch background argue.

“I think the buyers who are moving in now, and the buyers we’ve met so 
far, are a certain type of person: there is something that appeals to them 
about living in the city, in a neighbourhood that is evolving. They’re a 
certain type of person – people with a really positive approach and who 
also dare to invest in something when we don’t really know how it will 
turn out.”  AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 18TH JULY 2007
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“[Le Medi] attracts a different sort of person. People who think… who 
are more broad-minded… there are a lot of creative people. That is what 
struck me. A lot of people who are culturally active… yes… not so narrow-
minded.” DUTCH WoMAN, 29, AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 5TH SEPTEMBER 2007

Respondents with an ethnic background do mention the sense of pride at 
having the courage to take a financial risk. Neither do they mention the 
sense of being a pioneer or the preference for more luxurious shops and 
multicultural, exotic places to eat and drink. For this group, upgrading 
means, above all, the presence – or return – of middle-income Dutch people. 
In the interviews, some of them oppose themselves to other immigrants who 
they perceive as anti- social and thus these people damage the reputation of 
the whole ethnic group. Some interviewees with an ethnic background make 
sure that there is a relationship between a higher standard of behaviour and 
home ownership. A man (38) of Turkish origin, who is married to a Turkish 
woman, explains for example:

“On the way to a buyers’ meeting I met a friend who asked: ‘What are 
you doing here?’ I said: ‘I’m planning to buy a house here.’ ‘What??’ he 
said, ‘it’ll be all Moroccans and Arabs who live there. Why do you want 
to be among all those Arabs!?’ I had to laugh about that, but we had the 
same thoughts too. But there were many more Dutch people than I was 
expecting. I think that’s a good thing. .” 
…
It’s simply a fact that owner-occupied homes… the people who come to 
live in them are more decent! Yes… [tries to find the right words] They 
look after it. They’re more socially minded, it’s… it can help to stop the 
decline a bit. The overall decline.” AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 23TH JULY 2007

All non-Dutch residents are reassured by the fact that many of the buyers in 
Le Medi have a Dutch background. Some of them were concerned that the 
theme would discourage people with a Dutch background from living there.

4.5.3  Narrative III: My Mediterranean ambience
As the respondents had not yet moved to Le Medi when they were 
interviewed, they relate the narratives about themselves and others to 
the visualisation of the project in the sales brochure. People with a Dutch 
background naturally think of holiday spots in Southern Europe or other 
‘warm’ places. They indicate Le Medi as a mix of western, non-western 
or imaginary culture and building traditions. It is precisely this mix that 
encompasses uniqueness and ‘un-Dutchness’ as a conversation of a young 
Dutch couple captures.
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“… in Italy you have those small charming villages and little streets, 
and there are houses painted in bright colours. The sun is always 
shining there, you’re on holiday. Obviously they’re trying to recreate 
that atmosphere in Le Medi. But to me it doesn’t really feel typically 
Moroccan… no, to me it seems more as if they have taken that and 
‘packaged’ it in the Dutch style.” Her husband answers: “ Obviously, this 
type of home is not typically Dutch… [hesitates] You see, normally you 
feel as if you’re living in a goldfish bowl. You have a very big room that’s 
8 metres long, with a window at each end. In general, that’s what Dutch 
terraced houses are like. You don’t have that feeling here at all!”  
AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 16TH AUGUST 2007

The respondents with a non-Dutch, ethnic background judge the urban 
enclosed form and the architectonic symbolism in terms of a synthesis 
of western and non-western building traditions. For some, these are 
reminders of their native country. They appreciate the gesture: the fact that 
policymakers and urban planners have used Arabic or other ethnic symbols 
in the Dutch context. However, they do associate it with safety, relaxation 
and privacy; it does not evoke a holiday feeling. A man (38) with a Turkish 
background comments:

“It’s pure Mediterranean, but it’s not our area! It’s also Dutch: too rigid. 
It’s something like the coast of Morocco, between Libya and the Aegean 
perhaps. But it isn’t Turkey. This feels purely North African to me.’
Interviewer: ‘Which symbols remind you of North African building 
styles?’
Respondent: ‘First, the arched gateway, and secondly the block-like 
facades. Third: because it’s hot there, you always have thick walls and 
small window openings. You have that association straightaway with the 
small windows. But it’s just as if a Dutchman has married someone from 
North Africa, and this is their child.”  AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 23TH JULY 2007

Although all respondents were fascinated by the theme Arabian Kasbah, 
interviewees with a Dutch background attach greater value to the 
externally visible symbolism than the respondents with a non-Dutch ethnic 
background. A woman, who moved to the Netherlands to marry with a 
Moroccan man living in the Netherlands after finishing her studies in 
Morocco, said that she will always feel Moroccan and will furnish her home 
in the Moroccan style. She thinks it’s a shame that her three-metre-long 
traditional Moroccan sofa do not fit in the house, because the sitting room 
is not a central but a long narrow space (and there are always doors in the 
way). 
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The majority of respondents with a Dutch background stated that they 
would not have decided to buy a house at this disadvantaged neighbourhood 
if it had no salient architecture. The reference to non-Dutch, ethnic places 
enables them to express their cosmopolitan individuality. Different-
coloured facades and the option to choose a front door with a different 
Arabian-like pattern than one’s neighbour are perceived as added and 
symbolic value. Some respondents regard the clay-coloured bricks on 
the houses in the outer rows as distinctive in comparison to the existing 
buildings that surround them. It reminds them of the clay-coloured soil of 
‘real’ Arabian Kasbahs. Such associations reflect the appeal non-western 
cultures have to them; those symbolize authenticity and purity. Moreover, 
Mediterranean traditions and culture have an inspirational effect: a Dutch 
woman, for instance, was inspired to remodel her kitchen entirely into the 
Mediterranean-style because she feels a connection with the French and 
Italian lifestyle she has experienced on holiday and abundantly observed in 
magazine illustrations.

Furthermore, the buyers with a Dutch background would not have 
bought a home in Le Medi if the project had been situated in a suburban 
region. Suburban living does not apparently fit in with their sense of self as 
an urban person. They perceive the houses in the suburbs as all the same, 
the shops and other commercial facilities are not diverse enough, and the 
population there is seen as monocultural and colourless. Respondents with 
anon-Dutch ethnic background also prefer the city to suburbs, but for other 
reasons: they are concerned about discrimination in day-to-day life, and 
would not be close enough to family and friends.

In addition to identifying with the kind of theming, some of the 
interviewees are reassured by the idea that the collectively managed 
courtyard and streets at the inside of the block can be closed off at night. 
The houses in the outer rows of Le Medi – with front doors facing the 
public street – and the five gates form a clear spatial division between 
the collectively managed space and the public street. Parents with young 
children in particular are already ‘claiming’ the courtyard in their thoughts. 
The children will be able to play safely in this car-free space while parents 
keep an eye on them, watching them from the benches or the kitchen 
window. The fact that the five gates are closed at night evokes a sense of 
being ‘indoors’. A sense of community, like-mindedness and intimacy is 
particularly mentioned by respondents who bought a home in one of the 
inward-looking streets like this woman.

“Those few moments when the children have half an hour before a meal 
or bedtime. It’s good if there’s somewhere for them nearby… you can give 
them chalk or marbles to play with. That’s the time you usually go and 
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chat to neighbours when you come home. It’s much more personal than 
in a block of flats with a staircase.”   

DUTCH WoMAN, 42, AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 21ST AUGUST 2007

When asked whether people living outside Le Medi should be able to make 
use of the courtyard, all the people interviewed said they hoped this would 
not be the case. They hope that the gates - even if there are open - will serve 
as a symbolic boundary to people from ‘outside’.

Interviewer: “What do you think about the fact that the courtyard is 
closed off at night?” 
Respondent: “I think it’s a very good idea. Simply to prevent all the 
bother, break-ins, and simply because of the… idiots. There are so many 
idiots around here, that’s really typical of a city. I mean, it livens things 
up, but [bursts out laughing] you also have to keep people out. There are 
plenty… er… plenty of people who would like to get in here”   

DUTCH MAN, 32, AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW 28TH AUGUST 2007

The sense of being part of social group which live spatially enclosed, 
symbolizes the desire for a high social status, on the one hand, and for living 
in an imaginary, magic place, on the other. A respondent indicates that 
the fact that the common courtyard can be closed off gives the comfortable 
feeling of living in a ‘gated community’. In addition, the majority of the 
interviewees argue that they found the view of the existing buildings from 
the public streets ugly and shabby. They stated that is was basically the 
colourful inward-looking streets that are responsible for the creation of 
the Mediterranean ambience. Moreover, they believe that the homes in 
the inward-looking streets will keep the exchange value better than the 
houses facing the public streets. While the respondents who buy a home 
that face the public street legitimate their choice with functional and 
aesthetic reasons. The inward-looking streets are ‘too claustrophobic’, they 
state, and the public streets are more vibrant. Moreover, they feel close to 
the neighbourhoods’ market place and like the fact that their homes are 
accessible from the public street because this feature enables them to open a 
home-office, to receive customers or to rent out a room on the ground floor. 
Next to this, the prices of the basic house types (without optional features) 
facing the public streets were lower than the basic types faced the inward-
looking, coloured streets.

However, the sense of being part of an enclaved community evokes 
ambivalent feelings. Some of the respondents with a Dutch background do 
not want to be associated with a housing project built for ‘yuppies’, as the 
quotation below illustrates. 
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“The very first time, we thought ‘Oh no, don’t say this is going to be 
one of those paradises for yuppies’. Later you think, no, it’s so mixed. 
People who are motivated to come back and live here, who grew up 
there, who have a connection with the area. Look at the sort of jobs those 
people have: they work in the social sector… feel involved and not only… 
[hesitates]… of course, it’s possible that you just want to have a nice 
house. Everyone wants that to begin with. But you also have to have some 
idea of ‘yes, how do you approach that’ or ‘how do you profile yourself in 
this neighbourhood.”  DUTCH WoMAN, 42, AUTHoR’S INTERVIEW, 19TH JULY 2007

Those doubts are removed by the hope that residents will engage with each 
other and by the hope that through upgrading of the neighbourhood social 
differences will decline in the future. 

4.6  Conclusion

This paper addresses the key question how far the aspects of theming 
and spatial enclosure influence peoples’ locational choice. Empirically, 
three subgroups of the interviewees have been found who could be seen 
as fractions of the urban middle class. These groups judge theming and 
enclosure differently, but there are similarities. All interviewees bought a 
home in Le Medi because they feel themselves as ‘real’ urbanites and have 
no intention to change this. All of them distinct themselves from middle 
class people who move to a suburban area. They have social connections with 
people living in Rotterdam and the region. In particular, the buyers with 
a non-Dutch ethnic background have family and friends living close to Le 
Medi or the neighbourhood Bospolder. The single-family house fulfilled a 
number of functional desires, like the required number of rooms, sufficient 
outdoor private space, intimate collective space shared with fellow residents, 
a direct relation between front door and (inward-looking) streets, and 
last but not least parking spaces nearby. Besides to these sociofunctional 
advantages, the salient themed architecture and the spatial enclosure are 
‘goods’ of conspicuous consumption through which fractions of the urban 
middle classes attempt to reproduce (and achieve) a certain social disposition 
(Bourdieu 1984, Zukin 1998, Ley 2003). 

For the first subgroup of the interviewees (respondents in their thirties 
and with a Dutch background) a home at this location provides them the 
opportunity to feel as pioneers. With their capital investment into a home 
at this location, they take a financial risk through which they feel to go 
against the tide. With this, they earn the enjoyable awkward of friends 
who express incomprehension as well as admiration. The unique theming 
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of the ‘Arabian Kasbah’ within the urban context fits in with their sense 
of self as being cosmopolitan, tolerant, creative and different from the 
mainstream. However, this sense of self is ambivalent: they wish to be 
different but, at the same time, they do not want to extend the boundary of 
social acceptance. They hope that other urban middle class people also ‘dare’ 
to invest into the same housing project. With their preference for symbolic 
consumption, the fascination for the authenticity and purity, and the 
explicit desire to distinguish themselves from a suburban and ‘non-creative’ 
lifestyle, these respondents have much in common with urban gentrifiers 
described by Zukin (1982, 1998). 

The interviewees of the second group, families with parents older than 
35, do not feel to be pioneers and have initially more doubts about safety. 
For them, the gated residential area with its clear spatial and symbolic 
boundaries solves two problems at once: first, it makes it possible to live in 
the ‘lee of the city’ - as Karsten et.al. (2006) call it - while having vibrant 
city life close by. Second, they are affirmed by the convenience of an owner-
occupied, single-family home surrounded by a safe and guarded space 
for children’s’ play. The common residential space serves as a buffer zone 
between residential everyday life and the public space of ‘strangers’. The 
people living in the inward-looking streets do not have to look at the social 
housing surrounding Le Medi. Their aesthetic judgement conceals a moral 
judgement on ‘the other’ that is associated as belonging to those ‘ugly’ 
streets outside (Sayer 2005).

Respondents of the third group (interviewees with a non-Dutch 
background) have at least one young child. The fact that the inward-
looking collective space of the housing block can be closed off at night is 
an advantage, but it seems not to be the main reason for buying a house 
in Bospolder. They state that they were interested to buy a home in this 
deprived, but restructured neighbourhood anyway, even if there were 
no gated housing available. To the theme ‘Arabian Kasbah’ they have 
ambivalent feelings. On the one hand, they appreciate it as a gesture of 
acknowledgement that Arab and other non-western immigrants are citizens 
of the Netherlands. Moreover, this architectural theming is able to evoke 
pleasant memories of non-western countries with which they have a social 
and cultural bond. On the other hand, they perceive the architectural 
representation of their non-Dutch cultural background as a potential source 
of stigmatisation. It is striking that they are not willing to appropriate this 
kind of theming, unless the Dutch urban middle classes do identify with it 
as well. The living next to native Dutch residents in Le Medi provides them 
the social disposition they search for and through which they are able to 
distinct themselves from lower-income groups (and from the first immigrant 
generation, see Karsten et.al. 2006). 
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Though aspects of theming and enclosure are perceived differently, all the 
interviewees are captivated by Le Medi in such a way that they invest a great 
amount of money into a home situated at a deprived neighbourhood. The 
gated residential area guarantees a safe residential life. Moreover, by the 
combination of spatial enclosure with Mediterranean colours, mosaics and 
the accessible narrative of a ‘oasis of peace and security’, the harsh spatial 
boundary retains a casual character and evokes associations with holidays 
and a fairytale world (Meier 2009). 
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Abstract. This paper examines how residents of neotraditional 
neighbourhoods in the Netherlands socially construct a ‘classed’ place-
identity and what role the historicised architecture plays within that 
process. Given that place-identity is constructed through social and 
cultural practices, the paper argues that residents’ consumption of 
historicised environment is bound up with drawing symbolic boundaries 
which have been explored here by analysing residents’ narratives. Three 
prominent types of narratives were found: (1) residents’ locational choice, 
(2) their aesthetic judgement of the residential environment and (3) the 
way they use it. Through these layered narratives, all interviewees appear 
to use historicised aesthetics to classify themselves as part of a valued 
social category. However, the way of boundary drawing took several 
forms, based either on fostering moral judgements of social behaviour 
accompanied by sophisticated efforts to keep neighbourhoods’ historicised 
image unchanged, or by conducting cultural practices shared with fellow 
residents by which ‘ the other’ living outside the neighbourhood is 
‘bracket out’ symbolically and socially. 

5.1 Introduction

In many Western countries, interest in historicised residential architecture 
is growing, as demonstrated via the popularity of neovernacular or neotradi-
tional architecture as the basis of new urbanisms (Furuseth 1997; Dostrovsky 
and Harris 2008; Mauldin 2009). Countries including the UK, Canada or the 
US already have a long tradition of historicised housing, despite historical 
revivalism often being derided by ‘modern’ architects. In the Netherlands, 
neotraditional residential architecture was widely dismissed from the start 
of the 1950s to the mid 1990s: Dutch architects who were in favour of the 
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reproduction of ‘pre-modern’ building traditions, like protagonists of the 
so-called Delfse School, were given almost no opportunity to realize projects. 
The bulk of the Dutch housing production realized after World War Two 
hence followed generally approved modernist design guidelines. During the 
past fifteen years, however, neotraditional neighbourhoods have become 
more common (Ibelings 2004). One of the important reasons for the recent 
approval is the increased production of owner-occupied houses39 for the 
Dutch middle classes40 (Toussaint and Elsinga 2007). 

While many studies have highlight motives for producing historicised 
neighbourhoods (McCann 1995; Furuseth 1997; Falconer Al-Hindi 2001), their 
design (Falconer Al-Hindi and Staddon 1997; Talen 2002) and the conflicting 
representations of place identity deployed by planners and residents (Bailey 
and Bryson 2006), the empirical question that has been largely ignored is 
how residents themselves construct their middle-class place-identity via the 
consumption of neotraditional architecture. This is despite the widespread 
recognition that the consumption of places and architectural styles – like the 
consumption of other goods - is an economic and cultural practice by which 
people classify themselves (and others) as being part of a particular social 
‘class’ (Bourdieu 1984; Duncan and Duncan 2004; Skeggs 2005). 

In this paper, we therefore aim to explore how people produce a ‘classed’ 
place-identity, first by developing attitudes towards, and social and cultural 
practices in, residential space and second, by the way they judge and classify 
these in order to draw symbolic boundaries between ‘people like us’ and the 
‘Other’ (Savage 2010). Drawing on Leyshon and Bull (2011:164) - who suggest 
that ‘people should be seen as cultural agents embedded in social processes 
producing their own narratives of their everyday lives’ - we analyse the 
narratives through which symbolic boundary drawing becomes apparent. 
The research reported on here is based on narratives revealed during in-depth 
interviews involving twenty-five households in the Dutch neotraditional 
neighbourhoods of Noorderhof and Brandevoort. Both are designed by Krier 
and Kohl architects who have implemented a number of guidelines of the 
New Urbanism movement41. Noorderhof is a small-scale neighbourhood 
that is situated in the deprived post-war development of Amsterdam New 
West, while the second case, Brandevoort, is an example of an entirely new 
suburban neighbourhood, being part of Helmond (situated in the province of 
North-Brabant)

39 From all tenures in 1975 37.2 per cent were owner-occupied; in 2005 54.2 per cent 
(Toussaint and Elsinga 2007).

40 How the term middle class has been used here is explained in the introduction (section 
1.4.1).

41 Guidelines of housing design are part of the Charter of the New Urbanism that has been 
ratified at CNU’s fourth annual Congress in 1996, www.cnu.org/charter (accessed 4 
December 2011).
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5.2  History as an architectural theme

When the trappings of history are no longer confined to museums, the 
past is made visible at a variety of locations (Lowenthal 1985). We can 
spend our holidays in historicised theme parks, we go shopping in new 
shopping centres whose architecture is a throwback to shopping arcades 
of the nineteenth century, or we live in neighbourhoods with historicised 
architecture. In these ‘prepackaged landscapes’ (Dear 2000, p.145) of 
recreation, consumption and living, the built environment is not a 
heritage artefact42 itself: rather heritage has been reinvented (Sorkin 1992). 
Nevertheless, heritage has increasingly been used to convey a sense of 
continuity (Graham et al. 2000) and, what is more, become a cultural and 
economic resource underpinning the commodification of places (Hewison 
1987; Jackson and Thrift 1995; Urry 2002). As such, ‘sense of place has very 
real economic, social and political significance’ (Ashworth 2005, p. 193). 
For example, building professionals who construct suburban housing 
and cottages have adopted the Tudor style in order to create a sense of 
‘Englishness’ in the UK and elsewhere (Ballantyne and Law 2011).

5.2.1  Theming history in residential architecture: building for the Dutch middle 
classes
In the Netherlands, from the last decades of the nineteenth century 
onwards, urban planners and architects have searched for a style that was 
able to express artistically the wealth and prestige of the growing number of 
(affluent) middle classes43. These groups did not aspire to dwell in housing 
schemes that had been built for the urban working ‘mass’, the so called 
revolutiebouw. Based on the development of public transport, an increasing 
level of wealth, the planning of green suburban environments became a 
feature of Dutch urban planning practice. Although suburbanization in the 
form of satellite Garden Cities, as advocated by Ebenezer Howard (1965[1902]) 
was hampered44, more and more small-scale settlements with low density, 
large houses with abundant decorated claddings, doors and windows and 

42 The United Nations subdivide heritage into built heritage, natural heritage, and 
intangible heritage. The reinvention of heritage throughout time has been analysed by 
e.g. Lowenthal (1985), Hobsbawm (1983) and Harvey (2001). Among others, Hewison (1987) 
and Urry (2002) investigated built (urban) heritage due to its purpose for regeneration 
and tourist industry, while others focused on the question of how natural landscapes and 
historical references in built environment have been used to socially construct national 
identity like ‘Englishness’ (Cosgrove and Daniels 1988; Mauldin 2009; Ballantyne and Law 
2011). Intangible heritage has been explored by e.g. Smith and Akagawa (2009).

43 Besides searching for a suitable artistic representation of the affluent middle classes, 
urban planners and architects searched for a suitable style to ‘raise’ employees and the 
‘working class’ in social housing during the first decades of the twentieth century.

44 They were hampered by, for example, local zoning rules, the basic price of greenfields or 
cultural attitudes (Bollerey 1990, De Klerk 2008).
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meandering streets were planned for the affluent middle classes45 in places 
like Wassenaar, ‘t Gooi or Bussum (Van der Cammen and De Klerk 2002). In 
these cases the architectural design referred to country summer residences 
traditionally occupied by the Dutch urban elite46 (Wagenaar 2006).  

Scaled down smaller and simpler versions, but nevertheless with 
an obvious reference to high status residential culture, have also been 
implemented in a number of ‘garden villages’ (tuindorpen) (Korthals Altes 
2004). This production was accompanied by an increasing production of 
manor houses (herenhuizen) at urban locations built by private construction 
companies. These companies were interested in building for ‘the market’ 
and to meet the taste of the new bourgeoisie rather than to adhere to 
classical rules of using style elements (Pey 2004). Many architects definitely 
dismissed this eclectic, cursory and exaggerated usage of style elements (Van 
der Woud 2008). 

After World War Two, the reference to high status residential culture was 
nearly absent in the modernistic housing schemes built for the ‘middle’ 
and lower middle classes. The bulk of early post-war Dutch housing can be 
characterized by austerity and plainness and by a short-lived trend of up-
scaling during the 1960s and 1970s. The criticism of the architecture of these 
housing schemes was basically that it was too monotonous and that, high 
scale housing in particular, would frustrate residents’ cultural identification 
with their home and neighbourhood. One answer to this criticism 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s was the building of neighbourhoods which 
had been differentiated and subdivided into various small-scale units. 
Architects basically experimented with spatial forms, proportions and 
arrangements like set-backs, roof-terraces, semi-public spaces and court 
yards in order to create, first and foremost, variety but also a (new) human-
scale residential environment (De Vletter 2004, Reijndorp et. al. 2012). The 
houses of the so-called bloemkoolwijken were arranged along curved streets 
(which were to mean to be for children to play in rather than being used as a 
parking area), all the doors and windows were standardized, the ceilings had 
no ornaments and neither were there any fancy columns or cornices. The 
architecture of these new neighbourhoods was therefore self-referential and did 
not symbolically refer to a high-status, historical residential culture. 

The way in which residential architecture refers to history changed 
throughout the 1990s. The creation of locality via recognizable regional 

45 Here the term affluent middle classes best suits the term ‘the new bourgeoisie’ that 
Wagenaar (2006:52) defines as: “These were the entrepreneurs; the industrialists who 
successfully develop their handicraft business into factories; shopkeepers who managed 
to deal in wholesale trade; captains who became the owner of a steamboat association or 
planters who accumulated wealth in Netherlands East Indies.”

46 Michiel Wagenaar (2006) describes the old elite as regent patriarchy which was mostly 
Dutch-reformed or Baptist and the offspring of the patriarchy who had accumulated 
wealth since 1600 (and were the first owners of Amsterdam canal-side houses).
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architectural identities arguably becomes the main objective of planners of 
neotraditional neighbourhoods. First of all, the non-Dutch architects Krier 
and Kohl introduced the idea of an idealized European small town into the 
Dutch context (Krier 2003). After that, more and more Dutch offices began to 
refer to particular Dutch building traditions like the craftsmanship found in 
vernacular farmhouses (characterized by brick or green brushed wood) and 
the austere usage of (exotic) style elements (Ibelings 2004, Besems 2009).

