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“CRYING WHENEVER MONDAY COMES”: OLDER
UNMARRIED WOMEN IN THE NETHERLANDS AND
THE GAME OF COMPARISON, 1955-1980

Karin Bijsterveld
Klasien Horstman
Jessica Mesman

The Dutch Women’s Action Committee for Early State Pensions advocated the
reduction of the retirement age for unmarried women. In doing this, the committee
brought forward an image of older unmarried women that was rather different
from the self-images the older unmarried women presented in letters and question-
naires sent to the committee. And the image presented by the committee was again
different from the image of older unmarried women that emerged in the parliamen-
tary debate. Such a variation in images and self-images is related to the legal nature
of the welfare state and the consequent comparison between social categories.

In 1969, a sixty-one-year-old unmarried woman wrote a letter describing her day-to-
day life. From an early age she had worked in a workshop making flags. She was far
from happy there, as she had very little in common with her colleagues, girls aged
between sixteen and twenty. There was an unbridgeable gap between her and the oth-
ers. “There’s noise every day. These hippies want the radio on all day.” In her view,
older single women no longer counted, even though they paid the highest taxes. She
owned a time-consuming house but could not afford to hire someone to do her clean-
ing. It was easier for men like her brothers: their dinner was ready when they got home
and they could just sit down and read the paper afterward. She herself was too tired to
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go to church on Sundays and knew “many others who are miserable, crying whenever
Monday comes.”1

The letter from this tired woman was addressed to the Dutch Women’s Action
Committee for Early State Pensions (Vrouwen-actiecomité voor Vervroegd Staat-
spensioen), founded in 1962, which was one of the organizations advocating a reduc-
tion of the retirement age for unmarried women within the framework of the General
Old Age Pensions Act (Algemene Ouderdomswet). This issue had been on the parlia-
mentary agenda ever since the introduction of the pensions bill in 1955 and would
regularly return to it until the early 1980s. Meanwhile, the committee received a large
number of letters and questionnaires—the committee had organized a poll—in which
older unmarried women described their lives. These women gave succinct descrip-
tions of their lives, put forward arguments for a lower pensionable age, and defined
their self-images by evaluating their own situations and behaviors.2

In most cases, these self-images were similar to that presented in the letter of the
sixty-one-year-old woman cited above. However, these self-images were rather differ-
ent from the image of older unmarried women that was projected by the committee.
And the image presented by the committee was again different from the image of older
unmarried women that emerged in the parliamentary debates. Such differences are at
the core of this article. By examining the self-image of a group of older unmarried
women, the image projected by representatives of this group, and the development of
the image of this category in Parliament, we will try to gain insight into the various
experiences of and opinions about some of the older unmarried women in the Nether-
lands after the Second World War. At the same time, we will try to find out how this
variation in images and self-images came about. In the following, we will show that the
differences between the public image and the self-images of older unmarried women
were not coincidental but were connected with the way in which categories of people
were compared in the context of the welfare state.

As David Troyansky has made clear, people construct their biographies in specific
ways when claiming state provisions on the basis of legal rights. In general, biogra-
phies and self-images in letters cannot be separated from the goals and readers the
writers have in mind. In this way, the private and public may be interconnected.3 Pro-
cesses like these were also important with respect to the older women under study. But
first of all, we will give them the floor.

WORKED LONG ENOUGH:
A DOUBLE JOB AND WORN OUT

During its existence, the Women’s Action Committee for Early State Pensions
received a large number of descriptions of the lives of older unmarried women,4 which
arrived both in the form of letters and in that of answers to a questionnaire distributed
by the committee to more than a thousand women in 1966.5

Thirty-nine of the letters and postcards we found in the archives were relevant to our
investigation.6 They contain descriptions of the lives of women of whom it was certain
or practically certain that they were not married and that they were at least forty.7 As far
as we know, all these letters and postcards were mailed between 1968 and 1975. Of the
questionnaires that have been preserved, 214 were relevant to our investigation.8 These
were questionnaires completed by unmarried women age forty and older, which not
only contained answers to questions about personal details, occupation, marital status,
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health, housing, opinion on lower pensionable age, and so on, but further remarks as
well. Just like the relevant letters, these remarks usually combined expressions of sup-
port, descriptions of the women’s lives, and arguments for a lower pensionable age.

