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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Extracted from the Zuiderzee 
Risen from a new idea 
Everywhere nature 
City as an adventure 
 
In a romantic attempt to describe the identity of the city of 
Almere in the Netherlands, the 1998 song ‘City of Freedom’ 
(Stad van de vrijheid)1 presents a flattering image how the city 
emerged. Celebrating the reclaiming of land from the sea, such an 
endeavour rose together with a two-pronged idea, to have nature 
everywhere but also somehow to equate a city to an adventure. 
The romanticism in the verse is reminiscent of the utopianist 
visions of ‘new towns’, explicitly planned suburban settlements 
built in the post-WWII period to counter urban expansion. Such 
projects have been the epitome of an Apollonian approach to 
(sub)urbanisation. Apollo, son of Zeus and god of reason in 
ancient Greek mythology, represents here the political attempts to 
regulate the production of space through intensive planning and 
an emphasis on rationality and order.  

On the other side of the space production dialectic lies 
Apollo’s mythological brother and counterpart Dionysus, the 
ancient Greek god of revelry and emotions; their antithetical 
relationship was popularised by Nietzsche (1993) when 

                                                      
1 See appendix for the full lyrics. 
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discussing aesthetics and ancient Greek drama. The song 
develops further in the verses that follow, the Dionysian element 
emerging, as it describes the ‘newness’ and instinctive 
malleability of such a place:  

 
She still knows no history 
I make her into what she is 
Yes, in my manner 
City for the pioneer 
 
She is not old, she is not chic 
She has her own romance 
She is herself, she is for me unique  
 
First Almere is anthropomorphised into a ‘she’ (as is common for 
cities in colloquial Dutch), and then the lack of history is 
emphasised, but not necessarily as a flaw. Instead she can be 
‘made’ into what the singer, or anyone else, wants in their own 
manner. Here, in contrast to the Apollonian element, and 
represented by Dionysus, we see the unpredictable side of the 
Almere project. Thus Almere’s lack of a past and relevant 
attachments allow for attributing to it a character that one may 
choose individually, as long as one adopts the pioneering spirit.  

The verse that immediately follows is a somewhat reflexive 
awareness that the city does not fit the general understanding of 
what is considered chic (perhaps Amsterdam?), but in an 
anthropomorphic climax Almere is described as ‘herself’ and 
‘unique’. And the chorus wraps up the city’s character, the way of 
life there and how it affects its residents: 
 
City of space, city of freedom 
City of water, clouds and wind 
Here I am living my dreams 
Here I want to live forever 
City where the end never starts 
 
Space itself and certain spatial arrangements are taken as central 
to develop oneself. Natural elements like water and the wind are 
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praised, implicitly related to freedom, perhaps in contrast to the 
stereotypically ‘unnatural’ urbanity, and at last in a really utopian 
note one can look forward to living one’s own dream forever in 
Almere (until death). And just like earlier in the song where 
Almere is described as having no past, the chorus concludes that 
Almere has no end; in fact its end never starts, an arguably 
extreme statement of the fantasy that any individual may ‘make 
the city’. 

Regardless of geographical location and history, 
understanding the making of a place’s character is a challenging 
enterprise. Yet, unlike older, ‘historical’ cities, a place lacking a 
robust historical background may hold unique, fluid paths of 
place-making and space production processes. Similarly to the 
song’s portrayal, Almere was conceived during a time of utopian 
ideas and of making a ‘new world’ from scratch. A lot has 
happened since, both in and of Almere; this dissertation aims to 
discover what has happened and what that means. 

 
 

 
Apartment complex ‘The Wave’ at Almere centre, built in 2004, 
designed by René van Zuuk.2 
                                                      
2 5 May 2009, ‘Almere: Apartment Building "The Wave"’ - Harry_nl (flickr) 
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Almere belongs to a global collection of suburban spaces that are 
currently acquiring new, unclear characteristics (Keil, 2013). 
Despite commonsensical and popular beliefs about the 
homogeneity of suburbs, contemporary suburbia is anything but 
uniform and static, and far beyond the traditionally evoked 
images of picturesque, picket-fence, stand-alone havens for the 
socially mobile, middle-class families of the post-WWII period. 
On the contrary, global developments of the urban periphery are 
increasingly heterogeneous in role, form and demographics. From 
the typical ‘baby-booming’, suburban Americana, and the 
planned, high-modernist new towns in Western Europe, to the 
recent massive residential estates around Chinese cities and the 
new suburban developments in megacities like Mumbai and 
Istanbul, the periphery is a diversified mix that bears no single 
style and its character is fleeting.  

Simultaneously inner cities in many countries are increasingly 
popular, attracting capital and people, having become the new 
destination for many socially mobile middle-class families 
(Smith, 1996; Boterman et al., 2010; Uitermark et al., 2007). 
Gentrification is rapidly dominating many inner-city 
neighbourhoods all over the world, (re)producing inequalities in 
new forms and revealing new aspirations for mobility. These 
dynamics produce intersections where cities and suburbs interact 
and define each other’s character. What these dynamics signal is 
uncertainty: suburbia’s future is ambiguous and its role is 
generally elusive, therefore it is crucial to be analysed and 
understood in depth.  

At the epicentre of urban processes lies the mobility of 
inhabitants and their experience thereof. As cities and suburbs 
transform, people’s desired and actual mobility patterns change, 
producing new spatial arrangements in the process. This interplay 
between emergent mobility and experiences, as well as the 
general complexifying transformations of cities and suburbs, raise 
questions about places like Almere that I attempt to answer in this 
dissertation. In my study I enact a dialogue between the 
Apollonian and Dionysian elements of settlements, focusing 
especially on the tensions between planning and experiencing 
space:  
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How have urban-suburban mobilities in the Amsterdam 
metropolitan region evolved since the 1970s, and how have the 
shifts been experienced by residents in city and suburb alike? 
 
How has space been produced in Almere since the town’s 
conception, and what does this production of space tell us about 
contemporary metropolitanisation processes and the future of 
suburbia at large? 
 
 
 
 

 
The Southern part of the Flevopolder, where Almere is located.3 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
3 27 April 2009 - Flevoland seen from the plane, Teofilo (Wikimedia Commons) 
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Kaleidoscopic suburbia  
The settlement of Almere was designed as a planned settlement in 
the 1970s, basically to counter the post-WWII expansion of older 
cities like Amsterdam (Bontje, 2003). Land was literally 
‘extracted’ from the sea, creating Flevoland, a province that 
consists of two main territories, the Noordoostpolder (Northeast 
polder) and the Flevopolder, where Almere is located. The 
Flevopolder is not as celebrated as the artificial Palm Islands in 
Dubai, but is in fact the largest artificial island in the world. 
Inspired by the Garden City movement, the new town of Almere 
(among other towns in the Amsterdam metropolitan region) was 
intended to accommodate former residents of Amsterdam who 
sought an alternative place to live instead of the intensely urban-
ised capital (Jantzen and Vetner, 2008; Constandse, 1989). In all 
respects Almere became a suburb of Amsterdam, retaining the 
characteristics of new towns, namely the design for decongestion 
and ‘concentrated deconcentration’ (Bontje, 2003), meaning that 
growth was to be controlled through the development of several 
centres. By discouraging suburban sprawl, such a ‘poly-nuclear’ 
settlement was introduced to offer its residents small-scale com-
munities separated by green belts (Constandse, 1989). Almere’s 
character has fluctuated over the past few decades between the 
typical suburbia of houses, picket fences and garages, and the 
new urbanity of experimental architecture, focus on consumerism 
and ‘smart growth’. The town is still physically expanding 
through new construction, but its formerly rapid population 
growth has abated, and the newcomers are not just typical family 
households anymore. Instead there is an unprecedented 
demographic diversification for such a suburban new town, its 
new population consisting of many kinds of households. 
 
 



503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis

21 
 

 
Almere’s terraced housing, with cars and Kliko trash containers at the 
front. My photo, 2014. 
 
 
Meanwhile Almere’s reputation has consistently suffered 
nationally. It was voted the ‘ugliest city in the Netherlands’ in 
2008 after a simple poll by the national newspaper de Volkskrant 
(29/02/2008), and is often mentioned in commonplace situations 
as a place to be avoided. As a respondent of mine exclaimed, 
when he told his brother that he was going to have a child, his 
brother criticised him: ‘Of all the places in the world, you will 
bring a baby with a passport which says made in Almere’? 
Almere is also notorious as a xenophobic city due to the voting 
behaviour of its electorate. During the past 5 years more than 
20% of its residents have supported the openly Islamophobic, 
populist Partij Voor de Vrijheid (Party for Freedom). To be sure, 
already in the early 1980s the town showed signs of a rising 
xenophobic vote, giving more than 9% in the 1983 municipal 
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election to Centrumpartij (Centre Party), the first successful, 
explicitly anti-immigration party in the Netherlands. The 
connection between these phenomena and Almere’s recent 
diversification remains an empirical inquiry, facets of which are 
illuminated in this study.   
 
 

 
Almere’s skyline is anything but reminiscent of traditional suburbia.4  
 
 
Walk the City - La vie quotidienne 
The town’s idiosyncratic character can be readily experienced 
when walking around its centre. During one of my many visits I 
walked from the central train station to the Apollo hotel to get to 
the meeting venue of International Almere, a meet-up of 
internationals in Almere. The first leg from the station was 
literally a straightforward walk for a few hundred metres, through 
a pavement flanked by shops left and right. Arriving at Almere’s 

                                                      
4 22 May 2011, ‘Skyline Almere’ - Christian van Elven (flickr) 
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centre feels like being caught in a web of possibilities: the spaces 
are wide, generating a Le Corbusier-like feeling, the buildings are 
unevenly angular, and the whole main square (Stadhuisplein) 
looks like it is stuck in limbo between modernity and post-
modernity; angular and square or organic-looking and uneven. 
Starting from the very front of the town hall, a semi-circular 
structure which looks like a retro UFO, I passed through the main 
plaza, and soon turned towards De Diagonaal, a pavement that 
crosses the cultural and commercial heart of the town, cutting 
through and dominated by the building complex De Citadel.  
 
 

 
The main entrance to the Almere town hall.5 
 

                                                      
5 September 2004 - Stadhuis, Ton van der Wal (Wikimedia Commons)  
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De Citadel, a building complex at Almere’s commercial centre, designed 
by Christian de Portzamparc, completed in 2006.6 
 
 
The space is dominated by a motley amalgam of futurist-like 
architecture, while easy-listening live music attempts to liven up 
the place, smoothing people’s entrance to the myriad of shops 
around. This open space is the Forum, a triangular expanse 
surrounded by the Utopolis cinema, a Burger King, a row of 
shops and a few cafes. Once out of the consumption and 
entertainment ‘corridor’, I reached an esplanade right in front of 
the Weerwater, an artificial lake described by the municipal 
council as the ‘mental heart’ of Almere.7 Across the lake sits 
Utopia, a vegetated island where an observation tower stands 
since 1996. Turning right after the Forum, and after walking for a 

                                                      
6 23 May 2009, ‘Citadel, Almere’ - William Veerbeek (flickr) 
7 The municipal description of the lake quickly turns to the importance of the 
highways south of the lake, and Almere’s connectivity, presenting a rather 
intricate metaphor: a city’s ‘mental heart’ is a lake which binds the traffic 
arteries of the town. 
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few minutes next to a newly built residential block, it is 
impossible to miss on the other side the large, modern theatre 
house (Schouwburg Almere), a boxy amalgam of concrete and 
glass. Finally I arrived at my destination, the Apollo Hotel (the 
story of International Almere unfolds in chapter three). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Almere Forum, the entertainment and consumption centre of the town.8 
 
 

                                                      
8 19 September 2010, ‘DSC06602’ - Karen Eliot (flickr) 
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Schouwburg Almere, a theatre house designed by Kazuyo Sejima en 
Ryue Nishizawa, finished in 2006.9 
 
 
Spaces like Almere can illuminate the tensions and interplay 
between elements that produce space, be they markets and high-
level state planning or residents going about their daily living. 
The town seems to create individual impressions and visions 
often, and its character in today’s regional economy, metropolitan 
integration processes and global migration trends is far from 
fixed. Figuratively put, the place ‘Almere’ does not really exist in 
the collective imaginary as uniformly defined. Even when Almere 
manifests as a faux paradise, it can be described as a post-
structural paradise; it is rife with diverse narratives and 
perspectives.  

Space has been literally produced in Almere and the social 
aspects of that physical production are nuanced; and even further, 
the production of Almere’s social space is more complex, 
considering contemporary city growth dynamics 
(commodification of housing, neoliberal globalised markets, 
international migration and general precarity, the rise of right 
                                                      
9 1 September 2007, ‘Urban Desert’ - Harald Walker (flickr)  
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wing politics and economic visions). My aim is to unpack 
narratives of and in Almere, to identify the structural foundations 
and the ideologies on which the town has been built and around 
which it has evolved. Meanwhile, I take on board Harvey’s 
(2000) consideration that utopian spatial arrangements are 
threatened due to the temporality of the processes producing them 
(i.e. modernity and industrial economy versus New Urbanism and 
post-industrial economy), while reversely the utopianist ideals 
may fail due to spatial framings and particularities of place. The 
complexity and temporal changes of Almere’s social space 
comprise exactly the crux of my study. 
 
 
Space-time dialectics 
To facilitate the explication of the Apollonian and Dionysian 
elements, I utilise the following two axes as a heuristic device: 
urbanisation-suburbanisation (Apollonian) and urbanism-
suburbanism (Dionysian). The two axes are to be understood as 
interdependent and interacting with each other, and as spectra, as 
coordinates of a surface with many possibilities. 
 
 
Scheme 1 
Two aspects of the city-suburb relationship 

  
 

Dionysian  
Apollonian 

Urbanism Suburbanism 

Suburbanisation 

Urbanisation 
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The urbanism-suburbanism dialectic is a tension between ways of 
life in cities and suburbs and particularly how they are perceived 
and discussed by residents. While in the golden age of suburbia 
the world appeared segregated between city-dwellers and 
suburbanites, for several decades now there have been indications 
of non-urban lifestyles in cities (Van Engelsdorp-Gastelaars, 
1980). Especially nowadays, suburban ways of life are 
increasingly qualitatively distinct and diverse (Hamel, 2013) and 
residents have fluid experiences of both urban and suburban kinds 
of living within the same settlement (Walks, 2013). Such a 
blending is often promoted by local authorities as a strategy to 
attract new residents who are offered an ‘all-inclusive’ type of 
living; excitement, consumption, family-friendly living spaces, 
sustainability and job opportunities. After all there is already 
plenty of evidence in literature on gentrification about how urban 
settlements are revamping themselves in order to attract the 
traditionally suburban families with children (Berg, 2012; 
Boterman et al., 2010), as well as how suburbia is changing in 
light of contemporary economic restructuring (Keil, 2013).  

The transformation and mobility in city and suburb is the 
second axis, that of urbanisation-suburbanisation. Movement in 
space naturally depends on the potential to be mobile which in its 
turn depends on resources (Kaufmann, Bergman and Joye, 2004). 
Currently, despite no robust evidence that mobility has increased, 
the rhetoric about mobility’s critical role is an everyday 
phenomenon (Cowen, 2014). The fluidity of urban systems was 
already analysed by Harvey decades ago (1973), but now its paths 
seem to be intensifying, diversifying and reversing. This fluidity 
is all about people being pushed and pulled by place discourses, 
reputation of places, and the competitive behaviour of authorities 
in settlements, and of course their own material constraints 
rendered extreme due to the increasingly exclusive housing 
markets in places like Amsterdam (Boterman and Van Gent, 
2014). I should note that in my study the Apollonian element is 
contemplated as context and not as explanandum, mostly 
analysed in the first empirical, guiding chapter. I consider 
Almere’s planning history and the manners of its growth, but as 
an independent variable, as the background on which experiences 
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are composed; hence demographic changes and planning schemes 
are presented as a canvas for further elaboration.  

The axes combined provide a mental surface where we can 
locate unexpected situations, discourses and experiences in 
Almere. For instance, reversing Van Engelsdorp-Gastelaars’ 
observation (1980), there may be urban lifestyles in a suburban 
space like Almere; it might also be that the town is ‘urbanising’ 
demographically. The nuances of these processes are empirically 
analysed throughout this dissertation. 

 
 

The post (sub)urban 21st century  
The dynamics of 20th century urbanisation and suburbanisation 
have been extensively analysed in terms of their structural 
mechanisms by several scholars, Harvey (1985, 1989, 2000) and 
Smith (1996, 2008) being prominent among many others. When 
discussing suburban spaces, authors coming especially from 
Marxist structural thinking, focus on capital accumulation 
processes and how these processes have been facilitated by 
suburbanisation. Harvey describes the urban environment as a 
facilitator of capitalism’s growth machine, which in order to 
annihilate space with time transforms space into environments 
that eventually become barriers to further accumulation of capital 
(1985). In this context, suburbanisation appears as a ‘spatial fix’ 
wherein tensions and contradictions of the capitalist system are 
managed, at least temporarily, through processes of ‘creative 
destruction’ destroying certain spatial arrangements and giving 
birth to new ones (Harvey, 1989). The paradigmatic case of a 
spatial fix is the development of post-war USA suburbia, 
allowing for the absorption of surplus capital and labour through 
investment in construction and home-ownership, and the 
relocation of production processes in the periphery (Harvey, 
2011).  

A spatial fix implies three parallel processes: first it is the 
state of being fixed in space, referring to the immobility of 
infrastructure and the built environment. This is a straightforward 
trait of any settlement, including Almere, as buildings and roads 
constitute the immobile milieu of the town. Almere’s novelty is 
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that it is in perpetual development, thus constantly in the process 
of becoming ‘fixed’. This makes the changes of Almere’s 
physical environment rather obvious and easier to identify. 
Second, spatial fixing refers to ‘repairing’ the aforementioned 
issues of capitalist overaccumulation. To resolve the latter, 
solutions are sought through the restructuring of space; in 
Almere’s case the districts are built in different periods, reflecting 
the bigger picture of advanced capitalist economic restructuring. 
From the booming decades of social mobility and suburbia 
expanding, to the more recent slowing down of economic growth 
and rise of poverty in the suburbs, Almere’s spaces provide a 
microcosm of wider socio-economic changes. Third, and most 
alarmingly, the spatial fix is like a drug addict’s fix, and soon 
after a spatial arrangement is established, the addict (capitalism) 
seeks for another, more effective ‘dose’. The effect of the latter 
phenomenon is nowadays evident in gentrification processes, a 
new spatial fix, and as a side-effect the crisis of suburbia. There 
are already signs of crisis in Almere, which, as I show in my 
study, is losing investment and population to other settlements. 
Nonetheless, Harvey (2011) defines the role of the suburb in a 
rather monodimensional way, a milieu of class reproduction and 
capital circulation, perhaps not giving the right attention to the 
transformative power of suburbanisation itself, a massively 
pervasive process as of late (Keil, 2013), or to the effects of these 
processes on the experiences of suburban residents.  

Smith, already in 1996, discussed the renewed focus of 
investment on cities, commonly leading to gentrification, and the 
tensions that may emerge with suburban growth, recognising the 
central role of suburbia in capital circulation and accumulation:  

 
“It would be foolish to think that the partial 
geographical reversal in the focus of urban 
reinvestment implies the converse, the end of the 
suburbs. Suburbanization and gentrification are 
certainly interconnected. The dramatic 
suburbanization of the urban landscape in the last 
century or more provided an alternative 
geographical locus for capital accumulation and 
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thereby encouraged a comparative disinvestment 
at the center – most intensely so in the US. But 
there is really no sign that the rise of 
gentrification has diminished contemporary 
suburbanization. Quite the opposite. The same 
forces of urban restructuring that have ushered 
new landscapes of gentrification to the central city 
have also transformed the suburbs. The 
recentralization of office, retail, recreation and 
hotel functions has been accompanied by a 
parallel decentralization which has led to much 
more functionally integrated suburbs with their 
own more or less urban centres—edge cities as 
they have been called (Garreau, 1991). If 
suburban development has in most places been 
more volatile since the 1970s in response to the 
cycles of economic expansion and contraction, 
suburbanization still represents a more powerful 
force than gentrification in the geographical 
fashioning of the metropolis” (p. 37) (my 
emphasis). 

 
Smith’s focus on suburbia provides a platform upon which to 
consider the relational aspect of space production. In short, 
gentrification and the ‘retaking’ of the city by certain classes are 
to be understood in combination with suburbanisation; in fact, 
Smith refers to the latter as more powerful than gentrification. 
This might not be universally the case, and the power of 
suburbanisation may vary considerably between cases across the 
Atlantic, but it undoubtedly played an imperative role in 
capitalism’s smooth function during the post-WWII years. 
Nowadays however, with the rise of gentrification, New Urbanist 
visions of ‘compactness’ and ‘connectivity’, and the ‘rediscovery’ 
of cities by capital and people, suburbs in their turn, and current 
form, seem to be attaining characteristics of barriers to further 
accumulation. Their character of low density and long-commute 
infrastructure is unlike that of today’s cities and they cannot 
satisfy contemporary economic restructuring as effectively (e.g. 
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disappearance of manufacturing jobs in the periphery). For Smith, 
in the end of the day capital is the central ‘agent’ in mobility 
processes; that is how movement between suburb and city is 
prompted.  

My intention is not to oversimplify the processes of urban 
growth of the 20th century. What I intend here is to emphasise two 
contrasting things: that on the one hand, there are globally 
prominent processes of economic restructuring that, for quite a 
few decades, are transforming the living environment. Arguing of 
the predominance of capitalism as the transforming power, 
Harvey (1985) shows that these past decades have been a period 
of intensive creative destruction of and in space through urban 
processes, be it massive suburbanisation in the post-war period or 
widespread gentrification in neoliberalism. On the other hand 
however, how these shifts and spatial rearrangements are 
experienced by urbanites and suburbanites is generally ignored or 
glossed over. The processes described above can be expected to 
have acute effects on social life, mobilities and how space is 
generally perceived and experienced by residents, through its 
symbols, functions and character. The case of Almere is no 
exception and is changing according to contemporary urban and 
economic restructuring processes. The town’s expansion has 
fluctuated and lately slowed down due to housing market 
uncertainty, and ostensibly due to Amsterdam’s renewed 
popularity. The ways in which Almere is changing in the 21st 
century are diverse and residents are most likely experiencing the 
town’s built environments very differently from the early days of 
the 1970s high modernity, a period often nostalgically seen as 
paradisiacal. 

Especially nowadays when the Great Inversion of migration 
between city and suburb seems to be taking place (Ehrenhalt, 
2013), mobilities are complexifying and metropoles appear at first 
glance incomprehensible in their diversity, considering the 
consistently rapid speed of change of urban systems (Gotham, 
2002; Smith, 2008; Harvey, 1973). Simultaneously there are 
indications of a planetary urbanisation (Brenner and Schmid, 
2011), a process of socio-spatial transformation based on the idea 
of anything non-urban ‘increasingly to be an ideological 
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projection derived from a long dissolved, preindustrial 
geohistorical formation’ (Brenner and Schmidt, 2011: p. 11); this 
is an idea reminiscent of Lefebvre’s urban fabric, the ever 
expanding network and web of interconnected nodes (2003). Yet, 
we should not ignore the indications of a parallel planetary 
suburbanisation that we may be witnessing instead (Keil, 2013).  

Arguing for the need to look beyond ‘consumer sovereignty’ 
and ‘choices’ when investigating mobility and the form and 
function of the city, Slater (2013: p. 374) unpacks urban 
dynamics by focusing on neighbourhood-level mobility and fixity 
of classes instead. He takes on board the very material boundaries 
and limits set upon choices due to structural inequality; as a 
euphemism we could say that the ‘game is rigged’ when it comes 
to choosing where to live. I draw two main observations from 
Slater’s argument: space is commonly kept in a ‘black box’, 
considered a depoliticised mystifying element which obscures our 
understanding of social processes. When our focus is on spatial 
processes, we must be careful not to fetishise space, hence neither 
to accept it as explanandum nor as explanans but always as 
constitutive of, and defined by, social action. In other words, our 
task is to open the box and understand how it ticks, so to say. 
Second, we need more critical empirical studies of place and 
space, examining their historical-geographical production through 
experiences and discourses as well. Throughout this study I focus 
on people as spatial agents while considering the multiple 
inscriptions of capitalism on space. Meanwhile I stay clear of 
hegemonic views of certain places as ‘decayed’ and 
‘traumatised’, nor using space as an ‘instrument of accusation’ or 
neighbourhoods as mystifying ‘spatial metaphors for social 
inequalities’ (Baeten, 2002).  

In my research I approach space as a process and product in 
the Lefebvrian Marxist tradition, by focusing on experiences and 
perceptions about space. I assert the importance of capitalism due 
to its omnipresent-like qualities, ‘hovering’ as it is above 
(sub)urbanisation processes which retain the characteristics of a 
spatial fix (described above in the works of Harvey and Smith). 
Lefebvre (1991) treats space as a product, both in the sense that it 
is not simply a container of social action but it is the result of 
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struggles, and that it is often treated as a commodity to be 
exchanged. It is ‘actively produced’, it ‘has a pulse, and it 
palpitates, flows, and collides with other spaces’ (Merrifield, 
2006: 105). Space is thus defined by social activity and to 
understand it we must consider its symbolic meaning located in 
history, in the same way in which architecture is highly symbolic 
of culture and social order. Lefebvre introduced three main 
characteristics of space: spatial practices, representations of space 
and representational spaces. This conceptual triad appears 
throughout this dissertation as a multifaceted lens, allowing me to 
narrow my focus on the separate layers of space production.  
 
 
Scheme 2 
Lefebvre’s (1991: 33) conceptual triad of the production of space 

Production of space Space as… E.g. 
Spatial practices Perceived Daily routines, continuity 
Representations of space Conceived Planning, order 
Representational spaces Experienced Cognition, symbols 

 
 
First, spatial practice primarily refers to la vie quotidienne, 
namely the everyday life routines that emerge in the city. This is 
the realm of ‘continuity and cohesion’, the ‘perceived’ space that 
comprises the material foundation of Lefebvrian space (Lefebvre, 
1991: 33). This concept represents Lefebvre’s attempt to 
‘spatialise’ the world into physical ensembles and arrangements 
that we can observe with relative ease; Soja (1996) describes this 
concept as ‘Firstspace’ (p 66). In this realm we find transportation 
networks, consumption and leisure practice, workplaces and 
residences.    

Second, representations of space refer to conceptual and 
planned space by authority figures, aiming to impose a rational, 
effective and efficient ‘order’ (Lefebvre, 1991: 33). This is the 
space of scientists, planners and technocrats, and represents 
authority. Within this ‘conceived’ space (ibid) we can find 
society’s modes of production, ideologies and forms of spatial 
domination; Soja (1996) calls this ‘Secondspace’, a ‘storehouse of 
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epistemological power’ (p 67). Apart from being the realm of the 
imprint of power however, it is the space of utopian thinking 
(ibid), hence crucial for the comprehension of highly planned, 
socially engineering places.   

Lastly representational spaces refer to the lived experiences in 
space. This concept is not simply the third aspect of Lefebvre’s 
theory but it stems from his attempt to put the other two elements 
in dialogue: if Firstspace is ‘real’ and Secondspace is ‘imagined’, 
this ‘Thirdspace’ is ‘real’-and-‘imagined’ (Soja, 1996: 69). This 
is experienced space, the realm of social relations and 
symbolisms, and especially where we need to look to understand 
personal experiences. This concept is particularly relevant for my 
study as it is where I can find the deeper meanings that people 
articulate when reconstructing their experiences in space. 

All three elements of the spatial triad move in a dialectical 
merry-go-round when we try to understand processes of the 
production of space, and this is what my study attempts. As an 
example of Lefebvrian empirical analysis, Gotham, Shefner and 
Brumley (2001) looked into the tensions of space planning and 
experiences of space:  
 

‘Various motifs and themes, including rhetoric 
such as “growth,” “development,” 
“revitalization,” and the like, are not objective, 
fixed, and stable categories but constitute 
authoritative and yet contested representations of 
space that shape peoples’ perceptions of different 
living spaces and the people that live in them. In 
turn, these meanings of space shape peoples’ 
understandings of the causes of urban problems 
that bias and select against some urban planning 
and policy choices rather than others. The 
assignment of meaning to places in the city, by 
urban planners, policy makers, poor people, and 
others, is not arbitrary but established through 
social practices that connect with the material 
conditions of uneven development, political-
economic power, and public policy.’ (p. 331) 
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To approach and analyse the particularities of contemporary 
suburbanisation processes I enact a dialogue between Lefebvre 
and the recent academic works on mobility. The foundations of 
the latter originate in works like Castells’ influential ideas and 
concepts (‘space of flows’, ‘network society’), describing the 
contemporary state of an inter-connected society, often favouring 
mobile, highly-skilled elites (1996; 1989). This ‘mobility turn’ 
(Cresswell, 2006) is an increased focus on movement as a central 
element of power, social relations and identities. There is in fact a 
striking similarity between Lefebvre’s conceptual triad and 
Cresswell who basically replaces space with mobility: he talks 
about physical mobility, representations of movement and the 
experience and embodied practice of mobility (2010: p. 19). In 
my study I fully take on board his suggestion to look into 
mobilities of the past in order to grasp mobilities of the present 
and the future, as any historical-materialist analysis would do, as 
well as the need to consider the contradicting, parallel existence 
of both mobility and immobility (p. 29), a tension already 
discussed above, implied in the models by Harvey (1985). 
Furthermore, Kaufmann, Bergman and Joye (2004) discuss 
physical mobility as a structural dimension of stratification and 
social mobility processes. Essentially the authors focus on the 
potential for mobility10 as a crucial element to understand one’s 
capacity to adapt in changing socio-economic conditions and 
inequality. Theirs is an attempt to link movement in space with 
social movement, and as a person may be physically mobile, she 
may also be ‘vertically’ (socially) mobile: ‘unlike economic, 
cultural and social capital, which deal mainly with hierarchical 
position’, motility is a type of ‘movement capital’ that can 
represent ‘both vertical and horizontal dimensions of social 
position’ (p. 754). Such a conceptualisation offers the possibility 
to approach and understand situations where one is not mobile but 
perhaps desires to be. In my study the term ‘social mobility’ is 
considered as the experience of social mobility, thus people’s 
own perspective of moving between social strata. In parallel, I 
consider the aspirations of a person to be socially and spatially 
                                                      
10 Borrowing the term ‘motility’ from biology. 
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mobile as ‘wants, preferences, choices and calculations’ forming 
‘parts of wider ethical and metaphysical ideas which derive from 
larger cultural norms’ (Appadurai, 2004: 67). Simultaneously I 
focus on people’s understanding and articulation not only of their 
own ‘voiced’ desires but of also of the norms for what is expected 
to be aspired (Baillergeau and Duyvendak, in press).  

Finally, I engage with literature about the ‘post’ state of 
suburbs. Chapter one is particularly dedicated to unpack 
conceptualisations of urban and suburban space. Overall there are 
many terms with which contemporary suburbs have been 
described: edge cities, boomburbs, technoburbs, exurbs, 
metroburbia. In recent literature the umbrella term post-suburbia 
is generally preferred (Kling, Olin and Poster, 1995; Phelps, 
Wood and Valler, 2010; Phelps and Wood, 2011; Charmes and 
Keil, 2015). The term has come to signify the contemporary era 
after the archetypical suburbia, a state of social arrangements and 
a built environment that are naturally and notoriously elusive. 
Hence post-suburbia is preserved as a rather open term, calling 
for approaches beyond the common dichotomies of city and 
suburb, while it is currently used in several empirical studies as 
well (Hudalah and Firman, 2012; Helbich and Leitner, 2009). 
Throughout the dissertation I contribute to future debates on the 
issue, so for now it suffices to say that: 
 

“We can conclude that post-suburbia has well and 
truly arrived, and we may propose that we need to 
accept that post-suburbia is now ubiquitous. No 
new frontiers are part of this particular set of case 
studies; their view is directed towards the inside. 
In all of this, there is some clear transatlantic 
convergence but also lots of diversity…” 
(Charmes and Keil, 2015: p. 600) 

 
 
Subquestions, methods and data  
In my study I investigate the character of Almere initially through 
its demographics and subsequently in depth through individual 
residents. I first focus on processes before moving to and while 
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living in Almere, and particularly how the shifting urban and 
suburban forms, discourses and living environments are 
experienced by residents. Then I examine the experiences after 
life in the suburb and how former suburbanity as it was manifests 
when it arrives at other places. My goal is to understand in depth 
the aspirations of respondents when moving to Almere and their 
experiences while living there. My ultimate goal is to reconstruct 
the narrative of mobility leading to migration towards, and 
possibly away from, Almere, and comprehend the process of 
suburbanisation longitudinally, and especially its contemporary 
character.  

In order to address the main research question, every 
empirical chapter has its own subquestions, and some distinctive 
methodological features, explained briefly within each chapter. 
Chapter one illuminates the issue of urban-suburban mobilities in 
the Amsterdam metropolitan region. It focuses on Almere’s 
planning history, its (sub)urban development and its demographic 
changes since 1990. The questions of this chapter are: 

 
How have Almere’s demographics changed the past two and a 
half decades, and what do these changes mean about the 
evolution of Almere’s character? 
 
What do these dynamics tell us about the relationship between 
Almere and Amsterdam, and how can they help us problematise 
the urban-suburban dichotomy? 
 
To answer these questions I analyse the demographic data of 
Almere from three separate municipal databases between 1990 
and 2015 with individual data of its total population, its incoming 
residents and its outmovers. The elementary variables in the 
databases are gender, age, nationality and place of birth, and the 
contextual variables are place of previous dwelling, marital 
status, neighbourhood and length of stay in Almere. In addition I 
employ data from the governmental institution Statistics 
Netherlands (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek) on income and 
education levels, and household composition in Almere. Chapter 
one works as a pilot chapter and the demographic data are 
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analysed in order to show the changes of Almere’s population 
over these 25 years and identify potential trends that help 
understand Almere’s past and present character. Consequently, 
the methodological design of the following chapters emerges with 
these trends in mind, aiming to elaborate on the reasons and 
experiences of people within the context of Almere’s changing 
demographics.   

 
 
Table 1  
Demographics of Almere  

Database Years Databases Variables 

Municipal 1990-
2015 

Total population Gender, age, 
nationality, place of 
birth, place of previous 
dwelling, marital status, 
neighbourhood, length 
of stay 

New residents 

People who 
moved out 

CBS Several Total population 
Income levels 
Education levels 
Household composition 

 
 
In chapter two I proceed to examine the experiences of residents 
with regard to Almere’s transformations and new mobilities. The 
subquestions in this chapter focus on the changing placemaking 
processes by old and new native Dutch inhabitants in Almere: 
 
How do old and new residents of Almere describe space-to-place-
making processes in the town? 
 
What are longitudinally the aspirations when moving to, and the 
experiences when living in, Almere? 
 
For this chapter I utilise an online survey and personal 
interviews.11 I created a short online survey12 in Dutch which was 

                                                      
11 All the names of the respondents have been changed. 
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sent to 840 persons living in Almere in 2013. The respondents, 
along with a couple of thousand more residents, have been 
approached since the early 2000s by the municipality of Almere 
and have been asked whether they would be willing to participate 
in research projects. I selected these 840 respondents according to 
their year of arrival (until 198413 and after 200014) in order to 
focus on the categories of residents that I intended to analyse, 
namely early residents and recent arrivals from the Netherlands 
and abroad. The survey’s purpose is to get a notion of how 
Almere’s residents articulate their motivations to move there and 
how satisfied they are with life in Almere, as well as with how 
Almere has changed over time. It was completed by 295 
respondents within six weeks, and it provided an entry point for 
further, in-depth interviews. In this chapter I use the survey to 
create a linear regression model showing the change of reasons to 
move to Almere since 1976. 
 
 
Table 2 
Online survey with Almere residents  
Sent to Completed 

by 
Perceptions about 
Almere 

Personal variables 

840 295 

Reasons to move 
to/out of Almere, 
quality of Almere, 
changes in Almere. 

Household type when 
moving to Almere 
and currently, 
employment, 
education, age, 
gender.  

 
 
In terms of qualitative data, I interviewed persons in English for 
1-2 hours, in a semi-structured, life-story-like manner, dealing 
with the process of moving from dwelling to dwelling since 
childhood. For this chapter I interviewed 24 native Dutch persons, 
12 early inhabitants and 12 recent ones. I generally approached 
                                                                                                           
12 In Qualtrics, an online, browser-based tool.  
13 When Almere officially became a municipality. 
14 When Almere’s growth decelerated.  
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the respondents randomly, first through my own networks and 
then snowball sampling, as well as from the online survey, and 
lastly one person from an electronically circulated request for any 
interested municipal employee of Almere. In addressing these 
subquestions and by comparing old and new inhabitants, I 
investigate how experiences and aspirations have developed in 
Almere since its early years. 

In chapter three I focus on the phenomenon of international 
migration to suburbs. This is a rather new type of mobility to 
Almere, hence I focus primarily on the perspectives of migrants 
regarding their mobility and their perceptions about Almere’s 
spaces. Considering especially the ‘introvert’ character of 
Almere, a space planned specifically for native Dutch families, it 
is important to address how other categories of residents 
experience life in Almere. In this chapter I address the following 
questions: 
 
What are the meanings of contemporary international mobilities 
towards Almere?  
 
How do the international newcomers experience the town’s 
spaces through everyday practices and symbols? 
 
To answer these questions, I initially analyse the responses by the 
24 non-native Dutch respondents in the survey, in order to get a 
sense of the character of international migration to suburbs. 
Thereafter I analyse 14 in-depth and 6 short interviews with 
international migrants to Almere. I complement my analysis with 
insights from participant observations at International Almere’s 
social gatherings and by joining a group dinner at a member’s 
house. In all these cases I collect insight of the process of moving 
from abroad to Almere, focusing on the aspirations and 
constraints, as well as the experience of living there as an 
international migrant. 
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Table 3 
Sampling techniques - Interviews with former and current 
residents of Almere  

Type of interview Sampling Respondents 

In-depth, semi-structured 
interviews  

Own network, snowball 26 
Through survey 15 
Others 2 

Short interviews International Almere 6 
 Total 49 

 
 
In the last empirical chapter I examine the issue of leaving 
Almere. This is a more somber story of the town, pointing to 
space production processes through absence and escape. 
Examining the experiences of residents that leave Almere gives a 
comprehensive picture of urban-suburban mobility which has 
come full circle from the post-WWII suburbanisation to 
contemporary urbanisation. The subquestions in this chapter are: 
 
How do residents experience Almere’s recent demographic 
trends, and how do they articulate the dialectic of push and pull 
factors when they (want to) move away from Almere? 
 
What do the motivations for moving out of growth cores tell us 
about the changing dynamics within metropolitan areas? 
 
In this last empirical chapter I combine demographic data, survey 
data and the interviews with those who left Almere. First I use 
CBS data on demographic change of household types in the four 
biggest Dutch cities and six peripheral municipalities, exposing 
recent demographic trends or mobility between city and 
periphery. Then I look into the survey responses of 21 persons 
who stated they would consider moving out of Almere. My main 
analysis is of the in-depth interviews with 12 persons who moved 
away from Almere. I pay specific attention to their discourse of 
possible changes in Almere that made them move out, comparing 
their rhetoric with that of the Party for Freedom (PVV). I use 
certain written questions by the PVV addressing the municipal 
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council in 2014 and 2015 as a proxy for dissatisfaction with the 
increasing diversity in Almere.  
 
 
Table 4 
In-depth interviews with former and current residents of Almere - 
classification of respondents  

Type of interview Respondents 
Early inhabitants - moved to Almere in 1976-1984 12  
Recent newcomers - moved to Almere from any 
other Dutch city in 2000-2013 

12 

Internationals - moved to Almere directly from 
abroad or after living in the Netherlands a few 
years  

14 

Outmovers - left Almere in 1990-2013 5 (+7 from 
previous 
categories) 

Total 43 
 
 
Additionally, on several occasions I discussed with municipal 
officials, exchanging information about Almere, and looked at 
relevant policy documents and reports on socio-economic 
indicators in Almere. Through the municipality I looked at 
planning schemes, past and future, how Almere’s authorities 
envision the city, how they frame social issues and how they deal 
with them.  

