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Figure 1 : Mom at work while dad and the kids are having fun in the new work room. The replacement 
of the old coal-based heater with the oil burner added a new room to the home – according to 
the commercial for the Salamander oil burner, 1955.

Figure 2 : Party in the basement where the old coal burner is replaced by a Salamander oil burner 
(commercial 1955).
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do so regardless of the changing gender roles in 
the 1960s. Two examples from 1970: “Mr. Hansen 
is so happy when he thinks of his nice house 
with all its well-heated rooms, the hot bath and 
all the comfort following from a modern heating 
installation for a reasonable amount of money.” 
And: “Wow, the baker is having a shower once 
again (…) with a lot of hot water pouring down 
on him - and when he is done, there is plenty of 
hot water for his wife and kids.53 The man was 
the breadwinner and as such predestined to be 
the first one to have the daily shower. 

Commercials directed to the housewife high-
lighted that the oil furnace was not dusty like 
the coke burning furnace and consequently it 
was hygienic and clean. The 21 degrees culture 
was also healthy, improved the well-being of the 
family, and it was mild and gentle because it was 
possible to avoid cold zones in the home. And 
to top it all, the radiators provided the rooms 
a harmonious impression. The most expressive 
commercials were published in 1962 and showed 
a nicely dressed woman in a two-piece and high-
heels embracing an oil furnace, with one hand on 
the shunt regulator: the best friend of the house-
wife! All in all, the housewife could not avoid 
loving the oil furnace and the 21 degrees culture.

The focus on gender was of no surprise. Until the 
late 1960s, the home was perceived as women’s 
domain and workplace. Housewife was a job 
description, and not only in advertisements. In 
a popular exhibition in Copenhagen in 1950, the 
single-family house on display strongly signalled 
the architects’ wish to rationalize the home. 
It would result in a more rational and flexible 
home, based on a confidence that a home like 
this would allot more status to housework and 
thereby contribute to a feeling of greater equal-
ity between the spouses.54 The housework was 
perceived as a job in its own right, and conse-
quently, the kitchen would be located to receive 
sun from the west rather than the old, small and 
dark kitchens facing north.55 

53	 Ibid.
54	 Otto Norn, “Ny rækkehustype”, Arkitekten U, 1950, 215.
55	 Ole Buhl, “Det lille Køkken i den lille Lejlighed”, Boligen, 
6, 1942, 76-80; Poul Erik Skriver, “Kvinde og Hjem” Danske 

Furthermore, the 21 degrees culture contributed 
to a changed understanding of hygiene.  Although 
the bathroom continued to be small, very often it 
was equipped with both a shower and a bathtub. 
Surveys showed that a modern bathroom was on 
the top of most Danes’ wish list.  No doubt, the 
standards of personal hygiene increased, and it 
was the responsibility of the housewife to ensure 
that the family matched the new standards.56 

CONCLUDING REMARKS

During the 1950s and 1960s, significant changes 
to everyday life took place. The breakthrough of 
the 21 degrees culture was closely connected 
to the success of the new single-family house 
located in one of many new suburbs. Why did 
this drastic change occur over such a short time 
span? 

The abovementioned migration from the coun-
tryside to the suburbs entailed a shift in technol-
ogy from the old heating stove to either central 
or - from the early 1960s - district heating. The 
shift, you could say, was simply an opportu-
nity following from the building of new houses. 
However, at least in the first part of the 1950s, 
one could purchase a house without central 
heating, but it never became a hit with families 
in need of a new dwelling. Why not? Why did 
young couples and families living in condem-
nable and insanitary apartments in the cities 
insist on modern amenities?

