


0 Healthy Cooking
= Cooking
o Kitchen Counsel
e Entertaining
0 Wine.Dine.Donate
e Restaurants
0 Restaurant Roundtable
e Drinking
0 The Grapevine
0 Brew Stories
e Magazines
0 Bon Appétit
o Gourmet
Anyone can read these forums, but only members can post. The site redesign foregrounds
member contributions like the forum. The 2007 redesign displays a link to forums on all pages.
It appears prominently above the standard top navigational menu in a three-item navigational bar
on the top right of the main frame. Insert image of menu here. For the most part, it seems that
users stick to the topic suggestions for each forum and are typically supportive and responsive.
The Epicurious editor-in-chief Tanya Wenman Steel is a frequent contributor and the forums are
moderated by a user named “Epicurious Editor.” Steel answers questions about site content and
contributes reflections of her own like any user might. The moderator addresses content,
functionality, and user behavior. For example, on February 8, 2007, Epi Editor (as the forum
users call the moderator) posted an announcement warning users to post on topic only.
Announcement: Forum Conduct
Posted: Feb 8, 2007 3:36 PM
Dear Epi Swappers:

We know that recently there has been a lot of controversy concerning certain

posters and their tone and civility. As of today, those posters have been warned

108



that absent a change in their politeness, they will be banned from using the forum.
We do not want to ban anyone and would like to believe that from this day forth
everyone will act with the spirit of kindness and generosity exemplified by
Epicurious’s millions-strong community. This is a forum about food and cooking,
and offhand remarks and nasty tone will not be allowed. Thank you. (Epicurious
Editor “Announcement”)
This demonstrates that the editors are not afraid to censor users, but users are not afraid to
criticize Epi Editor either. In January, Epicurious debuted its redesigned synchronous chat. This
elicited a flurry of rants by users. Epi Editor responded once to these, to joke with another user
that the conversation began shortly after the user left because “We were just waiting for you to
leave!” Posts like this evince a certain bonhomme familiarity with community members and
indicate that Epi Editor is a frequent participant and not just an authoritarian moderator. The
editor’s additional comment that despite the technological barriers, the chat room felt “more like
a regular conversation” signals Epi’s desire to engage users in dialogue, a key tenet of feminist
rhetoric and collaborative hypertext (Epicurious Editor “Re: | Knew It”).

A series of posts in early 2006 by Epicurious Editor further support the forum’s
philosophy. The editor asked the forum in March 2006 for slow cooker recipes. Another member
must have posted a snarky reply because in May, the editor posted this remark:

Hi, Gretchen!

Posted: May 17, 2006 10:13 PM

Is this ever going to end? | asked a pleasant question as an actual person and got
this type of answer in return. Most people who ask questions about recipes here

can of course go out and buy a book. The idea is that if you ask here you’ll get a
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friendly response based on personal experience with a particular recipe. That’s

what | was hoping for, and indeed that’s what I got from another poster. And

someone else was curious and wanted tried and true recipes too.

Please post civil replies -- no one wants to post a message and be attacked.

Thank you,

Epi editor (Epicurious Editor “Hi, Gretchen!”)
Five days later, Gretchen posted a slow cooker recipe as amends for her “transgression”
(Gretchen6). Two things stand out about the editor’s post. The first is that Epicurious Editor
points out her (or his?) status as an “actual person.” The editor is not an uninvolved technician,
but clearly a cook reaching out for advice from other cooks. Participation like this is another
tenet of feminist rhetoric and postmodern feminist epistemology. The second thing that stands
out about Epi Editor’s post is that the editor values the forum over a cookbook because the forum
is “friendly” and the advice is “based on personal experience.” The editor, and presumably the
eight other participants who posted on this thread, seeks knowledge made experientially and
communally. Cookbook-based knowledge only goes so far. It does not bring with it the
authenticity of “tried and true recipes,” according to the editor. Communal knowledge shared
through personal narrative and experience is another key component of postmodern feminist
epistemology.

Most posts on the Epicurious forums communicate knowledge through personal
experience. A typical example is a series of posts on the Healthy Cooking forum. A user posted a
question on links between diet and acne. Eight users responded. Five of the nine posts to this
thread used first person pronouns five times. A brief post included one use of the personal

pronoun “our.” My favorite example in this thread was from Mike775 whose post displays an
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amalgamation of personal, anecdotal experience and deference to authority. He begins his post
with the qualifier: “I am neither a doctor nor a lawyer, so | can’t testify to the accuracy of
anything below. This just comes from what | read.” Later he shares a quote found through
Google and anecdotal experiences from two friends. Mike775 addresses the reader as “you” and
wishes the reader “good luck” at the end of the post. The tone is helpful if mostly directive.
Twice Mike775 shifts from directions to suggestions with phrases like “You may want to try”
and “You may want to investigate.” Mike775 does not provide references for the information he
shares, but he is credible and accurate. One could easily check the accuracy of his information as
I did. His data on protein needs, for example, match USDA recommendations. Although
commands characterize Mike775’s rhetoric, his protestation that he is not an expert, his
secondhand anecdotal experience, and his helpful tone make his post an example of feminist

rhetoric.

FoodNetwork.Com Membership

Membership to FoodNetwork.com gives users much less in return for their personal
information than does membership to Epicurious.com. While Epicurious.com gives users several
outlets for meaningful two-way communication and cultivates a community of active, creative
participants, FoodNetwork.com limits users to only one outlet for communication: recipe
reviews. The Food Network site does not offer a community forum or a member recipe database.
In 2004, when 1 first began researching online recipe collections, the Food Network did include a
forum, but by 2005, the forum disappeared from the site with no explanation. As a member of
FoodNetwork.com, | can store recipes in an online recipe box, I can rate and review recipes, and

| can subscribe to four email newsletters from the Food Network.
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Recipe Box

I login to My Recipe Box on FoodNetwork.com from the home page and from any other
interior page of the site. The link for My Recipe Box appears on a top tier, text-only navigational
menu on all pages. If | have already logged in to the site, it directs me to my box. Otherwise, the
link directs me to a login or registration page. The display is a four-column grid. The column
headings are delete, my saved recipes, my rating, and reviews. This page prominently displays a
warning to users that “some recipes are only available for a limited time, and may be removed
from your Recipe Box at any time. Please print recipes in advance.” There is no additional
information about which recipes these may be or with what frequency the editors might remove
recipes. If my favorite recipes are still in my box, I click on the hot-linked title to jump to the
recipe. | cannot read reviews immediately following the recipe as I can on Epicurious.com. |
must click either Read Reviews from My Recipe Box or the Review button from the recipe. The
reviews open in a new window, but I can link back to the recipe, the show’s homepage, or the

episode’s page.
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Search

My Recipes

® recipes Crorics
= You may save up to 50 recipe titles in your recipe box. To make room for new recipe tities, you may want
to print older recipes and then delete the titles from your box by checking the Delete button and clicking

MEMBERSHIP TOOLS on Delete Checked ltems at the bottom of the page
* Membership Information
* Change Password
+ Cancs| Membership 2 recipes in your box

Delete My Saved Recipes My Rating Reviews

m] Pasta with Unpestoed Pesto Rate This

Recipe courtesy Nigella Lawson Read Reviews

=] Good Eats Meat Loaf s .
- Recipe courtesy of Alton Brown Fatn This. Bl Pyt

Please note! Some recipes are only available for a limited time, and may be removed from your Recipe
Box atany time. Please print recipes in advance.

