
 
    

Food and gender 
 

The saying ‘a woman’s place is in the home’ may today seem rather out of date, 
if not offensive. After all, many women are successful professionals, and many 
men are as skilful at baking a cake as they are happy to wash up. But how much 
have attitudes towards food and gender really changed over the last century? 
 
The ideal home 
 
This typical extract from the 1950s magazine, Woman’s Own, talks about the 
kitchen in an ideal home: 
 
"It is the room which more than any other you love to keep shining and bright. 
A woman’s place? Yes it is! For it is the heart and centre and meaning of home. 
The place where, day after day, you make with your hands the gifts of love". 
 
The ‘idealised’ home, and particularly the kitchen, has been seen traditionally as 
a feminine space, the private place in which the ‘naturally’ caring and nurturing 
abilities of women can thrive. In contrast, the outside, ‘public’ world was 
considered to be male. In recent decades, many people have been at pains to 
stress that the relationship between the domestic world and gender is socially 
constructed rather than ‘natural’ or biological. 
 
Changing times? 
 
Today, increasing numbers of women work professionally, and developments in 
food convenience have for many removed the need for daily slaving in the 
kitchen. For these reasons, the association between women, cooking and food 
may be changing. Despite all these changes, however, research indicates that 
women continue to do more cooking, shopping and preparing of food than 
men. Women are also more likely than men to diet and to experience anxiety 
about body weight, thus adding further complexity to the female relationship 
with food. 
 
Chefs and Cooks 
 
Traditionally, the professional restaurant kitchen is seen as a male space. Within 
the home, the kitchen is often seen as a comforting and secure space, but the 
professional kitchen is often defined by a hierarchy of work structures, harsh 
rules and long working hours. Working in a professional kitchen qualifies a 
person for the title ‘chef’ and can be a mark of skill, status and regard. Typically, 
in a home kitchen a female employee without professional qualifications is 
referred to as a ‘cook’. But more and more people are challenging these ideas, 
with increasing numbers of successful professional female chefs and perhaps 
more men than ever before cooking for their families. 
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