According to Mauldin (2009), the reintroduction of the neotraditional 
house from the 1990s was initiated by planning policies promoting regional 
architectural identities in a top-down manner, rather than being driven by 
the desire of middle-class residents to architecturally exhibit their cultural 
values. This discrepancy has also been noted by Oliver et al. (1981) who 
investigated the emergence of the ‘suburban semi’ in the first half of the last 
century. They argue that homebuyers were not so much attracted by a clear-
cut representation of cultural values like ‘Englishness’, but rather by the 
ambiguity of this environment which combined reinvented heritage and the 
newest technology, symbolising the owner’s individuality and their sense of 
belonging to a community. 

Neotraditional neighbourhoods in general, but particularly in the Dutch 
context, are characterized not only by the strong rhetoric of locality and 
regional identities, but by a high degree of home ownership. They tend 
to be exclusive places where the vast majority of the residents are ‘white’, 
affluent and well-educated (Till 1993; McCann 1995; Falconer Al-Hindi and 
Staddon 1997; Falconer Al-Hindi 2001), despite planners having had the 
intention to build for a mix of age, ethnic and social groups (Talen 2002; 
Trudeau and Malloy 2011). Whether all Dutch neotraditional neighbourhoods 
are exclusive places is a matter for further research but there seem to be 
a number of lower middle-class homebuyers with a non-Dutch ethnic 
background who move to suburban areas (Burgers and Van der Lugt 2005), 
some of which have a historicised housing design. Moreover, in each 
newly-built suburban (neotraditional) neighbourhood, a certain percentage 
(10 up to 30 per cent) of social housing is demanded by the government 
(Boeijenga and Mensink 2008). Despite this agreement, national housing 
policy is basically aimed at increasing the proportion of owner-occupied 
housing by demolishing social housing stock in urban and post-war 
deprived neighbourhoods and providing new owner-occupied housing there 
and in suburban areas (Ministry of VROM 1993). Approximately 519,000 
new housing units (Boeijenga and Mensink 2008) were projected over the 
period 1995-2005, mainly built by consortia consisting of local authorities, 
housing corporations and private developers. The number of neotraditional 
housing schemes among recently-built neighbourhoods remains unclear, 
but Boeijenga and Mensink (2008, p. 32) argue that ‘[H]istoricist building 
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styles are in fact extremely common… including the wooden Zaan houses…
the miniature versions of traditional farmhouses...and the so-called Hague 
School, popularly known as “thirties houses”.’

 
5.3  ‘Classed’ place-identity 

Although place-identity is a contested theoretical concept (Buttimer 1980; 
Tuan 1980), in many accounts it is suggested that ‘people produce their 
identity in and through places, especially home places’ (Duncan and 
Duncan 2004, p. 3-4). When people decide to move they therefore consider 
place-identity (Reijndorp et. al. 1998, Reijndorp 2004). Some members 
of the (upper) middle class are basically able to choose from a number 
of different residential places because they have sufficient economic 
resources. Nevertheless, there are constraints. Their moving depends on 
the housing supply, household and life cycle changes (Clapham 2005). 
Moreover, available qualities of site and situation are important aspects for 
the decision-making process. The site’s qualities include the housing type, 
the number of rooms and the availability of a garden. Situation qualities 
are related to the closeness to friends and family members, to a decisive 
infrastructure, to the city centre, to the workplace or to the children’s school 
(Karsten 2007; Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst 2006). 

According to Savage et.al. (1992), the freedom to choose residential place 
and to acquire property there is dependent on peoples’ assets. Property is, 
alongside bureaucracy and culture, one of the three assets fundamental to 
class formation. Social groups attempt to preserve these assets for future 
generations and convert one type of asset into another. Typically, fractions 
of the middle-classes aspire to transform their cultural assets into property, 
with ‘the aesthetics of the middle-class residence’ playing ‘a major part in 
the exhibition of specific cultural taste and values’ (Savage et al. 1992, p. 94). 
Once middle-class incomers have moved to their new home, they ‘electively 
belong’ to places by seeking to distinguish themselves from the ‘locals’ who 
might have more established attachments to the place. The former group is 
likely to identify the beauty and architectural features of a place as belonging 
to them and to ‘people like us’, while the latter group can emphasize the 
‘given-ness’ of place (Savage et al. 2005; Savage 2010). For example, Cloke 
et al. (1995) demonstrate that middle class fractions develop lifestyle 
strategies of elective belonging in rural areas, while others show that 
incomer households draw a symbolic boundary between their ‘respectable’ 
newly-built private estates and ‘others’ living nearby by classifying them as 
‘tasteless’ and/or ‘rough’ (Dowling 1998; Watt 2009). This process of drawing 
symbolic boundaries reflects the spatial and social withdrawal tendencies of 
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the upper and middle classes in exclusive enclaves (Atkinson 2006) or even in 
gated communities (Blakely and Snyder 1997; Atkinson and Blandy 2005). 

Diverse studies accordingly underline that the construction of place-
identity involves the (re)production of ‘contemporary inequality, especially 
its cultural and symbolic aspects’ (Savage 2010:115). This stresses that 
preferences for a particular locations or styles of development might act as 
a means of displaying distinction. Bourdieu (1984, p. 56) claimed that taste 
is ‘the basis of all that one has - people and things - and all that one is for 
others, whereby one classifies oneself and is classified by others’. He related 
taste to inherited cultural capital (acquired by family background) and 
cultural capital acquired by education, arguing that the higher someone’s 
cultural capital, the more importance is attached to the representation 
of something rather than its instrumental characteristics. However, the 
relationship between cultural capital, taste and the formation of class is 
more complex than this suggests. In an unequal society, knowledge of 
cultural artefacts like classical music or art is used as means to represent and 
legitimate social boundaries. By using their habitus as a generative principle, 
individuals reproduce cultural practices and societal structures (i.e. the 
possibilities to acquire and employ social, cultural and economic capital) 
(Bourdieu 1984).

Although much contested (e.g. Savage 2000), the concept of habitus 
has laid the foundation for a number of studies that have reconsidered 
class formation as a structuring principle of inequality while giving more 
attention to the aesthetic, gendered, cultural and moral aspects of this 
process (Crompton et al. 2000; Bottero 2004; Skeggs 2005; Sayer 2005). The 
‘culturalist’ class approach recognizes cultural identity as ‘classed’ identity. 
This does not mean that people explicitly have to identify themselves within 
‘discrete class groupings for class processes to operate’ as all that is required 
is ‘for specific cultural practices to be bound up with the reproduction 
of hierarchy’ (Bottero 2004, p. 989). This hierarchy is a fine-grained 
differentiation (re)produced by economic and cultural practices including 
the judgement of whether people have the ‘right’ taste or whether they 
are morally worthwhile (Lawler 2005). Morally judging means classifying 
people (especially women) as respectable or not. For example, Skeggs (1997, 
2005) demonstrates that ‘working-class’ women dis-identify with the 
label of working class while the middle-class self constitutes a ‘position 
of judgement’ which attributes negative values to others. Hence, classed 
subjectivity means drawing symbolic boundaries (Lamont and Molnár 
2002) through active maintenance and negotiation with others through 
frameworks of inclusion and/or exclusion (Southerton 2002). 

In relation to residential life, one example of ‘boundary work’ is the 
invention of community-based activities by which participation and a sense 
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of community can be generated. When carried out regularly, these activities 
become ‘invented traditions’ ‘establishing or symbolizing’ the social 
cohesion of ‘real or artificial communities’ (Hobsbawm 1983, p. 9). Moreover, 
aesthetic judgments of style can also be seen as an example of symbolic 
boundary drawing. In line with Duncan and Duncan (2004), we propose 
that aesthetic judgement (i.e. taste) is intertwined with the economic and 
visual consumption of property and residential environment including 
the ‘gaze’ (Urry 2002) exercised upon (and over) those who live in specific 
neighbourhoods. 

5.4  Research locations: Noorderhof and Brandevoort De Veste

The Noorderhof is part of the Amsterdam New West area that was planned 
by Cornelis van Eesteren in the 1930s, but built after 1950. This post-war 
area was originally developed for the working and lower Dutch middle 
classes but the district’s sociocultural composition changed from the 
1970s onwards as the elderly first generation was replaced by immigrants, 
generally from Morocco, Turkey and Surinam (Bolt et al. 2002). These days 
the neighbourhood has an unfavourable reputation in the Dutch media with 
48 per cent of the inhabitants having a non-Dutch ethnic background, 8.7 
per cent of them being unemployed47, and the modernistic apartment blocks 
being widely regarded as outdated. 

In order to attract social groups with a secure middle-income to the area, a 
team of building professionals attempted to design a project which is ‘totally 
different’ from the ‘placeless’ modernistic, social housing building blocks. 
The team selected Krier and Kohl architects to build a ‘new old’ village 
around the church (which was a relict of the 1950s) situated close to a public 
park called Sloterpark. The ‘new old’ village consists of one-family houses 
arranged as small-scale housing blocks along narrow streets. All the houses 
have been constructed using what appear to be handmade bricks. Each 
façade is different in order to generate the illusion that the development 
had expanded in phases over time. The residents differ from the inhabitants 
of the surrounding area in that 63 per cent of the houses in Noorderhof are 
owner-occupied, compared to 21 elsewhere in the district.48

The suburban neighbourhood of Brandevoort is projected to have 6,000 
single-family houses by 2015 of which approximately 3,000 have been built 
up to now (Gemeente Helmond 1997). Here, the developers also wanted to 
design an identifiable neighbourhood that was ‘totally different’ from the 
old urban neighbourhoods of Helmond. In the nineteenth century, the 

47 www.os.amsterdam.nl/pdf/2010_kerncijfers_amsterdam (accessed 4 November 2010)
48 www.os.amsterdam.nl/tabel/7405/ (accessed 3 October 2011)
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city had developed as an industrial city specializing in textile and metal 
production. However, since the 1980s industrial production has been in 
decline. Nowadays, the city has a negative reputation due to its relatively 
high rate of unemployment and delinquency. Krier and Kohl architects were 
asked not to include references to an industrial past but rather to fortified old 
villages whose remains can still be found in the province of North-Brabant. 
In our research we focus on the centre of Brandevoort known as De Veste. 
Here, just as in the Noorderhof, the urban design is based on one-family 
houses arranged as housing blocks. Of the approximately 900 houses built 
in De Veste to date, 84 per cent are owner occupied. The average income level 
of the residents of Brandevoort and its centre, De Veste, is higher than the 
average for the city of Helmond (Gemeente Helmond 2007).

5.5  Consuming neotraditional architecture

Our research sample comprised ten households in Noorderhof and fifteen in 
the neighbourhood’s centre De Veste, with 33 respondents in total. Almost 
50 per cent of the households in Noorderhof can be defined as family homes. 
All incomers in this new area paid nearly the same for their homes because 
the housing is roughly identical in size (in 1998 they paid around €150,000 
and recently a number of these homes were sold for €300,000 or more). The 
vast majority of residents willing to give an interview (contacted through 
appeals made in letters send out to all homeowners) identified as families 
and we therefore selected seven families and three two-person households. 
These interviewees had lived there right from the start, for a period of more 
than a decade. 

In De Veste thirteen per cent of all the residents live alone, 36 per cent 
are two-person households, 35 per cent are nuclear families and 16 per cent 
are single parents with one (or more) child(ren) (Gemeente Helmond 2007). 
Single person households (27 per cent) interviewed were overrepresented in 
our sample and single parent households were underrepresented (7 per cent). 
However, we interviewed five families and five two-person households (with 
the 33 per cent that these represent almost coinciding with the averages 
for De Veste as a whole). The De Veste research participants had been in 
residence for between three and six years. They were homeowners and had 
paid between €200,000 and €500,000 for their dwelling. The majority 
of respondents had been born and raised in the Netherlands and were 
well-educated, with all bar one of the Noorderhof residents having degree 
level qualifications. In De Veste, however, less than half possessed degree 
qualifications.
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This mirrors the unbalanced distribution of highly-educated people across 
the Netherlands. Highly educated people are more likely to live in the 
urban agglomeration (Randstad) including the major cities of Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht: for example, 56 per cent of employed 
individuals in Amsterdam have a college or university degree, while 
the percentage for Helmond (southeast of the Netherlands) is only 2549. 
Another noticeable difference related to the type of education: many of the 
Noorderhof respondents had been educated in the fields of arts or social 
science, whereas the Brandevoort interviewees were more likely to have a 
technical, economics or administration-related qualification (see Table X 
Appendix B). 

The research participants were encouraged to reveal personal narratives 
face-to-face with the investigator about three basic topics: why they 
decided to move to their present neighbourhood, how they assessed the 
neohistoricised design and how they experienced everyday life in the 
neighbourhoods they share with others. According to Giddens (1991), self-
identity is conceived as being socially constructed via personal narrative, i.e. 
‘stories told by research participants (which are themselves interpretive)’ 
as well as ‘interpretive accounts developed by an investigator based on 
interviews and fieldwork observation (a story about stories)’ (Riessman 
2008, p. 6). People construct narratives to give meaning to themselves, their 
relationship with others and - last but not least - their relationship with 
their place of residence (Bailey and Bryson 2006; Leyshon and Bull 2011). 

5.5.1 Choosing residential place
All the Noorderhof respondents were already living in Amsterdam before 
they moved to this neighbourhood. Their places of work were in Amsterdam 
and all of them stated that they moved to have a bigger house without 
sacrificing their urban lifestyles:  families in particular wanted houses 
with gardens, which are expensive and scarce goods in the municipality 
of Amsterdam. The respondents reported they were not wealthy enough 
to buy a one-family house in the affluent districts close to the city centre. 
Therefore, the decision to move to the poor post-war neighbourhood with 
an unfavourable reputation implied a compromise. However, this does not 
mean the respondents were discontented: all regarded Noorderhof as a ‘vil-
lage within Amsterdam’ that enabled them to enjoy the benefits of a bigger 
house and a ‘green ambiance’, while feeling that they still belonged to the 
‘cosmopolitan’ city of Amsterdam. Whilst for the families interviewed in the 
Noorderhof, location and house size appeared the most important attraction 
of the neighbourhood, the respondents without children stated that the ne-

49 www.compendiumvoordeleefomgeving.nl/opleidingsniveau beroepsbevolking (accessed 3 
October 2011).
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otraditional architecture was the most important reason for moving. 
At De Veste, respondents generally were more outspoken about the role 
architecture played in their decision to move. They regularly used the 
infrastructure of several nearby cities such as Hertogenbosch or Eindhoven 
and those that worked spent at least half an hour getting to their places of 
work by car or public transport. Their main reasons for moving fell into two 
groups. For nine households, changes in their life cycle or work location 
were important reasons for moving. Six households (three families and three 
couples older than fifty-five) did not experience any life cycle changes and 
referred to historicised aesthetics as the main reason to move. They claimed 
that they were in search of ‘something new’ and distinctive but that they 
were hesitant about buying a house in De Veste because the location belongs 
to Helmond. 

Sarah (living in De Veste, aged 58)
‘First, I do not want to live in Helmond. I was born in Geldrop [a village 
close to Helmond] but we never went to Helmond. This is what my parents 
said, ‘in Helmond you do not make friends! There is nothing there but 
criminals.’ ‘
Max (her husband, aged 59): 
‘All the same, when we drove into De Veste, we stepped out of the car and 
she then said, ‘oh, I want to live here!’   

AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 13TH JUNE 2008

The quotation captures how insecure this woman (a non-college graduate 
who has worked as a secretary whose husband has worked as policy officer) is 
about whether their future place of residence will be a socially ‘valued’ place. 
Sarah attributed the dubious reputation of Helmond to the ‘unrespectable’ 
appearance and behaviour of the ‘lower social classes’:

“If you live in Helmond you have to go the annual fair and there you’ll 
see ‘real’ Helmond people. They are a real sight for sore eyes. The men 
dress up themselves, a sweat suit and with imitation gold jewellery 
everywhere ... and the women wear high heels and have very blond hair. 
You know? When I was young the fair was the highlight of the year and 
the men used to come to blows and really picked a lot of serious fights…. 
They were the real mob. These days they can still be found living in some 
neighbourhoods.”  AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 13TH JUNE 2008

It is the ‘wrong’ taste and the threat of violence that this couple wanted to 
distance themselves from (Skeggs 2005). By contrast this couple appreciated 
- like the great majority of the De Veste interviewees - the historicised 
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environment because to them it looks like ‘an Amsterdam canal-side house’ 
that symbolizes not only prestige, but also stands for the Golden Age of 
Dutch trade, culture and science during the 17th century. These aesthetics 
mark the symbolic boundary between the ‘respectable’ (middle-class) self 
and the ‘unrespectable’ Other, with the historicised architecture finally 
counterbalancing their doubt about moving to De Veste. 

5.5.2  Aesthetic judgement
All the respondents in Noorderhof and De Veste appreciated the architectural 
aesthetic of their newly-built neighbourhood and claimed that they 
generated a number of different associations. The brick that appears to be 
hand-made, the diversity of the facades, and the natural greenery were 
features referred to most frequently. The interviewees from De Veste in 
particular classified these aspects as non-standard and related these to 
certain ‘types’ of people, indicating their elective belonging to their new 
neighbourhood (Savage et al. 2005).  For example, Frank, a 26 year-old 
metalworker who attended further education and who had just bought a 
home in De Veste together with his wife Betty, asserted with enthusiasm: 

“I think certain architecture is appealing to a certain type of people. The 
people living here would really like to live in an Amsterdam’ canal-side 
house but can’t afford it. Choosing a house here is the next best thing. 
They are new; there are no maintenance costs for the coming five years .. 
Brand spanking new houses with a touch of the nostalgia and an image of 
yesteryear.”  AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 26TH MAY 2008

A middle-aged couple (Dave is an academic researcher and his wife Edith has 
a university graduate degree but works as a secretary) claimed:

Dave (38): 
‘[De Veste] is in principle is a suburban neighbourhood which has been 
built with references to the past.’
Edith (37):
‘All the houses are different, in height and colour of the bricks. This 
makes it more than a run-of-the-mill neighbourhood.’
Dave:
‘I would never claim to live in a bog-standard row of houses.’
Edith:
‘Me neither, because it doesn’t feel like that.’   

AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 28TH MAY 2008

These quotations are typical accounts of the appeal of historicised aesthetics. 
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The diverse brick facades are regarded as being the direct opposite of 
other ‘placeless’ newly-built suburbs, as well as the monotonous row of 
houses of post-war neighbourhoods which are typical of social housing. In 
addition, the variety of brick facades reminded almost all respondents of 
the old Amsterdam’ canal-side houses where the elite used to live. Many of 
them stated that differences in the facades help them identify with their 
own property, an argument in particular used by De Veste respondents to 
portray themselves as proud homeowners. The ability to choose variety 
and historicised aesthetics is a way of constructing a ‘respectable’ self that 
belongs to a valued social group: the ‘people like us’ (Savage 2010).

Besides historicised aesthetics, greenery also appears to symbolize 
respectability. The greenery of De Veste is basically situated in the zone 
surrounding the ‘old-new fortress’. A male resident, Felix, who is a non-
college graduate but who worked as a manager in the computer industry 
where he apparently made a lot of money (illustrated by the large number of 
branded furnishings, the price of which he referred to during the interview) 
claimed that ‘a lot of space’ was crucial when deciding to move just to the 
edge of the De Veste ‘fortress’. 

“We wanted to have a sense of freedom, with no neighbours nearby or on 
the opposite side. We feel we have a different, special house ... this open 
space will remain green and open for ever. Farmers and rich people live 
some way away but the space in front of our house will not be built on in 
the future.”  AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 16TH MAY 2008

For some, the ‘gaze’ upon this green zone and moat (Fig. 2) evidentially 
prompted the idea of living in a quasi-rural environment. This affinity for 
nature is something often noted in studies of the middle class (Savage et al. 
1992), with Cloke et al. (1995) argue that rurality is an object of desire across 
the range of (middle) class fractions. 

As far as the Noorderhof interviewees were concerned it was the proximity 
to the Sloterpark that was emphasised, subsuming any talk that they were 
living in a poor post-war environment of Amsterdam. The Noorderhof 
interviewees perceived themselves as living in a village that has been 
around for a long time, despite knowing that they lived in an exclusive 
enclave. The original church and the trees supported this perception, with 
people appreciating the church as a symbol of a village-like community. 
For example, Shirley (aged 41 and with a university graduate in art history) 
recounted that:
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“…the trees [of the Noorderhof] make it feel like an old village, like a 
village square [..] And the church gives you [hesitation]…a feeling of 
belonging [emphasis]. The church is not that old [..] but it still gives the 
place a retro feeling.”  AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 9TH JANUARY 2008

This feeling appeared related to being part of the community to which one 
‘electively belongs’. A male fellow resident, Martin, who studied political 
science at university and then worked for a bank explained that community 
feeling as follows: 

Martin (living in Noorderhof, aged 43):
‘This neighbourhood has as a village-like charisma .. I think this is due 
to the small-scale architecture and the fact that you and your fellow 
residents moved in at the same time. Later your children all ended up 
going to the same schools. The fact that you know each other evokes a 
village feeling. And we share activities and things with each other. For 
instance, we bought a boat together with some neighbours and my wife 
looks after the collective bank account. 
Interviewer:
‘Do you have experience conflicts about sharing things?’
Martin: 
‘You know, the people who live here are rich .. all the residents are highly 
educated .. I guess that 80 per cent of them are college or university 
graduates. And we live in the city of Amsterdam. If you are able to stay in 
the city, then you are the better off .. If you stay in the village you were 
born in you will always be someone with a certain background. Here, 
everybody has moved into the neighbourhood from elsewhere, but we all 
have chosen to stay in Amsterdam’. AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 7TH DECEMBER 2007

These interview extracts illustrate a sense of like-mindedness as well as 
confidence in fellow residents of the Noorderhof. Like Martin, many other 
interviewees stated that they shared activities with fellow residents such 
as childcare and other community-based activities. For instance, Melanie 
(a middle-aged teacher), organized a musical club for children. In response 
to a question by the interviewer as to whether this activity was also open to 
children living outside the neighbourhood she replied:

“I have children aged from 5 and 6 up to 9 and 13. First I thought I should 
also advertise for the music club at school. But, you know, it would take 
place in this neighbourhood, so it is most practical for residents living 
here. I thought I have to start here and send a letter to the households 
with children. In no time the club was overfull of children from this 
neighbourhood.”  AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 19TH NoVEMBER 2007
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Like Martin and Melanie, many residents appeared to appreciate the 
community-based sociability and did not make much effort to include people 
who lived outside the neighbourhood. However, these activities appeared to 
family-oriented, meaning those without children complained that family 
interests prevailed.

5.5.3  Visually consuming the community
In the search for distinction, the streets appeared an important focus of 
social life. By installing benches in front of their houses, many residents of 
Noorderhof actively facilitated social interaction. In so doing, they reproduce 
the spontaneous street interactions developed by (upper) middle-class 
families who live in old inner-city districts in Amsterdam and Rotterdam 
(Karsten 2008). For example, John, a middle-aged journalist, enjoyed 
spontaneous interaction with his fellow residents: 

“Whenever there’s football on TV, in the summer, we put tables and 30 
chairs out so that everyone can watch. This attracted people from all over 
the neighbourhood. In the summer the place looks a bit like a campsite 
with crates of beer, tables and people with homemade food all out in the 
open air on the pavements.’ (resident of Noorderhof)”   

AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW,  22ND NoVEMBER 2007

figure 16  Street in Noorderhof where residents meet each other spontaneously. 

photo: mieke gresnigt
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In contrast to the interviewees of Noorderhof, many residents of De Veste 
were not keen on people lingering on benches along the streets, associating 
that behaviour
with uneducated ‘working-class’ residents of an area in Helmond called Het 
Haagje, and with delinquency and poverty. This suggests that while there 
was plenty of street furniture it served a predominantly decorative function, 
as discussed by Sarah and Max, the elderly couple referred to above: 

Max (resident of De Veste): 
‘Well, they are imitating the image of the ‘good old days’ by putting a 
bench out.’
His wife Sarah:
‘But they don’t use it. It’s like that neighbourhood in Eindhoven, the 
Edison neighbourhood isn’t it?’
Max:
‘But you have them in Amsterdam as well.’
Sarah:
‘There they often sit out if the weather’s good. But now people think it’s 
not the done thing any more […] No. We reckon it looks bad - it’s not done. 
It was all right in the old days […] You see it in neighbourhoods where sort 
of the lower classes live. They all sit outside together don’t they?’
Max:
‘No, only in working-class districts, real working-class districts.’
Sarah:
‘Yes, and the people love to sit outside together in nice weather and to call 
to people over the road, to the neighbours opposite. ‘Hey mate, fancy a 
beer?’ [laughs] That’s not our thing.’ 
Max:
‘Let’s say we’re just not like that.’  AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 13TH JUNE 2008
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figure 17 Brandevoort: street furniture in front of the houses.  photo by sabine meier 

 

The quotations capture how Sarah and Max linked aesthetic and moral 
concerns in the process of marking the boundary between the ‘respectable’ 
and ‘unrespectable’. The two quotations illustrate that street furniture had 
different cultural meanings for different groups. While in Noorderhof it 
actually facilitated gathering, it appeared in De Veste as an instrument 
for inhibiting social interaction in front of the houses at the same time as 
consolidating a particular aesthetic. Moreover, the manner of decoration 
seems to be much less controlled in Noorderhof then in De Veste. In the 
latter case, it had to fit in with the perfectly historicised architectural 
image and to make the ‘decent’ street visually coherent. Betty, aged 24, 
who attended further education like her husband Frank, and is a secretary, 
stated:

“You know what the front gardens end up looking like? We get annoyed 
at the sand at the front [of the house] opposite, and the other stuff - it’s 
not that we’re looking out for things to moan about...[hesitation]...
Well, perhaps we do a bit. But here in the neighbourhood you’re so used 
to everyone keeping it looking beautiful. Everyone planting nice plants 
and hanging up nice lamps. We once had neighbours opposite who always 
kept their curtains closed! [indignant] Then you sort of think, we pay 
quite a lot of money and then you have to sit and look at that all day long.’ 
(residents of De Veste)”  AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 26TH MAY 2008
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Her ambition to retain the look of the community represents her 
uncompromising acceptation of, and hence identification with, ‘middle 
class’ norms. The imposed social pressure to maintain a perfect image of 
the past is evident in more than just this form of self-regulation given the 
style of fences, awnings and lamps are also subject to local government 
regulations, with a brochure of approved materials and colours meaning 
the residents have little choice in terms of how the decorate their houses 
and gardens. Each resident of De Veste is also required to keep the fences 
white in colour and low in order to create a homogenous and therefore 
beautiful look. Here, individuals’ desire to personalise residential spaces, 
as emphasised by Brand (1997), is counteracted by the need to cultivate a 
collectively-controlled historicised image.