Lastly I organised a focus group with three young mothers 
living in Amsterdam in order to reflect on the process of 
remaining in the city and not suburbanising while having 
children; I also interviewed three persons who have lived in 
Lelystad,15 a town considered the predecessor of Almere, in order 
to get a glimpse of the character of an arguably (even) less 
successful suburb. 
 
 

                                                      
15 A town 30km northeast of Almere, population 76,000. 
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Table 5 
Additional data 

Type of interview Respondents 
Focus group - Young mothers in Amstedam 3 
In-depth interviews - Residents of Lelystad 3 

 
 
Considering that apart from my own observations most of the 
primary data are based on the perceptions of people, I have 
triangulated my interviews and survey with personal 
observations, at the meet-ups of the international residents, at 
venues of the respondents’ choice throughout Almere and 
Amsterdam, or at their home. In addition, to avoid sampling 
biases, I found respondents from a variety of sources apart my 
own network, such as the survey and International Almere. 
Regarding the municipal demographic data, I examined patterns 
and changes in time, staying away from causal explanations, 
focusing on longitudinal trends of Almere’s population.  
 
 
Table 6 
Data per chapter 

Chapter 1 Municipal data, 1990-2015, three databases. 
CBS data, several years 

Chapter 2 Survey, 2013 
In-depth interviews 

Chapter 3 Survey, 2013 
In-depth interviews,  
Participant observations 

Chapter 4 CBS data, 1998-2014 
Survey, 2013 
In-depth interviews 

 
 
Book structure 
The chapters are organised in a thematic fashion, primarily 
following a time-based narrative. After the first, overseeing 
chapter of Almere’s history, the analysis develops as a historical 



503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis

45 
 

circle: first comes the story of Almere’s early inhabitants (the 
native Dutch ‘pioneers’), followed by the recent newcomers (a 
rather diverse population) and the residents who left Almere; the 
‘odd’ category are the unexpected international migrants, 
allowing emphasis to be given to the diversity of geographical 
scales instead of time. Every chapter is based on a separate 
argument, with its own theoretical premise, methods, implications 
and contribution. I weave these contributions into a conclusion in 
the last chapter of the dissertation. 

In the first chapter I analyse Almere’s planning and 
demographics historically, as a suburb of Amsterdam having 
evolved into an independent settlement in its own right. I focus on 
the urban/suburban dichotomy, and answer how Almere is 
changing and what the implications are for the future of 
metropolitan integration and post-suburbia. I employ two main 
methods in the chapter, a historical overview of the town’s 
planning, and an analysis of the municipal demographic databases 
(1990-2013). My aim is to provide what one would call a thick 
description of Almere, a rather anthropomorphic understanding of 
the town, and an analysis of a former modernist utopia becoming 
part of a contemporary metropolitan region. 

In the second chapter I revisit Almere’s early days through 
the aspirations and perceptions of its first inhabitants, and then 
compare them with recent newcomers to the town. My aim is to 
understand how suburban visions of high modernity have evolved 
in today’s post-suburban environments. In this chapter I employ 
both quantitative and qualitative methods; first I analyse data 
from the survey and then from the interviews, focusing on how 
the process of suburbanising to Almere has changed since the first 
years, through the visions and discourses of residents.  

Subsequently, in chapter three, I analyse the contemporary 
phenomenon of international migration to suburbia. Here I 
develop a dialogue between urban sociological and migration 
studies, a relatively recent academic debate, taking place 
primarily in Europe. In this chapter I focus on the aspirations of 
migrants when they move to Almere, and how they experience 
the town’s spaces, especially in relation to their previous place of 
living. The data are again from the survey and the interviews, as 
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well as from several participant observations of the international 
meet-up group. My aim is to show the geographical interscalar 
qualities of contemporary suburbanisation, and how it is attaining 
‘global city’ characteristics. 

Chapter four has an urgent tone to it as it analyses very recent 
processes of moving away, and sometimes escape, in the 
Amsterdam metropolis. Here I discuss Almere in relation to other 
settlements in the region, how regional demographics are shifting 
and how residents are experiencing the shifts while negotiating 
their own mobilities. In this chapter I also compare wordings of 
dissatisfaction in Almere with the rhetoric of the PVV. My aim is 
to understand the process of leaving Almere and moving to 
another settlement, focusing on the experiences of the 
respondents with life in the town. 

The dissertation is concluded with chapter five, where I 
summarise my findings and synthesise a coherent explanation of 
the issues above. I bring the themes and findings from all four 
chapters together and reflect on the theoretical implications that 
my study produces. Finally I propose how to move forward in 
terms of future research and knowledge production on issues of 
urbanisation and suburbanisation. 
 
 
Clarifications 
Perhaps similar to Almere being a heterogeneous, diversified 
space, the empirical chapters are heterogeneous as well. In terms 
of content all of them are rather written as articles, except for 
chapter four which is not as placed in current academic debates as 
strongly as the other three. Chapter four discusses the not yet 
fully understood phenomenon of demographic inversion between 
suburb and city, hence I select an approach from the ‘ground up’, 
more focused on proposing a theoretical, or more accurately 
epistemological, typology to better understand mobility. In terms 
of format, chapters one, two and four have been written in a 
concise and contained manner; one is published in a peer-
reviewed journal and one is in review. The above means that this 
introduction is not exhaustive in describing the dissertation’s 
theoretical grounding and methodology.   



503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis

47 
 

An element I have widely refrained from problematising in 
my study, at least explicitly, is gender. Suburbia has traditionally 
been a rather clear illustration of gender roles, power dynamics 
and mores. In a way, it represents the absolute separation between 
male and female spaces; wives and mothers as unpaid workers at 
home, raising children and taking care of the suburban household, 
and ‘bread-winning’ husbands commuting daily to the city for 
paid labour. The research questions that I asked and the 
theoretical lenses that I employed in this dissertation however 
were not particularly relevant for unpacking gender-related 
processes. More research is certainly needed (probably a whole 
book) regarding the transformations of commonly patriarchal 
norms during family formation processes in contemporary 
suburbs vis-à-vis cities.  

All the interviews were conducted in English as I deemed my 
ability to speak only Dutch inadequate for the needs of the 
research. The capacity of Dutch nationals to speak English is high 
and considerably commonplace; case in point, every single 
respondent I approached had no qualms about having the 
interview in English. The potential danger was that I might miss 
certain nuances about the respondent’s experiences or that the 
interviewees would select wordings more carefully than they 
would have in Dutch. Thankfully in certain cases my ability to 
speak Dutch proved helpful, allowing me to understand what the 
respondent could not express in English, switching to Dutch for a 
few moments instead. In other cases my outsider status, 
accentuated by the language complication, proved beneficial as 
the respondent was more inclined to openly discuss certain things 
that could otherwise be considered taboo (to a co-national peer). 
Of course the above held true only for Dutch nationals; in the 
case of the non-Dutch I was very much of the opposite status, 
considered to belong to the migrant group myself; these 
interviews were also held in English.   

More than once I write that Almere does not exist, referring 
to imaginaries of place and solid identities of cities. This 
statement is not only figurative: Almere has been changing a lot 
since 1976, in terms of spatial expansion, population increase and 
shifting planning schemes. The town’s different cores are varied 
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by design, producing heterogeneous areas within Almere; these 
plans have been commonly targeted at addressing certain needs 
for certain residents in different periods. As a result the earliest 
inhabitants moved exclusively to Almere Haven, the only existing 
area in Almere the first few years. Hence, the experiences in 
space and the socio-economic backgrounds of these ‘pioneers’ are 
relatively homogeneous whereas there is de facto diversity among 
the recent movers, who have had more options to move to areas 
fitting their aspirations. In addition, referring to the imaginaries 
about Almere of 1980 (basically Haven) is different in scale and 
character to the imaginaries of today’s city of almost 200,000 
strong, a built environment of diverse architecture and planning. 
Whether Almere’s currently stable population means that it is 
now figuratively ‘existing’ (although its spatial expansion is still 
ongoing), or how its existence is experienced, are empirical 
questions, hopefully illuminated by this dissertation.   

Almere may create the impression and suspicion that it is a 
special, rare case, thus not generalisable. I certainly agree that 
there is something special and unique about Almere but that 
uniqueness is exactly what helps us generalise theoretically 
through its study. We construct our objects of study relationally, 
explicitly or implicitly, and in the same way I constructed 
‘Almere’, the ‘pioneers’, ‘international migrants’ and so on. If we 
choose our case with care and strategically in order to narrow our 
focus on the questions at hand, we are very much able to 
contribute to further knowledge with rigour (Flyvberg, 2006). 
Furthermore, as Flyvberg argues, the major benefit of a 
paradigmatic case such as Almere is finding the ‘black swan’ 
among ‘white swans’ (p. 11), or in other words the odd settlement 
that falsifies commonplace understandings of urban and suburban 
production of space.  
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Housing in De Fantasie, a unique street in Almere, where every single 
home was designed with experimental architecture in the 1980s.16 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
16 28 June 2015, ‘De Fantasie (3)’ – Paradasos (flickr) 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 
Beyond the urban-suburban 

dichotomy: shifting mobilities and the 
new (sub)urban fabric 

 
(Previous version of chapter submitted as an article to journal 

CITY - currently in review) 
 
 

Over the engines oily rumble and the caresses of the river small 
sounds, house sounds, are building. Timbers whisper and the 

wind strokes thatch, walls settle and floors shift to fill space; the 
tens of houses have become hundreds, thousands; they spread 

backwards from the banks and shed light from all across the 
plain. 

Perdido Street Station – China Mieville 
 
 
Apollonian and Dionysian  
On 30 November 1976 the first inhabitants of Almere, Lia and 
Henk de Clerk, received the keys for their new home in Almere 
Haven (harbour) from the minister of Transport and Water, Tjerk 
Westerterp. Soon after, they took the bus from Amsterdam to 
Almere, walked for a few minutes in the rain, on paths 
surrounded by muddy sand, and entered their house. The de 
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Clerks were joined by 24 other households, together the 
‘pioneers’ of Almere Haven. During an interview decades later, 
Sylvia de Boer, one of the four children who followed their 
parents to the new town, recounts her first days in their big, new 
home and the strangeness of being the sole household in a whole 
block.17 She remembers the excitement of having a whole 
elementary school for only four children. Filmed at the same 
time,18 the then recently built large supermarket appears eerie 
while the families are shopping for the first ever Christmas dinner 
in Almere. Those early settlers were surrounded by large 
expanses, empty at the time and fully planned for future 
development.  

Thirty-six years later, on Friday 20 July 2012 around 11 in 
the evening, a couple of dozen Caribbean-Dutch youngsters with 
percussion and drumming equipment were playing music at the 
postmodern centre of Almere Stad (‘city’), an array of large, 
broad buildings amongst a wide pavement. The music of the 
Caribbean rhythms reverberated loudly throughout the 
thoroughfare, bouncing from building to building, easily heard 
from hundreds of meters away; only there was hardly anyone 
around to hear them. Apart from a group of drunken teenagers, 
and myself, there were just a few people walking around at that 
time. The centre of a city of almost 200,000 people, designed by 
renowned architect Rem Koolhaas with considerable attention to 
its social life, was almost empty except for this group of 
enthusiastic youngsters parading and playing Afro-Caribbean 
music.    

Almere’s ambitions are currently incorporated into ‘Almere 
2.0’, the local government’s recently conceived catchphrase for 
the future of the town. The urbanisation process in the town is 
well under way, at least as the local authorities frame it: Almere 
will ‘transform itself as it evolves from a young city into a mature 
one’.19 Simultaneously, connectivity and complementarity are 
promoted with Almere’s ‘twin city’, Amsterdam. Such planning 

                                                      
17 Interview (2005) in http://www.geheugenvanalmere.nl/page/432/nl  
18 http://eeuwvandestad.nl/archives/169  
19 http://english.almere.nl/the-city-of-almere/almere-principles/  
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raises questions about the new town’s identity and whether its 
relationship with the Dutch capital may also be one of 
competition. The council’s Apollonian approach to urban growth, 
embodied in control, individualism and order, is often in 
opposition with the actual Dionysian drive of intuition, chaos and 
unpredictability. There is a contradiction in the town between the 
municipal planning and what actually happens, pointing at social 
forces beyond the control of the local government. As I argue, 
Almere’s urbanisation has developed distinct from any 
expectations, while tensions are emerging between the 
Apollonian and Dionysian elements not only in the town but in 
contemporary suburban spaces in general. In this chapter I focus 
on the transformation process of a suburban space into a quasi-
urban one. 

 
 

 
Amsterdam-Almere map, © OpenStreetMap contributors, November 
2014. Retrieved from http://www.openstreetmap.org/ 
 
 
Urbs 
With the post-WWII boom of western capitalism and the 
increasing emphasis on consumption by the newly formed, 
socially mobile classes, consumption paradises were embodied in 
suburban settlements. In the decades that followed WWII, urban 
growth manifested considerably through suburbanisation, with the 
contemporary middle class itself emerging with the development 
of the suburbs. Moving away from the mounting urban inequality 
and class violence concentrated in often run-down, unsafe inner-
city neighborhoods, the continuously forming middle class 
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flocked to the suburbs massively, in different speeds and forms in 
the US and North-Western Europe. In the former, suburbia’s 
exclusionary character was strongly based on keeping out the 
working classes and industry (Fishman, 1987), and in the latter 
such ‘white flight’ happened to a lesser degree and in later 
decades (Bråmå, 2006; Musterd and Deurloo, 2002). ‘Leaving the 
city’ however rapidly grew from a middle-class dream to a 
general trajectory for many, leading to the emergence of 
metropolitan, sprawling places like the archetypical Los Angeles. 
Despite the diversity of such communities, from the mass-
produced housing in Long-Island’s Levittown and the utopia-
driven new towns such as Letchworth and Milton Keynes in the 
U.K. and Almere in the Netherlands, and despite the ‘collective 
effort to live a private life’ (Mumford, 1938, as cited in Fishman, 
1987: x) becoming widespread ideology mostly in the US 
(Fishman, 1987), they share the attempt to escape from urbanity.  

Cities as urban dystopias, traditionally associated with danger 
and disease, are used to mystify social inequalities through 
wordings such as ‘urban deprivation’ and ‘poor neighbourhoods’ 
(Baeten, 2002), but a similar mystification is currently happening 
to the suburbs as well. In the advanced capitalist world, suburbs 
have been at the hyphenated intersection between utopian 
‘arcadian values’ (Knox, 2008) and dejected forms of urbanity. 
Ideas and ideals of pioneering have pervaded suburbanisation, 
especially during its early, Fordist phases, while contemporary 
suburbs are often characterised as ‘nowheres’ without history and 
culture, only developed for and through consumerism (Schafran, 
2013). Suburbanisation gradually replaced older, traditional 
urbanisation processes as the dominant form of habitation; people 
living in suburbs are now a majority in the advanced capitalist 
world (for a historical analysis of US suburbs see Jackson, 1985 
and Hayden, 2009).  

Nonetheless, the city-to-suburb migration seems to be 
currently reversing, or, as I show, diversifying. A US census 
showed that, as of 2011, North-American cities are growing faster 
than suburbs (Oremus, 2012). Similarly, in North-Western 
Europe, inner-city gentrification and successful city branding 
have rendered the urban environment popular again (Smith, 1996; 
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Buzar et al., 2007; Uitermark et al, 2007; Boterman et al., 2010). 
In their broad empirical study of 158 European agglomerations 
between 1991 and 2004 for instance, Kabisch and Haase (2011) 
found evidence of re-urbanisation and de-suburbanisation.  

The transformation of suburbs has acquired a myriad of 
definitions and descriptions in North-American academic 
literature: technoburb (Fishman, 1987), edge city (Garreau, 1991), 
exopolis (Soja, 1996), metroburbia (Knox, 2008), and post-
suburbia (Kling et al., 1995). Regarding the wider regions where 
they belong, and often appearing in North-Western European 
literature as well, the suburbs are discussed in relation to the 
‘urban periphery’ (Savini, 2013a), as having features of themed, 
inward-looking, residential spaces (called ‘hyperspace’ in Meier 
and Reijndorp, 2012), or in terms of public space (Hajer et al., 
2001), and as the dynamic and open concept ‘in-between’ city 
and how such a place is affected by the old dichotomous thinking 
of city versus suburb (Sieverts, 2003; Young and Keil, 2010; 
Dembski, 2014). What these concepts and approaches share and 
indicate is the increasing complexity of urban regions. Simple 
understandings of the past between rural-urban-suburban seem 
transcended. The call for novel comprehensions of urban regions, 
taken by many a scholar, from the classics of Lefèbvre (1991, 
2003) and Harvey (1985) to Allen et al. (1998), Massey (2005) 
and Knox (2008), points to transitions from the binary urban-non-
urban to a perpetually forming reality, and to relationality 
between cities and regions. These transitions are currently termed 
by several scholars as ‘post-suburban’ (Kling, Olin and Poster, 
1995; Phelps, Wood and Valler, 2010; Phelps and Wood, 2011; 
Charmes and Keil, 2015), an open and topical concept regarding 
the unpredictability of contemporary suburbia.  

Among recent attempts to unpack such increasing 
complexity, there have been formulations such as ‘new 
metropolitan reality’ (North-American context - Hanlon et al., 
2010) or ‘polycentricity’ (European context - Kloosterman and 
Musterd, 2001; Salet, 2006; Savini, 2013b). On the one hand, by 
incorporating political, economic, social and spatial aspects, the 
former study touches upon the growing heterogeneity of 
metropolitan regions. In the beginning of their book the authors 
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explicitly refer to the problems of the strict urban-suburban 
dichotomous thinking (Hanlon et al., 2010: 59), a critique their 
analysis does not fully satisfy however, as I explain further on. 
Polycentricity, on the other hand, is based on the idea of multiple 
centres existing in one area, and in the case of Holland’s 
Randstad, for instance, ‘a political capital, a financial capital, a 
cultural capital, a world port, a world airport, headquarters of 
important transnational companies (including banks and producer 
services), and a highly skilled, cosmopolitan labor force’, while 
‘reciprocity and equivalence between these cities’ is emphasised 
(Kloosterman and Lambregts, 2007: 64).   

Such integrated approaches share the merit of addressing 
different scales and layers between areas. They are also based on 
relationships between areas in terms of demographic dynamics, 
shifting functions and hierarchies. However, residential areas in 
city peripheries are simply seen as suburbs (in the case of the 
‘new metropolitan realities’). Each ‘new’ suburban assemblage is 
given a certain quality, be it ‘black’, ‘immigrant’, 
‘manufacturing’, ‘gothic’ or ‘declining’ (Hanlon et al., 2010). 
Hence a type of the urban-suburban dichotomy is preserved, 
albeit in different, new forms. The transition from the earlier 
suburbs to these new forms is explored in the authors’ book but 
what the authors discuss as new types are exactly that, assumed 
types with distinct characteristics. In particular, the idea of the 
suburban ‘gothic’ and the transition of once booming suburbs into 
desolate and decaying places (Short et al., 2007) attributes 
transformation dynamics in the singular dimension of ‘either/or’. 
Schafran (2013) however warns of the stigmatisation that the talk 
about decline can bring on communities themselves, and points 
out the danger of discourses about ‘suburban decline’ and how 
they deem poverty as a problem in itself. Similarly, this chapter 
criticises the sensationalist rhetoric about dystopian suburbs 
(versus ‘creative’ cities), and demonstrates that the typologies 
which are based on these dichotomies are empirically questioned 
in the contemporary relation between the city and the suburb, 
while there is need to transform the urban-suburban dialectic into 
a wider critique of urban growth instead of discussing it as a 
process in and of itself. 
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In terms of the ‘polycentricity’ discourse, while the 
discussion is still developing (Musterd et al., 2006; Vasanen, 
2012), certain assumptions are already present. Regions are often 
taken as definite places with certain functionality, while 
reciprocity is recognised as instrumental in the whole integration 
process. What requires attention is whether such reciprocity and 
equivalence indeed exist, and if they do, what form they take. 
Even when the Randstad agglomeration in Holland is developing 
in an integrated manner, it is not surprising that interruptions 
emerge, a phenomenon Kloosterman and Lambregts (2007) 
recognise, although only in the form of ‘political pitfalls and 
institutional obstacles’. In addition, Cowell (2009) argues that the 
complementarity of the Randstad region has, in fact, been 
decreasing over time, while Van Oort et al. (2010) question the 
region’s economic integration altogether. The whole ‘fuzziness’ 
of the polycentricity process is promoting the development of 
new methods for measuring it (Vasanen, 2012) or even explicitly 
doing away with conceptual matters and only focusing on ‘is it 
good or bad’ questions (Burger and Meijers, 2012).  

In-depth analysis of the actual transformation process 
between the urban and suburban forms is generally absent and 
analysts tend to focus only on the actual result (Reijndorp et al. 
(2012) offer a notable exception, discussing (in Dutch) the 
meaning of ‘suburban urbanity’ in New Towns in the 
Netherlands, challenging the urban-suburban dichotomy). This 
chapter mainly focuses on the historical and demographic 
changes that have taken place in Almere since its early years. 
Here Smith’s (2008) discussion of geographical scales is helpful, 
reflecting the differentiation and equalisation contradiction taking 
place in contemporary suburbs which do not have only neat, 
integrated dimensions but also discontinuities and fragmentations. 
Space is better perceived as full of interrelations, heterogeneity 
and processes (Massey, 2005), instead of path-linearity by virtue 
of inevitability (‘modernisation’, ‘development’, ‘revitalisation’). 
My questions for this chapter are:  
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How have Almere’s demographics changed the past two and a 
half decades, and what do these changes mean about the 
evolution of Almere’s character? 

What do these dynamics tell us about the relationship between 
Almere and Amsterdam, and how can they help us problematise 
the urban-suburban dichotomy?   
 
 
Urban-suburban mobilities as socio-spatial homologies  
The nature of spatial mobility has both physical and social 
characteristics. In terms of people’s social mobility, there have 
already been for some time arguments of connecting mobility in 
space with mobility in socio-economic terms (Savage, 1988). 
Such analyses however have been conducted primarily by relating 
mobility to agency while concentrating on physical movement 
instead of the interaction ‘between actors, structures and context’ 
(Kaufmann et al, 2004: 749). Rérat and Lees (2011) implement an 
alternative approach by analysing the simultaneous hyper-
mobility and hyper-fixity of gentrifiers in Switzerland; mobile 
because they have plenty of ‘spatial capital’ to activate and fixed 
because they are rooted in central city areas. Similarly, Cresswell 
(2011: 551) emphasises the ‘mobility turn’, a multi-scalar, inter-
disciplinary and relational perspective which situates ‘moving’ at 
the centre ‘of constellations of power, the creation of identities 
and the micro-geographies of everyday life’. Keil and Young 
(2014) recently discussed the growing importance of mobility in 
order to address, and go beyond, the urban-suburban dichotomy. 

For this chapter, the process of shifting urban dynamics is 
investigated longitudinally by focusing on people’s resettlement 
to Almere from Amsterdam and abroad. Here I discuss the 
changes of the social positioning of space itself as a result of the 
spatial mobility of thousands of persons in the form of 
longitudinal demographic changes. To do this I analyse 
municipal, demographic data for the years between 1990 and 
2013. In particular I look at a. net migration trends, b. mobility 
between Almere and Amsterdam, c. the origins of Almere’s 
newcomers, and d. mobility per household type (i.e. singles 
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against families). While avoiding thinking in terms of individual 
‘social climbing’, the changes are analysed in relation to two 
main intersecting dynamics: Almere’s urbanising process, and the 
regional and global flows of human movement. The aim is to 
shed light on the urban-suburban dynamics and to demonstrate 
that Almere, apart from being atypical, is constantly becoming. 
Such exploration may allow us to look beyond the urban-
suburban dichotomies and beyond the essentialisation of places as 
complementing, categorical, absolute parts but instead to stress 
their contradicting, competitive and dynamic nature. 
 
 

 
Almere map, © OpenStreetMap contributors, November 2014. 
Retrieved from http://www.openstreetmap.org/ 
 
 
The plan: Suburban Almere 
In post-WWII Netherlands, ideas of social engineering were 
popular, and both the Social Democrats and the New Left were 
articulating visions of ‘creating’ a better society (Duyvendak, 
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1999). Such an aspiration was envisioned through selecting 
people who would live in new land like Flevoland, the reclaimed 
island where Almere is located. The ‘Flevoland-feeling’, based on 
the idea of new land being instrumental for change, continued in 
the 1960s, when cities like Almere where being planned, and 
where a new world could be literally created from the ground up 
(ibid: 75). Almere in particular was initially planned as a 
suburban alternative to accommodate former residents of 
Amsterdam.  

The plan for Almere’s development however has changed 
several times since the humble beginnings of the eerie, empty 
supermarkets and nigh-empty elementary schools. Constant 
demographic changes, regional and national economic re-
structuring, and international migration trends have all played a 
role in Almere’s shifting dynamics and have brought dramatic 
changes, often contrary to the municipal plans, to this 1970s 
Amsterdam suburb.  

Even though the muddy sand is still present in all the newly-
built places (i.e. Almere Poort), Almere’s character is currently 
unclear. Every district has its own character, reflecting particular 
socio-cultural production of spaces. Almere Haven was the first 
area to be developed, an Ebenezer Howardesque planned ‘utopia’ 
with curved roads and access to green for every housing block. 
Not long after, the idealistic designs were abandoned and Almere 
Stad became a second core, planned as a more typically suburban 
borough, with straight streets, garages and a limited number of 
apartments, but often with experimentation in the architecture. 
Similarly, Almere Buiten, literally the ‘outside’ of the town, 
became the third nucleus, retaining some of the post-modernist 
design of Stad but overall resembling mostly typical western 
suburbs, and accommodating VINEX areas (housing complexes 
commonly built for affluent residents). Two more areas are being 
currently developed, Poort (gate) and Hout (wood). What we can 
already see, at least in Poort, is the gradual construction of 
standard low-rise housing alongside personally designed homes 
by residents.  

Considering a suburb as an outlying part of a city, developed 
mainly for consumption and living, Almere is atypical and far 
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from a simple suburban extension of Amsterdam anymore. The 
majority of the incoming population has transformed from the 
relatively middle- and low-class young families, moving mainly 
from Amsterdam and the Gooi region during the first couple of 
decades, to singles that often migrate from abroad and move 
directly to Almere. This shift is, at the same time, unexpected for 
many (planners), undesirable for some (old inhabitants) and 
overall surprising. And while Harvey (2000: 179) emphasises that 
‘materialisations of spatial utopias run afoul of the particularities 
of the temporal process mobilised to produce them’, Almere is far 
from a utopia but also far from simply ‘running afoul’ of 
particularities; it is still running, so to speak. Hence it is crucial to 
go beyond the streamlined planning of 20th century ‘experts’ and 
focus on wide ‘participatory processes of social and economic 
restructuring’ instead (Atkinson, 2005).  
 
 
The miracle of birth - Amsterdam metropole20 
In the late 1800s, Amsterdam’s relative prosperity gave rise to an 
increasing, working-class net immigration to the Dutch capital. 
Modest industrialisation and especially increased international 
trade brought Amsterdam a so-called ‘second golden age’, and 
with that came intense urbanisation (Bontje and Sleutjes, 2007). 
In the interwar period, Amsterdam’s population increased by 
almost 200,000. Although this increase was partly due to the 
annexation of outer municipalities, the increasing working class 
migration to the city was evident. Simultaneously there was also a 
‘migration of income’ away from Amsterdam, an early phase of 
middle- and high-class suburbanisation (long before the ‘new-
town’ suburbanisation of the post-war period). Despite the fact 
that Amsterdam’s housing was then fashioned to accommodate a 
large working-class population in high density, land costs were 
still high compared to outlying settlements. Hence, the ones who 
could afford moving were not easily convinced by the city 

                                                      
20 Etymology: Μήτηρ or mētēr means literally ‘mother’ in Ancient Greek and of 
course πόλις or polis means city. 
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council to stay and instead chose to move the suburbs (Terhorst 
and Van de Ven, 1997).21 

Amsterdam’s urbanisation persisted after World War II, 
during western capitalism’s own ‘Golden Age’. Wage and rent 
control became important aspects of state intervention and 
economic growth was planned through the introduction of cheap 
products in the world markets. Subsequent industrialisation and 
the Dutch economy’s integration into the world market in the 
1960s led to the heydays of Fordism in the Netherlands. Wage 
control was no longer possible due to increased labour demand, 
and with it came almost full employment, the welfare state and 
mass consumption, catching Amsterdam in a ‘growth mania’, its 
population reaching all-time high around 1960 (Terhorst and Van 
de Ven, 1997). The city started looking progressively outwards to 
new land for development. And despite Amsterdam’s egalitarian 
characteristics due to the Dutch welfare structure (Fainstein, 
1997), it was around those times when the city started being 
branded by modernist planners as a ‘hopelessly dysfunctional, 
chaotic and ugly mess’ (Uitermark, 2009).  

When the capitalist economies had started to go into recession 
in the late 1970s, it was particularly experienced in the Dutch 
capital. Between 1960 and 1985 half the jobs within Amsterdam’s 
historical centre disappeared (Terhorst and Van de Ven, 1997). 
During those decades massive emigration from the Randstad’s 
major cities took place, people moving to other smaller 
municipalities or the surrounding suburbs. The suburban 
migration continued also during the 1980s, especially in the case 
of Amsterdam (Musterd, Jobse and Kruythoff, 1991). The 
capital’s population decreased by 200,000 residents those 
decades, while suburbanisation was booming; most of the former 
residents from Amsterdam were moving to settlements in the 
inner suburban ring, and especially to new towns in Flevoland 
(Musterd, Bontje and Ostendorf, 2006). Concurrent to the 
economic boom of the 1960s in the advanced capitalist world, 

                                                      
21 The densely built and poorly zoned new construction caused the city to 
consider even ‘exporting’ the poor (Terhorst and van de Ven, 1997). 
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several new towns like Almere22 were planned with egalitarian, 
utopianist, consumerist and functionalist visions. What actually 
happened in socio-demographic terms however is often a 
different story; emerging income inequality and unemployment, 
manifesting particularly in southeast Amsterdam, in the 
Bijlmermeer quarter, showed that ‘Fordism was over before the 
Fordist city was completed’ (Terhorst and Van de Ven, 1997: 
299).23   

 
 

From Amsterdam to Almere… 
Almere’s local economy has been growing, especially compared 
to other settlements in the metropolitan region. Its gross regional 
product has been constantly increasing since the mid-1990s, and 
even in times of general negative growth, it still remained positive 
(i.e. in 2009 the Dutch economy declined by 3.9% whereas in 
Almere and Lelystad together it increased by 0.2%).  Similarly, 
its workforce has been increasing above the country’s average – 
by three or four times – over the past two decades. The town has 
even been euphemised as the ‘growth-motor’ of the regional 
economy (Economische Zaken Amsterdam, Kamer van 
Koophandel Amsterdam, 2011).  

The average household income in Almere has been 
consistently higher than in Amsterdam and quite similar to the 
country-wide average (figure 1). Regarding education levels, the 
number of Almere’s residents with tertiary education has been 
almost half that of Amsterdam, closer to the country-wide 
average, and while Amsterdam’s highly educated population has 
clearly been on the rise since the mid-1990s, in Almere it is 
marginally larger (figure 2). The town’s unemployment levels are 
close to the country’s average (especially among young people), 
and are simultaneously increasing, while its economic growth has 

                                                      
22 Towns like Milton Keynes in the UK or Lelystad in Flevoland. 
23 Aalbers (2011) demonstrates how revitalisation has improved living standards 
for many inhabitants in the Bijlmermeer but often for the cost of revanchist 
urbanism against the less privileged (e.g. exclusion from public space uses). 
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decelerated (Economische Zaken Amsterdam, Kamer van 
Koophandel Amsterdam, 2012). 
 
 
Figure 1   
Average standardised household income * €1000, 2005-2013 

 
Disposable income, adjusted for size and composition differences in 
households.  
Source: CBS (2015) 
 
 
Figure 2 
Population with tertiary education, 1996-2011 

 
Population percentage with University or HBO (professional vocation) 
diplomas. 
Source: CBS (2015) 
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In the 1980s, Almere was a fast growing settlement of commuters 
but it has since become a town with a growing economic activity 
of its own. Until recently, around 50% of the new town’s labour 
force was commuting outside the town to work, more than a third 
to Amsterdam, making commuting from Almere the largest daily 
move-to-work to the Dutch capital (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2008). 
More than 50% of the commuters spend around 45 minutes on the 
way, with indications of increased stress due to such a commute 
(ibid). Consequently more people have been gradually working 
and living in Almere, increasing from 34% in 2000 to 38% in 
2007 (ibid), and adding to several thousands of workers who 
work in Almere but do not live there. Commuting from Almere 
outside of its province, Flevoland, decreased from 64% to 59% 
between 2000 and 2007, while Almere is currently, in relation to 
the percentage of its residents, the least ‘out-commuting’ town in 
the Amsterdam region (ibid).  

Almere had been one of the fastest growing new cities in 
North-Western Europe, its population having constantly grown 
until recently. From the aforementioned 25 families in 1976, the 
city grew to 6,872 persons in 1980, almost 45,000 in 1985 and 
almost 150,000 in 2000.24 In April 2014 there were 196,209 
persons living there, making Almere the 8th largest city in the 
Netherlands. Between the early 1980s and the late 1990s the 
town’s population was steadily increasing, averaging between 
5,000 and 8,000 more inhabitants per year. However, since the 
early 1990s the number of persons moving out of Almere has 
been constantly increasing, and recently there has been negative 
net migration (Figure 4).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                      
24 Till the year 1988 the demographic data are from reports on Almere’s labour 
force.  
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Figure 3  
Total population in Almere, 1990-2015 

 
Source: O&S Almere (2015) 
 
 
 
Figure 4   
Newcomers and outmovers in Almere, 1990-2013 

 
Persons who registered and unregistered, calculated at the end of each 
year. 
Source: O&S Almere (2014) 
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Population decline in Almere is partly caused by economic 
downturn and, although it could be argued that this is a life-
course effect of the youngest generation of Almere growing up 
and moving out in order to study and work, the demographic 
profile of Almere’s out-migrants points to more fundamental 
changes.  The next sections describe three of the most striking 
changes in Almere’s demography: declining national 
immigration, increasing international migration, and changing 
household structure. 

 
  

…and back again 
Suburbanisation from Amsterdam peaked in 1973 when the city 
had a net loss of 25,000 inhabitants in just one year. Almere’s 
new residents traditionally originated in large part from the 
capital, and during the decades of Amsterdam’s decline in 
population (1960-1985), suburbs like Almere grew considerably. 
For the first two decades of Almere’s existence, thousands arrived 
every year from the capital, comprising more than half of all the 
newcomers. Suburbanisation also meant a loss of relatively 
affluent households: whereas Amsterdam was the richest city in 
the region per capita by the end of the 1950s, in 1994 the city of 
Amsterdam had an average income per income earner that was 
almost 20 per cent lower than that of the surrounding wider 
metropolitan area (Musterd and Ostendorf, 2005).   

In the early 1990s, when western capitalism was showing 
signs of recovery, Amsterdam gradually saw its population grow 
again. Initially, this growth was primarily caused by international 
migration from former colonies and Mediterranean countries. 
However, some inner city neighbourhoods showed first signs of 
gentrification (Musterd and Van Weesep, 1991). These signs 
sparked debates about re-urbanisation in the Amsterdam region 
but most scholars of early gentrification have claimed that no 
actual re-migration of suburbanites could be identified (Van 
Weesep, 1994; Van Criekingen, 2010). Recently however there is 
empirical evidence which supports the opposite claim: between 
2011 and 2012 the movers to Amsterdam from Almere and other 
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surrounding areas were mainly families (Gemeente Amsterdam, 
2014). 
 

 
Figure 5 
Migration Amsterdam-Almere, 1990-2013 

 
New registered inhabitants by city of previous dwelling. 
Source: O&S Almere (2014) 
 
 
Throughout the 1990s and the 2000s, the Amsterdam-to-Almere 
migration gradually declined, while the reverse movement almost 
equalised in 2013 (Figure 5). What should not be missed here are 
not only the cyclical migration patterns, observed in Amsterdam 
and the areas around it, but also the increasingly complex 
characteristics of such migration. During the early 
industrialisation period (1870-1940), working classes moved into 
the capital, while most affluent families started moving out 
towards the suburbs (Schmal, 2003). Ever larger groups of 
middle-class families followed the same suburbanisation pattern 
during the post-war period. Although the suburbanisation of 
middle-class families is still the dominant pattern, Amsterdam is 
experiencing a quite rapid re-urbanisation and even a considerable 
growth of middle-class families (Boterman et al., 2010). To a 
large extent the population growth is not only a literal return of 
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individuals to the central city from the suburbs but is primarily 
caused by swelling numbers of young households finding work or 
study in the city and the strategic managing of time-space budgets 
of dual income families (Karsten, 2007; Boterman, 2012b). 
Furthermore, international migration of higher educated workers 
is also a significant factor in Amsterdam’s growth.  

Notwithstanding the fact that most of the re-urbanisation is an 
endogenous process, an actual ‘return’ to Amsterdam seems 
increasingly more of a reality now as well. In terms of total 
settlement to Almere, the Amsterdam-to-Almere migration share 
has decreased to around 20% (from 45% in the early 1990s). The 
reverse movement is almost 25% of total out-migration from 
Almere nowadays, making the capital an increasingly popular 
destination for many residents of the new town. To some extent 
this is facilitated by the capital’s suburban expansion within its 
borders. When we consider e.g. IJburg, the latest expansion of 
Amsterdam, built on reclaimed land at the city’s outskirts, it is 
unclear whether it is a suburb or a part of urban Amsterdam. 
Butler (2007) demonstrates a similar phenomenon in London 
Docklands, a blurred relationship of gentrification and 
suburbanising, which seem to emerge in a synthetic way instead 
of in contrast to each other. In a similar vein, Almere’s suburban 
status is similarly unclear and it is important to ask ourselves 
what it is that Almere is changing into. 

 
  

The new melting pot? 
During Almere’s initial stages, Amsterdam’s council prescribed 
tenure types and price ranges (Terhorst and Van de Ven, 1997) 
and houses were allocated to people moving from Amsterdam by 
64% (Constandse, 1989). Already in the early 1990s however, 
international migration towards Almere was evident, reaching 
unexpected levels in the 2000s. Amsterdam’s ratio of 
international newcomers remains larger than that of Almere, but 
the recent change in Almere has been more acute (table 1). 
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Table 1   
International migration in Almere and Amsterdam, 2001-2013  

Year 
New 
settlers - 
Almere 

Almere - 
Amsterdam %  Abroad - 

Almere %  
Abroad - 
Amsterdam 
% 

2001 13312 4142 31.1 1537 11.5 - 
2003 12036 4010 33.3 1315 10.9 32.1 
2005 11014 3224 29.3 1206 10.9 28.9 
2007 9650 2557 26.5 1123 11.6 33.6 
2009 8672 2083 24.0 1500 17.3 37.8 
2011 9080 1906 21.0 2027 22.3 39.7 
2013 8121 1712 21.1 1895 23.3 - 

International migration according to the country of previous dwelling 
(not place of birth or origin). 
Source: O&S Almere (2014) 

 
 

These new, international settlers moved to Almere from a very 
diverse pool of countries. Suriname, Poland, Spain, UK, Somalia, 
Germany, Belgium and China are just a few, and none of them is 
the main source of international migrants. In 2011, a few dozen 
persons moved from as many as 114 countries, creating an 
elaborate mosaic of international mobility, pointing away from 
simple understandings of (chain) migration waves. Likewise, 
literature suggests that the suburbs have already become 
immigrant entry points (Dawkins, 2005; Waters and Jiménez, 
2005). Apart from this being clearly the case for Almere, these 
novel migration processes are fitting milieus for research. The 
diversity of countries of previous dwellings (Figure 6) suggests 
complicated explanations, calling for investigation regarding the 
drives and mechanisms behind such migration as well as how the 
interactions between immigrants and natives unfold (see 
Pratsinakis (2014) on how culture and power differences play out 
between the ‘immigrant’ and ‘native’ categories). 
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Figure 6  
International migration into Almere in 2011, after country of 
previous dwelling 

 
Source: O&S Almere (2013) 
 
 
As a final note regarding international migration demographics, in 
terms of the place of birth of Almere’s total population, in 2011 
20% of Almere’s population was born abroad, while in 1991 the 
ratio was around 10%. In the Netherlands the same indicators 
increased from slightly less than 10% in the mid-1990s to only 
13% in 2012. It remains to be seen of course if these trends will 
persist.  
 