Figure 18: My Recipes on FoodNetwork.com, July 20, 2007

Recipe Reviews

FoodNetwork.com members can rate recipes with one to five stars. A five star rating
equals “loved this recipe.” Reviewers can comment on the recipe and sign their review with their
name and location. They might also choose to rate or review the recipe anonymously. Although
none of the reviews | read addressed other reviewers by name, the inclusion of the users’ first

names and locations personalized the communication. | could begin to “hear” the users’ “voices”
by imagining Michelle from Brick, NJ, for instance, watching with amusement as her teenage
son who “has some sort of weird aversion to leftovers” reheats leftover Alton Brown meat loaf
(“Raves From Even the Most”). Like reviews on Epicurious.com, most reviews on
FoodNetwork.com shared the personal preferences of the cooks’ children, husbands, wives,

boyfriends, and even tenants. Only one of the reviews, however, noted having read other

reviews. The users demonstrated an affinity with the authority—the celebrity chef—rather than

113



with each other or with the act of cooking itself. Two facts bear out this observation. The first is
that the posts were typically an imagined conversation between the reviewer and the chef whose
name appeared on it. The second is that few posts describe modifications or substitutions.

A meat loaf recipe courtesy of Alton Brown from the show Good Eats, for example,
elicited 177 reviews between 2004 and 2007. Only twenty-three of these reviewers modified the
recipe or substituted another ingredient. This contrasts strikingly with the Epicurious.com recipe
reviews. All of the reviews posted to the recipe for Stuffed Peppers discussed earlier include
suggestions for modifying. The FoodNetwork.com users defer to the authority of the celebrity

chef. Thirty-two of the reviews of Good Eats Meat Loaf directly addressed the chef. All of these

thirty-two posts were adorations of Alton Brown, affectionately known by his fans on the site as
“AB.” Reviewers lauded Brown, expressed love, celebrated the consistency of his recipes, and
one reviewer even claimed, “Alton’s a God in my house” (“The Best Meatloaf Ever!”). While
only fourteen of the 177 reviews rated the recipe with three stars or less, five of these users
apologized to Brown for not rating the recipe more highly. A few users felt betrayed or
disappointed by Brown’s failure to measure up to their expectations because Brown is the trusted
authority. A positive review stated, “I followed the recipe exactly, knowing that it is wise to trust
AB, [sic] he really knows what he is talking about” (This Should be Called”). If his recipe fails,
his authority is not called into question. Instead, users chastised him for failing to perform to
expectations. A two star review sulked, “The taste was good, but the meat was a little too dry. |
expected more from Alton” (“Dry”). Most of the reviews, however, were hyperbolic
exclamations of adulation common to Food Network programming and to celebrity gossip
shows. Users punctuated these 177 reviews with 211 exclamation points. Many cooks punctuated

each sentence in their review with one or more exclamation points. The rhetoric was full of
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interjections like Wow! Perfect! Superb! Fabulous! Outstanding! Users seemed to believe that
Brown would be reading the reviews and that he would appreciate their applause. Unlike the
principals of Epicurious.com, neither Alton Brown nor any other Food Network representative
responded to posts, even those including questions. Regardless, the exuberant reviews are helpful

to prospective cooks if not very informational.

BettyCrocker.com Membership

Membership to BettyCrocker.com is similar to FoodNetwork.com membership. The
Betty Crocker site does not include a forum, but gives users an online recipe box and the
opportunity to rate and review recipes. Additionally, BettyCrocker.com members can save
recipes to a printable grocery list. The links to the online recipe box and the grocery list appear

on every page in a simple text-only top tier navigational menu.

July 21, 2007 Welcome Heather Log Out My Account Newsletters Recipe Box Grocery List Betty Crocker Points
Search Recipes ) Browse Recipes .
Search by title or ingredients » | Bowsebytopic ¢
Recipes Meal Ideas Baking How-To Coupons & Promotions Cookbooks Products 8&”ﬁr’€10f‘fﬁé) STOREN
i i =
Recipes Grocery List P=

As you find recipes on BettyCrocker.com, add them to your Grocery List. We'll create a complete list,
including amounts, separated by grocery store sections. To add a new recipe, search through all of
Betty's recipes. To remove, simply mark a recipe, then click on "delete."

Appetizers and
Snacks b

Bread » Groceries for the following recipes:

Savory Meat Loaf » Delete
Baking Mixes/Ingredients/Spices

» fresh sage leaves, chopped, 1 tsp - Savory Meat Loaf

= salt, 1/2 tsp - Savory Meat Loaf

= ground mustard, 1/2 tsp - Savory Meat Loaf

= pepper, 1/4 tsp - Savory Meat Loaf

Meal Mixes/Dry/Packaged/Cooking

Breakfast/Brunch »

Desserts »

Dinner » Canned
Ethnic Foods
Condiments
Drinks » = Worcestershire sauce, 1 Thsp - Savory Meat Loaf
« ketchup, chili sauce or barbecue sauce, 1/2 cup(s) - Savory Meat Loaf
Cereals/Snacks/Beverages
Extras and Meat/ Poultry/Seafood
Accompaniments » « lean ground beef, 1 1/2 |b - Savory Meat Loaf
Produce
= garlic clove, 1 - Savory Meat Loaf
Favorite Brands » = anion, 1 - Savory Meat Loaf
Dairy/Refrigerated
= milk, 1 cup - Savory Meat Loaf
Lunch ¥ = 2gg, 1 - Savory Meat Loaf
Bakery/ Deli
» bread, 3 slices - Savory Meat Loaf
Main Ingredient» Frozen

Other/Nonfood

Side Dishes and
Salads »

Figure 19: Grocery List on BettyCrocker.com July 21, 2007
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Recipe Box and Recipe Reviews

My online recipe box at BettyCrocker.com is much simpler than on Epicurious or the
Food Network. From any recipe, | click an icon to save to my recipe box, but the box’s display
includes only the recipe title in gray letters and a link to delete the recipe from my box. The
recipes display alphabetically. The titles link to the recipes. From there, | can read reviews, save
the recipe to my grocery list, print the recipe, or rate and review the recipes myself. Like
FoodNetwork.com, BettyCrocker.com users rate recipes using a five-star rating. Users can rate
or review, but do not have to do both. A recipe might then receive over 100 ratings, but only 30

reviews. A recent cookie contest prize winner, for example, received 133 ratings and twenty-nine

reviews. The rate/review form presents these instructions:
Please rate this recipe and share your comments with other cooks like yourself.
Thanks for being a part of our community!
You must be registered with BettyCrocker.com and agree to our Content
Submission Agreement below in order to review recipes. You will only need to
accept the Content Submission Agreement with your first review. Remember,
ratings and reviews are public and may go through an approval process (suggested
guidelines).
“Suggested Guidelines” is a hotlink to a javascript pop up window, but the link did not work on
the several occasions | tried to access it. This is often my experience with BettyCrocker.com and
in many ways signals the site’s disconnection from its users. The first time | accessed the site in
2004, the Contact Us link was broken. The now operational Contact Us page likewise presents

users with this discouraging legal disclaimer:
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Our policy on suggestions and idea submissions

All comments, suggestions, ideas, notes, drawings, concepts, recipes or other
information disclosed or offered to General Mills by this site or in response to
solicitations in this site shall be deemed and shall remain the property of General
Mills. You understand and acknowledge that General Mills has both internal
resources and other external resources which may have developed or may in the
future develop ideas identical to or similar to the suggestion or comments to
suggestions and that General Mills is only willing to consider the suggestion on
these terms. That, in any event, any suggestion is not submitted in confidence and
General Mills assumes no obligation express or applied by considering it. Without
limitation, General Mills shall exclusively own all now known or hereafter
existing rights to the suggestions of every kind and nature throughout the
Universe [emphasis added] and shall be entitled to unrestricted use of the
comments for any purpose whatsoever, commercial or otherwise without

compensation to the provider of the suggestions.

