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present in CRGE’s billboards and shop windows, 
with the slogan “Spark, your electrical servant”, 
enjoying great visibility at the entrance of the 
company’s shop in Feira Popular (1954) (fi g. 12). 
All these changes were directly connected to the 
goal of promoting electricity consumption based 
on the utilization of electrical home appliances.

From 1957 onwards, CRGE’s advertising division 
was reorganized and its campaigns started to be 
designed for one-year periods. Aiming at a higher 
level of professionalism, CRGE in 1949 hired 
instructors for staff  training courses.73 At that 
time, faced with competition from bottled gas, 
the character Faísca introduced “Dona Chama 
de Gás da Companhia” [The Company Gas Flame 
Lady] as part of its commercial strategy.

The fact that CRGE exploited gas and electricity 
in a market which avoided competition resulted 
in all advertising being made around these two 
diff erent brand names - Faísca and Dona Chama
-, usually appearing in billboards, adverts and 
brochures hand in hand or working together, so 
as to convey to consumers the idea that these 
two modes of energy were complementary, not 
mutually exclusive (fi g. 13). Although energies 
are represented by diff erent genders (electric-
ity man, gas woman) these representations were 
more connected to an articulated modernization 
between two kinds of energy, than to a division 
between modern and traditional. On the other 
hand, reacting to the appearance of bottled gas 
in the 1950s, CRGE developed a strategy to iden-
tify the city with the gas that it supplied, repeat-
edly using the slogan “Gás da Companhia – O 
combustível de Lisboa” [Company Gas – the Fuel 
of Lisbon].74 Other, less direct forms of promot-
ing electricity consumption were developed in 
the Cold Campaign at Cinema Tivoli – a refrig-
erator exhibition made in partnership with sev-
eral diff erent brands (Westinghouse, General 
Electric, Siemens, Kelvinator, etc.), with refrig-
erators being sold in instalments. In addition, 
CRGE was present at other exhibitions: the Salão 
das Artes Domésticas [Domestic Arts Show] 

73 Cardoso de Matos, As imagens do gás, 182.
74 Eva, January 1959, 6.

(1957 and 1958) organized in Junqueira, and the 
Exhibition at the José Alvalade Stadium75 (1958).

In 1960, the magazine Crónica Feminina [Women’s 
Chronicle] showed both the adverts of CRGE 
and those of some refrigerator manufacturers 
(Frigidaire and Siemens), complementing one 
another. While the CRGE ads spoke of refriger-
ators – with no mention of brands – and Faísca
appealed to the housewife’s rationality by indi-
cating that, with these appliances, they could 
buy the turkey when it was cheap and then eat it 
when they chose to, the ads by manufacturers in 
turn sometimes used information regarding the 
advantages of electrical home appliances, and 
never failed to stress the quality of their prod-
ucts, pointing out their brand as synonymous 
with quality: “Para quem exige o melhor” [For 
those who demand the best] (Siemens) and “Um 

75 This is the stadium of the Sporting Lisboa Football 
Team.

Figure 13: Faísca and Dona Chama. Source: CDFEDP, CRGE, 
Publicity, Box 10. 
©Centro de Documentação da Fundação EDP
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produto da General Motors” [A General Motors 
product] (Frigidaire).76 

In the 1960s, a significant rise in electricity con-
sumption was accompanied by a growing use of 
electrical appliances in the home. CRGE’s com-
mercial strategy of exhibitions and the Chiado 
showroom, plus an ever-expanding network of 
electrical appliance retailers - who in effect 
advertised these goods - contributed to a high 
percentage of electrified households.

WASHING MACHINES AND TV SETS AS 
SYMBOLS OF MODERNITY, AND THE NEW 
ROLE OF WOMEN UP TO THE 1970S

CRGE’s housewife-targeted advertising high-
lighted the increased speed and quality in meal 
preparation, easier cleaning and lower energy 
consumption, in the kitchen space. In the bath-
room, the water heater was the main recipient 
of praise, while throughout the whole house the 
advantages of gas were publicized. 

