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Caring for the Living Environment
The VAC Hengelo work on quality housing design (1957-2017)

Abstract
In today's society, women are still not positioned as equals to men. This is no 
di�erent in the field of architecture. When designing the built environment, 
the white man is still the norm and within the work field, the man still fills 
the majority of the higher positions in architectural firms. However, women 
have a di�erent, more care-centric view of the environment than men, 
which enables them to look at buildings with a broader perspective and to 
enhance them substantially with other qualities. The feminist theory “ethics 
of care” explores the issue of how historically the primary responsibility 
of women has been taking care of others. This research connects the 
theory of ethics of care to the history of feminised domestic work and 
uses the historical progression of the women's advisory committee to 
examine the role of this theory within housing. In the Dutch housing 
sector, Vrouwenadviescommissies (Women’s Advisory Committees, VAC) 
of voluntary women have been set up since 1946 to assess the quality of 
use of dwellings and the living environment from the point of view of the 
residents, using their situated knowledge as housewives. The VAC Hengelo 
was founded in 1957 to provide housing quality advice within the major 
reconstruction task of this city, which was bombed in 1944, and was the 
first VAC in the region of Twente. This thesis aims to expose the di�erence 
between the male and female views on housing by giving examples of the 
female perspective through the case study of the VAC Hengelo during the 
years 1957 to 2017. Primary data collection has been done by interviewing 
former members of the VAC Hengelo and the housing association Welbions, 
and through archival research at the Municipality Hengelo. This secondary 
data was collected by doing literature research, with Carol Gilligan and 
her theory of the ethics of care, and Silvia Federici, with her theory of 
reproductive labour, being the leading sources. The case study of the VAC 
Hengelo is used to fill the research gap of the theoretical framework with the 
role that housewives have played in housing design through the Women's 
Advisory Committee. Background information on the origin of the VAC in 
general, the history of Hengelo during this period and the VAC Hengelo is 
provided to establish historical insight. The case study of the VAC Hengelo 
reveals, by examples, how the feminist concept of ethics of care could 
perfectly work as a background explanation of how women, through history, 
made choices in the design of housing in a di�erent, broadening and more 
inclusive perspective than men.
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Figure 1: Hanne Rotgans, VAC Hengelo on excursion, in Loes Geerdink, "VAC moet 
zichzelf al 50 jaar herhalen," De Twentsche Courant Tubantia, October 3, 2007.
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In today's society, women are still not positioned as equals to men. This is no 
di�erent in the field of architecture. When designing the built environment, 
the white man is still the norm and within the work field, the man still fills 
the majority of the higher positions in architectural firms. However, women 
have a di�erent, more care-centric view on the environment than men, which 
enables them to look at buildings with a broader perspective and to enhance 
them substantially with other qualities. This care-centric view of women is 
described in the feminist theory "ethics of care", a feminist philosophical 
perspective that uses a relational and context-bound approach toward 
morality and decision making.1 The care ethics theory was introduced by 
Carol Gilligan in 1982 in the book In a di�erent voice. Psychological theory 
and women's development.2 Gilligan discovered that female development 
was deeply rooted in relationships and feelings of obligation towards caring 
for others, being responsible for others and nurturing others. This female 
morality of responsibility and care can ensure that when women as well as 
men take on leading roles in architectural design, the built environment can 
be designed in a more inclusive way. Design will then not only be done from 
both male and female perspectives, but also with generations or minorities in 
need of care in mind, such as childern, the elderly or people with disabilities.

Integrating the value of female qualities in architectural design 
therefore seems logical. Although the role of the architect has changed 
throughout history due to trends in innovation and technology and as 
commissions have grown in size and actors, sociological developments, 
such as inclusiveness and emancipation, remain behind. It is strange that 
although this world has been so innovative, women in general still occupy 
fewer key positions on the hierarchical ladder in many fields of the labour 
system. In this history thesis, this gendered division of labour and the related 
history of reproductive labour is described, in order to provide a theoretical 
framework together with the theory of "ethics of care".

Housewives are historically the largest daily users of the home and 
therefore possess most practical knowledge of a home, while historically the 
design has usually come from a man. In the Netherlands, from 1946 onwards, 
Vrouwenadviescommissies (Women’s Advisory Committees, VAC) were set 
up, in which women could give advice based on their gender role with more 
situated knowledge, to improve housing quality. A case study of the VAC 
Hengelo is used to fill the research gap of the theoretical framework with 
the role that housewives have played in housing construction through the 
Women's Advisory Committee. However, limiting the scope by focusing on 
the VAC Hengelo may mean that too little information can be found in the 
archives and that former committee members are deceased or untraceable 
or can provide little specific knowledge.

To answer the main question, the first chapter asks "What is the role of the 
ethics of care in architecture and what is the historical background of women 
in the household?" Through history, the conceptualization of the "ethics of 
care" has established a feminist approach to ethics that emphasizes the 
importance of empathy, relatedness, and responsiveness over reason, law 
and justice toward morality and decision-making.3 By describing the ethics 
of care through Gilligan, Noddings and Tronto towards architecture, the role 
of the housewife and the emergence of reproductive labour are brought to 
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light. In order to connect the ethics of care to the work of the VAC Hengelo 
in the last chapter, to give an insight into how the female perception of the 
environment influenced advice, the second answers the question “What 
is the history of the Women's Advisory Committee in the municipality of 
Hengelo?” In the final chapter, an answer to the main question is sought 
through women's environmental perceptions using the VAC Hengelo as a 
framework. The information gained through interviews with VAC members 
and archive research at the Hengelo Municipal Archive is divided into three 
topics: being a woman, care and facing the future. By giving examples, 
the perspectives of VAC women on their voluntary work and the built 
environment field are illustrated.

In this history thesis, data will be collected in di�erent ways. Primary data 
will be collected by doing archival research at the Municipal Archives 
in Hengelo, interviews with former VAC members and members of the 
Welbions housing association, and secondary data will be collected by doing 
literature research. The main secondary resources to outline the theoretical 
framework are Carol Gilligan with influential research in the book In a 
di�erent voice. Psychological theory and women's development, published 
in 1982 and Silvia Federici's chapter "The reproduction of labour power in 
the global economy and the unfinished feminist revolution" in Workers and 
labour in a globalised capitalism: contemporary themes and theoretical 
issues, edited by Maurizio Atzeni in 2014.4

This research explores the gendered role of women as housing advisors 
through the history of the VAC Hengelo. The expected result is that the 
case study of the VAC Hengelo will reveal, by examples, how the feminist 
concept of ethics of care can work as a background explanation of how 
women, through history, made choices in the design of housing.
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Through history, the conceptualization of the “ethics of care” has established 
a feminist approach to ethics that emphasizes the importance of empathy, 
relatedness, and responsiveness over reason, law and justice toward 
morality and decision-making.5 It is a response to traditional male-centric 
moral theories. The ethics of care is a result of Carol Gilligan’s studies on 
moral development using girls as test subjects. Gilligan was born in 1936 
in New York and earned her PhD in social psychology at Harvard University 
in 1964. She worked as a professor at Harvard University and New York 
University.6 During her time at Harvard, Gilligan worked with two esteemed 
developmental psychologists: Erik Erikson and Lawrence Kohlberg. Gilligan 
noticed that Kohlberg's studies were incredibly gender-biased and that 
he only used boys as the subjects when researching moral development 
in children. Gilligan also addressed the fact that girls are often socialized 
di�erently than males. This inspired Gilligan to conduct her own studies on 
moral development using girls as test subjects. She published this influential 
research in the book In a di�erent voice. Psychological theory and women’s 
development in 1982 (figure 2).7

In this research, Gilligan documented how young females exhibited 
developmental tendencies that di�ered from those of the young male 
subjects based on how they were raised di�erently. She discovered that 
female development was deeply rooted in relationships and feelings of 
obligation towards caring for others, being responsible for others and 
nurturing others. Women were more likely to make choices based on how 
those choices will a�ect others. This is an influence Kohlberg did not address 
in his theory. This inhibited women from reaching Kohlberg theorized higher 
reasoning levels in his stages of moral development, making women seem 
inferior. 