If I still feel compelled to share my ideas with Betty Crocker, it is doubtful I can expect a reply. |

also give up any ownership or agency over my ideas. Technical flaws like broken links and

impersonal legalese are of course bad Web business, but they are also antithetical to feminist and

hypertext rhetoric.

For a few months in summer 2007, however, BettyCrocker.com began soliciting visitor

feedback via a consistent left rail link on all pages and a colorful square hotlinked ad on some

pages. The site invited users to “Share Your Opinion. Tell us what you think about

BettyCrocker.com.” | suspect, based on the survey, that BettyCrocker.com is hoping to
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reposition itself as a technologically savvy destination food site like more like Epicurious. The
survey asks respondents how they find recipes online and why they come to BettyCrocker.com.
It also asks how often they visit sites like Epicurious, Food Network, Cooks.com, and competing
packaged food sites like Kraft.com and Pillsbury.com. Most interestingly, the site producers wish
to know what features users might like to see in the future. The survey asks users to rate how
likely they would be to read a blog, comment on a blog, use an online menu planner, post or
view multi-media, rate recipes, print recipes, save to a grocery list, and access a forum. Not
surprisingly, these are all features available on Epicurious.com.

Despite discouragement, users do decide to share their reviews on BettyCrocker.com.
Surprisingly, the posters are much more like members of Epicurious than FoodNetwork. Member
reviews of a basic meat loaf recipe are an excellent example. Of the thirty reviews of Savory
Meat Loaf, fourteen suggested modifications. Typically, users modified the recipe according to
tastes and experience rather than out of necessity, as was more common to Epicurious reviews.
The meat loaf recipe is simple enough that cooks are likely to already have all the ingredients in
their pantry so emergency substitution is unlikely. Epicurious recipes, in contrast, frequently call
for fresh herbs or ethnic pantry products that users are less likely to have on hand, so they
substitute what is readily available. Besides the fourteen modifications, another four members
offered serving and menu suggestions as well. One reviewer acknowledged having read earlier
reviews and following the suggestions. This too mirrors the social construction of cooking

knowledge | observed on Epicurious.com.
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Blogs

The latest dynamic content on Epicurious.com and FoodNetwork.com is blogs. Editor-in-
chief, Steel began blogging on Epicurious in March 2006. She posts daily to her blog called

“Epi-log: Notes from an Overcaffeinated Editor.” Often her musings link to recipes on the site or

to promotions and sponsors. The posts are about food, eating, dining out, shopping for food,
entertaining, food trends, or controversies. Registered Epicurious.com users can post comments
to the blogs although few do. Still, the editor concedes that blogging is the way the Web is
moving and to stay current, Epicurious needed to join the blogosphere (Steel). Blogs are an
outlet for creativity, according to Steel, and her Epi-log gives her a personal presence and a
personal voice on Epicurious.com. The link to Steel’s blog appears prominently on the upper left
of the home page under the heading: “Fresh Today!” In addition to the editor-in-chief’s blog,
Martha Simon, the Bon Appétit online editor, began the BA blog (the Bon Appétit blog) in May
2006. She and the members of the magazine’s editorial staff post regularly on food and
restaurant trends, interviews with chefs and restaurateurs, their travels, and their favorite food.
Finally, in addition to the blogs produced by CondeNet editors and staffers, both the Epi-log and
the BA blog link to a long list of other food blogs. These blogs in turn link to yet longer lists of
food blogs. Although members can comment on both blogs, the only posts that elicit much
commentary are those asking readers questions like “what is your favorite quick dessert” or
“what food do you think is overrated?” One reason for the poor response rate may be because the
BA blog is on the Bon Appétit page rather than on the Epicurious.com homepage. Epicurious
users, who are not necessarily Bon Appétit readers, are not likely to know it is there. The editor’s
blog prompts more frequent comments, but typically only a handful each day and often from the

same two or three readers.
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The Food Network blog called “Behind the Scenes in the Kitchen and on the Road” does
not make any of these lists. The blog has been online since July 2006. It is difficult to find,
however. Until July 2007, the only link to the blog appeared on the middle right of the Cooking
main page. If | search Food Network topics for blogs, | receive three hits, but none of these is to
the Food Network blog. One is to a list of blogs and directs me to an article under the Cooking
tab, but the link for this page appears nowhere else on the Cooking main page so | would never
find it by browsing. Once I do find the Food Network blog, | read posts by Food Network food
stylists, recipe testers, behind-the scenes chefs, and production assistants about the daily
happenings in the Food Network test kitchens, sets, and locations. They might post on how they
make the food look so fabulous for what the network calls its “beauty shots” or “beauties,” the
close up camera shots meant to show off the colors and textures of artfully prepared dishes. Posts
are usually on such backstage techniques as food styling, purchasing ingredients, distributing
leftovers, and recipe testing. Readers of the Food Network blog can post comments just as they
can to the Epicurious blogs, although few do. Most blog entries receive no comments at all.
Users do not need to be registered users of FoodNetwork.com to comment on blog entries. Many
readers post questions to the blogs, but these are never answered. The comments frequently have
nothing to do with the blog, but instead are questions about programming schedules, recipes,
ingredients, and equipment. Many reader comments are rave reviews of the Food Network
overall or of a particular celebrity chef. None of these readers ever post more than once, unlike
posters to Epicurious.com who comment regularly. On Food Network each blog comment
includes the reader’s name and the date and time of the post. In 2006, names were hotlinked in

these comments to the user’s email address. This seemed a touchy privacy issue especially
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considering the site did not explain this practice or give users an opportunity to opt out. By 2007,
email addresses had been removed.
I suspect users post here because it seems at first a likely avenue for feedback on a site
that discourages meaningful two-way communication between site producers and site users. A
comment form is only available at the very bottom of the FAQ page, two clicks away from the
homepage. It appears in answer to the question “How do I send a bug report about the Website?”
The Website Comment Form admonishes users not to use the form to comment on television
programming, but to instead visit the TV link and navigate to the television show in question
using the alphabetic directory of titles. The form also reminds visitors that while the Food
Network “appreciates” and “reads” all submissions, the site producers cannot respond personally
to email. Nevertheless, those wishing to comment or ask questions must supply their full name,
their email and postal addresses, a daytime telephone number, their birth date, and their gender.
All of this is required information.
I sent this request for an interview to FoodNetwork.com, BettyCrocker.com, and
Epicurious.com:
I am a PhD candidate at the University of Central Florida. | am writing my
dissertation on food destination Web sites and online recipe collections. Each
analysis includes a history of the site and its offline counterparts. | was hoping to
communicate with one of the editors or site producers of [site name] to discuss the
site’s history and design philosophy.
FoodNetwork.com responded with an automatically generated email stating that my
comment had been received, but would not be answered. It reminded me again that chefs could

not and would not respond personally to messages. BettyCrocker.com first replied with an
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interface did not return to the look, feel, and functionality of Gail’s Recipe Swap® and so Epi was
not able to accommodate the desires of many users, Steel’s nearly constant replies over several
days demonstrates her willingness to dialogue. Her presence, whether through her daily blog or
on the forum, is unique among the three Web sites in the study. Steel is a participant in the site
she produces. She collaborates with other users in constructing the text. Participation,
collaboration, and personal narrative, all key to blogging and forums, resonate with the

knowledge making practices of hypertext theory and postmodern feminism.