The cooking courses developed by Eva maga-
zine and by CRGE in the 1930s sought to stress 
the idea that, thanks to the modernization of 
the kitchen by the use of gas, “diets became 
more varied, so cooking was more complex”.77 
The existence of these courses confirms that 
housewives were expected to deliver increas-
ingly elaborate meals, supposedly made easier 
by the use of gas stoves. From 1930 to 1959, Eva 
magazine kept in line with the principles prop-
agated by the Estado Novo regime78, headed by 
Salazar, which upheld the traditional family and 
assigned to the wife “the sole responsibility over 
everyday family dynamics, through the timely 
preparation of meals, clothes maintenance and 
cleaning of the living spaces”.79

76 Crónica Feminina, 4-8-1960, 14; Crónica Feminina, 21-7-
1960, 69; Crónica Feminina, 2-6-1960, 65.
77 Cowan, More Work for Mother, 99.
78 The “Estado Novo” was the political regime that existed 
in Portugal from the approval of the Constitution in 1933 
until 25 April 1974. This regime also known as Salazarism, in 
reference to António de Oliveira Salazar, its founder, was char-
acterised by being authoritarian, nationalist and corporatist.
79 Francisco Rodrigues, “O discurso da Eva: posiciona-
mentos de uma revista feminina perante a condição social 

It is worth noting that the strategy devel-
oped by CRGE was copied by the bottled gas 
supplier GAZCIDLA, which from 1960 to 1977 
published the magazine Banquete - Revista 
Portuguesa de Culinária [Banquet – Portuguese 
Culinary Magazine], which became a reference 
in Portuguese cooking. Thus, the companies 
that supplied energy helped construct the ste-
reotype of the Portuguese housewife, who was 
supposed to devote a large amount of time to 
cooking meals, through the association between 
the utilization of modern energies and increas-
ingly refined cooking.

In 1951, the application of declining block rates 
to electricity enabled a more widespread use 
of electrical appliances in Lisbon, and CRGE’s 
advertising shifted its focus to insist on tying 
the modernization of households to the use of 
both energies – gas and electricity. 

From 1960 to 1973, the Portuguese economy 
experienced exponential growth, with GDP per 
capita rising at an average of 6.9% a year.80 
CRGE’s efforts to promote gas and electricity 
were directed at housewives and insisted on 
the use of electrical appliances as crucial to the 
“modernization” of their homes.  This idea came 
across very clearly at the Feira Popular, one of 
the leisure spots most frequently attended by 
the middle class, where electricity was presented 
under the slogans “Electricidade, o nervo da vida 
moderna” [Electricity, the nerve of modern life] 
(1964) and “Lar electrificado, lar moderno” (An 
electrified home is a modernized home) (1965).

Some years earlier, in September 1956, the first 
television broadcast trials had taken place – 
not surprisingly, from a studio set up in Feira 

da mulher no Estado Novo (1930-1950)” (Master thesis, 
Porto University, 2017), 35.
80 In this period, Portugal’s PIB per capita as a percent-
age of OECD´s rose from 25% in 1960 to 37% in 1973. Edgar 
Rocha, “Crescimento económico em Portugal nos anos de 
1960-73: alteração estrutural e ajustamento da oferta à 
procura de trabalho”, Análise Social, vol. 20, n° 84, 1984, 
621-625. This was, therefore, a period of convergence of 
Portugal relative to OECD.
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Popular.81 From that moment on, the TV became 
the star among domestic electrical appliances, 
quickly surpassing both vacuum cleaners and 
washing machines. As a consequence, the symbol 
of the home’s modernization was an appliance 
dedicated to leisure, instead of being designed 
to spare housewives some of their workload.82 

Another paradigmatic example of the spread 
of electrical home appliances was the wash-
ing machine. In 194183, when the engineer José 
Ferreira Dias – the State Secretary for Trade and 
Industry who was the greatest promoter of the 
country’s electrification –carried out the exper-
iment of “modernizing his home” with electri-
cal appliances, he left out the washing machine, 
because it was too expensive.84 Price was indeed 
a factor that slowed down the diffusion of the 
washing machine; but the fact that washer-
women - who descended from old peasants and 
gardeners in the outskirts of Lisbon who came 
to town to sell bread and vegetables and took 
care of laundering85 - remained in existence until 
very late, made it possible to solve the issue of 
washing one’s clothes in a more economical way.

