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The proliferation of niche cable programming in the U.S. post-network era 

includes a meteoric rise in food television. Indicative of this move toward an increase in 

food-related programming is the recent unveiling of the cable offering Cooking Channel. 

Creators behind Cooking Channel have worked to establish a distinct brand, describing 

the channel as a place for ―food people‖ who are authentically and passionately 

―interested in upping their food IQ‖ (Scripps). The discourse surrounding the Cooking 

Channel launch is further complicated by the fact that men have an ostensibly larger 

presence on the channel. Men are featured in promotional spots, press releases, and on 

programs that take viewers on quests to increase their cultural food capital. This project 

works to unravel the gendered discourses surrounding the U.S. launch of Cooking 

Channel, asserting that the discursive site of the foodie is leveraged in an attempt to 

construct a foodie identity via gendered social distinction processes. The project initially 

analyzes the paratextual dialogue produced by mainstream press in order to highlight the 

negotiation among voices charged with creating the channel‘s brand. The press – 

spearheaded by Cooking Channel parent Scripps Networks Interactive – provides an 

introduction to the channel that invokes consumption of new foodie content and a 

streamlined branding process that is divided along historically gendered binaries. The 

project then considers the ideological structures that underpin Cooking Channel‘s 

programming and reinforce its identity as steeped in the pervasiveness of perpetual 

normative gender ideology. In turn, the final portion of the project uproots normative and 

hegemonic ideals with its focus on gender liminality, considering Cooking Channel as a 

conflicted site of negotiation that reflects shifting discourses of masculinity and 

femininity. These analyses merge to form a compelling look at how gender is situated in 

Cooking Channel‘s construction of a niche cable brand. 
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Introduction 

The Raw: Introducing Cooking Channel 

 

A frequently airing Cooking Channel promotional spot begins with a deep crimson screen 

with white block text that reads: ―Introducing Cooking Channel.‖ A chef and teacher, Alison, 

appears on screen in a talking head medium shot: ―What I like about the term ‗food people‘ is 

it‘s inclusive, right? It‘s either the people who do it, who make the food, or, it‘s the people who 

love the food‖ (―Introducing‖). The camera cuts to solid neon green backdrop with dark green 

block text that reads: ―A New Network for Food People.‖ A black bar wipes the screen and 

replaces the text: ―By Food People‖ (―Introducing‖). 

In late May 2010, Scripps Networks Interactive (hereafter Scripps) launched Cooking 

Channel, a cable spin-off of the long-running U.S. cable channel Food Network.
1
 Cooking 

Channel joins Scripps‘ family of niche channels – Food Network, HGTV, Travel Channel and 

the DIY Network – in an attempt to meet what the lifestyle media giant considers to be an 

overwhelming demand for food-related programming (Stelter 1). Creators behind Cooking 

Channel have worked to distinguish the brand from its sister lifestyle channels with a carefully 

constructed image. In a number of press releases and interviews leading up to its launch, network 

executives declared Cooking Channel to be ―cultural‖ television specifically for ―food people‖ 

who are authentically and passionately interested in raising their ―food IQ‖ (Levine; ―Scripps 

Networks…‖). According to John Lansing, SNI‘s executive vice president, Cooking Channel 

viewers will become ―a little smarter about food‖ (―Scripps Networks…‖). This branding effort 

is evident in the channel‘s slogan – ―Stay Hungry.‖ In the press, the new channel was described 

discursively as edgier, grittier, younger, hipper, authentic, original, smarter, more serious, and 

                                                 
1
The conspicuous absence of ―the‖ as an article preceding Cooking Channel (e.g., The Cooking Channel) is 

intentional throughout. Although this is occasionally counterintuitive, I have tried to remain consistent so as to refer 

to the channel with its official title.  
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most often as a place for foodies, despite the channel‘s conspicuous avoidance of the term and 

their presentation of the tagline ―By Food People, For Food People.‖ One New York Post article 

reported Cooking Channel to be a place for the ―science and sociology‖ of food, a site for ―well-

traveled foodies interested in things like food origins and cultures‖ (Homewood). 

Food has long been ―in the grip‖ of cultural practice, and television has long reflected 

that preoccupation (Foucault 155). Cooking Channel is the newest iteration of food-related 

programming in a history that is nearly as long as the history of television itself. In part, the 

channel diverges from the traditional domestic instructional format of how-to cooking. But more 

important, what distinguishes Cooking Channel from its predecessors is its effort to construct a 

brand for viewers that hinges – as this thesis argues – on what Josée Johnston and Shyon 

Baumann assert as the pillars of foodie culture: education, identity, exploration, and evaluation 

(61). Significantly, this branding effort is in tandem with the departure of Cooking Channel‘s 

gendered discourses from the long and well-established relationships among men, women, food, 

and television. What is the relationship, then, between gender and Cooking Channel’s work to 

brand a foodie identity? Put another way, what is the gendered nature of Cooking Channel’s 

branding strategies?  

Borrowing anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss‘s foundational premise that there occurs a 

―cultural transformation of the raw‖ into the more socially salient cooked, this thesis aims to 

explore how gender informs Cooking Channel‘s construction of a cable identity, arguably around 

the discursive site of the foodie (142).
2
 Lévi-Strauss asserts that the process of cooking raw food 

not only alters its physical constitution, but also automatically tinges food with social and 

cultural practice. Lévi-Strauss‘s use of ―cooking the raw‖ as a metaphor for understanding how 

                                                 
2
Throughout, I use the terms brand and identity interchangeably to refer to the process by which Cooking Channel‘s 

core characteristics are solidified. This is not an analysis of viewers‘ processes of identity formation. 
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people, institutions, and objects become laden with the power dynamics and social meaning of 

culture in order to be understood and categorized is frequently rearticulated. This thesis 

approaches Cooking Channel‘s identity construction as a figurative process that moves from the 

raw (new, unknown channel) to the cooked (salient with existing cultural practice); thus, I 

borrow Lévi-Strauss‘s concept for the project‘s title. 

Reviewing the contemporary history of food, the task of cooking and the space where it is 

performed, the kitchen, are both gendered. Women still do most of the cooking in the home, and 

food expertise and labor are integral parts of women‘s unpaid work (DeVault 35-38). However, 

this deep-rooted social norm changes upon entering public kitchens and eating spaces, such as 

restaurants, bars, and grocery/retail stores. The work of cooking becomes the art of gastronomy, 

a creative and intellectual profession associated with men since fine dining‘s emergence in 

eighteenth-century France (de Certeau, Giard, Mayol 218). Yet, these social constructions of 

food knowledge, production, and space – wherein women cook in the private sphere but men are 

chefs in the public sphere – converge on the sets of food television, where men and women have 

long shared the duty of hosting.
3
 Because food knowledge has been disseminated fairly equally 

by men and women hosts and because, as Lynn Spigel has demonstrated, the placement of 

television in the home mediates the public and private spheres, the collective history of U.S. food 

television blurs the clearly delineated boundaries of man/woman, masculine/feminine, domestic-

private/professional-public (299). 

At its broadest, this project‘s objective is to examine how gender is deployed by a 

fledgling television channel in order to construct its identity and connect with potential viewers 

in a heavily saturated post-network cable era. Cooking Channel is an ideal site for this 

                                                 
3
I use the phrase food television throughout to include all programs that directly incorporate food preparation or food 

information as their main focus. 
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exploration, as it moves to establish a unique brand following a rich (and gendered) history of 

food-related programming in the U.S. This exploration is grounded in part by my focus on ―the 

discursive site of the foodie,‖ which, to be clear, is indeed a focus on a broad cluster of language 

and rhetoric surrounding the term, and not just the term itself. At the completion of the literature 

review below, I spend some time considering the words and phrases that inform the foodie 

discourse. Further, as I will demonstrate, the channel‘s ostensible favoring of men and 

masculinities makes it an even more compelling object of study. If we consider Michel 

Foucault‘s notion that power is maintained through knowledge as discourse, Cooking Channel is 

an exceptional site for pursuing a better understanding of gendered knowledge bases as means of 

asserting and maintaining control in a competitive niche cable market. This consideration 

expands into more specific research focal points that are addressed in three substantive chapters. 

Before I propose the work of the following three chapters, however, groundwork on the history 

of food television and its existing body of academic research is essential. 

 

Literature Review: Contextualizing the Raw from the Already Cooked 

Cooking Channel materializes at the convergence of three food television histories – that 

of early U.S. instructional ―how-to‖ broadcasting; lifestyle television (with roots in British 

hobbyist TV); and U.S. cable narrowcasting and the post-network era. Although this project 

focuses on a U.S. cable channel, and I will draw primarily on U.S. television histories, British 

television styles and content often precede and influence North American television. Thus, 

research on British television informs this study. Further, since the majority of food television 

requires hosting work, much of the scholarship in this area also focuses on gender. Rather than 

approach gender and history as disparate, this review tries – whenever possible – to present a 

gendered history of food television. 
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This brings up a few key limitations of the literature review. First, most scholarship on 

food television focuses on the host; thus, when drawing on this work, I run the risk of conflating 

hosts as gendered individuals and hosts as wholly representative of the gendered identity of a 

television show. Second, the relationship between gender and the branded identities of food 

television begins to take form as the review approaches the debut of Food Network. However, 

virtually no scholars have discussed the relationship among gender, branding, and food 

television. This forces me to enter the conversation at what I deem to be the closest access point 

– reviewing the broader history of food television. Although this frustrates the process of 

articulating the specificity of my thesis, it also opens up a space to lay a more thorough 

groundwork of the one-to-one relationship between gender and food television. A third limitation 

– which primarily plagues the first section on ―how-to‖ programming – is the history-rich yet 

analytically sparse discussion of early food television, which I reiterate below. Finally, as a 

fourth limitation, having launched in May 2010, Cooking Channel remains in its infancy. 

Consequently, there is no published academic research that takes the channel as an object of 

study.
4
 This assessment of the current state of research is not exhaustive, but instead offers a 

survey of the most relevant history and literature. 

 

Broad Histories 

Compared to the overwhelming quantity of popular and journalistic writing on food 

television, the academic attention paid to this subject is sparse. Michael Kackman‘s truncated 

review of cooking shows in Horace Newcomb‘s Encyclopedia of Television is the one of the 

only offerings published by an academic press. While this quick two-page survey suitably whets 

the appetite, other writers straddle the line between academic and popular to expansively trace 

                                                 
4
This remains true as of May 2011. 
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the history of cooking shows and their hosts. Karen Lurie‘s‘ TV Chefs, for example, is a chapter-

by-chapter look at twenty-nine hosts that privileges biographical information, but also includes 

program air dates, show history, and trivia. Dana Polan‘s forthcoming Julia Child’s The French 

Chef offers a full chapter on the early history of food television in the U.S., but his focus remains 

on Julia Child, limiting the chapter to survey rather than analysis.  

Most helpful is Kathleen Collins‘ recently published Watching What We Eat: The 

Evolution of Television Cooking Shows. Collins delineates three historical periods for cooking 

shows on U.S. television – Early (1945-62), Middle (1963-1992), and Modern (1993-present). 

Notably, she marks the start of the Modern period at the birth of the Food Network, and her keen 

awareness of how this cable channel changed cooking show discourse is invaluable to this thesis. 

Collins combines social history with the history of television production to offer an engaging 

look at the evolution of the gendered television chef or host.
5
 While the book falls just short of 

academic analysis (no theory or method is offered), Collins‘ interviews of Food Network 

producers and thoughtful consideration of how lifestyle and personality shape modern cooking 

shows are excellent. Her discussion is not situated in a gender context, but Collins‘ detailed 

history outlines a clear trajectory of programming onto which a gender analysis could be (but is 

not) mapped.   

These summaries – Kackman‘s overview, Lurie‘s book on TV chefs, Polan‘s chapter on 

early food TV, and Collins‘ work on the evolution of the cooking show – are useful not only as 

historical references but as starting points for larger projects. As survey pieces all lack analytical 

depth but offer insightful historical breadth. To be clear, many of the scholars subsequently 

                                                 
5
Television host and chef are used interchangeably throughout the literature review. I use television host or television 

chef as broad terms that purposefully encompass many types of hosts of food-related programming.  
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discussed do offer at least minimal histories of television chefs. I do not focus on their work 

here, though, because it is peripheral to the specific purposes of each author‘s thesis. 

 

From How-To to Hobbyist 

Like many television genres and modes, cooking shows are indebted to radio. Prior to 

television‘s widespread availability in U.S. homes, radio was the medium through which 

information on ―how-to‖ food preparation and usage was disseminated. Food was exclusively the 

domain of the domestic in the broadcast years between 1924 and the mid-1950s. Shows offering 

recipes and tips on dish preparation were lumped with programming devoted to interior 

decorating, romance, and home economics (Barnouw). Food-related programming on radio was 

obviously not driven by the high visual aesthetic with which we associate cooking shows today; 

instead, these programs relied on pedagogical advice – solving food problems in the kitchen (i.e., 

what will we have for dinner?) with friendly female voices. One woman, a fictional construct, is 

notable for content that would evolve into the televised cooking show: Betty Crocker.  

 Betty Crocker debuted on the radio in 1924 on ―The Betty Crocker Cooking School of 

the Air.‖ The fictional woman was voiced by a number of actresses over the show‘s thirty years 

on air, all of whom blended seamlessly – and problematically – with the identity of the simulated 

woman who became a household name. As food scholar Laura Shapiro humorously points out, 

many listeners reported Betty Crocker to be their favorite home economist (32-33). This on-air 

radio persona is worth mentioning as an early cooking show host because Betty Crocker 

mediates the gendered space of food in ways that significantly shaped early iterations of food 

television. For one, the well-established ideologies of food – women as food experts in the home 

– were effortlessly performed on the airwaves, evident by the creation of Betty Crocker simply 

because ―women did not want advice from a man‖ (Marks 11). Thus, the alignment of women, 
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the domestic, and food was carried through to a medium that, like magazines and cookbooks 

before it and television after it, perpetuated ideology to a mass audience. Two, the erasure of any 

boundary between the women who voiced these radio shows and their on-air characters makes 

evident the gendered power of persona. It is not the actress in the studio that adjusts your recipe 

for you, but the simulated notion of a normative feminine performance, the ―doing gender‖ of 

―activities that cast particular pursuits as expressions of masculine and feminine ‗natures‘‖ (West 

and Zimmerman 14). The success of ―Betty Crocker‖ – not Betty Crocker – is a key moment in 

the history of food television because it demonstrates the power of ―doing gender‖ that becomes 

the achievement of later hosts. 

Local cooking programs were airing through local and regional television stations in the 

early 1940s, although show materials and detailed written records were not often kept or 

prioritized. Beyond word of mouth, little concrete evidence exists in order to further knowledge 

of and scholarship on these earliest shows. Instead, most scholars agree that televised cooking 

shows have entertained a national U.S. audience since Borden‘s Elsie the Cow presented James 

Beard‘s I Love to Eat in August 1946 on National Broadcasting Company (NBC) (Collins 27). A 

long and varied list of hosts have been welcomed into American living rooms over the past half-

century, anchored by the recognizable format of the ―traditional domestic instructional cooking‖ 

program – a simulated at-home kitchen and the host‘s ―how-to‖ narration of dish preparation 

(Ketchum 223). From Beard forward, and as with radio, food television has consistently been 

pedagogical in nature; most often through directly addressing the camera, the host is charged 

with leading an audience through the step-by-step process of preparing food. Borden was the 

willing sponsor of the 15-minute I Love to Eat, which featured an overweight and sweaty Beard 

doctoring ingredients (unbeknown to his audience) and talking about the pure enjoyment of food 
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(Collins).
6
 No footage of I Love to Eat survives, but enough historical information exists about 

the two-year series to note Beard‘s significance as a host. 

I Love to Eat was not the first cooking show on television. It was, however, the first 

successful and nationally telecast cooking show. Thanks to Betty Crocker, Americans were 

familiar with the food-centric domestic instructional show, and local and regional television 

station executives moved quickly to replicate this in order to reach larger audiences. Many 

experimental pilots were produced in the early 1940s and nearly all with women hosts, but most 

flopped for good reason: television was still viewed primarily in the public sphere. Before 1950 

fewer than ten percent of U.S. homes had television sets (Collins; Barnouw; McCarthy). I Love 

to Eat debuted on a Friday evening following a Friday Night Fights set of boxing matches, and 

surprisingly, men stayed on after the fights and a national audience for food television was born 

(Collins 27). Although I Love to Eat was broadcast mostly in a public space, it opened up the 

possibility for cooking shows to be viewed in the home quite simply by making those who did 

own televisions aware of food programming. However speculative, I Love to Eat would likely 

have been just another failed pilot had it not been hosted by a man and therefore safe to place in 

the schedule following a sports broadcast intended for public viewing. Discussing Beard as the 

marker of food television‘s national debut – the context in which he is always brought up – has 

implications for how we think about the gendered nature of food and cooking televisuality. 

The traditional domestic instructional program maintained steady popularity on U.S. 

television for the next four decades. Following Beard‘s debut, a long list of men and women 

shared hosting duties on both public broadcasting television and commercial networks. A few of 

them are worth noting in order to further contextualize the earliest relationships among gender, 

class, and food TV. Alma Kitchell, the ―Golden Voice of the Golden Age of radio,‖ left a 

                                                 
6
 Photos and history of James Beard can be found at The James Beard Foundation website, www.jamesbeard.org.  

http://www.jamesbeard.org/
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successful opera career in radio to host NBC‘s In the Kelvinator Kitchen in 1947 (Thomas). In 

the Kelvinator Kitchen was short-lived, but notable for its devotion to product placement. 

Kitchell was a televisual player in the science-driven, practical food pedagogy of the 1950s that 

valued a home kitchen well-stocked with an abundance of brand-name food products.  

While Alma Kitchell was a spokeswoman for pragmatic cookery and a continuation of 

certain normative notions of femininity, Monty Margetts was the female host of KTLA‘s Cook’s 

Corner, a show ―premised on her readily apparent inability to cook‖ (Williams 37). Margetts – 

also a radio transplant – was known for taking viewer response letters that complained of her 

poor skills and addressing them on air (Margetts in Williams 43-44). Margetts was a cooking 

novice who could in no way be aligned with the domestic expertise expected of women; instead, 

Margetts‘ segments were predicated on her own process of learning how to cook, alongside the 

viewer. Margetts‘s gender performance on Cook’s Corner is notable in its difference – this was a 

woman who did not adhere to 1950s expectations of femininity. Instead, she was awkward in the 

kitchen and used deadpan humor in her delivery. In his discussion of her oral history, Mark 

Williams points out that Margetts performance, among other factors, led to ―the potentially 

subversive aspects of this cooking program [Cook’s Corner]‖ (37).  

 Cook’s Corner‘s competitor was American Broadcasting Company‘s (ABC) Chef Milani, 

also broadcast beginning in 1949. Both shows were locally produced, but reached much larger 

audiences than originally anticipated. Joseph Milani was the buffoonish leader of a rag-tag group 

of characters, all of whom he bossed around in one of the earliest attempts to blend instructional 

cooking with slapstick comedy (Collins 40-41). Milani‘s shtick depended on his food 

knowledge, but it also depended on his positioning in relation to the other men on Chef Milani. 

Milani‘s performance was a hegemonic one in that it was ―always constructed in relation to 
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various subordinated masculinities‖ (Connell 183). Milani‘s popularity was also linked to his 

personality, making him a forerunner for what Cheri Ketchum asserts is the ―high energy‖ 

contemporary cooking show that ―features charismatic males,‖ something I reposition as the 

postmodern man in chapter three (225). 

Taken together, Alma Kitchell, Monty Margetts, and Joseph Milani epitomize early U.S. 

food television. Kitchell‘s success was dependent on the trope of the straight-laced über feminine 

home economist, while Milani thrived on nonsensical performance that subordinated other 

masculinities and aligned food authority with entertainment. Meanwhile, Margetts stepped into a 

more liminal space. Her show maximized on the hilarity of a naiveté in the domestic kitchen 

more commonly associated with men. Interestingly, Margetts and Milani together highlight the 

tensions inherent in a gender analysis structured by binaries. While Milani‘s success came from a 

combination of food knowledge and humor, Margetts was successful because of food ignorance 

and humor. When considered in the context of the staged domestic sphere, these hosts‘ 

performances seem to challenge normative gender ideologies surrounding food. When 

considered in the context of the public sphere, however, they seem to perpetuate normative 

gender ideologies. 