Basic Cooking Instruction

Since the nineteenth century, the bread and butter of cookery instruction for women have

been basic cooking instruction. General, mass-marketed cookbooks like The Boston Cooking

School Cookbook, The Joy of Cooking, The Better Homes and Garden Cookbook, The Good

Housekeeping Cookbook, and The Betty Crocker Picture Cookbook served as tutors and arbiters

of taste and behavior for middle class women. Each of these books appeared during times of
social and economic shifts in women’s roles. The industrial revolution, World Wars I and 11, and
the introduction of convenience foods and kitchen technology following each war moved more
middle class women into the kitchen and away from traditional, communally learned kitchen
knowledge. Basic cooking instruction assumed women’s ignorance in the kitchen (Neuhaus 74).
The most popular books included recipes for major ingredient categories like eggs, bread, meat,
poultry, or vegetables, but they also offered household management guidelines like outfitting the

kitchen with tools and pots, stocking the pantry, storing food, setting the table, planning

% Users can access an archive of Gail’s Recipe Swap at
http://web.archive.org/web/20010611042301/food4.epicurious.com/HyperNews/print-
archivelist.cgi?forum=swap
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nutritious meals, budgeting, and caring for husbands and children. Food destination Web sites, as
the latest source for basic cooking instruction, likewise school ignorant users in kitchen
techniques as silly as what to wear while barbequing or how to fold napkins and as complicated
as tempering eggs for custard or decorating wedding cakes. In between, these sites, like their

print counterparts, guide novice cooks through the basics of kitchen protocol.

Epicurious.com Basic Cooking Instruction

From the Epicurious.com homepage, there are three obvious links for basic cooking
instruction: a left rail link last in the list of topics under Tools and two left rail links under the
Video and Images heading. The Tools heading is fourth from the top of the screen so How-Tos
appears nearly at the bottom of the first screen in Safari 2.04. The Tools menu also lists links for

other less obvious basic instruction like the Food Dictionary and a metric conversion table.

Under the Video and Images heading novice users might link to Technigue Videos and

Ilustrated Guides. If I jump to the Cooking tab from the homepage or any other interior page, |

can still link to How-Tos, Technique Videos, and the food and wine dictionaries. The Cooking
page displays a top tier submenu with links to basic instruction choices such as Menus, How To,
and Reference. Users might also select the links to each of these pages from the center frame of
the Cooking page and can access How To and Reference from the left rail. Confusingly, the link
choices for basic cooking instruction are different at each presentation of How To. For example,
the drop down How To submenu on the Cooking page lists Chef Videos, Technique Videos,
Tools of the Trade, Cooking Class, Kitchen Notebook, and Forum. The left rail How To menu on
the Cooking page only lists Chef’s Tips and Technique Videos. The Chef’s Tips page is not the

same as the Chef’s Videos page, but | don’t know this until I click the link. I can’t help feeling
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like I might be missing some key piece of kitchen knowledge and | am not quite sure where |
might look to find just a basic technique or guideline. With so many different presentations and
headings for How To, I find myself forgetting on what page | found a link. For example, | could
not remember on which page | found the link to Chef’s Tips. This link is only available from the
left rail of the Cooking main page. The logic and organization of all of these options is murky.

Despite this confusion, I like that none of these hyperlinks opens a new browser window
so | can easily use my browser’s back button to return to the homepage. | also appreciate that all
of the pages have a unique URL so | can bookmark the instructions. In these functionalities,
Epicurious thus demonstrates a user-centered design recommended by Web design experts Jakob
Nielsen, Patrick Lynch, and Sarah Horton and technology design expert Robert Johnson. Unique
URLSs and browser-based design reflect users’ tasks and actions: my task is to find basic cooking
instruction quickly and easily and my action is to link directly to it. On Epicurious, I can link to
instruction one click from the homepage or I can link directly through my browser’s list of
bookmarks.

Rhetorically, basic cooking instruction on Epicurious.com elevates expert knowledge
over user knowledge, but nevertheless acknowledges experiential knowledge and invites readers
to share their own wisdom on the forum titled Kitchen Counsel. The best example of this
blending of epistemologies is the Chef’s Tips index, subtitled “Expert advice — tips from great
cooks.” | can browse the index alphabetically or search for topics like “Food Storage” or
“Pinching Pennies.” The introduction explains:

Our searchable database gathers 1,001 nuggets of kitchen wisdom from chefs
who’ve learned the hard way. Whether you’re pickling, microwaving, prepping,

storing or freezing, experts like Jacques Pépin, James Beard, Betty Fussell and
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Barbara Kafka probably know how to do it better. Plunder their secrets below,

then share your own in our Kitchen Counsel Forum.
This brief passage draws from three different knowledge claims. First is expert. Chefs are wise
and know better how to do anything we might attempt in the kitchen. Such a claim seems anti-
feminist, indeed foundationalist in its elevation of the expert and denigration of the amateur. It
also echoes prescriptive literature of the preceding two centuries that emphasized precision and
accuracy. Chefs gained their wisdom, however, from the kitchen and they learned by doing—
“the hard way.” Presumably, the hard way was by trial and error. In sharing their “secrets” with
the community of Epi users, they hope to save us the same hardships they endured. Here are
demonstrated the second and third knowledge claims, in opposition to the first: experiential:
learning “the hard way” in the kitchen, and socially constructed: plundering the secrets of the
initiated and thereby become initiates ourselves. As insiders thus tutored by expert, experiential
wisdom, we are charged to share our own wisdom and secrets with the community in the Kitchen
Counsel Forum.

The selection of cooks the introduction highlights similarly appeals to different
knowledge claims. The two men are commercial chefs, restaurateurs, and cookbook authors
while the two women are home cooks, food writers, and cookbook authors. Jacques Pépin
cooked professionally in restaurants in France and in the US, served as the personal chef to
French heads of state, and directed food service development at Howard Johnson’s. He is a
familiar face to fans of public television cooking shows and he has published two dozen
cookbooks. Despite his professional credentials, Pépin’s books take home cooking for family and
friends as their subjects. His knowledge claims appeal to sensory and experiential wisdom.

James Beard, in contrast, is an American icon of proper gourmet cooking. He authored twenty

129


http://www.epicurious.com/cooking/how_to/tips/whoswho#kafka
http://food4.epicurious.com/HyperNews/get/gtips.html

cookbooks over forty years, but is best remembered as a cooking school teacher. The food
industry bows to his expertise every year with The James Beard Foundation Awards. The
foundation honors culinary professionals such as cookbook authors, food manufacturers, and
restaurants for outstanding achievements. The foundation, as was its namesake, is an arbiter of
culinary value.

It is not surprising that Epicurious lists Barbara Kafka as an expert chef in its introduction
to chef’s tips. The James Beard Foundation recently awarded Kafka a lifetime achievement
award. With Beard, Kafka taught cooking classes at the James Beard Cooking School. She has
also authored many cookbooks and has written extensively on food for national magazines and
newspapers. Unlike Beard and Pépin, however, Kafka began her culinary career not as a chef or
caterer but as a food writer. Her books reflect her own interests and experiments in her own

kitchen, such as her bestselling Microwave Gourmet (1998) and recent award winning Vegetable

Love (2005). Her recipe instructions are dictatorial, but yet still narrative. She describes her
method and commands you to imitate it. Nevertheless, she admits she cannot precisely measure
some aspects of cooking, like yields for recipes because every person’s appetite is different or
cooking times because ovens, equipment, and ingredients are never quite the same. These are
things a cook can only learn from experience, not from an authority like herself, and not from a
book or Web page (see Kafka’s Web site http://www.bkafka.com/). Kafka’s blended knowledge
claims—experience and authority—mesh with those we read on Epicurious.com.