In May 1961, the CRGE shop window in the Chiado 
district advertised the washing machine using 
the slogan “O pior da lida da casa acabou-se! A 
máquina eléctrica lava a roupa depressa e bem” 
[The worst household chore is now over! The 
electrical machine washes your clothes quickly 
and efficiently].86 Despite these advertising 
efforts87, in 1966 only 1% of Portuguese families 
were in possession of this machine. The rising 

81 Fontes Carlos, “Feira Popular de Lisboa: diversão e poder” 
(Master thesis, University Institute of Lisbon, 1999), 137.
82 Bussola, “A modernização dos lares”.
83 In 1941, in the United States, 52 percent of the house-
holds had washing machines, and 47 percent had vacuum 
cleaners. Cowan, More Work for Mother, 94. 
84 José Ferreira Dias, “Uma casa electrificada”, Boletim 
da Ordem dos Engenheiros, vol.50, 1941, 87.
85 Graça Índia Cordeiro, “Trabalho e profissões no imagi-
nário de uma cidade: sobre os tipos populares de Lisboa”, 
Etnográfica, vol. 5, n°1, 2001, 18.
86 Note that the use of the name máquina de lavar roupa 
[clothes washing machine] wasn’t yet incorporated into 
everyday talk.
87 In 1953, an ad by Hoover showed the singer Amália 
Rodrigues using her washing machine. Eva, December 1953, 2.

level of attention that this appliance got from 
advertising, coupled with the gradual disappear-
ance of the traditional washerwomen, implied 
a very significant increase in washing machine 
purchases, so that by 1976, 21% of households 
already possessed one. Thus, only as late as the 
1970s – with a delay of ten years relative to most 
European countries88 - the washing machine 
progressively made its way into middle-class 
homes.89 Towards the end of the century, almost 
every family counted one unit among its elec-
trical appliances (fig. 14). Although these fig-
ures refer to the whole country, the fact is that 
Lisbon, being its capital city, had a particularly 
high concentration. 

88 In Barcelona, introduction of the washing machine 
was hindered by its high price. A generalized use of this 
appliance had to wait until the 1950/60s, “when the 
Barcelona marketplace saw the first automatic, Spanish-
made machines, such as Tedi, Otsein, and Balay, as well as 
the various models of the pioneering Barcelona-made Bru 
washing machine”, Mercedes Tatjer Mir, “La electricidad en 
el lavado de la ropa doméstica y colectiva. Un lento proceso 
desde las lavadoras manuales hasta la difusión de las lava-
doras eléctricas: Barcelona 1880-1990”, Capel Horacio, Zaar 
Miriam (eds.), La electricidad y la transformación de la vida 
urbana y social (Barcelona: UB/Geocrítica, 2019), 451. This 
phenomenon also took place in the 1960s in Britain when 

“the sale of domestic washing-machines also rose, to the 
extent that commercial laundries started to go out of busi-
ness”, June Freeman, The Making of the Modern Kitchen: A 
Cultural History (Oxford: Berg, 2004), 45. As we mentioned, 
in these decades Portuguese families chose to buy televi-
sion sets instead of washing machines.
89 An important aspect was the number of women per 
household. In Lisbon, taking into account housewives, serv-
ants and female relatives, in 1970 there was 0.92 women per 
household while in 1940 there was 1.5 women dedicated to 
housework per home. Bussola, “A modernização dos lares”, 84.

1956 1966 1976 1987 1997
TV - 13% 46% 83% 96%

Washing 
machine

0.7% 1% 21% 44% 79%

Vacum 
Cleaner

2% 5% 28% 43% 59%

Figure 14: Portuguese household with electric appliances 
(%). Sources: for 1956-1976, Instituto Nacional de Estatísticas 
(Statistics National Institute), Comércio Exterior (Foreign 
Trade); for 1987-1997, António Barreto, A situação social em 
Portugal, 1960-1999 (Lisbon, ICS, 2000), 165. 
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The change from 1% to 79% in a 30-year time-
span tells us that there was enough consumer 
desire for the washing machine. However, the 
quick incorporation of the TV set a decade earlier 
shows that first came the man’s wish to possess 
appliances for leisure and information, and only 
then, in second place, came those appliances 
which spared housewives some work.

