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Extending the contested spaces of the modern kitchen 

Abstract 

This essay seeks to broaden understandings of the domestic kitchen in the global North 

which consign its significance to the preparation or cooking of food, an activity assumed to 

be undertaken chiefly by women. Here, I take a social practice perspective, examining ‘the 

kitchen’ not as a monolithic physical ‘site’ (in the spatial sense) occupied primarily by 

women users, but as one where a range of practices cohere, reflecting multiple meanings 

and uses among those individuals who inhabit them. Exploring how the domestic kitchen 

has – over the last century – been conceptualised as a barometer of ideological dialectics, as 

an orchestrating concept and as the symbolic heart of the home, I reveal how this most 

humble of domestic spaces is both material and symbolic, figurative and substantive, 

rendering it a serious – but often neglected - object of academic inquiry. 
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Extending the contested spaces of the modern kitchen 

 

Introduction  

 

 kitchen: [noun] a room or area where food is prepared or cooked (Oxford 

Dictionaries 2015) 

  

Consult pretty much any dictionary and it will provide a similar definition for ‘kitchen’ which 

focuses exclusively on the preparation or cooking of food. As such, in modern kitchens in the 

global North, one might expect to find certain key items, such as a cooker of some 

description, cold storage and a sink. In many, it is not uncommon now also to find 

dishwashers and laundry appliances, as well as seating areas equipped for dining. This essay 

seeks to broaden that definition by emphasising that, from a social practice standpoint, the 

kitchen soon emerges as a space in which many activities and practices - which go well 

beyond food preparation - may occur.  

 Historically, the kitchen was a space most commonly occupied by working class 

women - either in their own kitchens or in those where they were employed as cooks and 

maids (Meah 2014) – who were relegated to the rear of the house beyond public view 

where they were engaged in the ‘sanitary labour’ (Saarikangas, 2006) which comprised 

kitchen work. Even after the ‘servant problem’ had redefined the role of the middle class 

housewife, seeing her transformed – across the Twentieth Century -  from household 

manager to household worker1, thence to ‘ideal housewife and perfect mother’  and, more 

recently, as the ‘superwoman’ who can have it all (Conran 1975), the kitchen has remained a 
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contested domain, a site of gendered labour, dually imagined - on the one hand - as a site of 

domestic oppression for women – or on the other - as the ‘symbolic heart of the home’ 

(Hand et al. 2007). Such conceptualisations might lead to this particular domestic space 

being regarded as ineligible for serious academic scholarship outside either feminist studies 

or food studies. Indeed, a dismissive or careless reader might relegate the significance of the 

kitchen to feminist debates belonging to another era, when women were perceived – by 

second wave feminists – to be ‘captive wives’ and ‘housebound mothers’ (Gavron 1966). But 

the kitchen is so much more than a site of ‘domestic captivity’ and, in this paper, I explore 

how this once marginal domestic space has moved centre-stage and emerged as an object 

of scholarship across a range of disciplines over the last century, geographers being at the 

vanguard in reconstituting understandings of the relationship between domestic space and 

place and the social practices these make possible, and for whom. Importantly, in doing so, I 

seek to extend the conceptual boundaries of the kitchen beyond either foodwork – a central 

activity therein – or the alleged oppression of women in undertaking such work2. My aim is 

to highlight the ways in which the kitchen has a emerged as a site of social and cultural 

significance both within academia, and beyond, leading to its conceptualisation – variously - 

as a barometer of ideological dialectics, as an orchestrating concept, and as the symbolic 

heart of the home wherein ‘kitchen life’ (Wills et al 2013) (an understanding of what 

transpires within the kitchen which extends beyond foodwork) unfolds. At the heart of this 

analysis is the emergence of the kitchen as a site, primarily, of consumption, rather than (or 

as well as) production (cf. Cox 2013). 