Gilligan argued that women’s moral development was much 
more characterized by a morality of responsibility and care.8 This moral 
development already begins with the self who is connected to the others, 
and whose moral goals are to maintain such connectedness. In 1986, 
feminist theorist Nel Noddings, argued that ethical theories were too male-
centered by focusing on reason, law, and justice, which were thought to 
be inherently male values, and not enough on feminine values, such as 
empathy, relatedness, and responsiveness.9 Nel Noddings, born in 1929, is 
an American philosopher and educator, most known for implementing the 
ethics of caring philosophy into education theory.10

1. Care ethics framing of architecture through history

Figure 2: Gilligan, In a 
di�erent voice.
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Through time, this topic has been of interest for feminist scholars 
from the the fields of psychology, philosophy and political sciene. In 1993, 
with an addition in 2013 for the fifth ethical quality, another feminist 
theorist Joan C. Tronto states five ethical qualities of care: caring about, 
caring for, caregiving, care receiving, and caring with.11 Tronto, born in 1952, 
is an American professor emerita of political science at the University of 
Minnesota and the City University of New York. She is most known for 
exploring the intersections of care ethics, feminist theory, and political 
science.12 Tronto, in collaboration with Bernice Fisher, defines care as: “a 
species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, 
and repair our 'world' so that we can live as well as possible. That world 
includes our bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which we seek 
to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web”.13

Although maintaining the household is often seen as a caring task, there 
are other underlying events in history that have reinforced the separation 
between men and women and thereby the role of women in the household. 
An example of this is when, in the 20th century, families could a�ord to 
have only one worker, which was nearly invariably the man. Before that, the 
woman always played a role in earning a living. At first, the farmer's wife 
also had a task in her husband's business. From the Industrial Revolution 
onwards, women from working-class families, just like men and children, 
had to earn a meagre living in factories. It was only after this period, since 
the beginning of the 20th century that the housewife could stay at home to 
do domestic work.14

Noddings' distinction between masculine and feminine values may 
explain the gendered division of labour between men in the factories and 
women in the household. Tough masculine tasks were seen as male tasks, 
whereas caring tasks in the household were seen as feminine. The fact 
that gender di�erences permeated the occupational division is called “the 
gendered division of labour”. From an early age, girls are associated with 
cute and boys with tough. However, if we look at the gendered division of 
labour, we see that the distinction between feminine and masculine tasks 
can also be distinguished within a certain field of work. For example, in the 
healthcare sector, we tend to associate a nurse with a woman, while we tend 
to see a man in the image of a doctor. It is notable that the supporting task 
often lies with the woman, and the leading task with the man. Not only is the 
gender segregation in the labour market high, it is fueled by genderded and 
discrimanatory practices and assumptions too.15

The division of labour began with the Industrial Revolution, when 
labour in the factory began to be divided up and specified into certain tasks, 
thus increasing e¸ciency.16  The problem with Marx's analysis of capitalism, 
however, is that it focuses on nothing but value-producing work other than 
in the form of commodity production.17 In the chapter "The reproduction of 
labour power in the global economy and the unfinished feminist revolution", 
Silvia Federici argues that there is a consistent blindness to the significance 
of 'unpaid' work such as reproductive labour. Silvia Federici, born in 1942, is 
an Italian and American feminist activist and a renowned political theorist of 
reproductive labour, known for her focus on the struggle against capitalist 
globalization.18 She argues that Marx ignored the existence of women's 
reproductive work, by incorporating in his scheme of labour power only 
commodity production and the market as factors that influence it. The 
importance of reproductive labour to make this possible, such as preparing 
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goods that the workers consume or to restore physically and emotionally 
their capacity to work, is ignored.

Reproductive labour describes the set of tasks that together maintain 
and reproduce life, both daily and generationally. These are the activities that 
nurture future workers, regenerate the current workforce, and maintain those 
who cannot work.19  By maintaining and producing workers, reproductive 
labour demands to be seen as the foundation of global capitalism.20
However, reproductive labour is not as easily expressed in monetary terms 
as productive labour. In a capitalist society that revolves around money, this 
means that labour that cannot be expressed in monetary value is less easily 
measured and thus valued. This perpetuates the di�erence between men 
and women.

Today, despite improvements, we still see a di�erence between men 
and women in the division of roles in the household.21 This is despite the fact 
that we have begun to give more recognition to reproductive labour and 
technology has made domestic work easier. The rise of feminism has given 
women equal rights, however, this does not mean that any country in the 
world has reached equality. Through the rise of feminism in the Netherlands, 
the two feminist waves have changed many things for Dutch women (figure 
3). 

The first wave, with Aletta Jacobs as the Dutch flag bearer, revolved around 
issues such as education and su�rage and lasted from around 1840 until 
the 1920s. A milestone was the right of Dutch women to vote in 1919.22 The 
second wave started in the Netherlands in 1967 with the publication of the 
essay "Het onbehagen bij de vrouw" by Joke Smit, and the establishment of 
Man Vrouw Maatschappij in 1968 and Dolle Mina in 1969.23 In the 1980s, 
other social inequalities such as racism, ethnocentrism and sexual lifestyle 
became important topics within feminism. Previously, white heterosexual 
dominance had been the image that was presented about the feminist 
movement.24 In 1994, the Wet Gelijke Behandeling (Equal Treatment Act) 
came into force, prescribing that no di�erence may be made on the basis 
of gender in, for example, job advertisements, application procedures and 
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access to training courses.25 This equal treatment is not only for gender, but 
also for nationality, religion, descent, political a¸liation or marital status. 

In the Netherlands, the law requires equal treatment, but there is 
still no equality. Feminism has contributed to improvements, but not all 
improvements can be claimed under the guise of feminism. In addition, 
there are many women who contribute to emancipation, but do not embrace 
the term feminism or being a feminist. For example, the VAC was the first 
advancement towards equality in the build environment and recognition for 
embodied knowledge for housewives, but is not known as a feminist body 
in the built environment.
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Women’s Advisory Committees in the Netherlands
A Women's Advisory Committee in the Netherlands consists of volunteers 
who, in a certain municipality, assess the quality of use of dwellings and the 
living environment from the point of view of the residents. In particular, they 
assess whether a house and its surroundings are suitable for carrying out 
all daily activities.26 The aim was to raise the user-quality of new dwellings. 
History has shown that the design of housing often does not match its 
use. As a result of the division of labour, at least until the last decades of 
the 20th century, the male designer is the one who designs the dwellings, 
while the practical knowledge of the household, for historical reasons, is 
held by the often female housekeeper. This mismatch in knowledge leads to 
inconveniences in domestic use within a home, such as a socket in a strange 
place. The fact that the woman has to dive under the tablecloth to plug in her 
electrical appliance shows how inconvenient it is when practical knowledge 
is lacking (figure 4). For this reason, Women's Advisory Committees were 
set up to assess the quality of use of dwellings and the living environment 
from the point of view of the residents, using their situated knowledge as 
housewives.