Advertising records are also very explicit regard-
ing the new reality of many Lisbon homes where, 
starting in the 1960s but especially midway 
through the 70s, housemaids were becoming 
scarce, a luxury only affordable by the haute 
bourgeoisie. This is why the maid was no longer 
featured in the ads, unlike previous decades 
whose ads showed her working with gas stoves 
or vacuum cleaners. Instead, the housewife her-
self could now be seen, in a pose of rest or ready 
to go out. From the 1960/70s on, a new vision of 
woman emerged in advertising – a sophisticated 
woman who carried out her household duties 
while at the same time dressing up impecca-
bly, and often complementing those duties with 
some professional activity (fig. 15). The stron-
ger affirmation of feminist movements, the 
May 1968 revolution, rising levels of schooling 

and professionalization, all contributed to the 
appearance of some ads, as early as the 1960s, 
in which the husband collaborates, side by side 
with his wife, in performing household chores 
in perfect family harmony.

CONCLUSION

From 1891 onwards the distribution of gas and 
electricity in Lisbon was exploited as a monop-
oly by CRGE, which in order to increase gas 
consumption has developed a marketing policy 
creating a showroom, payments of appliances 
instalments and publishing advertisements in 
journals and magazines. However, until the 1920s 
the use of gas was mainly for public and private 
lighting and domestic gas appliances remained 
restricted to social groups with greater financial 
means, becoming an attribute of social status.

The marketing initiatives by CRGE developed in 
the 1930s, contributed to generalize the diverse 
uses of gas. Those campaigns suffered a clear 
influence from contemporary practices in France 
and led to the public’s embrace of new consumer 
values expressing the desire to have a modern 
kitchen “as if they lived in America”.

All these campaigns contributed to the very sig-
nificant upward trend of the gas consumption 
after the World War II, and even, from the 1950s 
onwards, when electricity became more signif-
icant in domestic uses, gas managed to main-
tain its position. 

The rationing of electricity consumption during 
World War II altered the previous trend to 
increase domestic electricity consumption. The 
text quoted in the first page of this paper, asking 
for lower electricity prices for “civilized people, 
who need it not for luxury but for making life 
easier”, should be understood as the effect of all 
the CRGE’s campaigns suggesting that a “modern 
home” should be equipped with “modern energy 
appliances” (gas and electricity).

From 1951 onwards, decreasing electricity prices 
made it possible to spread the use of electrical 
appliances widely, the TV set being the symbol of 

Figure 15: Advertisement 1967. Source: Eva, June 1967, 19.
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the Portuguese modern home. This was a local 
adaptation of the modern American home, that 
shows a nonlinear relationship between pub-
licity and consumption. This opens up a path 
to study the diverse relationships between, on 
the one hand, the goals of the campaigns of 
gas and electricity companies and, on the other 
hand, public adherence to appliances powered 
by these energies.

The analysis of gas and electricity consumption 
in households in Lisbon, the capital of Portugal, 
led us to conclude that this consumption was 
not in competition but complementary, which 
is explained by the fact that the same company 
exploits the production and distribution of these 
two energies. This situation of complementar-
ity is a particular case, both in Portugal and in 
the rest of Europe, since it does not occur in 
other cities in that country or in most European 
capitals.

This complementarity determined that marketing 
strategies to promote the consumption of energy 
in the home were oriented towards a division in 
which gas was mainly connected to the kitchen 
and bathroom and electricity was reserved for 
the home office space and the living room, where 
the radio and later the television had a prominent 
place oriented towards family leisure.

Thus, in symbolic terms, gas was associated with 
domestic chores, such as cooking and domestic 
hygiene (washing clothes, washing dishes and 
bathing the children), and is therefore repre-
sented by a female figure -Dona Chama-, while 
electricity was associated with lighting for read-
ing and with information and leisure (radio and 
television). This complementarity is reflected in 
the campaigns launched simultaneously in the 

1930s for the sale of electric irons, water heat-
ers and gas cooking (fig. 16).

This reinforced the stereotype of the housewife 
in charge of managing the home. Simultaneously, 
CRGE’s advertising promoted – by the adjectiv-
isation – the idea that the use of gas and elec-
tricity symbolised a modern and comfortable 
home, contrary to what historiography has tra-
ditionally considered by placing the domestic 
use of electricity as progress in relation to the 
use of gas.

Figure 16: CRGE’s campaigns. Source: O amigo do lar, May 
1936, 2.
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