
hen I lived at home, my mother cooked 
nearly every day, despite being a 
working woman who earned more 

than my father. We had a neat, nuclear family, a 
family meal every evening, and an antiquated 
ideal of how an American family should behave. 
My brothers and I rotated tasks each night: one of 
us set the table, another made the salad, and the 
rest of us did the dishes afterwards. Everyone had 
a role; my mother, the cook, prepared delicious 
and often taxing meals for us nightly. But because 
we were so accustomed to her presence in the 
kitchen, our appreciation of all her hard work 
waned as the years went by. Although my mother 
was typically at the helm of the kitchen, my father 
occasionally prepared dinner. Seldom did he cook, 
and when he did it was a few simple, staple 
dishes, usually involving the grill and the oven, 
but our appreciation for his service was effusive 
and explicit, in stark contrast to the shrugged-off, 
empty “thank you’s” we threw to my mother 
while we devoured our food before she was even 
able to sit down. It wasn’t the quality of the food 
that elicited our response, for my father wasn’t a 
particularly talented cook, nor was it the effort he 
expended, for that, too, was often 
underwhelming. In our eyes, he went out of his 
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way to do something for us, something 
unexpected and thoughtful. We failed to realize 
that we had taken my mother’s work for granted, 
become accustomed to her position in the 
kitchen, and failed to recognize and ascribe 
meaningful value to her work. 

Many women experience the same lack of 
appreciation and absence of value for their work 
that my mother suffered by feeding our family. 
Their work in kitchens across the world in 
domestic and professional spheres is grossly 
undervalued and marginalized. Whether it’s the 
seemingly impossible feat of overcoming 
unnecessarily gendered expectations as a 
professional chef or the failure of our society to 
either remunerate or fairly distribute domestic 
labor, it is clear that women’s relationship with 
preparing food engenders unnecessary burdens 
for women in the kitchen.

It is difficult to quantify the value of 
domestic work. The work of a typical housewife 
is exhaustive, demanding, and variable; it is 
wearisome work that few actively enjoy doing. 
Despite all this, it is almost never compensated. 
In Carol Counihan’s book Around the Tuscan Table 
(2004) about gender relations in Florence, Italy, 
one interviewee, thirty-nine-year old Giovanna, 
aptly expresses this dilemma by observing that 
“a woman has to satisfy the needs of so many 
people and it would be impossible to pay 
someone to do it all; it would take so much 
money. Women’s work is taken for granted from 
generation to generation” (Counihan 97). 
Referring to duties such as preparing breakfast, 
lunch, and dinner, doing laundry, and cleaning 
the house, Giovanna is critical of the status quo 
for women in the home. While women and men 
are working comparable hours, the woman’s 
work is completely unpaid, undervalued and 
underappreciated. 

The reason for women’s unfortunate 
situation is systematic and socially constructed. 
According to Counihan, “Women were 
inculcated with expectations that they find 
fulfillment through caring for others, and it was 



hard for them to resist these expectations” (101). 
She blames the state of women’s domestic work 
on the expectations society has of them. It is 
difficult for women to extricate themselves from 
these societal expectations, as it may alienate 
them from their peers, or make it impossible for 
them to find husbands. The latter of these 
consequences can be devastating for Florentine 
women, as well as women around the world for 
whom marriage tends to considerably elevate 
their social and economic status (Counihan 98). 
Dependence on men for economic and social 
status stem from the lack of value ascribed to 
domestic work. If their work were compensated, 
women could elevate their own standing, 
achieving widespread independence heretofore 
unachieved. 

But even when women are paid for work, as 
they are in professional kitchens, they are either 
underrepresented or pigeonholed. This state of 
affairs seems paradoxical at first, considering 
women’s longstanding supremacy and history of 
experience in the domestic sphere, but is 
explained aptly by Charlotte Druckman, who 
notes that “success, for chefs, has historically 
been measured more by business acumen, 
celebrity, and marketability rather than by what 
happens at the stove” (26). Druckman, a 
journalist and feminist critical of ingrained 
gender discrimination in professional kitchens, 
argues that the path towards renown and fame at 
the stove is much more easily traversed by male 
chefs, not because of any meaningful disparity in 
qualifications, but simply because “business 
acumen” and “marketability” are not the qualities 
with which women have historically succeeded in 
the kitchen. This obstacle, like the obstacles faced 
in compensating women’s work in household 
kitchens, is systematic and pervasive. There is 
little that individuals can do to make it easier for 
women to have a fairer path to success short of 
collectively changing our preferences for 
professional chefs to reflect not business 
competency, but sheer quality of food. Cuisine, 

like any artistic or competitive medium, should be 
judged by the quality of work and the skill of the 
creator, not by gendered criteria. 