In the Netherlands, housing was urgently needed after the Second World 
War. Between 1945 and 1965, there was a huge task to rebuild the country. 
Many rural areas, built-up areas and infrastructure had been heavily 
damaged, were flooded or lay in ruins. During this reconstruction period, 
the Netherlands went through an unprecedented transformation, both 
spatially and economically as well as socially.27  The centre of Rotterdam 
was bombed on 14 May 1940, leading to the surrender of the Netherlands 
to Germany on 15 May 1940.28 The centre of Hengelo was bombed by the 
Allies on 6 October 1944, while the actual aim was to bomb the railway yard 
and the Stork and Holland Signal factories.29 In cities with a bombed-out 
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city centre, such as Rotterdam and Hengelo, the importance of rebuilding 
the city only increased. A lot of housing was needed, but women felt that 
knowledge from domestic practice was lacking in the design. Therefore, the 
first women's advisory committee was established in Rotterdam in 1946.30 
Hengelo followed in 1957, as the first women's advisory committee in the 
region and as the second in the province of Overijssel.31 At the time of the 
establishment of the VAC Hengelo, VACs had been established in 25 places 
in the Netherlands. In 1989, the number of women's advisory committees in 
the Netherlands increased to 241.32 The VAC Hengelo was therefore early 
on, however, little research has been done on this topic at this location.

Hengelo
Hengelo is a city of 80,000 inhabitants located in the eastern part of the 
Netherlands in the region of Twente. It is a former industrial town, initially, 
since 1854, a textile town and later, since 1868, mainly known as a metal 
industrial town.33 Although the region of Twente is more densely populated 
than other provincial regions at the edges of the Netherlands, the city is 
located in a less densely populated region than the Randstad, which 
means that it can be seen as less progressive.34 This confirms that it was 
extraordinary that the VAC Hengelo was already formed in 1957 as the first 
in the region.

The village of Hengelo began to grow faster and faster in the 19th 
century due to industrialisation. In the second half of that century Hengelo 
grew from a village to an industrial town. The first large factory was the 
Koninklijke Weefgoederenfabriek (KWF) of Stork and Ekker, which settled 
in Hengelo in 1854 to produce weaving goods. In 1868 C.T. Stork started his 
machine factory in Hengelo. Other metal companies like Dikkers, Heemaf 
and Hazemeijer followed, resulting in Hengelo developing into a metal town 
with its own character. In 1890 a new church was built that suited the urban 
allure of the city that Hengelo was becoming: the Sint Lambertusbasiliek. 
During the Second World War, the inner city of Hengelo endured a great deal 
of damage. The Lambertusbasiliek was spared, but the rest of the centre was 
almost completely destroyed. The bombardment of the centre of Hengelo 
changed the city forever.35  The material damage of the bombardment 
consisted of 485 destroyed, 373 heavily damaged and over three thousand 
slightly damaged buildings. Also the railway and a large part of the industry 
were lost (figure 5).36
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The reconstruction plan had to be more than a repair of war damage. It 
o�ered the opportunity to carry out long-cherished urban renewal. Hengelo 
had to get a representative and modern city centre that corresponded to 
its intended status as an ever-growing industrial town. The assignment 
consisted of a thorough modification of the town plan, the provision of 
good tra¸c connections between the centre and the suburbs and space for 
su¸cient shops and o¸ces.37    

In 1945, Hengelo was one of the first towns to submit a reconstruction 
plan for approval by the ministry in The Hague.38 The optimism and 
progress thinking that Hengelo brought about was reflected in the model 
of reconstruction architecture with wide avenues, spacious squares and the 
use of new and modern materials such as concrete, brick, steel, glass and 
tiles. The city was spaciously laid out to emphasise the regained prosperity 
and to make way for the paragon of that prosperity of the time: the car 
(figure 6).39

In addition to the reconstruction plan for the town centre, a plan for 
the general expansion of Hengelo in 1949 also came about on the basis of 
the positively tinted future scenario.40 Due to a rapidly growing population 
and a five-year housing stagnation, the housing shortage in Hengelo, with 
a shortage of 2,300 houses by the end of 1945, was already very high.41 The 
urge to draw up an expansion plan in addition to the reconstruction plan is 
therefore not surprising. Broadly speaking, the expansion plan consisted 
of radially locating a number of residential or industrial districts around the 
densely built-up centre. The expansion plan was supervised by Cornelis 
Pouderoyen, Dutch architect and key member of the Bossche School 
architectural movement, while coordination was in the hands of S.J. Joustra, 
city architect of Hengelo (figure 7).42

Figure 6: Unknown, Car 
as a sign of prosperi-
ty, in Rijksdienst voor 
het Cultureel Erfgoed, 
Hengelo binnenstad: 
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schap, 2016).
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re, De Brink, shows that 
the car played a central 
role in the design.

37. Rijksdienst voor het 
Cultureel Erfgoed, Hen-
gelo binnenstad.

38. I. Th. van Rosse, 
“Hengelo’s Wederop-
bouw,” Bouwbedrijf 
en openbare werken; 
14-daags tijdschrift 
voor bouwen 24, no. 
25 (11 December 1947): 
267-303. 
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Cultureel Erfgoed, Hen-
gelo binnenstad.

40. Monumentencom-
missie Hengelo, Weder-
opbouwarchitectuur 
1945-1965 (Hengelo: 
Gemeente Hengelo, 
2007).
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accessed April 9, 2022, 
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The most famous residential area within the 1949 expansion plan was 
Klein Driene, built from 1951 to 1956, designed by the renowned Rotterdam 
architectural fi rm J.H. van den Broek and J.B. Bakema.43

In spite of the rapid plans of the municipality of Hengelo, it turned out that 
the economy after the Second World War and therefore also the building 
production got o�  to a very slow start in the Netherlands. In the 1940s 
and 1950s, far fewer residential areas were built nationwide than originally 
intended. It was not until 1957 that production really got going and many 
neighbourhoods were rapidly built. It is therefore not surprising that the 
Hengelo trade was founded at that time: because there was a great need 
to build many houses, the mismatch between design and use came to 
light. Looking at the history of Hengelo, a city that was at the forefront of 
a reconstruction plan, it appears logical that the VAC Hengelo was also the 
fi rst VAC in the region. Next to this, Hengelo as an industrial city, was more 
progressive than the surrounding towns.44
 Although the plans were already in full swing, in 1957 the city was not 
yet fully built up and consisted of much derelict land. This is visible in aerial 
photographs of the centre from this period. Large reconstruction buildings, 
such as the Telgenfl at, have already been built here, but it is also visible that 
the inner city still has a lot of undeveloped land (fi gure 8). 
Hengelo, although with great plans, was anything but fi nished when the 
VAC was founded.