 
A place for bachelors 
Another way in which the population of Almere is becoming 
more complex is the dynamics of household composition. In 2012 
around 53% of all the adult new settlers of Almere moved in 
without a registered partner, a result of a consistent trend for 
almost 20 years in the town: already in 1995 more than 40% of 
the newcomers were single, resulting in currently almost a third 
of the town’s population being single-person households (figure 
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7). These trends challenge the traditional suburban ideas of 
‘family’ or ‘bedroom’ communities, and particularly about the 
scope of the whole modernist project which culminated in 
Almere.  
 
 
Figure 7  
Household composition in Almere, 2001-2013 

 
Total individual households by composition, calculated at the beginning 
of each year. 
Source: CBS (2014) 

 
 

Since the early 1990s the traditionally suburbanising, nuclear-
family households have been increasingly moving out of Almere, 
while being gradually replaced by two kinds of households which 
are atypical for the suburbs, singles and single parents. To 
demonstrate the process of the town’s household transformation I 
use the yearly migration of children as an indicator for family 
migration, and we can clearly see that there are increasingly more 
children moving out of than into Almere (figure 8). 
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Figure 8  
Children migration to and from Almere, 1994-2013 

 
Persons younger than 18 years of age, registered and de-registered.  
Source: CBS (2014) 
 
 
Concerning the Amsterdam-Almere family migration in 
particular, in 2011 there were almost as many children moving to, 
as coming from, Amsterdam. Returning to the earlier question of 
whether moving out of Almere is linked to a life-course effect, I 
can now argue that the answer is definitely not that simple. 
Although the data imply an ‘urbanisation’, or at least a ’de-
suburbanisation’ of Almere, the complexities of the town’s 
mobilities and demography run deep and are intensifying, 
rendering straightforward life-course explanations questionable. 
Simultaneously they raise the question of ‘who is moving where’ 
considering that, as I show, Amsterdam’s new residents are not 
just from the ‘young creative class’ (Florida, 2002), and cities are 
increasingly having a blurred relation with what is not a city. An 
example comes from a 2014 report about USA ‘millennials’, 
demonstrating their highly suburban aspirations and desire to own 
homes (Burbank and Keely, 2014). 
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Citymall Almere, opened in 2006.25 
 
 
Discussion - One Almere, many Almeres 
In this chapter, I have identified three demographic trends 
transforming the character of Amsterdam’s formerly suburban 
new town Almere. While the main origin of settlers used to be the 
Dutch capital, international immigration has now become a major 
driving force behind the town’s, until recently, consistent growth. 
Many of these settlers come from unstable countries and 
emerging economies, and others from new EU states as well as 
advanced capitalist economies. A second important demographic 

                                                      
25 March 2015 - Almere 20, by Mark Ahsmann (Wikimedia Commons) 
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trend is that outmigration from Almere to other parts of the 
country is increasing up to a point that domestic migration no 
longer contributes to its growth. Lastly, and perhaps most 
importantly, Almere’s new inhabitants are mostly single, and 
families are increasingly moving out, many of them towards 
Amsterdam.  

Notwithstanding the continued predominance of family 
households, the suburban character of Almere is challenged by 
these three major demographic shifts. These shifts demonstrate 
the gradual emergence of a diverse and heterogeneous population, 
in contrast with existing stereotypes of the classical middle-class 
family suburb. The erosion of the suburban character of Almere 
fits into broader and longstanding debates about the future of 
suburbia (Masotti & Hadden 1973; Baldassare, 1992; Harris & 
Larkham 1999). Peck et al. (2014) address the debates by 
showing how Vancouver’s ‘successive urban and suburban 
moments in this transformative process have been folded into one 
another, a kneading process that has yielded new hybrids’, a 
‘faux’ urbanism as they argue, a diversification present in 
Almere. The data suggest that Almere is not simply another 
‘centre’ in a polycentric region and, instead, its many characters 
are coexisting, often in competition with other places (while 
Almere had a negative net migration in 2013, Amsterdam’s 
population has recently had its strongest growth since WWII). 
Suburbanisation has been gradually declining as the main fuel of 
Almere’s growth, and the town is no longer a suburban extension 
of Amsterdam as it was in 1976. (see schemes a. and b.).  
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Scheme a. 
Schematic representation of the traditional relationship between 
city and suburb. 
 

 
 
 
Scheme b. 
Schematic representation of the current relationship between city 
and suburb. 
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Discussing the emerging hybridity of the suburban way of life 
while drawing largely on Lefebvre, Walks (2013) defines 
suburbanism as ‘an inherent aspect of urbanism… constantly 
fluctuating and pulsating as the flows producing its relational 
forms shift and overlap in space’ (Walks, 2013: p. 1472). He 
argues that metropolitanisation is ‘the synthetic product of the 
tension between the forces of urbanism and suburbanism, one that 
varies in character depending on the local strength and mix of 
their different forms and flows’ (p. 1478). In this chapter, I 
provide similar (empirical) evidence of the porosity between the 
‘urban’ and the ‘suburban’, while focusing on the process of their 
fusion. My attention here however is not on ways of life 
described as suburbanism, but the Apollonian processes of 
suburbanisation and its antithetical urbanisation, one of the axes 
of the introduction’s first scheme. Accordingly, we find Almere 
gradually ‘sliding’ towards an urbanised state. Yet, understanding 
its profile comprehensively is an empirical inquiry best 
approached through both axes of that scheme. Space is better 
perceived as full of interrelations, heterogeneity and processes 
(Massey, 2005), rather than path-linearity by virtue of 
inevitability (‘modernisation’, ‘development’, ‘revitalisation’). 
This allows for a processual analysis of the formation of new 
urban regions, be they ‘new metropolitan realities’ or 
‘polycentric’. Hence, I agree that ‘the forces of urbanism-
suburbanism’ can indeed be ‘separate from the spaces they 
produce’ (Walks, 2013: p. 1478), but I find it necessary to focus 
on the relation between the two syntheses: urbanism-suburbanism 
and urbanisation-suburbanisation. The next step is exactly that, to 
consider the Dionysian processes in Almere and contrast them 
with the Apollonian processes, an attempt I take on in the 
following chapters of this dissertation. I expect that the 
interactions between these ‘-isms’ and ‘-isations’ will provide 
answers about Almere’s character, but most importantly that they 
can build the potentiality for a third, synthesised dimension which 
goes beyond the urban-suburban dichotomy.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
Building sand castles in the suburbs: 

from new-frontier suburban pioneering 
to diversifying aspirations 

 
(Current version of chapter published on journal Built 

Environment (2015), 41.4) 
 

 
 
Introduction 
The word ‘pioneer’ comes from the old French for an 
infantryman or foot soldier. Around the sixteenth century, 
‘pioneering’ started being generally used for those who were first 
to go somewhere and who paved the way for others to follow.26 
The concept of pioneering has been commonly used regarding 
migration to new territories (Turner, 2010) or, in a contemporary 
equivalent, regarding urban gentrifiers moving to working-class 
neighbourhoods (Smith, 1996). Less attention however has been 
given to self-proclaimed pioneers who move to the suburbs and 
evoke traditional colonist settlement rhetoric (Kelly, 1993). Such 
suburbanisers imagine the urban as a metaphor of the Old World 
                                                      
26 http://www.merriam-webster.com/ 
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and instead of attempting to improve it, they escape it: ‘they 
change the world by changing worlds’ (Veracini, 2011, p. 340).  

Suburbs transformed considerably in the twentieth  century, 
largely due to the transition from mass transit to the automobile, 
which not only revolutionised mobility but contributed to the 
eventual isolation of suburbanites from the core city (Mumford, 
1966). Mumford criticised especially mid-twentieth century 
suburbs as caricatures of both the city and the ‘archetypal 
suburban refuge’ (p. 553), condemning their ‘sorry mess of motor 
cars’ and the resulting homogeneity of living (p. 580). 
Notwithstanding Mumford’s narrow critique of suburbia, in 
recent studies, we see that the relation between city and suburb 
has been increasingly transforming and becoming complex, the 
former remaining a threat in the suburbanite’s mind (Watt, 2009), 
or consciously kept at bay by living in an ‘in-between’ space and 
time (Butler, 2007), or eventually creeping into suburban 
settlements (Hanlon et. al., 2006). Simultaneously, the popularity 
of the inner city has (re)emerged (Smith, 1979), and has recently 
peaked especially for the middle classes and families with 
children, notably in the UK and the Netherlands (Bridge, 2006; 
Boterman et. al., 2010; Berg, 2013).  

The contradiction between the continued durability and 
popularity of suburban growth (Keil, 2013) vis-à-vis the 
resurgence of urbanisation raises questions about the kind of 
aspirations that have been and continue to be relevant for the 
migration to suburban settlements, and how people’s perceptions 
of social mobility and escape from the city relate to 
contemporary, suburban spatial mobility. The dichotomy of the 
urban and the non-urban in people’s perception is maintained 
through moral geographies of space and mobility (Jansson, 2013). 
The symbolic power of pioneering can have consequences in 
terms of human development beyond the simple act of a plebeian 
vanguard migrating to land perceived as unexplored. Focusing on 
lived experiences in the process of suburbanisation and giving 
voice to residents is generally absent in literature, and yet crucial 
in order to widen our understanding of the diversity and tensions 
between (sub)urban planning and actual life in the suburbs. This 
article focuses on Almere, a 1970s modernist, suburban new town 
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outside Amsterdam, which is highly planned, and yet where 
modern pioneering has been common rhetoric since the town’s 
beginnings. The paper analyses the ideas and processes of new-
land pioneering relationally, as a diachronical space-to-place-
making process, and focuses on the experiences of old and new 
inhabitants, and their motives and aspirations at the moment of 
their move to Almere.  

 
 

Pioneering in motion 
The process of pioneering came to primarily represent the 
European colonists who migrated and settled in the ‘new world’ 
during the years of European colonisation of North America, 
migrating always beyond the western frontier. The Oregon Trail 
in the mid-nineteenth century USA, for instance, was a 3,200km 
trek through mountains and hardships, taken by many migrants as 
an economic way out, to find farming land and trade. According 
to Turner (2010), the Frontier and the Pioneer were defining 
characteristics of American life. Turner’s ‘frontier thesis’ has 
been rightfully criticised as reductionist and deterministic, as it 
romanticises the pioneers and classifies Native Americans as 
obstacles to ‘natural’ progress. His attempt to analyse the frontier 
however was seminal in giving rise to discussions about the 
conditions and symbolisms of pioneering. In the United States in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, pioneering has been 
interpreted, at times, as a romantic attempt to urbanise nature, and 
at others, as an escape from urbanity (Stilgoe, 1990). What 
appears to be the case is that people have carried with them 
diverse representations of space and that these can be 
instrumental in processes of placemaking where they settle. 

A more recent wave of pioneering took place during the 
economically booming capitalist decades of the 1960s and 1970s, 
when self-proclaimed pioneers were suburbanising to newly built, 
socially engineered ‘new towns’ such as Milton Keyens in the 
United Kingdom and Almere in the Netherlands (see Berg et. al., 
2007). In such settlements, pioneering was neither a trek of 
thousands of kilometres (instead it was literally a city-bus ride 
away), nor an invasion into historically working-class 
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neighbourhoods, as is the case with urban gentrifiers (Smith, 
1996). If anything, this migration represented the flight from 
many such neighbourhoods, a trajectory of spatial mobility that 
symbolised the social mobility of the movers. Such processes still 
persist in the Amsterdam region, for example, in IJburg, a quasi-
suburban, newly-built area of Amsterdam, where the meaning of 
place has emerged through the pioneers being reflexive about 
their past (urban) experiences (Lupi, 2008).  

Currently however the housing trajectories of the socially 
mobile are not as straightforward. The global trend of neoliberal, 
inter-city competition has manifested strongly in the metropolitan 
region of Amsterdam, as the ‘I amsterdam’ branding campaign 
for the past few years has taken place during the city’s largest 
demographic expansion since WWII. Simultaneously, Amsterdam 
has changed from having provided a de-commodified, tenant-
protecting, accessible housing supply since the 1970s, to its 
(re)commodification since the mid-1990s (Uitermark, 2009). 
Smaller settlements are similarly competing to offer their own 
‘goods’, mostly an ‘escape from the city’, by offering ‘city and 
nature’, ‘innovation’, ‘empowerment’ and ‘home-ownership’ 
(Almere municipality) or ‘space to live and grow… a city which 
breathes freedom, green and water’ (Lelystad municipality). The 
pressure of (real and imagined) interurban competition has been 
driving city governance (Peck, 2012). As part of the global urban 
fabric, the Amsterdam metropolis is no exception. The region 
does come with its particularities resulting from its institutional 
legacy (van Gent, 2013). The local welfare state has acted as a 
buffer for households and firms, as a ‘buyer of last resort, 
employer of last resort and controlling owner of land and a large 
share of Amsterdam’s housing stock’, albeit without certainty for 
its durability (Engelen and Musterd, 2010: p. 707). These 
dynamic restructuring processes have provided a changing 
context for the aspirations discussed in this article, as 
suburbanisers have changed from the homogeneous classes who 
fled a (perceived as) too inclusive and accessible Amsterdam in 
the 1970s and 1980s, to diverse populations.  
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The suburban fabric 
The forces of urbanism-suburbanism can be separate from the 
spaces that they produce (Walks, 2013), thus possibly producing 
‘urbanising’ suburbs and vice versa. In this article I examine the 
relation between the dual syntheses of urbanism-suburbanism and 
urbanisation-suburbanisation, focusing on people’s living 
experiences in relation to their mobility between city and suburb. 
To examine Almere’s hybrid character, I take the Lefebvrian 
(2003) concept of ‘urban fabric’ as ‘representing all 
manifestations of the dominance of the city’, and turn it on its 
head. As Peck et. al. (2013) argue for ‘an always more-than-urban 
understanding of the urban, extending to the analysis of specific 
hybrid formations in connection, across places and scales’ (p. 
1096), I consequently employ the idea of the hybrid sub-urban 
fabric, to represent instead the dominance and expansion of the 
suburb, considering that empirical evidence of its expansion is 
abundant (Knox, 2008; Clapson and Hutchison, 2010; Keil, 
2011). I propose that the everyday experiences of residents in 
hybrid places must be examined relationally (Lefebvre, 2000), 
through an in-depth understanding of tensions between the 
Apollonian drive for planning, order, rationality and discipline by 
local and national authorities aiming to socially engineer space, 
and the Dionysian character of the unpredictable and spontaneous 
ways of urban growth, often resulting from the aspirations and 
constraints of inhabitants.  

Scott (1998) proposed that the high-modernist, planned 
utopias have been commonly thought and executed by myopic, 
hubris-committing technocrats (the Apollonians) who ignore the 
unpredictable nature of the (Dionysian) production of space; ‘it is 
because urbanism is able to portray the space it creates as 
objective, scientific and neutral that it is able to hide its repressive 
character’ (Elden, 2004, p. 145). It may happen, especially in 
planned towns like Almere, that the lived experiences of residents 
are regarded by planners as secondary to the top-down 
organisation. To analyse the tension between  Apollonian and 
Dionysian elements, I draw on Lefebvre’s concept of 
‘representational space’ – space as experienced, ‘directly lived 
through its associated images and symbols’ and hence the space 
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of ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’, dialectically related to daily life 
(spatial practice) and the technocratic, planned space 
(representations of space) (1991, pp. 38-39). The interactions 
between these spaces are constitutional for the construction of 
place, hence I focus on the relations, tensions and contradictions 
within the above triad, particularly how representational spaces, 
as imagined and experienced by residents, can be discussed in 
light of general daily practices vis-à-vis the planning of space by 
authorities. 

  
 

Building on the sand 
Urban policy in the Netherlands has been largely dictated by 
nation-wide governmental initiatives, establishing specific aims 
and limits regarding growth and metropolitan integration, based 
on the division of functionality for each settlement. Almere was 
one of several groeikernen (‘growth cores’) in the Netherlands – 
settlements designed in the 1970s as planned communities at city 
peripheries to counter urban expansion. Built on sand on 
reclaimed territory from the sea, and inspired by the Garden City 
movement, Almere was planned to accommodate former 
residents of Amsterdam who sought an alternative place to live 
instead of the urbanising capital. In those times Almere was the 
pinnacle of the Dutch welfare state, a place engineered for 
socially mobile, nuclear, white families. This state-engineered, 
socio-spatial, political scheme was in stark contrast with planned 
US suburbs of the 1960s and 1970s like Levittown, where 
individualism was more prevalent and collectivism was mainly 
manifesting through bottom-up initiatives (Gans, 1967). In all re-
spects, Almere became a suburb of Amsterdam, with a design for 
decongestion and ‘concentrated deconcentration’ (Bontje, 2003), 
meaning that growth was to be controlled through the de-
velopment of several centres. This type of ‘poly-nuclear’ planning 
was introduced to offer the residents small-scale communities 
separated by green belts (Constandse, 1989). Until recently the 
town had been successful in expanding, having been among the 
fastest growing suburban settlements in Western Europe. The 
plan for Almere’s development (a municipality since 1984) has 
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repeatedly changed since the early years of the pioneers however, 
as the idea of social engineering in the Netherlands has lost and 
regained its popularity several times (Van der Cammen and De 
Klerk, 1996; Bontje, 2003; Boonstra and Boelens, 2011). 
Regional and national economic restructuring, and constant 
demographic changes have all played their role in Almere’s 
shifting dynamics and have brought dramatic changes, often 
contrary to the municipal plans.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Commercial centre: Citymall, Almere. (Photo: CC Mark Ahsmann) 
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Almere Haven, suburban row housing. (Photo: CC Mark Ahsmann) 

 
 

Globally, ‘new towns’ can be very heterogeneous, varying from 
Garden Cities like Letchworth in the United Kingdom to housing 
estates in Hong Kong like Tin Shui Wai. As Almere’s population 
densities are tens of times smaller than the latter, and considering 
its history as a suburb of Amsterdam, in this article, I will mainly 
refer to it as a suburban town. Contrary to its image as a 
‘problematic monoculture’ (Brouwer and Verlaan, 2013, p. 58), 
the town has come a long way, currently with its own global 
mobility flows but also vis-à-vis the increasing popularity of 
Amsterdam and the ‘urban return’. The new ‘Almeerders’ are a 
diverse collection of both international and native families and 
singles. The town had a negative net migration in 2013 for the 
first time in its 37-year history (Almere municipal data, 2013) and 
housing construction slowed down, hence its role in the region as 
a growing suburban settlement has been challenged. In addition, 
as of late, the Dutch state has generally withdrawn from setting 
strict goals for regions and instead increasingly promotes inter-
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city competition. According to current municipal plans, the 
uncertain settlement trends in Almere have been internalised by 
the local authorities who, eager to attract new residents, appear 
generous with large-scale campaigns aimed at improving the 
town’s image.27 Simultaneously, still counting on Almere’s future 
growth, the Dutch government expects that Amsterdam and 
Almere will become an ‘internationally competitive top region’ 
within the coming decades (RRAAM, 2013). The elements of this 
apparent diversification and the tension between the municipal 
and national planning and what actually happens are pointing at 
social forces beyond the control of planners and officials.  
 
 

 
 

 
The Gooizicht towers in Almere Haven, their beacons help boats 
navigate their approach. (Photo: CC Mark Ahsmann) 

 
 

                                                      
27 Interview with municipal official, October 2014. 
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The Rode Donders (Red Thunders) at Regenboogbuurt (Rainbow 
neighbourhood) in Almere Buiten, apartments designed as grain silos by 
Liesbeth van der Pol. (Photo: CC Marion Golsteijn) 
 
 
Methods 
This article employs a two-pronged method of inquiring into the 
perceptions of Almere’s residents: first, an online survey was 
completed by 295 persons,28 and second, in-depth, semi-
structured interviews were carried out with 24 persons. During 
the survey phase, the respondents completed a short questionnaire 
in Dutch about their reasons and conditions when moving to 
Almere.29 The main aim of this quantitative approach was to 
outline the respondents’ motives when moving to Almere, 
providing a ‘mapping’ of possible longitudinal changes in the 
drives for mobility. Moreover, the survey describes the reasons 

                                                      
28 During the past few years the municipality of Almere has approached a couple 
of thousand random individuals at the town’s centre and has inquired whether 
they would be willing to participate as respondents in research projects. I 
approached 840 of them for the survey. 
29 ‘What were the most important reasons that you decided to move to Almere?’ 
(‘Wat waren de belangrijkste redenen dat u besloot naar Almere te verhuizen?’) 
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why respondents would consider leaving the suburban town. The 
general trends in the survey were subsequently explored in depth 
through interviews which focused on how such processes 
emerged.  

The interviews were conducted in English with 12 residents 
who moved to Almere before 1984 (when Almere officially 
became a municipality) and 12 residents who moved there after 
2000 (when Almere’s growth decelerated). Six of the respondents 
were approached through the online survey and six through 
personal networks and snowball sampling. The interviews lasted 
between one and two hours, took place at the interviewee’s home 
or at a café, and they focused on their aspirations when moving to 
Almere. In particular I inquired into the perceptions of social 
mobility, urbanity and suburbanity, as well as the sense of home, 
the expectations about Almere and the experiences of living in the 
town in relation to other places. The aim was for the 
suburbanisers themselves to reconstruct city-suburb mobility 
narratives and explore how such mobility has evolved since the 
early settlement of Almere.  

  
 

Survey - Motives when moving to a changing space  
Based on the year of arrival and the frequencies of motives 
appearing in the responses, the respondents are divided into three 
periods (figure 1): a. 1976-1984 (from beginning till municipal 
status), b. 1985-1999 and c. 2000-2012 (since Almere’s 
demographic growth decelerated). The results show that the 
motivations for moving to the town have shifted, especially in 
terms of space: the former urbanites of the 1970s and early 1980s 
claim that they were looking for ‘better housing’, and ‘more space 
and nature’ when moving to Almere. These motives confirm the 
ideal of ‘escaping the city’ in times of high suburbanisation, 
representing the branding of urban environments as lacking 
enough space. In contrast, the recent newcomers of Almere seem 
to prioritise ‘affordable’ housing instead, confirming the 
dynamics of the compressing Dutch housing market and the lack 
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of financial security. In fact the relation between the above trends 
and the year of arrival is statistically significant.30 These findings 
resonate with Pinkster’s discovery (2014) of the increasing 
importance of value-for-money discourses in people’s residential 
choices. ‘Work’ is also increasingly important as a motive for 
moving to Almere, showing that contemporary mobility to such 
an environment is perhaps becoming a calculated and strategic 
move in relation to employment, fitting with pragmatic visions of 
moving. 

 
 
Figure 1  
Motives when moving to Almere in percentages: three time 
periods31 

 
Source: My survey 
 
 

                                                      
30 I conducted a logistic regression for each motive separately with the year of 
arrival (1984-2012) as the only (continuous) independent variable. For every 
subsequent year of arrival the odds of stating ‘more space/nature’ as a motive 
decrease by 4.3% (p=0.013), ‘better housing’ by 7.1% (p=0.000), and of 
‘affordable housing’ increase by 4.8% (p=0.002). 
31 Options in Dutch: Betere huisvesting, Meer ruimte/natuur, Betaalbare woning, 
Werk, Familie, Betere voorzieningen, Onderwijs, Dichterbij vrienden/familie, 
Romantische oorzaken. 
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There were few respondents who stated that they would consider 
moving out of Almere within the next 2 years (7%). Interestingly, 
when it is not simply about personal circumstances, the 
respondents justify their desire to leave on two contrasting 
arguments relating to urbanity. Either the ‘urban’ seems too slow 
to arrive in Almere, in terms of diversity and cultural richness: 
‘Almere has no history and culture… Amsterdam has so many 
possibilities’, ‘for the 3 years that I live here, there are no shops 
or pubs’. Or instead, the ‘urban’ is creeping in too quickly to what 
should be preserved as an exclusively suburban environment (a 
prominent answer among respondents with children), manifesting 
in noisy highways, asocial behaviour, criminality and ineffective 
politics: ‘there are many antisocial people and some districts are 
known as very bad… I do not want my kids to go to a school 
where these people bring their children’, ‘a local government that 
has expansion and megalomania shining on their eye - without 
doing anything about infrastructure’. Most of these disgruntled 
respondents are born in the Netherlands, male, and middle-aged, 
and they are relatively recent in Almere compared to the rest.  
 
 

Villa voor een Trompettist in Noorderplassen (Villa for a trumpet 
player) where residents can design their own house. (Photo: CC Gert-
Jan de Jong) 
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The Silverline, a residential tower at Almere centre, composed of two 
large blocks, built in 2001. (Photo: CC Mark Ahsmann) 

 
 
 

Overall there are two significant observations from the survey: 
residents are increasingly more pragmatic about their reason to 
move there, and, if dissatisfied, they may criticise Almere’s 
change, or lack thereof. The interviews that follow provide a 
deeper understanding of the motives for moving to Almere and 
the tensions between urbanity and suburbanity in the town. 
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Interviews - The ‘pioneers’ 
The first inhabitants’ backgrounds are generally uniform, being 
the lower-middle classes who moved primarily from Amsterdam 
to raise a family. They are currently in their 50s or 60s, they are 
or have been married, and have had children, they have similar 
levels of relatively medium to high education, their occupations 
have been in the services sector, and they initially moved to the 
only two existing districts at the time, Almere Stad (‘city’) and 
especially Almere Haven (‘port’).  

The analysis confirmed that, with some variety, most of the 
early residents had a consistent vision when moving. Gardens and 
bigger homes were prominent among their reasons, and the 
symbolic power of Almere as a new, idealised land was evident. 
They could generally find work without problem during the 
1970s, and moving to a new, bigger home became for them rather 
easy in places like Almere. This suburbanisation wave from 
Amsterdam was typical in the Western post-WWII context, with 
the particularity of limited levels of home-ownership and high 
levels of communitarianism; the city was perceived as over-
crowded and lacking good facilities, and people aspired to move 
to more spacious and less- or non-populated areas:  

 
‘I liked the idea of a house with a garden… If you 
wanted something new, a big house, “go to 
Almere” was the mentality.’  
58-year old woman, 1979, moved from 
Amsterdam.  
 
‘…especially the real Amsterdammers were 
moving out… Then came Almere, it was 
promised as a new area for people from 
Amsterdam.’ 
53-year old man, 1983, moved from Amsterdam. 

 
It appears that movers were not very reflexive of their 
suburbanisation, considering it a natural step, especially when 
moving out of urban environments like Amsterdam. These early 
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inhabitants were ‘promised’ better alternatives, especially for 
raising families. 

There were certain respondents who claimed to have had a 
more active vision, or, a pioneering pathway: 

 
‘I have done everything, hockey and tennis and 
politics, and I had good friends… We were the 
pioneers who would work and organise and when 
more people came, that feeling came down… The 
kind of people who went there [first] had the 
intention to make something out of Almere, people 
in leading positions, doctors, dentists, architects, 
that kind of people.’ 
Woman in her 50s (self-proclaimed pioneer), 
1982, moved from Lochem. 
 
‘I think Almere challenged me, I wanted to go 
there where all was new, I wanted to feel it 
myself, not being told by anyone.’ 
Woman in her 50s, 1981, moved from 
Amsterdam. 

 
During the very first years, the movers often pursued these 
dreams with a pioneering drive. People in ‘leading positions’ 
were considered to be at the forefront of such endeavours. Similar 
processes of pioneering took place a few decades earlier in UK’s 
Letchworth, regarded as the first Garden City, where 
professionals and businesspersons were producing the sense of 
place together with other residents (Lewis, 2015). Such idealism 
was also echoing the utopianist, communitarianist post-war 
decades in Western social democracies. People appeared active in 
social clubs, working for their own ‘paradise’ in Almere:  

 
‘It was all empty, only sky and clay, but they were 
already planting trees, only they were saplings, 
and I told my wife “look what a nice forest here”. 
So after 30 years it is a forest… I want to live my 
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dream with my ideas and nobody telling me what 
to do and how to do it. So I have my own paradise 
here, it is very special.’ 
Man, 61 (self-proclaimed pioneer), 1981, moved 
from Rotterdam. 

 
Despite how the respondent begins his phrasing, the town was not 
exactly ‘empty’. Almere was very much set-up for its first 
inhabitants (the trees were planted by the authorities) and the 
pioneers would ask the authorities for resources (facilities, sports, 
and infrastructure). Almere was not ‘invaded’ by the pioneers, but 
Smith’s argument (1996, p. xviii) applies, that ‘banks, real estate 
developers, small-scale and large-scale lenders, retail 
corporations, the state’ had already been where the newcomers 
were settling. Nonetheless, these people were ‘social’ pioneers, 
producing the place Almere during the first few years. Even 
though the town’s spaces were (physically) new and ready, 
Almere was symbolically and socially unfinished, both elements 
in need of human interactions culminating in community 
formation. Interestingly some of the early respondents 
apologetically clarified that they did not consider themselves 
pioneers, and that only the very first families were the ‘real 
pioneers’, a statement revealing the symbolic importance of those 
first households. 

A central element in transition has been the feeling of 
community. In the early years most respondents felt more 
connected through familiarity and homogeneity. They organised 
things together like clubs, toy-renting places, crèches, political 
parties and associations for nature. But all this activity seems to 
have become limited to the immediate surroundings, while the 
need for privacy has been rising. 

 
‘I was more active, I was part of the parents’ 
board in school. I was active in the swimming 
club. I used to do it for society but now for 
myself.’ 
63-year old woman, 1980, moved from 
Amsterdam. 
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‘We can have our privacy back and that’s what 
you find easier in the city and that is the reason 
why I would still like to go to Amsterdam or 
wherever, because of being anonymous, being on 
your own. We are not that old, we do not need the 
help of the neighbours, right?’ 
Woman in her 50s, 1981, moved from 
Amsterdam. 

 
Understanding the shift towards individualistic aspirations is not 
straightforward, as the need for privacy may come with older age 
and different needs. What the comments show is that different 
needs do emerge and spatial planning cannot account for all of 
them.  

Current mobility aspirations of these older inhabitants have 
altered and diversified. While the pioneering mentality has 
become less prominent, the aspiration of home-ownership has 
emerged as a major drive of mobility, considering that in the first 
decade Almere’s housing was largely social rentals. Several of 
the respondents remain in Almere where they imagine themselves 
living their life through retirement, while others plan to, or have 
indeed moved out. Moving (back) to the city, mostly Amsterdam, 
has become quite popular with the aspiration to reacquire a more 
private, urbanised life. Nonetheless it depends on people’s 
resources, as for some it is possible while for others the cost of 
the move to Amsterdam is too high. The affluent woman who 
moved from Lochem to Almere in 1982 has actually moved to 
Amsterdam to an expensive apartment since 2002. The less 
privileged woman who moved from Amsterdam in 1981 would 
have preferred moving back but moved to another, affordable part 
of Almere instead. 

 
 

The new newcomers 
The backgrounds of the twelve respondents who moved more 
recently are relatively diverse in terms of age (30-50) and place of 
previous dwelling (Breda – 110km south of Almere, close to the 
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southern border of the country, 175,000 inhabitants, Soest – 30km 
south of Almere, close to Amersfoort, 45,000 inhabitants, Den 
Helder – 120km north of Almere, at the northernmost point of 
Nord Holland’s peninsula, 56,000 inhabitants, and many others). 
Ten of the twelve have a partner and children. Finally, they are 
similar in terms of education and occupation to white-collar 
workers in the services sector.  

These respondents generally demonstrate diverse motivations 
when first moving to Almere. Considering the contemporary 
popularity of urban environments, young households strategise 
more when experiencing social mobility, examining both 
alternatives of suburbanising or remaining in/moving to the city. 
This mobility can even be a move for independence, more typical 
to urban environments: 

 
‘I moved away from Muiden to be away from my 
family and have my own place.’ 
Woman in early 30s, 2000. 

 
The survey showed that the earlier quest for ‘better homes’ 
eventually turned to ‘affordable homes’. The aspiration also for a 
bigger home, however, appeared during the interviews, especially 
if people felt socially mobile:  

 
‘I like space around me. I wish my own free 
standing house. It will happen someday… bigger 
house, more space, more storage, two parking 
places on my own property… It’s dirty out here, 
people leave stuff, they walk on our garden.’ 
Man in his early 40s, 2003, moved from Den 
Helder. 

 
‘Space’ now relates more to living space, without ‘nature’ being 
discussed as part of the living environment. A big house like a 
villa is actually viewed as isolation and insulation from garbage 
and other people’s ‘dirty stuff’. The man above praised the 
affluent area Overgooi, a district of Almere where the rich can 
buy a million-euro, free-standing villa.  
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Moreover, people often talked about bigger homes especially 
in relation to cost: 

 
‘You want a bigger house, the garden that we 
have now is three times bigger from what we had 
in Diemen for the same price.’ 
Woman in her 40s, 2002, moved from Diemen. 

 
Respondents felt socially mobile particularly when they owned 
their home (or owned a mortgage, to be precise). Several of them 
recently moved to Almere when they secured a higher income, 
enough to allow for purchase of a house, emphasising the benefit-
cost trade-off in terms of housing space, quality and facilities. In 
Almere, residents aspired to a bigger house more than once, 
always in relation to their resources. Some have accomplished 
buying a free-standing villa, some are currently planning it, some 
failed due to the ongoing financial crisis, and some are dreaming 
of it. A case in point, in terms of strategic thinking and 
contemporary aspirations for living space, the following is an 
observation by an ambitious respondent who moved to Almere in 
2000 from Soest, a small town 30km south of Almere. He is 
describing the process of buying a new home in Almere at the 
new, coveted lots of Noorderplassen West, an isolated area where 
the new residents can build and design their own, big homes at 
relatively affordable prices. His statement is arguably a 
contemporary pioneer’s vision: 

 
‘So [my wife and I] got some provisions to wait in 
line in front of the town hall… We waited there 
two days and nights in sleeping bags before they 
would allow the plot to be bought… We sold the 
old house afterwards, it had gained €40,000. The 
new plot is €180,000 and the house €360,000. We 
have a mortgage paying interest only. It’s pretty 
big, 4 levels, free-standing, 240m², it has a garden 
around, so now I have enough space.’ 
38-year old man, 2000, moved from Soest. 

  



503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis

99 
 

This house is built on a newly developed, cost-efficient area of 
Almere, hence the time-consuming, adventurous strategy to get 
first in line for an opportunity to obtain the land. As the Dutch 
state has promoted home-ownership since the mid-1990s, 
building ‘big’ has become especially accessible in places like 
Almere where extreme affluence is not necessary to build a half-
million euro villa in a remote area. What seems special is that 
realising such a housing upgrade can sometimes involve sleeping 
in front of Almere’s city hall to get access to planned 
developments. Arguably this is one form of ‘Dutch style’-
suburbia: the national mortgage scheme allows not (intending) 
paying off one’s loan, except for the mandatory monthly interest 
which, after tax relief, can be even lower than the average rent. In 
fact several respondents saw their mortgage as a more affordable 
alternative to high rent levels, even when buying a large villa. 

As the survey showed, Almere’s changes cause certain people 
to fear the ‘urban’ arriving too quickly or too slowly. The changes 
in the town were lamented by the older interviewees due to the 
pioneering spirit disappearing within the first decade. As Almere 
has been widely expanding, the newer inhabitants are more 
emphatic about the urbanisation process in the town. The 
following is from the same person who moved from Muiden to 
become independent of her family:  

 
‘We have the disadvantage of being the first 
apartment building on the Grote Markt [at Almere 
centre]. We had a small staircase… but these dark 
corners were used for everything from releasing 
oneself to having sex... I thought to myself after 
five years, I need to go away… Sometimes I get 
the impression that they (Almere government) 
feel inferior somehow, it feels like the small boy 
at school who has a big mouth and a big attitude 
and does crazy things just to get noticed, they try 
too hard. They have no idea what will happen if 
Almere would just be Almere and follow its own 
path and not try to make big plans that just fail.’ 
Woman in early 30s, 2000, moved from Muiden. 
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The respondent regretted moving to apartments where ‘danger’ 
lurked in ‘dark corners’, stating the urgency of escaping such an 
environment, while criticising the municipality for not letting 
Almere be itself, apparently more modest and with small-scale 
planning. This critique is in accordance with the survey’s results 
by respondents who claimed that they would leave Almere if they 
had the chance, also due to its alleged megalomania (referring to 
the city’s grand schemes and plans for development). Similarly, 
fear of the urban can be expressed through the desire for isolation 
or for a certain homogeneity in the neighbourhood: 

 
‘I will not go to live in an apartment in Almere. 
Now they are also building islands [in Almere] 
and that’s my next step, to live in an island.’ 
34-year old woman, 2012, moved from 
Amsterdam (born in Almere). 
 
My neighbour living next to my house is 
Vietnamese, and across the street, Hindustani, 
another one Belgian... So we have mixed people 
but they are [of] the same way of thinking, you 
live your life alone but when you need each other, 
you come to each other, we will help you out, to 
live and let live.’ 
Woman in her 40s, 2002, moved from 
Amsterdam. 

 
To accentuate the diversity of respondents’ views in terms of the 
urban arriving, others expressed the contrary view that it is taking 
too long: 

 
‘I would really like to have a concert hall here, 
that’s the main thing I miss in Almere. There is no 
culture.’ 
50-year old man, 2000, moved from Nijmegen. 

 
Some respondents talked about the opportunities that Almere 
gave them to be socially mobile, framed mostly in terms of 
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proximity to Amsterdam. Almere in those cases was praised for 
its location (‘centre of Holland’, ‘next to Amsterdam’), newness 
and dynamism. For some it has allegedly been a stepping stone to 
reach the opportunities in the capital, and for others Almere itself 
is so dynamic that it offers anything one may need to access, 
including work opportunities. These are cases where spatial 
mobility preceded social mobility, in contrast to traditional 
suburbanisation processes where people first experience social 
mobility and then realise their move to the suburb.    

 
 

Discussion - Spirals in time 
In this article I analyse the experiences and aspirations during 
suburban/contra-urban migration towards Almere, a planned, 
high-modernist suburban town outside Amsterdam. The survey 
conducted as part of this research shows that the main motives for 
moving have gradually shifted from the pursuit of better housing, 
more space and more natural environments, to the search for 
affordable housing and work. There were also some respondents 
who claimed that they would soon move out of the town due to 
the ‘urban’ either encroaching on Almere (especially families) or, 
on the contrary, arriving too slowly.  

The interviews with the inhabitants of Almere similarly 
demonstrated diachronical shifts in aspirations, housing-
relocation trajectories and experiences. During the first years the 
town was perceived as a betterment of neighbourhood 
environments, housing conditions and a potential place for 
community-building. Especially the older interviewees stressed 
the importance of gardens and plenitude of space for raising 
families, women emphasising their local activism facilitating 
everyday life, men emphasising opportunities for work and 
accessibility to Amsterdam. Several respondents appeared active 
in social clubs and local organisations.  