5.5.4 Inventing traditions
Every five years, the Noorderhof residents celebrate their neighbourhood’s 
anniversary. All the residents are asked to decorate the public streets and 
little squares to mark the day. A newsletter is sent out to advertise the 
planned activities in the form of a daily newspaper. John, the journalist, 
explained proudly how all the talent – i.e. the educational, cultural and 
organisation capital - required for the production of the newsletter was 
available in the neighbourhood itself. The event is organised to celebrate 
their sense of community and is not organised to celebrate any past 
traditions or national myths.

The residents of De Veste celebrate their perception of being a community 
in a similar way. However, they also organize a so-called Dickens Night 
festival which takes place in De Veste every year in December. Inspired by the 
literature of Charles Dickens, they have invented an imaginary nineteenth 
century tradition which seems to be famous in the Netherlands. The authors 
of the website of the small-sized Charles Dickens Museum50 affirm that there 
was always a lively interest in Dickens since his writings had been translated 
into the Dutch language (from 1839 onwards). However, particularly 
throughout the last two decades, Dickens’ humorous and not very harsh 
descriptions of social class differences have been used to invent city festivals 
that take place around Christmas. Here, ‘real’ historic city spaces serve 
as stage to revitalize characters from his writings. The journalist Van 
Ijzendoorn claims in his article ‘The new Victorians’ in the Dutch magazine 
De groene Amsterdammer (2012, no.136, p. 63) that Dickens is much-loved because 
his stories fit to the Dutch contemporary ‘unsecure and therefore nostalgic 
society’. In this vein, the organisation’s website of the Dickens Night in De 
Veste states: 

50 see for more information: www.dickensmuseum.nl; accessed 8 August, 2011.
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“The sphere of England around 1850 fits outstandingly into the decor of De 
Veste, the heart of Brandevoort. The authentic English market hall is the 
centre of the market. In the streets around this market hall 85 booths are 
arranged with Christmas-like, high-quality products. The Dickens Night 
foundation also decided to opt for quality rather than quantity.” 51

For one day, the entire public space serves as a market place for social 
activities and the sale of goods. Moreover, visitors and residents are 
encouraged to dress up as characters from the writing of Dickens.

figure 18  Residents and visitors of the Dickens Night in De Veste.

Most of the interviewees appreciate this event because it sets De Veste off 
from other suburban neighbourhoods. Goods are put on sale and the houses 
are decorated in a way that fits in with the nostalgic image of the past. One 
De Veste interviewee pointed out that the residents are not expected to ‘sell 
junk’. She was critical of door-to-door salesmen and she emphasised the fact 
that the Dickens Night event is intended to be a rather chic, art and crafts 
market. Similarly, some interviewees maintained that anyone who does 
not decorate the streets in a ‘decent’ way is not deemed to ‘belong’ to this 
neighbourhood. For instance, according to Sally (38), who works as an office 
employee and who is the mother of two children:

“...then you ought to go and live somewhere else if you... er ... don’t 
want to adapt to this style [of De Veste].”  AUTHoRS’ INTERVIEW, 27TH MAY 2008

Here, moral with aesthetic judgements again combine to draw a symbolic 
boundary between the ‘respectable’ self and the ‘Other’. 

51 www.dickensnight.nl/persinfo; accessed 8 August, 2011.
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5.6  Conclusion

The recently-built Dutch neotraditional neighbourhoods seem to meet the 
desire of fractions of the middle classes to live in predictable residential 
spaces where they hope to share daily residential life with like-minded 
people. As the case studies illustrate, neotraditional design features, the 
visual consumption of community space, the inventing of community-
based traditions and the tendency to ‘bracket out’ (Watt 2009; Savage 
2010) inhabitants with non-Dutch ethnic backgrounds reinforced a classed 
place-identity. This suggests that symbolic boundary-making took several 
forms with aesthetic judgements of the neotraditional environment as 
a significant means used by the interviewees to classify themselves as 
part of a social group perceived as ‘respectable’ (Bourdieu 1984; Skeggs 
1997). In addition, taste as an aesthetic and moral concern was a means 
to control residential space and to impede its change. Therefore the 
‘innocent appreciation’ of historicised architecture served as an ‘effective 
mechanism[s] of exclusion and reaffirmation of class identity’ (Duncan and 
Duncan 2004, p. 4). 

In the light of this, it is tempting to equate the reasons of appreciation of 
historical revivalism by the Dutch middle classes with motives elaborated 
in studies in which new urbanisms have been related to the erection of 
symbolic barriers in order to maintain class exclusivity (Dowling 1998; 
Falconer Al-Hindi 2001) and regional identities which only make sense in the 
relation to the ‘Other’ (Till 1993). However, in the Netherlands the tendency 
of the ‘white’, affluent and better educated to isolate themselves spatially in 
historicised ‘insulated spaces’ (Atkinson 2006, p. 820) seems to be balanced 
by policy intervention and the kind of housing production and supply. First 
of all, class exclusivity of residential space has been undermined by the 
state regulation that a certain percentage of new suburban housing stock 
has to be social rental housing (Boeijenga and Mensink 2008). Secondly, 
the recently built suburban housing has been part of a national building 
programme for which the state has provided subsidies for land acquisition 
and/or improvement of the infrastructure (Ministry of VROM 1993) in order 
to allocate high standard housing schemes, infrastructure and employment 
to a great number of Dutch urban regions. The housing production itself 
has been realized by building consortia that share risks and benefits with 
local authorities generally supervising the design of the urban form and 
architecture (Lörzing 2006). All these aspects have so far prevented the 
creation of neighbourhoods for the (upper) middle classes with clear spatial 
boundaries like gates or fences (except for a few exceptions (Meier 2011; 
Lohof and Reijndorp 2006)). Buildings professionals prefer instead to provide 
a hierarchy of residential places by means of historical references that, 
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following Till (1993, p. 710), legitimize particular ‘regional identities as 
being normal’. Here, we suggest that an actual legitimisation of territorial 
boundaries goes beyond what housing producers are able to achieve by 
themselves. Territorial boundaries only ‘work’ if residents routinely identify 
with the offered historicised neighbourhoods and, hence, draw symbolic 
and social boundaries in the midst of their day-to-day residential life.
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6 Conclusion

The two-sided research question of this study was how has themed residential place 

been created and consumed in the Netherlands throughout the last two decades. Due to the 
creation of themed residential places, I analysed theming as an architectural 
phenomenon and showed how themed architecture is related to residential 
hyperspace. Dutch planning practice was also investigated by analysing 
political reports as well as by gathering empirical data via face-to-face 
interviews with building professionals (see Appendices E and F). With regard 
to the process of consumption, the concept of social distinction guided the 
investigation of residents’ appropriation and judgements of their themed 
residential environment. 

The aim of this study was to achieve a better understanding of the 
sociospatial and cultural ‘realities’ of theming: the reality of the increasing 
emergence of themes, images and narratives on residential architecture, 
the reality of a changed planning practice and the way in which residents 
use themed architecture to draw symbolic and social boundaries. An 
additional aim was to contribute to the academic and public debate on the 
commercialisation of residential places and architecture. 

 The following paragraph 6.1 deals with theming on the side of the 
production while paragraph 6.2 is concerned with the consumption of 
themed place. In section 6.3 I reflect on the theoretical and methodological 
approach of this dissertation and in the last paragraph some suggestions are 
made for further research.

6.1  Creation of themed residential architecture

As regards the first sub question of how space is created for theming at a political 

level, the findings of this study are in line with the argument of Lörzing 
et al. (2006) that the increased production of owner-occupied houses has 
stimulated the production of themed residential places. The building of a 
large number of owner-occupied housing is laid down in the Fourth Spatial 
Planning Memorandum Extra, known as the Vinex policy (Boelhouwer 2002, 
Ministry of VROM, 1993). There has also been an increased emphasis on the 
building of owner-occupied homes in disadvantaged inner city and post-war 
neighbourhoods, and the resulting ‘social mixing’ (Ministry of VROM 1997; 
Uitermark, 2003). For both kinds of locations, the main target group is the 
middle class. As the empirical chapters suggested, building professionals 
assume that themed architecture appeals to fractions of the middle classes 
who are in search for distinct and small-scale residential places.



Living in imaginary PLaces

112

The more market-orientated housing policy has changed the role of 
housing associations. Whereas their key task before the 1990s was to provide 
housing for social groups that were unable to fulfil their own housing needs, 
during the 1990s they turned into hybrid organizations (Priemus, 2004, 
2006). In this new role, they competed with commercial developers and 
with each other. During this period themed architecture (and selecting a 
famous architect) became an effective way of ensuring that they and ‘their’ 
residential places stood out from other business locations and rivals. In 
addition, a themed environment fitted in well with the place marketing 
strategies which more and more municipalities adopted (Hospers et al. 2011). 
The emphasis on the history of neighbourhoods and cities, in conjunction 
with themed public and residential places, became a way of making one 
particular city stand out from others. This enabled planning practitioners to 
respond to the competition for different places in the urban field (Hajer and 
Reijndorp 2001). 

Due to the kind of themes, references to history and culture seem to be 
in particular popular (Lörzing et al. 2006, Boeijenga and Mensink 2008). 
The empirical chapters demonstrate that commercial developers, housing 
associations and local governments believe that potential home buyers prefer 
historicised residential architecture to an artistic expression of plainness. 
As illustrated in detail below (6.1.2), this assumption requires a change in 
building professionals’ attitudes toward the usage of historical and cultural 
signs in residential architecture. 

The theming of history and culture has also been enhanced by the idea 
of planners to protect and/or reinvent placeness, and hence identifiable 
(residential) places and landscapes. This notion has found its way into 
Dutch national planning policy52 in which emphasis was placed on 
regional differences. The Belvedere Planning Memorandum (known as 
Nota Belvedere formulated in 1999 by four Dutch Ministries) states that ‘[t]
he cultural-historical identity will have a greater guiding influence on 
the rearrangement of space with national policy providing the right 
conditions’. Another argument is that, if there is no national policy inspired 
by cultural-historical awareness, regional differences will eventually 
disappear. ‘[P]laces all over the Netherlands will resemble each other.’53 

52 See, for instance, the initiative Mooi Nederland (Beautiful Netherlands) (www.
kennispleinmooi, nederland.vrom.nl).

53 These four Ministries were 1) the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, 2) the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Nature management and Fisheries (now the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality), 3) the Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and 
the Environment (since 2012 the issues that were dealt with by this Ministry have been 
split up between several other Ministries) and 4) Ministry of Transport, Public Works 
and Water Management (now the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment); 
Nota Belvedere. Beleidsnota over de relatie cultuurhistorie en ruimtelijke inrichting 
[Memorandum on the relationship between cultural history and spatial planning], 1999, The Hague: VNG 
uitgeverij, p. 6
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Therefore, archaeological and cultural heritage, like the landscape of marsh 
areas, dikes, traditional windmills, relicts of fortified villages and old 
residential buildings alongside canals and ditches should be valued again. 
As a consequence, certain Dutch built environments and landscapes were 
identified as particularly worth preserving (known as Belvedere regions of which 
a couple are on the list of World Heritage Site). The reappreciation of Dutch 
culture not only caters to its preservation. Culture heritage has also been 
kept in mind when spatial change is necessary such as the redevelopment of 
rural areas and the realization of new housing schemes. 

In line with these objectives, the symbolic expression of culture in new 
residential areas has been boosted by housing policy. The housing report 
(Ministry of VROM 2000) called Mensen, Wensen, Wonen (People, Preferences, 
Living) suggested that building professionals were supposed to provide 
pleasant residential ‘experiences’ by referring to high-status residential 
culture (e.g. to the manor house). In addition, as a follow-up to ideas of 
multicultural planning and housing (Van der Horst and Ouwehand 2012), 
the participation of ethnic groups in the planning process should not only 
be stimulated, the symbolic expression of ethnic culture in public space and 
residential architecture should also be realized (VROM-raad 2002). 

These developments concerning spatial change and housing production 
were accompanied by the theming of culture as part of the strategies to 
market multiethnic neighbourhoods. Initially, urban ethnic entrepreneurs 
broadened the supply of their products to others than their own ethnic 
group. This bottom-up and haphazard promotion of ethnic products has 
now been absorbed by local governments that stimulated the theming of 
multiethnic shops and streets, restaurants, products and so on, basically as 
a tourist attraction. Local governments attempted to improve the reputation 
of disadvantaged multiethnic neighbourhoods by promising a convenient 
but surprising experience of urban consumption (Anderson 1990, Rath 2005, 
Hall and Rath 2007). As suggested in Chapter 4, these ethnic shops, products 
or restaurants are not only appealing to tourists but also to urban minded 
residents. References to Arabian and other non-Western culture were 
realized in a few housing schemes which became a beautiful backdrop to a 
pleasant residential experience (Meier and Ouwehand 2009). 

6.1.1.  Characteristics of themed residential place and architecture
In order to identify characteristics of themed residential place and architecture (which 
are related to the second sub research question), differences between the use 
of themes today and in the past have been explored. 

Several interviewed professionals told me that theming is not new. 
They claimed that contemporary theming is comparable to the usage of 
styles during the period of historism. At that time architects searched 
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for the ‘right’ style in order to express ‘truth’ (Hübsch 1828) while private 
construction companies have arbitrarily mixed and moulded style elements 
in order to meet the taste of the new bourgeoisie54 (Pey 2004, Van der Woud 
2008).

This study has shown that the idea of style in the nineteenth century was 
different from the contemporary perception, although some traits of the 
usage of themes seem to be stable. During the nineteenth century, styles 
were distinguished by the way of spatial configuration, the mode of physical 
construction and their figurative shape. First of all, a style represented 
certain regions and periods of time. In 1828, the German architectural 
theorist Hübsch argued in his essay In welchem Stile sollen wir bauen that ‘[T]he 
difference between the monuments of one nation and one period lies in the 
number and manifold combinations of walls, ceilings, piers or columns, 
doors, windows, roofs, and cornices55, according to their various purposes.’ 
(Britt 1992:66). Thus, history had been ‘themed’ in terms of classifying 
regions and periods of time. Moreover, the purpose of using styles was first 
and foremost to artistically express the structural principle of the building. 
Hence, an ornament artistically expresses the structural principle, like the 
pediment (geveldriehoek) of the Greek temple represents the principle of 
horizontal load and vertical support. Styles were self-referential in the sense 
that cladding and structural principle was perceived as an entity. 

In contrast, contemporary theming of history does not aim to emphasize 
the structural principle. Instead, the cladding or ‘capsule’ is the bearer of 
meaning while meaning is sometimes artistically expressed in the capsule 
and urban form, as the theming of the ‘traditional small town’ or ‘Arabian 
Kasbah’ demonstrates. In such instances both are fused to an entire themed 
ambience that refers to an imaginary place which, as I assert in this study, 
lays the ground for the creation of hyperspace. It is precisely this ‘spatial’, 
three-dimensional theming that was previously evident found in theme 
parks, shopping malls or restaurants in the V.S. (Sorkin 1992, Hanningan 
1998, Ritzer 1999). 

What is more, and again in contrast to the nineteenth century, the 
range of themes has been broadened considerably by comprising external 
themes like (imaginary) history, cultural heritage and popular culture. This 
finding is in line with the rationale that contemporary theming essentially 
constitutes the implementation of external themes (Gottdiener 1997, Bryman 
2004).

However, similarly to the nineteenth century, private developers are 
attempting to meet the taste and preferences of the middle classes by using 

54 See for a definition of the new bourgeoise used in this study section 5.2.1 
55 In Dutch: kroonlijst: verzierde lijst (boven aan) een gebouw of muur, soms ook onderdeel van een raam of 

portiekontsluiting
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historical styles elements. They implement various combinations of style 
elements like decorated facades, ceilings, doors, windows and so on. As 
was the case a hundred years ago (Pey 2004), architects and other critics 
are concerned about the arbitrariness of this usage which is prone to the 
creation of truthless and fake architecture (Hulsman 2006). However, the 
gap between architects and other building parties seems to be less profound 
than in earlier times. The findings of this dissertation illustrate that the 
creation of themed residential place is the result of a collaborative action: 
housing associations, architects and urban planners, private developers and 
local governments are all interested in fulfilling the residential preferences 
of the (affluent) middle classes. As I suggest, this consensus is based on the 
introduction of populist thought in Dutch planning practice. Inspired by 
ideas of e.g. Gans, Venturi and Haskell, scholars like Lefaivre and Tzonis 
(1976) claimed that, first of all, the position of ‘consumers’ during the 
planning process had to be reconsidered. However, the idea of granting 
more power to consumers and symbolically expressing cultural identity and 
placeness was not actually put into practice before the 1990s. 

To conclude, past and present theming differ by the usage of self-
referential and external themes and the range of themes. This finding 
leads to the follow-up argument that contemporary themed residential 
place constitutes the pretention to artistically express cultural identity of 
fractions of the middle classes while rejecting high-scale housing schemes. 
Instead, the ‘traditional small town’, the garden villages of ‘the 1930s’ or 
fortified villages serve as favoured and collectively known originals which 
emanate a high-status residential culture and, in the case of Brandevoort, a 
monumentality of the human scale. 

6.1.2 Characteristics of theming practice in Noorderhof, Brandevoort and Le 
Medi
As regards the third sub research question of what the characteristics of theming 

practice are, this study provides empirical evidence that building professionals 
in all research cases appreciate references to history and (ethnic) culture. 
Reference to culture in architecture and urban forms has basically been used 
to enhance the attractiveness of places for fractions of the middle classes. In 
this context culture tends to commute into commercial culture and, for this 
reason, theming residential place has become a new economy of culture in 
the Netherlands (Zukin 1995, 2010). 

However, the investigation of the research cases also demonstrates that 
the question of what references to history, culture or cultural heritage 
actually comprise appears to be blurred and hence, also the references. For 
example, those who built Brandevoort selected certain ‘real’ fragments of the 
Dutch past, replenished them with invented aspects and narratives in order 
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to realize placeness and also design distinct architecture. This conflicting aim 
often resulted in a more or less imaginary relationship between housing and 
its geographical surroundings. The architecture is likely to stand out from 
the surrounding landscape rather than emanate placeness. Consequently, 
‘making the difference’ tends to counterbalance the idea of representing 
‘real’ cultural heritage or ‘real’ (regional) culture. 

This finding supports Baudrillard’s perception of hyperspace. He 
suggested that references to ‘reality’ – for example to ‘real’ or observable 
cultural heritage - has been converted into a simulation of reality that 
has never existed (Baudrillard 1983, Eco 1986). In this sense, the themed 
architecture of Noorderhof, Brandevoort De Veste and Le Medi is more than 
a mere artistic expression of imaginary small towns or an Arabian Kasbah. 
A simulation of a traditional small-town has been built. In Noorderhof an 
‘authentic’ location for the old church had to be realized. Because churches 
are the core of traditional villages and small towns, the old church had 
been given a new small town around it. To simulate natural growth, all the 
facades are different. The preservation of a number of old trees suggests that 
the village has existed for a long time. In Brandevoort, Brabant’s building 
tradition was simulated by an imaginary narrative on how Brandevoort had 
developed during the centuries. The narrative suggested that the medieval 
fortified centre (De Veste) had been expanded beyond its walls and, as a 
result, new green suburbia had been developed (De Buitens). The urban form 
of a fortified centre was actually realized, along with the green ‘suburbs’. The 
architecture in Le Medi refers to an Arabian Kasbah that lacks a comparable 
original in the Dutch and Mediterranean context. 

To sum up, this study has demonstrated that a more market-orientated 
housing production required a change in the attitude of planning 
practitioners to their work. Two characteristics of their theming practice 
have been found. First, the building professionals involved in Noorderhof, 
Brandevoort and Le Medi were aware of the requirement to meet target 
groups’ residential preferences. However, defining and predicting these 
preferences is a difficult and complex process. Second, the design process 
of all the three housing schemes comprises the invention of key narratives 
which are closely related to architectural design. This feature of theming 
practice found in the Dutch context confirms the notion of Bryman (2004) 
that theming always consists of the combination of an object and a narrative 
applied to it. 

However, the building professionals involved in Le Medi were more 
concerned about the prospective residential lifestyle groups than the 
professionals who built Noorderhof and Brandevoort. I argue that the 
most important reason for this is that the invented theme does not refer 
to commonly known Dutch cultural heritage or ‘originals’. Instead, the 
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initiators attempted to express Arabian building traditions artistically in 
a Dutch context. Being aware of this displacement, they developed the 
following strategies. They aimed to realize a fusion of Dutch and Arabian 
building in order to create something not ‘too foreign’. In addition, strategies 
were developed to establish potential home buyers’ preferences. In contrast, 
the representative of the housing association who initiated the production 
of Noorderhof relied on his personal experience and argued that the creation 
of an enclosed ‘convincing’ ambience would be enough to attract middle 
income home buyers to this location. The imitators of Brandevoort De Veste 
also relied on their experience that reference to history is an appealing 
theme for middle and higher income groups. However, they also carried out 
surveys and held workshops to engage with potential target groups. 

Thus, this study only partly confirms the assertion that commodity 
producers draw on consumer knowledge during the production process 
(Thrift 2006, Ritzer and Jurgenson 2010). In particular, building 
professionals involved in Le Medi wanted to find innovative strategies to 
engage consumers in the planning process and tap into their unconscious 
thoughts while the planners of the other two cases made less of an effort to 
do so. 

6.2 Consumption of themed residential place

With regard to the consumption of themed residential architecture, two 
types of interviewees were identified, namely home buyers (Le Medi) and 
residents (Noorderhof and Brandevoort). When I interviewed the people 
who had bought homes in Le Medi, the purchases had just been made 
and the people were waiting to move in. All the residents of Noorderhof 
and Brandevoort De Veste had lived there for at least three years. This 
dissertation has shown that a number of aspects are responsible for 
residential choice and the way in which they socially construct a ‘classed’ 
place identity. The argument is that sociocultural and individual practices of 
territorial appropriation are aspects of ‘classed’ practices.

In the following section I respond to the sub research questions of how 

do home buyers judge the themed architecture and how do they perceive themselves, fellow 

residents and ‘the others’. Section 6.2.2 deals with the question of how residents 

appropriate and judge the themed housing projects of Noorderhof and Brandevoort and how 

they perceive themselves, fellow residents and ‘the others’.

6.2.1  Narratives of home buyers 
This study identified different narratives of home buyers in Le Medi (Chapter 
4). Through these layered narratives they classify themselves as part of a 
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valued social category. Evidence has been provided that home buyers with 
an ethnic background classify themselves by referring to different aspects to 
those used by Dutch interviewees, although there are some similarities. 

