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whether they should have to do so, but to suggest wa~s in which they can deceive 
and cheat and get other women to do it for them."!' But Humble oversimplifies 
Bracken's strategy, which began with the open acknowledgment of a hatred of 
cooking. To do even that much was to question, at least in part, postwar domestic 
ideology. Bracken did not ask her readers to try to actually like cooking. Nor 
did Bracken pretend that it was simply the reader's busy schedule that prevented 
more elaborate meals: her readers did not want to spend a lot of time cooking 
because they did not like to cook, and Bracken sympathized. Humble and other 
scholars examining popular culture of the 1950s have read at only one level 
when multiple levels existed. Cookbooks, like other aspects of pop culture in the 
postwar years, presented complex and contradictory messages. Reading postwar 
cookery as simply another aspect of the domestic ideology that constructed JLIne 
Cleaver as the ideal wife and mother is to ignore the currents of anxiety of which 
June was actually a product. The pop culture representations which, to U~, seem 
to offer unambivalent images of the thoroughly domesticated woman, actually 
present other kinds of evidence. The women who baked, basted, glazed, and 
decorated throughout postwar cookbooks were figments of the postwar American 
imagination. They were expressions of desires and fears in a nation strained by 
the war and baffled by the unstoppable social changes that shaped the 1950s. 
These women were as fictional as Betty Crocker and constructed for a very similar 
purpose: to soothe and reassure. The recipes and rhetoric of postwar cookbooks, 
by their continuous repetition, tell socia I historians a story of strained and rested 
gender norms. 

When a cookbook author advised her readers that they would find deep ful­
fillment in daily cooking duties, other possibilities were, paradoxically, raised. 
The rhetoric of cookbooks in the 19505 actually did nor assume that women 
would be completely fulfilled by domestic labor. An assumption is unspoken 
and, to the contrary, postwar cookbooks stated, over and over, what women's 
roles were, what they would accept and what they would enjoy. Homi K. Bhabha's 
discussion of colonial power in his essay "Signs Taken for Wonders: Ques­
tions of ambivalence and authority under a tree outside Delhi, May 1817" is 
useful here. Bhabha's well-known essay is usually read as a call for the polit­
ical usefulness of the "Third Space"-the field or space of ambivalence and 
possibility-and the subversive qualities of a hybrid identity. Here, I am inter­
ested in Bhabha's exploration of how colonial power is rooted in difference and 
repetition. 

In Bhabha's view, the authority of the British colonials in India was never 
omnipotent, but in fact undermined its own project by demanding the acknowl­
edgment of an authority based on a superiority that did not need acknowledg­
ment, that is, "the colonial presence is always ambivalent, split between its 
appearance as original and authoritative and its articulation as repetition and 
difference."!211 To repeat authority is to destabilize that authority. Bhabha de­
scribes this aspect of colonialism as "the paradox of ... a demand for proof and 
the resulting ambivalence for positions of authority."m I do not mean to draw a 
parallel between the political and cultural oppression of Indians and the lives of 
white, middle-class housewives, although one could certainly make connections 
between imperialism and domestic ideology.m Rather, I want to use Bhabha's 
definition of how authority functions to demonstrate how postwar cookery texts, 
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in their relentless repetition of gender norms, were an articulation of general 
fears and uncertainties about those norms. 

Cookbooks arc the voice of authority; recipes are the directions for detailed 
behavior. When these authorities of the kitchen also sought authority over the 
meaning of women's roles by gendering certain foods or informing women of 
the inevitability of cooking duties, it was in fact a plea for authority. "Please 
do it this way," begged these texts, beneath their perky suggestions for theme 
parties and recipes for "date-bait" pie. The necessity of claiming authority renders 
authority unstable: "The recognition of authority ... requires a validation of its 
source that must be immediately, even intuitively, apparent-'You have that 
in your countenance which I would fain call master'.... "m In the 1950s, the 
authoritative voice that limited women's sphere to home and kitchen was not 
"immediately, even intuitively, apparent," Many of these texts, like the country as 
a whole, were deeply ambivalent about "traditional" gender norms: they asserted 
that a woman's place was in the kitchen but they knew that a woman's place 
need not be in the kitchen and that in fact, the kitchen was often a dull place. 

Betty Crocker's lectures on the significance of cake baking in the lives of white 
middle-class women were over determined. Like a zealous evangelical colonial 
passing out Bibles, certain of the authoritative power of the book, the editors 
and cookbook authors of the postwar United States published text after text 
which handed down the ten commandments of gender.1Z4 But, like the dismayed 
missionary who discovered that Indians were using the free Bibles for waste 
paper,IZ5 the purveyors of these cookery books had to face inescapable realities 
of the mid-twentieth century; in particular, the fact that white, middle-class 
women were going to continue to work outside the home. Women's distressed 
confessions of how they could not live up to a domestic ideal, their anxiety 
about being unable to be the "perfect" wife and mother, would evolve into 
active, organized resistance to that ideal. 

Bhabha argues that an authority based on construction of the subjects vis a vis 
the colonizer's gaze-"You are Indian and so you must be ruled by the superior 
English"-allows room for the colonized to look back, to return the gaze. When 
authority does not conceal itself, hut is rereated in text, a space where resistance 
or subversion may be enacted is creared.V Bystating assumptions about women's 
lives, cookbooks left room for those "assumptions" to be questioned. Cookbooks, 
in their efforts to seal up the growing cracks in gender ideology, actually left 
traces and clues about just where the cracks had begun to show. The dominant 
discourse that positioned cooking and food preparation as a natural, deeply 
fulfilling activity for all women spoke to the possibility that perhaps it was not. 
These texts articulated what must not be articulated but assumed, in order to 

maintain "traditional" gender roles, These books were instruction manuals in 
attitudes and desires that should have been "natural" to men and women, thus 
they actually denaturalized those attitudes and desires. Historians, sift ing through 
postwar artifacts which seem to have ordered women to don aprons and return 
to the kitchen, should look more closely. Like a layered jell-O salad, there's more 
than meets the eye. 
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