A self-proclaimed pioneer described people occupying 
‘leading positions’ at the forefront of pioneering endeavours; as 
such idealism was strongly echoing the economically booming 
and modernist post-war period in the Netherlands. Nonetheless, 
‘doing hockey and politics’ and looking forward to saplings 
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growing into a forest are far-removed echoes of traditional 
pioneering such as the journey along the Oregon Trail. These 
aspirations are mainly related to social-democratic, socially 
engineered representations of space, uncommon in the 
archetypical Anglo-American suburban model of highly 
individualised households where collectivism was a matter of 
piecemeal initiatives by residents (Gans, 1967). Notwithstanding 
neoliberalism currently operating in the North American context 
‘to regularize urban everyday life’ (Keil, 2002, p. 584), 
(sub)urban projects in social democracies have similarly aimed to 
regulate everyday life in the city. Especially in highly modernist 
places like Almere the social-democratic tradition after World 
War II allowed for society-wide, collective aspirations that 
everyone could ‘make it’. Yet, as we saw, the experience of 
placemaking and collective living is not straightforward. Life in 
the town was pretty much set-up from day one and even the first 
couple of dozen families did not need to create the settlement 
from nothing. Hence, in this article the ‘frontier’ idea of suburban 
pioneering as simply a journey into the unknown is challenged. 
Instead, pioneering in Almere appears to have manifested more as 
an idealistic, anti-urban narrative, focusing on social interactions 
between homogeneous groups. Eventually respondents mourned 
the loss of ‘real pioneering’ due to the newcomers not being 
interested in ‘making something out of Almere’. As their 
aspirations shifted, several old Almeerders eventually (re)turned 
to urban environments, be it Amsterdam or to urban areas of 
Almere.  

The diversity among the contemporary aspirations of older 
inhabitants is present among the newer residents of the town. In 
their case, they may be seeking independence in the ‘urban’ 
Almere, or reaching for the familiar and familial environment of 
the ‘suburban’ Almere. The former appreciate the ‘softer’ 
urbanity the town offers, away from hectic Amsterdam, while the 
latter aspire for better living environments for themselves and 
their own family, but not the community at large. Some of these 
recent suburbanites can be considered the pioneers de novo, 
moving to the relatively empty spaces of Almere, designing their 
own homes. For them any utopian thinking akin to the original 
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pioneers is unfamiliar, and when they consider where to live, 
strategy comes into play: what seem to matter are location, 
housing space-to-price ratios, regional infrastructure (often the 
connectivity to Amsterdam) and facilities. These new people in 
Almere may think ‘big’, in terms of homes and wealth, in 
congruence with the general neoliberal trend of the predominance 
of individualised, economic motives and personal responsibility 
for one’s well-being (Larner, 2000). They envisage an individual 
‘climb’ through the acquisition of (sizeable) property instead of 
expressing any utopian visions of living collectively or in 
harmony with ‘nature’. Similarly, in Karsten et al. (2013) this 
phenomenon manifests through the scale change of local activism 
which has shrunk from the neighbourhood level to the very 
immediate surroundings.  

For the past couple of decades experiencing social mobility is 
arguably not only manifesting as the suburbanisation trajectories 
of families, but instead, moving to Almere may actually represent 
just one step in a wider continuum of social mobility. This 
transition shows the changing character of suburbs from 
traditional end-destinations for the socially mobile to possible 
stepping stones for further spatial mobility, often towards more 
urban environments. This gradual process of social mobility 
increasingly emerges via ‘settlement-shopping’: that is, residents 
taking into account the assets and drawbacks that different 
settlements possess (housing prices, space, transport 
infrastructure), and, based on the trade-offs and their own 
material constraints, strategically deciding where to move. 
Further research on aspirations is recommended, especially when 
traditional suburbanites such as families with children, move out 
of suburban places. 

 
   

Conclusion 
As the suburban fabric in the region is evolving, space and place 
production in Almere is diversifying. The town has been moving 
into an ‘in-between’ stage of urban and suburban (Keil and 
Young, 2014) and its representational spaces have been 
transforming; regardless of Almere’s intensive planning, the first 
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residents manifested their own individual visions on space, 
contributing to the place Almere. As the aspirations of recent 
residents increasingly diversify, we can counterpoise the 
pioneering making ‘it’ to the contemporary ‘making it’, both 
processes producing the place through adaptation in space. The 
former represents a focused attempt to create a place, while the 
latter results in placemaking as a by-product of individual 
aspirations for social mobility. The experiences and aspirations 
analysed here stress the importance of veering away from 
essentialist categorisations of suburbs as ‘monocultures’ or mono-
dimensional realms.  

Instead we should intensify our focus on the tension between 
the Dionysian and Apollonian elements of settlements, deepening 
our understanding of the interaction on the one hand of the views 
and practices of residents, the actual agents of suburbanisation, 
and on the other hand of the top-down planning by urbanists and 
authorities. Lefebvrian approaches can be particularly useful to 
understand suburban, intensely-planned places which are in the 
process of an Almeresque transformation; on the one hand the 
focus on space as product and process keeps reminding us the 
dynamic nature of suburban spaces which are often mystified as 
unchanging due to planning schemes and popular belief. On the 
other hand, the focus on quotidian life helps unpack the tensions 
between urban planning and people’s experience. Lefebvre 
argued that the production of social space reflects the forces of 
production. The case of Almere is paradigmatic; despite initially 
appearing like an empty, potential space, Almere could not 
develop independently of wider processes, and predictably 
according to Lefebvrian theory (2000), evolved into a place 
dependent on markets, state intervention, global migration trends 
and individualist aspirations. Studies of newly built settlements 
can benefit from his theory precisely because he challenges the 
idea of spaces being totally ‘new’ and ‘empty’.  

‘Materializations of spatial utopias run afoul of the 
particularities of the temporal process mobilized to produce them’ 
(Harvey, 2000, p. 179). Consequently inter-city competition, 
pushing settlements into a zero-sum game of attracting capital and 
people, can be detrimental especially in the case of delicately 
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planned spaces sensitive to processes of different scales. The 
representations of space by planners, when guided by inter-city 
competition, can mystify and obscure the (lack of) adaptation 
capacity of inhabitants, a crucial element regarding the 
functioning of settlements (Scott, 1998). As the ability to adjust, 
however, in fluid urban systems is different for different 
categories of people depending on their material conditions 
(Harvey, 1973), certain people may exploit certain advantages 
due to such difference and adapt more rapidly (i.e. returning to 
Amsterdam or moving to a free-standing villa), while others may 
remain behind, literally and figuratively, often against their 
desires. Such dissonance between what is deemed socially 
necessary and the actual ability to reach it, ultimately leads to 
inequalities and stratification in and of space. Here I would stress 
the importance of enriching Lefebvrian conceptualisations of 
space with more empirical studies (for theoretical analyses see 
Merrifield, 1993; Fraser, 2008; Wapshott and Mallett, 2012); 
what we need to focus on is how changes in the urban systems are 
experienced and dealt with by residents who may find themselves 
in the disadvantaged position of possessing inadequate resources 
as the altered and transforming suburban fabric grows and 
dialectically evolves. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 
Melting pot suburb? International 

migration and Almere 
 
 

Introduction 
The suburbanisation of migration  
At the end of central Almere’s esplanade, in front of the lake 
Weerwater, stands the meeting place for International Almere 
(IA). They are ‘a group of volunteers from all over the world 
whose mission it is to help others connect and meet in Almere’.32 
They meet at the Apollo Hotel restaurant, a cylindrical, brown 
appendage-like structure attached to an elevated block, with 
small, scuttle-shaped windows. Inside, the brown and red colours 
accentuate cosiness and, despite being a hotel, ergo generic, the 
space seems appropriate for intimate meetings. This is where IA 
hold meetings every fourth Friday.  

As I approach, the members of the group turn to me 
expectantly waiting for the introductions. After the formalities, 
they seem to relax and get back to chatting sessions intermittent 
with silences in between. This first time that I join the meeting I 
see around ten persons of many colours, sizes and shapes, mostly 

                                                      
32 http://www.internationalalmere.com/  
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between 25 and 45 years old.33 They generally seem introverted 
and sometimes socially uneasy but still eager to communicate and 
develop rapport with others. Most are single while some are there 
with their partners, often of Dutch descent. Two persons live in 
Lelystad (population 76,000), another new town in the region, 
30km northeast of Almere, but seek some ‘international’ contact, 
which is not easily found in their town. One person lives in 
Amsterdam Diemen, a man in his thirties who moved from 
Germany to the Netherlands for work. Among the group there are 
persons from France, South Africa, Kenya, Spain, Mauritius, 
Czech Republic and more. As I relax, I realise how odd the 
waiters appear to me as they are very formally dressed; it is a 
hotel restaurant after all. There is perhaps safety in assembling in 
a hotel, which might bring a cosmopolitan feel to the participants. 
After all, the group is concerned with safety and sociability as 
they claim in their website: ‘we understand how difficult it is to 
get that social safety-net up’.34 Still the space feels to me almost 
too generic, offering a rather banal sense of familiarity. As more 
persons arrive, the gathering gets clear Dutch borrel 
characteristics, as we all get a free drink and snacks are placed on 
the table (incl. nuts and deep-fried bitterballen).  

The group consists of several professionals, many of whom 
have spent long years studying. Still, they do not seem to adopt 
their profession as an identity. Rarely do they talk about their 
work and if they do it is only to clarify what it is they are up to. 
At first they seem open and tolerant; after all, the group is very 
eclectic in terms of origins. Yet they appear as an exclusive 
group, as the highly-educated professionals among them are a 
majority. Moreover, every now and then I hear remarks that do 
not correspond to inclusive views. Talk about ‘Moroccans and 
Turks’ being ‘too many’ in Amsterdam, or complaints about 
‘blacks’ in Almere’s neighbourhoods are more than once 
formulated. 
 

                                                      
33 I participated in IA’s social gatherings six times, meeting in total around 25 
persons. 
34 http://www.internationalalmere.com/ 
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Apollo Hotel - William Veerbeek (Flickr.com) 
 
 
At the same time I am talking with Eddie, a US-citizen from a 
small town in Colorado, whom I eventually interviewed in depth. 
He seems rather content and describes to me how great Almere is. 
He graphically explains how when he opens his front door he 
comes across all kinds of cultures and people. Eventually, he 
exclaims with enthusiasm to me that in fact ‘Almere is the 
melting pot!’, despite the USA being traditionally considered as 
such. Almere has been called many things from time to time, 
utopia, the ‘ugliest’ city in the Netherlands, a boring place, a 
lively new town, but this must be one of the exceptional cases 
where it is seen as a melting pot, a rather novel characterisation.  

While I stand there talking to Eddie though, I wonder why it 
is so striking when someone calls Almere a melting pot. After all, 
we saw in chapter one that the composition of the town’s 
population has rapidly diversified over the past decade. Currently 
almost 40% of its residents have some familial connection 
originating from outside the Netherlands. Every year one out of 
four new inhabitants in Almere move from abroad, coming from 
more than 100 countries. Evidently our perspective is conditioned 
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with an ‘urban’ bias: only cities can be melting pots where waves 
of immigrants blend into a general culture. But, again, as chapter 
one shows, there is clear quantitative evidence giving every right 
to claim Almere may resemble a melting pot. And apart from the 
demographics, Eddie’s experiences contradict views of Almere as 
simply a ‘Dutch new town’ and simply ‘suburban’.  

The ‘urban’ bias when thinking of diversity has been widely 
influenced by academic thought along the lines of the traditional 
Chicago School assimilation model. The Chicago School posited 
that immigrants would first move to certain neighbourhoods in 
cities and, assuming a linear trajectory of eventual ‘assimilation’ 
to mainstream society, they (or their offspring) would then move 
to the suburbs, as socio-cultural, economic and spatial mobilities 
coincided (Park, Burgess and McKenzie, 1925). The idea of the 
melting pot is engrained in such a model as it suggests a 
heterogeneous population as the starting point of the assimilation 
process in the city, and homogeneous at the end in the suburb. Of 
course those models did not have to tackle issues of diversified 
suburbs as there were hardly any at the time. Despite plenty of 
evidence however that suburban settlements are becoming 
increasingly internally diverse in terms of population 
composition, these new phenomena are still widely discussed in 
Chicago School terminology, namely immigrant (spatial) 
assimilation (Dawkins, 2009; Lichter and Johnson, 2006; Hanlon, 
Vicino and Short, 2006; Waters and Jimenez, 2005; Logan, 
Zhang and Alba, 2002; Alba et al, 1999).  

The current diversification of suburbs has emerged due to 
processes of succession associated with the mobility trajectories 
of older residents, but also as first entry points for international 
newcomers, contrary to earlier, typically urban, migrant 
trajectories. For instance, in a recent study about contemporary 
USA, Logan (2014) shows that American suburbs have ‘about the 
same degree of racial/ethnic diversity as cities did in 1980’. The 
authors mentioned above do acknowledge the importance of 
examining the new migration flows to small towns and suburbs, 
but do so in purely ‘assimilationist’ terms by positively relating 
the suburbanisation of immigration to linear trajectories of social 
mobility, focusing on when and how assimilation happens. 
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Another analysis of the phenomenon is by evaluating what such 
diversity means for the suburbs, often seen in those cases as 
downgrading and declining (‘suburban gothic’ in Short, Hanlon 
and Vicino, 2007). What these approaches lack is, on the one 
hand, a deeper, qualitative understanding of the meanings of 
mobility to the suburbs. On the other hand, the dichotomies of 
urban/rural and urban/suburban ‘types’ are increasingly becoming 
less accurate when describing  settlements due to the (sub)urban 
having become a global condition, what Brenner and Schmid 
(2011) call planetary urbanisation, and Keil et al. (2013) call 
planetary suburbanisation. Hence, in order to grasp the nuances of 
current international migration flows we need a flexible, open 
lens which views suburban spaces as processes of urban growth 
in a global context of interconnected settlements. Consequently 
we should look at the meanings of mobility as articulated by the 
migrants themselves, examining their aspirations when moving 
and their living experiences vis-à-vis their previous place of 
residence. 

An alternative lens and major critic of the Chicago school has 
been the Los Angeles school of urbanism, veering away from 
ideas of continuity and standard trajectories of agents within 
metropoles. Such critique explicitly appears also in Phelps, Wood 
and Valler (2010) as a possibility to go beyond the assertions of 
the Chicago school. The L.A. school’s postmodern focus has been 
on fragmentation, pluralism and the periphery. For this chapter I 
draw on two basic statements by the school’s proponent Dear 
(2002): ‘For it is no longer the center that organises the urban 
hinterlands, but the hinterlands that determine what remains of 
the center’ (p. 16) and ‘A global, corporate-dominated 
connectivity is balancing, even offsetting, individual-centered 
agency in urban processes’ (p. 24). The former statement allows 
the analysis to move beyond the urban bias when looking at 
metropoles, and give the periphery centre stage, so to speak. At 
the least, such an approach triggers us to problematise the relation 
between centre and hinterland while not taking for granted the 
kinds of hegemony of any of the two. Dear’s latter statement 
helps ‘place’ the mobile agents in a wider context, focusing on 
them not as individuals but on their mobility as process and 
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relation. In a few words, again from Dear (2002: 27), I replace 
‘Which is it?’ with, ‘Which is it, at which stage of events, at 
which location in the region, and from whose perspective?’ 
Notwithstanding the similarities, I should note that my analysis 
does not fully adopt the LA school’s assertions; after all Los 
Angeles is not evidently comparable to the Amsterdam 
metropolis and its claims would need substantial calibration for 
the latter case.   

Hence, in this chapter migrants are seen as actors of 
contemporary placemaking in the context of a highly mobile 
society. I examine the meaning that the mobile agents themselves 
give to their own mobility, and I investigate their discourse on 
placemaking practices. My focus on mobility is inspired by 
Cresswell’s emphasis on the ‘mobility turn’, a multi-scalar, inter-
disciplinary and relational perspective which situates ‘moving’ at 
the centre ‘of constellations of power, the creation of identities 
and the micro-geographies of everyday life’ (2011: 551). Mobility 
is deeply implicated in the politics of the modern world, and its 
‘ubiquity makes it possible for particular mobilities to be 
portrayed as more than particular – as fundamental, as natural’ 
(Cresswell, 2006; 22). To reach a nuanced understanding of 
mobility I analyse its meaning through the migrants’ aspirations, 
everyday life practices and experiences of symbolic spaces in 
Almere, compared to their place of previous dwelling. I adopt this 
approach from Lefebvre (1991, 2000) who discusses the 
interactions between representational spaces (experienced space 
through symbols) and spatial practices (routine use of space) as 
constitutional for the construction of the symbolic meaning of 
place. This approach can be particularly useful to understand 
Almere as the town’s symbolic spaces are young and its 
placemaking processes are just maturing.    

Throughout the analysis in this chapter I refer to wider urban 
restructuring processes through the views of the respondents, and 
to the shifting role of a place like Almere in the metropolitan 
region. As Kaufmann et al. (2004) argue, for socio-geographical 
analysis to be comprehensive we need ‘to examine the modus 
operandi of the societal and political logic of movements in 
geographic space’ because ‘if the geography of flows is 
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considered in isolation’, ‘the reasons, constraints and effects upon 
larger societal processes will remain obscured.’ Similarly, ‘in 
migration studies, cities, if approached comparatively and within 
a global perspective, can serve as important units of analysis in 
exploring the interface between migrants’ pathways of 
incorporation and the materialisation of broader neoliberal 
processes’ (Schiller and Çağlar, 2009: 179). Consequently I 
answer the following questions in this chapter:  

 
What are the meanings of contemporary international mobilities 
towards Almere? 
 
How do the international newcomers experience the town’s 
spaces through everyday practices and symbols?  

 
 

Methodology  
Despite the affinity between the concepts of migration and 
mobility, there is a subtle but crucial clarification needed for the 
argument in this chapter. The act of migrating emphasises the 
movement from an origin to a destination, leading to the question 
‘why’, important for the reasons and motives behind the act. 
Mobility is the process of moving, more suitable for the ‘how’ 
question, focusing on meanings and experiences. The following 
scheme should clarify sufficiently. 

 
 

Scheme 1 – Movement and the questions behind it 
Agency Question 
Migration = From one place to another    Reasons/Motives  
Mobility = Process of movement  Meanings/Experiences  

 
 

This chapter attempts to turn the attention from migration to 
mobility, a more fitting concept for unusual movements in space 
(such as internationals moving to suburbs), as it is more open and 
processual. This choice of concepts stems from my focus on the 
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meanings that the mobile agents themselves give to their 
mobility.   

The second useful scheme for the chapter is of two 
intersecting relations: a. living experiences and symbolic spaces, 
and b. spatial mobility and aspirations. The former is the 
reconstruction of the place Almere through the descriptions of the 
respondents of how they experience symbolic spaces in the town; 
what their everyday life is like, how they articulate being in and 
around Almere’s spaces and what these spaces symbolise for 
them. The latter relates the move to Almere with the meanings the 
respondents give to such mobility; how they relate their previous 
place of living to the current one, what they have been aspiring 
for when moving, their future expectations and aspirations.  

 
 

Scheme 2 – Intersecting relationships  
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To answer the research questions I employ two methods, a survey 
and interviews. From a survey with 295 residents who live in 
Almere, I first consider two categories of respondents: the 
persons who moved to Almere from outside the Netherlands, and 
those who were born abroad. For the former category the 
emphasis is on mobility to suburbia directly from abroad, while 
the latter represents the atypical domestic suburbanisers. These 
respondents are too few to extrapolate any statistical information 
(24 persons, 8% of 295) but their open answers allow for a grasp 
of the reasons for moving to Almere and how the town has 
changed since. Their education is generally high (67% have 

Aspirations 

Spatial Mobility 

Lived experiences 

Symbolic spaces 

a. b. Riddle in the middle: ‘Melting pot’ 
suburb’s character 
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higher tertiary education) and their social class varies between the 
lower- and upper-middle levels. Most of the survey respondents 
are between 40 and 55 years old and the majority live with their 
partners and child(ren). Lastly, most of them moved to Almere 
between the late 1990s and early 2000s. 

Second, I analyse several interviews with international 
newcomers to Almere. Between 2012 and 2014 I conducted semi-
structured, in-depth interviews with 14 persons, lasting between 
one and two hours. Seven of the interviewees were found through 
my personal network, four by ‘snowballing’, two through the 
survey and one through IA’s social drinks. I also conducted 
shorter, 10-minute interviews with 6 IA’s members during the 
social drinks. The 14 respondents broadly fall into three 
categories: a. non-Dutch citizens who moved from outside the 
Netherlands to Almere directly or quickly after entry, b. Dutch 
nationals who moved directly to Almere from abroad, and c. non-
Dutch citizens who had lived in the Netherlands for a few years 
before moving to Almere. The non-Dutch respondents are born in 
an array of countries: Romania, Portugal, Spain, USA, Iran, 
Suriname, Egypt, Czech Republic, France, Mauritius, Kenya and 
South Africa. The majority of the respondents is relatively young, 
either in their late twenties or early thirties, and moved to the 
Netherlands in the past few years. For the majority of respondents 
social class is rather dynamic since several of those who are not 
employed professionals fall into what could be arguably 
considered the intellectual precariat (artists, academics) or simply 
precariat. Almost half of them were single at the time of the 
interview, and the other respondents had partners either born in 
the Netherlands or in their country of origin.  

 
 

Findings 
Survey 
The main stated reasons by the survey respondents for moving to 
Almere are work and affordable housing. As the move can be 
repatriation, many respondents also state that they went to Almere 
in order to be closer to family and friends. Moreover, they often 
move with partners and sometimes with children as well. The 
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results show that people aspire to jobs not only in Almere but in 
the wider region, and are attracted by the relatively affordable 
housing stock (often for purchase) in comparison to Amsterdam. 
Hence, Almere’s location is critical, as it provides an affordable 
living environment with easy access to the Randstad’s other 
cities. The internationally mobile may emphasise in their open 
answers the importance of buying sizeable property while being 
surrounded by ‘nature’ and large expanses of ‘space’. All the 
above features of Almere’s character in the region as sister city to 
Amsterdam, but still different, are graphically captured in a 
person’s quote: ‘Closer to Amsterdam and yet not Amsterdam’ 
(‘Dichterbij Amsterdam en toch geen Amsterdam’). There are 
mentions of Almere’s ‘pioneering’ character as an attraction 
factor by persons who do not care much for ‘old’ cities but 
instead for ‘fresh and new’ (‘Wij houden van fris en nieuw’). A 
respondent praised Almere for ‘affordable housing and more 
living space for your mortgage’ by listing many settlements she 
apparently checked in the region: ‘Amsterdam, Weesp, 
Hoofddorp, Haarlemmermeer, Badhoevendorp, Purmerend, 
Zaandam’. This is an indication of strategic, elaborate thinking 
and the importance of trade-offs when purchasing a home. 

Regarding the satisfaction about Almere’s changes during the 
stay in the town, there are two contrasting views. The disapproval 
of how the town is evolving is related to vacant houses, the 
disappearance of shops and the ‘impoverishment’ 
(‘verpaupering’) of districts. Specific attention is paid to ‘crime’ 
and lack of ‘safety’, as well as ‘anti-social people’ (‘asociaal 
volk’). A respondent framed it as ‘big city problems’ (“grote stads 
problemen”)35, referring to nuisance, the presence of homeless 
persons, street litter and poor maintenance of public spaces. Other 
respondents however are rather satisfied with the town’s 
developments; they especially find great improvement in 
‘facilities’, specifically better ‘traffic connections’ and 
‘shopping’. As a respondent puts it: ‘When I came to live there, 
Almere was still a village, now it is a city’ (‘Almere nog een 
dorp, nu is het een stad’). The unsatisfied residents are often 
                                                      
35 Double quotation marks in the original response. 
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parents raising children, while the satisfied respondents are 
mostly younger couples without children, or pensioners.  

In general, we see that the ‘urban’ (‘stads’) character of 
Almere is either praised as improvement or criticised as decline. 
The connectivity to Amsterdam is not referred to by the 
internationals as directly relevant to the migration to Almere. 
Instead, the Dutch capital is often mentioned in a negative sense, 
of what Almere is not. Amsterdam appears in the respondents’ 
rhetoric as being close enough to Almere but not too close. 
Moreover, repatriation to the Netherlands may be driven by the 
desire to be close to family and friends, and Almere facilitates 
this with its central location in the region. Lastly, most of the 
survey’s international respondents moved to Almere with a 
family, hence their emphasis is largely on housing, gardens and 
(young) family-friendly environments.  

The in-depth interviews in the next section were conducted 
with both non-single and single international movers, the latter 
allowing also for an understanding of the aspirations when 
moving to a place like Almere without necessarily looking for a 
large home and child-rearing relevant reasons. 

 
Interviews 
I should note that several of the interviews in this chapter are 
focusing as much on migration to another country as moving to a 
suburb. For many respondents, mobility to the Netherlands has 
been a significant change and the aspirations when moving to 
Almere are often less prominent and clear than moving to another 
country as a whole. That said, since in most cases the respondents 
are familiar with Amsterdam, their awareness of Almere’s 
character comes from it not being Amsterdam, or even being a 
suburban part of Amsterdam. The Dutch capital is often used as a 
reference point, hence it is rather easy for them to reconstruct 
their migration trajectories and experiences in Almere. 

In this section I discuss the respondents’ discourses regarding 
their mobility to the Netherlands and in particular to Almere. I 
also discuss their experiences of living there, their future 
expectations of staying or leaving the town, and how they 
reconstruct the town as a place vis-à-vis their former homes. The 
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themes in which the interviews are grouped are deduced from 
scheme 2: A. living experiences and symbolic spaces, and B. 
spatial mobility and aspirations. These categories are not clear-cut 
and the interviews fall into them in a rough manner. Hence, 
despite the categorisation of the following section, both themes 
appear in various ways in most interviews.   

   
 

A. Experiencing space as symbols 
New Town in the Old World 
Eddie (early thirties, raised in USA’s Littleton, Colorado, 40,000) 
moved from San Francisco (840,000) directly to Almere. He was 
working for a Dutch company located in San Francisco when he 
was asked to move and work for their European branch near the 
small town Zeewolde (21,000), not far from Almere. He has 
moved and travelled extensively, also in Europe, and his 
vocabulary is rather cosmopolitan. Hence, he claims he did not 
hesitate back in 2012 and moved to the Netherlands.  

 
‘I didn’t need to leave for economic reasons, I 
was chasing some money but mostly the romantic 
notion of living in the old world. I travel all over.’ 

 
Ironically his eagerness to live in the ‘old world’ is a seeming 
contradiction when living in a new town, built on what was the 
sea only 60 years ago. Such a view shows that the symbolisms of 
places are relational, hence Almere is only a part of the wider ‘old 
word’ for Eddie who uses the opportunity to travel around Europe 
from a strategic location like Almere.  

Before moving to the new town he looked for a place in 
Amersfoort, 40km south of Almere, but eventually decided 
against it: 

 
‘I didn’t move to Amersfoort because it’s not nice 
for internationals, it’s so Dutch… It has the 
historical thing to it, but Almere looked more 
vibrant and I wanted to have other foreigners 
around me. Amersfoort is 90% Dutch. We are 
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recruited by companies to work here also due to 
the 30% tax rule and we choose Almere because 
it’s international.’ 

 
When asked about living in Amsterdam instead, he lists certain 
practicalities and trade-offs for living in Almere:  

 
‘Now I have 90m² and underground parking 
space. I work near Harderwijk and it would be 1.5 
hour commute and now it is 25 minutes commute 
by car, and 21 minutes by train to Amsterdam 
central. It’s the best of both worlds.’ 

    
In his view, there are two worlds, arguably the urban and the 
suburban, and they blend perfectly in Almere. Of course, the town 
is not considered independently but in relation to its strategic 
location for reaching work and Amsterdam, and its supply of 
spacious, affordable homes. Moreover, due to his experience of 
extensive and long commuting in the USA, he seems perfectly 
happy with the commuting distances between Almere and other 
cities. When asked about how Almere compares to other cities, he 
appreciates: 

 
‘…how small it is. It has its own identity, in the 
UK or France a city of this size would be totally 
overshadowed, nobody would know the name. 
E.g. Areas around London, when the metro area is 
12 million; how many of those towns do you 
know the name of? Almere has its own feel. 
People know it. It has its little personality.’ 

 
Eddie calls Almere the ‘new melting pot’. He deems that despite 
the common notion that the USA is a melting pot, a new place 
like Almere is the real one, where his contacts are fully 
international.  

  
‘Having a foreign network of internationals was 
important to me. And that is definitely one of the 
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reasons why I chose Almere and why I will stay 
in Almere. Now I have a social network there. 
Friends, people I rely on, a life I mostly enjoy and 
is comfortable to me. I see no reason I would 
change that.’ 

 
When asked to describe Almere’s identity he considers how it 
differs from a kibbutz: 

 
‘Almere doesn’t feel like I imagine a kibbutz 
would feel like but there is definitely an element 
of a forced community. Everyone has chosen to 
live here, not because of being close to the city.’ 

 
Be it a ‘melting pot’ or a community where people have chosen to 
live, for Eddie Almere is a place of encounters and diversity. Still, 
he considers it a ‘forced community’, intensely planned as such 
(arguably a bottom-up process being implemented top-down). 
However, the community-building process is disrupted by 
Almere’s consumption time-clock: 

 
‘I come [to Amsterdam] to do shopping. Even the 
shopping centre in Almere closes at six. It’s 
obnoxious! They think it’s community building. 
Not in my eyes, in the 21st century. You think it’s 
fun, busy, lively and in the evening, except for 
Thursday, it’s deserted. I don’t like it, it detracts 
from the feeling of community. I know I am not 
the only one who shops in Amsterdam. There is 
more choice but if both partners are working, you 
can’t do shopping in Almere.’ 

 
The centrality of consumption practices is pertinent for Eddie’s 
habits not only in terms of accessibility to amenities but also of 
community feeling. Amsterdam seems to be offering access to 
consumption more effectively, although not necessarily as a 
community-building process, but for Almere such disparity can 
be detrimental according to Eddie.  
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The following is a longer quote after I asked Eddie to draw 
his neighbourhood; he instead described it verbally because he is 
a ‘textual person, not a graphic one’:   

 
‘I got a lake, a movie theater with people from all 
over the region (Flevoland), a lot of shops, 7.5km 
loop around the lake, big shopping street, and 
behind that, kapsalons (hair-dressers), toko shops 
(Asian food store), weirdest little dress shop on a 
corner next to the bike path… who would shop 
there?, but it’s doing fine. I go out on Saturday, a 
lot of Dutch people speaking English with their 
friends, big groups of teenagers showing so much 
skin… is that a swimming suit or a bra, how old 
are you? Surinamese or Moroccan kids standing 
around with their shiny jackets and their fake 
shoes, acting really cool. These [kids] I want to 
take to Detroit, would you last a single fucking 
day in a big city? It looks like a shopping 
neighbourhood but it’s more than that. The other 
day I was sitting on a patio with a Dutch truck 
driver, a Spanish au pair, a Peruvian 
administrator, and we were speaking this weird 
mix between English, Dutch and Spanish. And I 
like it. And if I had to think of it as a single image 
it would be that lake. I wanted to be on the lake. 
It’s a mini city trying to establish itself on the 
lake.’ 

 
Eddie starts and ends his description with the lake, a physical 
object discussed as symbolic space, akin to the process of 
representational space overlaying physical space (Lefebvre, 
1991). Everything else is placed and moving, literally, around it; 
the shops, the people, the streets, the whole ‘mini’ city is 
surrounding a body of water described not because of its use 
value but only due to its symbolic value of being a centre around 
which everything takes place. Afterwards Eddie mentions people 
and consumption places, apparently bound together in a 
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community-building choreography; weird dress shops, Dutch 
persons speaking English, teenagers acting sensual or cool, and 
Eddie himself interacting with diverse ‘others’ in the space of a 
neighbourhood which transcends simple ‘shopping’ practices. 
Cognitively, Eddie has constructed a living environment 
dominated by consumption practices in combination with social 
interactions, anchored to a central, ornamental space. This 
cognitive space however is not neutral, as he specifically singles 
out Asian food and teenage practices, vis-à-vis big cities like 
Detroit and language mixes for diverse groups. He articulates an 
individualist vision on the city, most graphically demonstrated by 
his use of ‘I’ as the owner of objects (‘I got a lake’). This vision 
of ownership of space is accentuated by the clear-cut references to 
otherness, challenging the eclecticism one may expect from a 
cosmopolitan’s perspective. In 2014 Eddie was still living in 
Almere, regularly participating at the IA gatherings. 

 
Expectations and the power of symbols 
Magda (early 20s) from Portugal talks a lot about the labour 
related problems where she was living, in Setúbal (120,000), a 
small coastal, suburban city outside Lisbon (550,000). Since she 
came to the Netherlands she has been working at a beauty salon 
franchise in Almere and Utrecht, run by a woman from Brazil, 
employing mainly Portuguese-speaking workers: 

 
‘We all came due to the crisis. One came 5 
months ago and another 9… We found the job via 
internet. A lot of websites, just google ‘find job in 
Holland’. I found a babysitting job for example in 
a small city in the Netherlands.’ 

 
Magda moved to the Netherlands after her sister-in-law, who also 
worked for a while at the same beauty salon, came first. 
Eventually Magda, having stayed in the town only for three 
months, moved out of Almere to Amstelveen to her relative’s 
place. Her situation was heavily influenced by work-related 
factors: she found a job with little information from Portugal, 
moved to a home sublet by her boss in Almere, where other 
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colleagues were living. However, she wanted to be in, or close to, 
Amsterdam as the latter allows for networking, an important job-
finding factor for her. 

 
‘I wanted to stay in Amsterdam. In the weekend I 
was going to Amsterdam to [my sister-in-law]. I 
like Almere, it is nice but it is for families… For 
my field [theater] it is easier in Amsterdam. I 
didn’t try to find such work in Almere. I think 
Almere is suburban and to find work in stores etc. 
It’s okay but not in my field.’ 

 
‘I wouldn’t go back to Almere in the future. I 
have the same things here, everything I need. I 
would move closer to the centre in Amsterdam 
[from Amstelveen].’ 

 
She rather quickly moved out and joined her relative in 
Amstelveen, arguably a suburban district South of Amsterdam, 
still considered part of the city for Magda. For her aspirations 
Amsterdam seems to have everything she might need while, on 
the contrary, Almere falls short especially in terms of work and 
recreation opportunities.  

 
‘Almere is more rural though, less urban… 
Almere is to sleep. I never went out at night in 
Almere.’  

 
Things did not work out for Magda as she wanted however as the 
labour market in Amsterdam proved too difficult for newly 
arrived, inexperienced artists without established networks, and in 
the beginning of 2015 she returned to Portugal.  

In a similar fashion, Liana, (late twenties) raised in Iasi 
(290,000), one of the historical, larger cities in Romania, moved 
to Almere from Bucharest (1.9 million) in 2011 because she could 
not find work due to the economic crisis, as she said. Initially she 
was encouraged to come and study in Amsterdam by an earlier 
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migrant to the Netherlands, Ioana, a friend who had moved 
already to Almere in 2009 from their hometown.   

 
‘I moved to Bucharest in 2008, when the crisis 
started and I could not find a job in Bucharest so I 
decided to start a Master program, to do 
something in my time because I was not 
working… Then I decided to apply for a better 
Master program abroad… I didn't know exactly 
where to study so I asked my friends.’ 

 
The economic crisis eventually fueled her aspiration to study 
abroad. After finishing her studies with some difficulty, she 
decided to return to Romania as she did not feel confident of 
finding work in Amsterdam. 
 

‘I think I didn't trust myself so much so I thought 
I couldn't find a job here because it was difficult, 
it’s still very difficult, and I also had a boyfriend 
[in Romania]… This was the plan.’ 

 
Another friend of hers however informed her of an internship and 
she was convinced it was worth the ‘good money’ and the 
‘career’ opportunities it would offer. Thus, after two weeks of 
being back in Bucharest, she returned as an intern for a big 
Korean company in Almere. Her first impression of the town was 
not inspiring due to the town’s empty spaces being developed in 
its periphery: 

 
‘It was the first contact and I looked around as we 
were in the highway and I thought “what the fuck 
is this place in the middle of nowhere?”, I do not 
want to be here, I do not want to work for this 
company.’ 

 
Nonetheless, when she first walked Almere’s streets she clearly 
had more positive feelings: 
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‘When I arrived in Almere centre it was a sunny 
day and I thought “this is a beautiful place”. Then 
I went alone to the centre to walk alone a bit and I 
saw the library and all the modern places and I 
had a really good impression, I liked it.’ 

      
Very much similarly to Magda from Setúbal, albeit after staying 
for more than a year instead of three months, Liana ‘escaped’ 
from Almere to Amsterdam.  

 
‘Amsterdam is more international… In Almere I 
did not find international people, only Dutch and 
immigrants, not the international people I like to 
hang out with… In Almere it was too quiet for 
me.’ 
 

She expresses her preference for the international character of the 
Dutch capital, although in a skewed way, as she distinguishes 
between ‘immigrants’ and ‘international people’. A case in point, 
at another moment she complained about ‘Turks’ and ‘Arabs’ 
offering ‘dirty accommodation’ in Amsterdam, adopting a 
vocabulary not so different from xenophobic discourses in the 
Netherlands. The critical side of her view of Amsterdam emerges 
also in terms of feelings of safety because a friend of hers was 
robbed not far from the Amstel train station by a motorist. 

 
‘In fact after it happened we told it to other people 
and heard similar stories. Before that, I thought it 
was a really safe city and now… I feel it is safe in 
relation to other cities. It just happened once, 
maybe it does not happen that often, so I'm not 
that afraid… at night you can still see people until 
midnight until one o'clock.’ 

 
Such an experience has perhaps affected Liana who at another 
moment argues that Amsterdam is not a city where she would 
raise a family.  
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‘I think it's not a good environment for children, 
the centre of the city. They need a bit more space, 
the houses are really small as far as I have 
noticed’. 
 
‘Maybe in five years it would be nicer but now I 
would not move to Almere... Haven, even Buiten, 
they have some nice areas but [I would not go] 
alone, only if I have family. For kids, I think, it is 
nice with the garden.’ 

 
Evidently she can reflectively imagine a future life in Almere 
with a family. Although she praises Amsterdam and seems rather 
attached to it, her aspirations for a suburban life are dedicated and 
seem to be fuelled by Almere’s character despite her unpleasant 
experiences in the town, described immediately below. 

Before moving to Amsterdam she lived for a while in Almere 
Poort, a district under development, a place she quickly disliked 
and which became the reason for her to move out. Here she 
describes a critical experience while living there. 

 
‘In Poort [there] was only the Albert Heijn and 
the stores and the hairdressers, nothing was there. 
One morning it was raining, it was really horrible, 
I took my umbrella and I was holding it like that 
(holding up her hands in front of her) because the 
wind was coming to my face. I couldn't see the 
road and I said, it is just 5 minutes to be at the bus 
station and when I lifted my umbrella I realised I 
was at the place where the people were working at 
the construction site and they were looking at me 
like “what is she doing here in high heels”… I 
missed my bus also of course and my shoes were 
full of water and mud. I hated it, oh my god I was 
so happy to move out from there.’ 

 
This account seems like a powerful memory for Liana, a spatial, 
cognitive juncture which prompted her to eventually seek a way 
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out of the town. This happened during the quotidian, rather 
mundane practice of walking to the bus stop from home, a spatial 
practice rife with ‘everydayness’. Here we can see the triple 
interaction between Lefebvre’s critique of everyday life (2000), 
representational spaces (1991) and the (sub)urban fabric. The 
construction site is part of the fabric which is advancing, 
dominating the unbuilt spaces. Almere has been in an unabated 
process of development since its beginning, and at several fringes 
of the town the built environment is always under construction. 
Of course the symbolic value of the muddy areas seems to pale in 
comparison with spaces like for instance the ones created by the 
gigantic ‘I amsterdam’ sign being moved around Amsterdam, or 
its centuries-old canal zone. Nonetheless, they seem to have 
exerted as potent a power on Liana’s experience, a symbolism 
which is primarily affecting her experience of the ‘everyday’. The 
empty spaces, reminders of a gloomy, lethargic living 
environment, painted Almere for her as an undesirable place to 
be.  