Figure 8: HCO, Hengelo 
with a partly built-up 
city, around 1960, in 
Rijksdienst voor het Cul-
tureel Erfgoed, Hengelo 
binnenstad: toonbeeld 
van de wederopbouw 
(Den Haag: Ministerie 
van Onderwijs, Cultuur 
en Wetenschap, 2016).

The Telgfl at is visible in 
the front.

Figure 7: W.R. van 
Crouwelaar and C. Pou-
deroyen, Final design 
for the reconstruction 
of Hengelo, 1946, in 
Rijksdienst voor het Cul-
tureel Erfgoed, Hengelo 
binnenstad: toonbeeld 
van de wederopbouw 
(Den Haag: Ministerie 
van Onderwijs, Cultuur 
en Wetenschap, 2016).

43. Hans Ibelings, Van 
den Broek en Bakema 
1948-1988. Architectuur 
en stedenbouw: De 
functie van vorm (Rot-
terdam: NAI publishers, 
2000).

44. Antoinet de Boer, 
interview by author, 
Hengelo, April 6, 2022.



Women’s Advisory Committee in Hengelo
The women's advisory committee of Hengelo was established in 1957 on 
the initiative of the municipality, after a demand for it had arisen from the 
council. The alderman of Public Works and Housing, G.A.J. ter Horst, had 
expressed an interest in setting up a VAC due to his own progressive political 
outlook.45 The council itself made contact with various housing associations 
in the municipality, asking them to nominate a representative. The four 
housing associations, Hengelose Bouwvereniging and Ons Belang, Onze 
Woning and St. Joseph, provided a representative. The alderman of Public 
Works and Housing, G.A.J. ter Horst, chaired the committee. According to 
the municipality, the purpose of the committee was "to give advice to our 
board in the assessment of plans for building houses by the municipality 
and by building societies and foundations in which the municipality has 
a financial interest".46 The commission was installed on 11 February 1957 
(figures 9 and 10).47  The committee was in the beginning seen as part of the 
municipal body and received yearly subsidy.

Mr. G.A.J. ter Horst - Alderman of Public Works and Housing as 
chairman
Mrs. J.A. Wessels-Rudolphus - representative of Hengelose 
Bouwvereniging
Mrs. D. SPringvloed-van der Linden - representative of Ons Belang
Mrs. A.A.H. Hoens-van Montfort - representative of St. Joseph
Mrs. M.J. ten Donkelaar-van der Pol - representative of Onze Woning 48

Archive research showed, that the collaboration with the housing 
coorporations did not happen without a hitch. In a letter dated 21 October 
1969, the VAC wrote to the Alderman of Public Works that the cooperation 
with the housing associations was di¸cult and that housewives did not feel 
that they were being taken seriously. 

We honestly ask ourselves, does the committee still make sense? We 
want to, but not in this way. We want to be a real partner in a building 
team, we want real participation in building plans and recognition in 
the building associations.49
After this, new guidelines were drawn up to improve contact and action 

Figure 9: VAC Hengelo, 
Founding letter digiti-
sed, 14 January 1957, 
Hanne Rotgans perso-
nal archive, Hengelo.

Figure 10: VAC Henge-
lo, Original founding 
letter, 14 January 1957, 
VAC Hengelo 1957-
1967, Hengelo Muncipal 
Archive, Hengelo.

46. Letters of noti-
fication installation 
committee, 14 January 
and 5 February 1957, 
VAC Hengelo 1957-
1967, Hengelo Muncipal 
Archive, Hengelo.

47. Letter of foundation, 
11 February 1957, VAC 
Hengelo 1957-1967, 
Hengelo Muncipal 
Archive, Hengelo.

48. Letters of notifica-
tion installation, VAC 
Hengelo 1957-1967.

49. Translated from 
Dutch by the author 
from the original quote: 
"Wij vragen ons eerlijk 
af, heeft de commissie 
nog wel zin? Wij willen 
wel, maar niet op deze 
manier. Wij willen een 
werkelijke partnet 
zijn in een bouwteam, 
wij willen werkelijke 
inspraak bij bouwplan-
nen en erkenning bij de 
bouwverenigingen."

Letter to the Alderman 
G. ter Horst, 21 October 
1969, VAC Hengelo 
1957-1967, Hengelo 
Muncipal Archive, 
Hengelo.

45. De Boer, interview.



between the organisations. It is a good example of how women had to 
fight to earn their opinion fairly. Today, all these housing associations 
have merged into a single large housing association, Welbions.50

The VAC Hengelo held two di�erent meetings: general meetings and 
meetings to review and advise on a specific housing project. For a meeting 
to issue a housing quality recommendation, each member read up on the 
project in advance. Afterwards, the group came together to discuss and 
form the advice, which was then worked out by one of the members.51
Although the VAC Hengelo was an initiative of the council, the early years 
were not without their ups and downs. In the archive material from the 
following years, there are still occasional struggles between the VAC, the 
council and the housing corporations, but a mutual respect is also growing. 
Meanwhile, in 1987 the VAC's role as a municipal body was relinquished and 
it became more of an independent body, which the VAC itself did not mind.52
From now on, one of the ladies on the committee, rather than the alderman, 
is the chairman. In addition, members are no longer nominated solely by the 
housing associations, but come from the Hengelose Vrouwenraad (Hengelo 
Women's Council) and the Vereniging van Huisvrouwen (Housewives' 
Association).53

Although in 1957 an advisory committee set up by the Council was 
chosen, which meant that the members were appointed by the 
executive committee of the municipality, it should be noted that over 
the years the VAC has taken on a more independent role. In recent 
years, the composition of the VAC has been regulated by itself. We 
think this is a good development. The VAC must be able to function 
completely independently. The municipality should limit itself to a 
policy of condition-setting and support.54

In 2006 the VAC Hengelo became a foundation. From then on, the 
abbreviation VAC no longer stands for Vrouwen Advies Commissie (Women's 
Advisory Committee) but for Volkshuisvesting Advies Commissie (Public 
Housing Advisory Committee) to make it possible for men to join. In 2012 
the first man, name, joined and in total 3 men sat in the VAC until it was 
terminated. This change was due to the development of men doing more 
domestic work and taking on the role of househusband, which naturally led 
to the question of whether the VAC should not better reflect on all domestic 
workers and therefore also allow men. This was a point arising from the 
Landelijk Contact (national agency) of the VAC that was implemented by 
the VAC Hengelo. This change did not only allow men, but also stimulated 
the VAC to consist of a more diverse group of women. A VAC woman was 
in fact often from the middle or upper class and was highly educated.55 In 
2006, two women with a Moroccan background joined the VAC Hengelo. 
This was sworn in by the Minister of Public Housing, Sybillia Dekker (figure 
11). 