We examined the remarks and the letters for instances of the women’s self-images
by using a code list.9 A letter or a remark in a questionnaire was often allotted more
than one code; this resulted in a total of 367 allotted codes. It should be noted, however,
that neither the women who wrote the letters nor those who took part in the poll were
representative of the category of older unmarried women as a whole. The letters were
often reactions to publicity about the committee or to activities organized by the com-
mittee. With the exception of one letter, all letters were written by women who sympa-
thized with the aims of the committee, and most of them lived in the western and cen-
tral parts of the country, as did most of those who completed the questionnaire. The
questionnaires were distributed upon request or were passed on from one person to
another and probably remained within certain circles. However, both the women who
wrote the letters and those who completed the questionnaire did belong to various
occupational groups.

The central element in the self-images of the women who described their lives was
the demanding nature of the combination of a paid job and domestic labor. Of all the
remarks that we distinguished, this was the type of remark that was made most fre-
quently. A sixty-two-year-old woman who worked in the linen room of an old people’s
home described her demanding job and added, “And as soon as you get home, you can
start all over again.” Married women who wanted a job outside the home, another
woman wrote, would soon think better of it “if they had to rush from home to work and
vice versa all the time, like we did all those years.” If women were to receive an old-age
pension at the age of sixty, a sixty-one-year-old secretary said, “I would give up work
straight away, because having a job plus doing your own housework is simply too
much.” One woman even went to the length of giving a full account of her days, which
were filled with her job, shopping, cooking, washing, and tidying up, until she was
exhausted and went to bed relatively early. In addition to this, some women also had to
care for one or both of their parents, which meant that their double jobs became triple
jobs, as it were.

However, the women complained not only about the large number of responsibili-
ties that they had but also about the demanding nature of their jobs, about their physical
condition, and about their health. “Although I take great pleasure in my work,” an
employee of a foundation for efficient housing wrote, “I do get very tired. I do not want
to quit my ‘job’, but I think that I will not be able to continue until I am 65.” A fifty-
three-year-old bookkeeper, on the other hand, had had enough of her job at the office.
“The idea of having to stay at this office for another 11½ years is awful. And I wonder
how many others are in the same situation.” “So you must be one of the very strongest,”
a sixty-year-old needlework teacher concluded, “if you are to continue this work until
you are 65.” Women frequently indicated that they could not bear the pressures of this
busy existence any more. A switchboard operator’s answer to the question in the ques-
tionnaire about her opinion on the reduction of the pensionable age was, “As soon as
possible! I am exhausted already!” Furthermore, the letters and the answers to the
questionnaire contained many descriptions of health problems: from back complaints
to high blood pressure, from nervousness to neurological disorders.

Apart from this, many women simply thought that they had worked long enough. “I
think that it is quite enough for a woman to have worked for 46 years,” somebody
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working in the clothing industry wrote. A teacher remarked that “those who are over
sixty shouldn’t be teaching any more.” It was only fair, a fifty-nine-year-old packer
thought, that women who had worked all their lives were able “to take things a bit eas-
ier” at sixty. In that case, some women dreamed aloud, they would at least have some
time left to enjoy life.

The burden of everyday life was the most important aspect of the picture that these
women drew of their lives. Almost two-thirds of the coded remarks (219 out of 367)
and almost three-quarters of the letters and questionnaires that were analyzed (189 out
of 253) contained references to the pressures that were experienced, such as a double
workload, a demanding job, a bad physical condition, bad health, or a feeling of having
worked long enough. We were unable to detect a relationship between these aspects
and the women’s occupations. The seamstress and the accountant, the home helper and
the laboratory assistant, the ticket inspector and the deputy headmaster were unani-
mous in their descriptions of a taxing existence.