One way to achieve fair assessments is to 
address the widespread masculinity in restaurants 
across the nation, which serves as another 
seemingly impenetrable barrier for women in 
professional kitchens. Sometimes, this masculinity 
is exaggerated and aggressive, as in the case of 
Anthony Bourdain, a macho, uncouth chef who 
has had enormous success. In his memoir, Kitchen 
Confidential (2000), he flippantly and perfunctorily 
deals with harassment in his workplace, saying, “I 
have to ask Tim nicely not to sexually harass my 
runners during service . . . after work, 
please” (Bourdain 200-201). This kind of overtly 
intrusive, masculine atmosphere can make it 
difficult and undesirable for women to enter 
professional kitchens. Bourdain mentions the only 
woman in his kitchen in a very removed manner. 
He speaks of her productiveness, but fails to 
ascribe any meaningful or interesting personality 
to her, instead noting that “she’s pretty good at 
staying out of my way, and I like her” (Bourdain 
189). Later he applauds her for ability to stay 
afloat in such a male dominated environment.

Bourdain’s flat and uninspired description of 
his female employee is unfortunately not 
uncommon. There is a wider problem of male 
chefs preferring unassuming personalities that 
informs the choice of female celebrities on the 
Food Network. Its abundance of female stars is not 
a refutation of gender inequalities in the kitchen, 
for, although many women have found success 
there, it has been success guided by gendered 
roles and expectations. Nearly all the shows with 
female stars offer a homey, domestic setting in 
which a casually-clad, maternal cook calmly 
teaches the viewer how to cook something simple, 
suitable for house parties or family dinners. There 
is no excitement, unpredictability, or ambition. 
According to Druckman, this pattern “reinforce[s] 
the male-is-to-chef what female-is-to-cook 
identification” (29), which she blames for much of 
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the disparity in professional representation and 
paucity of accolades for women chefs. The 
association of men to chefs and women to cooks 
is pernicious because it makes it difficult for 
female chefs to achieve the same respect and 
status that is inherently associated with the title 
of chef. 

Television food shows, with their repetitive 
representation of women as domestic workers, 
reinforces the identification of women-as-cooks 
rather than chefs. Perhaps the most recognizable 
of these women is Rachel Ray, who rose to fame 
on the Food Network with her popular show “30 
Minute Meals,” in which she, as the title suggests, 
cooks a very quick and simple meal in what looks 
like an old-fashioned home kitchen. Ray wears no 
apron or hat, nor does she tie up her hair up or 
take off her jewelry. She is casual in every sense of 
the word, speaking colloquially to her viewers as 
she shares advice about everything from grocery 
shopping to hosting house parties. Although it’s 
unfair to say Ray lacks personality, she perfectly 
fits the archetype of the female chef who is 
purposefully unprofessional, subtly maternal, 
and decidedly unambitious. She and other female 
Food Network stars like her are models of what our 
society typically searches for in female chefs, and 
these expectations discourage ambitious women 
from displaying their complex personalities in the 
kitchen. They are immediately expected to fit a 
specific brand of home cook, and it is difficult for 
women to extricate themselves from the 
expectations and standards that the media and 
other social institutions hold them to.

The many problems facing women preparing 
food are difficult to uproot. We live in a much 
more egalitarian society than we did even 100 
years ago, when first-wave feminists were 
organizing for the right to vote, but to assume 
that we live in an ideal society is willfully 
ignorant of the obstacles and burdens women 
continuously face. Men have been very successful 
in profiting from their privilege in the food 
industry, despite the fact that it is a place where a 

woman should logically reign, given their 
longstanding history of preparing food. At home, 
inequality stems from the unfair expectation that 
women shoulder undervalued and 
unremunerated duties. Professionally, the issue is 
twofold: many women have a difficult time 
entering male-controlled environments, and 
when they are successful, men often hold them to 
a limited set of standards that strip them of 
distinguishable personalities. Both in the home 
and in professional kitchens, the issues are 
systematically sexist. We must, as consumers, 
judge a chef by her or his ability in the kitchen 
and not by hormonal makeup. We must also, if 
possible, recognize, appreciate, and begin to 
ascribe value to home cooking and other 
household duties performed by women. But more 
simply, we can start a discussion about these 
issues. The first step to solving problems of social 
injustice is admitting there is a problem. Once we 
can generate a conversation about women’s work 
in the kitchen and vocalize our criticisms of the 
current state of affairs, only then can we make 
meaningful and collective efforts to change them.
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