 Between 2010-11, the evolution of the modern kitchen was the subject of an 

exhibition – ‘Counter Space: Design and the Modern Kitchen’ – curated by the Museum of 
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Modern Art (MoMA) in New York. Focussing, in particular, on designs emerging during the 

inter- and post-World War periods, the exhibition highlights the extent to which 

transformations of the kitchen can be viewed as ‘a barometer of changing technologies, 

aesthetics, and ideologies’ (MoMA 2014, design + the modern kitchen). Reviewing the 

exhibition, Jennifer Scanlan (2011) reports how it was curated to illuminate the kitchen as 

both an object of design and as a nexus of cultural meaning, subjects which have elicited 

considerable interest among scholars approaching the kitchen from a range of disciplinary 

perspectives. Thematically, the exhibition was organised around three key concepts - the 

model of the ‘effective’ modern kitchen, the emergence of consumerism, and the 

representation of lived experiences of the kitchen in popular culture and art - each of which 

can be loosely mapped onto the extended understanding of ‘the kitchen’ which I aim to 

engender in this review. Some are inescapably connected to the relationship between 

women and domestic work, but this is not my focus here3. Instead, I begin with a concern 

with highlighting the design efforts made to address ‘the problem’ of women’s unpaid 

domestic labour in the home. I examine how these can be mapped on to (and were shaped 

by) broader social and ideological concerns during particular historical periods, transforming 

women from ‘workers’ into ‘consumers’. Here, I explore the kitchen as a site of 

consumption, appropriation and a vehicle for the expression of class, gender and cultural 

identities. Following the theme of consumption, I then look at how – via processes of 

‘regime change’ (Hand and Shove 2004) over the last 100 years – the kitchen has been 

reconstituted as an orchestrating concept, a site in which numerous practices cohere, giving 

it material and symbolic potential. Finally, reflecting its recent incarnation as a hub of 

domestic life, I expand our understanding of the ways in which the kitchen has been 

reconstituted as a space for living, illustrating how its meanings and uses for their occupants 
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extend beyond ‘work’, food-related or otherwise. Here, I draw attention to ethnographic 

work which has emphasized the ‘more-ness’ of the kitchen in contributing to processes of 

identification, as well as actively curating the lives of their occupants. 

 

The kitchen as… 

An ideological battleground  

In this first section, I explore the emergence of the ‘modern’ kitchen and how this was 

shaped – initially - by aspirations for more efficient means of working for housewives. I 

document how – in imagining women as ‘workers’ – the kitchen was enrolled as a site of 

ideological dialectics by planners of mass housing projects in the Inter-War period. 

However, rather than being passive consumers, working class occupants – in particular - 

appropriated standardised kitchen spaces to reflect their own ideas of good taste, 

respectability and efficient practice, thereby subverting the visions prescribed by so-called 

housing ‘experts’. 

 That the kitchen has been regarded – by some - as a ‘laboratory’ (Lloyd and Johnson 

2004; Van Caudenberg and Heynen 2004) or ‘machine for the preparation of meals’ 

(Llewellyn 2004a, p. 234) is reflected in the emphasis placed by Modernist architects and 

designers on functionalism, operational efficiency and the principles of household 

management. Although these ideas originate in the work of American journalist, Christine 

Fredericks who, equipped with evidence from time-and-motion experiments, called for the 

professionalization of housework in her 1919 publication, Household Engineering: scientific 

management in the home (Jerram 2006, p. 543)4, their roots can be traced back to an earlier 
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period. Indeed, as early as the 1860s, middle-class American feminist Catherine Beecher 

complained of the drudgery of housework and the lot of a ‘housewife in an ill-planned 

kitchen’ (Jerram 2006, p. 543). The outcome of this, writes historian Leif Jerram (2006), was 

the ‘workshop-kitchen’; the first conception of the domestic fitted kitchen.  