In addition to this, the women also indicated that they thought that they were being
treated unfairly compared to other groups of individuals, a matter that was to be central
to the campaign of the Women’s Action Committee and the parliamentary debates and
to which we will return later. More than one-quarter of the women (70 out of 253)
referred to others who were better off in their eyes. Nevertheless, the number of
remarks in this vein was considerably smaller than the number of complaints about the
hard life that these women led. And when they compared their situations to those of
others, the comparisons involved different groups of people.

For instance, older unmarried women felt that they were treated unfairly compared
to men. Furthermore, they cast envious looks at widows. One of the women thought
that a reduction of the retirement age was absolutely necessary “because a healthy
widow aged 40 or over, without children, is also pensioned off early.” This comparison
added to the feeling of injustice. “It seems rather unfair that a widow with grown-up
children, who supply her with an income, does get a pension,” a sixty-one-year-old
woman wrote. Another woman was hoping for better times “because many acquain-
tances of mine who are widows without children have enjoyed a widow’s pension for
years, while we, unmarried women, always have to struggle along.” A sixty-two-year-
old domestic, who had cared for her mother for years, had a rheumatic sister, and was
in bad health herself, contrasted her life with that of a widow. She had to leave home at
seven o’clock in the morning. “A widow is still sound asleep at that hour.”10

Still, from the point of view of most older unmarried women, it was not this “envy”
of widows that made their lives difficult. Most of them described themselves as tired
and overburdened. That was the main theme of the letters and the remarks in the ques-
tionnaires. This self-image was not the main theme chosen by the Women’s Action
Committee, however.

“WIDOWS ARE NOT MADE OF CAKE—UNMARRIED
WOMEN ARE NOT MADE OF STEEL”

The committee’s main theme was expressed in, for instance, the slogans carried by
the committee during one of its protest marches. An article in the Christian-Socialist
weeklyPatrimoniumabout one of these marches contained the following passage:
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I saw them on television, carrying that wonderful slogan, which sounds like a protest
song: “Widows are not made of cake—unmarried women are not made of steel.”
“Cake,” that is just the right word. Cake! Sweet, delectable, tempting, delicate, perish-
able. A range of adjectives that will never be associated with old, cold, imperishable
steel. . . . A psychoanalyst would deduce quite a lot from this antithesis about the
thoughts and emotions of those who invented it. And probably with good reason, be-
cause there seem to be worlds of indignation behind it.11

The writer of this article could hardly have done the committee a greater service, for
the comparison with widows was central to the committee’s plea for a lower pension-
able age. The committee was set up as a reaction to the introduction of the revised Gen-
eral Widows and Orphans Act (Algemene Weduwen- en Wezenwet) in 1961. Among
other things, this revision meant that widows without children would, from then on,
receive pensions if they were forty or older at the time they were widowed. The age
limit used to be fifty. The committee, founded by a former dressmaker and a former
secretary, considered this highly unfair.12 The members of the committee saw no rea-
son why childless widows should enjoy pensions from such an early age, while unmar-
ried women had to work until they were sixty-five. In almost all of their pamphlets, let-
ters, comments, and marches, they returned to this issue, often not very tactfully. It was
repeatedly stated that this inequality was the main reason why unmarried women felt
discriminated against. Widows received pensions twenty-five years earlier than
unmarried women did, “in spite of the fact that many widows are left well provided for,
and sometimes even very well provided for . . . while an unmarried woman has to fend
for herself all her life.”13According to the committee, one of the arguments put forward
by the Pensions Board in connection with the revision of the General Widows and
Orphans Act was that the Dutch people would not like it if widows were forced to work
until the age of sixty-five. Could the people, then, “stay dry-eyed when unmarried and
divorced women had to work until they reached 65?”14

As a reaction to the revision of the General Widows and Orphans Act that had
caused their indignation, the members of the committee demanded a reduction of the
age at which state pensions were payable for unmarried women to sixty.15 Because
they usually also included divorced women and sometimes also widows without wid-
ows’pensions, the committee not only received letters from unmarried women but also
quite a large amount of mail from divorced women and several reactions from widows.
Nevertheless, the committee’s campaign centered on women who had never married,
the category that was also at the center of the parliamentary debate.