Betty Fussell’s presence as an expert chef on Epicurious is more of a conundrum than the
other three. I’ve never considered Fussell a chef or even a cookbook author for that matter.
Fussell is best known as a food historian, editor, and memoirist. Like Betty Friedan, Betty

Fussell was an educated, literary woman who bristled against 1950s domestic ideology, yet
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threw herself into her role as cook and hostess. What she knows about food, she learned first
from experience and second from interviewing other cooks around the country. She is a sensual
eater, cook, and writer, not an authority on professional cooking. | consider her more an
authority on eating and American foodways. Ironically, Fussell is perhaps best known as the ex-

wife of historian Paul Fussell and for her tell-all memoir My Kitchen Wars (1999) in which she

claims *“cooking is a brutal business” and a “battle,” a “daily struggle to turn ingredients into
edibles for devouring mouths” (1). Cooking as war and daily drudgery is hardly the image
Epicurious strives to cultivate, so Fussell’s inclusion as an expert chef chafes against the site’s
aesthetic of luxury and indulgence.

Besides the Chef’s Tips index, Epicurious.com serves basic cooking instruction via Tools
of the Trade, Cooking Class, and Kitchen Notebook. These features appear on the How To page
and also on the How To dropdown submenu from the Cooking page. From the How To page,
however, users cannot access a general introduction for each feature. We can only access the
current month’s topic and choose from a drop-down menu of past topics. The Cooking page
drop-down submenu, in contrast, links me to a general introduction of each feature. The rhetoric
of these introductions demonstrates the authoritarian epistemology present in the headnote to the
Chef’s Tips. The Epicurious editors and contributor’s are educated, knowledgeable
professionals, and the users of Epi are inexperienced, untutored amateurs in need of education.
Most Epi users are home cooks and not professional chefs, and the users browsing the Kitchen
Notebook and Cooking Class are less experienced and less knowledgeable than the contributors
or else they would not be searching for basic kitchen knowledge. The suggestion on these pages
is that surfing the Epi site is a suitable substitute for formal training because the experts are so

skilled at both cooking and teaching. The Cooking Class page encouragingly announces:
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Not a culinary school grad? Don’t let that stop you from making a fabulous
soufflé or delightful gnocchi. Every month, Bon Appétit’s illustrated Cooking
Class takes you step-by-step through one of our more challenging recipes, from
the secrets of making perfect gravy to impressing your friends with a fancy three-
tiered wedding cake. Just click on this month’s topic below, or choose one from
our archive in the pulldown above. Soon you’ll be the master of your own range.

Similarly, the Kitchen Notebook page promises success by association:

Ever wish you could cook with an expert by your side? Now you can. Every
month, the Gourmet editors share tips, buying advice, and other kitchen wisdom
as they walk you through various techniques. Click on this month’s topic below,
or choose one from our archive in the pulldown above. From forming tortellini to
picking out the freshest mussels, it’s the next best thing to a cooking class.
Unlike the Chef’s Tip page that acknowledges experience and socially created knowledge, these
pages elevate the expert above the amateur. The Epi users can only learn, these pages suggest, by
following instructions from experts. The purpose of learning is not sensory pleasure, but
perfection of techniques, social acceptance, and mastery of equipment. These are purposes
associated with positivist rhetoric.

In some of its basic cooking instruction, Epicurious.com upholds traditional ideologies
about cooking knowledge. Further complicating the usability of these features is the fact that
only the Cooking Class link opens under the Cooking page visual frame and navigational menu.
See the differences in the images below. The Kitchen Notebook and Tools of the Trade belong to
the Gourmet and Bon Appetit directories respectively so when I click the link for either of these

features, | lose the Cooking Page How To submenu. See the captions below for the directory/link
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in each URL. | can easily use my brower’s back button to return to my starting page, but the
directory/link structure disrupts a consistent page design. Recall from Chapter Two that user-

centered design is consistent design. The directory/link structure evident here is a system design.

ep.cu 'ﬁﬁsnop video forums

RECIPES FEATURES 'KlNG DRINKING RESTAURANTS MEMBERS

Frorn

BONAPPIZT[TNQGZ.M
T

Cooking Class

. Not a culinary school graduate? Don't let that stop
you from making a fabulous soufflé or delightful
gnocchi. Every month, Bon Appétit's illustrated
Cooking Class takes you step-by-step through one
of our more challenging recipes, from the secrets

. of making perfect gravy to impressing your

. friends with a fancy three-tiered wedding cake.
Just click on this month's topic below, or choose
one from our archive in the pulldown above. Soon
you'll be the master of your own range.

THIS MONTH

Bon Appétit Master Class
Make Shanghai soup dumplings with chef Anita Lo

Figure 20: Cooking Class Introduction on Epicurious.com July 4, 2007
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techniques. Click on this month's topic below, or
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Tools of the Trade
The basics on equipment you can't cook without

Not certain why you need a chef's knife?
‘Wondering how many baking pans you should
have on hand? You've come to the right place.
In Bon Appétit's informative Tools of the Trade
column, contributing editor Dorie Greenspan
gives you the lowdown on the equipment cooks
shouldn't be without, from rolling pins to a
smoker. Click on this month's tool below, or
choose one from our archive in the pulldown
above, and get the know-how you need to stock
your kitchen with all the right stuff.
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5 Squeeze Play
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See Dorle's book, Paris Sweets, In our
bookstore

Figure 22: Tools of the Trade on Epicurious.com July 4, 2007
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We see this traditionalism further demonstrated in the Chef and Technique Videos and

the Chefs and Experts page, which reinforce master/amateur hierarchies and gender stereotypes.

Ironically, while the video content is positivist, the presentation of the video content destabilizes
hierarchies and so resists the very positivist epistemology it present. But as with the How To
menus, Epicurious offers two variations of technique videos. The most easily accessible is a
series of Flash powered videos that play automatically when I click the Video or Technique
Video link from any Epicurious page. The Flash interface is sleek and modern—grayscales, lots
of white space, and soft, muted colors. The player opens in a new window with no navigational
menu, but the interface offers buttons to bookmark, send, or embed the video. Clicking the
bookmark or embed links returns the html code I need to copy and paste a direct URL to either
the specific video or the general video library. Clicking the embed link returns the html code to
add the video to a blog or Web page. Offering users html code to use, store, and share the videos

demonstrates user-centered design (task oriented) and feminist rhetoric (social).

Technigue Videos|Poultry | Epicurious.com Video Library

ENTER i_.-i._ik A CHANCE TO wWIN

Jointing a Chicken
A TEMPTING TRIPFOR TWD

tothe Inn at Stockbridge

-ant Massachusetts™..”