The French Chef was the beginning of a 40-year television career for Julia Child, and for 

many people in the U.S., the start of food television. Within six months of the February 1963 

pilot, fan letters had overwhelmed the public television station where the show was broadcast 

(Shapiro). Child became an important marker in the history of food television, in part via her 

memorable performances, but also because most people erroneously consider her the first 

television chef. I surveyed over thirty staff members at Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) 

stations across the U.S. with the intent of collecting historical information for this project. Not 
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only did most assume that Child‘s The French Chef was the first cooking show, but very few had 

access to archives or historical records that would have been a corrective to this misinformation. 

Despite this historical inaccuracy, Child remains the standard by which cooking shows and their 

hosts are measured.  

Child‘s gender performance on The French Chef is decidedly ambiguous. Watching any 

episode of The French Chef confirms that Child cannot easily be placed within discrete socially 

constructed categories. Instead, she straddles binaries of masculine/feminine, and public/private 

in a way that forces consideration of the slippage inherent in these (un)clearly delineated 

boundaries. The French Chef coincided with the early years of the second-wave feminist 

movement and yet the confusing tension of Child‘s lack of femininity combined with her love of 

cooking made her a little too threatening. As Krishnendu Ray suggests, she was ―the kind of 

woman feminism would eventually appropriate, but disconcerting in the movement‘s early 

years‖ (53). Put another way, Child‘s non-normativity was made explicit through one of the 

reasons her fans expressed their enjoyment of her – they were thoroughly amused by her 

eccentric performance during frequent cooking mishaps on The French Chef.  

Arguably, The French Chef ushers in a subtle transition from how-to to hobbyist in the 

U.S. Charlotte Brunsdon and Rachel Moseley have discussed the rise of the ―hobbyist strand‖ in 

postwar British television, in areas as divergent as cooking, gardening, jazz, art, and crafting. 

Nominally different in style and substance, the more straightforward how-to format ostensibly 

focuses on practicality and instruction, while the hobbyist format layers instruction with 

information, heightened expertise, and ―the strong impulse to improve its audience‖ (Brunsdon 

6). As Brunsdon points out, both contemporary lifestyle and earlier hobbyist television offer a 

narrative of transformation; however, in the ―older hobby genre, the narrative of transformation 
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is generally one of skill acquisition‖ (9-10). Combining skill acquisition with a heightened 

specificity, Child‘s The French Chef articulates this hobbyist ideal through its invitation to 

become an at-home connoisseur not of cooking, but of French cooking. Paired with occasional 

scenes of Child wandering through Parisian farmers‘ markets, the narrowed area of interest and 

nod to one‘s ―cultural aspirations‖ is more fully realized (Brunsdon 3).  

In the blurry spaces between how-to and hobbyist emerge the earliest resemblances to 

Cooking Channel‘s televisual product – the social distinction process of the foodie. As I argue in 

later chapters, the straightforward ―how-to‖ of cooking transitions from the palpable nature of 

food preparation to the less tangible ―how-to‖ of building cultural cache in much of Cooking 

Channel‘s programming. Early hobbyist television is a step in this direction. Little writing exists 

on how gender informs this transition in food-related programming in earlier decades, but 

Brunsdon does pinpoint the gendering of hobbyist programming along lines of public 

professionalization and private domestic expertise in two early British Broadcasting Corporation 

(BBC) shows. In a 1967 BBC series about clothing, Clothes That Count, a female dressmaker 

leads the focus on sewing, while a 1972 BBC series on gardening, Gardener’s World, is led by a 

professional male gardening expert. 

 

From Hobbyist to Lifestyle 

Lifestyle television took shape as hobbyist and how-to programming slid gradually into 

the evening hours. Returning once again to Brunsdon, in ―Lifestyling Britain‖ she samples 1990s 

British television to conclude that cooking, home decorating, travel, fashion, antiques, cars, pets, 

and gardening replaced variety and documentary programming as lifestyle TV took a firm hold 

on primetime (4-10). But what, exactly, is lifestyle television, and how does it relate to my 

exploration of a niche cable channel and its gendered branding process? First, drawing on the 
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work done by a number of British and Australian scholars, Andrew Gorman-Murray lumps 

British, U.S., and Australian programming together to assert that lifestyle TV is a reflection of 

―changes in [a] national imaginary, whereby lifestyle ‗projects‘, such as home improvement and 

personal styling, are becoming increasingly important markers of self-identification, with these 

programmes providing key information regarding lifestyle consumption‖ (229). Presumably, 

Gorman-Murray is referring to changes in a Western imaginary, but his definition is a good one 

in that it summarizes formerly piecemeal descriptors of lifestyle to highlight the important 

aspects – personal style, self-identification, and consumption. Lifestyle is also often marked by 

the decline of the straight-laced ―how-to‖ hobbyist and the rise of the sexy modern host who 

truly lives what he or she preaches (Brunsdon 5). 

Much of lifestyle television scholarship addresses British programming, which is an 

obvious limitation of its use when discussing American shows. However, as Gorman-Murray 

points out, this literature is often careful to mention how similar the emergence of lifestyle 

television has been in Britain, Australia, and the U.S. Food Network, discussed later in this 

chapter, is a great example of this. The scholars who have traced the maturation of how-to and 

hobbyist programming to lifestyle television contribute to this project in two important ways.  

First, the attention paid to when this type of programming airs – in the evening hours – provides 

direction for my focus on evening and primetime content on Cooking Channel. Programs that 

remained staunchly instructional in nature were relegated to daytime hours, while programs that 

more readily adopted the consumer orientation and the self-as-project narrative filled more and 

more evening time slots. Since I argue that Cooking Channel‘s evening and primetime shows are 

the main discursive sites of identity construction for the channel, their connection to lifestyle 

television is a significant contextualization of the analysis. 
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Second, as scholars like Brunsdon imply but fail to fully explicate, food-related 

programming straddles the boundary between how-to hobbyism and lifestyle programming. The 

site of the host exemplifies this. The scholarship that does exist on television chefs and hosts 

couches its analyses in lifestyle programming, pointing to a preoccupation with style, aesthetics, 

and ―personal development‖ as the landscape on which hosts offer a certain type of (gendered) 

cooking instruction (Palmer 173). Yet cooking shows and food programs often remain how-to in 

format and often even in narrative (Berenstein). Thus scholarship does not reflect that hosts of 

food-related programming have, historically, been charged with simultaneously creating an 

individualistic ―lifestyle‖ for viewers and dispensing straightforward instruction on food.  

Here another gap emerges. No researchers have done work to explicitly distinguish 

among food television formats, modes, and ideological thematics. Discussions of what food 

television looks like and how it serves as a niche category are often broached and then 

immediately dismissed and therefore rarely given theoretical and analytical depth. Cheri 

Ketchum is one of few scholars to have given this serious thought, and her analyses of Food 

Network and the gendering of hosts is mentioned later in the thesis. The consequence of this 

umbrella approach to food television results in genre and formal categories that are hastily 

constructed and far from streamlined. More important, no research has been conducted on 

formats that diverge from the traditional domestic instructional shows. Since much of my 

analysis focuses on what I term the food culture show, this scarcity in research is a critical loss 

for the project, if for no other reason than the dearth of accessible language with which to discuss 

Cooking Channel content. 
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Neoliberalism, Postmodernism and Television 

More recently, Laurie Ouellette, James Hay, Gareth Palmer, and Toby Miller – following 

Foucault‘s work on technologies of the self – have merged elements of both lifestyle and reality 

programming to formulate discussions of neoliberal governmentality on television. Here, 

Western lifestyle television is conceptualized as ―TV as cultivation‖ and as ―illustrative of 

significant trends in the way we understand ourselves as citizen and consumers‖ (Ouellette and 

Hay 14; Palmer 173). Neoliberalism is an important theoretical consideration of how to 

understand Cooking Channel‘s use of foodie discourse, so I want to take a moment here to 

articulate the construct. Neoliberalism, as a political and economic expression, concerns the 

belief and attempted enactment of policy that expands a free market economic system. Don 

Slater and Fran Tonkiss assert that, historically, as neoliberalism emerged, its political 

perspective: 

developed common strategies of government (deregulation, privatization, welfare retrenchment); 

and understood these changes in terms of a limited number of [political] discourses (such as 

enterprise, competition and flexibility) (138). 

 

In effect, neoliberalism favors a capitalist economy; thus, its structures and policies are legislated 

by the state ―as an expression of functional needs of the accumulation and reproduction process 

of capital‖ (Schneider and Tenbuecken, ―Business and the State‖). 

On an individual level, neoliberalism is theoretically enacted using the same philosophies 

of privatization and competition that drive the increase in capital at an institutional level. This 

necessarily affects personal identity as individuals construct citizenships in order to navigate 

everyday cultural and political worlds. Anna McCarthy assembles a succinct working definition 

of neoliberalism as it relates to identity. Quoting Laurie Ouellette and Lisa Duggan, respectively, 

McCarthy suggests that neoliberalism constructs ―templates for citizenship that complement the 

privatization of public life‖ and are mobilized around ―versions of identity politics and cultural 
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policies inextricably connected to economic goals for upward distribution of resources‖ (17-18). 

In turn, lifestyle and reality television, as McCarthy, Ouellette, and others argue, demarcates ―a 

zone for the production of everyday discourses of [neoliberal] citizenship‖ (McCarthy 17). 

A return to Foucault‘s notion of technologies of the self brings clarity to the connections 

among neoliberalism, individual identity, and televisual discourse. Drawing on Greco-Roman 

philosophy that prioritized ―taking care of oneself,‖ as a practicing logic of everyday life, 

Foucault asserts that technologies of the self: 

permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain number of 

operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform 

themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or 

immortality (Foucault et. al., Technologies 18). 

 

The words with the help of others become important for understanding how neoliberalism 

functions as a power of the state – what Foucault might also call domination – to affect 

individual operation on an economic and political level. Foucault theorizes an interconnected 

technologies of power, which interacts directly with the self and ―determines the conduct of 

individuals and submit[s] them to certain ends or domination, an objectivizing of the subject‖ 

(Technologies 18). The interaction between technologies of domination (power) and 

technologies of self is what Foucault defines as governmentality. Put more simply, the power the 

state has to affect individual identity becomes the construction, or the governmentality, of 

citizenship. Neoliberalism is, in part, the political process – engaged most often by rhetoric, 

policy, and role modeling – through which citizens are offered an arguably forceful guide for the 

individualized self that is compatible with capitalism. The prospect of ―taking care of oneself,‖ 

then, is altered by neoliberalism to relieve the state of the responsibility to fiscally assist 

individuals. Instead, neoliberalism offers moral and political directives for what a good 
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individual citizen should be, and how identity can be acquired and enacted via a free market 

economy. 

Returning to the characteristics of lifestyle programming, then, McCarthy argues that 

there is a ―political saliency‖ of neoliberalistic television content that encourages less 

dependence on the state and more on the makeover, that is, the personal, individual change that 

unlocks ―the key to social mobility, stability, and civic empowerment‖ (McCarthy 17). 

Neoliberalism establishes what many scholars have asserted as the socio-political economic 

landscape of some Western, U.S.-centric television cultures. As Ouellette and Hay explain, 

―‗Culture‘ in this [neoliberal] sense refers to the cultivation and management of life and growth‖ 

– to which I would add via an economically and culturally salient personal identity (14). 

Ouellette and Hay bring the discussion to food television by suggesting that, in this neoliberal 

context, cooking and other personal lifestyle choices become the ―art and science‖ of ―mastering 

certain techniques for beautification, health, and well-being‖ (14). This mastering of technique, 

of course, is done in a way that theoretically empowers an individual so that he or she is a self-

sufficient citizen. My thesis builds from this assertion by suggesting that Cooking Channel‘s 

brand encourages the mastering of techniques surrounding the discursive site of the foodie, and 

consequently, the channel‘s presumed niche audience is rewarded with a particular kind of social 

distinction, but one that is perhaps only available to certain identities. 

Before moving away from lifestyle television, I want to further this focus on identity by 

considering the link between neoliberalism and postmodernism, a connection which becomes 

important in my third chapter as I discuss the fluidity of gender performance. Based on the 

discussion of neoliberalism above, an individual‘s identity would theoretically rely less on the 

structured binaries of social categorization (e.g., man/woman; masculine/feminine; white/non-
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white; rich/poor) and more on an individual‘s ability to operate within the ―cultural logic of late 

capitalism,‖ Frederic Jameson‘s oft-quoted definition of postmodernism (482). A host of 

scholars have conceptualized postmodernism, including Jacques Derrida, Jean-Francois Lyotard, 

Jean Baudrillard, and Jameson. Drawing collectively from their theoretical work, postmodernism 

can broadly be understood as a rejection of objective truth and recognition of reality as socially 

constructed, relative, and unstable. A more concrete example is the idea that a belief in 

postmodernism disrupts the acute categorization of personal identity binaries – in other words, 

postmodernism helps to articulate that ―man‖ and ―woman‖ as distinct identities is a culturally 

constructed apparent reality.  

For Jameson, postmodernism and the economic system of capitalism are historically 

linked because a move beyond distinct social categories of identity is economically viable. 

Herein lies the connection between neoliberalism and postmodernism. Neoliberalism harnesses 

the economic lubricant of postmodernism‘s rejection of dichotomized social constructs. By 

means of an example, the postmodern sensibility of highlighting and subsequently rejecting 

notions of normative masculinity – as framed in strict opposition to traditional femininity – takes 

on a neoliberalistic quality when that rejection of normative masculinity is profitable. This 

becomes more concrete in my third chapter, as I discuss the presence of gender liminality in 

Cooking Channel shows like Food(ography) and Food Detectives. Significantly, and from a 

feminist perspective, the economically viable manipulation of postmodernism is only beneficial 

for certain identities and along certain binaries. In a neoliberal purview, it is particular ―versions 

of identity‖ that are linked to upward social mobility, as Lisa Duggan argues in The Twilight of 

Equality? Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics, and the Attack on Democracy (xx). The following 

substantive chapters reinforce this idea, specifically when I point to Cooking Channel‘s use of 
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foodie culture, a culture that further highlights the dichotomies of rich and poor, while 

simultaneously embracing a potential postmodern fluidity of gender. 

 

Traditional Cooking Show Hosts and Gender 

Most of the scholarship on food television and gender takes lifestyle as its broad context; 

thus, I want to conclude this section by returning to gender and the domestic kitchen. Television 

chefs and hosts are the on-screen focal point of food-related programming. These hosts interact 

with the food they prepare, the knowledge they disseminate, the technology they utilize, and the 

space they inhabit. They create all of the dialogue on the show, unless they are aided by a co-

host or a guest. Most importantly, hosts maintain a continuous relationship with the camera, and 

subsequently, the at-home audience. Thus, a significant portion of the thesis considers how the 

men and women who host food television direct the construction of a Cooking Channel brand. 

What has been written on contemporary hosts of TV cooking and food programs? 

This thesis denotes a move away from the domestic in Cooking Channel programming; 

nevertheless, the limited scholarship available on food TV necessitates a brief review of three 

sub-strands of research under the umbrella of cooking shows and gender – the first is concerned 

with domesticity, femininity, and feminism; the second with domestic masculinity; and the third 

with the sexualized host. 

 

Domesticity, Femininity, and Feminist Possibilities 

Again, I want to return to Charlotte Brunsdon and an article she wrote on feminism and 

women cooking show hosts. In ―Feminism, Postfeminism, Martha, Martha, and Nigella,‖ 

Brunsdon poses an important question after noticing a late-twentieth-century renaissance of how-

to domesticity on television:  
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What relationship is there between being told what to do in your house and kitchen by these 

women and feminism? Is this Postfeminism, when women on television are just so very much 

more authoritative about what they have always been assumed to have known best? (113).  

 

The questions Brunsdon raises are essential and implicitly highlight the popular discursive 

definition of postfeminism as the sensibility that political feminism is no longer necessary 

because women are strong, empowered individuals. Gender and media scholar Rosalind Gill 

defines postfeminism as ―a time not after feminism per se, but after a particular moment of 

feminist activity and a particular set of feminist concerns‖ (251). In her article, Brunsdon 

unpacks the gendered discourses surrounding American TV personality Martha Stewart and 

British celebrity chef Nigella Lawson. Ultimately, she concludes that Lawson‘s show offers 

pervasive iterations of postfeminism that focus on distancing women from straight-laced second-

wave feminism (e.g., Martha Stewart) and suggests postmodern, postfeminist women are sexual, 

leisure-loving consumers who are indifferent about domestic perfection (e.g., Lawson). 

Brunsdon critiques Lawson‘s performance of contemporary female consumption as dangerously 

postfeminist, as the ―single trope through which feminism is most often invoked in popular 

culture‖ (113). This is compatible with Gill‘s feminist criticism of the postfeminist landscape of 

how-to and lifestyle programming wherein: 

The shows reinvigorate class antagonisms, which, in this moment of compulsory individuality, no 

longer work on such ‗crude‘ categories as occupation or social location, but play out on the 

women‘s bodies, homes, cooking skills and ability as mothers, through notions of good taste and 

cultural capital (263). 

 

Contrasting with Brunsdon and Gill, others have found third wave feminist potential in 

women‘s televisual appearances in the kitchen. In ―Consuming Nigella,‖ Lise Shapiro Sanders 

asserts that Nigella Lawson uses irony, humor, and sensuality on her cooking shows to reshape 

her relationship to the domestic. Sanders argues that Lawson consciously utilizes the 

―ambivalence inherent in ironic discourse‖ to speak to other women about both the pleasures and 
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containments of the kitchen space (152). Sanders approaches her analysis of Lawson with 

valuable questions: 

Does being a domestic goddess…imply an acceptance of the conditions of sexualized gender 

performance and the feminization of the kitchen? Is the domestic goddess a symbol of a 

postfeminist return to the sexual division of labour that exploits women as domestic workers—or 

an appropriation of domesticity for strategic, even feminist, ends? (152) 

 

Joanne Hollows, also writing on Nigella Lawson, makes a similar argument, suggesting 

that Lawson brings together the feminist and the cook in a way that treats food preparation as 

pleasure, not domestic work (―Feeling Like a Domestic Goddess‖). The theoretical difference 

between third-wave feminism and postfeminism is important here. Hollows and Sanders are 

suggesting that the pleasure Lawson takes is at least in part a political act, what Sarah Banet-

Weiser following Angela McRobbie calls a ―more overt kind of feminist politics…that better 

accommodates contemporary political culture and the logic of consumer citizens‖ (116). 

McRobbie describes postfeminism in contrast, as ―feminism taken into account,‖ acknowledged, 

and discarded (Qtd. in Banet-Weiser 116). 

Taken together, these writings on domesticity and feminism offer excellent jumping off 

points from which to build when considering women‘s roles on Cooking Channel. However, like 

much of the scholarship on TV chefs, this work fails to explicitly investigate expertise in the 

public space of television. The authoritative knowledge of the host displayed via a public 

medium complicates the notion of a feminized domestic space and could very well strengthen 

feminist arguments that domesticity is strategically appropriated by women hosts like Lawson. 

Further, since I‘ve made the argument that men have a greater presence on the Cooking Channel, 

it is important to consider this literature in light of women‘s visibility on the channel. As I will 

argue through an analysis of the show Bitchin’ Kitchen, shifting, unstable femininities may carve 

out a distinctly feminist space on Cooking Channel. 
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Domesticity and Masculinity 

Like many scholars interested in men‘s move to the domestic kitchen on TV, Joanne 

Hollows is concerned with how men negotiate domesticity in her article, ―Oliver‘s Twist.‖ 

Hollows lays out a simple hypothesis for her case study of British chef Jamie Oliver‘s cooking 

shows: men in the kitchen must utilize performances of ―recognizable masculinities‖ in order to 

distance themselves from the traditionally feminized home kitchen (229). In this vein, echoed by 

scholar Feona Attwood, Hollows theorizes that Oliver and other male hosts de-emphasize the 

work involved in cooking and focus on the ways that preparing food can be seen as a lifestyle 

choice rather than a strictly gendered division of labor. Men can host instructional cooking 

shows because they are ―stylized individuals‖ concerned with the ―aesthetics‖ of cuisine 

(Attwood 87).  

The criticism that immediately comes to mind is the lack of consideration for the long 

history of culinary professionalism – also a form of work – that men have monopolized. 