The committee not only repeatedly called attention to the privileged position of
widows but also to that of married women. Within the framework of the General Old
Age Pensions Act, married women received old-age pensions indirectly because mar-
ried men were entitled to married persons’ pensions from the age of sixty-five, irre-
spective of their wives’ ages. This nettled the campaigning women because it meant
that, without ever having paid any contributions, most married women received old-
age pensions before reaching the age of sixty-five, as men usually married younger
women in the Netherlands.16

Although the comparison between the treatment of older unmarried women and
that of widows and married women was definitely central to its campaign, the commit-
tee had more strings to its bow. For instance, many of the committee’s publications
contained references to the situation in countries where, unlike in the Netherlands,
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women were allowed to retire earlier than men. The committee indicated that this was
also the case in the pension schemes of certain companies and branches of industry and
in the army. Furthermore, the members of the committee declared that they were
mainly speaking on behalf of working-class women. University-trained women could
afford domestic help, but working-class women had to do their own housework, and
this work was important to them. Women with an academic background considered a
paid job as an opportunity for self-development, whereas women in workshops and
factories mainly worked to earn a living. According to the committee, this was the rea-
son why the latter group especially yearned for a reduction of the pensionable age.17

Occasionally, the situation of unmarried women was compared to that of unmarried
men. The committee held the view that some of the grievances, like high contributions
and taxes, also applied to unmarried men. But an unmarried man could still marry at a
later age so that he had not paid his Widows Act contributions for nothing.18 The com-
mittee apparently assumed that unmarried women, unlike unmarried men, had little
chance of marrying at a later age.

Just like the women had done in the descriptions of their lives, the members of the
committee described with pathos the pressures of the double and sometimes triple
demands made on the women whose cause they championed. But while the laments in
the women’s descriptions of their lives usually stood alone, the committee almost
always linked the complaints to comparisons. For instance, in connection with com-
plaints about double demands made on unmarried women, the committee remarked
that in its opinion women physically aged sooner than men. Women should, therefore,
be allowed to “take things a bit easier” during and after menopause.19 The long days of
unmarried women did not automatically lead to illness or disablement at a later age,
which meant that a disablement pension would not solve the problem, but they did lead
to fatigue. It was, therefore, wrong to look upon older women workers as “whiners”
because life was really more difficult for them than for others.20

While the older unmarried women who described their lives in letters and question-
naires drew a picture of themselves as tired and overburdened, the committee mainly
portrayed older unmarried women as treated unfairly and as a group discriminated
against compared to others. This discrepancy can be explained by placing the commit-
tee’s line of approach in the context of the welfare state.

In various publications, sociologist C.J.M. Schuyt has drawn attention to the conse-
quences of the so-called legal nature of the welfare state. The term “legal nature” refers
to the distribution of welfare provisions among the population in the welfare state on
the basis of rights laid down in laws.21 However, due to the precedents that are estab-
lished and the demand for equality before the law, these formal rights cause individuals
to continually compare their achievements with those of others to detect “unfair” dif-
ferences and to make demands. According to Schuyt, “social comparison” is a crucial
factor in the formulation and defense of these demands. Individuals may point out that
they do share certain characteristics with other individuals while they do not share cer-
tain rights and that they should (also) be entitled to certain provisions. The discrepancy
between the self-images of the older unmarried women who wrote to the committee
and the image of this group that was projected by the committee is, therefore, no coin-
cidence. It was the legal nature of the welfare state that made it necessary for the com-
mittee to strengthen the demand for a lower pensionable age by comparing older
unmarried women with other social categories, thus underlining unfair treatment
rather than drawing attention to the difficulty of their lives. In addition to this, the
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“game of comparison” added to the discrepancy between the image created by the
committee and the image of older unmarried women that emerged in the parliamentary
debate (discussed below). Comparisons also brought about a shift in the parliamentary
image. Each time, a different aspect of the lives of older unmarried women was high-
lighted in these comparisons. This would eventually not do the cause of unmarried
women any good.