ENTER NOW

Techriue Videos

* Gaigs
Cheesiain

Coskies
Dricks

- Egos
Fruts and Vingetnbins
Garoral Techriguss

Figure 23: Technique Videos on Epicurious.com July 6, 2007

135


http://www.epicurious.com/cooking/how_to/video/chefs
http://video.epicurious.com/?rf=bm
http://www.epicurious.com/features/chefs/

The video content, in contrast, subtly reinforces gendered stereotypes about cooking. The
technique videos suggest to viewers that women cook at home, are unskilled, and need
convincing that cooking can be easy. On the other hand, the chef videos give viewers the
message that men cook professionally with style and creativity. The technique videos teach
viewers basic cooking skills like jointing a chicken, making a piecrust, or slicing a steak. A
young woman narrates each one to two minute video while the hands and torso of a young
woman, presumably the speaker, demonstrates the step-by-step process described. The woman is
faceless and nameless in all of the segments except the grilling videos. In these four short videos,

Elizabeth Karmel, the girl’s grilling guru demonstrates insultingly simple grilling tasks from how

to light a gas grill (turn the knob) to how to scrub the grill grates (back and forth with a wire grill
brush). Karmel herself is confident and authoritarian yet her videos on Epicurious and her Web
site reinforces gendered stereotypes about cooking. While the native Epicurious content subtly
validates gender stereotypes, her site proudly proclaims her “America’s Female Grilling Expert.”
She’s not just an expert, but a female expert. She distinguishes her expertise from male authority.
“Grilling isn’t just for boys anymore,” she announces, but girls (her word) need special training
to enter the secret, male-only world of outdoor cooking. Without her site, she promises, women
will continue to fail hopelessly at grilling and will hate it too. With Girlsatthegrill.com recipes
and instructions, however, “Not only will you have eaten your last piece of charred chicken or
shoe-leather steak, but you’ll find out just how fun it is.” Grilling is “liberating” and “not at all
scary” (Karmel). The implication is that outdoor grilling and all it entails—meat and fire—is just
not the natural province of women. Such gendering of foods and cooking methods pervades
much twentieth century prescriptive cookbook literature in the United States and persists into the

twenty-first (See Neuhaus’ Manly Meals and Mom’s Home Cooking for a thorough discussion
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of gendered food and cooking as seen in printed twentieth century cookbooks).

The chef videos further validate the pervasiveness of gendered cooking rhetoric evident
in Epicurious.com basic cooking instruction. The technique videos demonstrate basic skills in
industrial looking test kitchens. The young female cook is alone. She does not speak for herself,
but instead a narrator speaks for her. She has no identity—she is nameless and faceless. Contrast
this image with the chef videos in which named chefs speak for themselves, perform in large,
busy restaurant kitchens or shops, and orchestrate the activities of themselves and others. They
are the authority in their kitchens, shops, and gardens. They are also mostly male, on the pages of
Epicurious.com and in the culinary industry at large. Between the Chef Videos page and the
Chef Feature page, Epicurious presents interviews, profiles, and recipes of thirty-nine chefs.
Only eleven of those are women. Several of these women own restaurants, others are famous
cookbook authors, but Epicurious lists only two as professionally trained chefs. The others are
variously described as homemakers, food writers, home cooks, restaurant owners, or matriarchs.
Rose Levy Beranbaum is a “baking expert” (“Featured Chef”) and Edna Lewis is “a
granddaughter of slaves” and an icon of “down home cooking” before she is credited with being
a chef (“Honoring Edna”). The male dominated chefs” world is creative and public; the female

cook’s world is practical and private.

FoodNetwork.com Basic Cooking Instruction

Basic cooking instruction on FoodNetwork.com likewise exposes a gender bias about
cooking and food. Most of the cooking instruction here appears to users via demonstration

videos accessible from the Recipes & Cooking tab. Based on the rhetoric of the instructions, on

the visual imagery of the instructions, and on the television ads that appear automatically when |
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click a video demonstration, FoodNetwork.com assumes, like much printed cookbook literature,
that most users of basic cooking instruction are women. The rhetoric of all these features exploits
a domestic ideology that demands women content themselves with beauty, home, and child
rearing. The metaphors used to describe cooking techniques demonstrate the inextricable links
between these spheres—beauty, home, and family. Clothing metaphors, for example, connect
cooking techniques to sewing, dressing, or crafting: collaring a soufflé, enrobing a cake, folding
batter, weaving cake designs, and cutting paper dolls. The dominant domestic ideology evident
on FoodNetwork.com basic cooking instruction connects cooking to intimate, domestic chores
historically performed by women and children.

We see further evidence of this ideology in the functionality of the videos page and in the
visual rhetoric. First, the Cooking Demos page always opens with a video for folding napkins.
An attractive middle-age woman appears in a kitchen studio and explains how to fold a napkin
decoratively “to surround a serving dish or a soufflé.” Folding napkins seems a frivolous kitchen
task and one few cooks are really ever likely to perform. Like the video teachers on
Epicurious.com, the woman is alone in a test Kitchen, but unlike Epicurious.com, the woman on
FoodNetwork.com has both a face and a name. This technique is one of two under the
Entertaining category. The categories appear on the Cooking Demos page in alphabetical order
beginning with Baking. The other demonstration in the Entertaining category teaches the
audience how to open a bottle of champagne. No video accompanies the demonstration. Instead a
dapper middle-aged man in a black suit and red tie demonstrates the process in a printable, step-
by-step guide. Perhaps he is the host or the butler. Two things puzzle me about the napkin
folding and champagne opening demonstrations. First, | find it odd that the napkin folding

demonstration is always the first demonstration to appear automatically when I choose Cooking
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Demos from anywhere else on the site. The second is the gendered rhetoric between tasks
appropriate for women and those appropriate for men. Why should a woman demonstrate napkin
folding and demonstrate it repeatedly whether | ask her to or not? Why should a man
demonstrate how to open a bottle of champagne? Is it because FoodNetwork.com wants us to
believe that women concern themselves with silly, decorative tasks and men with purposeful and
riskier tasks? Setting a pan on fire or popping a champagne cork are ceremonial, dramatic, and
crowd-pleasing, tasks for men according to FoodNetwork.com. Neuhaus found that cookbooks
of the 1920s through the 1950s certainly subscribed to this domestic ideology. This is her thesis

in Manly Meals and Mom’s Home Cooking.

The gendered tasks in the FoodNetwork.com videos suggests the site’s producers
likewise subscribe to the dominant domestic ideology that sees woman as reluctant, unskilled
cooks in need of “fun” and men as occasional, but adventurous and talented cooks. Women
present most of the basic cooking techniques on the site. They present all the baking
demonstrations and all of those that involve repetitive tasks like shucking shellfish or pounding
meat. Men, in contrast, present most of the techniques involving red meat like carving red meat,
preparing duck breasts, and cutting pockets in meat for stuffing. Male teachers also demonstrate
two dramatic techniques: flambéing and sautéing, both of which involve high heat, inexact
processes, and quick cooking times. Neuhaus notes that much cookbook literature assigns tasks
like these to men (73, 215, 218).

We see gendered rhetoric further reinforced in the advertising that supports the technique
videos. Video ads appear for make-up (Olay), diet foods (Crystal Light), children’s foods (Kraft

singles), and candy (Dove Bites). In Unbearable Weight, Bordo claims advertising images

perpetuate gendered notions about feminine eating. The dominant patriarchal ideology holds
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women’s food consumption in mild contempt. Advertising images suggest women should eat
small bites of food and enjoy those small bites as secret pleasures only. The Dove Bites ad is a
perfect example. In it, a thin, beautiful young woman sits alone in a train car. As she “loses”
herself in “the soft, silky taste of Dove chocolate” and eats the tiny square, a flowing drape of
chocolate colored satin covers her. Her pleasure is solitary, brief as the candy is bite sized, and so
private that she must experience it draped in fabric. Bordo also found that because advertising
images frequently connect women’s eating to sexuality and sensuality, eating must be a brief,
private, solitary experience possible only if the eater is somehow lost to herself or overtaken by a
momentarily lapse in continence. The female eater is allowed incontinence of will if the lapse is
small, like a tiny bite of chocolate, or truly sinless, like a diet soft drink that only tastes decadent.
Again, the Dove Bites ad demonstrates these characteristics. The young woman in the ad puckers
her lips as if about to be kissed, she closes her eyes and relaxes as if post-orgasmic, and the
chocolate colored satin drapes across her like a satin bed sheet. This ad sexualizes and makes
sinful the food, the uncontrollable act of eating, and the eater. The rhetoric and the videos’
automatic appearance without user control work to circumscribe women’s agency on

FoodNetwork.com.