Hollows, for one, anticipates this criticism by arguing that Oliver detaches from professionalism 

only to shore up masculinity by peddling a ―cool masculine lifestyle‖ drawn directly from 

contemporary discourses of ―the new man‖ (231-32). Taking a feminist perspective, Hollows 

recognizes this modern masculinity in the kitchen as problematic because of the fantasy of 

accessibility. In other words, Oliver‘s easy display of the lifestyle that makes it okay to be a man 

and an at-home cook is directly related to his cultural capital as a white, middle-class man 

(Hollows 231). Alice Julier complicates this notion further by reminding us that Oliver‘s ―cool 

masculine lifestyle‖ stems from a long history of pigeon-holing men who cook as either 

professionals or hobbyists with a distinct ―style of cooking‖ (2). Thus, Oliver and other male 

hosts may actually be contained to prescriptive performances of masculinity. I discuss this 
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further in the third chapter, focusing on men‘s positioning in the kitchen as well as on shows that 

depart from how-to cooking. 

Discussions of class and taste are visible in work on food television, but few articles 

bring class from the periphery to center stage. A small handful of scholars present intersectional 

research on working-class masculinity in the TV kitchen. Both Krishnendu Ray and Pauline 

Adema use TV super chef Emeril Lagasse to discuss the ―regular guy‖ figure, a hosting style that 

uses strategies like self-deprecation to remind audiences that men are hacks in the home kitchen, 

but no less masculine for being there (Ray 55). Taking a similar approach, Greg Smith and 

Pamela Wilson study a regionally-produced U.S. show, Cookin’ Cheap, to explore performances 

of Southern white masculinity by the show‘s two hosts. Like Ray and Adema, Smith and Wilson 

suggest that the masculine working-class host is a particular position taken up by men cooking in 

the domestic space on television. However, they push further by recognizing the vital exchange 

that occurs when women‘s domestic food knowledge is transferred to men. In the case of 

Cookin’ Cheap, the men hosting the show use what they learned from female family members. 

Since I am interested in the gendered implications of how hosts relate to foodie discourse, this 

work proves very useful. 

 Finally, Rebecca Swenson classifies Food Network shows with male hosts by theme, 

finding four persistent categories: travel, professionalism, leisure, and competition (9-10). 

Alternately, Swenson shows that women hosts are, with few exceptions, contained to one theme, 

―cooking as domestic work for family and friends‖ (9). Swenson‘s categorizations force further 

contemplation of how and why men are positioned on food-related programming. However, her 

ungrounded definitions of genre and format are both reductive and inconsistent, and there is no 
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consideration of the history of traditional domestic instructional programs that precede Food 

Network. 

 

The Sexual, Sensual Host 

One of the more provocative and well-developed strands of research on food television 

within a lifestyle context concentrates on unpacking the overly sensual or eroticized host. 

Andrew Chan, Joanne Hollows, and Cheri Ketchum offer insightful pieces, but Maggie 

Andrews‘ thorough evaluation of two previously mentioned popular TV chefs, Jamie Oliver and 

Nigella Lawson, is exemplary. Andrews convincingly argues that cooking shows ―speak to the 

anxiety‖ of gender identity in a postmodern moment that blurs public and private domains and 

shifts men‘s and women‘s relationships to the domestic and non-domestic kitchen (189).  

Following Foucault‘s assertion that sexuality can be a means through which societal 

concerns are expressed, Andrews shows that this anxiety is articulated by a hypersexualization of 

the cooking show host (195). This occurs through the host‘s more prominent relationship with 

food – the exhibition of ―carnivalesque feasting‖ – as well as through ―sexual double entendre in 

the titles, a sensual visual style, and sexual verbal references‖ (Andrews 189-95). Andrews 

grounds her work firmly in postmodernism by suggesting that these chefs‘ gender performances 

mediate concerns about the fluidity of public/private and masculine/feminine. Andrews also 

spends time on the kitchen space, the food, and the hosts themselves, making this article an 

exemplary model for my own project. 

 

From Lifestyle to Niche 

The 1990s experienced a boom in lifestyle television, and by no accident this coincides 

with the 1993 launch of Food Network (Ashley, et. al 171). Food Network‘s launch created the 

first U.S. cable mainstay for television chefs and cooking shows, after nearly fifty years of a 
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scattered but stable presence across commercial and public broadcasting (Ketchum 219). The 

channel‘s launch also created a concentrated site for ―24/7‖ lifestyle television. Today, Food 

Network exceeds ninety million subscribers and broadcasts only food-related programming 

twenty-four hours a day, a combination that secures the channel‘s profitable execution of a cable 

programming agenda (Alameddin). Food Network also brought about a marked shift in the late 

1990s via a more ―innovative‖ schedule – shows that vary in style, structure, and content 

(Ketchum 219). Despite this move away from the traditional kitchen toward reality and game 

show-style programming, Food Network maintains a core lineup of domestic instructional 

cooking programs. 

This project‘s aim is to explore Cooking Channel‘s gendered process of solidifying a 

brand; consequently, although it seems counterintuitive at times, I purposefully avoid discussions 

of Food Network throughout. However, I include the brief sketch above because the channel‘s 

success paved the way for parent company Scripps to launch Cooking Channel with a lineup that 

pushed beyond Food Network’s dabbling in innovative food television. As I will examine further 

in the next three chapters, Cooking Channel‘s schedule offers a daytime full of the well-

established instructional cooking shows present throughout television history. It also delivers on 

its promised ―cultural‖ programming – shows that detach partially or wholly from the traditional 

format to focus on food history, trivia, knowledge and science (―Scripps Networks…‖). For the 

moment, though, Food Network serves as a transition point from a discussion of lifestyle 

programming to one of cable narrowcasting and niche television. 

A solid foundation of scholarly material exists that defines post-network television, 

including several book-length anthologies. While this research on the cable landscape of the 

post-network era is substantial, the body of literature presents two limitations that directly affect 
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this project. One, much of the literature fails to look seriously at gender. Two, this research 

offers food television little more than a cursory glance. However, the literature does offer many 

other helpful insights. 

Generally, post-network television is understood to be a time when cable channels 

offering niche programming gained power and the traditional U.S. broadcast networks lost 

power. Edited by Sarah Banet-Weiser, Cynthia Chris, and Anthony Freitas, Cable Visions: 

Television Beyond Broadcasting focuses on how cable introduced an abundance of new choices 

for television viewers beginning in the 1970s. In their introduction, they describe how 

contemporary cable channels carve out their own spaces in a crowded television industry: 

Cultivating this ―sense of belonging‖ – the ―something more‖ that constitutes a cable channel – 

has been a particularly successful way that cable channels have positioned themselves in the 

television industry, where it is not so much the programs on individual channels that are 

important, but the designs of the channels themselves: Nick is for kids, Animal Planet is for pet 

owners, Food Network is for foodies, etc. (9). 

 

This description implicitly articulates both the idealism that exemplified the years when cable 

was first commercially viable – the oft-discussed ―blue skies‖ discourse of new technology – as 

well as the reality of a competitive, oversaturated market (Streeter, Mullen). Cable Visions is 

most helpful to this project because it offers case studies of developing cable channels and their 

branding strategies. Collectively, the authors help to articulate how programming ―forms‖ like 

cooking shows were introduced to niche markets (Banet-Weiser 2007a). 

 Branding practices to niche audiences were in place long before mid-1990s cable and the 

discussion of contemporary cable outlets such as Food Network is not to suggest otherwise. 

Andrew Goodwin‘s Dancing in the Distraction Factory argues convincingly that Music 

Television‘s (MTV) ability to repackage already paid-for music videos (bankrolled by record 

labels) into a distinct and coherent MTV brand was a primary reason for the network‘s success in 

the early 1980s. Megan Mullen also discusses early televisual branding efforts in her survey of 
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the rise of cable programming in the U.S. Mullen focuses on bumpers, IDs, intertexts, and how 

particular ideologies were embraced as the core identity of certain channels (e.g., The Family 

Channel as programming for Christian nuclear families). Even earlier than cable, television and 

radio broadcast networks went to great lengths to ensure that viewers understood their channel 

identities. Michele Hilmes‘s edited anthology, NBC: America’s Network, is exemplary of this 

recognition of the long history of media branding strategies and identity construction.  

The literature on U.S. niche cable channels provides a rich contextualization for my 

analysis of Cooking Channel, and I want to briefly touch on five key points. One – lifestyle and 

niche are symbiotic. In many ways, titling this section From Lifestyle to Niche is inaccurate 

since, arguably, all lifestyle television is a form of niche television. To clarify, there are two 

ways to think about niche – as a way of categorizing identity (e.g., gender, race-ethnicity, 

teenagers) or as a way of categorizing interest (e.g., pets, food, music). As the editors of Cable 

Visions point out, ―because cable channels often are designed to capture a part of the market 

share that is under-marketed,‖ it is the channel‘s job to ―recognize‖ the audience (9). Put more 

explicitly, the channel must build/construct/garner an audience in order to remain economically 

viable. What results is an effort to construct brands that articulate how one identifies and lives 

his or her life. Two, as Mullen points out, many niche channels rely on a combination of original 

and ―borrowed‖ programming that may take the form of syndicated or otherwise broadcast 

material (160). How does this mixed bag of programming inform a channel‘s identity? This 

question becomes important to my assessment of Cooking Channel, as the channel uses original, 

archived, and imported programming. 

Three, in her edited anthology Beyond Prime Time: Television Programming in the Post-

Network Era, Amanda Lotz guides a critical look at the similarities and differences in daytime 



              

 

 

29 

and primetime programming in the post-network era. Aligning with other scholars analysis of 

primetime, including Todd Gitlin, this anthology works to suggest that brand ideology is 

primetime ideology. In other words, the formation of the channel‘s identity as it is intended to be 

perceived by viewers is most often clearly articulated during the evening hours of programming. 

This work justifies my interest in exploring Cooking Channel‘s evening hours as the main 

discursive sites of the channel‘s brand formation. A fourth point to take from the literature is the 

niche cable channel‘s use of paratext: 

Among the lessons cable networks learned early on was that creating and reinforcing a ‗brand‘ 

identity is essential to success in the competitive and largely undifferentiated television 

programming marketplace. […] In fact, a few cable networks use bumpers and ID spots so 

extensively and so creatively that these interstitial scheduling components have taken on an 

entertainment function…(Mullen 165). 

 

Guided by scholarly work from John Fiske, Jonathan Gray, Gerard Genette, and Megan Mullen, 

this articulation of identity becomes the focus of chapter one as I explore mainstream media 

discourse surrounding the launch of Cooking Channel. I consider how the outside texts of press 

articles and press releases, ―create an author figure, surround the text with aura, and insist on its 

uniqueness, value, and authenticity‖ (Gray 82). 

Finally, as a fifth point, Megan Mullen wisely cautions that niche cable brands don‘t 

always match ―marketplace realities‖ (158). The demand of consumer audiences does not always 

align with a cable channel‘s vision for its identity. Although audience assessment is not part of 

this project, ever-shifting market demand serves as a pragmatic reminder to consider the 

arguments I make about Cooking Channel‘s motivations in constructing an identity. Further, 

expectations and strategies by television executives, showrunners, and advertisers are continually 

shifting and subject to change, and presumably this fluctuation would cause the channel‘s 

branding process to be less than uniform. 
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Foodies 

 Two British authors – Paul Levy and Ann Bar – are often given credit as the first to use 

the term foodie in their 1984 publication, The Official Foodie Handbook. In recent years, the 

term has ballooned into a broad, multi-faceted, and often contentious discursive site, far beyond 

Levy and Bar‘s original description of ―a person who is very very very interested in food‖ 

(Johnston and Baumann 53). The term and its many connotations frame this project‘s aim to 

explore how gender informs Cooking Channel‘s construction of a niche identity. Thus, I want to 

end the literature review by attempting to formulate the discursive aspects of the term foodie.   

The primary academic source on foodies is Josée Johnston and Shyon Baumann‘s 

recently published Foodies: Democracy and Distinction in the Gourmet Foodscape. As the title 

suggests, Johnston and Baumann‘s project is to consider the tensions inherent in today‘s 

―cultural spaces of gourmet food,‖ or, as they label it, the contemporary foodscape (2-3). They 

assert that some Americans – and citizens of other Westernized countries – have entered a period 

of ―omnivorousness‖ that is signified by a breaking down of the social and cultural barriers 

between highbrow and lowbrow food cultures (3). This fissure in high and low, Johnston and 

Baumann suggest, is the new space of the foodie, which emerges ―as a counterpoint to the 

cloistered world of high-culture food snobs‖ (3). The premise of their argument, then, is that the 

new foodie-ism is replete with the contradictions between class-laden notions of democracy 

(e.g., elevating cheap, readily available street food to the gourmet level) and distinction (e.g., 

refusing to eat food that is not local).   

For Johnston and Baumann, foodie culture is primarily about language – foodie--ism 

cannot be understood without its surrounding discourse, something I return to again and again in 

the following chapters. This is not to say that foodie culture is not about food consumption, 
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purchase, and preparation; indeed, foodie-ism necessitates these interactions with food. 

However, Johnston and Baumann‘s research revealed that discourse is of primary importance to 

foodies as they negotiate the pillars of its culture – education, identity, exploration, and 

evaluation. The authors offer a number of word clusters and phrases to explicate the term‘s 

contemporary cultural placement. For example, for foodies ―quality, rarity, locality, organic, 

hand-made, creativity, and simplicity all work to signify specific foods as a source of 

distinction,‖ while a foodie‘s enthusiasm is indicated through ―passion,‖ ―obsession,‖ and a 

―meaningful,‖ ―authentic,‖ and/or ―original‖ interaction with food (Johnston and Baumann 3; 59-

63). Finally, Johnston and Baumann argue that foodies are best characterized by their relation to 

food ―education, identity, exploration, and evaluation‖ (61). Cooking Channel deploys many of 

these words in its programs, advertisements, bumpers, and promotional spots and as such, these 

descriptors become integral to my analysis of its branding strategy. It is a double-edged sword to 

have a resource like Johnston and Baumann‘s Foodies book as I complete this project. Certainly 

it is beneficial to have an empirical study on foodies in an otherwise scarce academic space; 

however, drawing on fewer resources inevitably narrows the perspective. However, since 

Johnston and Baumann do not broach gender, their assertions serve as an excellent starting point 

for my own work. 

 

Research Gaps 

While not exhaustive by any means, this brief review of literature uncovers a supportive 

foundation of research on which to build my analysis. This review is also successful in 

highlighting significant gaps in the existing bodies of research. There is a clear need to develop 

further work that focuses on U.S. food television, evidenced by the large number of scholars 

writing on British programming, something I mention at the onset of the review. Closely related 
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to this gap is the tendency to repeatedly focus on one or two areas of contemporary food 

television, namely programs like Iron Chef or celebrity hosts Jamie Oliver, Nigella Lawson, and 

Emeril Lagasse. While these shows and figures provide scholars with accessible and plentiful 

material, this project encompasses a broader range and aims to produce a more well-rounded 

consideration of how a cable channel builds its identity around food-related programming. 

A second gap that emerges from this review is the lack of attention to the gendered nature 

of food, food television, domesticity, and niche cable branding. Directly connected to the lack of 

attention on gender and food, a third gap becomes visible when we consider that research to date 

on food television has failed to incorporate gender performances that fall outside 

heteronormative understandings of femininity and masculinity. Gender liminality and queer 

aesthetics on food television need to be brought to the table. Fourth, few scholars discuss food 

television‘s goal of distinction, to ―inform, educate and entertain‖ (Attwood 87). Thus, I am left 

with uncertainty as to whether this discussion exists and has been left untouched, or simply has 

not been framed in a classed and gendered way. Finally, as I mention above, food-related 

programming has not been properly couched within the context of niche cable narrowcasting. 

 

Theoretical Perspective and Methodological Approach 

Drawing from the relatively consistent theoretical backdrop of existent scholarship on 

food television, I construct a theoretical perspective around six broad systems and their ancillary 

theories – sociological gender theory; feminist television theory; Bourdieuian theories of 

distinction; structuralism; neoliberalism; and postmodernism. Each of these is more fully 

articulated as they are deployed in the following three substantive chapters.  

First, gender theory, intimately connected to feminism and queer studies, informs this 

project through the work of several influential theorists. R.W. Connell‘s continuously updated 
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research on masculinities and gender relations theory helps to clarify analysis of men‘s dominant 

presence and variable performances of masculinity on Cooking Channel. Candace West and Don 

Zimmerman‘s canonical conceptualization of ―doing gender‖ is an exemplary guide for 

unpacking ―activities that cast particular pursuits as expressions of masculine and feminine 

‗natures‘‖ (14). Their ―doing gender‖ model functions as a guide when put in conversation with 

Judith Butler‘s conceptualization of performativity and her seminal work on the social 

constructions of gender and sexuality. Peripherally, Susan Bordo‘s feminist research on the 

body, Marjorie DeVault‘s feminist caregiving theories, Joanne Hollows‘ work on domestic 

femininity, and Ralina Joseph‘s perspective on race and gender in a post-identity landscape 

round out the theoretical approach to the gender analyses in chapters two and three. 

Chapter two takes a decidedly structuralist approach, drawing from the deeply-

entrenched theoretical scholarship of Claude Lévi-Strauss. Despite – or perhaps because of – my 

focus the structured binaries of gender, Michel Foucault also informs this chapter, as I consider 

the power-laden ideological systems of visual and discursive signs that inform Cooking 

Channel‘s shaping of an identity. I also call on Andreas Huyssen‘s structural/post-structural 

critique of the gendering of high and low culture. Throughout the thesis, following other 

scholarship on cooking shows, I rely on Pierre Bourdieu‘s taste theories and importantly, his 

most basic assertion that social distinction is a process of distancing from the everyday. His 

theory of taste as a means of constructing social power as cultural capital is essential to this 

project. I have already delineated my intentions for neoliberalism and postmodernism in the 

paragraphs of the literature review. I continue these discussions in chapter three in order to frame 

an analysis of shifting masculinities and femininities apparent in Cooking Channel programming. 
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Methodologically, discourse analysis allows me to examine the many languages through 

which a cable channel brand is realized – both in the traditional sense of discourse as verbal 

language and through other valuable types of communication, including the visual language 

offered through the medium of television. I am invested in the fluid discourses of power and 

knowledge that are circulated within the particular historical, gendered contexts of Cooking 

Channel‘s first year on the air. Thus, Butler‘s and Foucault‘s concerns with pushing beyond the 

oversimplified boundaries of power structures also guide this thesis. While discourse analysis 

features most prominently in this project, ideological analysis takes a front seat in the second 

chapter. Although minimally, formal analysis is employed throughout as I examine how the 

kitchen space is framed and how the host and food are placed within the mise-en-scene of 

various shows. Very minimally, I utilize content analysis to quantitatively survey the 

programming structure of Cooking Channel. Further, I have conducted a phone interview and 

shared email correspondence with Cooking Channel General Manager Michael Smith.   

 

Chapter Overview 

Structurally, the thesis is divided into three substantive chapters, book ended by this 

introduction chapter and a brief conclusion. This approach grants the flexibility to examine 

Cooking Channel broadly through the lens of multiple areas of analysis rather than risk the 

potential repetitiveness of specific show-based case studies. Chapter one zooms out to take an 

aerial shot of Cooking Channel and works to unravel the popular press and channel-driven 

discourse surrounding its launch. First, applying a theory of paratextuality to an entire television 

channel, I highlight the negotiation among voices charged with creating the channel‘s brand. 

Second, I map this paratextual discourse onto the structure of the channel – programming 
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synopses, primetime lineups, and promotional spots – in order to consider the branding strategies 

of a niche cable channel.  

 The second chapter moves to an examination of the gendered ideological structures that 

underpin the channel‘s programming. Noting the substantial presence of men on Cooking 

Channel, especially as hosts of food culture shows, this chapter considers the presence of 

masculine and historically male-dominated themes, such as history, science, technology, and art. 

Finally, chapter three considers Cooking Channel as a conflicted site of gender negotiation that 

reflects shifting discourses of masculinity and femininity. I consider individuals and programs 

that encircle three themes – masculinity in the domestic space of the kitchen; one woman‘s 

―bitchiness‖ in the kitchen; and, the indefinite ―fantastic‖ space of gender on two primetime food 

culture shows. These proposed chapters merge to form what I hope to be a compelling look at 

how gender is situated in Cooking Channel‘s construction of a niche cable brand. 
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Chapter One 

From the Raw: Cooking Channel’s Emergent Identity 
 

Concomitant with the launch of Cooking Channel, a late May 2010 Washington Post 

article reports that Cooking Channel executives considered incorporating the term foodie into the 

channel tagline before settling on ―[a network] by food people for food people‖ (Kurtz). As 

Cooking Channel senior vice-president Susie Fogelson told Washington Post columnist Howard 

Kurtz, foodie was avoided because it ―felt like a really exclusive term‖ (Kurtz). Scripps 

Networks Interactive launched the cable offering Cooking Channel on May 31, 2010, with the 

above tagline and the slogan, ―Stay Hungry.‖ The channel – a spin-off of the long-running U.S. 

channel Food Network and replacement for the flat-lined Fine Living Network – is currently 

accessible to 55 million U.S. households with subscription cable and joins Scripps‘ family of 

niche lifestyle networks (―Scripps‖). In a number of press releases and interviews leading up to 

its launch, network executives declared Cooking Channel to be television specifically for ―food 

people‖ (―Scripps‖). While the channel and its parent company conspicuously avoided the term 

foodie, the popular press constructed their own definitions of what this new channel would be. 