Her quotidian peripeteia of walking to the bus-stop on her 
way to work is a demonstration of the interaction between spatial 
practice and representational spaces. Going to work that day was 
for Liana not simply a daily routine but a performance largely 
affected by the passively experienced spaces at the fringes of 
Almere. The areas under construction were no more just spaces 
slowly being filled with the built environment but powerful 
symbols which disturbed her regular practice of mobility to work. 
She experienced the end of inhabited space and arrived at the 
liminal, unfinished margin of the town. The erection of the built 
environment is commonly concealed and one is rarely confronted 
with its process. The dissonance between her expectations of 
routine mobility to work and her actual experiences described 
above show how the familiarity of the quotidian may obscure 
reality and alienate her from the actual processes of erecting a 
residential settlement, leading her to even abandon the settlement 
altogether once it ‘reveals’ its true face. In the summer of 2012 
Liana was ‘happily’ living in Amsterdam. 
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B. Aspirations and spatial mobility 
City alternatives – alternative cities 
Amado (early thirties) was first in Amsterdam in 2005 as an 
exchange student and met his future wife, Suzanna, of Greek and 
Dutch parents, born in Amsterdam and raised in Almere. After 
Amado returned to his hometown outside Madrid (3.2 million) in 
Spain, they kept in touch and after they lived together in Spain for 
a year, they migrated to the Netherlands in 2008.  

 
‘I had a good job in Spain but it wasn’t what I 
wanted to do. It was a little company, doing 
publications and research on health management. 
I was doing a bit of everything.’ 

 
Although he states that he had the ambition to find a better job, at 
another moment he says: 

   
‘I came here without any job, I was quite 
adventurous. My number one plan was to do a 
PhD.’ 

 
After a short search for a place in Amsterdam, they got access to a 
social house in Almere through Suzanna’s subscription. His initial 
impression of Almere was positive due to the accessibility: 

 
‘I was quite surprised. It was a kind of city I had 
never seen, very modern, well organised. Very 
modern Dutch thing, Dutch people doing what 
they do best… I find Almere a very nice city, 
nature, water, everything is near, you can shop 
very comfortably, there is stuff to do, but I found 
it a bit boring.’ 

 
The town remains a ‘boring’ place in his eyes and its suburban 
character seems always overshadowed by what Amsterdam 
offers, as he claims. After living in Almere for two years while 
being on the lookout for affordable housing opportunities, Amado 
and Suzanna moved to Amsterdam. Indeed a tenant wanted to 
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trade a social-rental apartment in Amsterdam with one in Almere 
and in 2010 they left the town. Amado and Suzanna’s case is an 
example of a highly-educated, aspiring couple acquiring access to 
desirable housing in Amsterdam through tactical decisions and by 
effectively mobilising their networks (Boterman, 2012a). The 
addition to Boterman’s findings is that such additional sources of 
capital are particularly useful in the case of increasingly 
inaccessible housing for newcomers in cities like Amsterdam. On 
the contrary, finding housing in Almere requires the mobilisation 
of less innovative combinations of capital by households, the 
middle-class included. This is especially the case for international 
migrants who lag behind regarding alternative forms of capital at 
the time of arrival. Amado’s lack of such forms of capital was 
compensated by native Suzanna, although it took them a while 
until they were successful.  

Finally, when asked if he would recommend moving to 
Almere to others, he articulates a positive view of the town as a 
family-friendly place: 

 
‘Depending on their situation I would recommend 
it. To buy a house, have children if they can find a 
job there also. It’s a good city to live. Everything 
works very well. The buses go around; all the 
shopping is in one place; these modern buildings. 
If you like that kind of stuff it’s a great place to 
live in.’ 

 
Although Amado is clear about his view of Almere as a relatively 
boring place, others appreciate the town’s calmer and less urban 
character. Pavlina (30s) moved from Czech Republic to the 
Netherlands and in her view Amsterdam and Haarlem are too 
dense with residents, and offering little, expensive space. She was 
living in Hoofdorp but she felt it was like a village, and then she 
heard a lot about Almere and moved there, finding the in-between 
space she was looking for. Chloe (30s) moved from Lyon 
(490,000) to Almere in order to work in Lelystad, a new town 
from the 1960s, not far from Almere. For her, Amsterdam is both 



503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis

130 
 

too far from work and too chaotic; meanwhile she met her partner 
in Lelystad and in 2013 she was planning to move there with him. 

Rosanne (early fifties), one of the Dutch nationals who 
moved to Almere from abroad, was born in Woerden (50,000), a 
‘village’ when she was a kid and currently a ‘city’, as she claims. 
After moving around in the Netherlands and living in small 
towns, either with the parents or by herself to study and work, she 
moved to Lomé (840,000) in Togo with her two kids and her 
newly met partner. She says that she was always planning to 
return, primarily for her children, which she did six years later, 
after breaking up with her husband. Her (re)entry to the 
Netherlands was to Almere as she found a job in the town. For 
her however the town was not particularly attractive: 

 
‘I didn’t want to go to Almere. People told me it 
is not a nice city, it is a new town etc. But I was 
looking for a job and I found one at the 
international school in Almere which was just set-
up, as a language teacher… The place didn’t 
matter. I only read in the newspapers that Almere 
wasn’t nice.’ 

 
Even though she was not eager to move to Almere, it appears her 
main interest was to find employment in the Netherlands. When 
asked about moving to Amsterdam she considers it too 
‘crowded’, especially with tourists, and expresses her doubts:  

 
‘I never wanted to go to Amsterdam, to live in a 
big city; it’s still like that. Although you could say 
Almere is a city. They say it’s a city, for me it’s a 
small town.’ 

 
She deals with the branding of Almere in a personal way. She 
chooses to see it as a ‘small town’, constructing a representation 
of her living environment that fits her home feeling. Similarly she 
defends the town in a positive way to people who criticise it: 

 



503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis

131 
 

‘Now when I say I live here, it’s “Wow!” It’s 
always negative. I defend it. I always say “visit 
and you will see”. They think it’s crowded with 
youngsters and criminals. It’s not true, I have 
always felt safe.’  

 
When asked if she feels like an Almeerder, she says that she 
‘thinks so’, and then takes quite a while before she responds what 
it is like:    

 
‘Being home, this neighbourhood, being part of a 
developing city, the architecture. There are many 
projects and initiatives from the locals and when 
you want to change something here you can try; 
and people like it here for that. I see the city 
changing and I am part of it. It feels like being 
home in Almere. When I visit my kids and then I 
leave I say: I am going home.’  

 
Her vocabulary regarding the familiarity with her living 
environment and the feelings of home is very much related to the 
changes taking place in the town. Her sense of belonging stems 
not from a static social environment but a dynamic space which 
always seems to change. In the end of the day however she states 
that she would prefer to be ‘in the countryside, being outside and 
not meeting many people’. A case in point, also in her 
neighbourhood she barely socialises with anyone, and despite 
doing some common activities in the past, they do not generally 
‘greet each other anymore’. 

Marius (late 30s) is another Dutch national who returned to 
the Netherlands directly to Almere, from Dublin (530,000) with 
his Italian partner;36 he was born in Maasdam (3,300), 100km 
south of Almere, and grew up in Leeuwarden (110,000), 120km 
north of Almere. He considers the typical Dutch dream a ‘semi-
detached house with a picket fence’, a statement that is partly 

                                                      
36 His accent in English had strong Irish-sounding inflections. 
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coherent to his actual living space in Almere, after initially living 
in a large apartment: 

 
‘Here I could get a penthouse for 1500 euros... 
Almere came up and we could have a huge place 
and we hardly pay anything. It had 3 bedrooms, 
big kitchen, roof terrace, two toilets. It was a rent-
own mix... It was convenient to be so close to the 
station.’  
 

Eventually he bought a house in another neighbourhood. Such a 
purchase seems to be also strategic, considering that, despite the 
area having a bad name, his expectations are that it might even 
become a new Jordaan37: 

 
‘We first moved to Olof Palmehof and then 
Stedenwijk. We liked the area and decided to buy 
a house there. Things have a bad name, but the 
Jordaan had a really bad name in the past. Now 
it’s a yuppie area and you pay a shitload of money 
to live there. The Kaizersgracht had prostitutes 
and now lawyers and rich people live and work 
there. The location of Stedenwijk is close to the 
town. It’s close to the Weerwater and I can skate 
there in the winter. It’s close to my work, it’s 
perfect.’ 

 
His vocabulary is similar to Eddie’s regarding Almere’s location, 
as they are both praising it for its proximity to work (in 
automobile scale). Still he acknowledges the lack of culture in 
Almere but he considers the trade-offs as superior:  

 
‘Amsterdam has a better cultural base than 
Almere. But I don’t live here for the museums, 

                                                      
37 A former working-class and currently heavily gentrified district of 
Amsterdam. 
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it’s about living space, comfort, affordability and 
things combined.’ 

 
Here, Almere’s ‘in-betweenness’ becomes evident. For the 
newcomers to the Netherlands, Almere can be a pleasant surprise 
of a city; modern, organised and well-planned. Yet, as the 
hegemony of Amsterdam’s popularity looms, for some it is a 
place lacking in comparison to the capital, while for others it is an 
alternative to Amsterdam’s ‘heavier’ urbanity. The latter 
perspectives resonate with the native Dutch repatriates who 
moved directly to Almere, as they articulate the strategic value of 
living in the new town.  

 
‘Look, I am pro-Almere, I am the guy who 
defends it and I think it’s a great city, like an 
example of cities of the future. It’s not the best 
city in the world, but it’s a city where people 
listen to each other and the government listens to 
its inhabitants. It’s growing and trying to find its 
own identity.’ 

 
‘As much as I love Almere, it is a suburb of 
Amsterdam. Every day you see the [freeway] A6 
massively full to Amsterdam and Utrecht and 
back in the evening. It is the most extended 
suburb of Amsterdam.’ 

 
He appears proud of living in Almere, a ‘city of the future’. He is 
optimistic of the potential for its growth and its identity, 
especially because there is meaningful interaction between 
residents, and between the government and the inhabitants. Yet, 
he apologetically admits that it is still a suburb, and he thinks of 
all the settlements around Amsterdam as ‘a big agglomerate’ of 
the capital.  

 
‘Go on a Saturday morning at 9 in Almere and 
everyone still sleeps. It’s not trying to be a 
sleeping city and it’s changing but in real life it is. 
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Amsterdam is different, life, history, 24-hour 
mentality, the businessmen, the crackheads, 
prostitutes, what makes really a city.’ 

 
His idea of urbanity is worded as the motley collection of 
business, drugs and sex-work located in a constantly active, 
historic space. Marius appears nostalgic about the city, and 
despite drugs and prostitution being arguably controversial issues, 
he connects them to ‘history’ and ‘life’, combined to bring out 
‘city-ness’. He clarifies of course that such lifestyle is not what he 
seeks:  

 
‘It’s about how you look at it. If I ask people, 
what makes you want to live in your city, what is 
special about living in an old building with 
cracks? It’s on the canal, fair enough, I grant you 
that. Most people sit on the couch, watch TV and 
don’t see the outside. You enjoy your kitchen, 
your friends on the dining table, specifically in the 
winter. In the summer you are in the garden. What 
is then so important in the city? Ok, they shop, 
fair enough. Not every week though, once a 
month maybe. Then you look at a couple of old 
buildings. But it doesn’t do anything for you.’ 

 
Here a typically post-WWII suburban mentality of 
compartmentalised work and living comes to the fore. The 
importance of space is reduced to the everyday living home-
environment: the kitchen, the dining table, the couch and the 
garden. Marius’ vision of urbanity vis-à-vis suburbanity relates to 
his own experience and child-rearing life-stage, better satisfied in 
a neighbour-familiar, inward-looking environment. Consequently, 
the city is discussed as a collection of old buildings with cracks, 
to be looked upon, and as a shopping milieu. The urban 
environment is laid out as a combination of consumption and a 
cosmetic space only of symbolic value. This binary view is 
indicative of suburbanity’s compartmentalisation of space, time 
and the everyday in general. Experiencing the built environment, 
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working and living become very distinct realms which seem 
natural to remain separated. Lefebvre argued (2000, p. 19) that 
there is an ‘increasing abstraction of human actions stripped of 
their living substance in favour of signs and symbols’. In the case 
of Marius however there is the reverse kind of abstraction: 
although he describes urbanity through a mystification of 
symbols, his preference for suburbanity is based on the reverse 
stripping of signs and symbols in favour of the living 
environment.  
 
Moving as aspiration 
Donato (early 30s) moved from Cascais (200,000), another 
coastal, suburban city outside Lisbon. In a way he is one of the 
pioneering migrants, as he was later joined by his partner (Iris) 
from Portugal and eventually her brother (Iago). His desire to 
move to the Netherlands stemmed from a combination of working 
conditions and a personal drive to be abroad, at a place like 
Amsterdam.   

 
‘First of all it was the sense of adventure. I was 
tired of being in Portugal; I was changing jobs 
every year for four years. I was tired of the 
working culture there in which you have to work 
extra time and not getting paid for that, so it’s part 
of the culture that you work 10, 12 hours a day… 
I was looking for a job and I started to look 
outside, without my contacts. I was looking in the 
U.K. and in the Netherlands because I had been 
here before and I liked the culture, I liked 
Amsterdam, I liked what people were saying 
about the country.’  

 
He first lived in Amsterdam for a year but when Iris joined him, 
they quickly avoided Amsterdam’s increasingly inaccessible 
housing market. His former experience of living in Amsterdam 
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was negative, as he found the rent prices too high and the legal 
issues too serious.38 

 
‘I was overwhelmed by the housing prices in 
Amsterdam. I came with a friend to Holland and 
in one year we moved three times… Of course we 
had a lot of troubles with the housing, with the 
house owner, she was always trying to rip us off. 
We had a contract but it was fake, I wasn’t 
allowed to show the contract to anyone.’ 

 
Donato and Iris looked for a place in areas surrounding 
Amsterdam, such as Haarlem and Amstelveen. Eventually a 
colleague of his, living in Almere, suggested the town and they 
decided to check it out.  

 
‘So I decided to visit him along with Iris, we 
came by bikes. We came to Almere, we biked 
around. We were really amazed by the housing 
conditions and all the neighbourhoods that were 
so quiet. We liked how that city looked. Also [we 
liked] the feedback that he gave us, that you can 
bike 5 minutes and be in the forest, you can 
wander or bike around. We started to look for a 
house here and we really saw the differences in 
prices… I can say that this is a semi-luxury house, 
at least for my standards. For the size and 
everything we can access here. We are paying in 
total, also with trash and water taxes included, 
€1200 per month, for which in Amsterdam we 
would find a studio or a small house… Here you 
can also find houses that are way cheaper, like 
€600 or €700. We decided to stay here, we can 
afford it, we can live well, so that was one of the 
major decisions, money.’  

                                                      
38 Donato is himself a home-owner at his hometown in Portugal, and rents his 
place to a friend. 
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Similar to Eddie, Donato also does not mind the commute 
between Almere and Amsterdam. 

 
‘Commuting has been part of my life, it is already 
part of me. I don’t really feel the pain, some 
people say; “Oh no, you come from Almere, you 
have to travel 45 minutes!” And I’m like, no 
problem, I play some games on the train; I read a 
book or whatever, that’s really no problem for 
me.’ 

 
Even more generally he does not value Amsterdam primarily due 
to its lack of accessible luxury, something easy to get in Almere: 

 
‘One of the reasons why we haven’t moved yet is 
that you’re paying the same but you have lower 
conditions. And to have lower conditions I can go 
back to Portugal and I can have all my family and 
all my stuff. Then what’s the point? I don’t care 
about Amsterdam because I’m there every single 
day. I can pay the same but then for the same this 
is the most luxurious thing in my entire life. 
Either we go higher or we go back because there 
is not much.’  
 
‘I like Amsterdam but I don’t like the whole pride 
of being in Amsterdam, what the hell, it’s just 
another city! It’s a bit confusing as well, a lot of 
tourism, everything is super crowded. When I was 
living there my head was almost tripping!’  

 
Donato seems to have considered the trade-offs between living in 
Amsterdam and living in Almere. He seems to strictly measure 
living space versus cost and hence decides to stay in Almere 
which offers to him unprecedented ‘luxury’. He says however 
that they haven’t moved ‘yet’, and that he would either go 
‘higher’ or back to Portugal, a view of spatial mobility articulated 
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as social mobility, both as potential (‘yet’) and necessary (‘higher 
or back’).   

When discussing further the Amsterdam-Almere comparison, 
he demonstrates a certain vision of ‘freedom’ in a living 
environment:  

 
‘I was in Amsterdam before. That was one of the 
reasons I went back to Portugal, because I was 
expecting Holland to be like green fields with 
cows. Suddenly I’m among a lot of people and I 
can’t even buy anything because of all [the 
people]. For me it’s enough, at least for now, to 
work there. In Almere it’s exactly the opposite, 
you are completely free to do anything, you can 
just go two minutes walking and you are in the 
middle of the nature. We have this view and it’s 
super calm.’ 

 
For Donato freedom is access to nature, a nice view and being 
calm. During his first time in the Netherlands he was disappointed 
as he expected it more rural and instead was overwhelmed by 
crowds. Now he can deal with the necessary evil of commuting 
and working in Amsterdam, and returning to his haven in Almere.  

 
‘Amsterdam Noord I think is even more boring 
than Almere. I don’t know it very well but that’s 
the feeling that I have, that in Noord are the 
dorms and in Almere there are dorms as well but 
also life. It’s not only people going back to their 
home from work.’ 

 
When he compares Almere to Amsterdam’s northern district 
however, he articulates Almere’s in-betweenness; it may well be 
that Almere is a sleeping city but it is still socially alive. Similar 
to Eddie’s rhetoric, we see here the importance of considering 
places as relational when investigating mobility and migrant 
aspirations. According to Donato, Almere is a dorm-like town 
compared to Amsterdam centre, but lively compared to 
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Amsterdam Noord. Donato and Iris were still living in their 
spacious apartment in Almere in 2014.  

Iris’ brother Iago (early 30s) similarly stated that he migrated 
due to the combination of his friends leaving and wanting to 
enrich his experiences, and less due to the financial crisis:  

 
‘I was not afraid of the crisis because I always had 
work. Sometimes it was better, sometimes I had 
no money. But my friends said there are no 
opportunities and left, so I was left alone and I 
said “now is my time”. And my sister was here 
so…’ 

   
‘When I met my friends who had been abroad I 
thought I would like to have that experience and if 
I wouldn’t do it when I was 27, then never. When 
you sketch something, something else crazy 
happens. I expect something will happen soon.’ 

 
His hope that ‘something will happen soon’ relates to his 
aspirations not being fulfilled while living in the Netherlands. 
Especially his lack of networks seems detrimental as he is unable 
to find work: 

 
‘I would [want to] go to Amsterdam. Since I 
moved here I am not into anything… In Lisbon 
you pick up your bag and go and network. Here I 
spend lots of time inside. I go out to groceries or 
cycle just to move a bit. I don’t meet anybody, no 
networking. I know some people in Amsterdam, 
there are more people but I don’t feel like going 
so often to meet them.’  

 
Although he enjoys the comfortable and quiet life in Almere, Iago 
seems unable to compete effectively for resources both due to his 
newcomer status and because of living in Almere where 
networking for internationals is less prominent and visible (with 
the exception of IA). As he moved without secure employment, 
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his capacity to find work as an audio engineer while living in 
Almere is severely reduced.  

 
‘Almere is a peripheral city. Lack of culture, 
people are civilised but no arts, there is nothing to 
do. No music places, anything in Almere’s 
relation to arts is commercial. The guy playing 
guitar on the street is on Saturday when people go 
shopping; and the music is crap, that’s not culture, 
it’s just someone being there.’ 

 
For a music professional like him, the town seems void of ‘real’ 
culture. Iago expresses his frustration with the commercialisation 
of culture in Almere, which in his example is almost literal since 
the street music emerges as the music of commerce so to speak, 
there simply to accompany the consumption process at the town 
centre on Saturdays. Through this absence of arts, and arguably 
because it is combined with ‘civilised’ behaviour, Almere 
emerges as periphery. Being civilised implies an established 
performance of normative behaviour, often in contrast to non-
commercial, dynamic art processes.  

He still emphasises that the town is accessible to ‘people 
without money’, young people and ‘other more sophisticated’ 
persons, while ‘the integration of each place is well done.’ He 
even emphasises that the town is ‘regular Dutch’ in contrast to 
certain neighbourhoods of Amsterdam: 

 
‘In Almere I don’t feel so much, it’s Dutch, 
regular Dutch. In Bos en Lommer [in Amsterdam] 
you find Turkish products and market, I wouldn’t 
feel at home to deal with it every day, but it’s nice 
to find those differences.’ 

 
Lastly, when asked whether migrating to another country was a 
step forward, his vocabulary is rather geographical and 
economical: 
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‘For my profession not, but overall yes. It is really 
easy to invest [by moving] and get profit after. 
After living crazy in Amsterdam I would come to 
Almere to settle and open a restaurant. I wouldn’t 
settle in Amsterdam, everything is overpriced, it 
is rushed compared to Almere. It is about what 
you want from your life. You know Weesp, that’s 
outside of Amsterdam where I would move to.’ 

 
His aspirations are laid out on the one hand as an individualist 
‘investment’, a mobility with exchange value for which one can 
reap profit afterwards. On the other hand, space-wise he aspires to 
spend a certain amount of time in Amsterdam living ‘crazy’, and 
subsequently move to an ‘Almere’-like place such as Weesp, 
where apparently life’s exchange value is not ‘overpriced’. As in 
the case of Magda, things did not work out for Iago’s desires and 
in the end of 2014 he returned to Portugal. These cases show how 
the conditions of spatial mobility may constrain and affect 
experiences of social mobility. The (lack of) potential of 
movement leading to social inequalities is a recurring 
phenomenon in Almere, obvious in the rhetoric of the 
respondents as they mention their ability to adapt by moving, in 
relation to ‘being stuck’, ‘left behind’, or ‘being free’ and 
‘chasing the dream’.  

From the stories of all the respondents above, we also see that 
networks are instrumental resources helping to maneuver in a new 
social environment. The two major issues of finding housing and 
work were dealt in all cases with the help of a friend, colleague, 
or relative filling the gaps. In the case of international migrants, 
such accessibility can be very crucial as the formal channels are 
rather closed, at least at first (for instance Donato mentioned that 
the tax authorities only spoke Dutch to him). For Magda, 
remaining in Almere was hindering her ability to network (not for 
her ‘field’), while for Eddie the town seems to have been socially 
beneficial as he has joined international groups whose members 
seek each other. For Liana moving to Almere happened after 
actually finding short-term work, and from then onwards she 
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considered it a constraining environment, while for Donato and 
Iris, it is simply comfortable while their networks remain static.  

 
Centrifugal and centripetal Almere 
The following is not so much an analysis of meanings when 
moving to the Netherlands. Rather it is a vivid explication of life 
experiences of international migrants in Almere. Amin (1982), an 
Iranian refugee, came to the Netherlands when he was 11, sent by 
his mother by plane to be eventually collected by his aunt from a 
Dutch asylum centre. He stayed with his aunt first in Lelystad till 
2000 and then in Almere till 2007 when he moved to Amsterdam. 
He grew up at the centre of Almere Haven, the oldest district of 
the town, among male Afro-Caribbean mates; today he recalls 
how desperately he wanted to be black himself because he found 
them ‘so cool’. Instead they often chided him for emulating their 
‘thick accent’. He did have the reputation of the ‘smart guy’, i.e. 
helping others out with homework, which helped him get through 
what sounds like a rough adolescence. Most strikingly he calls the 
area where he lived a ‘ghetto’, primarily due to the presence of 
Afro-Caribbean persons, while he explicitly admits being racist 
and that his current views are based on prejudice. 

 
‘I saw [my former best friend’s] Facebook 
recently… I don’t know if he has a job as I saw 
him showing his muscles and tattoos. The other 
friend who used to hit me when I was younger I 
saw in the bus two or three years ago, he had a 
job, he was 21 and he was actually a welder so he 
made it but he wasn't quite happy with it because 
he had to work all day and wake up five o'clock. 
He had a hard life but at least he's not a criminal. I 
had expected him to be a criminal but it is my best 
friend who has become a criminal.’ 

 
Nowadays he appreciates his aunt’s strict attitude towards him, 
posing her as an example against his friends’ upbringing which he 
found too liberal and ultimately unproductive; currently he claims 
that half his former friends are criminals and the other half are 
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metal welders, both trajectories explicitly aspired by them during 
adolescence. Eventually he left for Almere Buiten:  

 
‘I was supposed to be the smart guy but after four 
years I quit school, so I went to live on my own 
when I was 17 in Almere Buiten, just [to] find shit 
out by myself, that's when I stopped seeing them, 
this is when I realised this is not me, I am not this 
guy who just fixes shit’.  

 
Currently living in Amsterdam, and with high aspirations for a 
career in econometrics and computer science, he sees himself 
attuned to the city and ‘active life, production’, which were 
missing for him in Almere. 

 
‘There was much ‘village-life’ thinking if you can 
understand what I'm saying, in Haven and Buiten, 
less ambition if you will.’ 

 
Amin’s adolescent trajectory in Almere goes against typical ideas 
about the suburbs as ideal milieus for the socially mobile who 
escape inner-cities. According to him, his life-chances were 
limited due to growing up in a neighbourhood where ‘village-life’ 
thinking was combined with a ‘ghetto’ lifestyle. He claims that he 
experienced social mobility in fact after leaving Almere, escaping 
the suburb. His case is an indication of the suburbs offering fewer 
chances for young persons to fulfill their aspirations, particularly 
when they are in a disadvantaged social position and when living 
close to a larger, opportunity-rich city. Amin says that he tried 
hard to belong to the group in which he was socialising but came 
up short of real membership. It seems that his family background 
(highly educated parents, business-oriented father) conditioned 
him to have ambitions for a high wage and to seek further 
education. Very much in line with the contemporary 
predominance of individualised, economic motives and personal 
responsibility for one’s well-being (Larner, 2000), Amin has 
adopted a rhetoric of strategic social resource acquisition and 
investment; he has even devised a mathematical formula to 
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inform his decision whether and when to buy a dwelling. Such 
ambition goes hand in hand with moving to Amsterdam and when 
asked what the city offers to him in contrast to Almere, he 
answers with one word: ‘opportunity’. He admits that the 
resources which allowed him to move to Amsterdam and enter an 
educational track that he appreciates have been largely offered by 
the welfare state, i.e. social housing and subsidies for being 
officially orphaned. Yet, his disadvantage in relation to the native 
Dutch population is evident as he is in his 30s and doing Bachelor 
studies, a level which many native Dutch who go to tertiary 
education would have completed by his age.  

Jaya’s trajectory (1982) has been a case of the reverse process 
compared to Amin, as her move to Almere went hand in hand 
with an experience of downwards social mobility. She first came 
to the Netherlands from Paramaribo (240,000), capital of 
Suriname, a Dutch colony north of Brazil until 1975. She moved 
to the southeast of Amsterdam, in the Bijlmermeer, when she was 
18, and since then she has lived in Amsterdam’s West, South and 
East districts. She eventually bought an apartment in Amsterdam 
East in 2010, planning to sell it after five years and return to 
Suriname, but her fear due to the Dutch housing market’s decline 
led her to sell the place much sooner, and move to her mother’s 
place in Almere. 

Her family had encouraged her to move to the Netherlands, 
and she seems a rather ambitious person. Her material conditions 
were more advantageous than Amin’s, as her parents ‘had good 
money’ but raised her to be ‘independent and strong’, evident 
perhaps from the fact that she was cleaning houses as a part-time 
job (which she stopped when she got tired of it). Nonetheless, 
when she moved to the Netherlands she struggled to catch up with 
the demands of the educational system considering she was used 
to a more relaxed lifestyle. She did feel adapted eventually as her 
social life was enriched:  

 
‘I was more free and exploring things… having 
more adventures, I started to discover cultural 
things, taking classes, going to museums, 
watching movies.’ 
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She grew to become a rather ambitious person, with individualist 
views of what is important, considering how she frames her 
aspirations: 

 
‘Opportunities are very important and that is 
good... I think it is good sometimes to feel a bit 
ruthless because then you look at yourself 
differently, what do I really like, what motivates 
me, you know, independent of my country, my 
roots.’ 

 
During the interview Jaya reflects on her current situation in 
relation to where she is and how old she is. She recently entered 
her 30s and she talks metaphorically about this period as a 
crossroads.  

 
‘[I am thinking about] what I'm going do in the 
near future, what kind of work do I want to have. 
Especially if you're an international person, your 
view is broader. I would like to work here for a 
little more but this is not the type of society that I 
want to stay, because I want to settle and if I 
settled I want the biggest space around the house 
and the garden and I cannot afford those here 
except if I marry a dentist or a specialist. Also life 
here is very hard and I don't want my kids to get 
raised in this kind of society.’ 

 
Her aspirations regarding housing conditions are typical of the 
suburbanising dream of raising a family in a large house with a 
garden, quite like Marius’ ‘Dutch dream’. She even refers to this 
dream being possible through a beneficial marriage with an 
affluent professional, showing how the gendered discourse of 
family-based suburbanisation is very much pertinent, even in the 
case of a highly-educated, internationally-oriented, ambitious 
migrant. She also criticises ‘Dutch society’ for forcing her to 
‘wear masks’ and her honesty being used against her.  
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 Regarding her move to Almere, she generally considers it as a 
distortion, a sidetracking of what otherwise has been a path 
‘forward’:  

 
‘In Holland [my life] has always been going 
forward except from the last [move] because I 
never expected my house to be sold so quickly 
and I would never choose to live in Almere and I 
would never choose to live with my mother 
again.’ 

 
‘Here [in Almere] it is terrible… I do not like it at 
all, it is more like a village here… You do not 
have any shops, you do not have an Ecoplaza, you 
have a lot of cheap shops like Zeeman, you do not 
have an H&M and Zara so you have to go to the 
city.’ 

 
She even goes as far as calling the area where she lives (Almere 
Buiten) a ‘ghetto’, emphasising that it does not always feel safe, 
contrary to Amsterdam where there are ‘more people on the 
streets’. Even more graphically she describes her place in Almere 
as a ‘sleepover’: 

 
‘For me it is an in-between city, actually this is 
not my city… I see it as a sleepover. I do not do a 
lot of things here, only groceries and sports. All 
my social life is in Amsterdam.’ 

 
Although moving to Almere did not seem to affect Jaya’s 
material conditions and access to opportunities directly, she 
describes an experience of downwards social mobility. Despite 
planning to move to Suriname after selling her apartment (for the 
same value as her mortgage), she decided to stay in the 
Netherlands for another year in order to acquire more experience 
from her job. Consequently she moved ‘temporarily’ to her 
mother’s place in Almere due to rental housing in Amsterdam 
being unaffordable. She states that she regrets living with her 
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mother and generally appears remorseful of her current living 
conditions; she constantly dissociates herself from Almere which, 
in her eyes, lacks facilities and cultural hotspots that Amsterdam 
instead provides aplenty.  Lastly, if she would move back to 
Suriname, she thinks of it as: 

 
‘…making steps backwards if you're thinking of 
personal growth, but making steps forwards in 
terms of quality of life.’ 

 
Around a year after the interview (2012), Jaya had left for Zambia 
to work as finance professional. 

The stories of Amin and Jaya are two sides of the same coin. 
One escaped from the ‘village’ lifestyle towards what he 
considers ‘active life’, whereas the other was pushed away from 
the latter towards what she considers the necessary evil of 
affordable living conditions. From the two stories, we can 
synthesise that being in Almere ‘by accident’, i.e. for more 
affordable housing, or without the social resources to substitute 
the town’s lack of opportunities, may constrain people’s 
experience of social mobility. It was largely social welfare 
programs that allowed for Amin to live in Amsterdam, programs 
that are disappearing due to neoliberal restructuring. In other 
words, even for the seeming exceptions like Amin who had the 
feelings of ambition contrary to his mates, it may become 
increasingly difficult to capitalise on such aspirations, as the 
current neoliberal character of capitalism is gradually eroding the 
welfare state. In general, both respondents regarded being in 
Amsterdam as panacea, a city with an environment that offers 
most things which they consider important.   

 
 

Discussion   
International migration in diversifying metropolitan spaces 
I have identified three major themes emerging from the analysis 
of the interviews. First, the respondents often shift their discourse 
between different sets of aspirations. While considering the state 
of the labour market for instance, a respondent commonly 
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discusses job-related motivations. Of course, as some countries 
are hit harder than others by the financial crisis, especially in 
Southern Europe, some respondents are more affected by 
precarity and hence use labour-related vocabulary more 
commonly. Moreover, considering the widespread precarity in 
neoliberal economies, class differences often reinforce such 
rhetoric. In such cases moving to Northern Europe is more 
explicitly considered a job- and security-seeking strategy by the 
less privileged. Yet, at other moments the same person may 
emphasise subjective coincidences such as starting a romantic 
relationship with someone living in the Netherlands or that she 
simply wants a cosmopolitan experience in a more international 
environment.  

Second, migration chains appear prevalent; a relative or 
friend may often migrate first and then the respondent eventually 
follows, or the respondent may in fact be the initiator of the chain. 
This process reinforces the pioneering character that migration 
can have, at least in terms of ‘preparing the way’ for others to 
follow, particularly interesting in a place where the meaning of 
pioneering has shifted in the past few decades.  

Third, and most important, the meaning of living in Almere is 
a complex issue for the respondents. Several persons talk about 
Almere as a quieter, less crowded alternative to Amsterdam; 
others see it as a stepping stone, simply wanting to move to 
Amsterdam as soon as possible, and indeed often doing that; yet, 
others move there with little knowledge of what they might find 
and then start feeling at home and liking the town. What is also 
quite clear for the latter persons is that Almere is considered 
perfectly connected and close to Amsterdam, making sensible the 
idea of living in Almere while working in the capital. 

This chapter on international migration to Almere advances 
the discussion of the town’s blending of the urban and the 
suburban. The aspirations of the respondents in the survey and 
interviews are a mix of the desire to be close to the urban but not 
too close, or attempting to live inside the city but unable to afford 
it. On both accounts they are similar to the domestic migrants to 
the suburbs. It may also happen that the international migrants 
first appreciate the affordability of spacious homes and may then 
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value life in Almere. These respondents praise what Almere is not 
confronted with, in contrast to Amsterdam (chaos, litter, noise), 
but also how it provides selective accessibility to the good things 
Amsterdam has (culture, fun, work). They also value the 
resources within Almere, which, although limited, may still be 
satisfying enough. On the contrary, the dissatisfied persons are 
experiencing the social cost of not having immediate access to the 
resources Amsterdam seems to offer. As their networks are still 
underdeveloped, they cannot gain access to information or 
opportunities to find employment, both of which they consider 
accessible in Amsterdam. If they overcome the housing costs, 
which they often consider high, they might succeed in moving to 
the Dutch capital, although predominantly in smaller apartments. 

The postmodern pluralism of urban experiences suggested by 
the LA school clearly happens in Almere since almost all 
respondents formulate heterogeneous, individual aspirations when 
moving. The plethora of the respondents’ experiences resonate 
with the LA school’s critique of the assimilationist paradigm, 
considering, as we saw, the dissolution of the urban/suburban 
dichotomy, the lack of clear trajectories of the socially mobile 
(upwards or downwards), the multitude of place-identities, or 
rather the absence of one clear identity. Put figuratively, Almere 
does not exist; instead, it is intensely and constantly produced, 
reconstructed and experienced. Individual visions of what the 
town is and should be are formulated sometimes fleetingly and 
other times more rigorously, giving the town a more dynamic 
character than in culturally established cities like Amsterdam. 
Such a chameleon-esque quality arguably stems from Almere’s 
suburban character of compartmentalised spatial practices 
(commute to work, shopping centres, own house/garden retreat), 
which allows for less rigid and more fluctuating identifications 
with space. It is also easier to realise the aspiration of buying 
property in Almere or simply renting a cheap place to stay, 
making the town a more affordable living environment than 
Amsterdam.  

These findings contribute to Boterman’s argument (2012b) 
that households with high economic capital but low cultural 
capital suburbanise more commonly than households with the 
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reverse combination. There are circumstances described in this 
chapter when these relationships are challenged, in the case of 
cosmopolitan international migrants or mixed couples of native 
Dutch and internationals. In those instances, newcomers originate 
from other countries, and moving to Amsterdam seems less 
necessary, while Almere may very well be an attractive (softer) 
urban environment in its own right. Hence, Boterman’s argument 
may gain from widening the scale of investigation to international 
migrants as well. In addition, moving to Amsterdam can be 
understood relationally, simultaneously articulated in the case of 
moving from Almere as an urbanisation and de-suburbanisation 
process. Hence, the aspirations of a household to move to 
Amsterdam may not only resonate with the highly-educated, 
middle-class urban culture but become stimulated by an anti-
suburban drive. 

What we should not overlook is the power of symbolic spaces 
and how they can inform decisions and experiences of mobility. 
Life chances affect where one lives, and representational spaces 
in relation to spatial practices may circumscribe where one wants 
to live. This interaction can be very influential in residents being 
pulled from and pushed towards certain places, but are then 
constrained by material conditions. My analysis points to the 
importance of contemporary mobility waves particularly towards 
dynamic places whose reputation might suffer due to the 
hegemony of nearby, more popular settlements. The symbolic 
stratification of space may lead to a vicious cycle of negative 
feedback in unpopular places, which then causes them to become 
less popular, and so on. It also shows that contrasting aspirations 
of placemaking remain, considering the emerging diversity in 
places like Almere, and the co-existence of increasing 
international migration with xenophobia and discourses about 
‘antisocials’. Moreover, inter-city competition has been pitting 
settlements against each other in the eyes of residents who adopt a 
discourse and practice of mobility as a normal thing in itself. 
Hence, relating to mobility either as its agent or as its critic, 
people often articulate a contemporary logic of ‘move or die’ 
(Cowen, 2014) as if constantly in a race for opportunities, 
improvement, and eventual domination in and of space. 
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Chapter one shows that metropolitan regions are not always 
collections of internally homogeneous cities. Instead, settlements 
may have variability between the different districts and 
neighbourhoods within their borders, an observation that 
challenges viewpoints of cities as homogeneous (Schiller and 
Çağlar, 2009). Almere is a changing place, a space dominated by 
the suburban and flirting with the urban, demographically but also 
in the views of the residents. Especially diverse are the 
international newcomers’ aspirations when moving there as the 
place is not discussed in a mono-dimensional way. A way for 
urban and suburban studies to go forward is by incorporating the 
new waves of international mobility to the suburbs, in terms of a 
dialogue between urban and suburban, and as histories of 
mobility. It may be the case for instance that the cost of living 
(especially housing) in inner cities is becoming so high that 
migrants often move to surrounding settlements which are 
subsequently becoming ‘global’ in their own right and with their 
own character. As the analysis shows, it may also be a conscious 
and committed choice to stay away from Amsterdam as it is too 
‘urban’. This chapter demonstrates that international movement to 
an ambiguous space (periphery for some, a lively city for others) 
is related to distinct discourses of place. In parallel it is moulding 
experiences of urbanity vis-a-vis suburbanity. Power and 
ownership of space are contested by different agents, be it 
through seniority of residence and rootedness or, on the contrary, 
through high potential for mobility (cosmopolitan professionals, 
labour migrants). Despite evidence of the urban and suburban 
forms blending and becoming less distinguishable (Nijman and 
Clery, 2014), the dichotomy between them is still reproduced in 
policy, theory and common reasoning. This chapter demonstrates 
the need to look beyond the dichotomy when analysing 
international migration, urban growth and metropolitan 
integration, and focus on the nuances whether and how the 
dichotomy is preserved. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

The Death and Life of great Dutch 
Suburbs: the new mobilities away from 

Almere 
 
 
 
Introduction 
Suburbia is experiencing signs of demographic diversification 
internationally. In the United States, recent dramatic news titles 
like ‘The death of America’s suburban dream’39 and ‘Suburbs 
losing young whites to cities’40 are indicative of the demographic 
shifts in the American urban landscape and the socio-cultural 
perceptions that these changes might affect. In the Netherlands, 
international migrants and single households are increasingly 
moving to the suburbs, while native Dutch families are moving 
closer to cities, often to the inner-most suburbs. The attraction of 
Dutch groeikernen (‘growth cores’ - centres of urban growth), 
settlements developed in the 1970s at the periphery of cities as 
superior alternatives to what was seen as urban overpopulation, is 
currently fading and their demographic expansion has stagnated. 
                                                      
39 The Guardian, September 2014. 
40 Huffington Post, September 2010. 
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As we see in the table below, these demographic trends are 
happening around all four major urban regions in the Netherlands 
(see also appendix for graphs per settlement). The surprise is 
twofold: the number of the traditionally urban single households 
is decreasing or remaining stable in the main urban centres 
despite the considerable increase nationally, while cities are 
instead increasingly receiving the traditionally suburban family 
households, despite the nation-wide decreasing tendency. On the 
contrary the reverse is happening in the groeikernen: households 
are increasingly becoming single and the share of families is 
decreasing. Moreover, privileged residents seem to be moving 
into cities while those less privileged are moving into the 
peripheries (Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving, 2015: 84).  
 