WHAT DO YOU MEAN, TIRED?—
A SHIFT IN THE IMAGE

The issue of the pensionable age of unmarried women had been on the parliamen-
tary agenda since 1955.22 Just like the Women’s Action Committee, members of Par-
liament frequently used comparisons when they raised the subject of a reduction of the
retirement age for unmarried women to show that this category was treated unfairly.
These comparisons involved women in occupational pension schemes and women in
other countries as well as other groups of individuals. It was, for instance, indicated
that it was just as difficult for unmarried women who had cared for their relatives for
years to find jobs outside the home at a later age as it was for widows and divorced
women. Another argument for a reduction of the retirement age was that unmarried
women should be compensated for paying Widows Act contributions all their working
lives, while they would never qualify for widows’ pensions. It was sometimes men-
tioned that life was hard for many older women—it was said that work was an effort for
them—but such remarks were usually followed by a comparison. It was assumed that
it became increasingly difficult for single women to meet the double demands that
were made on them as they grew older. In addition, the differences between women
and men were underlined; members of Parliament pointed out that women were more
at risk of becoming disabled than men and that job opportunities were more restricted
for them.23

This comparative approach resembled that of the Women’s Action Committee in
which unmarried women were compared with widows, married women, and others.
Other interest groups representing unmarried women also based their arguments on
comparisons. For instance, the Federation of Associations for the Furtherance of Nurs-
ing and Other Sections of the Public Health Sector (Federatie van Verenigingen die de
Verpleging en andere onderdelen van de Gezondheidszorg bevorderen) explained to
the minister that a relatively large proportion of unmarried women had occupations in
which interpersonal relations played an important part. Such occupations could
become too taxing at an older age.24

In this way, groups of individuals were compared from different angles, and differ-
ent social categories, which were sometimes more and sometimes less precisely
defined, passed in review. To expose the unfair treatment of unmarried women, women
were compared to men, unmarried women to widows, unmarried women to married
women, and older unmarried women to widows and divorced women. By emphasizing
the differences with regard to certain groups, an image was created of older unmarried
women as a separate category. By at the same time stressing the similarities with other
groups, which were already receiving special treatment, the image of older unmarried
women was placed on an equal footing with that of these other groups.

But these comparisons in particular were to be attacked by members of the govern-
ment and their advisory bodies. Similarities were denied, comparisons were altered,
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differences were reasoned away, and new comparisons were deployed. As early as
1955, it was, for instance, denied that the pensionable age for women was sixty in a
large part of the private sector.25 However, the comparisons that had been used were
criticized most systematically in a report published by the Social Economic Council
(Sociaal-Economische Raad) in 1966.26

With regard to comparisons with the situation in other countries and in private
enterprise, the Social Economic Council argued that it was indeed true that the pen-
sionable age for women was often lower than that for men but that this involved a dif-
ference in gender and not in marital status. The argument that unmarried women with
jobs usually also did their own housekeeping and that this became more of a burden as
they grew older failed to impress the council. The council was of the opinion that, if it
was true, this would lead to a higher disability and/or disease rate, which, according to
the council, was not the case.

The Social Economic Council also refused to be mollified by the alleged discrimi-
nation against older unmarried women compared to widows of the same age. The
majority of the council held the view that the argument pertaining to widows was
sociopsychological in nature and could not be supported or negated quantitatively.
Moreover, those who were using the argument did not realize that it was more difficult
for widows to find jobs, because they had concentrated on domestic activities during
their marriages, than for women who had always had jobs outside the home. The argu-
ment that unmarried women, in fact, had double jobs was not valid either, according to
the council, because it also applied to married women who went out to work and to
unmarried men living alone. In view of their income position, it was easier for married
women to leave employment if they could no longer meet the double demands made on
them than for unmarried women, but this did not provide the legal foundation for a
measure that would only apply to unmarried women. Besides, there was also a rela-
tively large group of unmarried women who did not go out to work and who, therefore,
did not have a double workload. Denial and alteration of similarities and differences
resulted in a shift in the content of the image of older unmarried women not only in the
Social Economic Council but also in Parliament, where the data and alternative com-
parisons provided by the council were hardly disputed. The opinion that older unmar-
ried women were a disadvantaged group was not shared by the Social Economic Coun-
cil, which consequently did not support a reduction of the retirement age for unmarried
women. A solution by means of supplementary pensions was considered more suit-
able, and for unmarried women in employment, the Sickness Benefits Act (Ziektewet)
and the Disablement Insurance Act (Wet op de Arbeidsongeschiktheid) offered better
arrangements than the General Old Age Pensions Act. However, the council did ask
for an investigation into the living conditions and social position of unmarried people
and of unmarried women in particular.