First, home buyers with an ethnic background distinguish themselves 
from other ethnic groups and from individuals with the same ethnic 
background. The latter are dismissed if they behave anti-socially and 
therefore damage the reputation of the whole (own) ethnic group. Second, 
some interviewees argue that homeowners are more ‘decent’ then tenants, 
in an attempt to underline their own progress based on the idea that 
homeowners are ‘people-like-us’ and are therefore the desired peer group 
to which they are actually going to belong in the near future. Third, all 
interviewees with an ethnic background appreciate the fact that a large 
number of Dutch people have also purchased homes in Le Medi thereby 
embodying a valued social category. This fraction of the urban middle 
classes is able to embrace the themed Arabian Kasbah precisely because 
Dutch buyers are willing to appropriate it. They therefore acknowledge 
this particular theme as being an artistic expression of ‘their’ cosmopolitan 
culture. This finding highlights the close relationship between architectural 
aesthetics, social disposition and a sense of self-worth (Duncan and Duncan 
2004; Ley 1996, 2003). 

Interviewees with a Dutch background do not explicitly distinguish 
themselves from other ethnic groups. Instead, they seek to distinguish 
themselves from ‘the other locals’ who live in Bospolder-Tussendijken. 
For example, one interviewee expressed his detachment from ‘the other 
locals’ by dismissing their consumption pattern (‘just people, who only buy 
rubbish, eat rubbish and stuff their children full of sweets’; see quotation 
on page 80). Despite that, some interviewees are less negative and prefer to 
emphasize their solidarity with ‘the other locals’. They believe in their power 
to improve the liveability of the neighbourhood and are willing to invest 
time, ideas and money. 

In addition to this, all Dutch respondents distinguish themselves from 
people who live in the suburbs. To them, living in the suburbs means 
dullness, while living in the city represents a cosmopolitan lifestyle and 
creativity. Their preferred peer group is, therefore, the urbanites who ‘dare’ 
to invest in an urban neighbourhood which cannot immediately be described 
as decent. To some interviewees, the themed architecture compensates 
the negative reputation of the deprived urban district. The theming of 
the Arabian Kasbah is then perceived as unique and distinct from the 
surrounding buildings.

However, this study also provides support for the idea that all interviewees 
- whether they have an ethnic background or not - share an urban 
minded lifestyle, although the reasoning behind this varies considerably. 
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Respondents with an ethnic background do not want to live in the suburbs 
because they are afraid of stigmatisation (the majority of residents there are 
perceived as ‘white’) while the Dutch interviewees are afraid of dullness. 
This finding is in line with the argument of earlier studies (Reijndorp et 
al. 1998, Karsten et al. 2006). Besides that, both groups share an interest 
in living in a manageable and safe residential ambience. In particular, the 
parents of young children are comfortable with the collectively owned square 
and streets.

As regards the role of theming for residential choice, all the interviewees 
who had bought a home in Le Medi had done so because they see themselves 
as ‘real’ urbanites and have no intention of changing this. Almost all of 
them have social relations with people living in Rotterdam and enjoy the 
supply of multicultural food, products and services. Moreover, the single-
family houses fulfilled a number of functional desires. The combination of 
property and themed architecture is a ‘pre-packaged’ commodity (Dear 2002) 
through which fractions of the urban middle classes attempt to reproduce 
their social disposition (Bourdieu 1984, Zukin 1998, Ley 2003). 

Moreover, this study provides evidence that the Arabian Kasbah theme 
appeals to Dutch respondents in their thirties, particularly in an urban 
context. This group perceive themselves as being different from ‘the 
mainstream’. In the case of the families interviewed, themed ambience, 
with its clear spatial boundaries, immediately solves two problems: it makes 
it possible to live in the ‘lee of the city’ while still having vibrant city life 
close by (Karsten et al. 2006). This is confirmed by the convenience of owner-
occupied, single-family homes surrounded by a safe and guarded space for 
children to play in and less of a focus on the architectural theme. While 
the interviewees with a non-Dutch background claimed that although the 
themed and enclosed architecture was remarkable, it was not the main 
reason for buying a house in Le Medi, they also stated that they would have 
been interested in buying a home in Bospolder anyway, even if there no 
gated or themed housing had been available. 

6.2.2  Narratives of the residents
The residents of Noorderhof and Brandevoort De Veste also socially 
construct distinction and social disposition by means of themed residential 
architecture. The analysis of their narratives has shown that they relate 
a sense of self-worth to locational choice, aesthetic judgements, social 
behaviour and collectively organized events (Chapter 5).

As regards locational choice, the study provides evidence that the 
interviewees from Noorderhof are clearly more concerned with the location 
of their property than the respondents of Brandevoort De Veste. Similarly 
to the home buyers of Le Medi, they perceive themselves as urban-minded 
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people who still greatly appreciate the small scale of their residential 
environment. Living in a ‘village within Amsterdam’ is a perception that 
unifies their own sense of belonging to Amsterdam, despite them not 
being able to afford a house (with a garden) in the affluent districts near 
the city centre. By contrast, the residents of Brandevoort De Veste do not 
focus on a specific city. They use a number of medium-sized towns for daily 
shopping, work or other amenities and seem to have no trouble with being 
‘suburbanites’. 

Interviewees from both research cases assert that they appreciate the 
historicized residential architecture. In particular, residents of De Veste 
associate it with a high status of residential culture. The diversity of the 
facades, with brickwork that looks hand-made, reminds some of them of an 
old Amsterdam canal-side house. By contrast the residents of Noorderhof 
see the greenery as a reflection of respectability rather than the themed 
architecture. 

This study suggests that the interviewees from Noorderhof are very 
involved in residential social life and are proud of their collectively organized 
events. Some of them argued that almost all their fellow residents are 
‘people like us’ and have chosen to ‘stay in Amsterdam’ (citation p. 102). This 
perception expresses the elective belonging (Savage et al. 2006) to the place. 
The vast majority of the interviewees perceive the fellow residents as like-
minded, highly educated and affluent. 

Remarkably, social residential behaviour has been judged differently 
in the two themed residential places. For the Noorderhof residents the 
encounters and time spent on the pavements is appreciated and perceived as 
‘normal’ behaviour. In particular the families appreciate the spontaneous 
encounters that take place in front of their houses. By contrast, the 
interviewees of Brandevoort De Veste avoid this social practice. They morally 
judge lingering on the sidewalks in front of the houses as being ‘working 
class’ and unrespectable behaviour. Instead, they decorate the zone in 
front of the houses with flowers and decorative furniture. The decorations 
therefore become a way of deterring people from stopping while, in turn, 
the decorations become a defensible design. In this vein, the Dickens Night 
is a celebration of the community on the one hand, but represents social 
respectability on the other. Residents who take part on the festival are 
not supposed to ‘sell junk’. Instead, a rather chic arts and crafts market is 
supposed to be organized which simulates the past in a euphemistic way.

6.2.3 Concluding remarks on social distinction
In conclusion this study has demonstrated that the interviewees socially 
construct distinction by appropriating the residential location and themed 
architecture as features that belong to ‘people-like-us’. By doing so they 
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routinely draw social and symbolic boundaries. The empirical chapters 
support the argument that everyday residential practices have a ‘classed’ 
nature (Bourdieu 1984, Bottero 2004, Skeggs 2005). These ‘classed’ practices 
are closely related to moral judgements of social behaviour as well as to 
themed architectural aesthetics. The interviewees classify ‘the other’ and 
the self with different intensities. 

With regard to the ‘classed’ nature of cultural and social practices, themed 
architecture seems to add something. It provides a ready-made and stable 
sign which the respondents relate to respectability. In this vein, themed 
residential architecture seems to assure them that they are, or will be, living 
with like-minded people. It is remarkable that all the residents interviewed 
‘need’ this sign of middle-class respectability. They use themed architecture 
as a means to socially distinguish themselves from ‘the others’ out there 
rather than from fellow residents next door (Savage 2010). People use themed 
architecture to collectively portray themselves as member of a valued social 
category despite they are being aware of the fact that different social groups 
live in the same neighbourhood. The architecture serves as a reliable tool 
which is used to express pride in the residential location and the residents 
enjoy telling people where they live. 

Some academic scholars argue that one reason for this kind of social 
segregation and the need for stable signs of respectability lay in neoliberal 
governance (Brenner and Theodore 2002, Peck and Tickell 2002, Atkinson 
2006). The argument is that an increasing economic instability accompanied 
with decreased state regulation enhances feelings of insecurity for many 
people, hence also for fractions of the middle classes who fear a decline 
in social status. Atkinson (2006) and Low (2008) asserted that feelings 
of insecurity encourage a desire to share day-to-day residential life with 
like-minded people. The empirical chapters provided evidence that the 
interviewees indeed tend to segregate themselves from people they perceived 
as being ‘the others’. Some of them expressed feelings of insecurity while 
appreciating the inward-looking residential ambience, the ‘stability’ of 
the themed architectural aesthetics (Brandevoort) and residential life with 
like-minded people. However, I would tentatively suggest that feelings 
of insecurity are based on a variety of reasons. In any case, the empirical 
data gathered does not support or reject the correlation between neoliberal 
governance and feelings of insecurity.

Finally, and as regards the relation between social distinction and middle 
class, one aspect is worth to discuss here. The perception of who belongs 
whether or not to the middle classes has been shaped by the categorization 
from ‘outside’. Class theory has long been organized around a Marxist and 
Weberian approaches where class struggle based on exploitation took the 
centre stage. Scholars have defined class position according to means of 
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production and/or occupational and education levels of individuals and 
households (Erikson, Goldthrope and Portocareo 1979), the ‘extent’ of their 
cultural and economic capital (Bourdieu 1984) or according to property, 
cultural and organisational assets. Social groups attempt to preserve these 
assets for future generations and convert one type of asset into another 
(Savage et.al. 1992). Although these approaches are interesting and 
convincing, the question that remains is if people do think that they belong to 
a social class. Is there a (middle) class identity evolving from ‘inside’? 

Concerning this question, Kelley and Evans (1995) draw a remarkable 
picture. Based on a study accomplished in six Western countries, they 
suggest that the relationship between objective materialist forces and 
subjective perceptions inform the perception of class. They argue that 
reference group processes basically deform perceptions of class because 
people tend to perceive the world as an enlarged version of their reference 
group. Because the reference group is ‘mainly homogeneous in social status 
.. people see themselves in the middle of the class hierarchy - this is true 
of rich and poor, educated and illiterate, worker and boss in all six nations’ 
(Kelley and Evans 1995:173). This argument is in line with the notion that 
people prefer to be ordinary rather than exceptionally (Savage 2010). 

Concerning the sense of middle class identity, the findings of this study are 
ambiguous. A great number of the respondents of Brandevoort De Veste 
explicitly distinct themselves from people they perceive as members of the 
working or lower class. Beside, some home buyers of Le Medi explicitly 
distinct themselves from the poor and unhealthy lifestyle of urban locals 
while the interviewees with a non-Dutch ethnic background perceive 
themselves as ‘the decent’ immigrants. In constrast, the interviewees of 
Noorderhof tend to create a sense of self of being ‘just ordinary people’. 
Therefore, it is inviting to conclude that the more culturally close people are 
to the ‘working classes’ (like the Brandevoort residents with a lower level 
of education and Le Medi respondents with an ethnic background who are 
on the cusp of homeownership) the more they attempt to create a sense of 
decent middle class identity. A rationale Skeggs (1997, 2005) has worked out. 
However, as regards the high educated respondents of Le Medi who distinct 
themselves from ‘the local poor’ do not fit in this picture. Thus, more 
research on the sense of middle class identity is needed to substantiate this 
tentative finding.
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6.3  Reflection on the theoretical and methodological approach

6.3.1  Reflection on the concepts hyperspace and theming 
Hyperreality is an elusive and contested concept which I now want to reflect 
on. A number of scholars have argued that the impression of hyperreality 
exists if an inward-looking urban form has been produced with a theme 
which appears all over the place (Bryman 2004, Eco 1975, Gottdiener 1997, 
Ritzer 1999). I have used the term hyperspace in the sense of a perfectly 
themed ambience. Perfected in terms of being a frozen three-dimensional 
‘image’. Furthermore, residential hyperspace refers to a simulation of reality 
in an abstract sense. As illustrated in this study, building professionals did 
this by simulating natural growth for example. However, above all, the 
creation of hyperspace needs spatial enclosement (Sokin 1992): separated 
entities with a ‘coordinated aesthetic’ can be created (Langdon 1994) just by 
an inward-looking space whose claddings are ‘decorated’. As a consequence, 
theming does not always lead to the creation of hyperspace. Lörzing et 
al. (2006) have illustrated that many housing schemes have been realized 
in the Netherlands which make use of themes but in an eclectic way. 
Themes were sometimes used as mere names rather than as guidelines for 
the architectural design. At times themes were invented afterwards and 
were only used as a strategy for sale. Therefore, residential hyperspace 
and theming were not self-evidently related to each other. I argue that 
hyperspace can only be created if the objective is to create a particular and 
spatially inward-looking ambience accompanied with consistent theming. 

figure 19 range of theming

MosT elaBoraTeD TheMiNg pracTice leasT elaBoraTeD TheMiNg pracTice

External themes considerable guide architectural 
and urban design and marketing strategy with 
the aim being to create one specific ambience. 
Result: big chance of creating a hyperreal 
residential ambience. 

External themes only guide marketing strategy 
during period of sale. only self-referential themes 
have relevance for architectural and urban 
design. No aim to create one specific ambience. 
Result: hardly any chance of creating hyperreal 
ambience (mere physical construction has 
artistically been expressed).

Postmodern scholars like Soja (1995), Dear and Flusty (2000) have asserted 
that the invention of theming and hyperspaces first and foremost serves 
commercialization. In this vein, theming practice is a mere profit-
seeking action. This rationale has repeatedly been illustrated by studies 
of ‘cathedrals of consumption’ (Ritzer 1999, Sorkin 1992, Gottdiener 1997). 
This study provides evidence that theming in the Netherlands has also been 
deployed as a means of commercialization of residential place. In that sense 
commercialization actually means competing with other building firms 
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and organisations for middle-class homebuyers (and tenants) by creating 
distinctive themed residential places. 

Nevertheless, theming of residential place seems to be a less clear-cut 
profit seeking action as is suggested for public and/or recreational places. 
This study has demonstrated that several building professionals were afraid 
of inventing themes and thereby producing fake architecture. They were 
afraid of losing their respectability compared to their ‘peer group’ working in 
the same field (Sennett, 2006, 2008). 

Finally, the desire for authenticity counterbalances and simultaneously 
enhances the creation of hyperspace. Most of the interviewees were in some 
way or other concerned with questions about authenticity. To architects, 
authenticity often means creating ‘truth’. As illustrated in Chapter 3, 
nineteenth century architects advocated the artistic expression of the 
material-structural basis of architecture while modernist architects argued 
in favour of the representation of plain purpose and physical construction. 
The emergence of theming challenges the notion of ‘truth’. Designing a 
mere facade undermines architects’ craftsmanship which, in turn, means 
designing three dimensional spaces and typologies and hence, artistically 
expressing purpose. The private developers and civil servants interviewed 
also claimed to value authentic places and architecture. To them placeness 
and side-specific design represent authenticity. However, this study provides 
evidence that they seem to be satisfied with simulating placeness.

Remarkably, and in actuality, the residents I interviewed do accept 
simulation of authenticity as being sufficiently authentic to identify 
with it. Home buyers in Le Medi, for example, know rationally that Le 
Medi simulates a Mediterranean ambience but this does not prevent them 
from perceiving the Mediterranean lifestyle as belonging to them and 
they therefore identify with Le Medi. Based on their narratives, it can 
be tentatively suggested that the higher the education, the higher the 
concern with, and reflection on, authenticity (a finding which confirms 
Bourdieu’s idea of social disposition). Admittedly, the empirical data does 
not substantiate a clear-cut correlation between the level of education and 
appreciation of authenticity. 

These findings highlight another aspect by which the theoretical concept 
of hyperspace could be criticized, namely the question of whether it is 
possible to experience hyperspace or, to put it in even better terms, do residents 

indeed experience themed residential place as hyperreal? In contrast to the experience 
of a one-day-off in a theme park where people can be entertained and 
enchanted, residential life is day-to-day routine. The findings of this study 
are ambiguous due to this point. Although it is clear that residential life 
has been experienced as real social life by the interviewees, with all their 
conflicts and pleasures, the themed architecture does evoke the association 
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of living in an imaginary place. For example, one interviewee argued that the 
trees and old church of the Noorderhof evoke the feeling of living in an old 
(Italian) village while another respondent asserted that living in Brandevoort 
De Veste made him feel like he had a role in a movie. Another couple that 
was interviewed asserted that, when they came home from a holiday, they 
were once more enchanted by the real beauty of Brandevoort (‘which is more 
beautiful than being on holiday’). 

In sum, the real exists alongside the hyperreal: day-to-day routines and 
social conflicts are real but, for the residents, their themed residential place 
is also real and luckily always present. I tentatively suggest that a themed 
residential ambience functions as a kind of tranquilizer, not least because 
themed architecture represents affluence and consequently balances feelings 
of insecurity to some extent (Low 2008).

6.3.2  Reflection on this case study research 
In this dissertation, three research cases were selected. The empirical cases 
were selected on the basis of the ‘distinctiveness’ of theming practice: 
themes have to be visual in architecture and should have played a crucial 
role in the designing process. Besides that, themed residential places in 
different geographical contexts were selected. Critics might claim that 
research involving three research cases is not representative of the way in 
which a social group develops social distinction through living in themed 
neighbourhoods in general. In a statistical sense, and from the viewpoint 
of the theory of probability, it would indeed be unfeasible. However, I argue 
that, despite the limited number of case studies a lot can still be said about 
general causes and features of theming practice in the Netherlands (Flyvberg 
2006). 

First, this study has identified planning practices which are globally 
implemented. Building professionals who work on behalf of the New 
Urbanism movement, for instance, standardize design principles and 
advocate the invention of stories on the place due to placeness, traditional 
urban patterns and neotraditional architectural signs. Brandevoort and 
other historicized Dutch neighbourhoods were built using similar principles 
and design code books. This is no surprise due to the fact that architects like 
Rob Krier and Christoph Kohl design buildings in a number of European 
countries. Consequently, the approach to designing themed environments 
underlies general features, although they have been adjusted in line with 
local contexts (Ibelings 2004).

Second, more market-orientated housing production leads to more 
competition between regions and building firms, municipalities, housing 
associations and so on. This required a change in work attitude as regards 
the production of places. Following Sennett (2006), this development is 
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specific for the culture of new capitalism. Therefore, the patterns of change 
in work attitude discovered here can tentatively be regarded as general 
patterns. 

Another point I want to mention here is that this study is limited by 
the absence of a control case: a non-themed neighbourhood. This was a 
deliberate choice made because a number of studies on social distinction 
and appropriation of non-themed residential place have already verified that 
residents do socially construct narratives to distinguish themselves from ‘the 
others’ while identifying with fellow residents they perceive as being like-
minded (Reijndorp et.al. 1998, Karsten 2006, Nio 2007, Watt 2009, Savage 
2010). This study adds the emphasis on the changing attitudes of building 
professionals and the empirical investigation of the relationship between 
themed architectural aesthetics, social distinction and commercialization of 
residential places within the urban field to these studies. This is done using 
a multidisciplinary approach.

6.4  Suggestions for further research

This study has led to new insights concerning the connection between 
production and consumption of themed residential architecture. However, 
more aspects deserve further attention in future research concerning the 
connection of these two sides. I now wish to emphasize some aspects 
relating to building practice, theory and methodology. 

As regard building practice, some studies have already dealt with the 
connection between residents’ lifestyles and architectural aesthetics 
(Nio 2002, 2010, Bosch and Ouwehand 2011) but more research is needed 
to understand this complex relationship. This study has shown that 
identification with residential place is vibrant and goes beyond the 
identification with the location alone. Architectural aesthetics do play a 
role as regards social distinction as well as emotions and moral judgements. 
More and more housing schemes have meanwhile been completed 
specifically for certain lifestyle groups. A critical evaluation could lead to 
practice-relevant findings for the building of new housing schemes. 

As regards theory, the production of themed residential place is a 
comprehensive practice which impacts the side of consumption and vice 
versa. However, the relation to each other at a theoretical level is difficult 
to explore because both sides are embedded in separate theoretical concepts 
which themselves vary widely. The production of residential place has often 
been related to housing policy (e.g. Boelhouwer 2002, Tousaint and Elsinga 
2007, Priemus 2006) or to neoliberal governance (see Peck and Tickell 2002, 
Brenner and Theodore 2002). Both neglect the architectural aesthetics of 
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housing and the way in which it has been consumed. Studies that deal with 
architectural aesthetics (e.g. Mohney and Easterling 1991, McCann 1995, 
Marshall 2003) also tend to ignore the way in which has been consumed, 
while studies that explore the consumption of architectural aesthetics are 
basically concerned with social distinction and exclusion, rather than with 
housing production (e.g. Atkinson 2006, Ley 1996, De Wijs-Mulkens 1999) 
(though there are exceptions (Duncan and Duncan 2004, Low 2008). 

I have argued that producers are more and more concerned about 
engaging with consumers’ thoughts, moral judgements and emotions. 
Drawing on Toffler’s idea of the prosumer, scholars like Ritzer and Jurgenson 
(2010) and Dujarier (2008) have developed the notion of the ‘prosumer 
society’. They assert that there is a trend towards putting consumers to work 
mainly through the use of the internet. On the one hand this could help 
organizations and businesses to save money and, on the other hand, give 
consumers more opportunities to create their own products and connections. 
Further research should investigate to what extent consumers are able to 
inform or even take over the housing production.

As regards methodology, discourse analysis probably offers an opportunity 
to get a grip on the relationship between consumption and production 
of themed residential space and architecture. As long as the meaning of 
residential place is socially constructed via several kinds of media, including 
the websites of the residents themselves, it would be interesting to compare, 
first, symbolic meanings which are constructed around the same place by 
residents and place producers and second, to compare symbolic meaning 
with actual practice of place appropriation.





129

7  References

Aalbers, M. and E. van Beckhoven (2010) The integrated approach in 
neighborhood renewal: more than just a philosophy? Tijdschrift voor 

Economische en Sociale Geografie, 101, pp. 449-461.
Anderson, K. (1990) ‘Chinatown Re-oriented’: A Critical Analysis of Recent 

Redevelopment Schemes in a Melbourne and Sydney Enclave, Australian 

Geographical Studies, 28, pp. 137-154.
Anderson, M. (2010) The discursive regime of the ‘American Dream’ and 

the new suburban frontier: the case of Kendall County, Illinois. Urban 

Geography, 31, pp. 1080-1099.
Ashworth, G. J. (2005) Heritage, places and tourism: some propositions and 

questions, in Van der Laarse, R. (ed.) Bezeten van vroeger. Erfgoed, identiteit and 

musealisering. Amsterdam: Het Spinhuis, pp. 193-206.
Atkinson, R. and J. Flint (2004) Fortress UK? Gated Communities, the Spatial 

Revolt of the Elites and Time-Space Trajectories of Segregation, Housing 

Studies, 19, pp. 875 - 892.
Atkinson, R. and S. Blandy (2005) Introduction: International Perspectives of 

the New Enclavism and the Rise of Gated Communities, Housing Studies, 20, 
pp. 177-186.

Atkinson, R. (2006) Padding the Bunker: Strategies of Middle-class 
Disaffiliation and Colonisation in the City, Urban Studies, 43, pp. 819-832.

Atkinson, R., R. Dowling and P. McGuirk (2009) Guest editorial: Home / 
Neighbour-hood / City/+, Environment and Planning A, 41, pp. 2816-2822.

Bailey, A. R. and J. R. Bryson (2006) Stories of suburbia (Bournville, UK): 
from planning to people tales, Social and Cultural Geography, 7, pp. 179-198.

Bagnall, G. (1996) Consuming the Past, in Consumption Matters, edited by S. 
Edgell, K. Hetherington, and A. Warde. Oxford: Blackwell.

Ballantyne, A. and A. Law (2011) Tudoresque. In Pursuit of the Ideal Home. London: 
Reaktion Books.

Banham, R. (1960) Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, Elsevier Science Ltd.
Barthes, R. (1967) Elements of semiology. New York: Hill and Wang.
Baudrillard, J. (2007 [1970]) The Consumer Society. Mythes en Structures. Los 

Angeles, etc.: Sage Publishers
Baudrillard, J. (1983) Simulations. United States of America: Semiotext[e].
Beer, P. d. (2008) De middenklasse onder druk?, in Regeringsbeleid, W. R. v. 