 The impact of management discourses in influencing the ideas of design 

professionals in the global North during the first half of the Twentieth Century has been 

examined by a number of scholars5 and, regardless of their ideological position, advocates 

of each of the variants of the modern kitchen (also described as the ‘New Kitchen’) 

purportedly ‘shared an admiration for scientific reason and utopian aspirations for a more 

egalitarian society. By transforming daily life at the level of the kitchen, it was argued, 

behavioral change and improved social well-being would follow’ (MoMA 2014, the new 

kitchen). Examples of this scientific approach to the consumption and organization of space 

have been reported by geographer Louise Johnson (2006), who details the application of 

time-and-motion principles in Australia, Europe and North America which led, in the 1920s, 

to the identification of a ‘working triangle’ – the sink, food storage and cooking areas6. 

Meanwhile, art historian Kirsi Saarikangas (2006) provides evidence from Finland where - 

reinforced by the international doctrine of Taylorism which sought to rationalise factory 

production along scientific lines to maximise production7- Functionalist architects of the 

1930s saw that the repetitive and monotonous model of factory work performed alone on 

the assembly line was applied in designing the modern kitchen. With superfluous 

movements reduced, household work could be performed standing in one place 

(Saarikangas 2006, p. 164). 
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 Likewise, in Britain during the 1940s, Mark Llewellyn (2004b, p. 53) reports that 

among the designs of architect Jane Drew, that of the package kitchen – based on 

standardised and mass-produced units8 - in particular, ‘implied an efficient worker-

housewife’. He argues that the rational, ordered efficiency of this domestic work-space 

embodied primarily masculine values. Consequently, the routinized nature of the 

housewife’s tasks, performed with calm efficiency, meant that women’s ‘role in the kitchen 

was paralleled with that of the factory worker.’ 

 Jerram documents that, in Germany, two competing spatial models were employed 

in mass housing projects during the 1920s. The first can be seen via the ‘Frankfurt kitchen’ 

(see Figure 1), an example of which was displayed as part of the MoMA exhibition in 2011, 

while the second was developed in Munich (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 1. The Frankfurt Kitchen 1926, designed to reduce women’s labour in the home9 

 

Both experiments were premised upon ‘applying a certain sort of knowledge about space, 

which would in turn create rational and orderly subjects to inhabit it’ (Jerram 2006, p. 538). 

Essentially, this involved ‘enforc[ing housing planners’] visions through the use of space’ 

(Jerram 2006, p. 539 [original emphasis]). The two models differed, crucially, in the way that 

the space was conceptualised. In Frankfurt, the architects of this project, Ernst May and 

Grete Schütte-Lihotzky, chose to abandon the traditional German working-class practice of 

combining the social space of the family with the ‘workplace’ of the woman in a single 

wohnküche (‘living room-cum-kitchen’) (Jerram 2006, p. 541). The ‘expert knowledge’ upon 
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which the design was based can, somewhat ironically, be called into question when we 

consider the fact that the designer, Schütte-Lihotzky, later admitted: 

 “The truth of the matter was, I’d never run a household before designing the 

Frankfurt Kitchen, I’d never cooked, and had no idea about cooking” (MoMA 2014, 

the Frankfurt kitchen). 

 

Figure 2. The Munich Kitchen, uniting women’s work and social spaces10 
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Motivated by the ideals of efficiency and productivity they believed to have been purported 

in Frederick’s Household Engineering, May and Schütte-Lihotzky imagined producing more 

productive workers by separating their work and leisure spaces. However, Jerram notes the 

further irony that the planners’ understanding of Frederick’s work was fundamentally faulty: 

rather than imagining the woman ‘worker’ that she refers to in Household Engineering as a 

producer, Frederick was – in fact – investing in the role of housewife as consumer (Jerram 

2006, p. 546-47). 

