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 In 1963, Julia Child first appeared on her American television show, “The French Chef”.  

With this she helped take the fear out of cooking for many women who watched her.  Her show 

took the viewer through the recipes step by step and it was even expected that the audience 

would follow along with her.  This is polarized to the landscape of cooking shows today.  Rachel 

Ray and The Pioneer Woman follow Child with their step by step recipes but they will 

miraculously pull a dish out of the oven that was supposed to bake for an hour in a matter of 

seconds.  This certainly does not allow the viewer to follow along with the cooking, and not to 

mention, the pristine level of cooking on these shows is nothing like Julia Child’s flubs.  Even 

though these shows are nothing like the one Child pioneered, they are much more similar than 

the ones that dominate the programming on the Food Network.  Shows like Chopped, Cupcake 

Wars, and Iron Chef are cooking competition shows which manipulate food into entertainment 

rather than recipes to follow by the viewer.  This shift reflects the shift in American culture from 

focusing on cooking meals for the family to spending more time in the office.  Processed foods, 

fast food, and inventions like Soylent have accentuated this shift even further.  In Michael 

Pollan’s essay, “Out of the Kitchen, Onto the Couch”, he points out a major change in the nature 

of cooking programs over the last several decades.  This is evidence of a major cultural shift in 

the United States in recent years away from spending time together to living in “work mode”.  

Even though this is contrasted by the experiences of students at the University of New England, 

Nick Triggs, Molly Cadogan, and Kayla Lowe, these are rarities rather than everyday habits. 
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 If you have ever watched the food network, you will notice that during the day, 

instructional cooking shows modified from Julia Child’s “The French Chef” are on screen, but 

primetime programming is full of competition themed shows, food versions of American Idol or 

America’s Got Talent.  The Food Network is not to blame for this since they are simply catering 

to the wants of their viewers.  They are still just a company trying to maximize their profits.  

According to Pollan, “Americans today spend more time working than people in any other 

industrialized nation -- an extra two weeks or more a year.  Not surprisingly, in those countries 

where people still take cooking seriously, they also have more time to devote to it” (14).  

American culture had become more and more focused on efficiency and productivity that we 

value cooking meals at home less than in other countries.  We are just as content stopping at a 

fast food restaurant for dinner if that means getting to relax after a difficult day at the office.  The 

last thing these hardworking people want to do when they come home from work it cook.  They 

would rather get some take out and sit down on the couch to turn on their favorite show.  This 

might be America’s Got Talent or Chopped.  Even though one of these shows is featured on the 

Food Network, they are one in the same.  The Food Network is catering to their audience in the 

sense that they want to be entertained after a long day at work.  The major shift in television 

programming in order to cater to the wants of the audience demonstrates a major change in the 

values of individuals in America.  In our fast paced technological world, our loyalties lie with 

our progress at work and making money in a society that prides itself in being a capitalist nation. 

Since the progress that women have made on the social ladder, they had incorporated themselves 

into the workforce.  As Pollan says, this removes women from the kitchen.  For better or for 

worse, it cannot be denied that women are no longer focusing on the homes and cooking meals 

for their families after they come home from a long day at work.   
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 Even though our values in America have shifted largely away from stay at home moms 

making home cooked meals everyday, this is still an experience that many of the students at this 

university have had.  The epitome of Pollan’s article is an emphasis of Americans moving “onto 

the couch”.  Despite this, Molly Cadagan gets off the couch when her mom starts cooking her 

favorite meal, she says, “While doing my homework on the couch, out of the corner of my eye I 

spot my mom entering the kitchen and I can only hope she is going to be preparing dinner soon. I 

quickly shove my homework into my backpack and move to work in the kitchen, so I can get a 

front row seat to the show”.  Her actions of getting off the couch to watch her mom directly 

contrasts Pollan’s opinion that Americans are no longer cooking meals.  Cadogan’s favorite meal 

of Chicken Parmesan is created from scratch and it far from processed foods that Pollan claims 

we have fallen to as a society.  Even though Cadogan has moments from her life that challenge 

Pollan, Nick Triggs experience with his family lobster bake demonstrates the rarity of these 

meals shared with family members,  Triggs tells his reader, “‘The best part about doing a lobster 

bake is “being with the family one last time for the summer and looking back at all the good 

times we had together as a family that summer’”. My family likes to spend as much time 

together as we can, but it can be difficult with different people being in different places”.  Triggs 

experience seems to be a once in a summer type occurrence, meaning he doesn’t get to enjoy his 

favorite meal very often.  All other days of the year his may align directly with Pollan’s 

argument of decline in cooking.  Even though many of us have experiences with home cooked 

meals, it seems that these are less common than they were when Julia Child was on the air. 
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