(ed.) De kwetsbare middenklasse, Den Haag: WRR/Strategieberaad, pp. 15-42.
Besems, K. (2009) Verzonnen Verleden. Rotterdam: Episode Publishers.
Bertolini, L. and W. Salet (2003) Planning Concepts for Cities in Transition: 

Regionalization of Urbanity in the Amsterdam Structure Plan, Planning, 

Theory and Practice, 4, pp. 131- 146.



Living in imaginary PLaces

130

Blakely, E.J.  and M.G. Snyder (1997) Fortress America. Gated Communities in the 

United States. Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.
Boeijenga, J. and J. Mensink (2008) Vinex Atlas. Rotterdam: 010 Publishers.
Boelhouwer, P. (2002) Trends in Dutch Housing Policy and the Shifting 

Position of the Social Rented Sector. Urban Studies, 39, pp. 219-235.
Bötticher, C. (1846) Das Princip der Hellenischen und der Germanischen Bauweise 

hinsichtlich der Uebertragung in die Bauweise unserer Tage, Wiener Allgemeine 
Bauzeitung, pp. 2-29.

Bötticher, C. (1852) Die Tektonik der Hellenen. Potsdam: Ferdinand Riegel.
Böhm, A., H. Legewie and T. Muhr (1992) Kursus Textinterpretation: Globalaus-

wertung und Grounded Theory. Unpublished manuscript, TU Berlin.
Böhme, G. (2006) Architektur und Atmosphäre, München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag.
Bollerey, F. (1990) Der holländische Weg: Die Adaption des 

Gartenstadtgedankens in den Niederlanden, in: idem, G.Fehl and K. 
Hartman (eds.) Im Grünen Wohnen - im Blauen planen. Ein Lesebuch zur Gartenstadt, 
Hamburg: Christians, pp. 410-439.

Bolt, G., P. Hooimeijer and R. van Kempen (2002) Ethnic Segregation in the 
Netherlands: New Patterns, New Policies?, Tijdschrift voor Economische en 

Sociale Geografie, 93, pp. 214-220.
Bosch, E. M. and A. Ouwehand (2011) At home in the oasis, in: C. Thouzelier 

and M.C. Jaillet (eds.) Mixité: an urban and housing issue? Mixing people, housing and 

activities as the urban challenge of the future, 23rd ENHR Conference, pp. 1-27.  
Boterman, W., L. Karsten and S. Musterd (2010) Gentrifiers Settling Down? 

Patterns and Trends of Residential Location of Middle-Class Families in 
Amsterdam, Housing Studies, 25, pp. 693-714.

Bottero, W. (2004) Class Identities and the Identity of Class, Sociology, 38, pp. 
985-1003.

Bourdieu, P. (1984) Distinction. A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. London: 
Routledge

Brand, S. (1997) How buildings learn: what happens after they are built. London: 
Phoenix Illustrated.

Brandenburg, A.M. and M. S. Carroll (1995) Your place or mine?: The effect 
of place  creation on environmental values and landscape meanings, 
Society & Natural  Resources, 8, pp. 381-398.

Brenner, N. and N. Theodore (2002) Cities and the Geographies of “Actually 
Existing Neoliberalism. In idem, editors, Spaces of Neoliberalism: Urban 

Restructuring in North America and Western Europe. Oxford, UK: Blackwell, pp. 2-32.
Britt, D. (ed.) (1992 [1828]) In what Style should we build? The German debate on 

architectural style, Santa Monica: The Getty Center [English translation of 
Hübsch, H., (1828) In welchem Stile sollen wir bauen? Karlsruhe.] 

Broadbent, G., R. Bunt and C. Jencks (1980) Signs, Symbols, and Architecture, 
Chichester, etc.: John Wiley & Sons.

Bryman, A. (1995) Disney and his Worlds. London: Routledge.



131

7  References

Bryman, A. (2004) The Disneyization of Society. London etc.: Sage Publishers
Bryman, A. (2004a) Social Research Methods, second edition, Oxford: University 

Press.
Burgers, J. (1992) (red.) De Uitstad. Over stedelijk vermaak, Utrecht: Jan van Arkel.
Burgers, J. and H. van der Lugt (2005) ‘ Zwarte Vlucht’. De suburbanisatie van 

Surinamers uit Rotterdam, Sociologie, 1, pp. 126-142. 
Butler, T. (1995) ‘Gentrification and the urban middle classes’, idem and M. 

Savage (eds.) Social change and the middle classes. London: UCL Press, pp. 188 - 204.
Butler, T. and M. Savage (1995) (eds.) Social change and the middle classes. London: 

UCL Press.
Buttimer, A. (1980) Home, Reach, and the Sense of Place, in Buttimer, A. 

and Seamon, D. (eds.) The Human Experience of Space and Place. London: Croom 
Helm, pp. 166-187.

Chaney, D. (1990) Subtopia in Gateshead: The MetroCentre as a cultural 
form. Theory, Culture and Society,  7, pp. 49-68.

Clapham, D. (2005) The Meaning of Housing. A pathways approach. Bristol: The 
Policy Press.

Cloke, P., M. Phillips and N. Thrift (1995) The new middle classes and the 
social constructs of rural living, in Butler, T. and M. Savage (eds.) Social 

Change and the Middle Class. London: UCL Press, pp. 220-238.
Collins, P. (1998) Changing Ideals in Modern Architecture 1750-1950. McGill-Queen’s 

University Press.
Colquhoun, A. (1989) Essays in Architectural Criticism. Modern Architecture and 

Historical Change. Cambridge, Massachusetts, etc.: MIT Press.
Cosgrove. D. and S. Daniels (1988) (eds.) Iconography of landscape: essays on the 

symbolic representation, design and use of past environments. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Crawford, M. (1992) The World in a Shopping Mall, in. M. Sorkin (ed.) 
Variations on a theme park. The new American city and the end of public space. New 
York: Hill and Wang, pp. 3-30.

Crompton, R., F. Devine, M. Savage and J. Scott (2000) (eds.) Renewing Class 

Analysis. Oxford: Blackwell.
Cuba, L. and Hummon, D. M. (1993) A place to call home: Identification 

With Dwelling, Community and Region, The Sociological Quarterly, 34, pp. 
111-131.

Davis, M. (1990) City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles. New York: 
Verso.

Dembski, S. and W. Salet (2010) The transformative potential of institutions: 
how symbolic markers can institute new social meaning in changing 
cities, Environment and Planning A, 42, pp. 611-625.

De Graaf, N. D. and Steijn, B. (1997) De ‘service’ klasse in Nederland: een 
voorstel tot aanpassing van de EGP-klassenindeling, Tijdschrift voor Sociologie, 
18, pp. 131-154.



Living in imaginary PLaces

132

De Klerk, L. (2008) De modernisering van de stad. De opkomst van de planmatige 

stadsontwikkeling in Nederland 1850-1914, Rotterdam: NAi Uitgevers. 
De Vletter, M. (2004) The Critical Seventies. Architecture and Urban Planning in the 

Netherlands 1968-1982, Rotterdam: NAi Publishers. 
De Wijs-Mulkens, E. (1999) Wonen op stand. Lifestyles en landschappen van de culturele 

en economische elite, Amsterdam: Het Spinhuis.
Dear, M.J. and S. Flusty (1998) Postmodern Urbanism, Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers, 88, pp. 50-72.
Dear, M.J. (2000) The Postmodern Urban Condition. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.
Dostrovsky, N. and R. Harris (2008) Style for the Zeitgeist: The Stealthy 

Revival of Historicist Housing Since the Late 1960s, The professional 

geographer, 60, pp. 314-332.
Dowling, R. (1998) Neotraditionalism in the Suburban Landscape: Cultural 

Geographies of Exclusion in Vancouver, Canada, Urban Geography, 19, pp. 
105-122.

Duany, A., E. Plater-Zyberk and J. Speck (2002) Suburban Nation: The Rise of Sprawl 

and the Decline of the American Dream. New York: North Point Press.
Dujarier, M.-A. (2008), Le travail du consommateur. De McDo à E-bay: comment 

nous coproduisons ce que nous achetons, Paris: La découverte [online source: 
http://www.editionsladecouverte.fr/liens/ps/introduction_travail_
consommateur.pdf]

Duncan, J. and N. Duncan (2004) Landscapes of Privilege. The Politics of the Aesthetic 

in an American Suburb. New York and London: Routledge.
Eco, U. (1980) Function and Sign: The Semiotics of Architecture., in G. 

Broadbent, R. Bunt and C. Jencks (eds.) Signs, Symbols and Architecture. 
Chichester, etc.: John Wiley and Sons.

Eco, U. (1986) Travels in Hyperreality. Essays. San Diego, New York, London: 
Harcourt Brace and Company.

Erikson, R., J.H. Goldthrope and L. Portocareo (1979) Intergenerational 
Class Mobility in Three Western European Societies: England, France and 
Sweden, British Journal of Sociology, 30, pp. 415-441.

Falconer Al-Hindi, K. (2001) The New Urbanism: where and for whom? 
Investigation of an emergent paradigm, Urban Geography, 22, pp. 202-219.

Falconer Al-Hindi, K. and Staddon, C. (1997) The hidden histories and 
geographies of neotraditional town planning: the case of Seaside, Florida, 
Environment and Planning D, 15, pp. 349-372.

Featherstone, M. (1991) Consumer Culture and Postmodernism. London, etc.: Sage  
Publishers.

Fjellman, S. M. (1992) Vinyl Leaves: Walt Disney and America. Bouldner: Westview 
Press.

Flyvbjerg, B. (2006) Five Misunderstandings About Case-Study Research, 
Qualitative Inquiry, 12, pp. 219-245.



133

7  References

Frampton, K. (2002) ‘Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an 
Architecture of Resistance’ in idem: Labour, work and architecture. Collected 

Essays on Architecture and Design, London, Phaidon Press Limited, pp. 76-89.
Friedmann, J and J. Miller (1965) The urban field, Journal of the American Institute 

of Planners, 31, pp. 312-320.
Friemert, C. (1990) Kunst, Künste, in: H.J. Sandkühler (ed.) Europäische 

Enzyklopädie zu Philosphie und Wissenschaften, Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 
pp. 919 - 939.

Furuseth, O.J. (1997) Neotraditional planning: a new strategy for building 
neighborhoods? Land Use Policy, 14, pp. 201-213.

Ganzeboom, H., D. J. Treiman and W.C. Ultee (1991) Comparative 
Intergenerational Stratification Research: Three Generations and Beyond, 
Annual Reviews, 17. pp. 277-302.

Gemeente Helmond (1997) Masterplan Brandevoort. Helmond: Krier and 
Kohl Architekten, Gemeente Helmond and Bouwfonds Woningbouw 
Eindhoven.

Gemeente Helmond (2007) Statistisch Jaarboek. Helmond: Gemeente Helmond.
Gemeente Rotterdam (2006) Werelds Wonen. Bospolder-Tussendijken: een echte 

woonwijk. Rotterdam: deelgemeente Delfshaven.
Giddens, A. (1991) Modernity and Self-Identity. Self and Society in the Late Modern Age. 

Cambridge: Polity Press.
Giedion, S. (1928) Bauen in Frankreich. Bauen in Eisen. Bauen in Eisenbeton. Leipzig: 

Klinkhardt & Biermann.
Giedion, S. (1995) Building in France, Building in Iron, Building in Ferroconcrete, 

Translation of the original text (see above), published by the Getty Center 
for the History of Art and the Humanities. 

Goldthrope, J.H. (1995) The service class revisited, in: Butler, T. and M. Savage 
(1995) (eds.) Social change and the middle classes. London: UCL Press, pp. 313-329.

Goss, J. (1993) The magic of the mall: An analysis of form, function, and 
meaning in the contemporary retail built environment. Annals of the 

Association of Amercian Geographers, 83, pp. 18-47.
Gottdiener, M. and P.L. Alexandros (1986) The city and the sign: an introduction to 

urban semiotics. New York: Columbia University Press.
Gottdiener, M. (1995). Postmodern semiotics. Material culture and the Forms of  

Postmodern Life. Oxford UK and Cambridge USA: Blackwell.
Gottdiener, M. (1997) The Theming of America. Dreams, Visions and Commercial Spaces, 

Colorado: Westview Press.
Graham, B., Ashworth, G. J. and Tunbridge, J. E. (2000) A Geography of Heritage. 

Power, Culture and Economy. New York: Arnold and Oxford University Press.
Grünfeld, J. (2010) De Polycentrische Stedeling Centraal. Een onderzoek naar het 

veranderende palet van plekken in een polycentrische stedelijke regio, Academisch 
proefschrift, Universiteit van Amsterdam.



Living in imaginary PLaces

134

Hajer, M. and A. Reijndorp (2001) Op zoek naar nieuw publiek domein. Analyse en  

strategie. Rottterdam: NAi Uitgevers.
Hall, C.M. and J. Rath (2007) Tourism, migration and place advantage in the 

global cultural  economy, in: Rath, J. (ed.) Tourism, Ethnic Diversity and the 

City, New York and London: Routledge, pp.7-24.
Hannigan, J. (1998) Fantasy City. Pleasure and profit in the postmodern metropolis.  

London/New York: Routledge.
Harvey, D. (1990) The Condition of Postmodernity. Cambridge MA, etc.: Blackwell.
Harvey, D. (2001) Heritage Pasts and Heritage Presents: temporality, 

meaning and the scope of heritage studies, International Journal of Heritage 

Studies, 7, pp. 319-338.
Harvey, D. (2006) Neo-liberalism as creative destruction, Geografiska Annaler, 

88, pp. 145-158.
Heins, S. (2004) Rural living in city and countryside: Demand and supply in 

the Netherlands, Journal of Housing and the Built Environment, 19, pp. 391-408.
Hewison, R. (1987) The heritage industry: Britain in a climate of decline. London: A 

Methuen paperback.
Heynen, H. (1999) Architecture and Modernity: a critique, Cambridge (Mass): Mit Press.
Heynen H., A. Loeckx, De Cauter, L. and K. van Herck (eds.) (2001) ‘Dat is 

architectuur’ Sleutelteksten uit de twintigste eeuw’, Rotterdam: Uitgeverij 010.
Hobsbawm, E. (1983) Introduction: Inventing Traditions, in Hobsbawm, 

E. and Ranger, T. (eds.) The Invention of Tradition. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, pp. 1-14.

Hospers, G.J., W.J. Verheul and F.W.M. Boekema (2011) (eds.), Citymarketing 

voorbij de hype: ontwikkelingen, analyse en strategie, Boom Lemma, Den Haag.
Housing Studies (2005) ‘Special issue on gated communities’. Housing Studies, 

20 (2).
Howard, E. (1965 [1902]) Garden cities of to-morrow, Cambridge, Mass. etc.: M.I.T. 

Press.
Hulsman, B. (2006) De tijdsgeest bestaat niet, NRC Handelsblad, 6th January.
Ibelings, H. (2004) Unmodern architecture: contemporary traditionalism in the 

Netherlands. Rotterdam: NAi Publishers.
Jackson, P. and Thrift, N. (1995) Geographies of Consumption, in Miller, D. 

(ed.) Acknowledging Consumption. A Review of New Studies. London and New York: 
Routledge, pp. 204-237.

Jameson, F. (1984) Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. 
In T. Docherty, (ed.), Postmodernism. A reader. New York, etc.: Harvester 
Wheatsheaf. pp. 797-806.

Le Medi (2002) Le Medi. Het beste uit de mediterrane wereld, unpublished working 
document: xs2n architecten.

Le Medi (2008) Een procesverslag. Van droom naar realiteit. Rotterdam: Com Wonen, 
ERA Bouw en Woonbron.



135

7  References

Lees, L., T. Slater, and E. Wyly (2008) Gentrification. New York, London: 
Routledge.

Lefaivre L. and A. Tzionis (1972) ‘In the name of the people. The development of 
the contemporary populist movement in architecture’, FORUM, 25, p. 31.

 Leitner, H. (2011) Spaces of Encounters: Immigration, Race, Class, and the 
Politics of Belonging in Small-Town America. Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers, 102, pp. 1-19.
Ley, D. (1995) Between Europe and Asia: The case of the missing sequoias. 

Ecumene, 2, pp. 185-210.
Ley, D. (1996) The New Middle Class and the Remaking of the Central City. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press.
Ley, D. (2003) ‘Artists, aestheticisation and the field of gentrification’. Urban 

Studies, 40, pp. 2527–2544
Leyshon, M. and Bull, J. (2011) The bricolage of the here: young people’s 

narratives of identity in the countryside, Social and Cultural Geography, 12, 
pp. 159-180.

Lohof, S. and A. Reijndorp (2006) Privé Terrein. Privaat beheerde woondomeinen in 

Nederland. Rotterdam: NAi Publishers.
Lörzing, H. (2006) Reinventing Suburbia in The Netherlands. Built 

Environment,  32, pp. 298-310.
Lörzing, H., W. Klemm, M. Van Leeuwen and S. Soekimin (2006) VINEX! Een  

morfologische verkenning. Rotterdam, The Hague: NAi Publishers, Ruimtelijk  
Planbureau.

Low, S. (2008) ‘Fortification of Residential Neighbourhoods and the New 
Emotions of Home’. Housing, Theory and Society, 25, pp. 47 - 65.

Lowenthal, D. (1985) The Past Is a Foreign Country. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Lupi, T. (2008) Buiten wonen in de stad. De place making van Ijburg, Academisch 
proefschrift, Universiteit van Amsterdam, Amsterdam: Aksant.

Marshall, S. (2003) New Urbanism: An Introduction. Built Environment,  29, pp. 
188-192.

Mauldin, D. (2009) Constructing Identity and Tradition. Englishness, 
Politics and the Neo-Traditional House, Journal of Architectural Education, 63, 
pp. 51-63.

McCann, E. J. (1995) Neotraditional developments: The anatomy of a New 
Urban Form, Urban Geography, 16, pp. 210-233.

McKenzie, E. (1994) Privatopia. Homeowner Associations and the Rise of Residential 

Private Government. New Haven and London: Yale University Press.
Meier, S. (2009) Gedeelde waardering voor multiculturaliteit, Stedebouw en 

Ruimtelijke Ordening, 5, pp. 42-47.
Meier, S. and A. Ouwehand (2009) Le Medi: rustpunt in Bospolder-

Tussendijken, Vitale Stad, 12, pp. 36-39.



Living in imaginary PLaces

136

Meier, S. and A. Reijndorp (2010) Themawijk. Wonen op een verzonnen plek. 
Bussum: THOTH 

Meier, S. (2011) ‘Arabian Kasbah’ for sale in Rotterdam. The appeal of 
a themed and gated residential area for the urban middle classes, 
Paper presented on the RC 21 Conference Amsterdam, 7-9 July, University of 
Amsterdam.

Metaal, S. (2002) Buitenwijkers en nieuwe stedelingen. Leefstijlen in het 
stedelijk veld. Stedebouw en Ruimtelijke Ordening, 83, pp. 22-27.

Metaal, S. (2011) Identiteit van stad, dorp en buitenwijke. Consequenties van de opkomst 

van het stedelijk veld en gentrification voor ruimtelijke identiteit, Academisch 
proefschrift Universiteit van Amsterdam.

Metz, T. (2002) Pret! Leisure en Landschap. Rotterdam: NAi Publishers.
Ministry of VROM (1993) Vierde Nota Ruimtelijke Ordening Extra. Den Haag: 

Ministry of  VROM. 
Ministry of VROM (1997) Nota Stedelijke Vernieuwing, Den Haag: Ministry of 

VROM.
Ministry of VROM (2000) Mensen, wensen, wonen. Den Haag: Ministry of VROM.
Ministry of VROM (2007) Kiezen voor de stad. Kwalitatief onderzoek naar de 

vestigingsmotieven van allochtone middenklasse, Den Haag: Ministry of VROM
Mohney, D. and K. Easterling (1991) Seaside. Making a Town in America. New York: 

Princeton Architectural Press.
Moravansky, Á. (2003) ‘Monumentalität’ in idem (ed.) Architekturtheorie im 20. 

Jahrhundert, Vienna, New York, Springer-Verlag, pp. 365-479.
Muhr, T. and S. Friese (2001) ‘Computerunterstützte Qualitative 

Datenanalyse’, T. Hug (ed.) Einführung in die Forschungsmethodik und 

Forschungspraxis. Schneider Verlag, Hohengehren.
Musterd, S. and Van Zelm, I. (2001) Polycentricity, Households and the 

Identity of Places, Urban Studies, 38, pp. 679-696.
Nijman, J. (2000) The Paradigmatic City, Annals of the Association of Amercian 

Geographers, 90, pp. 135-145.
Nio, I. (2002) Van levenswijzen tot lifestyles. Over de bruikbaarheid van 

leefstijlen voor de ruimtelijke ordening, Stedebouw en Ruimtelijke Ordening, 83. 
pp. 6-9.

Nio, I. (2007) Woonstad Almere. Collectieve strategieën in een suburbane 
stad, in: J.J. Berg, S. Franke and A. Reijndorp (eds.) Adolescent Almere. Hoe 

een stad wordt gemaakt, Rotterdam: NAi Uitgevers, pp. 135-163.   
Nio, I. (2010) Van homogene woonvlekken tot geelgroene flats: de fragile 

relatie tussen leefstijlen en woonmilieus, in A. Reijndorp and L. Reinders, 
eds., De alledaagse en de geplande stad. Over identiteit, plek en thuis. Amsterdam: 
SUN Trancity, pp. 120-129.

Nussbaum, M. (2001) Upheavals of thought: the intelligence of emotions, Cambridge 
[etc.]: Cambridge University Press.



137

7  References

Oechslin, W. (1994) Stilhülse und Kern. Otto Wagner, Adolf Loos und der evolutionäre Weg 

zur modernen Architektur, Zürich: Gta Verlag.
Oliver, P., Davis, I. and Bentley, I. (1981) Dunroamin. The Suburban Semi and its 

Enemies. London etc.: Barrie and Jenkins.
Paradis, T. (2002) The political economy of theme development in small 

urban places: The case of Roswell, New Mexico. Tourism Geographies, 4,  
pp. 22-43.

Peck, J. and Tickell, A. (2002) Neoliberalizing space, Antipode, 34, pp. 380-404.
Pey, I. (2004) Bouwen voor gezeten burgers. Herenhuizen en villa’s in de nieuwe stadswijken 

van Utrecht, Groningen en Nijmegen (1874-1901), Zwolle: Waanders Uitgevers.
Pinkster, F. and R. van Kempen (2002) Leefstijlen and woonmilieuvoorkeuren, 

Utrecht: Urban and Regional Research Centre.
Pugin, A. W. (1841) The True Principles of Pointed or Christian Architecture. Henry G. 

Bohn.
Priemus, H. (1996) Recent Changes in the Social Rented Sector in The 

Netherlands. Urban Studies, 33, pp. 1891-1908.
Priemus, H. (2004) Housing and New Urban Renewal: Current Policies in the 

Netherlands, European Journal of Housing Policy, 4, pp. 229-246.
Priemus, H. (2006) Regeneration of Dutch post-war urban districts: the role 

of housing associations, Journal of Housing and the Built Environment, 21, pp. 
365-375.

Proshansky H. M., Fabian A K and R. Kaminoff (1983) Place-identity: 
Physical world socialization of the self, Journal of Environmental Psychology, 3, 
pp. 57 - 83.

Rath, J. (2005) Feeding the festive city. Immigrant entrepeneurs and tourist 
industry, in:  Guild, E. and J. van Selm (eds.) International migration and 

security. Opportunities and challenges, New York and London: Routledge.
Reijndorp, A., V. Kompier and L. de Haas (1997) (eds.) Leefstijlen: wonen in de 21e 

eeuw, Rotterdam: NAi Uitgevers.
Reijndorp, A., V. Kompier, S. Metaal, I. Nio and B. Truijens (1998) Buitenwijk. 

Stedelijkheid op afstand. Rotterdam: NAi Uitgevers.
Reijndorp, A. (2004) Stadswijk. Stedenbouw en dagelijks leven, Rotterdam: NAi 

Uitgevers. 
Reijndorp, A., L. Blijsma en I. Nio (2012) Atlas Nieuwe Steden, Haarlem: 

transcity valiz.
Reinders, L. (2007) Nieuwe Tuinen: stedelijke vernieuwing en alledaagse ruimte in 

Schiedam Nieuwland. Essays en reportages. Schiedam: Onderzoeksinstituut OTB 
and Woonplus.

Riessman, C. (2008) Narrative Methods for the Human Sciences, Los Angeles: Sage 
Publications.

Ritzer, G. and Jurgenson, N. (2010) Production, Consumption, Prosumption. 
Journal of Consumer Culture, 10, pp. 13-36.