51. Hanne Rotgans, 
interview by author, 
Hengelo, April 8 and 
April 12, 2022.

52. Translated from 
Dutch by the author 
from the original 
quote: "Hoewel in 1957 
gekozen werd voor een 
door de Raad ingestel-
de adviescommissie 
waardoor de benoeming 
van leden door het 
dagelijks bestuur van de 
gemeente geschiedde, 
moet worden gekon-
stateerd dat in de loop 
der jaren de VAC zich 
een meer zelfstandige 
rol heeft toebedacht. 
De laatste jaren wordt 
de samenstelling van de 
VAC zelf geregeld. Dit 
vinden wij een goede 
ontwikkeling. De VAC 
moet geheel zelfstandig 
en onafhankelijk kunnen 
funktioneren. De 
gemeente dient zich te 
beperken tot een voor-
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ondersteunend beleid."

Written speech on 
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Hengelo's 30th an-
niversary, 1987, VAC 
Hengelo 1980-1996, 
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Archive, Hengelo.
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Hengelo 1980-1996.

55. De Boer, interview.

50. Erik Markvoort, 
interview by author, 
Hengelo, March 8, 
2022.



In 2010, the VAC found itself in dire straits. The economic crisis that had arisen 
from the bank crash in 2008 was also felt by the municipality of Hengelo, 
as a result of which the VAC was in danger of losing its subsidy funds.56 
The Welbions housing association, which considered the VAC Hengelo to 
be of high value, took on half of the subsidy amount from 2010, on condition 
that the municipality continued to subsidise the VAC too. However, from 
that moment on, the municipality and the housing corporations wanted 
to receive one joint recommendation. This Integrale Wooncommissie 
(integral housing committee) was deployed at times when, alongside the 
VAC, another party gave advice. This happened for example in the case 
of a care home for a disabled person, when not only the VAC but also the 
Gehandicaptenraad (Council for the disabled) served as advisory bodies. 
For this reason, the VAC Hengelo joined the Integrale Wooncommissie 
together with the Gehandicaptenraad, the Ouderenraad van de Centraal 
Orgaan Samenwerkende Bonden van Ouderen (Council of the Elderly of the 
Central Organisation of Cooperating Federations of Elderly People, COSBO), 
the housing corporations Ons Belang and St. Joseph (later Welbions) and 
the department Wet Maatschappelijke Ondersteuning (Social Support 
Act, WMO) of Hengelo municipality. The Integrale Wooncommissie was 
o¸cially established in 2012 and consists of a large and small committee. 
The large committee determines the frameworks, such as the necessary IT 
requirements for a building plan, while the small committee provides advice. 
These are 3 combined advices from the VAC, the Gehandicaptenraad and 
the WMO. The VAC continued to form their own advice in the same way as 
before, but the next step was to discuss this advice in order to arrive at a 
joint advice. According to Rotgans, the role of the VAC was undiminished, 
and in addition it was interesting to see how the other advisory councils 
gave advice from a di�erent point of view (e.g. disability care). The arrival of 
this committee also provided new opportunities, because the VAC no longer 
only gave advice for housing construction, but also for utility buildings, such 
as the hospital and swimming pool.

The collaboration of the Integrale Wooncommissie in Hengelo 
revealed a gap on the consumer side of housing improvement. As a result, 
Lang zult u wonen was established in 2013. This is an organisation whereby 
homeowners aged 65+ can receive a subsidy for adapting their home, 
whereby VAC members are deployed as housing consultants to assess the 
adaptability of the home to housing for the elderly. The VAC gave advice to 

Figure 11: Hanne Rot-
gans, Minister of 
Housing, Sybillia Dekker 
at the first installa-
tion of VAC women 
with non-native back-
grounds, Hanne Rot-
gans personal archive, 
Hengelo.

Fatiha A. Tazi and Fati-
ma Sellek, the women 
from the VAC Hengelo, 
are on the outermost 
sides.

56. Encyclopedia Bri-
tannica, s.v. “Financial 
crisis of 2007-2008,” 
Chicago: Britanni-
ca, 2019, https://
www.britannica.com/
event/financial-cri-
sis-of-2007-2008 
(accessed April 6, 
2022).



the resident and the WMO.
In 2016, subsidies from the municipality of Hengelo for various 

voluntary organisations, including the VAC, ceased. Welbions, which set the 
condition for their contribution that the municipality needed to subsidise too, 
therefore also pulled the plug on its funding. The VAC Hengelo continued 
to operate for one more year with other funds, but after that the money had 
run out, which meant that the voluntary work could no longer be continued. 
VACs throughout the Netherlands experienced subsidy problems, including 
the Landelijk Contact. Founded in 1957, VAC Hengelo, in its 60 years of 
existence, dissolved itself on 31 December 2017 (figure 12).57

Figure 12: VAC Hengelo, 
Letter of determination 
as of 31 December 2017,
25 September 2017, 
Hanne Rotgans perso-
nal archive, Hengelo.

57. Letter of determina-
tion to end VAC Hen-
gelo as of 31 December 
2017, 25 September 
2017, VAC Hengelo, 
Hanne Rotgans perso-
nal archive, Hengelo.



The Women's Advisory Committee of Hengelo is used to give a framework 
of how women in VACs use their situated knowledge, based on their gender 
role to give advice and improve buildings quality design. The work of the 
VAC Hengelo was connected to the “ethics of care”, to give an insight into 
how a women’s environmental perception has been built and constructed 
through time and what it did imply to housing design. The ethics of care 
teach us that women look at their surroundings with much more attention 
to people other than things, which because of the VAC led to the productive 
encounter between care work and home design since 1946.

This chapter is divided into three topics that emerged from the 
research: being a woman, care and facing the future. By means of interviews 
with VAC Hengelo members, archive material of the VAC Hengelo members 
and archive material of the municipality of Hengelo, this chapter will provide a 
portrait of the female role in these committees. However, material that could 
be found in the archive in Hengelo may also extend beyond the local VAC, 
as they were in contact with a provincial and national VAC and participated 
in various course days and such. As a result, not only material from the local 
VAC has been archived here, but also some publications. However, useful 
material that gives the same insight into the female perspective has been 
used here, given the limited information.  

The Hengelo Municipal Archives are the only publicly accessible 
place where historical information about VAC Hengelo can be found, and 
they only have two folders of information. One from the period 1957-1967 
and one from the period 1980-1996. Within these folders, no minutes and 
only very brief annual reports have been preserved. Welbions, the housing 
association into which all previous housing associations that had contact 
with the VAC merged, has no written documentation, and interviews 
brought little broadening of information. Information from the period 1967-
1980 could not be obtained, as this generation of VAC members is no longer 
alive or able to provide sharp information.

Interviews with former VAC members ended up providing many new 
insights, the most valuable interview that took place being the interview 
with Hanne Rotgans-Huizinga (figure 13). She was a member of the VAC 
Hengelo for 29 years and during this time she wrote most of the advice on 
building plans. In addition to being an advisor, she has also been secretary 
for 11 years and chairman for 7 years. At the time of termination in 2017, 
Rotgans was chairman. Born in 1956, Rotgans joined VAC Hengelo at the 
age of 32 at the end of 1988, following the advice of her mother, Lia Huizinga, 
who joined the VAC earlier in 1988. Rotgans studied building sciences at the 
Hogere Technische School (HTS) in Hengelo.