 
Table 1 
Households in growth-cores and the four biggest cities, 1998-
2014 

Composition of households in percentage in the four biggest cities and their 
peripheral growth cores. 
Source: CBS (2015) 
 
 
These trends impact the future of new towns like Almere. Historic 
European cities may have rich social, cultural, economic, physical 
and institutional ‘layers’ which allow them to adapt to new 
realities (Bontje and Musterd, 2008); on the contrary, new towns 
lack such pathways, simply due to their newness, hence they lack 

 % Single households  % Couples without 
children % Couples with children 

‘98 ‘06 ‘14 ‘98 ‘06 ‘14 ‘98 ‘06 ‘14 

Growth 
cores 

Almere 24,7 27,5 30,6 29,3 25,3 24,3 46,0 47,1 45,1 
Haarl/meer 26,3 27,1 29,2 30,5 30,1 27,8 43,2 42,9 43,0 
Purmerend 29,8 30,8 33,0 30,3 29,0 28,0 40,0 40,2 39,0 
Spijkenisse 25,3 28,6 32,9 31,4 31,0 30,5 43,3 40,4 36,6 
Zoetermeer 28,4 30,4 32,6 28,0 28,7 28,7 43,6 40,9 38,7 
Nieuwegein 29,5 32,2 34,4 29,4 30,1 30,5 41,1 37,7 35,1 

Urban 
centres 

A’dam 56,1 55,7 54,7 20,8 19,9 20,3 23,1 24,4 24,9 
Rotterdam 46,7 47,2 47,4 25,0 23,8 23,0 28,3 29,1 29,6 
The Hague 50,1 48,9 46,8 23,3 22,3 22,0 26,7 28,8 31,2 
Utrecht 53,8 53,1 52,4 22,9 22,8 21,7 23,3 24,1 26,0 

 NL 33,1 35,0 36,9 30,0 29,6 29,2 36,9 35,4 33,9 
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an equal capacity to adapt efficiently. In order to understand the 
phenomenon of the reversal of demographics between urban and 
suburban settlements, it is crucial to investigate them in concert 
with each other. The relational perspective pursued throughout 
this study is vital in this chapter, Almere being considered in 
explicit relation with other settlements.  

Here I focus on the households that are disapproving of 
Almere and/or moved out of the town altogether. These 
households inform us through their (potential for) mobility about 
their aspirations to move to a new place of residence, away from a 
growth core like Almere. By investigating their experiences and 
motivations to move out, I link the loci of the opposing dynamics 
described above in order to understand better how these 
unexpected processes have emerged. I demonstrate that the 
aspirations of residents have been transforming parallel to the 
aforementioned shifts in metropolitan spaces. Despite what 
appear as uncommon demographic processes between cities and 
suburbs, the mobilities of residents take place in idiosyncratic 
ways, leading to the emergence of suburbanities within the city 
and urbanities within suburbia. 
 
 
Questions 
Van Gent and colleagues (2013) discuss a growing discontent 
with social life in West-European suburbia by focusing on Dutch 
radical right-wing parties, connecting it to nostalgia and urban 
revanchist sentiments. The authors spatialise socio-political 
questions, calling for a ‘closer look at individuals and their 
everyday perceptions and experiences, their social networks, 
lifestyle, and their housing pathways’ in order to understand 
selective migration among suburban, extreme right wing 
supporters. Inspired by that proposal, and taking it as a starting 
point, in this chapter I attempt to ‘socialise’ space and physical 
mobility by analysing aspirations and experiences of social 
mobility. Keeping the questions rather open, I focus on housing 
trajectories, the drives behind the mobility away from Almere, the 
push and pull factors, the aspirations for the new place of 
residence, and the possible alienation from/endearment for the 
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town. Similarly to the large variety of motivations when moving 
into Almere (chapters two and three), former residents express 
diverse motivations also when leaving the town. The centrifugal 
forces and dynamics in Almere may signify regret for moving 
there in the first place, strategic thinking, trade-offs between costs 
and resources in space, or even a natural process of adulthood 
leading to urbanisation. Understanding these processes of 
mobility contributes to unpacking the character of Almere and 
generally the future of suburbia, caught in the vortex of economic 
and social change. Moreover, it allows us to explore whether the 
outmigration is linked to social anxieties raised particularly by 
contemporary radical right-wing politics. Hence in this chapter I 
address the following questions: 
 
How do residents experience Almere’s recent demographic 
trends, and how do they articulate the dialectic of push and pull 
factors when they (want to) move away from Almere? 
 
What do the motivations for moving out of growth cores tell us 
about the changing dynamics within metropolitan areas? 
 
 
Methods  
The new ‘white flight’?  
This chapter’s primary data are from the survey with 295 
respondents and the in-depth interviews with 12 persons who left 
from Almere between 2000 and 2014. Parts of five of these 
interviews have been analysed in previous chapters on other 
themes, four with international migrants and one with a pioneer. I 
use three additional interviews, two with respondents who have 
not moved out but are dissatisfied with certain changes in Almere, 
and an excerpt of an interview (from a website) with one of 
Almere’s first inhabitants who moved there as a child. I start by 
analysing the data from the survey, focusing on the respondents 
who would consider moving out soon. Next, I provide a grounded 
narrative of Almere’s evolution diachronically through the 
accounts of the interviewees; my aim is to give a history of 
Almere’s spaces and dynamics of neighbourhood-level 
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coexistence, from the town’s first years of rapid growth, to the 
later phases of diversifying populations, to the recent years of 
slow growth and urbanisation. Subsequently I analyse the 
mobility away from Almere and how the respondents are pulled 
and pushed in such a process. 

In this chapter I assume as a dissatisfaction proxy the 
respondents’ rhetoric that is reminiscent of the xenophobic Partij 
Voor de Vrijheid (Party for Freedom). In order to understand how 
the PVV manifests in the respondents’ wordings, I look into the 
party’s statements between 2014 and 2015 through ‘written 
questions’ (schriftelijke vragen) in Dutch, addressed to Almere’s 
municipal council regarding a variety of emerging issues at the 
city level. I intend to use these ‘teasing’ questions as simple 
representations of the rhetoric that may be found among PVV 
voters as well, thus I stay away from elaborate political 
deliberations on the municipal level (algemene beschouwingen). 
My aim is to corroborate the respondents’ vocabulary regarding 
‘others’ with the PVV’s vocabulary when expressing xenophobic 
views, and anchor the respondents’ discourse on the aspects of 
PVV’s views that relate to the public discourse. I focus on 
questions relating to the town’s demographic diversification, 
neighbourhood coexistence and issues of belonging.  
 
 
Survey findings 
In this part I analyse data from the survey with Almere’s residents 
in order to elaborate on the push factors within Almere. The aim 
is to make a simple ‘mapping’ of possible grievances and set the 
scene regarding feelings of alienation, in order to move 
afterwards to the in-depth descriptions in the interviews. 

Out of the 295 survey respondents, 21 persons (7%) stated 
that they would consider moving out of Almere the next 2 years. 
According to the survey, the respondents’ desire to move out 
correlates statistically with their low grading of Almere41 and 

                                                      
41 With what grade from 1 (poor) to 10 (good) would you rate Almere as a city 
to live in? 
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with their perception that the town has worsened.42 These 
correlations imply that there is a strong relation between the 
desire to move out and the dissatisfaction and increasing disliking 
of Almere, meaning that the respondents are not eager to move 
out exclusively due to changes in personal circumstances. When 
describing such dissatisfaction, these respondents mention issues 
like ‘criminality’ (criminaliteit), ‘nuisance’ (overlast), ‘asocials’ 
(asocialen), ‘impoverishment’ (verpaupering), ‘immigrants’ or 
‘foreigners’ (allochtonen, buitenlanders) and lack of ‘social 
control’ (geen sociale controle). The rhetoric of the respondents 
regarding the town’s spaces is focused on changes due to growth 
and the loss of suburbanity as it was, illustrated perhaps most 
graphically in the words of a very disgruntled respondent: ‘even 
when you build beautiful houses, if you put asocials in them, it 
becomes by itself a mess’ (je kunt nog zulke mooie huizen 
bouwen, als je er asocialen in stopt, word het vanzelf een troep).   

We saw in chapter two that the respondents who have 
remained at the same address since they moved to the town are 
more likely to be negative in regard to how Almere has changed. 
However those who would move out within two years (the 21 
persons) are actually less likely to have remained at the same 
address since their arrival. This seeming contradiction may be 
explained by the preceding mobility making it easier to move 
again, and the next move being to leave Almere as the 
respondent’s frustration maxes out. The disgruntled respondents 
are not particularly poor, in fact most seem to be financially 
privileged and highly educated, thus it is less likely that they are 
economically constrained from moving out.   

In the next section I analyse the in-depth interviews, first 
focusing on issues of coexistence, diversity and the tensions 
between the symbolic and functional value of place. My aim is to 
show how the evolution of the town’s diversity has been 

                                                                                                           
Met welk rapportcijfer van 1 (slecht) tot en met 10 (goed) zou u Almere 
beoordelen als stad om in te wonen?  
42 Has the city changed since you moved to/were born in Almere? 
Is de stad veranderd sinds u verhuisd bent naar Almere/geboren bent?  
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perceived and received by several residents, and in what ways 
they cope with such diversity.  
 
Going full spiral 
Sylvia de Boer, interviewed on the website Geheugen van 
Almere,43 one of the first inhabitants of Almere, recollects being a 
child of six when her family moved as one of the initial 25 
households to the new town: 
 

“We moved on December 1, 1976. It was big, 
everything was big. We came from the Indische 
Buurt44 in Amsterdam and in comparison the 
house was gigantic… I have developed a theory 
of Almere over the years. Many people who live 
here come from a bad housing situation in 
Amsterdam. Then they suddenly get all the space 
here [in Almere]. It seems therefore as though 
people can stand each other less. If you live on the 
third floor in Amsterdam, it is obvious that you 
are suffering from your neighbours but you must 
take them into account, you must give and take 
more. I became really whiny here. In Almere we 
are spoiled!” 

 
Mrs. de Boer captures common-sensical aspects of life in the city 
compared to life in the suburbs: de facto friction with neighbours 
and the need for tolerance due to housing conditions. Once in a 
suburban, spacious home, the necessity of social friction 
disappears and residents get accustomed to less contact and less 
possible nuisance from neighbours. Research has shown that such 
mobility may be reinforced by ‘white flight’, when socially 
mobile natives avoid or move out of areas where non-natives 
reside, a phenomenon still pertinent especially in the USA (Pais, 
South and Crowder, 2009) but also in the Netherlands (Van Ham 

                                                      
43 Interview (2005) in http://www.geheugenvanalmere.nl/page/432/nl 
44 A working-class district in Amsterdam, currently heavily gentrified. 
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and Clark, 2009), although often to a lesser extent (Boterman, 
2013). 

After moving to the suburb, one may become ‘spoiled’ and, 
as the mechanisms of relative deprivation dictate, may become 
less tolerant of future nuisance; in this case the deprivation is 
relative to the same person’s former circumstances, a lost urban 
past preferably left forgotten and transcended. Dealing with 
nuisance however may eventually emerge anew, as places like 
Almere attain urban characteristics, i.e. housing estates, increased 
population density and diverse population in terms of age, class 
and origin. As the new town’s adolescent population reaches 
puberty for instance, coexistence between generations becomes a 
more contentious issue, considering especially Almere’s suburban 
built environments lacking appropriate public spaces for youth. 
Nora, a woman in her thirties, born and raised in Almere and 
currently living in Amsterdam, describes teenage practices of 
leisure and entertainment in the town, or in other words ‘hanging 
out’:  
 

‘We were all bored! As a teenager you were 
instantly bored… we would hang out in the yard 
outside of schools. And if it rained, at the bus 
stop! It was very popular, you knew which stop 
had which people. Only houses were around and 
people were bothered… then police would come. 
We were a bit loud I guess, 10-15 youngsters can 
be loud... They would start drinking from 14 years 
old… We would stay at someone’s place too 
when we were older but mostly outside.’ 

 
Here we see an aspect of social friction in a suburban 
environment. Once children grew into teenagers, there was little 
in Almere that could offer to them escape from boredom. 
Consequently, the teens’ search for public spaces would bring 
them to bus stops, resulting in friction with residents in proximity. 
Such social tension can be common in suburbia, the spaces of 
which favour child-rearing in an isolated environment but become 
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obstacles for recreation for youngsters later, particularly due to 
the lack of open public space.   

The other side of the story of inter-generational coexistence 
comes from a couple of older respondents (Yvonne and her 
husband) who have been living in one of Almere Stad’s oldest 
neighbourhoods since 1979. Their criticism is aimed at teenagers 
playing in front of their home, disregarding their little girl and 
their windows. 
 

‘They changed our street. When we moved here 
they had the plan to make part of it into a 
playground, but they had no money so they made 
a big square. First there was no problem, the kids 
were playing there. You had to drive slowly 
because kids were playing. And then there were 
older boys, 12-13, playing soccer. They played on 
the street. They were too fanatic and I had our 
little girl playing in front of the window and their 
ball would go close to the window. So my 
husband started putting the car in front of the 
house so they wouldn’t play there. And we had 
that for 25 years till 3 years ago. Then the street 
sank and they had to fill it up, 35 cm. And the 
municipality came with a new plan to make it a 
playground so you have to move your car. Having 
the children playing is not really the problem. But 
the kids going on our green is.’ 

 
This inter-generational social friction is a tension between spatial 
practice (playing) and representational spaces (what public space 
is for) (Lefebvre, 1991). Almere’s spatial arrangements may fall 
short when inter-generational coexistence comes into play, and 
both parties see the other as an obstacle, hindering what is 
perceived as their own freedom to command representational 
spaces; in one case playing soccer, in the other case having a 
toddler play outside. The way in which this situation plays out is 
that Yvonne’s husband yields, as a car owner, a substantial bulk 
of an object (automobile) which he uses to occupy a large volume 
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of space. Legal rules and quotidian spatial practices dictate that 
the object should not be damaged, hence the teenagers may 
capitulate to the occupation or may disregard it altogether but 
with probable consequences if they damage the car. As the older 
inhabitants limit their view only to disruptive practices of 
teenagers, the lacking suburban spatial arrangements are 
mystified; at the centre of this conflictual relationship emerges a 
power play within the dialectic of the production of space: the 
car-owner occupies the space and claims it, excluding teenage 
practices. Understanding such fragmentations can be didactic 
regarding space production since they demonstrate its dynamic 
nature, which is based on perceptions, practices, aspirations, 
expectations, but also straightforward material resources, power 
yield and hegemonic attitudes (Lefebvre, 1991). To paraphrase 
Marx (1867), between equal rights of space ownership, force 
decides.        

As the city grew, the question of alienation and loss of 
community became more prominent. Ebrahim, a man in his 
fifties, wanted to have a bigger house for his family and moved to 
one of the new neigbourhoods of Almere in 1996. He moved out 
in 2006, mourning the loss of the initial community: 
 

‘In the beginning everybody was happy and we 
were in contact. But when you settle, it’s like 
when you work in a company and you work there 
for a long time, it’s going to be boring, everyone 
starts to choose for themselves. And then the 
problems started to come. I didn’t have a problem 
but I saw a lot of problems around me… about 
dogs and trees in the neighbourhood. We knew 
the neighbours very well around us. In the 
beginning the contact was very close but later 
everyone got more to himself.’ 

 
The changes that came in Almere are discussed as loss of 
community with his daughter Maria. She grew up there, moved 
out as a young adult and has now moved to Wormer (12,500), a 
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small town 50km northwest of Almere, and 20km north of 
Amsterdam, where she is raising her children: 
 

‘Ebrahim: what you also have in Almere that you 
don’t have in other cities is that everybody is busy 
with his own [life]… and in a city like 
Amsterdam everybody is together now. 
Maria: …in our street [in Almere] the people tried 
to connect, but it never felt like there were any 
roots there… 
E: they wanted to make it like American Beauty, 
American dream.  
M: I saw the mix also in Almere but it wasn’t the 
mix like in Amsterdam that is creative and a lot of 
the things that are there. It felt separated… you 
didn’t feel very much connected with the city… 
because it’s so new. Now, in Wormer the people 
are warmer (laughs). A small village since 180045 
or something… really narrow, small streets. You 
feel that people are connected to Wormer.’ 

 
Ebrahim claims that Amsterdam has a stronger sense of 
community than Almere, and Maria argues that Amsterdam is 
‘creative’ and that its mix is a better one than Almere’s, the latter 
lacking the necessary ‘roots’. Her preference for Wormer comes 
from its narrow streets, its history and that people are connected. 
Nonetheless, at another moment Maria describes her life at home 
as rather isolated, lacking personal contacts with neighbours. 
These statements show the symbolic power of space on people’s 
aspirations to move, as ‘old’ places can be favoured instead of 
‘rootless’, ‘uncreative’ places. As Maria however is not familiar 
with her neighbours, it is the place that makes her think of people 
as ‘warmer’. Maria’s statements of what is wrong in Almere in 
comparison to Wormer and Amsterdam is reminiscent of the 
underlying branding and promotion of history and coziness as 
crucial features of a nice settlement.    
                                                      
45 Wormer is actually much older, dating back a thousand years. 



503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis

164 
 

In March 2014, while I am interviewing Rosa, a 63-year old, 
former resident of Almere, she explains to me about Almere’s 
spijtoptanten, the vernacular about those who regret moving 
somewhere: 
 

‘We have a word for it: spijtoptant. People who 
regret that they ever chose to go to Almere. When 
we came here [IJburg], we heard it again about 
IJburg. There are people who were born in 
Amsterdam, lived their whole lives here and then 
thought to go to Almere, saying “oh nice, we are 
going to try, have a beautiful house”, and then 
lived there for a few years, and then “oh terrible, 
we want to go back”. And then it’s so expensive 
to come back.’ 

 
Herself a spijtoptant, she eventually moved out and she strongly 
wishes she never moved to Almere as she ‘died’ there. Her 
attempt however to stay away from what caused her to move from 
Almere in the first place was not exactly a success as her story 
repeats itself in an uncannily similar way in IJburg:46 

 
‘[There is] witte vlucht (white flight) from here 
[IJburg] to the city. I see a lot of foreigners here 
too. Just look at the names at the bells, and more 
since I came. I was very naïve. I thought in IJburg 
there are a lot of white people, who have money, 
who can buy [property], that there are just a few 
social houses… but I saw only divorced mothers 
with children, and we have a mosque at the 
corner. On Friday all the Muslims go… a small 
building which was a Suriname restaurant. Sooo 
many people, how is it possible! There is a cellar 
and the women are downstairs. All the dresses, 
it’s really difficult for me. I don’t like to see 

                                                      
46 The quasi-suburban, newly-built area at the periphery of Amsterdam, 
mentioned in chapter 1. 
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women like this. Also the men don’t look at me, 
next to me only. One told me “don’t come near 
me whore”. We have low-earning people in this 
neighbourhood, [allowed] only when they earn 
27,000 a year. And they have to have 3 children. 
The whole block… they are really poor.’  
 

Rosa explicitly articulates her alienation from the neighbourhood 
by the lack of ‘white people’ with ‘money’, contrasting them with 
poverty and social housing which she links to believers of Islam. 
She even implicitly links burglaries and crime in general to the 
existence of social housing in the area, anxious that IJburg might 
become the ‘second Bijlmer’. Rosa elaborates on what being a 
‘naïve’ white person means, on who is expected to live in a social 
house and who is poor, on how many Muslims are ‘too many’, on 
what ‘black’ schools are for; her discourse is very much in line 
with public discourse in the Netherlands at large, and indicates 
the complexity of neighbourly coexistence in heterogeneous 
residential areas (Blokland and Van Eijk, 2010). Her discourse is 
also something more however: it is reflecting a dominant 
articulation of class inequality, discrimination and nativism 
manifesting in spatial representations (see Rath (1999), Sharpe 
(2005), and Uitermark, Mepschen and Duyvendak (2014) on the 
prominence of migrant racialisation in the Netherlands, and 
Silverstein (2005) regarding Europe at large).  

To elaborate further on the question how space matters for the 
rise of xenophobic discourse (Van Gent et al., 2013), the 
relevance of suburbs to such discourse seems to be centred on the 
legibility of separation of space in places like Almere and IJburg. 
The compartmentalisation of space into working, living, and 
consumption/recreation is particularly present in suburban 
settlements (see chapter two). This separation allows for 
emerging heterogeneity in proximity to the living environment to 
become visible, and hence cause those residents who moved there 
seeking homogeneity to become instead more vigilant and 
anxious. On the contrary, as we see further on, the urbanites 
among the respondents seem less concerned with heterogeneity, 
not necessarily because they are themselves more tolerant but 
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because their perception of the city is that it is supposed to be 
heterogeneous. As I explain further however, they too may adopt 
a xenophobic rhetoric, but sometimes in a cultural sense instead, 
towards working class habits for instance.      

 
 

Transition to adulthood 
Jena, born in Almere (1990), moved to Amsterdam as a young 
adult. She describes an easy childhood in Almere, with examples 
like walking two minutes to school or playing outside without 
supervision. As her parents divorced when she was a teenager 
however, she started visiting her father in his new place in 
Amsterdam, growing accustomed to the capital. She moved out 
when she was 19, staying first at her father’s place for a while, in 
Amsterdam Noord. She considers moving to Amsterdam a normal 
thing to do, in her case to study and work. By the time of the 
interview (2012) she had already moved between five dwellings 
in Amsterdam but she was not considering going back due to the 
accessibilities and the emergence of aspirations in Amsterdam: 
 

‘So, I think of course it would be less expensive, 
I’d save money if I lived there but not time… 
being in a city like Amsterdam… it really affects 
how you think.... like now I am really wanting 
things and in Almere it is like ‘okay’ 
[shrugging]’. 

 
When comparing the search for housing in the two settlements, 
she articulates the importance of social contacts, particularly 
essential for finding a dwelling:   
 

‘I think it is not hard [in Almere], I think it's 
harder in Amsterdam of course, but here I have 
more friends, there I do not have the network to 
find a place…’ 

 
Yet, she imagines herself returning one day to Almere with a 
family, and remains rather fond and defensive of the town. 
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‘Jena: Yes, it is really the reputation…Because I 
am a little bit ashamed to tell people where I lived 
and then I say I lived for 10 years in Almere. 
Yannis: And they react like ‘poor you’? 
J: Yes, poor you... 
Y: Do you confront them? 
J: No, I make a joke or something. 
Y: But what is in your head when they say it? 
J: It is a bit like ‘tsss’ [mocking back at them].’ 

 
Nora, in the earlier quotes, also describes a rather uneventful 
childhood in Almere Haven. Her parents divorced as well, when 
she was 9 years old. Eventually she moved to Almere Stad with 
her mother, experiencing there the boredom described in the 
earlier section above. Her move to Amsterdam came when she 
was 20 years old, ‘a bit late’ as she frames it. Similarly to Jena, 
she stayed with her father first, in Diemen, a municipality a few 
kilometres from Amsterdam centre. She describes her move to 
Amsterdam as a rather life-changing event: 
 

‘Y: Were you looking forward to leaving? 
N: Not in the beginning. But I felt so much better 
when I moved: “why didn’t I move here before!” 
People are more open, friendly, not in small 
groups sticking together. I didn’t realise it until I 
moved here. Already from Diemen I could feel 
that, I would go to the university here.’ 

 
When asked about the difference of Almere’s and Amsterdam’s 
characters, she emphasises the lively social life in the capital, 
despite living in its outskirts: 
 

‘N: social level, clubs, bars, shops… Diemen is 
still [like] living close to Amsterdam, feels to me 
like a part of it. Age matters too. I wanted to go 
out and I can take a taxi now, not the bus. Almere 
did change with bars etc. but is still not like 
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Amsterdam. I was happy to get out of the closed 
group in Almere, not to be stuck... Felt like I was 
going nowhere.’ 

 
Her literal and figurative distancing from Almere stretches even 
further as she is becoming alienated by the new developments in 
the town: 
 

‘If you see the new expansions of Almere, what 
they are building, it doesn’t feel like Almere, it’s 
so far [from it]… it’s a totally different city. [It 
was] small when I was there… Haven was like a 
little settlement… everyone knew everyone.’ 

 
Interestingly she is describing the urbanisation process of Almere 
as a process of city growth which she opposes even though she 
likes living in an urban environment. Her nostalgia is 
encapsulated in how Almere should ‘feel’, like a ‘little 
settlement’ where people know each other. This alienation 
contributed to her preferring to suburbanise elsewhere when her 
child was born: 
 

‘We had built [waiting] time in woningnet.47 
When I was pregnant, we even thought to move 
out of Amsterdam, especially when we were 
trying to buy a house. Definitely not back to 
Almere, maybe Purmerend.48 Difficult to choose 
a house somewhere where you have no idea what 
it’s like. You would have to rent 6 months first. 
My partner thought Almere was horrible, he lived 
there a few weeks.’ 

 

                                                      
47 An internet service where one registers in a waiting list for social housing. 
The waiting time for an Amsterdan dwelling is currently above ten years. 
48 A small settlement north of Amsterdam at a similar distance as Almere. Very 
much like the new town, Purmerend’s population grew substantially after 1960 
through suburbanisation.  
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Like other respondents, both in the survey and from the 
interviews, Nora and her partner strategised where to move in 
order to raise children. She mentioned several settlements around 
Amsterdam: Amstelveen, Diemen, Haarlem, Purmerend, 
Zaandam. Her suburbanising is justified as a search for a child-
friendly environment as well as more living space.  
 

‘When you get a child you want certain things for 
it. And then you realise it’s not easy at the city 
center, even a four room apartment is 60-70 m². I 
wouldn’t move to the center. I am used to this 
now, what about all my stuff? It’s hard to go back 
to smaller, unless needed.’ 

 
It appears that moving to Almere was not seriously considered as 
an alternative. As it was not urban enough to keep Nora as a 
young adult, it is also not suburban enough (anymore) to attract 
her back with her family. Her idealisation of Amsterdam instead 
is qualified by her experiences of its symbolic spaces (‘old city’) 
but within a suburban lifestyle (‘a garden in Amsterdam is… 
wow!’). She is even critical to older residents in Amsterdam 
Noord, who are at the same time ‘typical Amsterdammers’ but 
make the place ‘feel like Almere’:     
 

‘The farther you move from the centre, the more a 
separate social area there is… There are some 
bars, typical Dutch bars, not my thing. And you 
have these people who lived there since the Stone 
Age, typical Amsterdammers. Feels almost like 
Almere except it’s very near Amsterdam… it is 
Amsterdam!’ 

 
As Nora describes a typical Amsterdammer as a typical 
Almeerder, she brings to the fore the relativism of placemaking, 
branding and experiencing space. The residents of Amsterdam 
who never moved to Almere are implicitly defined as more 
Almeerder-like than Nora, as she sees herself proud to live in 
Amsterdam instead. She is even prepared to risk losing two years 
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of her life due to the excessive pollution in Amsterdam, but as she 
exclaims: ‘who cares, I live in a place like Amsterdam!’ Her 
dealings with the ‘other’ are in this case mostly based on cultural 
preconceptions regarding working-class natives instead of the 
racialised tension frequently found in Almere. That said, 
racialised discourses are present in Amsterdam too, albeit perhaps 
more prominent in relation to young, professional urbanites 
(Koning, 2015) instead of the white, suburban low- and middle-
classes. 

Once again Almere’s in-betweenness is evident, this time in 
relation to life-stages; boring for teenagers, too alienating for 
families. Still, it is possible that the town may be offering 
excitement nowadays for the former (at the centre), and child-
friendly environments for the latter (at Almere Poort). The 
individual visions for each place are (re)informed through the 
spatial changes in the town, such as the increased attention to 
consumption spaces at the centre and the repeated ‘build your 
own home’ attempts, advertised as ‘people make the city’49 by the 
municipal authorities. Both respondents above formed strong 
impressions of Almere during their childhood and teens, carrying 
these impressions with them while living in Amsterdam. As 
places may then get branded differently in the metropolitan area, 
their views are constantly adjusted into new visions and 
aspirations. Yet, despite their similarities, their nostalgia for 
Almere is expressed in contrary terms, one lamenting the loss of 
community, the other having wistfulness for a possible return.  
 
 
Un-suburbanising 
Maya was born in Almere (1984) and was living in Utrecht at the 
time of the interview (2013). After a short stay in the UK as a 
young adult, she returned to Almere. She and her partner (also 
born in Almere) first looked for a dwelling in Amsterdam but 
what they found did not satisfy their criteria for a big, affordable 
home. Her partner was already renting a social house in Almere 
Haven so they started living there together. They eventually 
                                                      
49 Mensen maken de stad. 
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bought a new apartment in Almere Stad where they lived for four 
years. The two districts gave her different experiences, Haven 
being like ‘a small village’ whereas Stad felt like a city, where 
she found the access to recreation satisfying enough.  

Once she started working part-time in The Hague and her 
partner full-time in Eindhoven commuting daily, they started 
looking for alternative places to stay. In 2011 they sold their place 
and moved to Utrecht as a nuclear family. Their new home is a 
row house (rijtjeshuis), with a back yard, less than 2km from 
Utrecht central train station, bought at twice the price of the 
previous place, with a mortgage of €370,000. Even though the 
new house is considerably larger than their previous dwelling, 
Maya aspires to a bigger one, hopefully with a bigger yard. She 
would consider finding such a place in Almere since Utrecht’s 
housing stock is too expensive. In her view, Almere Haven feels 
like home but Stad is where she would move in order to have 
access to ‘restaurants, trains, cinemas and theatres’. She also 
describes her alienation due to large ‘Moroccan, Turkish, 
Antillean and Surinamese’ populations living in Haven, and due 
to the presence of unmaintained social housing.  

Maya describes Almere as a sleeping city that, despite its 
access to nature, still leaves things to be desired. Her alienation 
stems also from the ‘asocials’, native Dutch women with blonde-
dyed hair and men with sweatpants who walk the centre on 
Saturday afternoons and frequent outlet shops. (Playing my role 
as an outsider during the interview, I asked if she meant the 
‘tokkies’,50 a derogatory, politically incorrect Dutch term for 
persons who are criticised as anti-social, to which she 
emphatically nodded.) She expresses her lack of affiliation with 
them and claims that they represent Almere in a way that she 
disapproves. She gives a parliament party analogy of Utrecht 
being Groen-Links (Green-Left) and D66 (Liberals) and Almere 
being VVD (Conservatives) and PVV. Nonetheless she claims to 
be annoyed with the stigma Almere has gotten and says that 
despite Almere not being as historical as Amsterdam, it is not 
                                                      
50 This is a category comparable to the Australian bogans and the British chavs 
(see also Jones, 2012). 
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‘that bad’. When considering a possible return to Almere Stad, 
she formulates her criteria around living space and cost, 
commuting distances and child-friendly spaces.     

The mobility of Maya’s household resonates with the 
uncommon suburbanisation trajectories of late. Moving from 
Almere to Utrecht as a nuclear family seems at first glance like a 
move from a suburb to a city but as her description above shows, 
Maya abandoned an urban living and suburbanised within a city. 
By all accounts, such as moving from an apartment to a sizeable 
row house with a back yard and looking for child-related 
accessibility, Maya reproduced a typical suburban trajectory, but 
idiosyncratically, in the city; here Walks (2013) is confirmed, that 
the forces of urbanism-suburbanism can be separate from the 
spaces they produce. 

Rosa, from the earlier section, appreciated what Almere was 
offering for a young family, a suburban environment that she 
would have also sought at the periphery of Amsterdam if 
possible: 
 

‘Nice house, big, garden, cheap: 200,000 
guilders...51 We sold it for 200,000 euros 18 years 
later, in 2005… Affordable, young environment, 
good school… I would have done these things in 
Amsterdam but at the border of Amsterdam, 
absolutely.’ 

 
Nonetheless she expresses her disapproval of how Almere 
eventually changed:  
 

‘It was good the first years and then went worse. 
The city government didn’t do anything for the 
old places, only the new, about the environment... 
Almere is going down. The streets are not 
maintained, no money, graffiti… bars at the back 
side, movement of youth in the weekend around 
our houses.’ 

                                                      
51 Approximately €100,000. 
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Arguably what Rosa is describing is the urbanisation of Almere, 
the growth of which goes parallel to the lack of maintenance and 
investment by the municipal authorities in the older, less popular 
areas. Simultaneously she criticises the presence of entertainment 
spaces and expresses her own ephebiphobia due to the ‘youth’ 
who ‘move around our houses’, both elements of urbanisation and 
diversification, in this case inter-generationally. 

Claudia, a self-proclaimed pioneer of Almere (1982), moved 
to Amsterdam from Lochem in 2002 (she appeared as a pioneer in 
chapter two). According to her experience, the centre of Almere 
Haven became ‘very very poor and a little bit criminal.’ 
Regarding feelings of safety she says: 
 

‘I was afraid in Almere when I came home at 10 
o’clock in the evening and it was dark and 
everybody was inside.’  
 

On the contrary in Amsterdam even at ‘two and three in the night 
I never feel [unsafe] because there are always people in the 
street.’ Very much like Jacobs’ idea about ‘eyes on the street’ 
(1961), the common characteristic of suburbanites being at home 
in the evenings contributes to feelings of lack of safety for 
Claudia. Once Claudia started looking for an active social life 
again, the urban space became attractive; yet, it was a specific 
kind of environment that she sought, namely a neighbourhood 
which is being gentrified in Amsterdam, De Pijp,52 a place where 
she could feel part of a homogeneous group (middle-class 
natives), considering that after all she is against ‘mixing’ and she 
likes to be with others of the same ‘social style.’ Her desire to 
move to Amsterdam was reinforced by her perception of the 
importance of ‘culture’ and ‘old cities’.  

Mark lives in both Amsterdam and Almere, one week at a 
time, due to family circumstances (divorced, two children) which 
have forced him to get ‘stuck’ in Almere: 
 
                                                      
52 Another working-class neighbourhood in Amsterdam. 
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‘Because the children go to school here, I have to 
stay here, I’m kind of stuck. Otherwise I would 
have moved. Almere has good things but it hasn’t 
stolen my heart.’ 

 
He calls the residents of Amsterdam ‘freer’ as they have ‘smaller 
houses’ and ‘no car’, even when they have children, whereas he 
considers Almere’s residents having a rather ‘ordinary’ mindset 
and lacking diversity. 

He does see Almere in a certain positive light, especially for 
its convenient geographical position, and for offering spacious 
homes and raising children: 
 

‘There are houses, there are jobs, and there is 
space. And if you compare it to Amsterdam, you 
are close [and] it’s much cheaper.’ 

 
Mark laments the lack of a ‘soul’ in Almere and yet appreciates 
the shifts in the town as of late: 
 

‘Everything is new, there are no cafés or shops 
around the corner. It has no soul... It’s growing, 
the differences are growing... There are more 
people now from different backgrounds and 
different jobs or different social levels and I think 
that’s a good thing.’ 

 
He is the embodiment of both urban and suburban life, week in 
and week out. When he moves around in Almere he uses the car 
but in Amsterdam he goes around primarily by public transport. 
He spends half his time having an active social life with his 
partner who lives in Amsterdam in a flat which he deems ‘closer 
to a student house then a real house’, and the other half with his 
children, in his terraced house in Almere Buiten, with access to 
walking, sports, water and his boat.  
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Whose Space?  
The European-wide rise of xenophobic parties has been 
particularly prominent in suburbia (Van Gent et al., 2013; De 
Maesschalck, 2010). The national electoral success of the radical-
right, populist Partij Voor de Vrijheid (Party for Freedom) has led 
to its third place currently in the parliament, while in Almere it 
received 22% of the votes during the 2014 municipal elections, 
becoming the strongest party in the council. Similar phenomena 
of a strengthening extreme right in suburbia have also appeared in 
Belgium, where anti-urban discourse is used to connect crime in 
cities with the presence of immigrants (De Maesschalck, 2010). 
In this section I compare the rhetoric of the PVV regarding 
certain social anxieties that the interviewees also relate to. The 
party’s representatives generally use polemical terms when 
discussing Almere’s social life. For instance in April 2015 a PVV 
representative used groupist, politically charged language when 
referring to youngsters hanging out in certain neighbourhoods in 
Almere: ‘…tough neighborhood terror by immigrant gangs.’53 
Furthermore, a kind of ephebiphobia was expressed by the PVV 
towards the municipal council in October 2014. After reports of 
nuisance by youngsters, the PVV representative suggested that 
harsh measures are needed towards them: ‘…we have now 
gradually gone past the cuddle-time (knuffeltijd) and another 
approach has become necessary, namely the repressive approach 
(repressieve aanpak).’54 This statement reflects a certain 
viewpoint of the inter-generational tensions that some 
respondents seem to share. In its rather extreme form, the PVV 
favours ‘repression’ instead of conceding something that with 
irony they call ‘cuddling’. 

Rosa, the ‘spijtoptant’ respondent, vehemently criticises the 
PVV’s agenda, but her vocabulary is often not very different from 
the party’s. Her qualifier for those who support the PVV is that 

                                                      
53 Keiharde buurtterreur door allochtone jeugdbendes. 
54 ‘…de knuffeltijd hier zo langzamerhand nu wel voorbij is en dat een andere 
aanpak noodzakelijk is geworden, namelijk de repressieve aanpak.’ 
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they are ‘former Jordaan55 people’ whose homes have ‘statues’ 
and kitsch curtains, criticising them for looking for homogeneity 
when they moved to Almere, ironically not unlike her own move 
to IJburg. As we saw earlier, her vocabulary regarding ‘others’ is 
quite developed, referring extensively to ‘whites’ versus ‘blacks’. 
In April 2015, again in extremis, the PVV representative 
addressed the municipal council identifying the existence of 
whole categories of Almere’s residents as a problem, racialising 
social tensions:  
 

‘…do you agree with the PVV that the swelling 
influx of asylum seekers will bring nothing but 
misery to our city?’56 

 
‘What will you do concretely to confront the 
growing violence which is the result of 
increasingly larger groups of non-western 
immigrants in our city?’57 

 
One need not be a radical right-wing voter to use xenophobic 
rhetoric. Most likely Rosa and several other respondents would 
not vote for radical right-wing parties, but not because they are so 
dissimilar to their views; instead it is due to parties like the PVV 
being an extreme, blunt expression of a general public discourse, 
especially regarding immigration and integration (Van der Meer 
et al., 2012), easily found across the political spectrum. Several 
respondents adopt such discourse, be it about ‘Moroccan children 
not belonging to my neighbourhood’58 or ‘it is a good 
neighborhood but still a lot of foreign people live there’.59 The 

                                                      
55 A former working-class area in Amsterdam, considerably gentrified since the 
1970s. 
56 ‘...bent u met het met de PVV eens dat de aanzwellende toestroom aan 
asielzoekers onze stad niets dan ellende zal bezorgen.’ 
57 ‘Wat gaat u concreet doen om het toenemende geweld dat het gevolg is van 
steeds grotere groepen niet-westerse allochtonen in onze stad het hoofd te 
bieden? 
58 Ilse, 40s, who moved in 2002 from Amsterdam. 
59 Paulien, 34, moved in 2012 from Amsterdam, was born in Almere. 
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one respondent who explicitly supports the PVV described the 
need for ‘breathing space’ for the natives.60 

Chris, a native Dutch man in his 50s, moved to Almere in 
2000 from Breda (180,000) in order to work in Amsterdam, and 
was still living in Almere in 2013: 

 
‘I remember the first time when somebody on the 
other side of the street started installing a disk 
antenna I thought: “There goes the 
neighbourhood”. At first I really had the urge to 
ask this man to put the antenna on the other side 
of his house. I do not want to get involved into 
what he watches on TV but placing this antenna at 
the street side of the house would cause the 
houses to drop in value.’ 