Not surprisingly, the more complicated ―by food people, for food people‖ was bypassed in favor 

of foodie, foremost in a collection of key words that circulated and became the initial 

constructors of a Cooking Channel brand. 

The American post-network television landscape offers media consumers a vast labyrinth 

of choice. Cable television allows viewers to navigate a congested terrain of narrowcasted 

channels that offer programming designed around theme (i.e., food, pets, real estate) or audience 

(i.e., Latinos, teenagers, women) (Banet-Weiser et al. 9). This move to reflect individual 

lifestyles through niche cable channels allows audiences to taper and customize their personal 

viewing experiences. For television producers, however, this means the construction of a niche 
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brand must result in a channel that is conspicuous among the large menu of choices and has the 

endurance to outpace the fickle nature and increased speed with which audiences consume 

media. How, then, are niche cable identities formed and maintained? Where and in what format 

do these meaning-making processes occur? And how does gender inform these processes of 

identity construction? This chapter works to unravel the discourse surrounding the U.S. launch of 

Cooking Channel in order to highlight the negotiation among voices charged with creating the 

channel‘s brand. First, I analyze the dialogue produced in the popular press and by television 

executives at both Scripps and Cooking Channel. Second, I consider how this discourse‘s 

compatibility with the structure of the channel – programming schedules and promotional spots – 

in order to broadly consider how Cooking Channel begins to establish a gendered identity. 

 

Mapping the Fractured Society of the Post-Network Era 

 An understanding of what initially motivates the formation of a niche media identity must 

precede any examination of the processes through which that identity emerges. In other words, 

the why must be contextualized in order to understand the how. Why is Cooking Channel 

invested in working toward distinction? In Breaking Up America: Advertisers and the New 

Media World, media scholar Joseph Turow delineates how advertisers work closely with media 

companies to create profitable ―gated communities‖ – contemporary viewing communities 

constructed around niche lifestyles of specificity (2). For Turow, this customization leads 

somewhat ominously to a ―fractured society‖ of people who connect only with those who share 

their similar interests (55). The moral and social implications of an ostensibly fractured society 

are beyond the scope of this chapter. Nor am I interested in a discussion of advertisers‘ 

relationships to television audiences. Instead, I mention this perspective in order to economically 
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situate a destination like Cooking Channel. In a crowded landscape of choice that arguably 

commodifies identities, the political economy of constructing a niche brand becomes apparent. 

 Television‘s symbiotic relationship with advertising, however, does not fully explain 

niche cable channels‘ economic viability in a post-network environment where channels reach 

smaller and smaller audiences. How, then, is an advertiser-supported frame still economically 

profitable with smaller audience bases? First, as several media scholars have pointed out, niche 

audiences lead to advertising strategies that are more economically efficient (Turow; Lotz, 

Television). Sponsors are no longer forced to speak to a broad group of people and can tighten 

and streamline their messages toward one type of viewer. Second, as cable channels focus more 

intently on specific communities, the complexity of their already customized offerings become 

more rewarding for viewers. As Mark Edmiston articulates, ―as you get narrower in interest, you 

tend to have more intensity of interest: the person is more likely to pay the extra money‖ 

(Ohmann et al. qtd. in Lotz, ―If It‘s Not TV‖).  

Scripps justification for launching Cooking Channel comes to light in the context of this 

political economic landscape. As I discuss below, the Scripps-produced press releases and 

national articles presented to viewers rationalizes the creation of the channel as a way to meet an 

overwhelming demand for food programming. When considered more carefully, this 

―overwhelming demand‖ easily becomes a kind of doublespeak – Cooking Channel meets both 

audiences‘ and advertisers‘ demand for food-related programming. This demand is further 

clarified by Cooking Channel General Manager Michael Smith‘s articulation of how the channel 

materialized: 

We saw Food Network ratings jump 40% in recent years. We knew if we didn‘t do it, somebody 

else would. We figured NBC Universal might do it. It‘s definitely a genre of programming that is 

continuing to grow. Just like you have multiple sports, news, women‘s channels, we thought it 

would only be a matter of time before someone else did it. Better to compete with yourself than to 

allow others in (Smith). 
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Thus, in straight economic terms, the emergence of Cooking Channel is symptomatic of the 

contemporary U.S. commercial television arena. Producers saw an opportunity to maximize on a 

format with a knowingly successful niche audience base. 

 

Building from a Theory of Paratextuality 

Economic imperatives aside, the more significant discussion revolves around how 

Cooking Channel‘s niche brand has developed into a distinct identity. In Shows Sold Separately: 

Promos, Spoilers, and Other Media Paratexts, Jonathan Gray builds from Gerard Genette‘s 

coining of the term ―paratext‖ to establish a media-focused theory of paratextuality (23-27). 

Paraphrasing Genette, Gray asserts that paratexts are preparatory texts that surround a central 

text, providing ―the all-important early frames through which we will examine, react to, and 

evaluate textual consumption‖ (26). A critic‘s review of a new television program published 

prior to the airing of the show is an example of the interaction between paratext and text. Gray 

argues that the meanings we take from the critic‘s review (the paratext) necessarily color our 

interpretation of the new television program (the text); in short, by studying paratexts, we are 

studying how texts become filled with meaning. 

But how are texts defined, and why not study the main text? The process of delineating 

main, or ―source texts‖ from peripheral texts is unstable and transient, and media scholars have 

long debated the accuracy of labeling any text as a main text.
7
 However, for the purposes of this 

study, I consider scheduled full-length 30- or 60-minute programs on Cooking Channel as main 

texts. Speaking to the fluidity of the textual object, Gray asserts that ―much of the business of 

media, in both economic and hermeneutic terms…is conducted before watching, when hopes, 

expectations, worries, concerns, and desires coalesce to offer us images and scripts of what a text 

                                                 
7See, for example, Genette, Gray, Kristeva, or Meehan in the Bibliography. 
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might be‖ (25). Returning to paratextuality, Gray furthers his theory by delineating between 

―entryway paratexts‖ – those that precede and manage the viewer‘s initial interaction with the 

text – and, ―in medias res paratexts‖ – those that function in-between, during, or after viewing of 

the text (23). In this vein, a broad range of material qualifies as paratext, from critics‘ reviews 

and mainstream press articles to preview trailers, promotional spots, advertisements, and, as I 

will argue, programming lineups and synopses. 

When considering the launch of a new cable channel, paratexts as ―early frames‖ is a 

useful conceptualization. Gray‘s theory of paratextuality is discussed primarily in the context of 

individual television programs and their associated ads, promos, previews, reviews, etc. I would 

like to re-purpose this theory by applying it to the entirety of a cable television channel, 

considering Cooking Channel a text in its own right that is surrounded by paratextual discourse. 

Just as meaning is formed in the interstitial moments that surround an individual program, this 

chapter argues that Cooking Channel‘s core brand is established in the paratextual margins of the 

channel as a whole. The following pages consider how meaning is formed through several types 

of paratexts. First, I offer a discussion of two types of entryway paratexts – news articles and 

press releases. Second, I consider several types of in medias res paratexts – promotional spots, 

programming synopses, and the channel‘s schedule. What are the ―early frames‖ of Cooking 

Channel and how do they privilege a particular reading of this channel? How have these 

paratexts worked to create a meaningful identity?  

Determining the specificities of Cooking Channel‘s identity is, in many ways, less 

significant than understanding the processes by which this brand is constructed. For the purposes 

of this chapter, resolving the channel‘s definitive identity – concluding what Cooking Channel is 

– remains peripheral to my objective to illuminate how a new cable channel forges a path of 
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distinction. Having said that, I demonstrate below how the collective paratextual discourse of the 

channel does begin to formulate a tentative understanding of Cooking Channel‘s niche brand. I 

want to argue that, despite the channel‘s and parent company‘s avoidance of the term, Cooking 

Channel identifies as the televisual site for the foodie in its presentation of a younger, 

information-driven platform that focuses on serious authenticity and a distancing from 

foodatainment. 

Foodatainment was originally conceptualized by Joanne Finkelstein as a means of 

understanding the performative nature of the ―presentation and representation of food in 

consumer-oriented societies‖ (130). Foodatainment is a play, of course, on entertainment, which 

has a long and contentious history of resisting definition. Richard Dyer suggests that, at its 

simplest, entertainment is the ―primacy of pleasure‖ (1). More specifically, Finkelstein considers 

foodatainment to be visible in the everyday of going out to a restaurant or purchasing food from 

a gourmet display in a market, as well as in the performative nature of hosts‘ interactions with 

food on television cooking programs. Scholars like Finkelstein, Isabelle DeSolier, and Rebecca 

Huntley use help to delineate foodatainment as programming that has a preoccupation with style, 

aesthetics, and high entertainment and adventure. Foodatainment shows often adhere to a reality-

style or game show format and are often hosted by celebrity chefs. Significantly, this type of 

programming is usually gendered and often eroticized – the overt masculinity of male chefs 

competing on Iron Chef, for instance, or the sexualized femininity of women hosts orgasmically 

enjoying a bite of the cream-based dessert they have just prepared on camera. As the second 

portion of this chapter demonstrates and chapter two delves into further, Cooking Channel is 

often framed through an investment in food knowledge authorized and presented by men. 
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However, my proposal that Cooking Channel is defined by the rational imbibing of food 

information rather than the visceral, entertaining gratification of food is muddied by the 

channel‘s positioning via its paratexts. The simultaneous alignment with, distancing from, and 

significant influence of contemporary U.S. food television like Food Network and other domestic 

cable food programming makes clarifying Cooking Channel‘s brand difficult. 

 

Entryway Paratexts and the Interpretive Perimeter 

 ―We‘ve seen an explosion of interest in food and cooking in America‖ (―Scripps‖). This 

quote from Scripps CEO Kenneth Lowe leads the first full paragraph in the press release 

announcing Cooking Channel‘s arrival on cable television. Scripps prompted the rollout of the 

channel with an October 2009 post on its website. This network-driven document, which was 

released eight months before the channel went live, was the first public announcement of plans to 

launch Cooking Channel. The 600-word press release defines Cooking Channel as ―a 24-hour 

network that caters to avid food lovers by focusing on food information and instructional 

cooking‖ (―Scripps‖). The release also reveals Cooking Channel‘s plans to ―explore food origins, 

culture and history as part of the programming mix,‖ and to feature ―original shows hosted by 

fresh, new talent‖ in their primetime scheduling block (―Scripps‖). A quote from Scripps 

Executive Vice President John Lansing concludes the announcement: ―With a single-minded and 

distinct focus on serving those passionate about food and cooking, the new Cooking Channel 

will appeal to a very broad audience.‖  

Few news outlets picked up this initial press release. Nevertheless, meaning is created in 

the language used to describe the channel. By denoting Cooking Channel as a destination for 

―avid food lovers‖ looking for instruction, information, and food cultures, origins, and histories, 

the announcement is established as a very early entryway paratext that sits quietly at the 
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―interpretive perimeter‖ of the channel (Gray 36). As this section argues, industry-driven 

discourse, produced by both television executives and national press, is a powerful entryway 

paratext. Long before its launch, dialogue existed that attempted to define Cooking Channel‘s 

identity. Because Scripps treated the re-branding of Fine Living Network as the launch of a new 

cable channel, the phases of the launch process become significant meaning-making moments in 

the establishment of the channel‘s brand. The articles and press releases I highlight below 

surround three key industry moments – the release of Cooking Channel‘s programming slate; the 

channel‘s upfront presentations to advertisers; and, the actual launch of the channel. Collectively, 

these pieces mediate some viewers‘ introduction to Cooking Channel and assign meaning to the 

channel prior to its airing. 

Scripps released Cooking Channel‘s initial programming slate on February 19, 2010 

(Welch). Several reports surfaced in the wake of this announcement, including a widely re-

circulated New York Times article by Brian Stelter, as well as a brief post by trade magazine 

Broadcasting & Cable, and an official press release issued by Scripps.
8
 While these publications 

vary in how much time they spend defining Cooking Channel (the Broadcasting & Cable trade 

piece is least insightful), all three work to generate meaning by playing an ―intermediary role 

between production and reception‖ (Gray, ―Reviews‖ 116). These articles mark the start of a 

trend toward identifying Cooking Channel as a serious, information-focused niche cable offering 

for ―food lovers‖ and ―foodies‖ that is continuously – and often confusingly – at once aligned 

with, distanced from, and influenced by other iterations of U.S. contemporary food television.  

The February New York Times article, titled ―Another Cable Helping for Food Lovers,‖ 

primarily focuses on the emergence of Cooking Channel as an advertiser-driven niche platform. 

                                                 
8It is important to note my justification for highlighting these articles as well as the rest of the publications discussed in this 

chapter. All of the commentaries I offer as part of this analysis are both readily available online and have been broadly re-posted 

and commented upon, providing evidence of a significant readership.       
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Says its author, Brian Stelter: ―Mirrored channels are not unprecedented on cable, where further 

fragmentation seems certain. ESPN has ESPN2, MTV has MTV2, and CNN has HLN….‖ At 

first glance, this language seems peripheral to an understanding of the channel‘s identity; 

however, even this discussion of the U.S. cable television landscape offers interpretive clues. For 

a cable subscriber, mention of channels like ESPN2 and MTV2 as a means of introducing 

Cooking Channel arguably triggers some level of understanding of this new channel as a 

platform that specializes in content for particular lifestyles. Interestingly, though, there is no 

explicit mention of gender in this initial discussion of the channel as an advertiser-driven 

platform. Further, from an economic perspective, framing Cooking Channel as a mirror channel 

makes profitable sense for Scripps, as introducing new channels by presenting their iterative 

relationships with established channels is an efficient ―leveraging of cross-ownership‖ (Lotz, 

Television, 109). 

Discussing Cooking Channel in more descriptive terms, two of these February 2010 

articles – the Times piece and the Scripps press release – dub potential viewers as ―food lovers.‖ 

Further, all three of the articles discuss Cooking Channel in relation to Scripps‘ existing food-

related cable platform, Food Network. Broadcasting & Cable anticipates the April upfronts will 

be a place where Scripps ―defines the difference‖ between Food Network and its ―spin-off‖ 

Cooking Channel, while the Scripps press release touts three Food Network stars in new original 

series set to debut on Cooking Channel (Atkinson, ―Scripps Sets…‖; Welch). In the New York 

Times, the presentation of Cooking Channel is more complicated. Stelter first aligns the two 

channels – ―It might as well be called Food Network, the Sequel‖ – before moving on to a 

discussion of Cooking Channel‘s plans to carry the type of programming that Food Network does 

not offer, such as ―programs about alcoholic beverages, brunch, low-calorie eating, and food 
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history.‖ Consequently, this pre-launch paratextual discourse alerts readers that Cooking Channel 

both is and isn’t Food Network. 

  The discussion of Food Network so prevalent in these articles prompts the need for a 

quick detour to define intertexts and intertextuality. A long and harried debate about the meaning 

of intertextuality could be inserted here. Instead, I want to delineate my own understanding of 

the terms, drawing from John Fiske‘s original sense of intertextuality, Jonathan Gray‘s re-

articulation of the concept, and a helpful phrase from Barbara Klinger. Broadly, Fiske asserts 

that intertextuality is the idea that texts are always interpreted based on knowledge of other 

texts.
9
 We read a television program, for instance, with an informed knowledge that has been 

established in our cultural mind bank from a lifetime of interacting with other television 

programs, as well as books, movies, and social and educational interactions. Intertextuality is 

often a less than tangible concept. Frequently, viewers map past texts onto their present readings 

with little conscious knowledge of the intertextuality that informs the reading. For example, the 

interpretation of a romantic comedy is most likely inflected with all of the other romantic 

comedies a viewer has seen, but there may be no specific instances or texts the viewer can 

explicitly call on. This is what Barbara Klinger helpfully refers to as the ―intertextual surround‖ 

(72). 

However, when news articles and press releases mention Food Network in their 

description of Cooking Channel, they are calling on a specific text to frame our reading. This is 

where Gray becomes helpful, as he builds on Fiske and others to offer a clear demarcation: 

In common usage, intertextuality refers to instances wherein a film or program refers to and 

builds some of its meaning off another film or program, and intertext to the referenced film or 

program (Shows 117). 

 

                                                 
9For a full explication of Fiske‘s intertextuality, see John Fiske, ―Intertextuality‖ in Television Culture. New York: Routledge, 

1987. 
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Food Network is the referenced program used in these paratexts to help define Cooking Channel. 

Significantly, these news articles‘ and press releases‘ constant intertextual referencing of Food 

Network speaks to the considerable power of Food Network to influence an understanding of 

Cooking Channel‘s brand. Cooking Channel is at once aligned with, distanced from, and 

influenced by Food Network. To use a common metaphor, the two channels ―have the same 

DNA‖ and consequently, Food Network is a valuable paratextual and intertextual reference in 

Cooking Channel‘s infancy. 

Scripps formally introduced Cooking Channel to advertisers in New York in April 2010. 

While the previous October‘s announcement did not garner much attention, the April 20th 

upfront presentations resulted in a number of news articles and reviews, both during the months 

leading up to the presentations and in the days that followed. In a typical upfront presentation, 

television executives meet with advertisers and members of the press to exhibit their available 

programming and sell ―up front‖ airtime commercials to advertisers. Amanda Lotz has argued 

convincingly that television programming is promoted differently in the industry-centered 

atmosphere of the upfronts than it is when presented to the public viewing audience (Lotz, ―The 

Promotional Role‖). Unlike the finished product that enters a viewer‘s living room, Lotz stresses 

that ―the strategies and conventions of a venue such as the upfront presentations make apparent 

the commodity status of the audience and the distinction of internal promotion strategies‖ (4-5). 

While this is a valid assertion, the upfronts are an important site of meaning-making for 

two reasons. One, upfronts are often the first opportunity the press has to evaluate and report on 

new programming. In the case of Cooking Channel, the New York upfronts in April – a month 

before the channel‘s launch – were the first time many members of the press had been introduced 

to this new cable offering. Two, as Lotz herself points out, the upfronts are integral to the 
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creation of hype, nurturing an environment of ―buzz‖ where buyers of airtime become excited 

about the possibilities to reach audiences through programming (5). What logically follows is the 

transfer of this buzz to the viewing public through the dissemination of widely circulated reports 

and reviews by attending press. This is evident in the number of articles that surface in relation to 

a network‘s upfront events. 

In the two weeks following the upfronts, several national news publications and dozens 

of regional and local outlets covered the launch of Cooking Channel. Analogous in all of the 

articles – aside from the nauseating overuse of food puns – is a rhetoric that first defines Cooking 

Channel in relation to Food Network and other contemporary U.S. food television. This is 

generally followed by language that describes Cooking Channel as a niche destination for 

foodies that offers a grittier, more serious look at food. Attending first to the heavy intertextual 

referencing of Food Network, The Washington Post, for instance, begins its review of Cooking 

Channel with a quote from Food Network star Bobby Flay. The article then discusses the recent 

history of reality-style food television, concluding that the premiere of Cooking Channel is a 

result of Food Network‘s – and other cable outlets like Bravo‘s – evolution into foodatainment, 

thus leaving a space for the more serious, instructional Cooking Channel. The New York Times 

piece takes a similar approach, beginning its review with the sentence: ―The Food Network is 

trying to take it up a notch by taking it down a notch‖ (Salkin). The intertextual presence of the 

Food Network in this paratextual discourse urges readers to use Food Network as a frame for 

understanding Cooking Channel. Asserts Gray, ―The intertexts are mobilized to shepherd the 

would-be audience toward seeing the text as a very certain product‖ (123, ―Reviews‖). Again, 

the influence of Food Network as an entryway paratext is considerable.  
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The press use of Food Network as an intertextual reference is decidedly gendered and 

familial, and necessitates further consideration of how Cooking Channel is discursively defined. 

Overwhelmingly, popular press articles feminize Cooking Channel in relation to Food Network, 

referring to the former channel most often as a ―sister channel,‖ ―sister station,‖ or ―sister spin-

off.‖ For example, the widely circulated Associated Press article written by Michael Hill refers to 

Cooking Channel in relation to its ―well-established sister channel.‖ This gendering is almost 

always combined with language that both ages Food Network and other food programming (i.e., 

―the 17-year-old Food Network‖) and frames Cooking Channel as having just been ―spawned‖ 

from the reproductive womb of the industry as a ―younger, hipper sibling‖ (Barker; Hill). 