An overall but also rather fluffy answer could 
be that they wanted a substantial improve-
ment in quality of life and thus an everyday life 
freed from as much hassle as possible, with 
as much spare time as possible, and with as 
few boundaries as possible. The backdrop was 
an improved economy and the prospect of an 
even more prosperous economy. Suddenly, the 
‘American way of life’ became meaningful to ordi-
nary people.

kvinders udstilling for rationel husførelse 1950”, Arkitekten 
U, 1950, 213-214.
56	 De Coninck-Smith, Rüdiger, ”Typehus”, 211; Rüdiger, 
Oliekrisen, 35.
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Who carried these innovations for everyday life 
into the dwellings? A lot of people did - city plan-
ners, politicians, designers, physicians, engineers, 
etc., mostly men. In this context, I have focused 
on architects and especially on the housewife, 
who in the 1950s and 1960s gradually managed 
to leave behind her traditional role as house-
wife and become a more independent woman 
with a yielding interest in sheltering in the sub-
urbs. The man remained breadwinner even if 
the woman worked outside the home, and in 
double-income families this typically meant that 
the housewife had a second job to take care of.  
Most of the professionals’ visions and messages 

were addressed to the housewife as she was 
the one responsible for the home. The patriar-
chal Victorian home was replaced by a ‘modern’ 
home, but the vision of undoing gender roles 
and turning the home into an ‘objective’ space 
did not materialize in Danish homes in the 1950s 
and 1960s. Gender roles changed, but they did 
not evaporate with the modern dwelling as the 
modernist architects anticipated. The break-
through of the 21 degrees culture was one of the 
most conspicuous elements in this restructur-
ing of domestic space, and in combination with 
electrification, it provided the foundation of the 
making of modern homes.

58



RÜDIGER | THE BREAKTHROUGH OF THE 21 DEGREES CULTURE IN DENMARK. 

JEHRHE #6 | DOSSIER | FOYERS. GENRE ET ÉNERGIES DANS L’ESPACE DOMESTIQUE 19E-21E S	 P. 15

Bibliographie

Ackermann Marsha
Cool Comfort. America’s Romance 
with Air-conditioning (Washington 
and London: Smithsonian 
Institution Press, 2002).

Banham Reyner
The architecture of the well-tem-
pered environment (London: The 
Architectural Press 1969).

Barrett Ross, Wooden Daniel (eds.)
Oil Culture (Minneapolis, London: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2014).

Bech-Danielsen Claus
Moderne arkitektur – hva’ er menin-
gen? (Aarhus: Systime, 2004).

Bech-Danielsen Claus, Mechlenborg 
Mette, Stender Marie

Velkommen hjem. Tendenser i 
dansk boligarkitektur (København: 
Politikens Forlag, 2018).

Buhl Ole
“Status over etagehuset, mens det 
endnu er i støbeskeeen”, Arkitekten 
U, 1948, 2-8.

“Det lille Køkken i den lille Lejlighed”, 
Boligen, 6, 1942, 76-80.

de Coninck-Smith Ning, Rüdiger 
Mogens
“Typehus, energi og familieliv i Danmark 
i 1950’erne og 1960’erne”, in Niels Finn 
Christiansen, Kurt Jacobsen, Mogens 
Rüdiger (eds.), Ole Lange – fra kætter 
til koryfæ (Copenhagen: Gyldendal 
2007), 196-216.

Coutard Olivier, Shove Elizabeth
“Infrastructures, practices and the 
Dynamics of Demand”, in Elizabeth 
Shove, Frank Trentmann (eds.), 
Infrastructures in Practice. The 
Dynamics of Demand in Networked 
Societies (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2018), 10-22.

Cowan Ruth
More work for mothers: the ironies 
for household technologies from 
the open hearth to the microwave 
(New York: Basic Books, 1983).

Damsholt Tine,  Simonsen Dorthe G.
”Materialiseringer. Processer, 
relationer og performativitet”, in 
Damsholt Tine, Simonsen Dorthe 
G., Mordhorst, Camilla (eds.), 
Materialiseringer. Nye perspektiver 
på materialitet og kulturanalyse 
(Aarhus: Aarhus Universitetsforlag 
2009), 9-38.