3. Women’s environmental perceptions: a case study of the 
VAC Hengelo

Figure 13: VAC Hengelo, 
Photograph of Hanne 
Rotgans during an ex-
cursion to the construc-
tion site, Hanne Rot-
gans personal archive, 
Hengelo.



Her VAC colleague Suze Eysink (figure 14) served on the VAC from 
1990 to 2009, during which time she was secretary. She was able to provide 
general knowledge, but had been part of the VAC for less time and also had 
less archive material than Rotgans. Antoinet de Boer worked for Welbions 
and was involved with the VAC Borne, the village next to Hengelo, from 
2000 to 2007. She provided information about the cooperation between 
Welbions and the VACs and the di�erence between the forward-looking 
VAC Hengelo and the village VAC Borne. 

Being a woman
Women are still not treated equally to men. In the opening speech of the 
congress Buiten gewoon veilig, organised by the Stichting Vrouwen bouwen 
& wonen, which was attended by many VAC members, Annemarie Jorritsma, 
chairwoman of the day, touched on a quote by Simone de Beauvoir in 1949: 
"One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman."58 Simone de Beauvoir is a 
philosopher, feminist theorist and writer of The Second Sex, in which she 
advocates the economic independence of women.59 Jorritsma then put De 
Beauvoirs quote into her own perspective with examples in 1987.

You are made into a woman: 
• because as a girl you weren't allowed to come home as late as your 

brother;
• when you were at a party and it was starting to get fun, you were 

picked up by your father;
• because you were warned ad nauseam about the dangers of 

quiet or dark places and parks, even though there are often no 
alternative routes;

• because as a girl you were not allowed (and the boys were) to 
hitchhike alone;

• in short, because your freedom of movement was less than that of 
your brothers and your friends.60

Figure 14: Reinier van 
Willigen, VAC Hengelo 
in 2007, in Loes Geer-
dink, "VAC moet zich-
zelf al 50 jaar herhalen," 
De Twentsche Courant 
Tubantia, October 3, 
2007.

Standing from left to 
right Annie Ruiter, Kir-
stin Zilvold, Rita Hilbe-
rink, sitting from left to 
right Hanne Rotgans, 
Riet Engels, Aleike 
Hoekstra and Suze 
Eysink. Missing: Daniela 
Pfa�, Fatiha A. Tazi and 
Fatima Sellek.
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veilig at Jaarbeurs 
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wonen, January 29, 
1987, VAC Hengelo 
1980-1996, Hengelo 
Muncipal Archive, 
Hengelo.
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Being a woman in the traditionally male world of architecture means having 
to earn your place, as Rotgans explains in the interview about the VAC 
Hengelo. This not only happened during her studies at the HTS, or during 
her internship at Thomasson Dura, but also during her voluntary work for 
the VAC. When Rotgans, as a VAC member, had to deal with a new party, it 
happened often enough that her professionalism was questioned. This was 
really because she was a woman, she says.

It happened to me often enough that at the beginning of the meeting 
my coat was not accepted for hanging on the coat rack. I just threw 
it over the chair. At the end of the meeting, when I had proven my 
competence, also as a woman, the coat was handed to me. Then they 
held it open at the back so that I could stick my arms into the sleeves.61

Although Rotgans thinks that women should not have to provide this proof 
in order to do their job - in this case giving advice on housing plans - being a 
woman is no reason for her to join the VAC. Her motive to join the VAC has 
more to do with her need to improve the quality of life and enjoyment for 
residents.

As far as feminism is concerned, we just wanted to be accepted in 
the twentieth century male world of construction. We wanted to 
get our respect, even if we had to 'earn' it first. We didn't want to be 
emphasised on being women. So when, two years after graduating, I 
was approached to help set up a group called Vrouwelijke Ingenieurs
(Female Engineers), I said no.62  

Feminism was not so much embraced or claimed by the VAC members, but 
we can still state that VAC women were striving for a more emancipated 
society, since the work of the VAC acknowledges gender di�erences but 
wants to use embodied knowledge of women within housing design to 
reduce di�erences. Rotgans did not want to join the Vrouwelijke Ingenieurs, 
because she did not want to emphasise being a woman. Within the field 
of the built environment, this di�erence was also recently pointed out by 
female architects. In Mevrouw de Architect, a magazine in which Merel 
Pit portrayed female Dutch architects, this issue recurs. Female architects 
want to keep calling themselves 'architect' and not 'architecte', because with 
'architecte' you emphasise the female aspect and therefore the di�erence 
between the two terms.63 This while emancipation should be about equality 
and not about highlighting gender di�erences.

Rotgans mentions that in her committee in Hengelo there was initially 
nobody with a main feminist focus in the VAC. De Boer, however, says that 
in her committee, the one in Borne, there was an outspoken feminist.

I wasn't so much a feminist, but there was a feminist in my committee, 
a real redneck. I can't think of her name, but she was a GP. She always 
pointed out that we needed to stop distinguishing so clearly between 
the surname and maiden name, since we also don’t use a term like 
‘boys name’. She kept me on my toes about that. Now I say 'my own 
name is ...' or 'I am married to ...' and I never use the term maiden name 
anymore.64

63. Merel Pit, Mevr. De 
Architect (Den Haag: 
A-ZINE, 2020).

61. Rotgans, interview.

64. De Boer, interview.

62. Rotgans, interview.



Although women's advisory committees were only accessible to women, 
and therefore not emancipated from that point of view, this remained the 
case for a long time. In the Hengelo Municpal Archives, an interview with 
L. van Nu�elen in 1987, was found in Woningraad, entitled "Als wij het niet 
zeggen, niemand zegt het." Van Nu�elen was the chairman of the Landelijk 
Contact in 1987.

And why not remain being a woman as the starting point of the VACs? 
They do not have to be mutually exclusive. Women with caring tasks 
at home have a wealth of knowledge and experience. Women pay 
attention to things that escape a man. That is an advantage and you 
simply have to make use of it."65

Nevertheless, from 2006 it became possible for men to enter the VAC 
in Hengelo. Rotgans explains that this is because of the change in times, 
society is more emancipated after all, and it is increasingly common for 
men to run the household. 

Care
The VAC reviewed housing plans for their degree of practicality and provided 
advice based on its findings. Common mistakes were the misplacement of 
wall sockets, incorrect rotation direction and radius of doors, lack of sight 
lines in the house and the possibility to look outside, and too little light 
(figure 15).66

But in addition, the feelings of obligation towards caring for others, being 
responsible for others and nurturing others, described by Gilligan, played 
a role in the advice given by the VAC. This analysis can be distinguished 
into topics of saferty, social cohesion and caring for others, in terms of 
generations of for the disabled.

Social safety is di�erent for men than for women, because the chance 
of an unwanted incident is greater for women than for men and because, in 
addition, women are taught from an early age to behave more carefully, as 
the examples given by Van Nu�elen show.67 In her opening speech for the 
Buiten gewoon veilig congress, Jorritsma pointed out that the awareness of 
social safety has only come to light since the 1980s.