BettyCrocker.com Basic Cooking Instruction

Of all the sites in the study, one might expect BettyCrocker.com to offer users the richest
and most dynamic basic cooking instruction. The Betty Crocker brand, after all, has become
synonymous with basic printed cooking instruction. Betty Crocker on the Web, however, gives
users the least dynamic and the shallowest basic cooking instruction compared to

Epicurious.com and FoodNetwork.com. The instructions are easily accessible via a How-To tab
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from the top tier navigational menu available on all pages. On the How-To page, | can choose
from seven basic cooking categories: Baking Basics, Charts and Reference Guides, Cooking
Basics, Food Safety, Glossaries and Definitions, Party and Celebration Ideas, and Plan and Prep
Strategies. Each of these category titles links to a page displaying yet more sub-categories. The
How-To pages are simple, text-based lists of links. A small photograph might appear in the
upper left of the center frame or in the top center of the center frame. The design doesn’t chunk
the text, but displays it in long scrolling lists. These pages resemble a book index rather than a
dynamic Web page. Regardless, they are fairly simple to use and uncluttered in appearance.
Once 1 link to a specific topic, | can email or print the page.

Search Recipes Browse Recipes -
Search by title or ingredients » Erawse by topic :

Recipes Meal Ideas Baking

How-To Coupons & Promotions Cookbooks Products Bp{l‘lf'cfwc.ém’ﬁonn

How To How To
How-to Tips and Techniques

Baking Basics ¢ You'll discover helpful ways to make preparation

easy and cleanup a snap.
g:?dr;ss ?mj LS Baking Basics ¢

Charts and Reference Guides ¢
Cooking Basics »

Food Safety »

Glossaries and Definitions »
Party and Celebration Ideas »
Plan and Prep Strategies »

Cooking Basics »

Food Safety »

Glossaries and
Definitions »

Party and Celebration

Ideas » Grill salmon on a plank.
Planked Salmon with Peach Mango Salsa b Bem/ .
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Sraicgienr ” poraty NOW OPEN
Strategies ¢ + % % i o
2 Ratings @ 0 Reviews : Rate/Review Recipe » EHIDV special SﬂViﬂgS
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LR ¥
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Read Reviews »
Rate/Review Recipe »

Figure 24: Basic Cooking Instruction on BettyCrocker.com July 12, 2007
The only videos available on the site are not directly connected to the How-To pages, but
instead appear as a link from the home page or from the Meal Ideas tab. These videos feature a

perky young woman, perhaps even a teenaged woman, who resembles a very young Rachel Ray

141



the spirited star of the Food Network’s 30 Minute Meals brand. Like Ray, the young woman
promises viewers an easy, quick, tasty meal in less than an hour. Also like Ray, the woman’s
movements and smile are exaggerated. She demonstrates recipes in a brightly colored studio
kitchen. Dressed sometimes in brightly colored casual clothes and other times in smart dark
business suits, she is the center of the frame and the videos focus on her. During the one-minute
videos, the camera only briefly cuts away to close up shots of the food she prepares. The focus
on the cook rather than on the food is unusual on BettyCrocker.com. The young woman might
represent Betty herself, enthusiastic, capable, and confident, a symbolic inspiration to viewers.
Cooking is fun, creative, and simple, she suggests, a message many cookbook producers,
including the publishers of BettyCrocker.com assume women need to here (and see) over and
over.

Her rhetoric and the rhetoric on the How-To pages stress simplicity and quickness. We
read or hear repeatedly the words easy and quick and slang like “in a snap” or “super fast.” To
achieve speed and ease, most Betty Crocker recipes on the site and many basic instructions,
encourage cooks to use shortcuts like ready made pie crusts, cake or cookie mixes, canned soups,
beans, and vegetables, jarred sauces, and frozen pasta. Despite the predictability of package
foods, the rhetoric on Betty Crocker is problem focused. Piecrusts might “misbehave” or appear
“unseemly.” These words are telling. The Betty Crocker epistemology values social order and
discipline. Even piecrusts can be deviates and need discipline. The instructions frequently advise
users how to maintain social order beginning in their kitchens. The basic instructions warn users
to use the right tools and the right recipe and, most importantly, to follow the recipe carefully.
Perfection is an achievable goal according to Betty Crocker, but only if the cooks follow “no-

fail” recipes and guidelines. Perfection is also key to “rave reviews” from family and friends.
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The rhetoric of perfection we read on BettyCrocker.com echoes the rhetoric of Betty
Crocker cookbooks. The site’s introductions and instructions demonstrate positivist discourse
much like what we see in the books. A brief analysis of the brand’s print discourse illuminates a

long tradition of positivist rhetoric. In The Betty Crocker Picture Cookbook, for example, the

introductions compare cooking to traditionally masculine, scientific endeavors like architecture,
chemistry, and business. Successful cooks must follow blueprints, have the correct materials, and
follow instructions exactly. The food they cook is an investment and so cooks must protect it
carefully. The General Mills staff and its testers are the ultimate authorities on what works best
in the kitchen. Any difficulties with the recipes are the fault of the cook or of failed equipment.
The recipes give cooks little choice or flexibility. The introductory texts and the headings imply
that the purpose of cooking is external to the cook—to please men, families, and society. It
should, therefore, be gotten through quickly, but efficiently and effectively, hence the frequent
focus on ease and speed we see in print and online.

My favorite example of this epistemology is the cakes chapter of The Betty Crocker

Picture Cookbook. The graphics, pen and ink drawings of wasp waisted women at baking socials
or cheerily whipping up confections in their home kitchens, suggest that women who are
successful cake bakers will also please their family and peers and secure both personal and social

success. The Betty Crocker Picture Cookbook tells us that cake is “a symbol of home life” (115).

It is dessert, it is art, and it is science. In all of its guises, cake evokes sublime domesticity for
some and aphrodisiac indulgence for others. The notion of cake itself is loaded with powerful

connotations of home, childhood, indulgence, and gender. The Betty Crocker Picture Cookbook,

for example, declares that chocolate cake is “for the man who comes to dinner” (134). Nigella

Lawson in her book Nigella Bites confesses that her chocolate cake is “the sort of cake you’d
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want to eat the whole of when you’ve been dumped” (47). Laura Shapiro claims that “few
products emerging from the American kitchen have the sentimental heft of the classic frosted
layer cake, universally recognized as a triumph of love as much as skill” (68). A keyword search
for “cake” on BettyCrocker.com returns 400 hits and the homepage frequently features a cake or
frosting idea. Cakes, then, are a good choice for semiotic analysis.

The Cakes section of the old print cookbook includes photographs, diagrams, and pen
and ink drawings. Photographs and drawings depict cakes in many shapes and sizes. Photographs
demonstrate assembly and cooking techniques. Drawings portray children, men, and families
making and eating cakes and celebrating cake-worthy occasions like weddings and birthdays.

This section like many others in the Picture Cookbook also includes drawings of colonial

mansions and farmhouses. Occasional drawings of ingredients like fruits and nuts appear beside
recipe variations. The page design itself is visually regular if not interesting by today’s standards,
much like the simplicity of Betty Crocker.com. Rules, symbols, headings and white space guide
readers through the page and identify salient recipes.