 By way of contrast - in Munich - the idea that women were ‘instruments’ of 

production was rejected by the city government. Here, working-class women were ascribed 

greater agency in their capacity to organise and manage their domestic space (albeit within 

the parameters set by the city government). Interestingly, when Munich officials managed 

to speak with some of the women occupants of the Frankfurt houses, among their principal 

criticisms was that they could not talk with their families or friends while in the kitchen; like 

the factory worker, they were isolated. Additionally, they also complained of being unable 

to personalise the space by utilising their own furniture (Jerram 2006, p. 448-549).  

 Far from being a private, domestic domain, occupied by women and relegated to the 

rear of the house, beyond view and lacking in importance, during the early part of the 

Twentieth Century, we see how the kitchen underwent a transformation in its social 

significance via attempts to enrol women users within key ideological dialectics of the 

period, be they the workers imagined within Marxian, materialist discourses or the 

consumers central to the capitalist economy. However, as I shall illustrate in what follows, 

attempts at state intervention into the organisation of domestic life was not a phenomenon 

specific to Germany, nor was it met without resistance by kitchen users. 
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A site of (class) resistance  

Paralleling the experience with mass housing projects in Frankfurt, Llewellyn (2004a, p. 240) 

argues that in designing Kensal House, Britain’s first housing estate inspired by Modern 

architecture, the ideals of architect, E. Maxwell Fry, and housing consultant, Elizabeth 

Denby, tended to completely overlook working-class social practice. Indeed, ignoring both 

the fact that existing practice was to keep the living room ‘for best’ (cf. Attfield 1995), and 

also a preference for a kitchen-living room arrangement – expressed, for example, by 

women questioned during the Mass Observation studies of the 1930s and 1940s (Llewellyn 

2004a, p. 234) - the flats at Kensal House were designed to enable families to eat their 

meals away from the food preparation area, facilitating a separation of ‘“the important 

work of the house”’ which could continue ‘“without disturbing the life of the living-room”’ 

(Fry 1938, cited in Llewellyn 2004a, p. 233).  However, as Llewellyn observes, these plans for 

the organisation of domestic space envisaged by Modernist experts did not align with 

residents’ experiences (or requirements) of domestic life. A conflict thus ensued as a result 

of the production and consumption of this space, since ‘the uses to which it was being put 

were not necessarily those for which the space was intended’ (2004a. p. 40). For example, 

Llewellyn notes that almost a third reported eating in a kitchen not built for this purpose, 

either perched up at the ironing board, or at the serving hatch (ibid). Importantly, by the 

1940s, the living room-kitchen arrangement was included as a recommendation made to, 

and subsequently published by, the government’s Central Housing Advisory Committee 

(Llewellyn 2004b: 54). During this period, the designs of architects, such as Jane Drew for 

example, envisaged more modular and open-plan living spaces, perhaps divided only by a 



Page 13 of 31 

 

low partition wall, which simultaneously had the effect of allowing spaces to merge into 

each other, while also reducing women’s isolation in the kitchen (ibid) (see figure 3).  

Figure 3. Jane Drew’s ‘living-kitchen’, 194411
 

  The experience of the Kensal House experiment was echoed elsewhere in 

Europe. For example, Van Caudenberg and Heynen (2004) acknowledge that while the quest 

for a rational kitchen was applauded by bourgeois and middle-class women, its reception 

among their rural and working-class counterparts was far more tepid, if the message 

actually reached them at all. Part of a wider social plan to produce a stable society via the 

training of orderly subjects with proper ways of living, the fascination with the standardised, 

rational kitchen was not shared across all social groupings. Indeed, limited space and 

financial resources and ideologies concerning the family unit, dictated a preference for a 
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‘living-kitchen’ arrangement among rural and working-class households alike. However, 

ultimately, the rational kitchen - which facilitated a separation of kitchen ‘work’ and the 

social practice of eating (which was to take place in another room) - failed to be accepted 

among these social groups for reasons of privacy and propriety. As with the occupants of 

Kensal House reported by Llewellyn (2004a), there was a similar preference for reserving 

one room as the ‘best place’. Here, valued possessions and furniture were displayed and it 

could be kept tidy and undisturbed by wider domestic life and activity – including eating – 

and ready to host important visitors, such as the priest or doctor (Van Caudenberg and 

Heynen 2004, p. 41).  