Gerber Sophie
Küche, Kühlschrank, Kilowatt 
Zur Geschichte des privaten 
Energiekonsums in Deutschland, 
1945-1990 (Bielefeld: Transcript 
Verlag, 2014).  

Giles Judy
The Parlour and the Suburb. 
Domestic Identities, Class, Feminity 
and Modernity (New York: Sage 
2004).

Gooday Graeme
Domesticating Electricity: 
Technology, Uncertainty and Gender, 
1880-1914 (London: Pickering & 
Chatto, 2008).

Gram-Hanssen Kirsten
“Understanding change and 
continuity in residental energy 
consumption”, Journal of Consumer 
Culture, vol. 11, no 1, 2011, 61-78. DOI: 
10.1177/1469540510391725. 

Hessler Martina
“The Frankfurt Kitchen: The Model 
of Modernity and the ”Madness” 
of Traditional Users, 1926 to 1933”, 
in Oldenziel Ruth, Zachmann 
Karin (eds.), Cold War Kitchen. 
Americanization, Technology, and 
European Users (Cambridge, Mass.: 
The MIT Press, 2009), 163-184.

Johnson Bob
Carbon Nation. Fossil Fuels in 
the Making of American Culture 
(Kansas: University Press of Kansas, 
2014).

Jones Christopher F.
Routes of Power. Energy and 
Modern America (Cambridge, Mass., 
London, England: Harvard UP, 2014).

The Royal Library
Småtryksafdelingen [Collection 
of leaflets, brochures, etc.] file: 
central heating.

Loehlin Jennifer A.
From Rugs to Riches: Housework, 
Consumption and Modernity in 
Germany (Oxford, New York: Berg, 
1999).

Löfgren Orvar
“The Black Box of Everyday Life. 
Entanglements of Stuff, Affects, 
and Activities”, Cultural Analysis, 13, 
2014, 77-98.

McNeill John R., Engelke Peter
The Great Acceleration. An 
Environmental History of the 
Anthropocene since 1945 
(Cambridge, Mass., London, 
England: The Belknap Press of 
Harvard UP 2014).

Mechlenborg Mette, Gram-Hanssen 
Kirsten
“Gendered homes in theories of 
practice: A framework for research 
in residential energy consump-
tion”, Energy Research & Social 
Sciences, 67, 2020, 1-9. https://
doi-org.zorac.aub.aau.dk/10.1016/j.
erss.2020.101538. 

Möllers Nina, Zachmann Karin (eds.)
Past and Present Energy Societies. 
How Energy Connects Politics, 
Technologies and Culture (Bielefeld: 
Transcript Verlag, 2008).



RÜDIGER | THE BREAKTHROUGH OF THE 21 DEGREES CULTURE IN DENMARK. 

JEHRHE #6 | DOSSIER | FOYERS. GENRE ET ÉNERGIES DANS L’ESPACE DOMESTIQUE 19E-21E S	 P. 16

Nissen Henrik
”Kvindens kald” [2002], lex.dk. 
Url: https://danmarkshistorien.
lex.dk/Kvindens_kald?utm_
source=denstoredanske.
dk&utm_medium=redirect&utm_
campaign=DSDredirect.

Norn Otto
”Ny rækkehustype”, Arkitekten U, 
1950, 215-216.

Nye David E.
Electrifying America. Social 
Meanings of a New Technology 
(Cambridge, Mass., London, 
England: The MIT Press, 1990/1997).

Consuming Power. A Social History 
of American Energies (Cambridge, 
Mass., London, England: Harvard 
UP, 1998/2001).

When the Lights Went Out. A 
History of Blackouts in America 
(Cambridge, Mass., London, 
England: The MIT Press, 2010).

Oldenziel Ruth, Zachmann Karin (eds.)
Cold War Kitchen. Americanization, 
Technology, and European Users 
(Cambridge, Mass., London, 
England: The MIT Press, 2009).