As I walked to my flat late last night through dark The Hague, I realised 
for the umpteenth time that it is actually extremely strange that the 
feeling of insecurity and also genuine social insecurity have only 
recently become the focus of attention. While I, and I assume many of 

Figure 15: Jan Huizinga, 
Illustrations of impracti-
calities by the VAC Hen-
gelo, drawn by Rotgans’ 
father, VAC Hengelo,  
Hanne Rotgans perso-
nal archive, Hengelo.
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you here in this room, have been afraid of this for years and dark spots 
in the built environment do not date from 1980.68

For the VAC, this social safety also played a role in the assessment of floor 
plans. Certain aspects were tested in terms of the possibility of safety and 
the risks of nuisance, vandalism and intrusion into the homes. An example 
emerged in the annual report of 2006 of the VAC Hengelo.

Another point of concern is the vague transition from public to 
semi-public space. Because the hall downstairs is not closed o�, 
unauthorised people can use the space to congregate and take shelter 
from the climate, with all the risks of nuisance, vandalism and intrusion 
into the homes. Future residents may feel (socially) uncomfortable as 
a result [...].69

Safety is also associated with the feeling of social cohesion. Having 
neighbours, but also the visible possibility to have contact with them, can 
strengthen the feeling of safety, as seen in the annual report of 2003 of the 
VAC Hengelo. 

Doesn't seem like a pleasant idea to know that you live on the highest 
floor, without neighbours you can knock on in case of an emergency.70

Sometimes it also depends on the target group which design choices 
are better. For example, a large window may make social contact with 
neighbours easier, but for an elderly or disabled person a di�erent design 
choice with more practical benefits may be better, as shown in the VAC 
Hengelo annual report of 2003. 

Also when deciding on the height of the window frame, we recommend 
taking into account cleaning aspects (seen from the point of view of 
the elderly and disabled): for social contact, placing a countertop in 
front of a window is fine, but cleaning remains di¸cult.71

The VAC Hengelo included members from various work backgrounds. A 
number of those members practised care professions, as they worked in 
home care or care for the disabled.72 Their practical knowledge of healthcare 
served as a useful tool for the VAC to provide helpful care-supportive advice. 
In addition, many VAC women were also mothers, which enabled them to 
use the demanding tasks of childcare as embodied knowledge in their VAC 
work.

Facing the future
In the years that the VAC has existed, the living quality of many homes has 
improved as a result of the advice it has given. Although many VACs have 
been terminated, the importance of housing quality has not diminished. De 
Boer explains that they had hoped that over the years they would learn from 
certain mistakes in houses, that perhaps the process would be improved 
in advance so that in time the VAC would no longer be necessary, but that 
nothing could be further from the truth.73 Now that the VAC Hengelo has 
terminated, a new way of integrating quality of use into housing must 
be found. Rotgans hopes that the education system together with the 
new generation of architects will focus more on the uses rather than the 

71. Annual Report 
2003 VAC Hengelo, 
appendix 1, page 3, VAC 
Hengelo, 2006, Suze 
Eysink personal archive, 
Hengelo.

72. Rotgans, interview.

73. De Boer, interview.

70. Annual Report 
2003 VAC Hengelo, 
appendix 1, page 5, VAC 
Hengelo, 2006, Suze 
Eysink personal archive, 
Hengelo.

69. Annual Report 
2006 VAC Hengelo, 
appendix 1, page 9, VAC 
Hengelo, 2006, Suze 
Eysink personal archive, 
Hengelo.

68. Opening speech, 
VAC Hengelo 1980-
1996.



technological and economic aspects. According to her, the emphasis is now 
too much on the costs and technical requirements of the Bouwbesluit, and 
not on the human aspect of housing quality.74

When it comes to the future of emancipation in the building sector, 
former VAC members are in agreement. Rotgans indicates that the role of 
emancipation in Dutch society has caused the viewpoint within the VACs to 
change as well. That is why the VAC became the Volkshuisvesting Advies 
Commissie in 2006, to make it possible for men to join. Two women of 
Moroccan background joined the VAC Hengelo in 2006 and from 2012 
onwards three men were active, as the VAC Hengelo wanted to be a better 
reflection of the housing user community. Rotgan's wish is that companies 
in the built environment will all recognise that this reflection of society 
contributes to the delivery of quality results.75

74. Rotgans, interview.

75. Rotgans, interview.



This thesis aims to expose the di�erence between the male and female views 
on housing by giving examples of the female perspective through the case 
study of the VAC Hengelo during the years 1957 to 2017. However, doing 
research on the VAC Hengelo proved to be limited, because the Hengelo 
Municipal Archives are the only publicly accessible place where historical 
information on the VAC Hengelo can be found, and they only preserved a 
small part of their documents. This concerns just 2 folders for the periods 
1957-1967 and 1980-1996, presumably because the VAC women did not 
feel they were doing important work that needed to be documented. 
Thus, oral history has been key to document its history. The major part of 
the information has been collected through interviews with former VAC 
members, among them: Hanne Rotgans, (1988-2017, has held the positions 
of advisor, secretary and chairman) Suze Eysink (1990-2009, secretary) 
and Antoinet de Boer (2000-2007, member of VAC Borne). Particularly, 
Hanne Rotgans has provided a major amount of data and further archival 
documentation gathered in her personal archive.

Thus, in order to understand the role of women as domestic workers and the 
relevance of this work, traditionally hidden, devaluated and unpaid, the first 
chapter explores the role of the ethics of care in architecture by using the 
theoretical approaches of feminist scholars Gilligan, Noddings and Tronto. 
Next to this, the chapter explores the historical background of traditional 
feminised domestic work by using Federici’s theoretical approach to 
reproductive labour to establish the research framework. In order to connect 
the concept of ethics of care to the voluntary work performed by the VAC 
Hengelo, to give an insight into how the female situated experience of the 
environment influenced their advice at that historical moment, the second 
chapter explains a historical framework of the VAC Hengelo and the city of 
Hengelo. 

The final chapter explores through women's environmental 
perceptions using the VAC Hengelo as a framework during the years 1957 
to 2017. Through the analysis of the information gathered from interviews 
with former VAC members, combined with written speeces of events and 
interviews in magazines or newspapers, three topics emerge: what meant 
being a woman by them, care within the household and the vision on the 
future now the VAC Hengelo terminated. While understanding what “Being 
a woman” was, it emerges how women are treated di�erently, because as a 
girl you weren't allowed to come home as late as your brother for example, 
and are therefore made to be women. In addition, it turned out that VAC 
members did not see themselves as feminists, but as housing quality 
advisors. They wanted to improve housing design from the point of view 
of caring for others, without really questioning their role as caregivers. In 
“Care”, topics like safety or social cohesion which emphasise care within 
the household are addressed with examples to show the vision of VAC 
women. Here it becomes clear that the obligation to care for others, being 
responsible for others and nurturing others, described by Gilligan, played a 
key role in the advice given by the VAC, reinforcing the traditional gender 
role of women. In “Facing the future”, the interviews with former VAC 
members are used to share their views on the future now the VAC Hengelo 
terminated. Two women of Moroccan background joined the VAC Hengelo 

Conclusion



in 2006 and from 2012 onwards three men were active, as the VAC Hengelo 
wanted to be a better reflection of the housing user community, moving 
forward the strict division historically imposed by gender roles. 