Living in imaginary PLaces

138

Ritzer, G. (1999) Enchanting a Disenchanted World. Revolutionizing the Means of  

Consumption. Thousand Oaks, etc.: Pine Forge Press.
Savage, M., Barlow, J., Dickens, P. and Fielding, T. (1992) Property, Bureaucracy 

and Culture. Middle-Class Formation in Contemporary Britain. London and New 
York: Routledge.

Savage, M. (2000) Class Analysis and Social Transformation. Buckingham 
Philadelphia: Open University Press.

Savage, M., Bagnall, G. and Longhurst, B. (2005) Globalization and Belonging. 
London: Sage Publications.

Savage, M. (2010) The Politics of Elective Belonging, Housing, Theory and Society 

27: 115-161.
Sayer, A. (2005) The Moral Significance of Class. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press.
Schwarzer, M. (1995) German architectural theory and the search for modern identity. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Semper, G. (1851) Die vier Elemente der Baukunst, Braunschweig: Vieweg und 

Sohn. 
Semper, G. (1977) Der Stil in den technischen und tektonischen Kuensten oder praktische 

Aesthetik. Ein Handbuch für Techniker, Künstler und Kunstfreunde,  Mittenwald: 
Mäander Kunsterlag, [original edition: Frankfurt a.M. 1860].

Sennett, R. (2006) The culture of the new capitalism. New Haven: Yale University 
Press.

Sennett, R. (2008) The Craftsman. New Haven: Yale University Press.
Sert, J.L. and F. Leger, S. Giedion (1958 [1943]) ‘Nine Points on 

Monumentality’, in. S. Giedion, Architektur, You and Me, Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, pp. 48-52.

Skeggs, B. (1997) Formations of Class and Gender. Becoming Respectable. London, etc.: 
Sage Publications.

Skeggs, B. (2005) The Making of Class and Gender through Visualizing Moral 
Subject Formation, Sociology 39, pp. 965-982.

Smith, L. and Akagawa, N. (2009) (eds.) Intangible Heritage. New York: 
Routledge.

Stedman, R. C. (2002) Toward a Social Psychology of Place. Predicting 
Behavior from Place-Based Cognitions, Attitude, and Identity, Environment 

and Behavior, 34, pp. 561-581.
Soja, E., (1995) Postmodern Urbanization: The Six Restructurings of Los 

Angeles. In S. Watson and Gibson, K., editors, Postmodern Cities and Spaces. 
Oxford UK and Cambridge USA: Blackwell, pp. 125-137.

Somers, M.R. (1994) The narrative constitution of identity: A relational and 
network approach, Theory and Society, 23, pp. 605-649.

Sorkin, M. (ed.) (1992) Variations on a Theme Park. The New American City and The End 

of Public Space. New York: Hill and Wang.



139

7  References

Southerton, D. (2002) Boundaries of ‘Us’ and ‘Them’: Class, Mobility and 
Identification in a New Town, Sociology, 36, pp. 171-193.

Talen, E. (1999) Sense of Community and Neighbourhood Form: An 
Assesment of the Social Doctrine of New Urbanism. Urban Studies, 36, pp. 
1361-1380.

Talen, E. (2002) The Social Goals of New Urbanism, Housing Policy Debate, 13, 
pp. 165-188.

Thrift, N. (2006) Re-inventing invention: new tendencies in capitalist 
commodification. Economy and Society, 35, pp. 279-306.

Till, K. (1993) Neotraditional towns and urban villages: the cultural 
production of a geography of ‘otherness’, Environment and Planning D, 11, pp. 
709-732.

Toussaint, J. and Elsinga, M. (2007) The Netherlands: Positive prospects and 
equity galore, in Elsinga, M., Decker, de P., Teller, N. and Toussaint, J. 
(eds.) Home ownership beyond asset and security. Delft: IOS Press, pp. 73-199.

Trudeau, D. and Malloy, P. (2011) Suburbs in Disguise? Examining the 
Geographies of the New Urbanism, Urban Geography, 32, pp. 424-447.

Tuan, Y.-F. (1980) Rootedness and place, Landscape, 24, pp. 3-8.
Tzonis, A. and L. Lefaivre (1990) ‘Why Critical Regionalism Today?’ Architecture 

+ Urbanism, 9005, p. 25.
Uitermark, J. (2003) ‘Social Mixing’ and the Management of Disadvantaged 

Neighbourhoods: The Dutch Policy of Urban Restructurering Revisted, 
Urban Studies,  40, pp. 531-549.

Uitermark, J., J.W. Duyvendak and R. Kleinhans (2007) Gentrification as a 
governmental strategy: social control and social cohesion in Hoogvliet, 
Rotterdam, Environment and Planning A, 39, pp. 125-141.

Urry, J. (2002) The Tourist Gaze. London: Sage Publications.
Van der Cammen, H. and L.A. de Klerk (2002) Ruimtelijke Ordening. De 

ontwikkelingsgang van de ruimtelijke ordening in Nederland, 5e ongewijzigde druk, 
Utrecht: Uitgeverij Het Spectrum.

Van der Horst, H. and A. Ouwehand (2012) ‘Multicultural Planning’ as a 
Contested Device in Urban Renewal and Housing: Reflections from the 
Netherlands, Urban Studies, 49, pp. 861-875.

Van der Land, M. (2007) ‘Cursory Connections: Urban Ties of the New Middle 
Class in Rotterdam’. Urban Studies, 44, pp. 477-499

Van der Woud, A. (2008) Sterrenstof. Honderd jaar mythologie in de Nederlandse 

architectuur, Rotterdam: Uitgeverij 010.
Van den Heuvel, D. (2006) Bataviaworld - Levende traditie of fantasie? Dossier 

traditionalisme (online souce: www.archined.nl, accessed: 4th January 2007).
Van Hooff, G. and L. van Lieshout (2006) Helmond. Doorsneden in tijd en ruimte. 

Helmond: Gemeente Helmond.
Van Winden, W. (2010) Fusion, Amsterdam: SUN.



Living in imaginary PLaces

140

Veblen, T. (1965[1899]) The theory of the leisure class. New York: Kelley
Venturi, R., D. Scott Brown and S. Izenour (1997 [1972]) Learning from Las Vegas: 

the forgotten symbolism of architectural form. Cambridge, MA, etc.: MIT Press.
Von Buttlar, A. (1997) ‘Gottfried Semper als Theoretiker’, introduction in: Der 

Stil in den technischen und tektonischen Kuensten oder praktische Aesthetik. Ein Handbuch 

für Techniker, Künstler und Kunstfreunde,  Mittenwald: Mäander Kunsterlag, p. 
1-26. [original edition: Frankfurt a.M. 1860].

VROM-raad (2002) Smaken verschillen: Multicultureel bouwen en wonen, Den Haag: 
Ministry of VROM.

VROM-raad (2009) Wonen in ruimte en tijd. Een zoektocht naar sociaal-culturele trends in 

het wonen. Den Haag: Ministry of VROM.
Wagenaar, M. (2006) Onderscheidend wonen. Woning en woondomein in 

en om Amsterdam als dragers van distinctie, 1850-2005, in Mulder, C. and 
F. Pinkster (eds.) Onderscheid in wonen. Het sociale binnen en buiten, Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, pp. 49-77.

Watson, S. and K. Gibson (1995) (eds.) Postmodern Cities and Spaces. Cambrigde 
M.A. and Oxford U.K.: Blackwell Publishers.

Warren, S. (1994) Disneyification of the metropolis: Popular Resistance in 
Seattle. Journal of Urban Affairs, 16, 89-107.

Warren, S. (2009) Postmodern City, in: Kitchin, R. and N. Thrift (eds.) 
International encyclopedia of human geography, Amsterdam: Elsevier Science, pp. 
355-362.

Watt, P. (2009) Living in an oasis: middle-class disaffiliation and selective 
belonging in an English suburb, Environment and Planning A, 41, pp. 2874-2892.

Wilson, D. (2004) Toward a contingent urban neoliberalism, Urban Geography, 
25, p. 771-783.

Woonbron en Staedion (2006) Identiteit en Branding, pdf-werkdocument, 
Rotterdam: WSA procesarchitectuur en management.

Zukin, S. (1982) Loft living. Culture and Capital in Urban Change. Baltimore and 
London: The Johns Hopkins University Press.

Zukin, S. (1991), Landscapes of Power. From Detroit to Disney World. Berkeley, Los 
Angeles, London: University of California Press.

Zukin, S. (1995) The Culture of Cities. Cambridge, MA [etc.] Blackwell.
Zukin, S. (1998) ‘ Urban Lifestyles: Diversity and Standardization in Spaces of 

Consumption’. Urban Studies, 35, pp. 825 - 839
Zukin, S. (2010), The Naked City. The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places. Oxford, 

New York: University Press.



141

Appendices

Appendix A

 Respondents: Building professionals

At the very beginning of the research I held interviews with a number of 
building professionals in order to explore the research field of theming and, 
more specifically, of theming practice. I therefore conducted interviews 
with architects who had designed for particular target groups like Chinese 
or elderly Turkish people. I wanted to find out how they dealt with the 
artistic expression of culture in architecture. Moreover, property developers 
and housing association employees gave me an insight into the way they 
envisage and predict residential needs and desires of certain lifestyle groups. 

Table 4  occupational positions of building professionals

iN-DepTh iNTerViews To explore TheMiNg pracTice NaMe of TheMeD housiNg scheMe

property developer diverse (themed) housing schemes 1

2 architects De orient 2

urban planner of city The Hague De orient 1

first architect of Le Medi Le Medi 1

architect Batavia Stad 1

 2 employees of housing corporation
Multicultural housing for Turkish/ 
Chinese groups 

2

architect
Multicultural housing in Amsterdam 
Southeast: Mi akoma di color

1

property developer Helmond Brandevoort 1

urban planner city of Helmond Helmond Brandevoort 1

elected official at the city of Helmond (wethouder) Helmond Brandevoort 1

marketing manager Helmond Brandevoort 1

sale manager Helmond Brandevoort 1

3 architects who designed part of De Veste Helmond Brandevoort 3

property developer Noorderhof 1

landscape planner Noorderhof 1

4 civil servants who were concerned with Noorderhof Noorderhof 4

elected official at the former city district Geuzenveld-
Slotermeer

Noorderhof 1

2 architects who designed part of Noorderhof Noorderhof 2

property developer Le Medi 1

urban planner city of Rotterdam Le Medi 1

3 employees of housing corporation who were 
 concerned within planning process 

Le Medi 3

3 architects who worked on the design Le Medi 3

marketing agent Le Medi 1

Initiator of the project and proponent for multicultural 
housing 

Le Medi 1

36
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Appendix B

 Respondents: Residents and home buyers 

The research sample comprised 10 households in Noorderhof, 15 in the 
neighbourhood’s centre De Veste and 15 households (home buyers) in Le 
Medi, with 57 respondents in total. With all of them, I held face-to-face 
in-depth interviews of approximately 90 minutes. All interviews were tape 
recorded and fully transcribed.

Table 5  educational level of the interviewees 

NoorDerhof
(aMsTerDaM)

De VesTe
(helMoND)

le MeDi
(roTTerDaM

Non-college graduates
[(general) secondary vocational education]

1 13 6 30

College or university graduates
[higher vocational or further education]

10 8 18 27

Total no. interviewees 11 22 24 57

Table 6  occupations of the residents (at the time the interviews took place 2007/2008)

NoorDerhof
(aMsTerDaM)

De VesTe
(helMoND)

le MeDi
(roTTerDaM)

Doctor or academic researcher 1 2 2 5

Manager 2 3 - 5

Architect or urban planner - 1 2 3

Teacher or other educational work, cultural 
work, human resources

2 - 10 12

Journalist 1 - - 1

Police officer - 1 - 1

Office or bank employees (secretary, adminis-
trative work, accountant, IT-administration, 
employee chemical industry, etc.)

4 10 6 20

Nurse 1 - 1 2

Cook - - 1 1

Shop assistant - 2 - 2

Metalworker - 2 2

Housewife - 1 2 3

Total no. interviewees 11 22 24 57
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Appendix C

 Topic list interview with home buyers in Le Medi

This is a translation of the topic list used to conduct the semi-structured, face-
to-face interviews with the home buyers of Le Medi. All interviews took place 
at their former homes. At the time of the interview, they are awaiting the 
move-in to their home in Le Medi. I left as much time as possible to keep on 
asking follow-up questions on issues the interviewees themselves came out 
with. During the interview a street plan of Rotterdam, a plan of Le Medi, the 
sales brochure and the house plan of the plot were used to gather additional 
information. I made notes of (the kind of) interior of their homes. On average 
the interviews took 90 minutes, were tape recorded and fully transcribed.

Part A. Residential history
�� Place of childhood and housing type then
�� First autonomous home and kind of neighbourhood
�� Path housing career and reasons for moving
�� Perception and judgement of these places

Part B. Contemporary residential situation and day-to-day routines
�� Amount of time which is spend at home
�� Daily distances to work, school, etc. 
�� Membership of clubs (sport, hobbies, etc.)

Part	C.	Expected day-to-day routines in the future place Le Medi
�� Daily distances from new home to work, school, etc. 
�� Conception (and desire) of social practices in collective spaces (square and 

streets)
�� Conception of future fellow residents
�� Judgement of the fact that Le Medi is gated
�� Judgement of the fact that squares and streets are collectively owned
�� Planned membership of clubs (in Bospolder or outside)

Part D. The new home and themed architecture
�� Location of new home within Le Medi (orientation toward inside or 

outside the housing scheme)
�� Choice of options (extra rooms, extra interior fittings, etc.)
�� Alternative locations for buying a new home (inside/outside Bospolder, 

Rotterdam, the region)
�� Characteristics of the dream home
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Part E. Advertising brochure of Le Medi
�� Associations regarding the architectural form
�� Associations regarding the colours
�� Judgement of Mediterranean/Arabian artistic expression
�� Notion of ‘authentic’ residential place
�� Le Medi and remembrance to former residential situations
�� Reaction of family and friends on the purchase of a home in Le Medi

Part F. The neighbourhood Bospolder-Tussendijken 
�� Knowledge of neighbourhood Bospolder-Tussendijken
�� Perception of neighbourhood Bospolder-Tussendijken
�� Perception of Le Medi: whether or not different to houses in the same 

neighbourhood
�� Social contacts (work, school, etc.) inside or outside the neighbourhood
�� Expectation about the future development of the neighbourhood

Part G. Patterns of recreation and consumption
�� Daily shopping locations
�� Shopping locations for non-daily needs (furniture, clothes, etc.)
�� Preferences for holiday and recreational locations
�� Preferences for restaurants, bars

Part H. Personal background
�� Composition of the household
�� History, kind and level of education
�� History and kind of occupation
�� No paid job, part-time or full time job at the moment
�� Kind and level of education of partner
�� Kind and level of education of the parents
�� Cultural background of the interviewee (and the parents)
�� Price paid for the new home
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Appendix D

 Topic list interview with residents of 
  Noorderhof and Brandevoort

This is a translation of the topic list used to conduct the semi-structured, face-
to-face interviews with residents of Noorderhof and Brandevoort De Veste. All 
interviews took place at their homes. I left as much time as possible to keep 
on asking follow-up questions on issues the interviewees themselves came 
out with. During the interview a street plan of Brandevoort De Veste and 
Noorderhof, sales brochures and house plans were used to gather additional 
information. I made notes of (the kind of) interior of their homes. On average 
the interviews took 90 minutes, were tape recorded and fully transcribed.

Part A. Residential history
�� Place of childhood and housing type then
�� First autonomous home and kind of neighbourhood
�� Path housing career and reasons for moving
�� Reasons for moving
�� Perception and judgement of these places

Part B. Residential situation and day-to-day routines
�� Amount of time which is spend at home
�� Daily distances to work, shops, school, etc. 
�� Membership of clubs (sport, personal hobbies, etc.)
�� Appreciation of Dickens Night (Brandevoort) or other collectively 

organized activities (Brandevoort and Noorderhof)

Part	C.	The home, themed residential place and architecture
�� Location of new home within Noorderhof/De Veste (orientation toward 

inside or outside the housing scheme)
�� Alternative locations for buying a new home (inside/outside Amsterdam/

Helmond, the region)
�� Characteristics of your dream house
�� Something missing at current residential place
�� Associations regarding the historicized architecture (former residential 

situations, experiences, other (holiday) place, etc.)
�� Judgement of historicized architectural artistic expression
�� Notion of ‘authentic’ residential place
�� Reaction of family and friends on the purchase of a home in this housing 

scheme
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Part D. The neighbourhood 
�� Knowledge of neighbourhood (Amsterdam New West/Helmond 

Brandevoort)
�� Perception of neighbourhood (Amsterdam New West/Helmond 

Brandevoort)
�� Social contacts (work, school, etc.) inside or outside the neighbourhood
�� Places of social contact
�� Conceptions of fellow residents
�� Judgement of (social practices) fellow residents
�� Expectation about the future development of the neighbourhood

Part E. Patterns of recreation and consumption
�� Daily shopping locations
�� Shopping locations for non-daily needs (furniture, clothes, etc.)
�� Preferences for holiday and recreational locations
�� Preferences for restaurants, bars

Part F. Personal background
�� Duration of living at this place
�� Composition of the household
�� History, kind and level of education
�� History and kind of occupation
�� No paid job, part-time or full time job at the moment
�� Kind and level of education of partner
�� Kind and level of education of the parents
�� Cultural background of the interviewee (and the parents)
�� Price paid for the home
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Appendix E

 Topic list interview with architects 
 and urban planners

This is a translation of the topic list used to conduct the semi-structured, 
face-to-face interviews with the architects and urban planners of the 
housing schemes Noorderhof, Le Medi, Brandevoort De Veste. 

Part A. Planning process 
�� Moment of entering planning process
�� Knowledge of preliminary studies on this location before
�� Initiator(s) of the plan
�� Other parties who participate in planning process
�� Collaboration with other parties
�� Scope of the order

Part B.  The housing design 
�� Which kind of themes, images, references were introduced
�� Themes whether or not already determined 
�� Functional and spatial programme (programma van eisen) whether or not 

determined
�� Whether or not urban design codes and rules; kind of codes 

(beeldkwaliteitsplan)

�� Codes and rules about design and materialization(beeldkwaliteitsplan)

�� Which key narratives were told about the architecture and the (future) 
residential place

Part	C.	Design attitudes
�� Handling with the theme(s): steps to translate themes into architectural 

design
�� Handling with the functional and spatial programme
�� Experience with designing alongside themes
�� Judgement of (designing alongside) themes
�� Perception of own freedom and creativity
�� Own design preferences and manner of work
�� Perception of relation between culture and its artistic expression
�� Perception of creation of placeness or place-identity by certain 

architecture/architectural reference
�� Notion of ‘authentic’ architecture
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Part D. Target groups
�� Target groups whether or not indicated
�� Whether or not working alongside notion of peculiar lifestyles
�� Predicted type of residential milieus or ambience
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Appendix F

 Topic list interview with other 
 building professionals

This is a translation of the topic list used to conduct the semi-structured, 
face-to-face interviews with different building professionals like property 
developers, representatives of housing associations or civil servants. 

Part A. Planning process 
�� Initiator(s) of the plan
�� First ideas, first studies, relation to other locations or housing design
�� Objectives of planning new housing
�� Other parties who participate in planning process
�� Collaboration with other parties
�� Moment of giving order to architect/urban planner

Part B.  The housing design 
�� Which kind of themes, images, references were invented 
�� Reasons for inventing a theme
�� Functional and spatial programme (programma van eisen) whether or not 

determined
�� Whether or not urban design codes and rules; kind of codes 

(beeldkwaliteitsplan)

�� Codes and rules about design and materialization (beeldkwaliteitsplan)

�� Which key narratives were told about the architecture and the (future) 
residential place

Part	C.	Design attitudes
�� Experience with designing alongside themes
�� Judgement of (designing alongside) themes
�� Perception of own freedom and creativity
�� Own architectural and residential preferences and manner of work
�� Perception of relation between culture and its artistic expression
�� Perception of creation of placeness or place-identity by certain 

architecture/architectural reference
�� Notion of ‘authentic’ architecture
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Part D. Target groups
�� Target groups whether or not indicated
�� Reasons/legitimation to choose for certain target groups
�� Whether or not working alongside peculiar lifestyles
�� Predicted type of residential milieu or ambience
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Appendix G 

 Coding interview transcripts with Atlas.ti

All transcripts were analysed using ATLAS.ti. The method was the semi-open 
coding, a combination of top-down and bottom-up (Muhr and Friese 2001). 
There are different, sometimes overlapping types of codes such as codes of 
personal background, descriptive, analysing and conceptual codes. Besides 
I have introduced codes for emotions the interviewees have described. 
Descriptive codes contain text fragments in which the respondents describe 
their thoughts and social practices. Analysing codes are used when respond-
ents assess the built environment and people, stating implicitly whether 
they identify with these or oppose them. The conceptual code is the network 
of codes that were combined to form a theoretical concept (e.g. place-identity 
or social distinction). The codes were ordered hierarchically by theme, with 
a main category (see below) divided into a number of subcategories (Böhm 
et al. 1992). The respondents were then classified by type, e.g. they share 
the same views of the architectonic space, have similar reasons for moving 
house or the same expectations with regard to the future (Kluge 2000). 

This manner of coding is based on the theoretical concept of place-identity 
which constitutes attitudes (inclusive emotional and cognitive responses and 
intended behaviour) and social practices (which always take place in space) 
(Prohansky et al. 1983, Reijndorp et al. 1998, Stedman 2002, Duncan and 
Duncan 2004). Cognitive responses are for instance judgements, thoughts, 
values and preferences. It is argued in this dissertation that the theoretical 
concept of social distinction (Bourdieu 1984) could be empirically explored 
as a combination between someone’s attitudes and personal background 
(economic and cultural capital) which is at any time embedded in the 
societal context.

 Structure of the coding with Atlas.ti

Part A. Codes of personal background
�� Gender
�� Age
�� Kind and level of education 
�� Occupancy at the moment of interviewing
�� Residential history
�� Composition of the household
�� Price paid for the house 

Part B. Descriptive codes (thoughts, social practices)
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These are (fragments) of sentences of the interview transcripts where the 
respondents describe their thoughts about and social (residential) practices 
in the themed environment: 
Main categories:
�� Description of the first acquaintance with the themed housing scheme 

(sub categories e.g. first acquaintance by website, by friends, by 
marketing brochures, etc.)
�� Description of functional reasons to choose for themed housing scheme 

or the functional pros of the themed housing scheme (e.g. daily way to 
school, work, supermarkets or to other services and infrastructure) 
�� Description of financial situation of the respondents respectively the 

household
�� Description of social bounds (sub categories e.g. residential place of 

family and friends, intensity of social contact with people inside and 
outside the themed neighbourhood, etc.) 
�� Description of collectivity (sub categories e.g. description of collective 

activities, conflicts with fellow residents, places of social contact, 
participation in clubs and community organisations, etc.) 
�� Description of personal routines and hobbies

Part	C. Analysing codes (judgements, values and preferences)
These are (fragments) of sentences of the interview transcripts where the 
respondents judge respectively reflect on themselves, others, places or other 
things related to the themed housing scheme. 
Main categories:
�� General ideas about urban, suburban and/or rural life
�� Judgement of/reflection on the wider spatial context where they live (e.g. 

association of places, reputation of places)
�� Judgement of the self, fellow residents and ‘others’ outside the themed 

housing scheme 
�� Judgement of/reflection on the social meaning of the own residential 

place (sub categories e.g. judgement of public spaces, the idea to live 
whether or not in a social enclave, meaning of shared places, judgement 
about management of places, judgement about (cultural) diversity and 
like-mindedness, etc.)
�� Judgement of/reflection on the architecture and the design theme 

(e.g. reflection on relation between material and certain associations, 
reflection on authenticity versus fake, etc.)
�� Personal ideas about the own future (sub categories e.g. features of the 

dream house, personal hope for privacy, ease or safety, expectations to 
move in the future, etc.)
�� Personal ideas about the own past (sub categories e.g. reference to own 
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residential experiences, reference to own expectations which not have 
been fulfilled yet, etc.)