Pfister Christian
“The ”1950s Syndrome” and the 
Transition from a Slow-Going to a 
Rapid Loss of Global Sustainability”, 
in Frank Uekoetter (ed.), The 
Turning points of Environmental 
History (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 2010), 90-118.

Poulsen Bo
“Campaign Country Going Green? 
Danish Government Campaigns 
for Saving Energy and the Rise of 
Environmental Concern, c. 1973-1995”, 
in Martin Dackling, Poul Duedahl, Bo 
Poulsen (eds.), Reformer og res-
sourcer / Reforms and Resources : 
Rapporter til det 29. Nordiske 
Historikermøde / Proceedings of the 
29th Congress of Nordic Historians 
(Aalborg: Aalborg Universitetsforlag, 
2017), 143-183. URL: http://www.cgs.
aau.dk/digitalAssets/314/314794_kon-
ferencerapport-bd-2--nordisk-his-
torikermoede-.pdf

Poulsen Bo, Rüdiger Mogens
“The 1950s syndrome and Danish 
energy consumption and pro-
duction”, in Arler Finn et al (eds.), 
Ethics in Danish Energy Policy 
(London: Routledge, 2020), 39-51.

Rüdiger Mogens (ed.)
The Culture of Energy (Cambridge: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 
2008),  Introduction, vii-x.

Rüdiger Mogens
Oliekrisen (Aarhus: Aarhus 
Universitetsforlag, 2019).

Marlyne Sahakian, Henrike Rau, 
Grégoire Wallenborn
“Making Sustainable Consumption 
Matter: The Indoor Microclimate 
as Contested Cultural 
Artifact”, Cultural Sociology, 
vol. 14, n°4, 2020, 417-434. doi.
org/10.1177/1749975520932439

Schatzki Theodore, Cetina Karin 
Knorr,  von Savigny Eike (eds.)

The Practice Turn in Contemporary 
Theory (London/New York: 
Routledge, 2001).

Shove Elizabeth
Comfort, Cleanliness + Convenience. 
The Social Organization of 
Normality, (Oxford, New York: Berg, 
2003).

Skriver Poul Erik
““Kvinde og Hjem.” Danske kvinders 
udstilling for rationel husførelse 
1950”, Arkitekten U, 1950, 213-214.

Statistic Denmark
Statistical Yearbook 1945 
(Copenhagen: Statistic Denmark) 
[in Danish].

Statistical ten-year review, various 
years (Copenhagen: Statistics 
Denmark, various years) [in Danish].

Taylor Vanessa, Chappells Heather
“What Consumers in the Past Tell 
Us about Future Energyscapes,” 
RCC Perspectives, 2, 2019, 11-22.

Trentmann Frank
Empire of Things. How we became 
a World of Consumers from the 
15th Century to the 21st (London: 
Penguin, 2017/2016).

Vyff Iben
”Hvilke amerikanske drømme-
køkkener? Forhandlinger af USA i 
dansk køkkenkultur 1950’erne og 
1960’erne”, in Simonsen Dorthe 
G., Vyff Iben (eds.), Amerika og 
det gode liv (Odense: Syddansk 
Universitetsforlag, 2011), 199-143. 

Walker Lynne
“Home Making: An Architectural 
Perspective”, Signs, vol. 27, no 3, 
2002, 823-835.

Welch Daniel, Halkier Bente, Keller 
Margit (eds.)
“Introduction to the Special Issue: 
Renewing Theories of Practice 
and Reappraising the Cultural”, 
Cultural Sociology, vol. 14 no 4, 2020, 
325-339.

Wilson Sheena, Carlson Adam, 
Szeman Imre (eds.)

Petrocultures. Oil, Politics, Culture 
(Montreal & Kingston, London, 
Chicago: McGill-Queen’s UP, 2017).