Further, a Google search for ―Cooking Channel launch‖ produces links to dozens of personal and 

journalistic blogs with lines such as: ―The Food Network is Getting a Little Sister,‖ ―Food 

Network Creates Sister Station,‖ and ―Have You Watched Cooking Channel Yet? The Food 

Network‘s sister station…‖ (Yummy; Sharon; PartySugar). This gendering clearly privileges a 

desire for the channel to be perceived as fresh, young, and pliable for consumption. 

When the press was not referencing other food television to describe Cooking Channel, 

they offered a number of similar summaries of the channel‘s identity as a singular entity. The 

New York Times declared Cooking Channel to be a place for a ―hipper crowd interested in the 

grass roots of food culture,‖ while The Washington Post determined the channel would offer 

―more specialized fare‖ aimed at ―an audience that would be more discerning‖ (Salkin; Kurtz). 

Nicole Homewood of The Washington Post writes: ―Based on its show line-up, the Cooking 

Channel seems to be aimed at a younger, more sophisticated audience than the everyman's Food 

Network.‖ Notable in Homewood‘s piece is the use of the term everyman. Pitted against the 
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fledgling, underdeveloped, and feminized Cooking Channel, the Food Network becomes the 

masculinized, knowing figure. 

The Cincinnati Business Courier, a smaller regional paper, echoed these descriptors, 

choosing to include a quote from Scripps CEO Kenneth Lowe saying the channel would have ―a 

bit more of an edge on it‖ (Lowe qtd in Monk). Notably, the frequent use of the word ―more‖ in 

all of these articles maintains the comparison to other existing food programming, even while the 

use of words like ―raw,‖ ―grit,‖ ―serious,‖ and ―edgier‖ work to distinguish Cooking Channel in 

its own right (Salkin; Kurtz). It is in this intertextual reliance that these articles begin to settle on 

the channel‘s identity as a niche brand for people who are passionate about food:  

Many of the new offerings are niche vehicles that would lack the broad appeal of a Food Network 

program. There is "The Spice Goddess," about Indian food; "Drink Up!," devoted to cocktails, 

wine and beer; "Food Crafters," about artisanal food companies, and the genres of "Caribbean 

Food Made Easy," "Chinese Food Made Easy" and "French Food at Home" (Kurtz).    

 

The Business Courier‘s use of Kenneth Lowe‘s quote calls attention to the 

interdependency of industry and press. When discussing the paratextual discourse of Cooking 

Channel‘s launch, separating the voices and pinpointing their origins is a difficult task. All of the 

press reviews on Cooking Channel use at least one quote from a television executive or public 

relations spokesperson, and much of the defining dialogue in these published articles is not the 

writer‘s own words, but inserted industry-speak from a Cooking Channel or Scripps employee. 

In ―The Reviews are In,‖ Gray discusses how press and industry discourse can either ―dovetail‖ 

and work symbiotically to present the same message to viewers, or take divergent paths toward 

vastly different meanings (116). The majority of widely accessible reviews, articles, and 

synopses on Cooking Channel present – unintentionally or not – a united front of interwoven 

discourse. While one or two instances exist in which a reviewer has been antagonistic toward a 

press release or a quote from a Cooking Channel exec, most published material has thematically 
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built upon the initial industry-driven description of the Cooking Channel brand. This streamlined 

discourse calls attention to these ―paratextual authors‖ as instrumental in the meaning-making 

process and to that end, necessitates further attention from media scholars (Gray, ―Reviews‖ 

116). 

The final article I want to consider in relation to Scripps‘ April upfronts is the Associated 

Press coverage by writer Michael Hill. The article describes Cooking Channel as a niche cable 

platform with a ―different flavor,‖ and paraphrases a television executive by describing Cooking 

Channel as an ―indie-spirited niche film division‖ (Hill). The article also reuses a quote from 

Senior Vice President Bruce Seidel, as he determines the channel to be ―a little grittier, a little 

younger, a little more contemporary,‖ before concluding toward the end of the article that ―Food 

Network DNA‖ is easily recognized in Cooking Channel‘s identity. So, is Cooking Channel a 

Food Network duplicate, or isn‘t it? While the article does work to distinguish Cooking Channel 

as a place where ―foodies can get their fix,‖ it also somewhat perplexingly leaves potential 

viewers wondering whether they should expect a Food Network clone, or something entirely 

different. Or perhaps more realistically, viewers can expect a channel with resemblances to Food 

Network alongside discernable differences. I do not offer a comparative analysis of Food 

Network and Cooking Channel in this project. However, the following chapters do suggest that 

these ostensibly discernible differences are, in part, a focus on food information; an avoidance of 

reality- and game show-style food programming; and a much murkier deployment of gender. 

The AP article is an important site of meaning-making for two reasons. One, Hill‘s 

review was circulated widely and re-posted by many local and regional outlets, like The Seattle 

Times, The Columbus Dispatch, The Honolulu Advertiser, and The Trentonian. Because the 

article is one assessment of Cooking Channel’s core identity disseminated to many people, the 
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article becomes a powerful entryway paratext. Further, some readers may not ever actually watch 

this new channel; thus, the article – and all paratextual discourse, for that matter – potentially 

becomes the only interaction with Cooking Channel and the only opportunity to present its 

brand. As Gray asserts, ―by force of necessity, we all regularly allow paratexts to stand in for 

texts‖ (Shows, 46). 

The second reason I draw attention to the AP article is to evaluate how the meaning of 

Cooking Channel changes as the article is posted on different sites and given different titles. 

Frequently, the text of Associated Press articles are re-posted, but the titles are changed to more 

accurately reflect either a) the individual website identity; or, b) the poster‘s opinions about what 

is significant within the article. The original title of Hill‘s AP article – ―Food Network spawns 

edgy, young Cooking Channel‖ – changes as it shows up in various new homes on the web. For 

example, The Seattle Times changed only one word – replacing ―spawns‖ with ―creates‖ – in the 

title to maintain a similar meaning, while The Honolulu Advertiser dropped Cooking Channel 

altogether to post ―Food Network to debut ‗grittier, younger‘ sister channel.‖ Only The 

Washington Post distanced itself from Food Network by using Hill‘s article in conjunction with 

the title, ―Cooking Channel charts a grittier course for culinary television.‖ A similar shift in 

meaning occurs when The Dallas Morning News uses Allen Salkin‘s New York Times article 

discussed above, but changes the title to, ―Food Network serves up the more reserved, hipper 

Cooking Channel.‖ Presumably, different audiences read different news outlets; thus, the 

manipulation of the AP article mediates potential viewers‘ introductions to Cooking Channel in 

ways that alter its identity. 

Cooking Channel officially launched on May 31, 2010, with a Memorial Day lineup 

showcasing much of their original programming. Similar to the exposure during the release of 
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the programming slate in February and again during the upfront presentations in April, several 

mainstream press outlets covered the channel‘s first days on air. Like the publications of the pre-

launch phase, these assessments of Cooking Channel define the new cable offering in 

conversation with Food Network and other existing food television. However, these articles 

much more clearly portray Cooking Channel as a new, distinct brand for discerning foodies. A 

USA Today article, published the first day the channel was on air, sums up what the newspaper 

deems to be Cooking Channel‘s core identity by describing their apparent audience: 

Cooking Channel aims to attract…a sophisticated group of people in their 20s and 30s who brew 

their own beer and drink Pabst Blue Ribbon only with tongue firmly in cheek. Having grown up 

on sushi, they're ready to learn about sweetbreads — carved from grass-fed cows, of course 

(Barker). 

 

The article goes on to include an entire section describing how Cooking Channel‘s brand will be 

different than other contemporary food television, like Bravo‘s Top Chef. The section is even 

subtitled ―Seeking a separate identity‖ (Barker). 

 A New York Post article on May 31, 2010, also discussed how Cooking Channel would 

serve foodies. While the intertextual reference of Food Network is once again present, the author 

goes on to create distinction for the new channel by defining it as ―a more mellow, edgier 

channel for well-traveled foodies interested in things like food origins and cultures‖ 

(Homewood). The article drives home the point by suggesting Cooking Channel‘s ―food people‖ 

are ―sophisticated‖ and ―intuitive cooks‖ who ―recognize that food is part of culture and want to 

learn more about the science and the sociology behind the recipes‖ (Homewood).  

 Reviewing the news articles, reviews, and press releases announcing Cooking Channel‘s 

emergence does much to form an initial understanding of how a cable television channel‘s brand 

is articulated. At every stage of Cooking Channel‘s launch, from the schedule announcement and 

the upfronts to the actual first day on air, the press coverage and industry-driven language is 
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guided by a few instrumental elements. One, Food Network and other examples of current U.S. 

food-related programming are almost always intertextually present. Cooking Channel is rarely 

defined without acknowledgement of Food Network or Bravo, and most often, Food Network is 

used overtly as a crutch that frames Cooking Channel. Two, most of these paratextual authors 

take the extra step to differentiate Cooking Channel from these other, more entertainment-driven 

iterations of food television using familial, gendered discourse. Finally, Cooking Channel‘s 

identity is more often defined by its potential audience than by its programming slate. The fact 

that the channel was not yet on the air when many of the reviewed articles were published is one 

explanation for this; nevertheless, it is significant that these authors, in attempting to define a 

channel‘s identity, assume that that identity is mirrored in the identity of the viewers they 

presume to be watching. 

 

In Medias Res: Promos and Programming Schedule 

 Through the discussion of the press and industry-driven discourse above, it is clear that 

entryway paratexts prepare and mediate our introduction to texts, creating meaning as they do so. 

While it is important to consider how these specific types of paratexts may influence an initial 

impression of Cooking Channel via their existence at the interpretive perimeter, it is also 

pertinent to remember that many viewers may arrive at Cooking Channel knowing little about 

the channel. Viewers may have been clued in by a friend or maybe arrived by channel-surfing or 

via the Cooking Channel website. Thus, a more fruitful and traditional examination is one that 

considers how the channel‘s identity is also formed through its structure and content. Later 

chapters evaluate specific programs that air on Cooking Channel. In the remaining pages of this 

chapter, I want to briefly consider how Cooking Channel‘s promotional spots and programming 

schedule are key interstitial texts for the channel‘s identity formation. 
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 Gray defines in medias res paratexts as ―paratexts that flow between the gaps of textual 

exhibition‖ (23). The description is helpfully broad; any number of things might qualify as 

occurring in the in-between, whether during, within, or after the reading of a text. Gray‘s far-

reaching definition draws from a number of other media scholars‘ research on various types of in 

medias res paratexts (although not in these terms); collectively, these discussions encompass a 

long list of paratextual examples.
10

 Among those Gray delineates as in medias res are: 

extratextual materials like clothing lines, music, and websites; fan activity; ―hyperdiegesis‖ – 

paratexts that extend the plot, storylines, themes, or characters of a particular text; and, 

―previously on‖ segments that bring viewers up to speed on a television program (Hills qtd in 

Gray; Gray, Shows 42-45).  

Since this study concerns an entire television channel rather than an individual text (or 

small collection of texts), I would like to argue for the inclusion of in-channel promotional spots 

and a channel‘s programming lineup as essential in medias res paratexts. Gray articulates that in 

order to transition from a consideration of entryway paratexts to interrogation of in medias res 

paratexts, we must first shift our mindset to ask: ―how does the text happen?‖ (Shows, 41). This, 

I think, is an exceptional question when considering how the overall structure and content of 

Cooking Channel supports the formation of a niche brand. How does the text happen? What are 

the promotional introductions to the individual programs aired on Cooking Channel? And what 

can the arrangement of the channel‘s schedule tells us about its identity? 

 

A Network by Food People, for Food People 

Integral to Cooking Channel‘s initial branding is a collection of 30-second promotional 

trailers that scatter and loop continuously. These promos began with the channel‘s launch in May 

                                                 
10See Will Brooker‘s ―Living on Dawson’s Creek: Teen Viewers, Cultural Convergence, and Television Overflow.‖ In 

International Journal of Cultural Studies 4.4 (2001); and also, Henry Jenkins‘ Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media 

Collide. New York: NYU Press, 2006. 
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2010 and were steadily present in Cooking Channel‘s first year on air. These are colorful 15-, 30-

, and 60-second trailers that introduce the channel‘s ―cast,‖ provide viewers with a flavor of the 

programming, and hammer home the channel‘s core identity. These formulaic spots all begin 

with the Cooking Channel logo and end with a combined visual and voiced-over tagline of 

―Cooking Channel. Stay Hungry.‖ All feature a series of quick cuts of people interacting with 

food, as well as a voiced-over announcer (usually male) to highlight what is most important 

within the promo. I review a few of these spots below in order to highlight potential meaning-

making moments present within – in medias res – the channel. 

First, Cooking Channel looped several trailers designed to promote the network as a 

whole. Running frequently during variable hours in the months of May 2010 through May 2011 

was a spot that highlights five original shows and systematically outlines Cooking Channel‘s 

fostering of an identity that focuses on increasing viewers‘ food capital through authenticity, 

food history, cultural knowledge, curiosity and passion. The trailer begins with Dolce Vita‘s 

David Rocco saying emphatically, ―Italians have this thing with food….‖ (i.e., mediating a direct 

link to a different culture) before cutting to Unique Eats‘ Danny Meyer detailing the history of 

the classic shake stand (i.e., food history and trivia). The camera then cuts to a wide shot of 

Australian Bill Granger of Bill’s Holiday standing on a boat in the middle of the ocean saying, ―I 

love great food…and I‘m always interested in where it comes from‖ (i.e., passion and food 

origins). A medium close-up of Swedish-Ethiopian Chef Marcus Samuelsson follows, as 

Samuelsson says, ―And that‘s why I felt like it was important to tell that story. Food is my 

vehicle‖ (i.e., global novelty, food as culture carrier, storytelling). The spot ends with 

Food(ography)’s Mo Rocca saying, ―Carry extra napkins.‖ The male voice-over weaves in and 

out of the trailer, solidifying the message with a hook that explicitly tells us what Cooking 
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Channel is: ―A smart new network for today‘s food lover…With inspiring chefs…With unique 

flavors from around the globe…This is Cooking Channel. Stay Hungry.‖ 

This promotional trailer, which ran frequently in any given week in the first year and 

aired most often in the evening hours, offers a few clues as to what Cooking Channel would like 

viewers to consider its brand. First, the alignment with passion that we saw in the press articles‘ 

frequent use of the terms food lover and foodie is also present here. Second, the sense that 

Cooking Channel wants to take food seriously resonates throughout the promo spot. Emphasis on 

food histories and different cultures through the careful framing of the featured hosts is 

reminiscent of the buzzwords of informational and smarter that were made visible in the many 

entryway paratexts highlighted above. Finally, women are entirely absent in this promo. In other 

featured promotional spots that offered broad sweeps of the channel, they are largely silenced. In 

fact, of the few seconds afforded to women in these channel-wide promos, half of that time is 

reserved for one of the female chefs to utter a high-pitched squeal rather than actual words. 

These spots make a bold statement about who can present information about food and go a long 

way to suggesting that Cooking Channel‘s identity has something to do with men. Seemingly, 

men can be trusted to lead ―food lovers‖ to passion, knowledge, and diversity of experience. The 

promotions also suggest, through the male-dominated trailers, that men are more capable of 

drawing in an audience for the channel. 

Cooking Channel has also produced a number of series-specific 30-second spots. The 

broad, all-inclusive hook that tied together the channel promo – ―A smart new network for 

today‘s food lover‖ – is replaced with a line that summarizes the individual host‘s food 

philosophy. Each spot ends with a narrator confidently asserting what the show‘s host can offer 

the audience. Since these tags go a long way to delineate Cooking Channel‘s brand, I have 
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included several of them below. In each, the quotations denote the narrator‘s voice as he or she 

concludes the promo spot: 

Luke Nguyen’s Vietnam: ―He‘s Luke. And he‘s finding new ways to stay authentic. Luke Nguyen’s 

Vietnam. Tonight at 10.‖ 

Food(ography): ―And Mo Rocca doesn‘t just touch on it, he digs deep to give you something to really 

chew on… And he‘s always looking for ways to stay engaged.‖ 

Fresh Food Fast: ―He‘s Emeril. And he‘s always looking for ways…to stay forward thinking. Fresh 

Food Fast. Wednesday at 8:30.‖ 

Food Jammers: ―They‘re artists, inventors, and dudes who can really cook. They‘re the Food Jammers. 

Which means they‘re always finding new ways to stay inventive. Food Jammers. Tonight at 10:30.‖ 

FoodCrafters: ―Join Aida Mollenkamp as she looks for new ways to stay original. FoodCrafters. Next. 

Cooking Channel. Stay Hungry.‖ 
 

Each spot ends with ―Cooking Channel. Stay Hungry.‖ These transcriptions make clear 

Cooking Channel’s work to identify itself as a channel that takes food seriously – a network that 

encourages its viewers to ―stay hungry‖ and promises to offer programming that is authentic, 

original, inventive, and that digs deeper and stays forward thinking. Further, given that the 

promos most often feature men and their respective shows, these trailers suggest the notion that 

―real, authentic culture remains the prerogative of men‖ and work to solidify Cooking Channel 

as a legitimizer of food (Huyssen 47). Cooking Channel‘s use of men to facilitate the branding of 

a particular identity is wrought with interesting tensions, and this ostensible gender exclusivity 

will be addressed in the following chapters. 

Again we can see the similarities between this channel-driven discourse and the articles 

and press releases discussed above. In all instances, work is done to distance the channel from 

notions of food programming as merely foodatainment. Instead, these promos reinforce the idea 

that Cooking Channel is a niche cable spot for those with a particular type of learning-based, 

hyper-passionate relationship with food. Importantly, both the envisioned audience and the 

representation on the channel are comprised of upper-middle-class, mostly white males. Because 
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they are looped and re-run frequently, these promotional spots become powerful meaning-

making paratexts that fill significant space in between the programs aired on Cooking Channel. 

 

Cooking Channel Schedule 

The contemporary television environment is one in which millions of viewers can 

command the remote (or mouse and keyboard) to choose from hundreds of channels. This 

overcrowded landscape makes a channel‘s programming schedule – what it chooses to air when 

– important in drawing and maintaining viewers. This is not to ignore, however, the many ways 

the flow of television can be manipulated by time-shifting devices, such as DVRs and PCs, but 

only to consider scheduling as a paratextual element that ―energizes, contextualizes, and 

otherwise modifies‖ our interaction with the Cooking Channel text. This last portion of the 

chapter asks: how is identity secured through Cooking Channel‘s schedule? 

Surveying an average week of Cooking Channel programming reveals two insightful 

patterns which will be discussed further in the following chapters, but deserve mention here. 

First, the channel‘s original programming – shows created exclusively for Cooking Channel and 

first-run on the channel – receive the most airtime. This is notable because these original 

programs, many of which were outlined above in the list of promo spots, form the heart of 

Cooking Channel‘s brand. These are instructional or information-driven shows geared toward 

those passionate food lovers described in the press dialogue. Further, while the channel offers a 

mix of original, imported, and archived programming, by choosing to most frequently privilege 

the original programming, the channel effectively makes a statement about its brand. In other 

words, Cooking Channel is not interested in being an archive for re-runs; instead, it prefers to 

offer original shows that will ―dig deeper‖ and find new ways to deliver food information.  
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Second, this collection of original programming is more frequently offered in primetime. 

This is an important distinction because it speaks to whom Cooking Channel thinks it is 

representing in its formation of identity. The ―young,‖ ―hip,‖ ―passionate,‖ and ―serious‖ food 

lover is ostensibly more likely to watch television in the evening after work, while Cooking 

Channel is less interested in defining their brand through programming – and arguably less 

interested in representing – those who watch television in daytime. Further, the promotional 

spots and programming schedule suggest that men – specifically upper-middle-class white men – 

are not only best able to draw audiences to the channel, but are, in fact, the most lucrative 

audience themselves. As Todd Gitlin demonstrates in Inside Prime Time, evening programming 

blocks became increasingly important in the early 1980s – and continue to be – as prime time 

shows drew in ―disproportionately high demographics, relatively younger, more male, more 

prosperous viewers whose attention was worth proportionately more to advertisers‖ (305). This 

history of success helps to explain Cooking Channel‘s male-dominated prime time schedule as 

well as its male-dominated promotional trailers that were most frequently re-run during the 

evening hours. This activity of favoring men is integral to television industry practice. As Eileen 

Meehan asserts in ―Gendering the Commodity Audience,‖ institutionalized sexism – men earn 

more money and spend more time in the workplace – causes advertisers to go after male 

audiences. Consequently, ―networks and cable channels [have] to target men to meet advertisers‘ 

demand for spenders‖ (318). 