Part D. Codes of emotional expressions and descriptions
�� Emotion (sub categories e.g. positive feelings: affection, joy, pride, 

feelings of safety, etc; negative feelings: shame, sadness, feelings of loss, 
enviousness, denial of something or someone, etc. and last but not least: 
nostalgia which is in between negative and positive feelings)

Part E. Conceptual codes
Conceptual codes consist of a network of descriptive and analysing codes that 
were combined to form a theoretical concept.
�� Place-identity
�� Social distinction 
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 Summary

 Introduction

This thesis is about theming. Although theming first appeared in the 
Netherlands when the Efteling theme park was built in the Nineteen 
Thirties, the phenomenon only became widespread sixty years later. These 
days themed holiday parks and natural landscapes, shopping centres, 
old city centres and other themed locations throughout the Netherlands 
attract large numbers of visitors and day trippers (Burgers 1992, Metz 2002). 
These are places where a certain theme is used to create an inward-looking 
ambience. The aim of this ambience is, in turn, to distinguish places (and 
buildings) from everyday spaces and enable visitors to forget their everyday 
routines. In short these are places, buildings and spaces which offer an 
‘experience’ to large numbers of people simultaneously.

After the themed places and buildings of fun and enjoyment, theming 
also became a feature of housing production in the Netherlands. How 
is theming expressed in this new context? After all, the residential 
environment is not a place where people expect an exceptional experience 
which they then want to share with a large number of strangers. Instead 
it is a place of retreat and social interaction with a select number of friends 
and acquaintances. Nevertheless, certain mechanisms of theming have 
permeated through to the private or parochial domain on the one hand, and 
to Dutch housing planning practice on the other.

Theming of the residential environment is, at the very least, viewed with 
suspicion in Dutch newspapers and by architecture critics. These places 
are criticised due to the ‘fake architecture’ and due to the (reputed) strong 
social control and the exclusion of certain social groups. The aim of this 
study is to assess whether these places really do have an exclusive character 
and are appealing to certain social groups. How do residents value a themed 
environment? On the production side, an examination is carried out as to 
why the themed residential environment has existed in the Netherlands 
since the 1990s and what effect theming has had on housing planning 
practice. The umbrella research question is:

How has themed residential place been created and consumed in the 
Netherlands throughout the last two decades?

In order to answer the question the empirical analysis of three consistently 
themed research cases (Noorderhof in Amsterdam Nieuw West, Brandevoort 
De Veste in Helmond and Le Medi in Rotterdam) were linked to theoretical 
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concepts on the theming of the built environment. The focus of these cases 
is the concepts of artistic expression, hyperspace and social distinction. 

 Methodological approach

The empirical basis comprises in-depth interviews with the 93 respondents. 
The most important theoretical perspective of this thesis is that identity is 
constructed socially (Bourdieu 1984, Giddens 1991) and that the appreciation 
of the place of residence is part of this identity construction (Savage e.a. 
2005, Duncan and Duncan 2004). The way in which residents and house 
purchasers describe their relationship with the place and the architecture, 
the image they (want to) project of themselves and how they assess others 
with whom they share the residential environment, is expressed in narratives. 
By so doing, the researcher gained a nuanced and detailed picture of a person 
(Somers 1994, Riessman 2008). That would not so much be the case if the 
written questionnaire method was used. 

In these narratives people reflect on their residential choice and the 
quality of their place of residence. They account for what others do and do 
not do and for what they do themselves. In the same way planners reflect 
on the motives for choosing a certain theme, they account for what their 
professional colleagues do and do not do and for what they, as professionals, 
(ought to) do or not do. 

These narratives have a number of characteristics. First and foremost 
they can be seen as ‘pieces’ of experience which people express to others in 
conversations. A second characteristic is that people strive, in their life story, 
as well as in the consumption choices they make, to achieve continuity 
and integrity (Giddens 1991). Trying to maintain integrity is an expression 
of the desire to limit the uncertainty inherent in life. Atkinson (2006) and 
Sennett (2006) maintain that the uncertainty of today’s existence is fed by 
neoliberal politics. Uncertainty leads to a search for the external perfection 
of situations with the aim being to find inner peace (Low 2008). Theming is 
a response to this desire for certainty and perfection. A third characteristic 
of the narratives is that they reflect a socio-cultural pattern of standards and 
values. 

 Structure

The thesis consists of four parts. The first part of this thesis contains the 
introduction in which the subject, the research questions, the theoretical 
framework and the methodological approach are clarified. The second part, 
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Chapters 2 and 3, focuses on the production side of theming, while the third 
part, Chapters 4 and 5, covers the consumption side. Chapters 2 to 5 consist 
of peer-review articles published in, or submitted to, journals. The fourth 
part, Chapter 6, synthesises a number of the findings from the previous 
chapters. Empirical findings are related to the theoretical framework. The 
theoretical and methodological approaches are also reflected on. 

 Production of themed housing

In Chapters 2 and 3 the following sub questions are answered: 1)How was space 

for the theming of the residential environment created at political (and social) level? 2) What 

are the characteristics of themed (housing) architecture? 3) What are the characteristics of the 

themed housing at Noorderhof, Brandevoort de Veste and Le Medi?

Since the 1990s, space for the theming of housing has been created 
primarily by a larger market-oriented production and the changed position 
of housing corporations. Following on from that, people - including planners 
of new housing - increasingly started to think in terms of place and area 
marketing. 

Residential areas, and with that the commissioning parties such as the 
corporations, which had increased in size due to numerous mergers, and 
commercial developers, started competing more fiercely with each other 
than before the 1990s for target groups with purchase power. In effect, the 
need to compete with others lays the foundation for devising and assigning 
themes to places and architecture. In this way a new identity is created and 
the emphasis is placed on differences rather than on similarities between 
places. 

There are, however, other reasons why the ‘density’ of new symbolic 
meanings of residential areas has increased since the 1990s. For example, 
the focus on cultural-historical aspects of the landscape and places was 
stimulated by pursuing spatial policy in relation to these aspects at both 
national and regional levels. The Belvedère Memorandum or projects such as 
Mooi Nederland are just a couple of examples (paragraph 6.1). In addition, 
increased prosperity means the differentiation of social groups according 
to social-cultural factors, such as lifestyles and ‘a good taste’ is no longer 
restricted to the higher income groups. Broad layers of the population 
are becoming more open to the symbolic meaning of, for example, owner 
occupied housing and its surroundings (VROM-raad 2009).

That is why - in view of the second sub question - the theming of housing 
is characterised by the search for suitable themes which can represent 
the social status of the ‘new middle class’. Chapter 3 and paragraph 5.2.1 
explain that this search is not a modern-day phenomenon. For example, 
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nineteenth century architects were also interested in what architecture 
should or should not represent. Architectural styles were linked to certain 
spatial constellations and physical constructions which also referred to 
specific periods and regions. However, according to a number of architecture 
critics of the 19th century, the primary function of architectural styles is to 
reflect the physical logic of a building. The growth in the number of affluent 
citizens and the increasing desire to ‘live in a good area’ within (and outside) 
the cities caused commercial property developers to start looking for (a mix 
of) architectural styles which could represent this group’s social status. As 
a result, the relationship between a building’s physical logic and what was 
represented by the façade became more detached (Pey 2004).

Only after the Second World War were references (again) made to 
regional and local cultures in housing architecture in the Netherlands. This 
development was due to, among other things, the influence which semiotics 
had on architects like Jencks and Venturi. In the Netherlands, for example, 
Tzonis and Lefaivre (1990) argued from the 1980s onwards that architecture 
should primarily reflect the diversity of the users and symbolically express 
everyday and regional cultures. 

With reference to the third sub question, Chapter 2 sets forth a number 
of striking characteristics of the three cases analysed. In contrast to the 
realisation of a mix of architectural styles in mansions in the cities and 
elsewhere at the beginning of the 20th century, Noorderhof, Brandevoort 
de Veste and Le Medi are characterised by a large spatial scale to which the 
theme is applied. What is more, the three projects have an inward-looking, 
enclosed urban form. Both aspects facilitate the creation of one particular 
and ‘enchanted’ ambience. 

Some scholars have argued that (social) control of the urban image and 
architecture, of the ambience and of social behaviour in themed places 
means creating hyperspaces (Eco 1986, Sorkin 1992). They are more beautiful 
and more perfect than places where no recognisable theme has been created. 
This is where the artificial character can be found (Baudrillard 1983).

The analysis of the production of the three research cases reveals that 
two umbrella themes have been realised which merge together to form a 
contrived story. The first theme is the reference to the traditional small town in 
Noorderhof and Brandevoort de Veste and the second theme is the Arabian 

Kasbah in Le Medi. Due to the very consistent way in which the theming 
in primarily Brandevoort de Veste and Le Medi has been implemented, the 
research cases can be regarded, to a certain extent, as hyperspaces. A lot of 
effort has gone into creating an optimal image and, with that, a certain 
ambience. In De Veste, for example, the theme is translated into an enclosed 
building block where the architectural design is subject to rigid frameworks 
(defined in an image quality plan). Using the combination of building block, 
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historicized architecture and street layout, the ambience of a ‘real’ old town 
is simulated. 

The idea of simulating the ambience of a made-up place has inspired the planners of 
all three research cases. They try, for example, to symbolise natural urban 
growth via architecture and urban development or create a certain ambience 
using carefully selected materials, proportions, colours etc. in as perfect a 
way as possible. 

The planners’ method of creating a specific hyperreal ambience using 
an architectural theme and a story about the (location of the) architecture, 
confirms the findings of Bryman (2004). He maintains that current theming 
is accompanied by a story, but that the source of the story is always outside 
the object itself. De Veste and Le Medi, in particular, match the statement by 
Eco (1986:7) that: “Absolute unreality is offered as real presence”. 
 

 Consumption of themed housing 

In Chapters 4 and 5 the following sub questions are answered: 1) How do Le 

Medi purchasers assess the theming and what do they think about themselves, the (expected) 

future neighbours and the ‘other’? 2) How do the residents of Noorderhof and Brandevoort de 

Veste assess the theming, how do they appropriate the residential environment and what do 

they think about themselves, the neighbours and the ‘other’?

In a broad sense, theming is related to the current culture of consumption. 
Sorkin (1992), Zukin (1995) and Hannigan (1998) assert that the consumption 
of places, architecture, goods and services is having an ever greater impact 
on everyday life. In more concrete terms, Bourdieu (1984) maintains that the 
appropriation of places, the home and goods is accompanied by the social 
construction of distinction. In La Distinction he explains that the construction 
of social class, from within and as social structure, is related to social 
practices and the allocation of symbolic values to these practices. The basis 
for practices and appreciation is a person’s habitus which is determined 
by characteristics such as sex, age, social-cultural background, but also by 
education, profession and the course of their life. In short by the degree of 
economic and cultural capital. Different backgrounds produce different forms 
of the habitus, as a result of which groups of people stand out from others 
or, indeed, feel connected to certain groups (distinction). Via social practices 
and their symbolic appreciation thereof people express their habitus and 
repeatedly reconstruct lifestyle and social positions. 

The analysis of the interviews with the Le Medi purchasers in Chapter 4 
illustrates how social distinction is constructed in the narratives of the 
interviewees. 
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First and foremost the interviewees purchased a home in Le Medi 
because the focus of their daily lives was on Rotterdam. They maintained 
relationships there with family and friends and did not intend to change 
this. Almost all purchasers indicated that exchanging the city for a suburban 
neighbourhood was not an option, although the native Dutch respondents 
spoke more negatively about the Vinex neighbourhoods than the non-native 
respondents. 

Secondly - in addition to the above-mentioned characteristics - the 
purchase decision is affected by the theming of the housing project. As far 
as the younger respondents aged about thirty and with a Dutch background 
are concerned, a house in that location offers an excellent way for them to 
feel like pioneers. They take a financial risk and they feel like they are going 
against the tide. In the midst of the uncertainty surrounding this step they 
enjoy the contrary reactions of friends, which are part incomprehension 
and part admiration. The uniqueness of the Mediterranean ambience in 
Rotterdam fits in with the self-image of being creative and cosmopolitan. 
Families with older children (parents older than thirty-five) feel less like 
pioneers. For this group the building block, with its clear boundaries 
between public and parochial space, solves a dilemma. The sense of being 
closed off makes it possible to live under the lee of urban life (Karsten et al. 
2006). You can continue to live in the city without having to give up the 
convenience of a family home, security and protection (for the children). 
What is more, those who have bought a house inside do not have the view of 
the ‘ugly’ existing social housing around Le Medi. 

At the same time, behind this aesthetic assessment lies a moral 
judgement because the respondents reject the ‘ugly’ elements outside 
as belonging to the ‘others’ (Sayer 2005). In addition, the building 
block is aestheticised by theming. The sense of being spatially closed 
off consequently becomes acceptable and is toned down. After all, this 
group of respondents also does not want purely to turn its back on the 
neighbourhood.

Interestingly enough, the theming of a Mediterranean ambience appears 
to be less important to the third group of interviewees (the so-called ‘non-
native social risers’ aged between 30 and 40 with one or more children) than 
to the native Dutch purchasers. Although the theming of a Mediterranean 
ambience sometimes brings back happy memories of the country of origin 
(or the parents), the use of a Mediterranean, Arabian symbolism in the 
Western context has a positive value for them if native Dutch groups also 
identify with it. After all, living in Le Medi together with them means 
improved social status and distinction in comparison to lower income 
groups. 
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The analysis of the interviews with the residents of Noorderhof and 
Brandevoort de Veste in Chapter 5 is also an illustration of how social 
distinction is constructed. 

Generally speaking the self-image and social distinction is expressed 
by three themes which they refer to in their narratives namely, the 
considerations regarding the choice of location, their aesthetic judgement 
of the themed architecture and place and finally their judgement of social 
behaviour in the public spaces of the residential environment (for example 
on the pavements and in the streets during the Dickens Night). 

In view of the narratives on the choice of location the conclusion is that 
the themed architecture appeared to be less important to the residents of 
the Noorderhof than to the residents of De Veste. A third of them opted for 
De Veste, despite not experiencing any changes in their phase of life, or in 
the size of their household. To them the theme traditional small town means 
‘living in a good area’. The themed architecture represents a middle-class 
mentality and ‘good taste’. In the opinion of the majority of the respondents 
the themed architecture compensates for Helmond’s dubious reputation. 

Given the aesthetic judgement, four aspects of the themed residential 
environment were particularly appreciated, namely the handmade-looking 
bricks, the diversity of the façades, the greenery and the small scale. The 
majority of the respondents associated the handmade-looking bricks with 
traditional workmanship. In addition, it is a material that is often regarded 
as Dutch. The diversity of the façades reminded the respondents of De Veste 
in particular of Amsterdam rings of canals. This association evoked feelings 
of pride and belonging. Although the vast majority cannot afford to live 
in the expensive canal-side residences, the simulation also serves as a sign 

vehicle (Gottdiener 1997) for ‘living in a good area’. The amount of greenery is 
limited in De Veste to the green outer ring, while Noorderhof is located on 
the banks of Sloterplas lake in a green environment. The vast majority of the 
Noorderhof respondents stated that they tend to say that they live ‘on the 
banks of Sloterplas’ rather than in ‘Geuzenveld-Slotermeer’. They avoid the 
name of the (former) district because the neighbourhood had already had 
a bad reputation for some time. For the respondents who live on the green 
outer ring of De Veste, the view is a luxury mainly because they know that 
the green zone may not be built on, now or in the future. 

Besides these architectural aspects, the small scale is also hugely 
appreciated. This is not just based on an aesthetic judgement. The 
impression of living in a traditional small town evokes feelings of sociability 
and social bonding among both the residents of Noorderhof who were 
interviewed and the respondents of De Veste. At the same time, the small 
scale expresses the need for social control, a lack of change and living with a 
select number of acquaintances. 
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The judgement of social behaviour in public space (the third theme of the 
narratives) by the respondents of De Veste is the clearest expression of the 
need for social distinction. Some judge the long time people spend out on the 
pavements as social behaviour typical of residents of working class areas, the 
‘working class’ (referring to the ‘t Haagje working class area in Helmond). 
This view is shared collectively in De Veste and is expressed by the fact that, 
although there are benches out on the pavements, almost no-one actually 
sits on them for any length of time. The emphasis on decent social behaviour 
is also expressed by the way in which some respondents describe the Dickens 
Night party. It is supposed to be a market where high quality goods are 
sold and, in particular, items are displayed which reflect the nostalgic and 
therefore aestheticised view of the past. 

 
 Conclusion

In general terms (Chapter 6) this thesis shows that - just as the producers 
of places of fun and enjoyment - Dutch planners of new housing are using 
themes to try and make places stand out and become more aesthetic. 
Their aim is not only to attract attention, but implement themes which 
fit in with (the feeling for) social status of ‘the middle class’. In contrast to 
amusement parks, where artificiality and fake architecture are apparently 
not experienced as a problem, themed housing represents authenticity, 
identity and placeness. In practice, architects and urban planners (as well as 
commissioning parties and project developers) are constantly searching for 
the ‘right’ balance between the reference to regional and local traditions or 
to another (imaginary) past and innovation. Recreating placeness by theming 
confronts planners with a dilemma. On the one hand they want to create 
unique housing whereby a predetermined ambience is actually realised in as 
perfect a way as possible (an aim which, in any event, demands professional 
skill). On the other hand, strongly themed housing stands out too much 
from the surroundings. In addition, planners fear the opinions of their 
professional colleagues who brand the housing project as fake architecture 
or insufficiently innovative. 

As regards the ‘consumption’ of amusement parks on the one hand 
and themed neighbourhoods on the other, similarities can also be found. 
Similarly to day trippers, who form an idea beforehand of the future 
‘experience’ because that experience has been frequently portrayed and 
detailed in brochures, house purchasers form an idea of the future in their 
new neighbourhood. A theme that is recurrent in the marketing influences 
this idea. In addition, planners are becoming more and more adept at 
acquiring, in particular, knowledge of the instinctive needs of potential 
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purchasers and devising suitable themes. However, purchasers do not 
visualise a temporary, limited experience but weigh up the advantages and 
disadvantages during the purchase phase or harbour certain expectations 
as regards future neighbours. The analysis of the interviews shows that 
some respondents of Le Medi and De Veste are convinced that the themed 
architecture attracts ‘people like me/us’ (that is like-minded people). 

Drawing on the theory of social distinction expounded by Bourdieu (1984) 
and Savage et al. (2005), social scientists like Skeggs (1997) and Bottero 
(2004) maintain that, in the context of an unequal society, the way we act 
and think is, by definition, classified, and is therefore of classed nature. For 
that reason a judgement of architectural aesthetics and social behaviour 
reflects not only a personal view but also the social and cultural hierarchy 
of the context a person is in. They claim that ‘class difference’ is repeatedly 
confirmed from the inside. 

Whether the themed neighbourhoods researched are appropriated 
exclusively for middle income earners cannot unequivocally be answered in 
the affirmative. Not all residents were interviewed and in Brandevoort de 
Veste, for example, the residents are not only home owners but also tenants 
of social rented accommodation. However, the analysis of the narratives 
provides a strong indication that, in the themed residential environment, 
a certain middle class culture exists and is appreciated. That is expressed in 
Noorderhof, for example, by the (proud) assumption that all fellow residents 
in the neighbourhood have a high level of cultural capital and by the creation 
of differences between the own group and the people ‘outside’ their project. 
In the case of Le Medi the native Dutch respondents regard themselves as 
creative and tolerant city dwellers, while the non-native purchasers mainly 
want to progress by acquiring property. However, it is not yet clear which 
social practices and cultures they are developing. The middle-class culture 
part of De Veste is expressed in the need to distance oneself from the working 
class areas of Helmond and to hold parties in a ‘decent’ manner. Here, the 
unchangeability of historicised architecture is not only a monumental decor 
for the nostalgic imitation of the past but also appears to be an effective 
means to aestheticise the inside and outside of day-to-day life. 
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 Samenvatting

 Inleiding

Dit proefschrift gaat over thematisering. Hoewel in Nederland thematisering 
met de bouw van de Efteling al in de jaren dertig zijn intrede deed, nam het 
verschijnsel zestig jaar later pas sterk toe. Gethematiseerde vakantieparken 
en natuurlandschappen, winkelcentra, oude stadscentra en andere 
gethematiseerde plaatsen in heel Nederland trekken tegenwoordig een 
groot aantal bezoekers en dagtoeristen (Burgers 1992, Metz 2002). Het zijn 
plaatsen, gebouwen en ruimtes die veel mensen tegelijk een ‘belevenis’ 
bieden. Met een bepaald thema wordt er een eigen ‘betoverende’ sfeer 
gecreëerd die deze plaatsen van de alledaagse ruimten onderscheidt en 
bezoekers even hun alledaagse routine laat vergeten. 

Na de gethematiseerde plaatsen en gebouwen van pret en plezier richtte 
thematisering zich ook op de Nederlandse woningbouwproductie. Hoe uit 
thematisering zich in deze nieuwe context? De woonomgeving is immers 
geen plaats waar mensen een bijzonder belevenis verwachten en die willen 
delen met een groot aantal onbekenden. Veelmeer is het een plaats om zich 
terug te trekken en voor sociale interactie met een select aantal bekenden. 
Toch zijn bepaalde mechanismen van de thematisering zowel doorgedrongen 
tot het privé en parochiaal domein als in de Nederlandse planpraktijk van 
woningbouw.

Thematisering van de woonomgeving wordt in Nederlandse dagbladen 
en door architectuurcritici op zijn minst met argwaan bekeken. Deze 
plaatsen worden bekritiseerd vanwege de fake-architectuur en vanwege de 
(vermeende) sterke sociale controle en de uitsluiting van bepaalde sociale 
groepen. Doel van deze studie is om na te gaan of deze plekken daadwerkelijk 
specifieke sociale groepen trekken, aan zich binden en uitsluitend van 
karakter zijn voor andere groepen. Hiertoe wordt de vraag gesteld hoe 
bewoners een gethematiseerde omgeving beoordelen. Aan de productiekant 
wordt onderzocht waarom de gethematiseerde woonomgeving vanaf de jaren 
negentig in Nederland zijn intrede deed en welk effect thematisering op de 
planpraktijk van woningbouw heeft. De overkoepelende onderzoeksvraag 
luidt:

Op welke manier wordt de laatste twee decennia de Nederlandse 
gethematiseerde woonomgeving gecreëerd en geconsumeerd?

Om de vraag te beantwoorden wordt een empirische analyse van drie 
consistent gethematiseerde onderzoekscases (Noorderhof in Amsterdam 
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Nieuw West, Brandevoort De Veste en Le Medi in Rotterdam) in verband 
gebracht met theoretische concepten over thematisering van de gebouwde 
omgeving. Daarin staan de concepten artistieke expressie, hyperspace en 
sociale distinctie centraal. 

 Methodologische invalshoek

Diepte-interviews met 93 respondenten vormen de empirische basis van dit 
onderzoek. Het belangrijkste theoretisch perspectief van dit proefschrift 
is dat identiteit sociaal geconstrueerd wordt (Bourdieu 1984, Giddens 
1991) en dat de waardering van de woonplaats deel uitmaakt van deze 
identiteitsconstructie (Savage e.e.a. 2005, Duncan en Duncan 2004). De 
manier waarop bewoners en woningkopers hun relatie met de plaats en 
de architectuur beschrijven, hoe zij zichzelf (willen) neerzetten en hoe ze 
anderen met wie ze de woonomgeving delen beoordelen, komt in verhalen 
(narratives) naar voren. Met een face-to-face diepte-interview worden deze 
betekenis gevende verhalen opgeroepen. Daarmee krijgt de onderzoeker een 
genuanceerd en gedetailleerd beeld van een persoon (Somers 1994, Riessman 
2008). Dat zou minder het geval zijn met de methode van de schriftelijke 
enquête. 

In deze narratives reflecteren mensen op hun woonkeuze, de kwaliteit 
en de architectuur van hun woonplaats, ze geven zich rekenschap van wat 
anderen doen en laten, en leggen rekenschap af van wat ze zelf doen. Net 
zo reflecteren de plannenmakers op de beweegredenen om voor een bepaald 
thema te kiezen, geven ze zich rekenschap van wat vakgenoten doen en 
laten en leggen rekenschap af van wat zij als professional wel of niet (zouden 
moeten) doen. 

Deze narratives hebben een aantal kenmerken. Ten eerste kunnen ze 
worden gezien als ‘stukjes’ ervaring die mensen in gesprek met anderen 
ventileren. Een tweede kenmerk is dat mensen in hun levensverhaal, 
en ook in de consumptiekeuzes die ze maken, streven naar continuïteit 
en integriteit (Giddens 1991). Het overeind willen houden van integriteit 
drukt de wens uit de onzekerheid te beperken die het leven met zich mee 
brengt. Atkinson (2006) en Sennett (2006) beweren dat de onzekerheid van 
het huidige bestaan wordt gevoed door neoliberale politiek. Onzekerheid 
leidt tot een zoektocht naar uiterlijke perfectie van situaties met het doel 
innerlijke rust te vinden (Low 2008). Thematisering speelt in op deze wens 
naar zekerheid en perfectie. Een derde kenmerk van de narratives is dat zij 
een sociaal-cultureel normen- en waardepatroon weerspiegelen. Dat komt 
bijvoorbeeld tot uitdrukking in het negatieve oordeel over bepaalde oude 
stadsbuurten als onderdeel van het collectieve geheugen. 
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 Opbouw

Het proefschrift bestaat uit vier delen. Het eerste deel van dit proefschrift 
bevat de introductie waarin het onderwerp, de onderzoeksvragen, het 
theoretisch kader en de methodologische invalshoek worden toegelicht. 
Het tweede deel omvat hoofdstuk 2 en 3 en gaat over de productiekant 
van thematisering. Terwijl het derde deel de consumptiekant bestrijkt 
(hoofdstuk 4 en 5). 