 Llewellyn’s account of the Kensal House residents who subverted the use of kitchen 

spaces imagined by those who designed them is not an isolated example in Britain. A 

number of scholars provide evidence that residents of modern housing developments were 

not the passive ‘housewife-consumers’ (Hollows 2000, p. 125)12 that either Christine 

Frederick had imagined, or that advertisers manipulating the relations between class, 

gender and space (Miller 1991, p. 264) hoped for. Indeed, among those women who, by the 

1950s, were engaged in paid employment outside the home, there was no desire to return 

home from one machine environment to another in their kitchens (Partington 1995). 

Additionally, Angela Partington (1995) observes, there remained a persistence of a ‘make-

do-and mend’ mentality in the aftermath of the Second World War (cf. Attfield 1995) which 

undermined the imperative for harmonious interiors imagined by designers. 

 There are numerous examples – across a global context – of women defying the 

aesthetic desired by designers wishing to educate them in the principles of ‘good taste’, 

asserting – instead – their own class and gender-based preferences (Hollows 2000, p. 127). 
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For example, Judy Attfield (1995, p. 228) reports that in the front-facing kitchens of Harlow 

‘New Town’ in the 1950s, women put up net curtains and actively ‘took control of their own 

domestic space and at the same time made a public declaration of their variance from the 

architects’ design’.  Likewise, Daniel Miller (1988), reporting findings from his work in North 

London, illustrates the ways in which council estate tenants transformed, personalised and, 

essentially, ‘appropriated’, standardised kitchen spaces13 14. Similar evidence has also been 

provided by Susie Reid (2002) regarding the ‘de-Stalinization’ of consumer taste in the 

Soviet Union during the Khruschev era.  

 Practices of resistance have also been reported among migrant women seeking to 

exert their identities in a dominant culture. For example, Sian Supski (2006, p. 138) discusses 

the experiences of migrant women in post-colonial Australia who rejected the dominant 

architectural discourses of the time, setting about extensively renovating their dwellings, 

and kitchens in particular, with a view to creating a sense of ‘home’ in places which 

otherwise would be unhomely. Not only did these women create their ‘own competing 

discourses of efficiency’ which defied those of planning ‘experts,’ but they also used colour 

and decoration to personalise and appropriate the kitchen as a particularly feminised space, 

which clearly contrasts with the masculinist ideals of the rational workshop kitchens during 

the early part of the last century. And, not unlike earlier generations of working class English 

and Belgian families, Lara Pascali (2006) reports the practice – among first generation Italian 

immigrants to North America – of keeping two kitchens: one upstairs, a showroom for 

guests, the other in the basement, where foodwork and the real business of family life were 

organised and celebrated. 
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 Having outlined the ways in which competing ideological positions have been 

reflected in the design history of the modern kitchen, via which women were transformed 

from mere ‘producers’ to ‘consumers’, I now focus more closely on the kitchen as a site of 

consumption, examining it not just as a physical site, but as an orchestrating concept 

through which a range of practices and possibilities come together.  

 

Consuming kitchens 

While some scholars have approached the kitchen from ideological perspectives via which 

social class and gender are foregrounded, others have explored it through the lens of 

‘practice’, enabling us to understand the kitchen as more than a site of foodwork or the 

production of gender or class-based ideologies. Here, the work of Martin Hand and 

Elizabeth Shove (2004) has been particularly insightful.  

 Bringing together discussions of material culture, design and the dynamics of 

practice, these authors examine the kitchen via processes of ‘regime change’ reflected in 

issues of Ideal Home and Good Housekeeping published in Britain in 1922, 1952 and 2002.  