 
Here the neighbourhood-level friction emerges through the 
relation between symbols and their (monetary) effect on a space: 
a satellite antenna, linking a household with a possible homeland 
and not affecting the respondent in any direct way whatsoever, 
functions as a symbol of space becoming alienating, while 
endangering the neighbourhood’s ‘value’. This binary 
understanding of space as a combination of social and monetary 
value appears rather prominent among many respondents who as 
we saw in chapter two have been increasingly strategising 
regarding the questions ‘where’, ‘how big’ and ‘how much’ when 
moving. Here we witness a moment in which such strategies are 
challenged due to uncalculated factors like heterogeneity of social 
practices and symbols producing alienation among certain 
residents, again emphasising the complexity of neighbourly 
coexistence (Blokland and Van Eijk, 2010).  

Chris provides an alternative observation about cities, and 
formulates his own characterisation about those who remain 
nostalgic of Amsterdam after moving to Almere trying to keep 
Amsterdam’s traditions alive. In particular he refers to former, 
primarily working class inhabitants of the Jordaan: 
                                                      
60 Wouter, 50s, moved in 2001 from Naarden. 
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‘Most of the people who come from Amsterdam 
don’t want to live here. I call them heimwee 
(homesick) Amsterdammers... They want to make 
Almere into small Amsterdam. That’s why they 
have a “Jordaan festival” at the side of the 
Weerwater. At some point I was in a pub here and 
there was a Dutch band from Amsterdam singing 
and they sang in a very typical Amsterdam tone of 
voice, I can imitate that. And some guy came up 
to me and said: you are really one of us! Well, I’m 
not!’ 

 
He makes clear that he dissociates himself from applying visions 
of older Amsterdam on Almere. He prefers to think of Almere as 
a place of convenience and functionality as he does not feel 
‘emotionally attached’ to the town. At another moment he is 
rather vocal regarding the skin colours of Almere’s population 
and the unfamiliarity of being the ‘only non-black on the train 
from Amsterdam to Almere after 8 in the evening’, a 
phenomenon that ‘says something about the kind of population 
that is drawn to this town’: 
 

‘I don’t know if this is the result of an active 
government policy, I’m not sure. But you do see it 
happen. You also see it happen in the facilities 
(voorzieningen) that the city is making now, they 
are providing music opportunities for black kids. 
You see drum classes, you see Brazilian dancing 
classes, but you don’t see recorder classes, to 
make an extreme [example] of the other side. So 
if you are into hip-hop, there will be a place to go, 
but if you’re into musical there is nothing.’ 

 
In parallel with Chris’ views regarding heterogeneity and its 
accommodation thereof, a PVV representative in February 2015 
during municipal discussions regarding plans to make Arabic- 
and Caribbean-friendly living spaces in nursing homes, 
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articulated intolerance for the accommodation of ‘specific cultural 
backgrounds’ in place of paying more attention to the natives: 
 

‘…the world is upside down when, while support 
is given to special housing exclusively for 
residents with a specific cultural background (met 
een zelfde cultuur specifieke achtergrond), that 
these residents are favoured in comparison to the 
native elderly (autochtone ouderen).’ 

 
During the interview Chris appears critical towards the PVV, the 
popularity of which he attributes to the fact that Almeerders are 
‘unsatisfied with who their neighbours are’. Yet, as in the case of 
Rosa, his rhetoric is not far from the party’s, especially about the 
municipality providing support to ‘specific’ categories, be it 
people with ‘cultural backgrounds’ or ‘black kids’. In both cases 
the argument is that the local authorities provide preferential 
treatment to the needs of ‘others’ instead of natives/whites, 
implying that the real ‘Almeerders’ are Dutch whites.      

The vocabulary that several respondents have adopted is not 
unlike general xenophobic rhetoric. Even though the respondents 
are critical of the PVV in their vast majority (only one explicitly 
saying that the party’s leader Wilders ‘has a point’), their 
formulations regarding ‘otherness’ and what is proper 
neighbourly conduct appear racialised. The role of suburbia in 
these formulations appears to manifest in the ideal living 
environments being threatened by perceived decline. These 
findings confirm Van Gent and colleagues’ claim (2013) that 
‘…suburban support can be seen as defending, or even 
recapturing, times past and spaces lost, in order to retain a level of 
social respectability previously achieved through suburban 
homeownership’. However, support for a xenophobic party seems 
irrelevant to such defensive discourse, as a resident may 
sometimes talk like a radical right-wing voter without necessarily 
being one. This diversity of respondents making statements 
sometimes reminiscent of the PVV and other times against it is 
not surprising, since even the new far-right parties themselves, 
like the PVV, often consist of diverse representatives and 
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comprise a heterogeneous electorate (De Koster, Achterberg and 
Van der Waal, 2013). Particularly in terms of space, suburban 
arrangements seem to affect voting behaviour, especially due to 
conflicting, everyday ways of using public space between 
different (class) categories (Ströbele, 2012). In Almere, suburban 
living fosters in certain cases latent xenophobic views which are 
reinforced or triggered by visible heterogeneity and attempts to 
accommodate different cultures, views that are widespread in 
public debates in the Netherlands at large (Duyvendak and 
Scholten, 2012).  

 
 
 

 
The haunting Kasteel Almere, a replica of the Belgian castle Jemeppe. 
Construction began in 1999 and it has been abandoned since 2002 - 
Jasha, Flickr 
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Conclusions 
Suburbanite 2.0  
Two spirals run parallel to each other in Almere, one of mobility 
and one of discourse. People are still moving to Almere, others 
are born and remain there, and many are now also leaving the 
town, either ‘returning’ to the city or seeking even less urban 
places. Simultaneously, the ones leaving discuss Almere’s 
changes as decline, they talk about Amsterdam’s role vis-à-vis 
Almere as a transcended past of ‘Stone Age’ pseudo-Almerdeers, 
or as a glorious spiritual past with a soul. Individual household 
trajectories form the town’s spirals, their desires and aspirations 
often appearing less altered than the spaces around them; after 
becoming suburban (enough), they can now relive their 
suburbanity in urban-esque Amsterdams or rural-esque Wormers. 

The analysis of the survey’s rather few dissatisfied 
respondents showed two main trends:  

 
a. The respondents’ desire to move out of Almere is primarily 
articulated in terms of criticism of life in the town and not 
necessarily in relation to personal circumstances. 
 
b. The main social problems that respondents perceive in Almere 
are criminality, the deterioration of the built environment and 
living spaces, and the presence and behaviour of asocial persons. 
 
The interviews provide an anthropocentric narrative of Almere’s 
history, grounding the aforementioned spirals. First, its 1970s 
suburban living environments are described by a respondent as 
contributing to a new type of coexistence: no need to tolerate 
neighbours anymore as there was more autonomy than in city 
apartments. Yet, respondents talk about early, intergenerational 
tensions that emerged in Almere around the 1980s as children 
grew into teenagers who lacked access to appropriate public 
spaces. Such friction manifested spatially as parties claimed space 
and tried to realise their own visions on it. As heterogeneity and 
urbanity gradually started pervading the town around the late 
1990s, the interviewees lament the decline of community and 
emergence of anonymity. Respondents shifted their appreciation 
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for the functionality of the living environment and are currently 
evaluating it as less important. Instead, as former suburbanites, 
they emphasise the role of symbols and the importance of 
settlements’ branding, and are increasingly attracted by (urban or 
pseudo-rural) places with ‘history and soul’. Especially Almere’s 
native, middle classes are now largely rejecting Almere’s 
diversification, moving instead to heavily symbolised places, 
nonetheless aspiring also through a rather functional lens, namely 
a cost-benefit rationale when deciding where to move to.       

Here I propose a simple typology of (potential) outmoving 
discourses, according to the analysis of the survey and mainly the 
interviews. This typology is based on two intersecting axes of the 
search for functions-symbols, and potential mobility based on 
pull-push factors: 
 
 
Scheme 1 - Potential mobility discourses 

 Functions Symbols 
Push (Suburban) Stepping stone  Diversification-coping  
Pull (Urban-Rural) Opportunism  ‘Soul’-searching  

 
 
Stepping stone (Nora, Amin, Magda, Amado, Liana): Mostly 
young persons who seek adulthood by moving to more urban 
environments than Almere, or others, especially non-natives, who 
move temporarily to Almere, while coveting Amsterdam. In some 
cases the latter may fail to complete their move to Amsterdam 
and return to a dwelling where they lived before moving to 
Almere.  

Diversification-coping (Yvonne, Chris, Ebrahim): As 
Almere’s population has diversified, several residents appear 
alienated. Some disapprove the symbolic alteration of many of 
the town’s spaces, while others lament the loss of the paradisiacal 
suburbia and the prevalence of anonymity.  

Opportunism (Jena, Mark): Residents may seize certain 
opportunities to move out, strategically seeking alternative living 
environments. These persons are particularly pulled by 
environments that they see as ‘function’-capital: utility-rich, 
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offering good value for money, and with expectations of 
investment surpluses (be it monetary or satisfaction with the 
living space).  

‘Soul’-searching (Maria, Rosa, Maya, Claudia): Persons 
become attracted by places ‘with history’, be they more urban 
(Amsterdam) or less urban (Wormer) than Almere. In such cases 
respondents focus on a place’s branding and symbolic value, 
articulating a mobility away from a place without ‘roots’ to an old 
place with a ‘soul’. 

It is crucial to see the above types as discourses, not as people 
per se, hence my preference for the situation noun 
(‘opportunism’) instead of the person noun, to avoid reifying and 
inflating a person-like ‘type’ in isolation. After all, Almere itself 
is constantly evolving as a place and when residents reflect on the 
changes they articulate their aspirations accordingly. Most 
importantly the categorisations above are not clear-cut. In fact, 
instead of seeing the types above as intersecting categories, they 
are better understood as the reverse, namely unrealistic, 
archetypical syntheses. In the contemporary context of 
increasingly complexifying metropolitan regions, what these 
archetypes offer is a starting point to elaborate on processes of 
suburban out-migration. 

Case in point, when moving away from Almere, what appears 
as a strategic search for functionality is articulated by respondents 
as a distancing from it, seeking instead a living environment with 
particular kinds of heavily advertised symbolic spaces: whereas in 
times of high modernism movers to Almere were seeking for 
functionalities (housing, infrastructure, comfort, homogeneity), 
nowadays residents increasingly describe the importance of a 
city’s ‘soul’ and historical character. Their decision to move out 
is informed by the (re)emerging popularity of cities which are 
promoting themselves as catch-all places to be consumed by 
(white) internationals, (white) families and (white) professionals 
(Van den Berg, 2012). The contradiction between the very 
strategic behaviour by many residents when researching where to 
move next, a functional perspective one may argue, and the rather 
postmodern, abstract formulations about a settlement’s character, 
is embodied within the movers who are negotiating their mobility 
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in an elaborate, intricate fabric of society-wide mobilities, 
restructuring, space stratification, metropolitan integration and 
city competition. The phenomenon of very diverse aspirations 
while being mobile, evident from the previous chapters, is durable 
in the case of Almere’s outmovers. Arguably, even within a 
single mover we can locate the rich web of all the processes 
mentioned above. The processes are of course in the form of 
discourses and sometimes practices, but nonetheless the movers’ 
trajectories appear indicative of the complex dynamics of 
functionality versus soul-seeking and constraints versus 
aspirations.  

Residents may find Almere’s diversification and in-
betweenness reasons to move out and/or not return; reversely, 
consistent place attachment in a neighbourhood can be similarly 
hindered by the lack of resources, especially for the working 
classes (Paton, 2013). As the town is perceived as not urban 
enough, it may push away younger persons who seek 
opportunities for resources such as higher education, work or 
even recreation. Simultaneously Almere may be perceived as not 
suburban enough either, deterring some from moving there in 
order to raise a family. In these ways, and as the new town 
daringly attempts to create multiple layers typically found in 
historic cities (consumption-oriented centre, ‘build your own 
home’ projects, business investment), its future appears uncertain 
as it risks failure in both respects, perhaps best summarised as 
Frederick II’s military maxim ‘he who defends everything, 
defends nothing’. As a result to these push and pull processes in 
relation to Almere, residents may end up becoming alienated with 
the town’s spaces and sometimes suburbanise in the city, thus 
becoming suburbanites 2.0.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis

185 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

The production of suburban space: the 
suburban fabric 

 
 
 
The ultimate fate of suburbia 
In a video documenting the arrival of Almere’s first residents in 
1976, the narrator describes the first Christmas for the 25 pioneer 
families that moved to the town.61 As one of the families is 
decorating their Christmas tree, the camera pans towards the wide 
and empty expanses of the flat land outside, ready for further 
development. The narrator then speculates that these first 
inhabitants know little about how it will be to live in a town of 
250,000, as was planned then for the year 2000. Almere has yet to 
reach that population in 2015, but the early residents, and 
everyone else for that matter, were indeed not really prepared for 
the town’s growth, evolution and its contemporary role in the 
metropolitan region.  

New towns and planned settlements such as Almere were 
developed in the post-WWII, advanced capitalist world as the 

                                                      
61 From the collection of the Netherlands Institute for Sound and Vision: 
http://www.beeldengeluid.nl/en/media/8794/nieuwe-stad-almere-heeft-zijn-1e-
bewoners  
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high-modernist alternative to the alleged issues of urban sprawl 
and city congestion. After several decades of relative success in 
fulfilling the purpose of housing socially mobile families leaving 
the city, many such settlements are currently in the peculiar 
situation of being neither clearly suburban environments for the 
socially mobile, nor fitting into contemporary, New Urbanist 
visions for compact cities. Recent trends of demographic 
diversification in Western metropoles manifest as people and 
capital are increasingly attracted towards inner cities, re-
establishing the hegemonic position of the ‘historic’ city, while 
others are gravitating towards peripheral areas, seeking more 
secluded lifestyles. These trends raise questions about the 
character of settlements that fall into neither category, former 
city-escape destinations such as Almere which are increasingly 
losing their purpose due to many neighbourhoods in cities not 
being regarded as too isolated or as places to escape from 
anymore. This study has attempted to address these issues by 
answering the following questions: 
 
How have urban-suburban mobilities evolved since the 1970s, 
and how have the shifts been experienced by residents in city and 
suburb alike?  
 
How has space been produced in Almere since its beginning and 
what does that say about metropolitanisation processes and the 
future of suburbia at large? 
 
In order to closely examine Almere’s dynamics, I focused on the 
rising diversification and complexity of the town and its 
relationship to Amsterdam. Consequently, I looked into how this 
complexity is produced and experienced, how the many 
characters of such a place co-exist, and even how the competing 
character of several settlements in the Amsterdam region plays 
out nowadays and affects new residents’ aspirations for mobility 
between settlements. To achieve this I approached residents of 
Almere through an online survey, and subsequently I interviewed 
current and former residents in depth, while I also participated in 
meetings of a group of international migrants in Almere. I 
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focused on people’s discourses about place, their articulations 
regarding symbols and experiences of space, and their aspirations 
in relation to mobility towards and away from Almere.  

The starting point of my theoretical approach has been the 
concept of the production of space (Lefebvre, 1991) and its 
multiple uses in mainly Marxist literature (such as the works of 
Harvey, Smith, Merrifield, Brenner and Soja). Almere’s spaces 
are considered here as something ‘alive’ and actively produced, 
not simply as containers of social action. I discuss the Lefebvrian 
theory in light of physical mobility, especially between Almere, 
Amsterdam and internationally, and focus on the importance of 
mobility for power, experiences and aspirations (Cresswell, 2006; 
Cowen, 2014). In the context of Almere’s waning reputation, 
increased outmigration and rising dissatisfaction, I also focus on 
people’s potential to be mobile (Kaufmann, Bergman and Joye, 
2004), the meaning they attribute to such potential and how they 
negotiate constraints and limitations to overcome possible 
immobility. Lastly, I reflect on Almere’s uncertain character and 
future through academic work on the widely used term post-
suburbia, describing the most recent state of suburbs, a rather 
open and malleable concept (Phelps and Wood, 2011; Charmes 
and Keil, 2015). In the sections that follow, I first explicate the 
theoretical lenses with which I interpret my study’s findings. 
Thereafter I summarise every chapter’s empirical findings and I 
synthesise them into succinct conclusions, taking our 
understanding of how space is produced a step further.   
 
 
Transformation of 21st century planetary suburbs?  
In light of the planetary urbanisation idea (Brenner and Schmid, 
2011), Keil and colleagues argue in the edited book ‘Suburban 
Constellations’ (2013) that ‘much if not most of what counts as 
urbanization today is actually peripheral’ (p. 9). The character of 
this ‘planetary suburbanisation’ is considered fluid and difficult to 
identify, represented in the multi-faceted developments 
throughout the world’s city-peripheries such as the apartment 
complexes of Istanbul, the slums of Cape Town or the endless 
sprawl of Los Angeles. Almere certainly shares this fluidity as 
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was demonstrated in my study. Consequently, it becomes elusive 
how we can know that a settlement corresponds to such a process. 
Considering this riddle when interpreting my study’s findings, I 
return to the heuristic device of the introduction (scheme 1), the 
combination of the Apollonian and Dionysian axes (urbanisation-
suburbanisation and urbanism-suburbanism respectively). The 
former represents the process of space transformation through 
planning and demographic change, and the latter represents ways 
of life and experiences. The axes are causally interdependent 
since processes in one can give rise to processes in the other, e.g. 
demographic change affecting ways of life, or residents’ 
perceptions influencing planning schemes.  
 
 
Scheme 1 
Two aspects of the city-suburb relationship 

  
 

Dionysian  
Apollonian 
 
 

I interpret this dissertation’s findings with the help of the scheme 
above, but with certain distinctions according to my general 
approach. First, I have especially looked at the relationships 
between the different kinds of space; the experienced space, the 
quotidian space and the conceived space. I have focused on their 
interactions and dependencies appearing in the planning schemes 

Urbanism Suburbanism 

Suburbanisation 

Urbanisation 
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and the respondents’ formulations and experiences. Second, I 
have utilised potential and real human mobility as a proxy for the 
different processes to be interpreted, be they routine uses of 
space, macro-demographic shifts, or experiences during spatial 
practices. Third, my approach has been diachronical, hence I 
speak about ‘space-time’, not only space. This means that space 
production is not only historically situated and dependent, but that 
there is no ‘timeless’ space to comprehend and social life is 
always a process consisting of both elements: space is ‘an “active 
moment” in social reality, something produced before it is 
reproduced, created according to definite laws’ (Merrifield, 
2006). 
 
 
New spaces, new places  
Chapter one’s findings confirm that despite the intensely designed 
representations of space during the high-modernist 1970s, 
Almere’s demographics evolved beyond expectations. The 
strongly Apollonian character of the town’s planning has always 
been heavily focused on creating suburban spaces for the socially 
mobile natives from Amsterdam. However, its international, 
foreign-born population has been steadily increasing since the 
1990s and lately many new residents move directly from abroad 
to Almere. Simultaneously, formerly typical suburban residents 
like Almere’s ‘pioneers’ (couples with or without children) are 
moving away from Almere nowadays, commonly towards 
Amsterdam. Parallel to such novel mobility trajectories, a lot of 
the town’s current modest growth is due to the settlement of 
single households, formerly atypical for suburbia and traditionally 
found in cities. These demographic shifts are actually becoming 
regular phenomena in contemporary suburbia throughout the 
Netherlands and globally, and are evidence of the porosity 
between the urban and the suburban. In addition, the fact alone 
that Almere received new residents from 114 countries in 2011 
shows that it is a place with a global character, challenging 
Amsterdam’s hegemonic position in the metropolitan region, at 
least in terms of attracting international migrants.  
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This ‘kneading process… has yielded new hybrids’ (Peck et 
al., 2014), ‘faux’ urbanisms we may call them, and Almere is a 
paradigmatic case. Suburbanisation has been gradually declining 
as the main fuel of Almere’s growth, the town no longer a 
suburban extension of Amsterdam. The emerging multifaceted 
and increasingly complex position of settlements within 
metropoles demonstrates the need to look deeper into each part of 
a region (i.e. the ‘centres’ in the polycentricity discourse) and to 
understand it in relation to the other parts. My study of regional 
demographics shows that the importance of scales shifts 
according to temporal processes, and that the ‘glocal’ character of 
a place may emerge unexpectedly (Swyngedouw, 1997), 
demonstrating that the interplay between scales is critical in the 
regional metropolitanisation processes. Such ‘post-suburban’ 
understandings of the growth of cities and periphery point beyond 
the dichotomous thinking about suburbs and city, towards more 
hybridised qualities of settlements. 
 
 
Place making and ‘making it’ 
When we look at the axis of perceptions and ways of life, we see 
an aspect of the Dionysian element at play in Almere. Chapter 
two shows how the initial project of community-oriented 
placemaking in Almere developed and transformed into a 
heterogeneous mosaic of individualistic perspectives.  Initially the 
main motives for moving were better housing, more space and 
more natural environments, parallel to early attempts of 
collectively ‘making’ a place that resembled an ideal space, either 
by planners or by residents. Almere was perceived as a betterment 
of neighbourhood environments, housing conditions and a 
potential place for community-building, older respondents 
stressing the importance of gardens and plenitude of space for 
raising families; it is not a coincidence after all that the first 
inhabitants are called ‘pioneers’, an alleged vanguard of former 
urbanites who were expected to create a place from scratch. Yet, 
Almere’s social life and spaces were very much planned from the 
start, hence early pioneering in Almere appears not so much a 
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journey into the unknown but rather an anti-urban narrative, 
focusing on social interactions between homogeneous groups.  

Eventually, the motives of people moving to Almere shifted 
to the search for affordable housing, work and personal 
development trajectories. In the case of recent inhabitants, their 
motives to move can be contrasting, being attracted to either the 
familial environment of the ‘suburban’ Almere or the 
independence of the ‘urban’ Almere. In particular they appreciate 
the ‘softer’ urbanity the town offers, or care for better living 
conditions and not for the community at large. They imagine their 
trajectories through housing ‘careers’ and being at the right place 
at the right time looking for the right opportunities. In these cases 
Almere is appraised for what it offers in terms of infrastructure 
and resources. The trajectories of recent Almeerders point 
towards an aspiring attitude that we can call ‘to make it’, in terms 
of personal success, articulated through the importance of being 
mobile. The difference between placemaking and ‘making it’ is 
that although both processes create spatial realities that give form 
to everyday life, ‘making a place’ is focused on collective 
processes in space, while the figurative ‘making it’ produces 
space as a side effect of individual aspirations. The latter 
manifests in acquiring sizeable real estate or generally 
considering space as an asset for negotiation and achievement, 
leading to ‘settlement-shopping’ when strategising where to 
move. Such strategies are informed by normative, national 
discourses of aspirations (Baillergeau and Duyvendak, in press), 
and in this case particularly related to home-ownership and living 
space. After all, the 1970s signaled a retreat from envisioning an 
engineered society and community, and beckoned the rise of the 
‘individual’ (Duyvendak, 1999); the transition in Almere from 
community-oriented towards individualist aspirations coincides 
with these corresponding society-wide transformations in the 
Netherlands. As I have shown, Almere has been the epitome of a 
socially engineered place by the Dutch welfare state. Parallel to 
the manifestation of the residents’ motivations, Almere’s local 
government has shifted its discourse from the modernist miracle-
building of utopian suburbia, which is now implied as a past 
‘adolescence’, towards pursuing a project of a ‘mature’ city. In 
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fact it gives Almere an organic character, as an entity that needs 
to develop ‘sustainably’, while adopting New Urbanist rhetoric 
about connectivity and diversity.  
 
 
The suburbanisation of migration 
Compared to the typical suburbanisation trajectories of Almere’s 
early residents, the most novel and unexpected mobility towards 
Almere has been that of international migrants, as we see in 
chapter three. To be sure, global migration seems to be durable 
overall, and international mobility towards cities and suburbs 
alike is rising, lately due to migrants moving also from advanced 
capitalist countries (the ‘expats’). Nonetheless, international 
migration towards suburbia is a recent phenomenon, and the 
periphery is increasingly understood as a receiver of migration 
waves. In chapter three we see that living in Almere is a very 
diverse issue for the respondents, more so than in the case of 
Dutch natives. In the views of several international migrants 
Almere barely appears as a suburban destination embodying 
social mobility anymore as they consider it a stepping stone 
towards Amsterdam instead. In such cases, Almere’s character is 
revealed as Amsterdam’s periphery and an earlier step in 
trajectories of housing ‘careers’.  

Yet other internationals are rather happy to remain there, 
giving the town the centre stage in the region, satisfied to be 
‘close enough’ to Amsterdam which is considered to be well-
connected. The phenomenon of contemporary ‘settlement-
shopping’ persists among the internationals, albeit with more 
fluid ideas about the desirability of places compared to the 
natives. The different national contexts that international migrants 
have experienced before moving to Almere make for instance the 
30km trip to Amsterdam seem like a trivial endeavour compared 
to typically long commutes in other metropoles. What does create 
urgency for some migrants to accelerate their desired mobility are 
their commonly underdeveloped networks and the lack of 
opportunities, resources that are considered more accessible in 
Amsterdam.  
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The variety of the respondents’ experiences is evidence that 
the assimilationist paradigm with regards to suburbanisation is 
not accurate. Migrants as agents of mobility and place-making are 
not simply becoming ‘integrated’ into a national society by 
moving to suburbia. Instead, their mobilities have diverse 
characters, challenging any linear understandings of spatial 
integration processes. The dissolution of the urban/suburban 
dichotomy, the lack of clear trajectories of the socially mobile 
(upwards or downwards), the multitude of place-identities, or 
rather the absence of one clear identity, are all elements that call 
for a multi-level, contextual and processual approach regarding 
current international mobilities.  

 
 

Finding one’s place 
In chapter four we see that the new migrations to Almere became 
undesirable by both old and new, Dutch native residents, 
challenging their perceptions about what should have remained in 
their eyes a homogeneous environment for (native Dutch) 
families. These findings confirm Van Gent et al. (2013) who 
claim that the threat of heterogeneity in suburbia is giving rise to 
sympathy for xenophobic politics, embodied in the Partij Voor de 
Vrijheid (PVV). Yet, residents may develop similarly xenophobic 
discourses despite being vocal against the PVV. Particularly for 
suburbia, the everyday ways of using public space between 
different (class) categories and the visible heterogeneity can be 
adequate for the development of such views. Even among the 
internationals there is a selective discourse regarding culture and 
urban dynamics reminiscent of wordings that a native Dutch 
respondent may use. Despite for instance the International Almere 
organisers celebrating their own diversity,62 and despite the 
group’s eclectic appearance, members stigmatise residents who 
they call ‘Moroccan’ or ‘Turkish’, while readily categorising 
neighbourhoods as ‘good’ and ‘bad’. Such discourse adds another 
layer of placemaking and power, as the IA’s ‘expats’ claim their 
                                                      
62 “Over the past 5 years [we] have evolved into a large group covering many 
nationalities and cultures, with families, singles and couples.” 
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own place (physically and figuratively) in Dutch society. 
Moreover, intergenerational tensions have emerged in Almere due 
to children growing into teenagers who lack access to appropriate 
public spaces.  

The new mobilities in Almere signal the threat of the 
perceived, encroaching urban, a disparate spatial assemblage of 
multiculturalism, highways, congestion and unfamiliarity. In 
those terms dissatisfied respondents identify Almere’s social 
problems with criminality, the deterioration of the built 
environment and living spaces, and the presence and behaviour of 
asocial persons. When attempting to react, a resident articulates 
desires that vary between defensive fixity and assertive mobility, 
both predicaments rendering apparent the power of (material) 
resources and constraints. Desire for spatial fixity and consistent 
place attachment in a neighbourhood can be challenged by 
alienation due to heterogeneity. Consequently residents ‘defend’ 
their claim of space ownership against ‘others’. In certain cases 
however fixity may simply become regrettable for residents due 
to feeling stuck, considering their conscious choice to settle in 
Almere and the shortcomings regarding their aspiring 
expectations thereafter. In other cases, moving away from Almere 
is seriously taken into account, and thence material resources 
allow or constrain the realisation of alternatives through spatial 
mobility. As Almere grew, several socially mobile residents, 
former ‘winners’ through spatial mobility, became the possible 
‘losers’ due to undesired changes in Almere. These are exactly 
the moments when economic constraints become decisive for 
one’s ability to transform visions and aspirations into reality. 
From then on, residents become attracted by heavily symbolised 
and branded (urban or pseudo-rural) places with ‘history and 
soul’. Yet, although the functionality of the living environment 
appears undervalued and the symbolic dimension of space is 
praised, the functionality-centred, cost-benefit, materially-bound 
rationale also remains when deciding where to move.  
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The Trialectics of Space 
The Apollonian-Dionysian axes cannot fully explain what is 
happening in Almere, hence I take the scheme a step further by 
constructing a ‘third’ dimension, reflecting on the axes’ workings 
through the three Lefebvrian elements of the production of space 
(scheme 2). Lefebvre’s approach focuses on ‘trialectical’ thinking 
(Soja, 1996), always considering the third ‘other’ in binary 
relations. By employing that theoretical toolbox, I argue that the 
urban and the suburban are not opposing, not even two sides of 
the same coin, but constitute a cyclical, non-dichotomous spatio-
temporal process. Soja’s ‘trialectics’ (1996) offer the binding 
threads for my theoretical argument, but similarly to Soja, I 
should warn for the relative ‘messiness’ of such an 
epistemological approach. As he argues:  
  

‘Trialectical thinking is difficult, for 
it challenges all conventional modes 
of thought and taken-for-granted 
epistemologies. It is disorderly, 
unruly, constantly evolving, unfixed, 
never presentable in permanent 
constructions.’ (1996, p. 70) 

 
The production of space according to Lefebvre is based on the 
trialectic between three processes of space: a. Spatial practice 
primarily refers to non-reflexive quotidian life, consisting of daily 
routines in city spaces, b. Representations of space refer to the 
mapping and planning of space, commonly conducted by 
authority actors in order to organise life in a city, and c. 
Representational space refers to the lived experiences of the users 
of space, and it is a realm of symbolism and meaning. Spaces a. 
and b. constitute the Apollonian element, and spaces a. and c. 
constitute the Dionysian element. 
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Scheme 2 
Lefebvre’s (1991: 33) conceptual triad of the production of space 

Production of space Space as… E.g. 
Spatial practices Perceived Daily routines, continuity 
Representations of space Conceived Planning, order 
Representational spaces Experienced Cognition, symbols 

 
 
Scheme 3 
Aspects of the city-suburb relationship revisited 

   
 
Dionysian axis 
Apollonian axis 

 ‘Third’ dimension 
 
 
Homo quotidianus  
When juxtaposing the findings of all chapters, Almere’s 
production of space emerges as a synthesis of time, scale and 
social interaction; its spaces are hybridising, its urban and 
suburban layers are ‘folding’ into one another, and its role in 
planetary suburbanisation processes remains idiosyncratic. In 
terms of historical change, since the 1970s global, macro-level 
economic and political restructuring (i.e. post-industrialism, 
neoliberalism and the emergence of global cities), there is a 
transition from a modern to a postmodern Almere, reflected on 
the discourses and experiences of residents. Elements and effects 

Urbanism Suburbanism 

Suburbanisation 

Urbanisation 

Other 
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of post-WWII, socio-democratic social engineering are found in 
early residents’ aspirations, while attitudes have been 
‘neoliberalising’ thereafter, emphasising personal development 
trajectories and housing ‘careers’ (Duyvendak, 1999). 
Simultaneously, the new global mobilities, such as international 
migration to suburbia, show the interscalar characteristics of 
contemporary production of space in Almere, its processes 
differing depending on the level of perspective; the local, the 
regional, the global. Within this dynamic scalar-spatial-temporal 
context, persons develop practices, discourses, attitudes, 
experiences and aspirations. Above all, the interaction between 
spatial context and person happens through social practice and 
reflection upon the spaces that characterise one’s experiences.  

The co-existence, or the parallel existence, of international 
migrants and native pioneers in Almere is producing new 
discourses of representational spaces in the form of placemaking. 
The original pioneers saw their migration as a move to a totally 
empty space, and started ‘making’ the place Almere, while 
similarly the international migrants are also placemaking 
pioneers, but in a more complex manner. Their mobility has not 
only been towards a social unknown but also cultural and 
economic unknowns, while their ‘knowns’ in their homeland are 
far away. Their new reality emerges through de facto diversity, 
while many older residents, often native Dutch in origin, are as a 
consequence increasingly alienated due to former representations 
of Almere as a place constructed for homogeneity. 

In Almere’s neighbourhoods the diversity exists ‘cheek by 
jowl’: families live next door to singles, natives to immigrants, 
freelance professionals to manual labourers, asylum seekers to the 
privileged middle class, while flats are raised next to family 
houses, and a Manhattan-esque centre looms next to the suburban 
homes. Residents themselves discuss Almere in strikingly 
opposite terms, even when living within few dozen metres from 
each other. The case of Almere clearly challenges Chicago-school 
understandings of suburbia as an end-phase of ‘spatial 
assimilation’ processes that conclude with homogeneity 
(Dawkins, 2009; Lichter and Johnson, 2006; Hanlon, Vicino and 
Short, 2006). On the contrary, in accordance to the arguments and 
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studies of the L.A. school of urbanism (Soja, 2011; Dear, 2002) 
which focus on city-level variability and diversity (albeit in this 
case manifesting in individual experiences), Almere is discussed 
by residents as a large array of urbanisms. It may appear as a 
stepping stone towards more desirable places, not ‘too urban’, or 
even a ‘sleeping town’. And in the negative sense, it may seem 
too ‘multi-culti’, or harbouring behaviours that are described as 
‘anti-social’ and ‘criminal’. Its fluidity arises in the multiplicity of 
these perspectives, which shows that the process of constructing a 
place is ambiguous to say the least, and most likely goes beyond 
the individual undertakings of planning, aspiring and profiteering. 

 
 
Homo suburbiensis  
When the discourses of the respondents do converge, it is not 
necessarily due to similar cultural, socio-economic, age-related or 
gendered backgrounds. Except for the relatively homogeneous 
case of the few older, native, disgruntled residents, these 
narratives run straight through all the above categorisations. 
Instead, when respondents are positive about Almere, the 
convergence of experiences is articulated with socio-geographical 
rhetoric about urbanity versus suburbanity: the urban, manifested 
mainly in Amsterdam, is desired by the respondents to exist 
‘close enough’ but not too close. The alternative is understood as 
a ‘softer’ urbanity commonly sought and found in places such as 
Almere. Visions about Almere also converge unfavourably 
however, as disapproval of its evolution and transformation into a 
certain type of city-like space; in that case the town is considered 
‘too urban’, hence too problematic, and not in the spirit of 
contemporary Amsterdam which has been instead successfully 
branded as the city to be. Almere’s elusive character is prominent 
among the residents’ formulations, and although their views seem 
at first glance to reproduce the concepts urban and suburban, they 
are rarely reproduced in the same way, but are mostly 
catchphrases used to describe complex experiences. The wide 
variability and depth of perspectives indicates that Almere’s 
character lies exactly beyond the dichotomy.  
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Hence suburbia in the form of Almere has moved from 
simply being the epitome of modernist visions into a postmodern 
bricolage full of experiences and aspirations. It is as fluid as it has 
ever been, and considering the absence of separate, historical 
‘layers’ which would allow adaptation (Bontje and Musterd, 
2008), it is dependent on, and vulnerable to, processes happening 
on several geographical levels: market restructuring, state 
intervention, global migration trends and individualist 
perspectives. In contrast, the common suburbanist traits of 
homogeneity, individualism and safety are promoted in ‘old 
cities’, their local governments downplaying the helter-skelter 
character of city life (Berg, 2012). Meanwhile the new urbanites 
(alias former suburbanites who moved to the city) carry with 
them their persistent focus on the volume of living space and the 
safety of neighbourhoods. All these aspects demonstrate that the 
suburban city emerges simultaneously with the urban suburb, and 
this dialectic in its turn demonstrates that these two are not 
separate processes. Rather, they synthesise a third, ‘other’ 
dimension, traceable in the three Lefebvrian elements of space-
time, and enriched by mobility, as is explicated in the following 
sections.    
 
 
The production of the everyday 
Parallel to internal diversification, we are witnessing the process 
of an external fusion, city and suburbs merging into 
interconnected metropoles. This phenomenon is understood in 
literature as a collection of new, complex (albeit still binary) 
processes: urbanisation of the suburb and vice versa, as 
settlements ‘slide’ back and forth on the Apollonian axis. In order 
to go beyond constructing new dichotomies however, here I 
develop the interplay between the spatial elements of scheme 2.  

The spatial practices by residents (modes of being) and the 
representations of space by planners (models of planning) interact 
either as relatively smooth choreographies of quotidian life in 
highly planned spaces, or as contradicting spatial visions between 
planners and citizens, potentially producing tensions. Apollonian 
conceptions arise in the form of attention to order and a stringent 
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rationalisation of social activity to define and ‘correct’ space 
through planning, developing and branding. Residents are 
generally unaware of the spatial arrangements considering that 
Almere’s spaces are consistently compartmentalised, and daily 
practices have been separated and comfortably mystified: 
inhabiting, working, commuting, consuming are largely 
performed individually from each other. Disharmony occasionally 
arises when spatial practices are disrupted, such as in the case of 
teenagers lacking appropriate public spaces.  

Spatial practices are explicitly dependent on material 
resources, such as means for mobility or high enough income, 
allowing or constraining one’s mobility and casual use of space. 
These can be rather straightforward dependencies, manifesting as 
the disruption of daily practices due to lack of resources (e.g. 
commuting without car or low housing mobility due to low 
income). Simultaneously, experienced spaces are implicitly 
affected by material resources in the case of (not) having access 
to certain arrangements (e.g. childrearing-friendly spaces, or 
consumption and entertainment amenities). The role of material 
resources is a constant reminder, both mentally and materially, of 
when, how and which aspirations can be envisaged; in other 
words life chances affect where one lives.  

Yet, the dialectic of spatial practices and representational 
spaces circumscribe where one may want to live. In particular the 
former provide layers for the latter to be experienced, such as in 
the case of Eddie who richly describes his own mobility around 
Almere’s physical spaces and lays down his own experiences in 
relation to these spaces. Reversely, the disruption of spatial 
practices causes the awareness of spatial arrangements; such was 
the case when Liana was attempting to commute to work and 
reached the borders of Almere by accident, an event that triggered 
her desire for a way out. The interactions between spatial 
practices and representational spaces can cause residents to 
become pulled from and pushed towards certain places, triggering 
aspirations for (potential) physical mobility; these aspirations are 
then subsequently limited by material conditions. Material 
resources and aspirations together have a Dionysian character, as 
a synthesis of the material and the cognitive worlds, determining 
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mobilities in space in unpredictable and chaotic ways. When we 
counter them with the Apollonian combination of spatial practice 
and representations, a ‘third’ space-time emerges where we can 
find key explanations and mechanisms of social space production. 
This dimension is made of layers folding upon one another, best 
imagined as the kneading of dough. 
 
 
The third dimension and future research 
My analysis shows that the dichotomy of urban and suburban 
should be critically evaluated. There is merit in continuing to use 
the terms but it is imperative that we are careful when we do so. 
Instead of using them as explanantia we should approach them as 
explanandums, as processes to be explained, a task that seems to 
be currently undertaken by scholars of post-suburbia. We should 
veer away from bundling a whole array of settlements and calling 
them ‘cities’ or other catch-all terms, and instead we need to 
focus on growth and expansion as process and relation. Much in 
line with the L.A. school of urbanism, we should consider ‘what, 
from whose perspective, when and where’. Regarding the 
tensions between centre and periphery, we should ask what it is 
that makes them such, is it their role in the regional economy and 
politics, is it due to the planning schemes or because residents 
reconstruct them as such? Consequently the ‘glocal’ character of 
a place emerges unexpectedly, showing the importance of the 
interplay between scales in metropolitanisation processes.  