 

Conclusion 

 The key difference, of course, between the examples I have offered as entryway paratexts 

and those I have suggested to be in medias res paratexts lies in the level of control the author of 

each has in creating Cooking Channel‘s brand. While the press reviews and articles serve an 



              

 

 

60 

important function in shaping how viewers understand the channel, these publications are created 

by authors who have a much different perspective on – and much less investment in – the 

ultimate identity of Cooking Channel. The promotional spots and programming lineup, however, 

reflect paratextual work done by the producers and television executives who have a financial 

investment in constructing a niche identity. (And to that end, it could be argued that neither one 

of these groups has control in the way audiences do, but that is far beyond the scope of this 

chapter.) Despite differing levels of investment, these paratexts do much to shape Cooking 

Channel‘s brand. This is evident in the way the Scripps press releases choose particular words to 

describe Cooking Channel and in the interpretive strategies and subsequent language of the press 

articles. It is also evident in the messages offered by promotional spots as well as how the 

channel situates its shows into a strategic programming schedule. 

 Finally, there are limitations to the research at this present moment. First, my use of 

articles from ―mainstream‖ press outlets always already limits the breadth and depth of my 

analysis. These articles are perhaps read only by certain audiences, and there is no qualitative 

way to assess whether readers of The New York Times, for instance, would also be viewers of 

Cooking Channel. Further, this is not a reception study; consequently, I can only speculate as to 

viewers‘ interpretive strategies in determining Cooking Channel‘s identity. However, by closely 

examining these paratexts, I can begin to suggest which identities are available to be read. Both 

of these limitations matter only to a degree, since my objective in this chapter was to highlight 

moments where a new channel‘s identity formation occurs, and not to determine how, when, and 

where interaction with that identity occurs. 
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Chapter Two 

“Cooking” with Information: Stay Hungry, Food People 

In an August 2010 airing of the Cooking Channel program Food Jammers, hosts Micah 

Donovan, Chris Martin, and Nobu Adilman construct a homemade coffee bean roaster using a 

barbecue, a tennis racket, two colanders, and metal piping. The three musicians-turned-chefs 

stock up on ―nuts and bolts! nuts and bolts!‖ at a hardware store before visiting a coffee shop to 

consult with a male coffee roaster on palates and beans (a female barista fills orders in the 

background). Later, as they take turns rotating the makeshift roaster, Micah describes his perfect 

espresso: ―I‘m hoping that I‘m gonna get a balanced cup with a little bit of acidity, like some up-

front flavor and then floral, citrusy highlights.‖ A discussion ensues regarding their respective 

fantasy cups of coffee, and Nobu chimes in with his own vision: ―I want it to hit me really hard 

off the top, and then I want it to just cradle me. And then just as I‘m about to fall asleep, like 

throw water in my face.‖ After eight hours of work, the three successfully brew coffee and 

proceed through a technical tasting that includes sips, swirls, and note-taking. The men sigh 

collectively as Nobu concludes: ―Ahh, so worth the time.‖ 

This episode of Food Jammers – ―BBQ Coffee Roaster‖ – was originally produced by 

Food Network Canada and aired in Canada in 2006, but for most domestic viewers of the 

recently launched U.S. Cooking Channel, the show and its zany hosts are fresh content. Food 

Jammers is a quirky and ponderous show that privileges artisanal products, hints at slow food 

methodologies, and straddles the hazy line foodies often walk between ―democracy and 

distinction‖ (Johnston and Baumann). Its hosts are young, hip men who are seemingly plugged 

into the taste cultures of music, fashion, and food. In short, the show is a signpost for the current 

North American social and cultural food landscape, epitomized by Martha Stewart‘s recent 

article for The Huffington Post in which she states declaratively, ―food is the new fashion.‖ In 
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addition to being a cultural marker, Food Jammers is also paradigmatic of the presence of men 

on Cooking Channel. Here, as is the case with much of the channel‘s programming, the three 

hosts are men, and they seek food knowledge from male experts as they build their coffee 

roaster.  

Chapter one offers a discussion of Cooking Channel‘s process of identity formation in the 

cluttered landscape of U.S. cable television. In this second substantive chapter, I want to extend 

this discussion in two specific ways. First, while the previous chapter considers the paratextual 

discourse of news articles and press releases, this chapter focuses on programming – the main 

texts that comprise the majority of Cooking Channel‘s televised content. Second, much has been 

said about food television and distinction. Following Bourdieu, many have argued that the 

history of televised cooking programs is the history of a dominant class whose particular 

relationship to food is, more often than not, that of acquiring cultural capital for a particular 

lifestyle.
11

 Stewart‘s article aligning food with fashion emerges in this vein. This chapter directly 

addresses the gendered aspect of that process of distinction. 

Any nominal amount of time spent watching Cooking Channel reveals that men are much 

more visible and frequently present on the channel (―Meet the Male Chefs‖).
12

 The gendered 

history of food television, which I have partially outlined in the introduction, suggests a number 

of plausible explanations for why men are appearing en masse on Cooking Channel. Women are 

predominantly associated with the private, domestic sphere of the home kitchen, while men are 

more attendant to public food spaces. Presumably, this extends to the televisual space, despite 

the fact that the history of food television reveals a relatively equal sharing of hosting duties by 

                                                 
11See for example, Counihan and Van Esterik, DeSolier, Johnston and Baumann, and Miller.  
12Informally, a review of any given week of Cooking Channel‘s schedule of both original airings and re-runs, shows featuring 

men as the lead outweigh shows featuring women 65/35. This does not include assessment of shows with ensemble casts and 

commercials, although promos featuring men run more frequently and ensemble casts are often disproportionately men. 
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both men and women. However, I am more interested in how gender is situated as Cooking 

Channel‘s identity evolves into a recognizable brand. How are men and women discursively 

positioned within and around the channel‘s programming, and how does this inform our 

understanding of Cooking Channel‘s identity as a channel ―by food people, for food people‖ 

(―About Us‖)? Ultimately, I argue that the discursive content of Cooking Channel‘s 

programming solidifies a niche media brand for foodies, and this occurs through a process of 

distinction that relies on gendered discourses. Not only are men establishing residence on 

Cooking Channel, but, as I will demonstrate, their visibility occurs at key sites of ideological 

meaning-making and identity formation. In order to create a foodie brand, Cooking Channel 

favors content that is based on information, rather than instruction, and that can be discussed in 

terms of originality and authenticity. The brand is further dependent on long-held notions of 

masculinity and patriarchy, and subsequently works to differentiate itself from mass culture, 

which has historically been constructed as feminine.  

 

Foodie Discourse: Objects of Study and Method 

Cooking Channel‘s televised schedule is a strategic amalgam of programs that are sharply 

dayparted and re-run with varying levels of frequency. Because I want to assess how gender 

informs the creation of a uniform identity, I favor breadth over depth and consider segments 

from a range of shows featured on the channel. Consideration of multiple programs allows for an 

analysis organized thematically; thus, I move beyond noting the frequency with which men and 

women are visible toward a project that pinpoints the patterned discourses used to situate these 

men and women within the channel‘s programming. The process of determining content for 

analysis, however, is daunting when approaching an entire cable channel. Cooking Channel 
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broadcasts twenty-one hours of cable programming a day.
13

 Although a television channel‘s 

inaugural year often features frequently re-run shows to save on costs and familiarize viewers 

with its content, Cooking Channel spent its first six months airing a diverse collection of 

programs and broadcasting up to 20-30 different programs in any given 24-hour cycle (Smith).
14

 

This proliferation of programming combined with the fact that gender is incessantly reproduced 

via structures, agents, and institutions, produces a long list of eligible objects of study. As such, I 

use Raymond Williams‘s discussion of cultural analysis as a guide, wherein Williams asserts: ―it 

is with the discovery of patterns of a characteristic kind that any useful cultural analysis begins, 

and it is with the relationships between these patterns…that general cultural analysis is 

concerned‖ (63). In short, I have looked to the channel itself as a guide, attempting to recognize 

where and when Cooking Channel self-reflexively builds its identity. 

As I discuss in the first chapter, Cooking Channel executives considered using the word 

foodie in the channel slogan before settling on ―[a network] by food people for food people‖ 

(Kurtz). In their recently released Foodies: Democracy and Distinction in the Gourmet 

Foodscape, Josée Johnston and Shyon Baumann argue that in order to understand the term 

foodie one must understand discourse. The foodie identity, they assert, is solidified not only by 

foodie practices such as consumption, preparation, and purchase, but also by a particular foodie 

discourse – language, rhetoric, and other dialogic markers that demonstrate loving food ―more 

than the average person‖ (Johnston and Baumann 55). Implicit in this assertion is the co-

dependency of identity and discourse. Just as foodie is best understood by examining its 

contextual links to surrounding dialogue and rhetoric, so is a television channel‘s brand best 

                                                 
13As of April 2011 as Cooking Channel approached its one-year mark, the hours between 3:00 A.M. and 6:00 A.M. remained 

paid programming. 
14

Here I am referring to ―re-run shows‖ as Cooking Channel shows that are looped into a weekly schedule multiple times and not 

to syndicated re-runs. 
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understood by exploring the discourses present within its programming. I want to extend 

Johnston and Baumann‘s definition of discourse to consider, in a Foucauldian sense, how 

discourse is also the generative site of power and struggle, and the maintenance of convention. 

Discourse as power is inextricably linked to ideology. Much of this chapter will argue 

that long-held and firmly established class and gender ideologies frame Cooking Channel‘s 

brand. The most obvious example begins with the word foodie itself and the long e (/iː/) 

concluding the pronunciation of the term. A large body of research on sound symbolism shows 

that vowel-heavy, high-frequency words are considered diminutive and feminized (Klink). The 

diminutive form is simultaneously associated with disparagement, intimacy, and endearment, 

merging to roughly form condescension (the same sort of feminized place from which terms of 

endearment stem). In isolation this is nothing more than an interesting power-laden observation. 

However, when considered jointly with the fact that Cooking Channel executives decided 

against using the term in the channel‘s slogan, the avoidance of foodie reveals much about 

Cooking Channel‘s branding strategies (Kurtz). The contradictions that arise from these 

incongruous perceptions of the cultural meaning of foodie offer a jumping off point for further 

consideration of how discursive sites contribute to the Cooking Channel identity that is 

ultimately presented to viewers.   

 

Structure and Visibility: Cooking Channel Style and Substance 

In addition to the potentially incongruous perceptions of the term foodie, the name of 

Cooking Channel is also perplexing. As I will discuss, the channel works to focus its branding 

efforts around programming that has little to do with how-to cooking instruction and food 

preparation. In fact, such a focus on food as opposed to cooking – with over a dozen series using 

the word ―food‖ in their titles and a slogan that includes the phrase ―by food people, for food 
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people‖ – suggests that, ironically, the more compatible name would be Food Network. The 

choice of Cooking Channel is not discussed in national press articles or Scripps press releases at 

the time of the channel‘s launch, and no Scripps executives have commented on the name. With 

a lack of other concrete motivations, it is reasonable to consider that Cooking Channel perhaps 

points to nothing more than the ease and convenience of an alliterative and (not so) eponymous 

name. 

With few exceptions, Cooking Channel shows fall into three broad stylistic categories – 

the traditional domestic instructional cooking program; the reality-style food competition or live 

format; and, the information-driven food culture shows, which I subsequently define. Further, the 

channel builds a schedule from a mix of imported, archived, and original programming. The 

differences among these three is attributed to their source, wherein imported indicates a non-U.S. 

original production and airing; archived indicates shows that have been off the air or in 

infrequent syndication and are re-issued for Cooking Channel; and, original indicates never-

before-aired programs that Cooking Channel has specifically created for its own use. These style 

and content categories are not mutually exclusive and often overlap. Cooking Channel offers, for 

example, imported programming in both the traditional domestic instructional format as well as 

the culture show. Or as another example, they offer traditional domestic instructional shows that 

are both archived and imported. All of these shows are dayparted and re-run based on style, 

format, and content. 

 Programs that focus on the actual preparation of food for the viewer‘s benefit are 

plentiful. Traditional domestic instructional programs are aired almost exclusively in daytime, 

generally between the hours of 6:00 a.m. and 5:30 p.m. These 30-minute segments follow in the 

long tradition of ―cookery‖ television – men or women hosts mix ingredients from behind a 
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kitchen counter, offering candid and often intimate instruction to the camera (and by extension, 

the viewer at home). While this format is consistently run during the week, Cooking Channel 

weekends are less predictable; more often than not, though, traditional cooking programs fill the 

morning hours on Saturdays and Sunday as well. Women are most frequently present on the 

traditional domestic instructional program, something that comes as no surprise when 

considering the history of food television. However, this is not to say that women are most 

frequently present on the channel.  

Another portion of Cooking Channel‘s schedule is comprised of shows that adhere to the 

reality and/or game-show style competition or live format. I lump these two categories together 

because, for the purposes of this analysis, their similarities outweigh their differences. This 

format is epitomized by archived ―classic‖ food programming, like Emeril Live!, Iron Chef, and 

Iron Chef America, the three most frequently re-run programs. These almost exclusively feature 

and are hosted by men. This format is discussed in greater detail at the end of the chapter. 

Again, despite its name, Cooking Channel frequently strays from the cooking kitchen. 

The third major stylistic category filling the channel‘s schedule is the food culture show. Broadly 

defined, these programs are 30-minute or hour-long shows that focus on food information in the 

form of food tips, trivia, history, and cultural education. For example, the popular primetime 

show Food(ography) offers viewers more than they ever wanted to know about a single food 

(i.e., cheese) or food-related item (i.e., cookbooks). In a similar vein, FoodCrafters details the 

production processes of artisanal food makers, Food Detectives helps clarify food-related myths 

and misunderstandings, and Food Nation seeks out local culinary histories. These shows offer 

viewers a particular kind of food knowledge via information that, as I argue below, hinges less 

on how-to cooking instruction and more on a classed and gendered social instruction. Food 
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culture shows are most frequently hosted by a solo chef or notable television personality, 

although several programs, including Unique Eats and My Life in Food, are often narrated by an 

ensemble cast. These programs dominate the primetime hours on Cooking Channel and are also 

the most frequently re-run in non-daytime hours. 

Food culture shows are the focus of this chapter because, following Williams‘ guide for 

cultural analysis, they are the nerve center of Cooking Channel‘s branding process. In an article 

discussing how the television program The Sopranos forged a distinct brand on HBO, media 

scholar Dana Polan reveals that the show‘s most lucrative piece of merchandise was The 

Sopranos Family Cookbook. Polan delineates a number of reasons for drawing attention to the 

cookbook, including his assertion that the tie-in with food is a classed and gendered attempt on 

HBO‘s part to speak to its target audience at a moment when ―food preparation in the home has 

become one of the prime sites for invigoration of the urban professional lifestyle‖ (276). This 

arguably insignificant piece of trivia – that a television show cookbook spent twenty weeks on a 

New York Times bestseller list – is, like Martha Stewart‘s declaration of food as fashion, an 

articulation of food‘s contemporary position in the cultural realm. There is considerable 

justification for focusing on food culture shows as the site of Cooking Channel‘s identity 

formation when Polan‘s articulation of food culture is considered in conjunction with Cooking 

Channel‘s goal to reach a young professional demographic and the fact that these viewers are 

most likely to watch television in primetime (Smith). 

 

The Trivial Pursuit of the Foodie: Information without Instruction 

The food culture shows that pervade Cooking Channel‘s evening schedule are committed 

to information. Such an obvious statement sounds inane until one considers the difference 

between information and instruction. The history of food television is the history of how-to 
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instruction, and the foundational pedagogical nature of cooking programs is reliant on the 

information hosts provide to their audiences – ingredients, recipes, food storage and freshness 

secrets, and tips on technique. After all, ignoring for a moment the class implications of Julia 

Child‘s success, her fame can be partially attributed to the specific value of her skill as a teacher 

of French culinary style. In theory, if not in practice, the how-to of food preparation so 

synonymous with food television is democratic – anyone can prepare a meal at home, and 

cheaply! Whereas instruction is always already packaged with information, information does not 

necessitate instruction. Information without the practical arm of application is often frivolous, 

and often a cultural stand-in for the more economically salient practice of consumption. Here we 

see the first connection between Cooking Channel‘s brand and its focus on the food culture 

show. 

Cooking Channel‘s dayparting strategies render the traditional domestic instructional 

program partially invisible via its placement in daytime and favor the food culture shows that 

begin in the early evening – presumably as advertisers‘ imagined (hoped for) audience of young 

professionals settles in (Hill). Industry research makes two things apparent: one, following Gitlin 

in the previous chapter, primetime is the choicest time block; two, audiences don‘t want to learn 

how to cook after dinner (Smith). While these socio-economic factors cannot be ignored and 

help to clarify Cooking Channel‘s programming strategies, the privileging of food culture shows 

is detectable in the frequency with which this format is re-run, and in the heavy featuring of these 

series in commercials and promo spots. Food culture shows on Cooking Channel are decidedly 

information-driven; they are characterized by a lack of ―how-to‖ pedagogy and an excess of 

historic, scientific, and trivial factoids. As such, this section of analysis focuses on these food 
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culture shows in order to outline my understanding of the distinction between information and 

instruction, and how this supports the Cooking Channel brand.      

The above statement – namely, that information does not necessitate instruction – is 

premature. Here I have created a bind because, while Cooking Channel food culture shows may 

not present straightforward how-to instruction, they do, of course, offer social instruction. This 

becomes the premise of my argument. Information in this vein, as I will demonstrate, indicates a 

production and presentation of premium (inaccessible) knowledge that catalyzes the 

differentiation from mass culture toward a gendered process of distinction that leads to social 

power via cultural capital. Anyone can prepare a meal at home, for example, but not everyone 

can inform friends and family about the food cures for heartburn or a just-opened restaurant in 

Berkeley. More important, perhaps, not everyone can afford to consume at a just-opened 

restaurant in Berkeley. A material consumptive practice, although subtle in some televisual 

moments and overt in others, is an ever-present pillar of foodie culture and a primary reason for 

Cooking Channel to utilize its discourses in the formation of a channel identity. In short, food 

culture shows peddle the explication of foodie – falsely democratized by the tagline ―by food 

people, for food people‖ – that is the beating heart of the Cooking Channel identity.
15

 On 

Cooking Channel, this information is framed through the masculinized ideologies of history, 

science, authenticity, and the cultural capital of tips and trivia.
16

 

 

History 

In an often re-run episode of Food(ography), host Mo Rocca explains the Central 

American and European history of chocolate: 

                                                 
15 I want to clarify here that I am not advancing Cooking Channel as the original site of television‘s peddling of social instruction; 

indeed, there is a long history of hobbyist, educational, and makeover television that aims to instruct viewers in prescriptive, 

class-laden ways. Instead, I am suggesting that part of Cooking Channel‘s brand is dependent on the gendered (male-dominated) 

mode of social distinction in a way that previous food television has perhaps not fully engaged. 
16 That these ideologies are Westernized as well as masculinized informs my analysis to a degree, but a more in-depth critique of 

this cultural factor is beyond the scope of this chapter. 
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Chocolate has always been a hot commodity. So it comes as no surprise that when Cortes the 

Conquistador discovered Montezuma and the Aztec nobility drinking it in Mexico in the 1500s, 

he became smitten with the stuff and sailed it back to his king in Spain, in haste. In Spain, the 

bitter drink was eventually sweetened with sugar and spread among the Catholic population… 

(―Chocolate‖). 

 

Here, as in most episodes of Food(ography), Rocca narrates a fun and interesting history of a 

single food or food-related item. Later on in the episode, Rocca shifts to another segment of 

chocolate‘s history, the process by which it was solidified:  

In Amsterdam there lived a Dutchman with a dream. C.J. VonHoughton, imagined a world where 

a man could eat chocolate as well as drink it. So in a moment of sublime inspiration, he invented 

the cocoa press, which for the first time in history enabled the cacao bean to be turned into solid 

chocolate. 

 

These two examples illustrate how quickly the history of chocolate becomes the history 

of great men. Underlining ―history‘s masculine emphasis‖ are Cortes the Conquistador and C.J. 

VonHoughton, the active agents in Rocca‘s (his)story and representative of many Food(ography) 

episodes which begin with Rocca‘s linking food discoveries with the great kings of Mayan, 

Aztec, and ancient Greek origin (McCarthy 45). 