As previously suggested, this period witnessed a series of conceptual shifts through which 

the kitchen evolved from a functional backstage space in which the business of kitchen-work 

took place, to one which - by the 1950s - had been depopulated by humans and resembled 

‘a machine made of functionally synchronised, smoothly interconnecting, aesthetically 

coherent parts’ (2004, p. 245). This was precisely the type of kitchen presented by US Vice 

President Richard Nixon to Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev during the opening of the 

American National Exhibition at Sokolniki Park in Moscow in July 1959. Stood before the 
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showcase kitchen, Nixon argued that this was a symbol of the comfort and luxury available 

to the common American (see figure 4) (Scanlan 2011, p. 343)15. Scanlan (2011, p. 342) 

argues that – over half a century later -  the MoMA exhibition display, visions of plenty, 

charts the shift from ‘ideas to aesthetics, as the role of design changed from creating an 

ideal world to creating a consumer culture’16. 

 

Figure 4. Khrushchev and Nixon and the showcase kitchen at Sokolniki Park17 

 If the 1950s kitchen is depicted as an aesthetically attractive and automated entity, 

Hand and Shove note that by the turn of this century, ‘the kitchen had been ‘repopulated 

and redefined as a space for living and leisure’ (2004, p. 246). Their work is of particular 

interest since they analyse the kitchen as neither an innovation junction18 – which 

undoubtedly it is – or as a site in which generic transformations in work, leisure and the 

gendered roles of men and women are given expression19 but, rather, they ‘consider the 

transformation of “the kitchen” not as a place but as an orchestrating concept’ (Hand and 
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Shove 2004, p. 238). Indeed, building on scholarship which points toward the kitchen as an 

emergent outcome of multiple interactions, Hand and Shove present a theoretical account 

of the processes involved in transformation, via which they develop ‘ways of explaining how 

and why particular regimes or combinations of technologies, images, meanings and forms of 

skill stabilize, become dominant, and fall into decline’(ibid.).  

 While the literature previously discussed points toward emerging kitchen regimes as 

being an outcome of other factors – including class and political ideologies – Hand and 

Shove (ibid, p.239) consider what it would be like to conceptualize ‘the kitchen’ as a kind of 

‘force field’ that repels and holds particular sets of images, materials, and forms of 

competence together, and that is sustained by them. They cite Catherine Beecher’s vision of 

the workshop-kitchen as ‘a fine example of “the kitchen” as a meta-level concept in terms of 

which elements are (or can be) arranged and ordered to produce certain outcomes’ (ibid. p. 

239). Following an examination of the relevant issues of Good Housekeeping and Ideal Home 

during periods when the kitchen was conceptualised first as a site of household engineering, 

then as one of automation, and – more recently – as a convenient living space, Hand and 

Shove (2004, p. 247) consider how these ‘regimes’ change, suggesting a number of 

possibilities. One is that ‘the ingredients (i.e. material arrangements, meanings and images, 

competence and knowhow) of which they are made have trajectories of their own’. Another 

possibility is that ‘they develop as a result of continual interaction and mutual adjustment 

between constituent elements’. In addition, they suggest, ‘orchestrating concepts like “the 

kitchen” may have a life of their own, structuring whilst also being structured by the 

elements they hold together’.  In this sense, then, we may understand ‘the kitchen’ as not 
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just a physical ‘site’ (in the spatial sense), but also a ‘site’ where numerous practices cohere, 

rendering it, at once, as both material and symbolic, figurative and substantive.  