De hoofdstukken 2 tot en met 5 bestaan uit peer-review artikelen die 
in tijdschriften gepubliceerd respectievelijk ingediend zijn. Het vierde 
deel, hoofdstuk 6, synthetiseert een aantal van de bevindingen uit de 
voorgaande hoofdstukken. Empirische bevindingen worden gerelateerd aan 
het theoretisch kader. Bovendien wordt gereflecteerd op de gehanteerde 
theoretische en methodologische perspectieven. 

 Productie van gethematiseerde woningbouw

In hoofdstuk 2 en 3 worden de volgende deelvragen beantwoord: 1) hoe werd 
ruimte voor thematisering van de woonomgeving gecreëerd op politiek (en 
maatschappelijk) niveau; 2) wat zijn de kenmerken van gethematiseerde 
(woningbouw)architectuur; 
3) wat zijn de kenmerken van gethematiseerde woningbouw van de 
Noorderhof, Brandevoort De Veste en Le Medi?

Ruimte voor thematisering van woningbouw ontstond vanaf de jaren 
negentig vooral door een grotere marktgerichte productie en de veranderde 
positie van woningbouwcorporaties. In het kielzog daarvan nam het denken 
in termen van plaats- en gebiedsmarketing toe, ook bij plannenmakers van 
nieuwe woningbouw. 

Woonplaatsen en daarmee tevens opdrachtgevende partijen, zoals de door 
talrijke fusies groter geworden corporaties en commerciële ontwikkelaars, 
concurreren sterker dan voor de jaren negentig met elkaar om koopkrachtige 
doelgroepen. De noodzaak om te concurreren met anderen legt feitelijk 
de basis voor het bedenken en toekennen van thema’s aan plaatsen en 
architectuur. Daarmee wordt een nieuwe identiteit gecreëerd en worden 
eerder verschillen dan gemeenschappelijkheden tussen plaatsen benadrukt. 

Het feit dat de ‘dichtheid’ van nieuwe symbolische betekenissen van 
woonplaatsen toeneemt sinds de jaren negentig, heeft echter nog andere 
redenen. De aandacht voor cultuurhistorische aspecten van het landschap en 
plaatsen werd bijvoorbeeld bevorderd door er ruimtelijk beleid op te voeren 
op zowel landelijk als regionaal niveau. De Nota Belvedère of projecten als 
Mooi Nederland zijn daar maar enkele voorbeelden van (alinea 6.1). Door de 
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stijging van de welvaart beperkt de differentiatie van sociale groepen naar 
sociaal-culturele factoren zoals leefstijlen en smaak zich daarnaast niet meer 
tot de hogere inkomensgroepen. Onder brede lagen van de bevolking neemt 
de gevoeligheid toe voor de symbolieke betekenis van bijvoorbeeld de (eigen) 
woning en haar omgeving (VROM-raad 2009).

Daarom wordt - gelet op de tweede deelvraag - thematisering van 
woningbouw dan ook gekenmerkt door de zoektocht naar geschikte thema’s 
die de sociale status van de ‘nieuwe middenklasse’ kunnen representeren. 
In hoofdstuk 3 en alinea 5.2.1 wordt uiteengezet dat deze zoektocht niet 
alleen van deze tijd is. Architecten van de negentiende eeuw bijvoorbeeld 
hebben zich ook bezig gehouden met datgene wat architectuur wel of niet 
zou moeten representeren. Bouwstijlen werden in verband gebracht met 
bepaalde ruimtelijke constellaties en fysieke constructies die wederom 
refereerden aan specifieke periodes en regio’s. Echter, volgens enkele 
architectuurcritici van de 19e eeuw moeten bouwstijlen altijd in de eerste 
plaats dienen om de fysieke logica van een gebouw te weerspiegelen. Met 
de groei van het aantal welvarende burgers en de toenemende behoefte 
aan ‘wonen op stand’ binnen en buiten de steden zochten commerciële 
projectontwikkaars naar (een mix van) bouwstijlen die de sociale status 
van deze groep kon representeren. Daardoor werd de relatie tussen fysieke 
constructie van een gebouw en dat wat door de façade werd gerepresenteerd 
losser (Pey 2004).

Pas na de wederopbouwfase zijn in veel Europese landen referenties 
aan regionale en lokale culturen in de woningbouwarchitectuur (weer) in 
opkomst. Deze ontwikkeling is onder andere te danken aan de invloed die 
de semiotiek op architecten als Jencks en Venturi in de loop van de jaren 
zeventig had. In Nederland bepleiten Tzonis en Lefaivre (1990) vanaf de 
jaren tachtig dat architectuur vooral uitdrukking aan de diversiteit van 
de gebruikers zou moeten geven en regionale culturen symbolisch tot 
uitdrukking zou moeten brengen.

Refererend aan de derde deelvraag worden in hoofdstuk 2 een aantal 
opmerkelijke kenmerken van de drie geanalyseerde cases uiteengezet. In 
tegenstelling tot de realisatie van een mix van bouwstijlen in herenhuizen 
binnen en buiten de steden aan het begin van de 20ste eeuw, kenmerken 
de Noorderhof, De Veste en Le Medi zich door een grote ruimtelijke schaal 
waarop het thema wordt toegepast. Bovendien hebben de drie projecten 
een naar binnen gekeerde, omsluitende stedenbouwkundige vorm. Beide 
aspecten vergemakkelijken het creëren van één bepaalde en ‘betoverende’ 
sfeer. 

In de vakliteratuur wordt beweerd dat de (sociale) controle op het beeld 
van de stedenbouw en architectuur, op de sfeer en op sociaal gedrag maakt 
dat gethematiseerde plaatsen als hyperspaces kunnen worden beschouwd (Eco 
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1986, Sorkin 1992). Ze zijn mooier en perfecter dan plaatsen waar weinig 
controle heerst en waar geen herkenbaar thema gerealiseerd is. Mede daarin 
ligt het kunstmatige karakter besloten (Baudrillard 1983). De analyse van de 
drie onderzoekscases wijst uit dat twee overkoepelende thema’s gerealiseerd 
zijn die altijd samen opgaan met een verzonnen verhaal. Het eerste thema 
is de referentie aan de traditional small town in Noorderhof en Brandevoort 
De Veste en het tweede thema is de Arabische Kasbah in Le Medi. Vanwege 
de zeer consistente manier waarop de thematisering in voornamelijk 
Brandevoort De Veste en Le Medi is doorgevoerd kunnen de onderzoekscases 
tot op bepaalde hoogte als hyperspaces worden gezien. Er werd veel aan 
gedaan om het beeld en daarmee een bepaalde sfeer zo perfect mogelijk 
neer te zetten. In De Veste bijvoorbeeld wordt het thema vertaald naar een 
gesloten bouwblok waar strakke kaders voor het architectonisch ontwerp 
gelden (beeldkwaliteitsplan). Door de combinatie bouwblok, historiserende 
architectuur en historiserende straatinrichting wordt als de sfeer van een 
‘echt’ oud stadje gesimuleerd. 

Het idee een sfeer van een verzonnen plaats te simuleren inspireert de 
plannenmakers van alle drie de onderzoekscases. Ze proberen bijvoorbeeld 
natuurlijke stedelijke groei architectonisch en stedenbouwkundig 
symbolisch te representeren of een bepaalde sfeer met zorgvuldig gekozen 
materialen, proporties, kleuren enzovoort zo perfect mogelijk na te botsen. 
De werkwijze om door een architectonisch thema en een verhaal over de 
(plaats van de) architectuur een specifieke hyperreële sfeer te creëren en 
een bepaalde realiteit te simuleren, bevestigt de bevindingen van Bryman 
(2004). Volgens hem gaat de huidige thematisering gepaard met een verhaal 
waarvan de bron altijd buiten het object zelf ligt. Vooral De Veste en Le Medi 
passen in de uitspraak van Eco (1986:7) dat: “Absolute unreality is offered as 
real presence”. 

 Consumptie van gethematiseerde woningbouw 

In hoofdstuk 4 en 5 worden de volgende deelvragen beantwoord: 1) hoe 
beoordelen de kopers van Le Medi de thematisering en hoe denken zij 
over zichzelf, over de (verwachte) toekomstige buren en over de ‘ander’? 2) 
hoe beoordelen de bewoners van Noorderhof en Brandevoort De Veste de 
thematisering, hoe eigenen ze zich de woonomgeving toe en hoe denken ze 
over zichzelf, de buren en de ‘ander’?

In de brede zin wordt thematisering aan de huidige consumptiecultuur 
gerelateerd. Sorkin (1992), Zukin (1995) en Hannigan (1998) stellen dat de 
consumptie van plaatsen, architectuur, goederen en diensten een steeds 
grotere invloed uitoefent op het alledaagse leven. Meer concreet beweert 
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Bourdieu (1984) dat de toe-eigening van goederen maar ook van de (eigen) 
woning en gepaard gaat met de sociale constructie van onderscheid. In 
La Distinction zet hij uiteen dat de constructie van sociale klasse, van 
binnenuit en als sociale structuur, gerelateerd is aan sociale praktijken en 
het toekennen van symbolische waarden aan deze praktijken. De basis voor 
praktijken en waardering is de habitus van een persoon die wordt bepaald 
door kenmerken zoals geslacht, leeftijd, sociaal-culturele achtergrond maar 
ook door opleiding, beroep en de doorlopen levensloop; kortom door de mate 
van economisch en cultureel kapitaal. Verschillende achtergronden brengen 
verschillende vormen van de habitus voort, waardoor groepen mensen zich 
van elkaar onderscheiden of zich juist met bepaalde groepen verbonden 
voelen (distinctie). Met sociale praktijken en hun symbolische waardering 
ervan dragen mensen hun habitus uit, construeren zij hun leefstijl en 
maatschappelijke positie telkens opnieuw. 

De analyse van de interviews met de kopers van Le Medi in hoofdstuk 4 
illustreert hoe sociale distinctie met behulp van thematisering geconstrueerd 
wordt in de narratives van de geïnterviewden. In grote lijnen komen het 
zelfbeeld en de sociale distinctie in drie thema’s naar voren die kopers in 
hun narratives noemen: 1) de afwegingen wat betreft de locatiekeuze, 2) hun 
esthetisch oordeel over de gethematiseerde architectuur en stedenbouw en 3) 
hun verwachtingen aan het sociale leven in de nieuwe woonplaats.

Ten eerste hebben de geïnterviewden een woning in Le Medi gekocht 
omdat ze in hun dagelijks leven op Rotterdam gericht zijn, er relaties 
onderhouden met familie en vrienden en niet van plan zijn om daar 
verandering in te brengen. Bijna alle kopers geven aan dat het verruilen 
van de stad voor een suburbane wijk geen optie is, hoewel de autochtone 
respondenten zich negatiever over de Vinexwijken uitlaten dan de allochtone 
respondenten. 

Ten tweede beïnvloedt - naast bovengenoemde eigenschappen - de 
thematisering van het woonproject, de koopbeslissing. Voor de jongere 
respondenten rond de dertig met een Nederlandse achtergrond biedt een 
woning op die locatie bij uitstek de mogelijkheid zich pioniers te voelen. 
Ze nemen een financieel risico en gaan daarmee voor hun gevoel tegen 
de stroom in. Middenin de onzekerheid over deze stap genieten ze van 
de tegendraadse reacties van vrienden, bestaande uit zowel onbegrip als 
bewondering. De uniciteit van de mediterrane sfeer in Rotterdam past bij 
het zelfbeeld een creatieveling en kosmopolitisch te zijn. De gezinnen met 
oudere kinderen (ouders boven vijfendertig) voelen zich minder pioniers. 
Voor deze groep lost het bouwblok met zijn duidelijke grenzen tussen 
openbare en parochiale ruimte een dilemma op. De afgeslotenheid maakt 
het wonen in de stedelijke luwte mogelijk (Karsten e.e.a. 2006). Men kan 
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in de stad blijven wonen zonder het gemak van een eengezinswoning, 
veiligheid en bescherming (voor de kinderen) te hoeven missen. Als men 
een woning binnenin heeft gekocht, hoeft men bovendien niet op de ‘lelijke’ 
bestaande sociale woningbouw rondom Le Medi te kijken. 

Achter deze esthetische beoordeling gaat tegelijk een moreel oordeel 
schuil omdat de respondenten de lelijke elementen buiten als behorend bij 
de ‘anderen’ afwijzen (Sayer 2005). Daarnaast wordt het bouwblok door de 
thematisering geësthetiseerd. De ruimtelijke afgeslotenheid wordt daardoor 
acceptabel en verliest haar scherpe kanten. Ook deze groep respondenten wil 
immers niet uitsluitend met de rug naar de wijk toe staan.

Interessant genoeg lijkt voor de derde groep geïnterviewden (de 
zogenaamde ‘allochtone sociale stijgers’ tussen de 30 en 40 jaar oud 
met één of meer kinderen) de thematisering van een mediterrane sfeer 
minder van belang te zijn dan voor de autochtone kopers. Ondanks de 
prettige herinneringen aan het land van herkomst (van de ouders) die de 
thematisering van een mediterrane sfeer soms oproept, krijgt de toepassing 
van een mediterrane, Arabische symboliek in de westerse context voor 
hen pas een positieve waarde als ook autochtone groepen zich ermee 
identificeren. Immers betekent het wonen in Le Medi samen met hen een 
winst aan sociale status en distinctie tegenover lagere inkomensgroepen. 

De analyse van de interviews met de bewoners van Noorderhof en 
Brandevoort De Veste in hoofdstuk 5 is tevens een illustratie hoe sociale 
distinctie mede door thematisering geconstrueerd wordt. 

In grote lijnen komen het zelfbeeld en de sociale distinctie in drie thema’s 
naar voren die bewoners in hun narratives noemen: 1) de afwegingen wat 
betreft de locatiekeuze, 2) hun esthetisch oordeel over de gethematiseerde 
architectuur en stedenbouw en 3) hun oordeel over sociaal gedrag in de 
openbare ruimtes van de woonomgeving (zoals op de stoepen en op straat 
tijdens de Dickens Night). 

Gelet op de narratives over de locatiekeuze kan worden geconcludeerd 
dat de gethematiseerde architectuur voor de bewoners van de Noorderhof 
minder van belang is dan voor de bewoners van De Veste. Een derde van 
de daar geïnterviewden kiest voor De Veste zonder dat zij een verandering 
doormaken van fase in de levensloop of in huishoudgrootte. Voor hen 
betekent het thema traditional small town ‘wonen op stand’. De gethematiseerde 
architectuur representeert burgerlijkheid en ‘goede’ smaak. Volgens 
de meerderheid van de respondenten compenseert de gethematiseerde 
architectuur de dubieuze reputatie van Helmond. 

Gelet op het esthetisch oordeel, worden vier aspecten van de 
gethematiseerde woonomgeving bijzonder gewaardeerd: de handvorm 
baksteen, de diversiteit van de façade, het groen en de kleinschaligheid. 
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De handvorm baksteen roept bij de meerderheid van de respondenten 
associaties op aan ambachtelijkheid. Het is bovendien een materiaal dat 
veelal als typisch Nederlands wordt gezien. De diversiteit in de façades 
herinnert vooral de respondenten van De Veste aan de Amsterdamse 
grachtengordel. Deze associatie roept gevoelens van trots en verbinding 
op. De overgrote meerderheid kan zich weliswaar het wonen aan de 
grachtengordel niet veroorloven maar de simulatie doet evenwel dienst 
als sign-vehicle (Gottdiener 1997) voor ‘wonen op stand’. Het aandeel groen 
beperkt zich in De Veste tot de groene buitenring terwijl de Noorderhof 
aan de rand van het Sloterplas staat in een groene omgeving. De overgrote 
meerderheid van de respondenten in de Noorderhof beweren dat ze eerder 
aangeven ‘aan de Sloterplas’ te wonen dan in ‘Geuzenveld-Slotermeer’. 
Zij vermijden de naam van het (toenmalige) stadsdeel in het verhaal over 
hun woonplaats naar anderen toe omdat de wijk al een tijdje geen goede 
reputatie heeft. Voor de respondenten die aan de groene buitenring van 
De Veste wonen, betekent het uitzicht een luxe vooral omdat zij weten 
dat de groene zone ook in de toekomst niet bebouwd mag worden. 

Naast deze architectonische aspecten wordt kleinschaligheid enorm 
gewaardeerd. Daaraan ligt niet alleen een esthetisch oordeel ten grondslag. 
De voorstelling in een traditional small town te wonen roept bij zowel de 
geïnterviewde bewoners van de Noorderhof als bij de respondenten van 
De Veste gevoelens van gezelligheid en sociale verbondenheid op. Maar 
tegelijk drukt kleinschaligheid de behoefte uit naar sociale controle, 
onveranderlijkheid en het wonen met een select aantal bekenden. 

Met het oordeel over sociaal gedrag in de openbare ruimte (het derde 
thema van de narratives) construeren de respondenten van De Veste de 
behoefte aan sociale distinctie het meest duidelijk. Sommigen beoordelen 
het langdurige verblijf op de stoepen als sociaal gedrag horend bij de 
bewoners van volksbuurten, de ‘arbeidersklasse’ (refererend aan de 
volksbuurt ‘t Haagje in Helmond). Dit beeld wordt in De Veste collectief 
gedeeld en uit zich in het feit dat de stoepen weliswaar worden voorzien 
van bankjes maar dat bijna niemand er daadwerkelijk verblijft. De nadruk 
op fatsoenlijk sociaal gedrag uit zich tevens in de manier waarop sommige 
respondenten het Dickens Night feest beschrijven. Het zou een markt 
moeten zijn waar kwalitatief goede goederen worden verkocht en vooral 
dingen worden getoond die in het nostalgische en daarmee geësthetiseerde 
beeld van het verleden passen. 



175

Samenvatting

 Conclusie

In grote lijnen (hoofdstuk 6) wijst dit proefschrift uit dat – net als de 
producenten van plaatsen van pret en plezier - Nederlandse plannenmakers 
van nieuwe woningbouw proberen met thema’s plekken te verbijzonderen 
en te esthetiseren. Daarom willen ze niet alleen aandacht trekken maar 
thema’s realiseren die passen bij (het gevoel voor) sociale status van ‘de 
middenklasse’. In tegenstelling tot pretparken waar kunstmatigheid 
en fake-architectuur blijkbaar niet als probleem wordt ervaren, moet 
de gethematiseerde woningbouw authenticiteit, identiteit en placeness 
(plaatsverbondenheid) representeren. In de praktijk zoeken architecten 
en stedenbouwers (en ook opdrachtgevers en projectontwikkelaars) 
voortdurend naar de ‘juiste’ balans tussen de referentie aan regionale en 
lokale tradities of aan een ander (imaginaire) verleden aan de ene kant en 
vernieuwing aan de andere kant. Het opnieuw maken van placeness door 
thematisering stelt de plannenmakers voor een dilemma. Enerzijds willen 
ze bijzondere woningbouw maken waarbij een vooraf bedachte sfeer zo 
perfect mogelijk gerealiseerd wordt (een actie die hoe dan ook vakmanschap 
vaagt). Anderzijds kan een sterk gethematiseerde woningbouw zich te 
veel afzetten tegenover de omgeving. Bovendien vrezen plannenmakers 
het oordeel van hun vakgenoten die het woningbouwproject als fake-
architectuur of te weinig vernieuwend zouden kunnen bestempelen. 

Wat betreft de ‘consumptie’ van pretparken enerzijds en themawijken 
anderzijds zijn ook overeenkomsten te ontdekken. Vergelijkbaar met 
dagtoeristen die zich vooraf een voorstelling maken van de toekomstig 
‘belevenis’ omdat die al veelvuldig in brochures werd voorspeld en 
ingekleurd, maken woningkopers zich een voorstelling van de toekomst 
in hun nieuwe woonbuurt. Een thema dat in de marketing terugkomt, 
beïnvloedt deze voorstelling. Bovendien lukt het plannenmakers steeds 
beter om vooral kennis over de gevoelsmatige behoeften van potentiële 
kopers te verwerven en de daarbij passende thema’s te bedenken. 
Kopers stellen zich echter niet een tijdelijk beperkte belevenis voor 
maar wegen tijdens de aankoopfase voor- en nadelen met elkaar af 
of koesteren bepaalde verwachtingen aan toekomstige buren. De 
analyse van de interviews wijst uit dat sommige respondenten van 
Le Medi en De Veste ervan overtuigt zijn dat de gethematiseerde 
architectuur ‘mensen zoals ik/wij’ (dus gelijkgestemden) aantrekt. 

Voortbordurend op de theorie van sociale distinctie van Bourdieu (1984) 
en Savage e.e.a. (2005) beweren sociale wetenschappers als Skeggs (1997) 
en Bottero (2004) dat in de context van een ongelijke samenleving de 
manier van handelen en denken per definitie geclassificeerd is, dus van 
classed nature is. Daarom weerspiegelt een oordeel over architectonische 
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esthetiek en sociaal gedrag niet alleen een persoonlijke mening maar ook 
de sociale en culturele hiërarchie van de context waarin men zich bevindt. 
Zij beweren dat ‘klassenverschil’ zo van binnenuit telkens wordt bevestigd. 

Of de onderzochte themawijken nu uitsluitend voor middeninkomens 
worden toegeëigend is niet eenduidig met ‘ja’ te beantwoorden. Niet alle 
bewoners zijn ondervraagd en in Brandevoort De Veste bijvoorbeeld wonen 
niet alleen huiseigenaren maar ook huurders van sociale huurwoningen. 
Maar de analyse van de narratives levert de sterke aanwijzing dat er in de 
gethematiseerde woonomgevingen een bepaalde middenklassencultuur op 
na wordt gehouden en op prijs wordt gesteld. Dat uit zich in de Noorderhof 
bijvoorbeeld door de veronderstelling (die met trots gepaard gaat) op de hoge 
mate van cultureel kapitaal van de medebewoners van de buurt en door 
de constructie van verschil tussen de eigen groep en de mensen ‘buiten’ 
hun project. In het geval van Le Medi zien de autochtone respondenten 
zichzelf als creatievelingen en tolerante stedelingen terwijl de allochtone 
kopers vooral vooruit willen komen door het verwerven van eigendom. Of 
zich praktijken van sociale uitsluiting ontwikkelen moet zich echter nog 
uitwijzen. De gedeelde middenklassencultuur van De Veste uit zich in de 
behoefte om zich af te zetten tegenover de volksbuurten van Helmond en 
om ‘fatsoenlijke’ wijze feesten te vieren. Het onveranderlijke beeld van 
de historiserende architectuur werkt als een monumentaal decor voor het 
nostalgische nabotsen van het verleden maar inspireert de bewoners ook 
om de buiten- én binnenkant van het alledaagse leven te esthetiseren. 
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On the Creation and Consumption of 
Themed Residential Architecture

This study deals with theming 
of residential space and archi-
tecture. In theoretical terms, 
theming is defined as the ap-
plication of a narrative to plac-
es and the built environment 
to make them more appealing 
than they otherwise would be. 
In a broader sense it is argued 
that theming is related to an 
intensified commodification of 
places through which, in turn, 
the number of hyperspaces has 
been increased. While theming 
primarily has been applied to 
restaurants, shopping malls or 
theme parks, the production 
of new owner-occupied hous-
es in the Netherlands has also 
been based more and more on 
theming since the 1990s. In a 
number of cases, a theme (like 

history or Mediterranean am-
bience) has been put into prac-
tice with enclosed urban forms, 
eye-catching architecture and 
figurative details. This disser-
tation explores how space has 
been created for theming at 
the political level and what are 
basically the characteristics of 
theming practice. Moreover, 
the thesis investigates how far 
theming informs residential 
choice and the day-to-day social 
practices of the ‘middle-class’ 
residents. It is argued that 
themed residential space and 
architecture seem to meet the 
desire of fractions of the middle 
classes to live in a predictable 
and small-scale environment 
where they hope to share daily 
life with like-minded people.

Sabine Meier