The largest and most visually interesting image is a pen and ink drawing on the first page
of the cakes section. The image depicts nine women, six of them youngish and svelte, their short
hair neatly coiffured. Three of them are grandmotherly, round, and white-haired, their round
noses balancing round spectacles. All of the women wear aprons and high-necked shirtwaist
dresses. The women talk in small groups, their heads inclined conspiratorially. One woman
hands a whole cake on a platter to another. Their arms outstretched to one another create vectors
indicating giving and receiving. One of the elderly women holds a cake server in one hand and
gestures in a laugh with the other hand. Her listeners stand while she sits and they bend close to

hear her. Two women talk in the left background, one faces the right of the picture and one's
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back faces the viewer. Two other women appear in the center background. One’s eyes are
focused on the woman in front of her and the other appears to be looking at the viewer. | will
discuss perspective and the power of this sight line in the next section. For now, | describe the
women's position as representative participants (RPs) and the action implied in the image. The
image includes several objects as well, four whole cakes, one that seems to be dripping with
icing, one that appears speckled with cocoanut or sugar, one angel food cake, and one sheet cake.
There are eleven plated slices of cakes and a row of forks neatly arranged on a table drawn
simply as a dark line that divides the foreground (the table) from the middle ground and
background.

The social concept evoked here is a ladies’ social, perhaps a ladies’ lunch, a charity guild
meeting, or church function. The room is large and non-descript. It is not a home. One of the
women wears a coat and hat telling us she has just arrived. These women have all arrived with
cakes in hand to share and to compare. The text below the image narrates the events for us: “We
now proclaim you a member of the society of cake artists. And do hereby vest in you all the
skills, knowledge, and secrets of the “‘gentle art’ of cake making. Your part is only to heed the
directions herein” (117). The women then are attending a meeting of this society. The cakes,
cultural symbols of domesticity and culinary skill, are tickets to enter.

Only one of the women in the drawing looks at the viewer. She is in the exact center of
the image. Her body is turned to the left and her head is turned away from her interlocutor
toward the viewer. The other women are offers—here is a group of happy, successful cake
bakers pleasing others with their cakes. The center figure, however, demands or challenges the
viewer to become one of the participants. Her lips are slightly parted and her eyes look at us

almost seductively in a come hither stare. The women are all assembled in the middle and
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background of the picture behind a long, white table in the foreground. The viewer is on the
opposite side of this table, the edges of which disappear into the white page background. The
viewer, though, is lower than the RPs. The image covers the top third of the page and the motion
is vertically downward from the image to the viewer to the small type text below it. Seven of the
nine RPs are standing, emphasizing the vertical angle. The groups of two and three also create
vertical frames with vertical space between. Vertical lines indicating paneling on the walls
demarcate this space. All of this serves to elevate these members of the society of cake artists as
the authority. The viewer is merely a novice or an initiate, slightly lower, but at least permitted to
sit at the table.

Compositionally, the image relies on shape and contrast to make meaning since the pen
and ink drawing is black, white, and brown. The women’s faces lack specific details or contours
except strong black lines indicating nose, mouth, eyes, and brows. They are expressionless,
android-like. Their movements are frozen in time as if their clockwork suddenly stopped ticking.
Everything around them is arranged in an orderly fashion. Forks are lined up next to rows of
plated cake slices. Dishes are stacked neatly on either side of the table. The bows on the women's
aprons are perfectly tied and perfectly symmetrical. This is the image of postwar domesticity and

tranquility.
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Figure 25: From the Cakes section of The Betty Crocker Picture Cookbook

The image informs the text, sets the stage for it. The text tells readers that they can bake
perfect cakes efficiently if they follow Betty Crocker’s foolproof, modern rules. They can make
meals “more satisfying, special occasions more festive, with one of these delicious cake
creations” (117). And this is why the drawing is a perfect representation of the rhetorical use of

images in The Betty Crocker Picture Cookbook. The images depict an ideal cooking and eating

situation. Well-dressed women and men smile at each other as they cook and serve quick, people
pleasing dishes. Every dish has its role in the meal. Cake is the “symbol of home life,” the sweet
marker of the “most significant moments in our lives” (115). The cake takes its place in life and
at dinner just like women take their place among other women, like those depicted in this
drawing. Over and over, the cookbook portrays them as apron-clad smiling servers to seated
husbands, children, and other women.

There are eighty-nine images in the forty-five pages of the Cakes section of The Betty

Crocker Picture Cookbook. Most are instructional photographs of cakes in various stages of
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preparation. A pair of female hands is always visible performing the action the accompanying
text describes, but there are few people on these pages. When they do appear, they are
predominately women in pen and ink drawings. They whisper to each other on the secret chiffon
cake recipe page or busily attach giant wings to a giant angel food cake. But mostly the book
features small, black and white photographs of cakes, up close and front and center. Unlike some
recent celebrity chef cookbooks that capitalize on the chef’s face in many of the pictures, it is as
if the person, the cook herself, is less important in Betty’s books than the food itself. The product
and the process are important here—two concepts in keeping with the domestic science
philosophy inherent in 1950s cookery manuals. While the Betty Crocker web site has retained
the same epistemological approach to food and cooking—efficiency in service to others—I find
it unfortunate and ironic that the site is the least visual of the three sites under analysis. Each
recipe begins with an enticing full color photograph of the dish, in keeping with the visual
aesthetic of the printed books, but even fewer people appear on the pages of BettyCrocker.com

than on the pages of The Betty Crocker Picture Cookbook. An active, identifiable self matters

less to the producers of BettyCrocker.com than does the product of the action.

The product—dinners and devil’s food cakes, side dishes and smothered steaks—appear
on the pages of BettyCrocker.com in beautiful, brightly colored photographs. | am drawn to the
blacks, reds, oranges, and creams of the Southwestern Taco Salad, to the turquoise, green, and
saffron plastic party forks tumbled into a yellow drinking glass, and to the white fluffiness of the
frosted Tres Leches Cake. | want to produce these foods and the recipes promise to teach me
exactly how. | appreciate the no-nonsense aesthetic and philosophy of the site when | am in the
mood for a basic recipe. The site is simple and for the most part so is the food. Its preparation is

made even simpler through the use of convenience foods. | might find all | need as a busy
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working mom and the primary cook in my family: recipes, meal ideas, baking tips, how-to
advice, coupons and promotions to save money on all those convenience foods, new cookbook
titles, and an online store to buy everything from bakeware to small appliances. Every page of
the site offers me these choices. The site also encourages me to cement my relationship with
BettyCrocker.com by becoming a member. As a member, | receive an email newsletter of
recipes and promotions, | can store recipes in an electronic recipe box, | can create and print
grocery lists linked to the recipes I’ve stored, and | can share my cooking experiences in recipe
reviews. The recipe reviews are the only outlet for meaningful communication, however. Betty is
not really very interested in what | have to say, although other members might be. In keeping
with its scientific approach to cooking and eating and with the value the producers place on
efficiency, speed, and simplicity, the site itself is simple to use. Its hypertext design most follows
the dictums of Nielson, Lynch, and Horton: simplicity, consistency, and adherence to Web
usability standards like unique URLS. Unfortunately, the elements of user-centered design that
facilitate the tasks users will complete on the site (searching, bookmarking, and linking) are in
service of an epistemology and rhetoric that elevate expert, scientific knowledge over practical
user knowledge.

Like BettyCrocker.com, Epicurious.com and FoodNetwork.com attract users with
visually beautiful sites. I simply must serve th