The ―Chocolate‖ episode continues by panning over paintings of monarchies as Rocca 

continues: ―For us humans, the real turn-on is probably more closely linked with chocolate‘s 

long history as an indulgence of the nobility and the wealthy‖ (―Chocolate‖). The camera then 

cuts to a medium close-up of Salon.com food writer Francis Lam: ―When you give someone 

chocolate, it‘s like you‘re giving them a piece of the good life. What says I love you like that?‖ 

From here, Rocca drives home the point: ―Power is hot! […]. And for centuries, chocolate was 

forbidden to the masses, a symbol of decadence, a naughty, guilty pleasure…‖ (―Chocolate‖). As 

Rocca narrates, the camera zooms in on a 17th- or 18th-century monarch on horseback directing 

soldiers. The camera cuts away from the monarch to a female model walking down a runway and 

a number of quick cuts of decadent images (a spa, a romantic dinner, a close-up of cream). The 
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signification of the scene points to an understanding of chocolate as power (the monarch) and 

sex (the runway model). Notably, chocolate‘s association with power is a historical, authoritative 

masculine image, while chocolate‘s association with sex, guilt, misbehavior, and decadence is 

feminized, and – via the spa basin, the romantic dinner, a close-up shot of cream, and the sexy 

figure of the runway model – open to be consumed. 

In After the Great Divide, Andreas Huyssen asserts that mass culture is gendered. 

According to Huyssen, the notion ―gained ground during the 19th century that mass culture is 

somehow associated with woman while real, authentic culture remains the prerogative of men‖ 

(47). The significance of Huyssen‘s assertion, which he demonstrates through a confluence of 

historically specific factors including socialism and a major women‘s movement, is the 

conflation of women with the ―threat‖ of mass culture. The rather lengthy excerpt above from 

Food(ography) encapsulates the iteration of this ideology and its presence on Cooking Channel. 

Chocolate, in this context, becomes the discursive site of the foodie – knowledgeable (via the in-

depth discussion of chocolate‘s history), masculine (via chocolate‘s discoverers and inventors), 

and inaccessible (via its ties to nobility). At least for Food(ography), both the production and 

consumption of chocolate are elite practices maintained within the ―realm of male activity‖ 

(Huyssen 47). Only when identified with the feminine mass – illustrated by the images of the 

spa, whipped cream, and runway model covering the screen as Rocca discusses the dangers of 

consumption – does chocolate become forbidden, threatening one‘s self-control.  

Alongside the history of great men is Cooking Channel‘s construction of history via the 

discourse of authenticity. The Al Roker-hosted My Life in Food often chronicles the histories of 

foods, people, and places, which is exemplified by a recent episode featuring New York City 

food tour guide, Famous Fat Dave. In one episode, ―Neighborhood Eats,‖ Famous Fat Dave 
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leads Roker in search of the oldest and best-kept food secrets in Harlem, starting first with 

Dave‘s pick for pizza: 

Patsy‘s is where we‘re going first, the original Patsy‘s….it opened in 1933. Most importantly, 

they got the coal oven, the original coal oven. Most pizza in New York is gas oven, which started 

in the 1950s. So you‘re going to taste the original, you know, the original flavor of pizza in New 

York […]. This is what pizza tasted like 100 years ago. 

 

Similar to My Life in Food, the artisanal-focused FoodCrafters illuminates the connection 

between history and authenticity in a recent episode on alcohol or alcohol-infused foods. Food 

writer/host Aida Mollenkamp introduces viewers to Scott and Todd Leopold, two brothers 

running a small-batch whiskey distillery in Colorado: ―Hand-crafting whiskey, one barrel at a 

time, takes patience. But doing it in a method that hasn‘t been seen in a century, now that‘s 

dedication‖ (―Spike‖). Mollenkamp‘s description in the opening seconds of the segment instantly 

antiquates the Leopold brothers‘ process in a way that implies authenticity, via words like 

dedication, century, handcrafting, and patience. As the segment progresses, the brothers take 

care to reveal how aged and authentic their ―pre-Prohibition style‖ whiskey is, proudly declaring 

that no refrigeration is used and that the whiskey is aged, untouched, in oak barrels (―Spike‖). 

Both the whiskey and the pizza are cherished foods viewers are led to by men who hold 

the knowledge of their production and history, and consequently, control their consumption. 

Despite their presentation on national television, both foods are inaccessible to the masses – the 

pizza by virtue of its singular, hole-in-the-wall status and the whiskey by virtue of its small-batch 

production; in short, both foods are geographically situated and unable to be mass produced. 

Like the chocolate, then, the pizza and the whiskey are fodder for the foodie identity, ―by 

fortifying [its] boundaries, by maintaining [its] purity and autonomy, and by avoiding any 

contamination with mass culture‖ (Huyssen 54). The Leopold brothers demonstrate their 
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whiskey‘s authentic history, Famous Fat Dave authenticates the 100-years pizza, and in turn, 

Cooking Channel fortifies the boundaries of its brand. 

 

Science  

Continuing with the Leopold brothers makes a smooth transition into another pillar of 

Cooking Channel‘s information/instruction distinction: science. Returning briefly to the segment 

partially described above, the Leopold brothers discuss their whiskey‘s distillation process:  

We start with fermentation and mashing. We do not use any refrigeration. We do not use modern 

enzymes, anything exogenous to put in. So it‘s just basically hot water and grain. […] All that 

distillation is, is taking advantage of the difference in boiling point, between the alcohol and the 

water. All that the condenser is doing is taking that hot alcohol-laden vapor, it is cooling it down 

again so it re-liquifies and drops out as alcohol.  

 

Immediately the authenticity is again apparent in the brothers‘ insistence that their whiskey is 

―just‖ hot water and grain. This simplicity is mapped onto the scientific discussion of the 

fermentation process, so that the quality of the whiskey becomes associated with the pure yet 

technical method through which it is produced (a method enacted by men). The authentically 

scientific process of making whiskey becomes an articulation of foodie culture via an alignment 

with high art that is, as Huyssen argues, ―analogous to science, and like science, [it] produces 

and carries knowledge‖ (53-54). Notably, Aida Mollenkamp, the host of FoodCrafters, is 

entirely absent during the segment. However, she provides a female voice for the narration of the 

whiskey story, falling into Huyssen‘s description of the muse: ―Women as providers of 

inspiration for the artist, yes, but otherwise berufsverbot [occupation ban] for the muses‖ (50). 

Put more simply, women can be inspiring but not productive. 

 Food Detectives is a frequently airing Cooking Channel show hosted by well-known 

television and food personality Ted Allen, most notable for his co-hosting tenure on the long-

running Bravo series, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy. Not entirely self-evident in its name, the 

half-hour program features Ted Allen interacting with ―food techs‖ and guest scientists to myth-
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bust food mysteries and uncover food-based cures. Each episode begins as Ted Allen states 

declaratively, ―Welcome to our kitchen laboratory headquarters, where we‘re answering all the 

questions you‘ve ever had about food…with real science!‖ Amidst a beaker-and-lab-coat 

aesthetic, Food Detectives touches on a wide variety of food or medical curiosities. Typical 

questions are: ―What is the best way to ease the pain when you‘re suffering from heartburn?,‖ 

―Why do people cry when chopping onions?‖ and ―Is double-dipping actually a health hazard?‖ 

(―Heartburn Remedies‖).  

Throughout each episode Allen and his guest scientists – most often white males fitted in 

white lab coats – test the questions at hand using ―food tech‖ volunteers (average-looking men 

and women dressed in street clothes) as well as statistics and technology. Milk is eliminated as a 

heartburn remedy when, after initially soothing the esophagus of a food tech, the scientist points 

out that milk could ―ultimately exacerbate the problem‖ because ―dairy triggers acid production‖ 

(―Heartburn Remedies‖). In another Food Detectives segment, the guest scientist enthusiastically 

mentions to Allen that a genetically-modified ―tear-free‖ onion could be on the market in the 

next decade‖ (―Heartburn Remedies‖). In ―A Separate Reality: Science, Technology, and 

Masculinity,‖ Fergus Murray pinpoints masculinity‘s hold on science and technology, 

articulating these areas as ―core domain(s) of a socially constructed masculinity‖ in that they 

―play an important role as boundary marker(s); what is perceived to be technological is perceived 

to be masculine‖ (67). The masculine hold on science becomes clear when the ―Heartburn 

Remedies‖ episode ends with a sillier, less credible scientific query – ―Can you cook raw salmon 

in your dishwasher?‖ A female scientist appears to tackle this experiment, one which requires 

both cooking and housework. 
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The means through which these gendered and classed ideologies are articulated on Food 

Detectives are not nearly as cut and dry as I suggest in this analysis. Indeed, Allen‘s notoriety via 

the Emmy award-winning Queer Eye for the Straight Guy and his arguably subversive 

presentation as host of Food Detectives via his campy, satirical performance work to break down 

the gendered binaries and normative ideologies framing Cooking Channel‘s identity. I address 

this in the next chapter. 

For a final example of science as information, I turn to a ―Food Fantasy‖ episode of the 

30-minute program, Unique Eats. Unique Eats is hosted by an ensemble cast of men and women 

chefs and/or food television personalities whose on-camera and voice-over narrations are chop-

edited to create a blend of young, enthusiastic voices merged to describe a food product, person, 

or destination. For example, a female voice-over might welcome viewers before a male voice-

over takes over to describe the theme of the day‘s show. (I have clarified these voice-cuts in the 

block quotes below with forward slashes.) In the ―Food Fantasy‖ episode, The Bazaar 

restaurant‘s Executive Chef José Andrés and Chef de Cuisine Joshua Whigham discuss one of 

the ―fantasy‖ foods on their menu – olives. The chefs describe the process by which they 

construct their fantasy olive dish, assisted by the colorful commentary of the Unique Eats cast: 

He [Chef Andrés] takes the juice of two different types of olives and blends it with calcium 

chloride./By mixing in the calcium it creates air bubbles, so we put it in to the cryovac machine 

and it sucks out all of the air and you get this nice pure olive juice./He‘ll take this mixture and 

drop it into a solution of sodium alginate./And so what happens is there‘s the natural chemical 

reaction that goes on between the olive juice – the calcium – and the alginate./And it basically 

solidifies, the liquid becomes the size of an orb./He marinates it with olive oil and all these fresh 

herbs and let‘s that sit for a little while and then you get it served on a spoon.  

 

The description of the olives reaches its fantastic finale: 

You put it in your mouth, and (snaps fingers) and all of the sudden, you are experiencing 

something with a traditional flavor that you never experienced before./It‘s a party in your mouth. 

It‘s unbelievable. I mean, this is something that nobody else can coin. Because it‘s totally José 

Andrés. It‘s so unique. 
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Ironically, the host‘s claim to uniqueness comes at the end of a detailed description that 

has given away the chef‘s recipe. Thus, this episode of Unique Eats offers a food fantasy brought 

to life through a male chef‘s use of science and a female cast member‘s sexual description of ―a 

party in your mouth.‖ The authenticity of the olive dish is not lost on the cast, who point out its 

exclusivity – ―no one else can coin it‖ via its uniqueness. Unique eats are, of course, more 

democratic than exclusive eats. The olive segment is complicated by Chef José Andrés‘s thick 

accent as he sensually describes the dish. Andrés describes consuming the olives – ―You put it in 

your mouth‖ – with an air kiss and a snap of his fingers. The oft-quoted bell hooks line, 

―Ethnicity becomes spice, seasoning that can liven up the dull dish that is mainstream culture,‖ 

becomes literally and metaphorically evident here (29). The imagined foodie viewer ―consumes‖ 

Chef Andrés, a safe eating of the Other as it is also a consumption of knowledge and 

authenticity. In turn, Chef Andrés consumes the dish. The sensual nature of his description is 

shored up by the rational, meticulous explanation of how he constructs (controls) the dish. 

Unlike history, science is strongly linked to practical application. Hypothetically, 

scientific information gleaned from Cooking Channel programs could be directly applied via 

how-to instruction, blurring the line between information that is readily accessible for mass use 

and information that translates to cultural capital. Whereas the olive and whiskey productions are 

fairly inaccessible due to the technology and merchandise involved, the Food Detectives episode 

on heartburn remedies is a much more approachable segment. The distinction of the everyday 

becomes significant here. Michel de Certeau delineates everyday practices as actions tied to the 

personal needs resulting from one‘s particular circumstances, such as walking, reading, and 

cooking; thus, these actions are most often ―tactical in character‖ (ix, xix). For de Certeau, there 

is a distinction between strategies and tactics, the former being the process by which producers – 
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people, institutions, and structures – enact power, and the latter being the approach of consumers, 

or those who navigate the environments of the strategists. Thus, everyday practice is tactical, 

because it is forced to traverse a route through the more powerful strategic. Food Detectives 

disrupts the practice of the everyday by operating within two powerful, authoritative strategies of 

science and technology, a visual and dialogic space where research becomes a masculine and 

unnecessary ―form of intangible mental labor that add[s] hidden value‖ (McCarthy 44). This 

added scientific value helps to reinforce a Cooking Channel brand that speaks to the foodie 

pillars of education, evaluation, and authenticity. Put a different way, Food Detectives ostensibly 

says to viewers, ―We won‘t teach you to how to bake, but we‘ll show you how important food is 

by aligning it with science!‖ 

 

Trivia 

 Finally, information is disseminated to Cooking Channel viewers through food tips and 

trivia. Discrete from traditional cooking advice, these factoids are the epitome of information 

without practical application via their ―distance from necessity,‖ Bourdieu‘s essential 

measurement of distinction (6). Cooking Channel trivia takes many forms, the most common of 

which is articulated through a discourse that offers viewers useless fun facts, such as the detail 

that the modern-day sandwich was named for the Fourth Earl of Sandwich, John Montagu 

(―Sandwiches‖). These fun facts are often coupled with information that is more useful for the 

foodie identity. For example, viewers are clued in to where they can find ―miracle berries‖ (taste 

bud-altering berries) for their very own tasting party in a recent episode of Food Detectives. In a 

segment on United Tastes of America, viewers are reminded that a real, California-style pizza 

doesn‘t start with the dough, sauce, and cheese, but the Berkeley Farmer‘s Market (―Miracle 

Berry‖; ―Pizza‖). 
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These facts, like the origin of the sandwich, are not practical, but instead support a social 

process of distinction through their distance from de Certeau‘s tactical everyday. These trivial 

tidbits – chocolate is best from Ghana, Harlem‘s best pizza is at Patsy‘s – become socially 

instructive, pointing viewers toward particular restaurants or unique foods that are available to 

those who can invest monetarily and leisurely in their cultural capital returns (―Spike‖; 

―Neighborhood Eats‖). What‘s more, Cooking Channel trivia is often packaged and delivered 

within the context of assumed knowledge, so that, for example, when cocktail mixologist Darryl 

Robinson introduces a guest co-host sommelier for a red wine episode of his Drink Up! program, 

it is assumed that viewers are already familiar with sommeliers. The taken-for-granted nature of 

this information goes a long way toward clarifying the channel‘s identity.  

How, then, is this pervasive trivia gendered? As is evident by the above examples, 

Cooking Channel trivia is consistently delivered within a male-dominated context; on the visual 

and discursive surface, men are the originators (Earl of Sandwich) and transferors (miracle berry 

ordering info) of this information. Ideologically, trivia becomes more complicated. On the one 

hand, trivia is quite literally defined as insignificant information, an arguably feminized notion. 

On the other hand, seemingly useless information can be re-articulated as gendered social power. 

To understand the context of the trivia‘s delivery, then, is to clarify its ideological meaning for 

Cooking Channel‘s brand. As Darryl Robinson and the male guest sommelier on Drink Up! 

discuss the pairing of red wine varietals with food, they consistently refer to the pleasure of 

enjoying the meal, rather than the work of preparing it. As the food techs on the ―Miracle Berry‖ 

episode are each given a berry, they are told to spend time over it, allowing it to coat the mouth. 

Information is delivered to Cooking Channel viewers on an axis of frivolity that is connected to 
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the affordability of leisure rather than the practicality of the labors of the everyday, a distinction 

that has long been equated with men. 

The segments from food culture shows offered in this section of the analysis help to 

clarify the gendered and classed ways information helps to discursively construct the foodie 

while simultaneously shaping Cooking Channel‘s cable identity. The focus on history, science, 

and trivia in an authentic, male-dominated, ideologically masculine televisual context aligns with 

contemporary understandings of the foodie and allows Cooking Channel the opportunity to speak 

to a niche audience through its particular relationship to its subject matter, food. Interestingly, 

when asked whether he felt more cultural, information-driven shows would stall the channel‘s 

success, Cooking Channel General Manager Michael Smith responded: ―We think there‘s such 

an intrinsic interest in food that we don‘t have to stray away from information too much…food is 

one of those topics that there are enough people who care about it that we don‘t have to water it 

down‖ (Smith). Implicit in Smith‘s response, I would argue, is an acknowledgement that the type 

of programming offered on Cooking Channel comes with a built-in brand and subsequent 

audience. A foodie community large enough to sustain a cable channel, but small enough to 

avoid a ―watered down‖ interaction with the masses. 

 

Trailblazing an Adventurous Path to the Original, Unique and Artfully Obscure 

Accessibility is the unfortified boundary, as Huyssen might put it, through which mass 

culture threatens to dilute high art. The previous portion of the chapter considers how Cooking 

Channel discourses frame food knowledge as the domain of men through gendered ideologies 

surrounding history and science. The following section overlaps and furthers that analysis by 

considering gendered processes of distinction that hinge on controlled access – first, through 
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exploratory trailblazing that leads to obscure, original, and/or authentic ―foodie finds,‖ and 

second, via the power to control access through the channel‘s discursive definitions of art. 

 

Blazing a Foodie Path 

On My Life in Food, New York City tourists are invited to hop in Famous Fat Dave‘s 

checkered cab for exclusive four-hour ―Five Borough Eating Tours,‖ which, as one might 

imagine, are categorized by the food the native New Yorker can find for his customers 

(―Neighborhood Eats‖). In this episode, which I have already noted above for its emphasis on 

history, Dave drives Al Roker around New York uncovering hidden food gems, forging a path of 

originality from the food he finds to the transportation he uses. Not only does Al get to ―taste the 

original‖ pizza of coal-burning ovens that presumably only Dave can uncover, but the path to 

these particular foodie finds is forged in Dave‘s vintage cab. Dave comments enthusiastically on 

the cab: ―She‘s a 1982 Checker Marathon,‖ to which Al Roker replies, impressed: ―They don‘t 

still make those?‖ (―Neighborhood Eats‖). Dave authorizes the cab‘s obscurity, confirming that 

1982 was the last year of production, while also gendering the cab and creating an ―old boys 

club‖ dialogue that continues throughout the episode (―Neighborhood Eats‖). The episode ends 

with a visit to a barbecue restaurant, where Dave details the history of the restaurant‘s origins as 

the two share a rack of ribs. The long-established connection between meat and masculinity 

reinforces the male space of the episode (Adams). 

On Famous Fat Dave‘s website, infamous chef Anthony Bourdain compliments Dave‘s 

trailblazing prowess – ―Aside from knowing New York City‘s streets like the back of his hand, 

he‘s got a firm grip on the under belly of Manhattan‖ – and this ethos is certainly apparent in the 

above episode of My Life in Food (famousfatdave.com). However, the nature of Dave‘s 

employment as a tour guide complicates his otherwise inaccessible trail to food knowledge. 
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Tourism generally connotes two things – a foreign, uninvited, and unwanted feminized mass or a 

hegemonic, masculinized notion of colonialism. As David Harrison points out, ―colonialism 

prompted overseas travel and helped provide the basis for modern tourism‖ and rests, at least in 

part, of an exploitation of the Other (90). Taking these connotations into consideration, and 

recognizing that Dave is revealing his unique food pathways in the public space of national 

television, it seems clear that Dave is a symbol of the hegemonic force more closely aligned with 

colonialism. Further, Dave and his tours – in other words, a world of male-dominated food 

knowledge – are controlled via, once again, the idea of leisure, this time through financial 

capital. Famous Fat Dave Tours are expensive, starting at several hundred dollars for the bare 

minimum, and this metaphorical consumption is coupled with the literal process of consuming 

food for pleasure, rather than for sustenance (famousfatdave.com).
17

 Here, continual eating is the 

name of the game, and if ―Fat‖ Dave and Al Roker are any indication, this is an active space 

reserved for men who can hold down their food. The episode encapsulates B.R. Myers 

description of the distinguishing process in foodie culture, whereby ―it has always been crucial to 

the gourmet‘s pleasure that he eat in ways the mainstream cannot afford‖ (Myers). 