This research explores the gendered role of women as housing advisors 
through the history of the VAC Hengelo. In the process, it has become clear 
that the historically primary responsibility of women has been taking care 
of others and that they are more likely to make choices based on how those 
choices will a�ect others, including the needs of children, the elderly or 
people with a disease. Within the assessment of housing advice, it is visible 
that women are thinking about social well-being and caring themes such as 
social safety, social cohesion and care for others like children, the elderly or 
the disabled. VAC members were not declared feminists, it could be argued 
that unconsciously some feminist issues were on their agenda. The fact that 
VAC members such as Rotgans, Eysink and De Boer did not see themselves 
as feminists but their primary goal was to improve housing quality, once 
again confirms the "ethics of care" theory: they were not part of the VAC 
not only for their own sake but to improve housing for other traditionally 
marginalized people. The case study of the VAC Hengelo thus reveals, by 
examples, how the feminist concept of ethics of care could perfectly work 
as a background explanation of how women, through history, made choices 
in the design of housing in a di�erent, broadening and more inclusive 
perspective than men.
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Source: Letters of notification installation committee, 14 January and 5 February 1957, VAC Hen-
gelo 1957-1967, Hengelo Muncipal Archive, Hengelo.

Note: figures 9 and 10 show the other letter of 14 January.
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Source: Written speech on the occasion of VAC Hengelo's 30th anniversary, 1987, VAC Hengelo 
1980-1996, Hengelo Muncipal Archive, Hengelo.
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Source: Zoet, Mirjam. “Als wij niet zeggen, zegt niemand het.” Woningraad: Maandblad van de 
Nationale woningraad 87, no.4, VAC Hengelo 1980-1996, Hengelo Muncipal Archive, Hengelo.

Original (Dutch) quote:
Het vrouwzijn blijft het uitgangspunt van de VAC’s. “En waarom ook niet,” vindt de voorzitter. 
“Dat hoeft elkaar niet te bijten. Vrouwen met verzorgende taken thuis beschikken over een schat 
aan kennis en ervaring. Vrouwen letten op zaken die een man ontgaan. Dat is een pré en daarvan 
moet je simpelweg gebruik maken.”

Translation:
Being a woman remains the starting point of the VACs. “And why not,” says the chairman. “They 
do not have to be mutually exclusive. Women with caring tasks at home have a wealth of know-
ledge and experience. Women pay attention to things that escape a man. That is an advantage 
and you simply have to make use of it.”
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Source: Opening speech by Annemarie Jorritsma of the congres Buiten gewoon veilig at Jaar-
beurs Utrecht. Stichting Vrouwen bouwen & wonen, January 29, 1987. VAC Hengelo 1980-1996, 
Hengelo Muncipal Archive, Hengelo.

Original (Dutch) quote:
“Toen ik gisteravond laat door donker Den Haag naar mijn flat liep, realiseerde ik me voor de 
zoveelste keer dat het eigenlijk buitengewoon vreemd is dat het gevoel van onveiligheid en ook 
echte sociale onveiligheid pas zo recent in de belangstelling is gekomen. Terwijl ik, en ik neem an 
dat dat voor velen onder u hier in de zaal ook geldt, die angst toch al jaren heb en donkere plek-
ken in de bebouwde omgeving ook niet vanaf 1980 dateren.”

Translation:
“As I walked to my flat late last night through dark The Hague, I realised for the umpteenth time 
that it is actually extremely strange that the feeling of insecurity and also genuine social insecu-
rity have only recently become the focus of attention. While I, and I assume many of you here in 
this room, have been afraid of this for years and dark spots in the built environment do not date 
from 1980.”
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Source: Opening speech by Annemarie Jorritsma of the congres Buiten gewoon veilig at Jaar-
beurs Utrecht. Stichting Vrouwen bouwen & wonen, January 29, 1987. VAC Hengelo 1980-1996, 
Hengelo Muncipal Archive, Hengelo.

Original (Dutch) quote:
Van Simone de Beauvoir is de uitspraak: “Je wordt niet als vrouw geboren, je wordt tot vrouw 
gemaakt.”
Je wordt tot vrouw gemaakt:
• doordat je als meisje ‘s avonds niet zo laat mocht thuiskomen als je broer;
• doordat je van feestjes - wanneer het net leuk begon te worden - werd opgehaald door je 

vader;
• doordat je tot vervelens toe gewaardschuwd werd voor de gevaren van stille of donkere plek-

ken en perken, hoewel er vaak geen alternatieve routes zijn;
• doordat je als meisje niet (en de jongens wel) alleen mocht liften;
• kortom, doordat je bewegingsvrijheid minder was dan die van je broers en je vrienden.

Translation:
Simone de Beauvoir once said: “You are not born a woman, you are made into a woman.
You are made into a woman: 
• because as a girl you weren’t allowed to come home as late as your brother;
• when you were at a party and it was starting to get fun, you were picked up by your father;
• because you were warned ad nauseam about the dangers of quiet or dark places and parks, 

even though there are often no alternative routes;
• because as a girl you were not allowed (and the boys were) to hitchhike alone;
• in short, because your freedom of movement was less than that of your brothers and your 

friends.04-04-2022 21:09 IMG_2856.HEIC
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Source: Annual Report 2003 VAC Hengelo, appendix 1, page 3, VAC Hengelo, 2006, Suze Eysink 
personal archive, Hengelo.

Original (Dutch) quote:
“Ook bij het bepalen van de hoogte van het raamkozijn adviseren we rekening te houden met 
schoonmaakaspecten (gezien vanuit ouderen en minder validen): voor sociaal contact is een 
aanrecht voor een raam plaatsen prima, maar het schoonmaken blijft lastig.”

Translation:
“Also when deciding on the height of the window frame, we recommend taking into account 
cleaning aspects (seen from the point of view of the elderly and disabled): for social contact, 
placing a countertop in front of a window is fine, but cleaning remains di¸cult.”



Source: Annual Report 2003 VAC Hengelo, appendix 1, page 5, VAC Hengelo, 2006, Suze Eysink 
personal archive, Hengelo.

Original (Dutch) quote:
“Lijkt ons geen prettig idee te weten dat je op de hoogste verdieping woont, zonder buren waar 
je in geval van nood kunt aankloppen.”

Translation:
“Doesn’t seem like a pleasant idea to know that you live on the highest floor, without neighbours 
you can knock on in case of an emergency.”



Source: Annual Report 2006 VAC Hengelo, appendix 1, page 9, VAC Hengelo, 2006, Suze Eysink 
personal archive, Hengelo.

Original (Dutch) quote:
“Een ander punt van aandacht is de vage overgang van openbare naar semi-openbare ruimte. 
Omdat de hal beneden niet is afgesloten kunnen onbevoegden de ruimte gaan benutten voor 
samenscholing en schuilen tegen het klimaat; met alle risico’s van overlast, vandalisme en bin-
nendringing inde woningen. Toekomstige bewoners kunnen zich hierdoor (sociaal) onvelig voe-
len [...]”

Translation:
“Another point of concern is the vague transition from public to semi-public space. Because the 
hall downstairs is not closed o�, unauthorised people can use the space to congregate and take 
shelter from the climate, with all the risks of nuisance, vandalism and intrusion into the homes. 
Future residents may feel (socially) uncomfortable as a result [...]”.