OLDER UNMARRIED WOMEN
OUT OF THE PICTURE

The most far-reaching changes in the parliamentary debate occurred in the 1970s.
In the course of this decade, there was not just a shift in the image of older unmarried
women; as a category, they disappeared altogether.

In the report published by the Social Economic Council in 1966, it had already been
argued that not all older unmarried women were in the same position. And the results
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of the investigation instigated by the council only added to this fragmentation of the
image of older unmarried women. The report titled “The Unmarried Woman” (“De
Ongehuwde Vrouw”), which was published in 1970, studied the living conditions of
unmarried women aged between forty and sixty-five and compared them with the
situation of unmarried men in the same age group.27 For both groups, the balance
between workload and coping ability was examined. The first part of the report, focus-
ing attention entirely on unmarried women, brought out significant differences within
this group. According to the authors, the unmarried women who had been studied had
very little in common except their marital status. Within the total group of more than
160,000 women in 1967, a distinction should, therefore, be made between unmarried
women in employment (67.3 percent), unmarried women who had left employment
(20.4 percent), and unmarried women who had never had a job (12.3 percent).28 The
groups with problems were the latter category, almost the entire middle category, and
some of the women with jobs. Incidentally, two-thirds of the latter group considered it
unfair that men and women had the same pensionable age.29 Some of the unmarried
men also had problems; double or even triple demands were made on just under one-
fifth of the unmarried men. On the other hand, more than half of the older unmarried
women had this problem. For this reason, the researchers considered the workload of
unmarried women essentially incommensurable with that of unmarried men, but with
regard to coping ability, the situation was a little more complicated.

The idea that older unmarried women should not all be lumped together, which was
connected with the legal nature of the welfare state, changed the debate significantly.
At the same time, another development also came into play. During a hearing organ-
ized by the Social Economic Council in preparation for its report, several of the
women’s organizations that had been invited—this did not include the Women’s
Action Committee—had already indicated that they rejected a lower pensionable age
because men and women were equal and should therefore have equal rights and re-
sponsibilities.30 It was this argument, in particular, which would lead to a change in the
opinions of the religious parties and the Dutch Labour Party, which had at first been
relatively favorable toward a reduction of the retirement age, at the time of the reawak-
ening of the women’s movement. In 1967, a socialist member of Parliament was still
troubled by this problem, as she stated,

On the one hand, one cannot ask for equal rights all the time, while one is at the same
time pleading for special treatment, but on the other hand, we must bear in mind that
women who are now about fifty, have never known equality. They have been discrimi-
nated in all respects . . . [and] have always been looked upon as pitiable creatures, who
did not really belong in paid employment, but in a family, and who had had the misfor-
tune never to have married.31

But a year later, the same member of Parliament argued that she would no longer op-
pose rejection by the minister, in view of the possible discrimination of women.32 This
meant that this Labour Party member, and many others, put older unmarried women on
a par with women in general.

In the following years, both thefragmentationof the image of older unmarried
women and theargument of equality, which caused older unmarried women, as it
were, to melt into the general category of women, turned out to have a tremendous
impact. Although trade unions, women’s organizations, interest groups, and members
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of Parliament continued to discuss arrangements for older unmarried women until the
late 1980s, an interdepartmental working party stated in 1973 that it was no longer
willing to consider special arrangements for unmarried women, and the minister
responsible followed suit in 1977. They argued that not all unmarried women had
problems and that there were others who also had double jobs, such as single parents.33

Furthermore, the minister was of the opinion that a reduction of the retirement age
would be incompatible with the principle of equality between men and women.34

A year later, this argument would be supported by a European directive, for on
December 19, 1978, the European Community adopted the so-called third directive in
which it was laid down that the principle of equality between men and women would
also have to be implemented in the area of social security within a number of years.35

This did not mean that the debate about provisions for unmarried workers was closed,
however, but a different pensionable age for unmarried women was no longer a possi-
bility: older unmarried women were no longer viewed as a separate category in this
context.