 Independent of the type of regime changes outlined here, these ideas concerning 

the relationships between material culture, kitchen consumption and the dynamics of 

practice are particularly relevant when we consider that - in the UK - kitchens are replaced – 

on average - every seven years or so (Shove et al. 2007), making this space a particularly 

important site of consumption, renovation and renewal. However, since the kitchen has 

evolved – in the new Millennium – as a space for living, rather than work, along with the 

reconstitution – among certain constituencies - of cooking as a leisure activity (and a de- or 

re-gendered one at that)20, material artefacts are consumed for a variety of reasons which 

extend beyond the elimination of ‘labour’. For example, Shove et al. (2007) suggest that as 

well as being signifiers of identity (as with the working-class occupants of Harlow New 

Town, or migrant women in Australia and North America), material items – including 

particular aesthetics, as well as the technologies of the kitchen – are not passive, but 

interact with people thus affording them agency in actively configuring their users (Shove et 

al. 2007, p. 23). While some items might, for example, enable their users to achieve ‘better’ 

or faster results in terms of cooking and cleaning (Cf. Meah and Jackson 2013; Meah, In 

press), evidence from Hand and colleagues’ (2007) study of kitchens (and bathrooms) 

indicates that material items are also implicated in the performance - or doing - of ‘family’, 

which is particularly significant within the current conceptualisation of kitchen as a space for 

living, an idea embraced in a kitchen manufacturer’s advertisement published in Good 

Housekeeping in 2002, where the kitchen is described as “somewhere you want to spend 
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time, where you feel comfortable, where you can simply live your life” (Hand et al. 2007, p. 

675).  

 Clearly, the kitchen has evolved in social and cultural significance since designers and 

housing planners first imagined how they might liberate women from the drudgery of 

kitchen work. While the elements which constitute ‘the kitchen’ can be arranged to produce 

particular outcomes, or specific items acquired to facilitate more effective or competent 

performances by their users, approaching ‘the kitchen’ as an orchestrating concept both 

figuratively and substantively render it as active in the constitution and performance of 

everyday life.  Consequently, it is with this idea of the kitchen having been transformed from 

a space for foodwork into a place for living that I now conclude this alternate perspective. 

 

Expanding the meaning of ‘kitchen life’ 

The final section of the MoMA exhibition – kitchen sink dramas – attends to post-1960s 

representations (within popular culture and art) of lived experiences in this hub of domestic 

activity21. Perhaps not surprisingly, these coincide with second wave feminism and the 

feelings of alienation experienced by working-class women in particular. Just as the 

exhibition reflects a narrowing in focus from the general to the specific – from broader 

social and ideological concerns to the lived reality of individuals – so, too, does my analysis 

converge upon what occurs at the household level, also focusing on social practices as well 

as media representations.  

 In the UK, there have been a number of recent ethnographic studies which have 

highlighted the more-ness of what transpires in individual kitchens which extends beyond 
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either the preparation or consumption of food. An important contributor to this more 

nuanced understanding of ‘kitchen life’ is the work of Wendy Wills and colleagues (2013), 

which reports research specifically commissioned by UK Food Standards Agency to explore 

the ways in which what transpires within the kitchen might be implicated in the incidence of 

foodborne disease. The authors reveal that among the 20 participating households, the 

kitchen was a place in which relationships were played out between siblings, partners and 

members of different generations (cf. Bennett 2006); where pets slept and were cared for; 

and a whole range of non-food activities took place, from reading the paper to bicycle 

maintenance, none of which appear to have previously been considered in the development 

of food safety policy and guidance. 

 Findings from the study also reveal that the kitchen was a place in which particular 

consumption activities converge, from the exhibiting of collections of post-cards and other 

ephemera on fridges (cf. Watkins 2006) to the display of photographs by older people to 

engender a feeling of homeliness following bereavement and a move into social housing 

(Meah et al. 2013). Others have additionally emphasized the role of the kitchen in processes 

of identification and the maintenance of ethnic and cultural identities, particularly among 

migrant communities (Pascali 2006; Supski 2006; Longhurst et al. 2009).  