We should also take into account both the material constraints 
and the generation process of preferences of persons when 
moving from settlement to settlement. Lack of privilege and the 
increasingly neoliberal regime of housing markets pose difficult 
challenges to surmount for many movers to say the least. In 
parallel, aspirations are widely affected by normative discourses 
about certain spaces and places being more desirable than others. 
For instance city governments can influence waves of mobility in 
and out of cities through the imaginaries that are evoked by 
representations of space, and in their turn evoke aspirations for 
resettlement. As their idiosyncratic character dictates, spatial 
practices and the experience with representational spaces form 
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and inform the desire to move somewhere. Thus, mobility links to 
several discourses which are enacted through push/pull and 
material/symbolic factors. In the intersection of these two axes we 
can locate particular instances in order to comprehend 
contemporary mobilities in metropolitan areas (see typology in 
chapter four).    

Within this context of different settlement types ‘fusing’ 
together, we should integrate international migration into studies 
about cities. Such an approach is well under way by scholars such 
as Nell and Rath (2009) and Schiller and Çağlar (2009) who 
claim that ‘cities, if approached comparatively and within a 
global perspective, can serve as important units of analysis in 
exploring the interface between migrants’ pathways of 
incorporation and the materialisation of broader neoliberal 
processes’ (179); yet we need to emphasise the heterogeneity of 
and within settlements. Both centre and periphery, even when the 
latter is not exactly simply ‘peripheral’, need to be ascribed from 
the bottom up through the examination of processes of mobility 
and aspirations by residents. Mobility from another country to a 
suburban area signifies a lot about the destination for certain, but 
also about the ‘destination that was not’ (i.e. Amsterdam) and 
could/would have been. It is particularly interesting how the 
urban-suburban dichotomy is articulated and negotiated by 
international migrants who may consider such terms in a totally 
different light in the new country of residence. Such cases often 
emerge due to diverse spatial assemblages experienced by the 
migrants in other contexts, like the different representational 
spaces that a large Southern European city offers or the spatial 
practices that emerge in an American city with extreme sprawl. 

In terms of future research, I propose to research post-
suburban global developments by refining and particularising the 
concept of the urban fabric into the suburban fabric. The urban 
fabric, representing all manifestations of the dominance of the 
city, is a dynamic patchwork of points that interact, with textile-
like features like ‘unevenness’ and ‘thickness’ (Madden, 2012). 
Not intended to fully replace the urban fabric, the suburban fabric 
should be considered as a sub-categorisation particularly 
formulated to understand contemporary processes of cities and 
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suburbs merging and relating; the aforementioned ‘dough-
kneading’ process. As is shown in this dissertation, suburban 
settlements can be internally hybridised, multi-layered and 
dynamic. Hence, the indications of planetary suburbanisation, due 
to not being straightforward, call for revisiting our understanding 
of urbanisation processes by looking in depth how settlements are 
planned, constructed and discussed in longitudinal fashion, and 
how residents experience mobility and place.  
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Appendix 
 
1. Online survey (in Dutch - translation in English 
follows each question)  
 
Enquête over uw redenen om naar Almere te verhuizen en over 
het wonen in de stad 
 
Q2 Geacht panellid,  
We willen u graag uitnodigen om een korte enquête in te vullen 
voor een onderzoek door een medewerker van de Universiteit van 
Amsterdam. De vragenlijst gaat over uw redenen waarom u 
(destijds) naar Almere bent verhuisd, en hoe u het vindt om in 
Almere te wonen. Het duurt ongeveer 5 tot 10 minuten om de 
enquête in te vullen. Alle antwoorden die u geeft worden 
vertrouwelijk behandeld en worden alleen gebruikt voor dit 
onderzoek.  
Voor meer informatie kunt u de website van de onderzoeker van 
de UvA raadplegen: http://home.medewerker.uva.nl/i.tzaninis/    
 
Q3 De volgende vragen gaan over uw huidige woonplaats. Woont 
u nog in Almere? 
The following questions are about your current residence. Are 
you still living in Almere? 

 Ja 
 Nee 

 
Q4 In welke plaats woont u nu? 
Where do you live now? 

 Gemeente in Nederland, namelijk ____________________ 
(municipality in the Netherlands, namely) 

 In een ander land, namelijk ____________________ (in 
another country, namely) 

 
Q5 Wat zijn de belangrijkste redenen waarom u verhuisd bent uit 
Almere? Selecteer alle opties die van toepassing zijn. 
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What are the most important reasons why you moved away from 
Almere? Select all the options that apply. 

 werk (work) 
 familie (family) 
 betere huisvesting (better housing) 
 (relatief) betaalbare woning (relatively affordable housing) 
 toegang tot betere voorzieningen (access to better facilities) 
 meer ruimte/natuur (more space/nature) 
 cultuur (culture) 
 onderwijs (education) 
 dichterbij vrienden/familie (closer to friends/family) 
 romantische oorzaken (romantic reasons) 
 opzoek naar vertier (search for entertainment) 
 overige ____________________ (other) 

 
Q6 De belangrijkste redenen die u benoemde waarom u uit 
Almere verhuisd bent zijn 
${q://QID5/ChoiceGroup/SelectedChoices}. Kunt u dit 
uitgebreider toelichten? 
You mentioned that the most important reasons why you moved 
away from Almere are... Can you elaborate? 
 
Q7 Wilt of gaat u binnen nu en twee jaar verhuizen uit Almere? 
Do you want to/are you planning to leave Almere within two 
years? 

 Ja 
 Nee 

 
Q8 Wat zijn voor u de belangrijkste redenen om uit Almere te 
(willen) verhuizen? Selecteer alle opties die van toepassing zijn. 
What are the most important reasons why you want to move away 
from Almere? Select all the options that apply. 
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 werk (work) 
 familie (family) 
 betere huisvesting (better housing) 
 (relatief) betaalbare woning (relatively affordable housing) 
 toegang tot betere voorzieningen (access to better facilities) 
 meer ruimte/natuur (more space/nature) 
 cultuur (culture) 
 onderwijs (education) 
 dichterbij vrienden/familie (closer to friends/family) 
 romantische oorzaken (romantic reasons) 
 opzoek naar vertier (search for entertainment) 
 overige ____________________ (other) 

 
Q9 De belangrijkste redenen die u benoemde waarom u uit 
Almere wilt/gaat verhuizen zijn 
${q://QID8/ChoiceGroup/SelectedChoices}. Kunt u dit 
uitgebreider toelichten? 
You mentioned that the most important reasons why you want to 
move away from Almere are... Can you elaborate? 
 
Q10 De volgende vragen gaan over de periode net na uw 
verhuizing naar Almere. Waar woonde u voordat u naar Almere 
verhuisde?    
The next questions are about the period right after your move to 
Almere. Where did you live before you moved to Almere? 
 

 Ik heb nooit buiten Almere gewoond. (I have never lived 
outside Almere) 

 Gemeente in Nederland, namelijk ____________________ 
(municipality in the Netherlands, namely) 

 In een ander land, namelijk ____________________ (in 
another country, namely) 

 
Q11 Terugdenkend aan de tijd voordat u naar Almere verhuisde, 
wat waren de belangrijkste redenen dat u besloot naar Almere te 
verhuizen? Selecteer alle opties die van toepassing zijn. 
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Thinking back to the time before moving to Almere, what were the 
most important reasons why you decided to move to Almere? 
Select all the options that apply. 
 

 werk (work) 
 familie (family) 
 betere huisvesting (better housing) 
 (relatief) betaalbare woning (relatively affordable housing) 
 toegang tot betere voorzieningen (access to better facilities) 
 meer ruimte/natuur (more space/nature) 
 cultuur (culture) 
 onderwijs (education) 
 dichterbij vrienden/familie (closer to friends/family) 
 romantische oorzaken (romantic reasons) 
 opzoek naar vertier (search for entertainment) 
 overige ____________________ (other) 

 
Q12 De belangrijkste redenen die u benoemde waarom u naar 
Almere verhuisd bent zijn 
${q://QID11/ChoiceGroup/SelectedChoices}. Kunt u dit 
uitgebreider toelichten? 
You mentioned that the most important reasons why moved to 
Almere are... Can you elaborate? 
 
Q13 Hoe was uw huishouden samengesteld toen u voor het eerst 
naar Almere verhuisde? 
What was your household composition when you first moved to 
Almere? 

 Alleenstaand (single) 
 Met een partner, zonder kinderen (with a partner, without 

kids) 
 Met een partner en kinderen (with a partner and kids) 
 Alleenstaande ouder (single parent) 
 Overig ____________________ (other) 

 
Q14 Hoeveel kinderen had u op dat moment? 
How many kids did you have at that moment? 
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Q15 De volgende vragen gaan over uw leven in Almere.  
The following questions are about life in Almere. 
       
Met welk rapportcijfer van 1 (slecht) tot en met 10 (goed) zou u 
Almere beoordelen als stad om in te wonen? 
With which score from 1 (bad) to 10 (good) would you evaluate 
Almere as a city to live in? 
______ 1 is slecht, 10 is goed. 
 
 
Q16 Is de stad veranderd sinds u verhuisd bent naar 
Almere/geboren bent? Almere is nu: 
Has the city changed since you moved to Almere/you were born in 
Almere? Almere is now: 
 

 veel beter om in te wonen (much better to live in) 
 wat beter om in te wonen (somewhat better to live in) 
 hetzelfde (the same) 
 wat slechter om in te wonen (somewhat worse to live in) 
 veel slechter om in te wonen (much worse to live in) 

 
Q17 U heeft geantwoord dat Almere is: 
${q://QID16/ChoiceGroup/SelectedChoices}. Wat zijn de 
belangrijkste redenen? 
You responded that Almere is... What are the most important 
reasons? 
 
Q18 Toen we u vroegen lid te worden van het onderzoekspanel 
heeft u aangegeven dat u ook open staat voor het meedoen aan 
persoonlijke interviews. Bent u bereid deel te nemen aan een 
interview voor dit onderzoek? Aangezien de onderzoeker van de 
UvA zelf niet zo goed Nederlands spreekt gaat zijn voorkeur uit 
naar een interview in het Engels. Als u zelf niet zo goed Engels 
spreekt en u wilt toch geïnterviewd worden, zal het interview 
afgenomen worden door een Nederlandse interviewer. Het 
interview duurt ongeveer 1½ uur en gaat over uw ervaringen met 
het wonen in Almere in vergelijking met het wonen in andere 
plaatsen. Als u aangeeft mee te willen werken kan toch het zijn 
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dat u niet wordt benaderd, omdat de onderzoeker een beperkt 
aantal personen wil interviewen. 

 Ja, ik heb interesse in een interview (de onderzoeker zal 
misschien contact met u opnemen over de details) (yes, I am 
interested in an interview) 

 Nee 
 
Q19 De volgende zijn algemene vragen.  
The following are general questions.  
Bent u: 
Are you: 

 Man 
 Vrouw 

 
Q20 Hoe oud bent u? 
How old are you? 
 
Q21 Bent u op dit moment werkzaam? 
Are you currently employed? 

 Ja 
 Nee 

 
Q22 Wat is uw beroep? 
What is your occupation? 
 
Q23 Bent u: 
Are you: 

 Werkloos (unemployed) 
 Gepensioneerd (on pension) 
 Student  
 Anders, namelijk: ____________________ (other, namely) 
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Q24 Wat is uw hoogst voltooide opleidingsniveau? 
What is your highest completed education level? 
 

 Basisschool (elementary school)  
 Voortgezet onderwijs: VMBO of MAVO (high-school) 
 Voortgezet onderwijs: HAVO of VWO (high-school, 

university track) 
 Middelbaar beroepsonderwijs (MBO) (vocational education) 
 Hoger onderwijs: HBO of Universiteit (tertiary education) 
 Anders, namelijk: ____________________ 

 
Q25 Hoe is uw huishouden samengesteld? 

 Alleenstaand (single) 
 Met een partner, zonder kinderen (with a partner, without 

kids) 
 Met een partner en kinderen (with a partner and kids) 
 Alleenstaande ouder (single parent) 
 Overig ____________________ (other) 

 
Q29 Hoeveel kinderen hebt u? 
How many kids do you have? 
 
Q29 Hoe wilt u het liefst gecontacteerd worden door de 
onderzoeker voor het maken van een afspraak? 

 Per e-mail 
 Telefonisch 

 
Q28 E-mailadres 
 
Q30 Naam 
 
Q30 Telefoonnummer 
 
Q31 Naam 
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2. Song Stad van de vrijheid (‘City of freedom’)  
 
Song by Ramon Tienhagen and Sander van Herk, sang by Sylvia 
Samson, 1998 
 
Gewonnen uit de Zuiderzee 
Verrezen uit een nieuw idee 
Overal natuur 
Stad als een avontuur 
 
Ze kent nog geen geschiedenis 
Ik maak haar zelf tot wat zij is 
Ja, op mijn manier 
Stad voor de pionier 
 
Ze is niet oud, ze is niet chique 
Ze heeft haar eigen romantiek 
ze is zichzelf, ze is voor mij uniek  
 
Stad van ruimte, stad van vrijheid 
Stad van water, wolken en de wind 
Hier leef ik mijn dromen 
Hier wil ik altijd wonen 
Stad waar het einde nooit begint 
 
Nog nooit bezet, nog nooit bevrijd 
Gegroeid in onafhankelijkheid 
Nergens een kanon 
Stad zonder bastion 
 
Hier worden kinderen rustig groot 
Hier wil ik leven tot mijn dood 
Maak ik wat ik zie 
Stad van de fantasie 
 
Hier ligt het hart van mijn bestaan 
Een lach en soms een traan 
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Hier wil ik verder gaan  
 
Stad van ruimte, stad van vrijheid 
Stad van water, wolken en de wind 
Hier leef ik mijn dromen 
Hier wil ik altijd wonen 
Stad waar het einde nooit begint 
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Summary 

 
Typical suburbia has been commonly understood and depicted as 
a collection of houses surrounded by picket fences and garages. 
The most recent example of such production of spaces was the 
suburbanisation process that took place in the Post-WWII period 
in advanced capitalist countries. This was a suburban ‘golden 
age’, when social mobility was prevalent, creating to a large 
extent the contemporary white middle-class by providing a fitting 
space: the suburb. Processes of social mobility going hand in 
hand with spatial mobility have persisted for decades and have 
happened simultaneously with the rejection of urban 
environments. The city eventually became the representation of 
social problems and escaping it was considered natural for the 
socially mobile, leading globally to many cities shrinking, at least 
a few decades ago. In the Netherlands, suburbanisation became 
especially popular in the 1960s due to social democratic and New 
Leftist visions of engineering a better society. The spaces for such 
a new society were developed in the form of New Towns, utopia-
driven settlements in the periphery of cities, designed from 
scratch in every detail. 

Perhaps the most famous new town in the Netherlands is 
Almere. First developed in 1976, and thought of already much 
earlier, Almere is built on an artificial island east of Amsterdam. 
It was ‘new land’ in the physical sense, as there was literally only 
water there until the 1950s. But it was also new in the social 
sense, lacking the character of a ‘place’ until its first inhabitants 
arrived. The initial intention of Almere’s planners was for the 
town to become a city of 250,000 inhabitants by the year 2000, 
perpetually hosting mainly socially mobile, former 
Amsterdammers. What has transpired in the 40 year-old history 
of the town however is a different story, best understood in David 
Harvey’s words from his 2000 book ‘Spaces of Hope’: 
‘Materializations of spatial utopias run afoul of the particularities 
of the temporal process mobilized to produce them’, as well as 
from James Scott’s 1998 book ‘Seeing like a State’: ‘We must 
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never assume that local practice conforms with state theory’. In 
other words, plans for making a perfect settlement not only fail 
due to unseen, structural factors but are based on the flawed 
premise that an oligarchy of figures can conjure the perfect place 
for others to inhabit. In this dissertation I unravel the past, present 
and future of Almere by analysing its demographic and structural 
changes, and especially the perspectives of current and former 
inhabitants regarding life in the town. My purpose is to shed light 
on historical processes of space production and the ‘everyday’ 
through the experiences of residents. The main questions of this 
study are: 
 
How have urban-suburban mobilities in the Amsterdam 
metropolitan region evolved since the 1970s, and how have the 
shifts been experienced by residents in city and suburb alike? 
 
How has space been produced in Almere since the town’s 
conception, and what does this production of space tell us about 
contemporary metropolitanisation processes and the future of 
suburbia at large? 
      
Almere and other suburban places are nowadays finding 
themselves in a complex dilemma. There are mobilities 
developing globally in many metropoles which can be seen either 
as a crisis or actually a thriving of suburbia. Cities are growing 
again, attracting capital and people, and suburbs are receiving less 
investment and underprivileged inhabitants. Yet, this new ‘urban’ 
growth is often suburban growth, rather peripheral or focused on 
suburban ways of life; even the archetypically ‘urban’ New York 
is showing such signs according to Jerilou and Kingsley 
Hamnett’s edited volume ‘The Suburbanization of New York’. As 
I show in chapter one of my dissertation, Almere and the 
metropolitan region of Amsterdam are very much part of these 
processes. For one, Almere’s population has yet to reach 200,000 
and it has been rather stable lately. In fact, not only are there more 
people moving away than towards the town, but the traditional 
mobility from Amsterdam to Almere has almost reversed by now 
as there are almost as many people moving to Amsterdam from 



503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis503666-L-sub01-bw-Tzaninis

228 
 

Almere. Among the new movers there are many international 
migrants, coming from more than a hundred countries directly to 
Almere. In addition, the typically suburban households of 
partners with or without children have decreased. These 
developments have made Almere’s formerly homogeneous 
demographical profile rather complex, pointing beyond 
dichotomous understandings of city and suburb.  

One of the most prominent and symbolic terms used to 
describe Almere’s early residents is ‘pioneer’. Mainly used for 
the 25 families who first moved to Almere, and sometimes to 
signify any ‘Almeerder’ who moved there early enough, we see in 
chapter two how the concept of pioneering as moving to new land 
has shaped placemaking processes since the early days of the 
town’s empty spaces. Envisioned as settlers moving to a 
promised, new, empty land, these former Amsterdammers were 
embodying the new, suburban, socially mobile household widely 
manifesting in the Netherlands. Nonetheless, Almere’s spaces 
were rather prepared for their arrival, such as the infrastructure 
for family-building and their commuting for work. Their 
suburbanisation thus has not been a journey into the general 
unknown but mostly into the social unknown. Eventually, the 
early focused attempts at placemaking shifted to more 
individualised trajectories by the newly arrived native Dutch 
residents; this shift coincided with the emergence of 
neoliberalism and the veering away from modernist, utopianist 
projects. The way in which this shift is articulated by residents is 
through their reasons for moving to Almere. At first they were 
looking for better housing and nature, considering Amsterdam’s 
poor housing stock, especially in the 1970s and 1980s, and the 
opportunity to live in a far from densely populated space like 
Almere. In recent years however residents discuss affordable 
housing and work as the main reasons for moving to Almere. In 
this contrast, and through the interviews, we can see that 
placemaking processes are currently capturing trajectories of 
people trying to ‘make it’, often in the sense of acquiring large 
housing space for less money, and producing space in the process 
of these new styles of social mobility. Community building and 
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placemaking are not their focus anymore, and their aspirations fit 
contemporary neoliberal, economic motives. 

Probably the most unexpected development in Almere, at 
least in the public eye, is its increasingly international population. 
The new residents who are not native Dutch move from many 
countries in the world, often directly to Almere. Ostensibly this 
represents an attempt to be close to Amsterdam, a more 
traditional destination for migrants, but in more affordable 
housing than in the capital. Nonetheless, chapter three shows that 
the internationals are a very diverse population, in terms of origin, 
class and aspirations. In fact several respondents chose Almere 
over Amsterdam, appreciating the former’s ‘softer’ urbanity, its 
newness and innovative character. Such preference may make 
them consider the increasingly urban character of Almere a 
disturbance and would rather it remain a quasi-suburban space.      

Other migrants are less happy however to be in Almere 
instead of Amsterdam. They see the new town as a stepping 
stone, a temporary necessary evil, allowing only for the potential 
to eventually move to Amsterdam. These are especially young 
persons who were aspiring to move to Amsterdam but ‘ended up’ 
in Almere with fewer prospects to realise their goals. For some it 
actually led to return back to their country of origin without 
success. This diversity of aspirations among international 
newcomers adds one more layer to Almere’s transforming 
character, widening the scale of the town’s existence to the 
international level, and challenges monodimensional 
understandings of suburbs and cities. This chapter calls for an 
investigation beyond the dichotomy when analysing international 
migration, urban growth and metropolitan integration. It also 
demonstrates the diverse nature of space when examined through 
the experiences of persons with different histories, experiences 
and aspirations; this can be especially the case for the 
internationally mobile. The comprehension of space’s symbolic 
character especially is widely enriched when considering the 
factor of mobility on many levels: the local, the regional and the 
international. Different mobilities inform different views on 
space, and the multiplicity of domestic and international 
migration to suburbs is a telling case of their transformation.   
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The last empirical chapter of the dissertation offers a somber 
note regarding suburbia’s future. The last couple of decades in the 
Netherlands and beyond, suburban settlements are going through 
a demographic crisis; the households that have traditionally 
moved there are doing so less and less. Instead, the gentrifying 
historic cities have established their hegemonic position as rather 
attractive places for middle- and high-class, family households. 
Consequently places like Almere, which have been quite 
monodimensional in their initial conception, are less adaptable to 
wide transformations. In such a context, this chapter focuses on 
the experiences of residents who consider to or have indeed 
moved away from Almere.  

The few residents who have been considering moving away 
from Almere are disappointed with the way in which the town has 
transformed. They mostly refer to issues of criminality, built 
environment deterioration and ‘asocial’ persons. Overall they are 
dissatisfied with the creeping ‘urbanity’, as they often frame it, 
which is upsetting their expectations of what should have 
remained a suburban environment. When looking through the 
interviews however, there are two major elements: there is clear 
diversity regarding the aspirations when moving away from 
Almere, and people may express xenophobic attitudes despite 
being vocal against the xenophobic Party for Freedom. The latter 
contradiction can be particularly strong for those who feel 
disillusioned with the ‘promised’ suburbia, which, in their eyes, 
turned both too diverse and too racist.  

We can discern four main processes, based on two 
categorisations according to the spectra function-symbols and 
push-pull. These archetypes of leaving the suburb can represent 
the meanings of contemporary mobility between city and suburb, 
and allow for a wide understanding of metropolitan level 
integration. The four types of mobility are intertwined processes 
that may characterise even a single resident as an assemblage of 
being pushed and pulled, and looking for spatial symbolisms 
while constrained by practical concerns like the size of housing 
space. In such a complex process of emerging mobility, a place 
like Almere may lack the necessary resources and political 
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capacity to adapt accordingly, its future in threat of becoming a 
shadow of its utopian, modernist plan. 

In conclusion, in this study I problematise processes of 
suburban production of space through a Lefebvrian lens. I analyse 
the interplay of the spatial elements that Lefebvre suggested, and 
I show the importance of the Apollonian and Dionysian aspects of 
space production; space as a conceived realm where social 
practice should be played out vis-à-vis space as an experienced 
milieu, produced through, and producing, social practice. Almere 
has been a place of intensive planning and widely spread 
idealism, reflecting post-WWII times in the advanced capitalist 
world, but it has closed its (or at least a) circle, so to say. Now it 
is impacted by international migration trends, global economy 
restructuring, city branding and gentrification. It has provided a 
case through which we can advance our understanding of 
contemporary (sub)urban growth and the development of ways of 
life in both cities and suburbs. Above all, the investigation of 
Almere has shown that the production of space is a matter best 
approached relationally, processually and temporally. Hence the 
urban-suburban dichotomy is best examined critically, and not 
seen as a seemingly straightforward binary. Furthermore, the 
‘global’ character of settlements is as of late not an exclusive 
characteristic of cities but also suburbs, which are susceptible to 
international phenomena. Lastly, mobility is constituted by a 
collection of factors, such as material constraints and branding of 
places, elements that can help formulate illustrations of 
demographic transformation and the aspirations that emerge.       
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Samenvatting 
 
De voorstad, ofwel de suburb, stellen we ons meestal voor als een 
verzameling huizen met garage omgeven door schuttingen. Het 
meest recente voorbeeld is de suburbanisatie die zich na de 
Tweede Wereldoorlog voltrok in de ontwikkelde kapitalistische 
wereld. Dit was de voorstedelijke ‘gouden eeuw’ waarin 
opwaartse mobiliteit in grote mate zorgde voor de huidige witte 
middenklasse en waarin tevens werd gezorgd dat deze 
middenklasse een passende woonplek kreeg: de voorstad. 
Tientallen jaren hebben de verbonden processen van sociale en 
ruimtelijke mobiliteit aangehouden, terwijl de stedelijke 
omgeving in een steeds slechter daglicht kwam te staan. De stad 
werd steeds meer geassocieerd met sociale problemen. Hieraan 
ontsnappen werd gezien als een vanzelfsprekend doel voor 
opwaarts mobiele bewoners. Mondiaal leidde dit op veel plekken 
tot het krimpen van de stedelijke bevolking, tenminste tot een 
aantal decennia geleden. In Nederland nam suburbanisatie vooral 
in de jaren zestig een grote vlucht. Aan de basis hiervan lagen 
sociaal-democratische  en Nieuw-Linkse ideeën over het 
‘bouwen’ van een betere samenleving. Deze nieuwe utopistische 
samenleving had men voor ogen bij de ontwikkeling van ‘New 
Towns’ die, vanaf de grond af ontworpen, aan de stedelijke rand 
ontstonden. 

Almere is wellicht de bekendste New Town in Nederland. 
Almere, ontwikkeld vanaf 1976 maar reeds ver daarvoor 
uitgedacht, is gebouwd op een speciaal daarvoor aangelegd 
eiland, Flevoland, ten oosten van Amsterdam. Zo werd ‘nieuw 
land’ gevormd in de fysieke betekenis van het woord aangezien er 
enkel water was tot de jaren ‘50. Maar ook in sociale zin vormde 
het ‘nieuw land’ omdat het vóór de komst van de eerste bewoners 
nooit het karakter van een ‘plek’ kende. De aanvankelijke intentie 
van de planners was om Almere uit te laten groeien tot een stad 
van 250.000 inwoners in 2000. Hierbij zou ze voornamelijk 
moeten bestaan uit sociaal mobiele, voormalige Amsterdammers. 
Wat er in het 40 jarige bestaan van de stad is geworden, werd 
echter een ander verhaal die het beste begrepen kan worden in de 
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woorden van David Harvey in zijn boek ‘Spaces of Hope’ uit 
2000: ‘Materializations of spatial utopias run afoul of the 
particularities of the temporal process mobilized to produce 
them’, als ook in James Scott’s ‘Seeing like a State’ uit 1998: 
‘We must never assume that local practice conforms with state 
theory’. Anders gezegd, de plannen om een perfect woonoord te 
maken faalden niet enkel vanwege onvoorziene, structurele 
factoren maar vanwege de foutieve veronderstelling dat op basis 
van een stortvloed aan cijfers het perfecte woonoord voor anderen 
ontworpen kan. In dit proefschrift ontleed ik het verleden, het 
heden en de toekomst van Almere door haar demografische en 
structurele veranderingen te analyseren waarbij ik mij in het 
bijzonder richt op de perspectieven van huidige en voormalige 
inwoners op hun leven in de stad. Het doel daarbij is om 
historische processen van ruimtelijke inrichting te belichten en 
daarbij de dagelijkse beleving van de inwoners te betrekken. De 
hoofdvragen in dit onderzoek zijn:  
 
Hoe hebben mobiliteiten tussen steden en forensensteden in de 
Randstad zich ontwikkeld sinds de jaren ‘70, en hoe ervaren 
zowel inwoners van de stad als forenzen deze veranderingen? 
 
Hoe is ‘ruimte’ geproduceerd in Almere sinds haar ontstaan, en 
wat zegt deze productie van ruimte ons over hedendaagse 
processen en de toekomst van forenzen steden? 
 
Almere en andere voorstedelijke constellaties hebben 
tegenwoordig te maken met een ingewikkeld dilemma. 
Mobiliteiten die zich mondiaal in veel metropolen voordoen 
kunnen als een crisis worden beschreven, of juist als een succes 
van de voorstad en de voorstedelijke leefstijl. Steden groeien 
weer en trekken kapitaal en mensen aan, terwijl er minder in 
voorsteden wordt geïnvesteerd en deze vooral sociaal zwakke 
bewoners aantrekken. Deze nieuwe stedelijke groei is echter vaak 
ook voorstedelijke groei, vindt plaats aan de stedelijke periferie, 
en is gericht op een voorstedelijke leefstijl. Zelfs in het 
archetypische ‘stedelijke’ New York kan men zulke processen 
ontwaren, zoals wordt gesteld in de door Jerilou en Kingsley 
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Hamnett geredigeerde bundel  ‘The Suburbanization of New 
York’. Zoals ik laat zien in mijn eerste hoofdstuk vinden zulke 
processen ook plaats in Almere en de Metropoolregio 
Amsterdam. Allereerst, het aantal inwoners van Almere heeft de 
200.000 nog niet bereikt en blijft de laatste tijd redelijk stabiel. 
Niet alleen trekken er meer mensen weg uit de stad dan er zich 
vestigen, ook de traditionele trek van Amsterdam naar Almere is 
zich aan het omkeren: er zijn inmiddels bijna evenveel mensen 
die uit Almere vertrekken om zich (weer) in Amsterdam te 
vestigen. Onder deze laatste groep bevinden zich veel 
immigranten afkomstig uit meer dan honderd landen die zich 
eerder direct in Almere hadden gevestigd. Ook is het aantal 
typisch voorstedelijke tweepersoonshuishoudens al dan niet met 
kinderen afgenomen in Almere. Deze ontwikkelingen hebben 
ervoor gezorgd dat het voorheen homogene demografische profiel 
van Almere veel complexer is geworden, waardoor de traditionele 
dichotomie tussen tussen stad en voorstad op losse schroeven 
komt te staan. 

De eerste inwoners van Almere werden pioniers genoemd. 
Deze term wordt vooral gebruikt voor de eerste 25 gezinnen die 
zich er vestigden, maar soms ook meer in het algemeen voor 
‘Almeerders’ uit de eerste periode. In hoofdstuk twee zien we hoe 
het begrip ‘pionieren’ in de betekenis van ‘zich vestigen op nieuw 
land’ processen van placemaking heeft vormgegeven sinds vroege 
tijden toen de stad gekenmerkt werd door lege ruimten die 
dienden te worden gevuld. Als kolonisten die verhuisden naar een 
beloofd, nieuw, leeg land, belichaamden deze voormalige 
Amsterdammers het nieuwe Nederlandse voorstedelijke sociaal 
mobiele huishouden. In termen van huisvesting, infrastructuur en 
het forenzen was Almere niettemin voorbereid op de komst van 
deze pioniersgezinnen. Hun suburbanisatie was dus niet een reis 
naar het volledig onbekende, maar slechts naar het sociaal 
onbekende. Na enige tijd verschoven de eerste gerichte pogingen 
tot placemaking naar meer geïndividualiseerde trajecten van 
inheemse nieuwkomers. Deze verschuiving viel samen met de 
opkomst van het neoliberalisme en het zich terugtrekken uit 
modernistische, utopistische projecten. Deze verschuiving kan 
men het best begrijpen door te kijken naar de redenen voor het 
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verhuizen naar Almere. In het begin was men behalve op betere 
huisvesting - gezien de slechte kwaliteit van de Amsterdamse 
huizenvoorraad in de jaren 70 en 80 - ook uit op een meer 
natuurlijke, groene omgeving, hetgeen mogelijk was in het veel 
minder dichtbevolkte Almere. De laatste vijftien jaren noemen 
bewoners echter vooral betaalbare huisvesting en 
werkgelegenheid als de belangrijkste redenen om naar Almere te 
verhuizen. Processen van placemaking behelzen momenteel 
vooral trajecten van mensen die ‘het proberen te maken’, in de zin 
van het verkrijgen van meer woonruimte voor minder geld en van 
ruimte produceren door deze nieuwe stijlen van sociale mobiliteit. 
Zij zijn niet meer gericht op gemeenschapsvorming en 
placemaking, maar hun ambities reflecteren de huidige 
neoliberale, economische motieven. 

Waarschijnlijk de meest onverwachte ontwikkeling in 
Almere, althans in de publieke opinie, is haar groeiende 
internationale bevolking. Deze komt uit veel verschillende 
landen, en zij zijn meestal direct in Almere komen wonen. 
Ogenschijnlijk probeert men zich dicht bij Amsterdam, 
traditioneel een populaire bestemming voor migranten, te 
vestigen, maar dan in meer betaalbare huisvesting. Niettemin laat 
hoofdstuk drie zien dat de categorie ‘internationalen’ heel divers 
is, in termen van herkomst, klasse en ambities. Verschillende 
respondenten verkozen Almere boven Amsterdam omdat zij  
Almere’s ‘zachtere’ stedelijkheid, nieuwheid en innovatieve 
karakter op prijs stelden. Deze mensen kunnen moeite hebben 
met het steeds meer stedelijke karakter van Almere: zij zouden 
liever zien dat Almere een quasi-voorstedelijke plek bleef. 

Andere migranten zijn echter minder gelukkig om in Almere 
in plaats van in Amsterdam te wonen. Zij zien de nieuwe stad als 
een springplank, een tijdelijk en noodzakelijk kwaad dat hen 
mogelijk de gelegenheid zal bieden om op enig moment naar 
Amsterdam te verhuizen. Dit zijn meestal jonge mensen die zich 
hadden voorgenomen om in Amsterdam te gaan wonen, maar die 
in Almere terechtkwamen met minder vooruitzichten om hun 
doelen te bereiken. Omdat dit hen niet snel genoeg lukte zijn 
sommigen zelfs teruggekeerd naar hun land van herkomst. Deze 
verschillende aspiraties onder internationale nieuwkomers voegt 
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een extra laag toe aan het veranderende karakter van Almere, 
geeft de stad een internationale dimensie, en zet vraagtekens bij 
eendimensionale beelden van voorsteden en steden. Hoofdstuk 
drie roept daarom op om voorbij de stad-voorstad dichotomie te 
kijken in de analyse van internationale migratie, stedelijke groei 
en grootstedelijke integratie. Het toont ook  de verschillende 
gedaantes van ruimte wanneer je haar bestudeert middels de 
ervaringen van mensen met verschillende geschiedenissen en 
ambities; dit is in het bijzonder het geval voor internationale 
migranten. Het begrip van het symbolische karakter van ruimte 
wordt verrijkt wanneer  men de mobiliteitsfactor op zowel het 
lokale, het regionale als het internationale niveau beschouwt. 
Verschillende mobiliteiten beïnvloeden verschillende zienswijzen 
met betrekking tot ruimte. De verscheidenheid in de nationale en 
internationale migratie naar de voorsteden geeft een pregnant 
beeld van hun verandering. 

Het laaste empirische hoofdstuk van de dissertatie schetst een 
somber beeld van de toekomst van voorsteden. Sinds twee 
decennia kampen voorsteden in Nederland, maar ook elders, met 
een demografische crisis; het type gezinnen dat voorheen 
hiernaartoe verhuisde, doet dit steeds minder. In plaats daarvan 
hebben de opgewaardeerde oude steden een dominante positie 
ingenomen als aantrekkelijke plaatsen voor gezinnen uit de 
midden- en hogere klassen. Als gevolg zijn gemeentes als 
Almere, die in hun oorspronkelijke concept nogal eenzijdig 
waren, minder geschikt voor ingrijpende veranderingen. In deze 
context concentreert dit hoofdstuk zich op de ervaringen van 
bewoners die overwegen Almere te verlaten of dit al gedaan 
hebben. 

De weinige bewoners die overwegen Almere te verlaten zijn 
teleurgesteld over de manier waarop de stad is veranderd. Ze 
wijzen meestal op criminaliteit, bouw stedelijk verval en  
‘asociale’ personen. In het algemeen zijn ze ontevreden over de 
opkomende ‘verstedelijking’, zoals ze het vaak interpreteren, die 
hun verwachtingen van wat een voorstedelijke omgeving had 
moeten blijven verstoort. Uit de interviews blijkt dat er twee 
belangrijke elementen in het spel zijn: de verwachtingen over het 
verlaten van Almere zijn divers en mensen kunnen een xenofobe 
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houding aanmeten terwijl ze tegelijkertijd de xenofobe Partij voor 
de Vrijheid bekritiseren. Deze laatste tegenstelling is in het 
bijzonder duidelijk onder mensen die teleurgesteld zijn over de 
realiteit van de ‘beloofde’ voorstad die, in hun ogen, zowel te 
divers als te racistisch bleek te zijn. 

We zien vier belangrijke processen plaatsvinden die op basis 
van de dimensies functie-symbolen en push-pull onderverdeeld 
kunnen worden in twee categorieën. Deze archetypes van het 
verlaten van de voorstad kunnen de betekenissen van de huidige 
mobiliteit tussen stad en voorstad vertegenwoordigen en maken 
een breed begrip van integratie op metropolitaan niveau mogelijk. 
De vier types van mobiliteit zijn processen die met elkaar 
verweven zijn en zelfs een individuele inwoner kan gekenmerkt 
worden als een assemblage welke onderwerp is van push en pull. 
Dit individu zal zoeken naar ruimtelijke symbolische 
betekenissen en tegelijkertijd te maken hebben met praktische 
vragen als de omvang van de woonruimte. In een dergelijk 
complex proces van opkomende mobiliteit kan het plaatsen als 
Almere ontbreken aan de vereiste middelen en politieke 
capaciteiten om de vereiste aanpassingen te maken en loopt haar 
toekomst het risico te verworden tot een schim van het 
oorspronkelijke utopische, modernistische plan. 

Ten slotte analyseer ik in deze studie processen van de 
voorstedelijke productie van ruimte vanuit een Lefebvriaans 
perspectief. Ik analyseer de wisselwerking tussen de ruimtelijke 
elementen die Lefebvre voorstelde en ik toon het belang van de 
‘apollinische’ en ‘dionysische’ aspecten van de productie van 
ruimte; dat wil zeggen, ruimte als een gevormde plaats waar 
sociale praktijken plaats zouden moeten vinden vis-à-vis ruimte 
als een ervaren omgeving die tegelijkertijd sociale praktijken 
voortbrengt als dat ze er door geproduceerd wordt. Almere is een 
plaats geweest van intensieve planning en een idealisme dat wijd 
verspreid was  in de ontwikkelde kapitalistische landen van de na-
oorlogse periode, maar haar race is gelopen – of in ieder geval, 
één race is tot het einde gekomen. Nu is Almere het onderwerp 
van internationale migratieprocessen, wereldwijde economische 
herstructurering, city branding en gentrificatie. Het is een 
voorbeeld waarmee wij huidige (voor)stedelijke groei en de 
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verschillende manieren van leven in steden en voorsteden kunnen 
begrijpen. In de eerste plaats toont deze studie van Almere dat de 
productie van ruimte het beste benaderd kan worden als een 
relationeel proces in de tijd. De dichotomie tussen stad en 
voorstad kan het best op een kritische wijze benaderd worden en 
niet als een vanzelfsprekende tegenstelling aangenomen worden. 
Bovendien is het ‘wereldwijde’ karakter van plaatsen niet een 
exclusief kenmerk van steden maar ook van voorsteden die 
onderwerp zijn van internationale ontwikkelingen. Ten slotte is 
mobiliteit het gevolg van een verzameling van factoren waaronder 
materiële beperkingen en de branding van plaatsen, elementen die 
kunnen helpen om illustraties van demografische verandering en 
opkomende aspiraties te vormen. 
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