CONCLUSION

In the parliamentary debate about their pensionable age, older unmarried women
were finally compared with a category—older unmarried men—that hardly played a
part in the descriptions that the women themselves had given of their lives in their let-
ters to the committee and in the answers to the committee’s questionnaire. The older
unmarried women described themselves as “exhausted” and “overburdened.” In the
committee’s presentation to the public, older unmarried women were, however,
mainly portrayed as women who were “treated unfairly.” After years of discussion,
this unfair treatment was contested in the parliamentary debate, and older unmarried
women disappeared from sight.

Their fate, however, cannot be explained by the fact that these women only made up
a relatively small category. This becomes clear upon comparison with other countries.
In the second half of the 1930s, as Pat Thane and others have shown, the National Spin-
sters Association led the same kind of campaign in Great Britain as the Women’s
Action Committee did in the Netherlands. The English “Spinsters” also demanded a
lower pensionable age; they wanted a reduction from sixty-five to fifty-five. They, too,
enforced their demand by comparing their position with that of widows. Furthermore,
they pointed out that it became increasingly difficult for unmarried women in their
mid-fifties to hold down a job or to find a new position because employers regarded
them as less efficient, less adaptable, and physically less attractive. According to the
committee that investigated the matter, it was indeed somewhat harder for women
from the age of fifty-five to hold or regain employment than for younger women or for
men of the same age. But the committee considered the comparison between unmar-
ried women and widows inappropriate; widows received a pension because of their
widowhood, not because they grew “old” at the age of fifty-five. According to the com-
mittee, there was a case for a lower pensionable age forall women, however.

The British government adopted this idea partly because it could solve a problem of
an entirely different nature: the common problem of the financial difficulties of hus-
bands who turned sixty-five while their wives had not yet reached this age. In such
cases, the couple would have to live on one pension. It was partly in view of this issue
that the government announced in 1940 that the pensionable age for all women would
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be lowered to sixty. In this way, not all couples were helped out and the Spinsters’
demand was only partly satisfied. Nevertheless, this measure killed two birds with one
stone.36

In the 1980s, the Women’s Action Committee in the Netherlands would not suc-
ceed in achieving what the Spinsters achieved in Great Britain forty years earlier, not-
withstanding similarities with respect to the social category concerned and the cam-
paigning style involved. Unlike the Dutch government, the English authorities had
more reasons for the measure in question than just meeting the wishes of older unmar-
ried women. But another important difference also played a part: the resistance to the
unequal treatment of men and women was not as strong in England in the 1940s as it
was in the Netherlands in the 1970s and 1980s.

The self-images of the women who had written letters to the committee and
answered its questionnaire should certainly not be considered representative of the
group of older unmarried women in general in that period. There is insufficient reason
for assuming that the majority of older unmarried women considered themselves burnt
out. In a sense, this was even belied by the behavior of the members of the committee,
with all their activities and protest marches. Besides, those who reacted in this context
were mainly women who were longing for an early retirement and apparently wanted
to give up work.

However, we did not intend to reconstruct a representative self-image of older
unmarried women. What we are interested in is the contrast between the picture that
the women in question drew of their situations and the image of these women that was
projected by the committee. This contrast was partly due to the legal nature of the wel-
fare state and the game of comparison that this entailed. The shifts in the parliamentary
image are also easier to understand in the context of the welfare state. This image
shifted because the differences and similarities that were brought forward by those in
favor of a lower pensionable age were denied and parried with new similarities and dif-
ferences by opponents of the idea. But the most important shift took place at the con-
clusion of the debate. While the older unmarried women wanted to bring their situation
into the picture, the opposite happened in the course of the parliamentary debate. Due
to fragmentation of the category of older unmarried women and equalization of this
category to women in general, older unmarried women did not get into the picture, but
were left out instead.
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