 While the relationship between food and memory - mobilized through the senses - 

has become a common trope in contemporary food studies (Jackson 2013)22, Peter Jackson 

and I (in press) have focussed on the kitchen itself, attempting to conceptualise it as a lieu 

de mémoire – a site of memory - within the wider domain of home, which itself may be 

regarded as a kind of private museum; a space in which objects of personal, artistic, or 

cultural interest are stored and displayed to narrate the untold stories of lives being lived 



Page 22 of 31 

 

(Gregson et al. 2007; Llewellyn 2004b), those having been lived, and those which are 

imagined (now and into the future) within them. Among our findings – taken from more 

than one multi-method ethnographic study – we report how some of our participants 

remembered the past via the careful curation, within their kitchens, of material objects, 

including collectable silverware and wedding china. While displaying objects, images and 

other items which document an individual’s or family’s history is not a practice that is 

confined to the kitchen, there is a particular informality about the mode of display here 

compared with those which may take place in other rooms of the house, where 

photographs – for example - tend to have a more formal character, are framed and grouped 

to recreate a sense of ‘togetherness’ (see Percival 2002; Rose 2003). In contrast, the kitchen 

is more likely to be home to collages of moments or snapshots in time pinned to a notice 

board, Blu-tacked to a wall or decorating fridges, freezers and boilers: fun passport 

photographs, digital images printed on copier paper, party invitations, ticket stubs, favourite 

quotes, children’s self-portraits, their handprints, post-cards, fridge-magnet-souvenirs – 

either bought or gifted. What might – initially appear to be ephemera can actually be a rich 

material archive which testify to an individual’s or a family history and identity (see Figure 

5). 

 Other participants incorporated objects which had their own histories, which might 

be linked to deceased individuals, into their everyday practices, thereby enabling the past 

and present (and possible future) to cohabit via a process of poly-temporality (Sutton 2011). 

A jug which had previously belonged to a now-deceased grandmother, for example, 

remained in daily use, assuming the status of an ‘evocative object’ (Pollack 2011). Items 

such as these facilitate connections with moments in time and particular individuals from 
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the past while simultaneously creating the possibility of prospective memory (Meah and 

Jackson, in press). From wedding china to children’s drawings, a jug to a fridge magnet, 

individuals’ consumption, appropriation, use and display of material artefacts demonstrate 

the portability of memory, which may be transferred from one kitchen to another, thereby 

facilitating the transformation of a space into a place. 

 

Figure 5. A kitchen-museum23 

 

Conclusion 

Meal machine, experimental laboratory, status symbol, domestic prison, or the 

creative and spiritual heart of the home? Over the course of the past century no 

other room has been the focus of such intensive aesthetic and technological 

innovation, or as loaded with cultural significance (MoMA 2014, design + the modern 

kitchen). 
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Although by no means comprehensive in coverage, this review has endeavoured to 

persuade the unfamiliar reader that the kitchen holds promise which goes beyond its 

conceptualisation as either a site of domestic oppression for women, or one which is 

relevant only insofar as one is interested in matters concerning food. The above quote, 

taken from the homepage of the MoMA exhibition, conveniently encapsulates the extent to 

which the kitchen has become loaded with social and cultural significance over the last 

century or so. Bringing together literature from a range of disciplines, I have attempted to 

foreground how, in examining the history of the modern kitchen, we see how it can be 

understood as a barometer of the great social changes which have transpired in parallel 

with its spatial evolution. More than this, the separation between public and private has 

been elided by the enrolment of the kitchen, via imagined women users, within the 

ideological dialectics of the Modernist period. Whether the motivations of housing planners, 

architects and designers fell on the side of viewing women as producers or consumers, the 

responses among those for whom these spaces of foodwork was intended clearly reveals 

them to be far from passive consumers. Indeed, via the hanging of net-curtains, the use of 

pastel shades, the exhibition of photographs and postcards, and the curation of material 

artefacts of some personal significance, individuals resist – as I do here – the narrow 

conceptualisation of what has, until relatively recently, been assumed to transpire within 

the kitchen and which has, consequently, entrenched its position as unworthy of serious 

academic scholarship. The examination I have presented is intended to challenge those who 

might be similarly dismissive to re-evaluate, extend their imagination and look at the 

kitchen in a way that they may not have thought possible before. 
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