―Neighborhood Eats‖ is a particular episode within a specific program, My Life in Food, 

but the focus on constructing a path to valuable food knowledge is a current that runs across 

Cooking Channel food culture shows. Similar to the focus on history and science, the actual 

process of seeking out food knowledge – what I am calling exploratory trailblazing – is a staple 

of foodie culture and a narrative and discursive trope Cooking Channel utilizes to brand its 

foodie identity. Jamie’s Food Escapes is a prime example of a show that is built around the 

masculine-tinged exploratory trailblazing ethos. British restaurateur-turned-media guru Jamie 

Oliver has hosted over a dozen televised cooking programs in a number of countries, and most 

                                                 
17Dave was featured in Saveur Magazine‘s ―2007 Saveur 100 List‖ at #15 (famousfatdave.com).   
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recently has had the attention of the foodie community due to debate surrounding his class-laden 

ABC network show, Jamie Oliver’s Food Revolution.
18

 Oliver debuted Jamie’s Food Escapes in 

February 2011 as an original primetime program for Cooking Channel. Here is how the program 

is described on the channel‘s website:  

Jamie hits the road for a culinary expedition through the world's cultures and cuisines. Travelling 

across Europe and North Africa, Jamie discovers as much about the people as the food. Heading 

off the tourist track, he finds authentic ingredients and extraordinary characters, preparing 

delicious recipes en route. From truffle and boar hunting in the French Pyrenees to spear fishing 

off an island near Athens, Jamie attempts to uncover the freshest, most authentic dishes; including 

the street food of Marrakesh, herring in Sweden and sweet prawns in Venice 

(CookingChannelTV.com). 

 

This segment shares the implicit colonialist discourse also apparent in Famous Fat Dave‘s 

trailblazing antics. Feminist cultural studies scholar Caren Kaplan maintains that trailblazing 

discourse necessitates a high/low divide, wherein tourism becomes a signification of high culture 

and exile a signification of low culture (27-8). Jamie’s Food Escapes typifies this divide – and 

its clear gendering – in a caption that wraps around a picture of a pale, well-toned, smiling Oliver 

hoisting a crate of heirloom tomatoes on his shoulder: ―Jamie goes off the tourist track to find the 

real regional food of Venice‖ (CookingChannelTV.com). Leaving the well-trodden path is a 

familiar Cooking Channel theme, whether it wholly frames the narrative arc of a program, as it 

does in Jamie’s Food Escapes, or peripherally informs a show‘s discourse. Here, leaving the 

well-trodden path to initiate discovery demarcates the difference between the colonialist-tinged 

entering of tourism and the act of exiting, the deportation process of exile.  

This aspect of foodie-ism, the act of exploration, is ostensibly only available to men. In 

the occasionally airing primetime special Food Nation, for example, well-known television chef 

Bobby Flay is ―on the prowl‖ to find ―local culinary history and character‖ – a highly trained 

chef (education) becomes a predatory beast (exploration) (CookingChannelTV.com). Similarly, 

                                                 
18Food Revolution chronicles Oliver‘s attempt to bring healthy, nutrient-rich foods to elementary schools in what viewers are told 

are America‘s fattest cities (Jamie Oliver). 
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most segments of the primetime Food(ography) include voiceover that constructs the image – if 

not the physical presence – of the male anthropologist/adventurer: ―While exploring the history 

and origin of chocolate confections, Mo traces the ingredient from the Amazon rainforest to 

America…‖ (―Chocolate‖).  

The ―quest motif‖ is integral to these Cooking Channel programs, whereby the male hosts 

journey to exotic or obscure locales – notably outside the realm of the domestic kitchen and 

tinged with the problematics of Orientalism – to uncover original foodie finds while 

simultaneously undergoing a test of their ―physical and moral strengths‖ (Stott 71). Although 

these hosts are most often seeking food or restaurants and not people, the search for the 

exoticized Other is a clear underlying narrative. Interestingly, despite this chapter‘s structural 

focus on gendered binaries, the quest motif and trailblazing ethos of these episodes draws an 

important connection to postmodernism. As sociologist Bryan Turner suggests, ―postmodernism 

challenges orientalism‖ by suggesting ―a new vision of justice which gives primacy to 

difference, to heterogeneity, to paradox and contradiction, and to local knowledge‖ (12). Turner 

takes a decidedly political perspective and his work is mostly beyond the scope of this analysis 

of food programming. Nevertheless, the implication that postmodernism may begin to break 

down the boundaries that dichotomize the Other is something worth noting as I move toward 

further incorporation of postmodernism in the next chapter. Also important to note is the feminist 

nature of this perspective. In this case, a theoretical construct that challenges traditional notions 

of trailblazing and the quest motif also works to destabilize men‘s hold on the authoritative, 

colonialist position that articulates an Other. Restructuring the historical perspective of 

colonialism is a primary goal of postcolonial feminist theorists, who work to ―force a re-
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examination‖ – as scholar Sara Mills puts it – of the often female Other subjectivity of colonial 

historiography by destabilizing the firm constitution of subjects (107). 

Also at play in Cooking Channel food culture shows are aspects of the quest motif found 

in recently prevalent reality-style, travel food television, popularized by shows like Have Fork, 

Will Travel on Food Network, and Man vs. Food and Anthony Bourdain: No Reservations on 

Travel Channel. Interestingly, though, the risk-taking aspect of this type of programming, what 

Laurie Ouellette and James Hay describe as a demonstration of ―individuals‘ capacity to endure 

and manage extraordinary stress,‖ is mostly absent from shows like Food(ography), Jamie’s 

Food Escapes, and Food Nation (155-56). Instead, only the ―rewarded dimension‖ of trailblazing 

is highlighted, where the masculine adventurer trope culminates with the revelation of food or 

food knowledge (Ouellette & Hay 156). Thus, in many instances on the channel, the quest 

becomes more focused on the privileged, gendered reward of access to foodie cultures. 

Embedded in these shows‘ visual and discursive access to obscure foods, off-the-beaten-

path restaurants, and never-before heard food histories are three essential pillars of social 

distinction: Bourdieu‘s assertion that frivolity is epitomized by the distance from necessity; the 

affirmation of (food) knowledge as power; and, the notion that the process of distinction occurs 

in a patriarchal space. Originality becomes a fourth pillar in Cooking Channel‘s work to capture 

the foodie identity; food culture shows featuring exploratory trailblazers also spend ample time 

on the novelty of what is revealed, so that food becomes ―good and authentic‖ when it is tied to 

specificity (Johnston and Baumann 85). It is worth nothing that Emeril Live! and Iron Chef are 

the programs run in primetime when Cooking Channel isn‘t airing its original food culture 

shows. Food television giants like Emeril Lagasse – an original trailblazer – fill the in-between 

spaces of the channel, assuring originality as a consistent definer of the Cooking Channel brand. 
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The Art and the Craft 

Women are often absent from exploratory trailblazing, but their visibility changes when 

Cooking Channel enters the discursive realm of art. The alignment of food with art is a relatively 

consistent theme on the channel. Take, for example, the opening sequence from the ―Food 

Fantasy‖ episode of Unique Eats: 

You want a food fantasy? Head to The Bazaar. /Your dish is dancing, it‘s smoking, it‘s dinner 

theatre at the table. /You want a food fantasy? See food as art at WD50. It is like your wildest 

dream, colors, textures, things you couldn‘t even imagine. On a plate!
19

 

 

Unique Eats, also discussed in the previous section, is a 30-minute primetime program hosted by 

a cast of well-known food personalities, both men and women, who are primarily relegated to 

voice-over but occasionally appear on screen in confessional-style medium close-ups. The 

premise of the show is epitomized by its one-sentence opener, voiced-over by a woman: ―We 

went to the best places in America, to find the most unique eats‖ [emphasis original] (―Food 

Fantasy‖).  

Whereas shows like Jamie’s Food Escapes narrate the adventure story as it is happening, 

Unique Eats focuses on what happens once the foodie finds are realized. This is most readily 

apparent in the past tense of the show‘s introduction: ―we went to the best places,‖ which signals 

to viewers that the work of uncovering food or food knowledge is mostly complete. Implicit in 

this variation on the exploratory trailblazing theme is the subtle shift from the productive to 

consumptive, which perfectly parallels the shift from an all-male televisual and discursive 

environment to a more feminized space and also indicates a turn toward art. In the above 

example, Unique Eats uses mostly feminine voices and high-color close-up shots of gourmet 

                                                 
19Again, a forward slash indicates change in voice-over. 
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food to give viewers a flavor of what will be offered in the episode.
20

 Cued by the inflection in 

the description of food as art, viewers are set up for a sensual fantasy, a fantasy that – in this 

episode at least – is made possible by the food work of male chef José Andrés. Thus, while men 

remain the producers behind artful food, women‘s presence here matches Huyssen‘s description 

of the muse: imitative, reproductive, but never original and artistic (50). 

Unique Eats is a prime example of how frequently food is described as art on Cooking 

Channel. Other food culture shows on the channel, however, focus more soundly on the artistic 

production of food. Comparing two recent primetime episodes, one from Food Jammers and one 

from FoodCrafters, reveals how Cooking Channel discourses are gendered to construct 

particular meanings. As these segments will illustrate, the productive space of women becomes 

associated with craft as unpaid work of the everyday, while the productive space of men 

becomes the discursive site of craft as art, as distinguished and elite. 

FoodCrafters is one of few primetime Cooking Channel programs hosted by a woman. 

The show‘s opening dialogue, voiced-over by host Aida Mollenkamp, is as follows: 

I‘m Aida Mollenkamp, food writer and food obsessed. My passion is finding and tasting the best 

artisanal food around the country. So dig in, and meet the folks who make it, pack it, and ship it 

straight to your door. Just click to taste. 

 

Immediately apparent in this opening are two points. First, FoodCrafters broadcast of artisanal 

food to ostensibly national television audiences recalls Walter Benjamin‘s foundational essay, 

―The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.‖ Writing in 1936, Benjamin asserted 

that technologies of mass production would dilute the ritual practice, distinct characteristics, and 

relatively inaccessible nature of art. At first consideration, Benjamin‘s concern seems both elitist 

and resistant to the democratic potential of mechanical reproduction. On the contrary, Benjamin 

                                                 
20At the risk of conflating gender and sex, I do mean to say feminine as opposed to female here. The Unique Eats voice-overs are 

most often feminine; meaning, both male and female voices are higher-pitched and have a wider range of intonation, presenting a 

feminized affect.   
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believed that if art could be mass produced, it would be distinctly more democratic. 

FoodCrafters straddles the line between democracy and distinction with its presentation of 

artisanal food. On the one hand, one can ―click to taste‖ – literally, go online and purchase 

whatever artisanal food they desire. In this sense, the mass production of ―artful‖ food is a 

measure of a more democratic culture. On the other hand, FoodCrafters insists on the 

singularity, obscurity, and authenticity of their featured artisanal foods, which increases the 

artistic aura of the products and is relatively elitist. For Cooking Channel, this balance of 

democracy and distinction is the best of both worlds. The mechanical reproduction of artisanal 

foods – despite, or because of, its elitist tendencies – financially supports the cable brand in a 

streamlined way: foodie audiences can view FoodCrafters (i.e., subscribe to the channel), feel 

like a ―recognized‖ audience by a niche media brand, and purchase the small-batch scotch that is 

large-batch enough to sell online.    

More obviously apparent in the opening dialogue from FoodCrafters is the use of the 

word artisanal in the show description and craft in the show‘s title. Both words are historically 

associated with women and the everyday, and crafting, as Laurie Ouellette puts it, ―refers, more 

than art or science, to the everyday making and modulation‖ (14). This is further emphasized by 

the ―Holiday‖ episode of FoodCrafters I want to highlight, which offers vignettes of four female 

holiday artisans: a gingerbread ornament maker, a sweet potato pie maker, an Italian panforte 

confectioner, and a heritage turkey breeder. The episode chronicles the four women and their 

holiday-themed foods as they prepare to produce enough product to meet the demand of the 

holidays. In the gingerbread segment, for example, gingerbread maker Patti Paige is shown 

busily mass-producing ornaments with a small staff (―Holiday‖). The Food Jammers episode I 

offer in contrast, ―Gallery Eats Art,‖ chronicles the show‘s three male hosts – Christopher, 
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Micah, and Nobu – as they prepare for their own edible art show in a rented gallery space. The 

men buy art supplies, visit a patisserie for advice on food aesthetics, and finally host an exclusive 

viewing of their food art for friends, family, and business associates. 

 Placed in conversation with one another, the two episodes artfully expose the gendered 

process of distinction occurring on Cooking Channel programming, which coalesces around 

several interconnected discourses. First, the difference between labor and leisure is apparent. The 

women of the FoodCrafters ―Holiday‖ episode are grounded in a familial domestic tradition – 

the heritage turkey breeder raises turkeys with her husband, the sweet potato pie maker bakes 

pies with her mother, and Patti Paige‘s gingerbread hails from her grandmother‘s recipe. In 

contrast, as the men of Food Jammers construct their edible art show, the language of their 

process includes no talk of work, but instead exclamations of ―fun,‖ ―awesome,‖ and ―this is 

pretty sweet!‖ (―Gallery‖). FoodCrafters is situated in the realm of domestic unpaid labor while 

the Food Jammers leisurely construct art, adhering to Bourdieu‘s assertion that ―nothing is more 

distinctive, more distinguished, than the capacity to confer aesthetic status on objects that are 

‗banal‘ or even common‖ (5).  

As the ―Gallery Eats Art‖ episode moves forward, the men decide to visit Francois 

Rahier, owner and chef of Rahier Patisserie, who Micah points out, ―has a high degree of craft.‖ 

In other words, Micah is impressed with Chef Rahier‘s ability to craft art from food. At the 

patisserie, there is a clear divide between the labor of the kitchen, identified by three women 

silently kneading dough in the background, and the craft – Chef Francois standing near the shiny 

glass display case of art-like fruit tarts and pastries. Here, the ―craft‖ that Micah refers to is the 

art of a finished product (as conceptualized by a male chef), rather than the labor of its 

production, as ―craft‖ connotes in the FoodCrafters ―Holiday‖ episode. This aligns with 
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Johnston and Baumann‘s description of the foodie‘s preoccupation with food craftsmanship as 

authentic and original, ―food as having an idiosyncratic to a specified creative talent […] 

distinguished as ‗quality‘ artful food‖ (85). The useful gender theory here is elucidated by Alex 

McIntosh and Mary Zey via Kurt Lewin‘s concept of women as ―gatekeepers‖ of food. McIntosh 

and Zey suggest that while women may have responsibility over food, this is not the same as 

control (125). In the two episodes, the distinction between responsibility and control, as differing 

sites of power, is clarified by the use of the word craft in the female-focused FoodCrafters 

episode and the male-dominated Food Jammers episode, and further illuminated in the segment 

with the Chef Francois and his silent workers. 

The men‘s and women‘s relationships to the mass in these two episodes are also 

significant. Throughout ―Gallery Eats Art,‖ it is clear that Nobu, Christopher, and Micah are 

constructing art for a limited audience, and at the episode‘s conclusion, the edible art show is 

small and intimate. In contrast, the FoodCrafters episode thematically and quantitatively aligns 

with mass culture – the holidays are widely practiced rituals. For example, Kathy, the heritage 

turkey breeder declares that she wants to breed as many turkeys as there are people to purchase 

them, no matter how expansive the business becomes, while the gingerbread maker and sweet 

potato pie maker are similarly happy to create large quantities of product (―Holiday‖). Here 

again the notion of craft as art takes on different meanings in these contrasting productive spaces. 

The men of Food Jammers fortify the elite boundaries of art by ―avoiding any contamination 

with mass culture and with the signifying systems of everyday life‖ (Huyssen 54). Indeed, any 

trace of food‘s everyday use disappears as the men visit the art supply store and literally ―confer 

aesthetic status‖ on edible items via paint brushes and canvases (Bourdieu 5). Notably, despite 

the female holiday artisans‘ adherence to the demands of their customers, a subtle foodie 
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discourse remains in, for example, pie maker Allison Rave‘s insistence that her pies are 

―sophisticated‖ and made from ―quality ingredients,‖ and Kathy the turkey breeder‘s 

consideration of herself as an innovative pioneer (―Holiday‖).  

Huyssen argues that ―the lure of mass culture, after all, has traditionally been described as 

the threat of losing oneself in dreams and delusions and of merely consuming rather than 

producing‖ (55). Although most Cooking Channel content – regardless of how it is gendered – 

centers on productive food spaces, the relationship between productive and consumptive is the 

axis on which discourses of art operate in the two segments at hand. Arguably, the Food 

Jammers episode is protected from the threat of consumption via its alignment with both men 

and exclusivity; consequently, this is a safe space for high art. The women artisans featured on 

FoodCrafters, however, are subject to the threat of consumption by the feminized mass simply 

by virtue of the long-standing relationship between women and art, wherein Huyssen maintains 

that women are relegated to that of inspiration/muse, ―unless of course they content themselves 

with the lower genres (painting flowers and animals) and the decorative arts‖ (50). The ―lower 

genres‖ and ―decorative arts,‖ of course, adequately describing the craft of holiday-related 

goods.  

The purpose of discussing ―Holiday‖ and ―Gallery Eats Art‖ against one another is to 

point out how particular gendered ideologies are deeply embedded in Cooking Channel 

programming. A foodie identity is clearly visible in both episodes and both work to solidify a 

Cooking Channel brand. Highlighting the difference in the discursive construction of art and 

craft, however, reveals much about the channel‘s reliance on men and masculinity. In the male-

dominated productive space, food as art becomes original, productive, and authentic without the 

threat of the mass. Huyssen drives home this point in an articulation that links the discussion at 
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hand with the fact that Cooking Channel, by virtue of its placement on television, faces the 

continual threat of feminization: ―After all, the theatre in bourgeois society was one of the few 

spaces which allowed women a prime place in the arts, precisely because acting was seen as 

imitative and reproductive, not original and productive‖ (51). Television, of course, follows from 

the theatre, and building on Nietzsche, Huyssen discerns the connection: ―the theater, the mass, 

woman – all become a web of signification outside of, and in opposition to, true art‖ (51). Thus, 

it is not a stretch to suggest that this characterization of television is always lurking at the 

perimeter and something Cooking Channel executives, no doubt knowledgeable about 

television‘s mass appeal and reception, would implicitly try to counter in their brand. 

 

Reinforcing Identity: The Purposeful Supplement of Reality Programming   

In an article discussing masculinity in Japanese food television, T.J.M. Holden links the 

reality-style food competition program to sport. Holden‘s connection is intuitive, somewhat 

obviously demonstrating that shows like Iron Chef, with their ―rival combatants, teams of 

specialists, sideline announcer, play-by-play and color commentators, and final judges,‖ 

reproduce familiar and long-held tropes of masculinity via the male-dominated institution of 

sport (207). For the purpose of generic identification, I want to suggest that the reality-style food 

competition program is a specific offshoot of foodatainment. Like Joanne Finkelstein‘s original 

vision of foodatainment programming, reality-style food competitions are a performance for a 

presumed or actual audience that feature visually-rich interactions with food and an atmosphere 

of high adventure. More specific to the reality-style competition is the significant element of 

liveness, as well as the masculine overtones of rivalry, contest, and authority (which are manifest 

most obviously in winning and losing, wherein the show ends when someone is definitively 
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given ultimate power via their ―win‖). There is no chef duel on Emeril Live!, but this is because 

Emeril Lagasse must battle the food, a battle he always wins, much to the audience‘s delight. 

Cooking Channel‘s dependence on the reality-style competition show is minimal and 

selective. Iron Chef, Iron Chef Japan, and Emeril Live! are the only shows aired regularly on the 

channel that fulfill the generic requirements delineated above. The channel devoted ten percent, 

less than five percent, and five percent of its weekly scheduling to these programs at three 

months, six months, and nine months out from its launch, respectively 

(CookingChannelTV.com).
21

 These numbers offer a better picture of how frequently Cooking 

Channel viewers might encounter this programming; however, a consideration of when these 

shows are aired better informs my question of how the channel‘s content reinforces its identity. 

Iron Chef and Iron Chef Japan air almost exclusively in the late evening hours (11:00 P.M. and 

3:00 A.M.) and often on the weekends, while Emeril Live! airs most frequently in the hours just 

before traditional primetime (7:00 P.M.) or at random weekend hours (11:00 A.M. on Saturdays, 

for example) (CookingChannelTV.com). These are portions of a television schedule that draw 

unpredictable viewership by virtue of their middle-of-the-night and dinner-hour time slots; 

notably, though, these shows never air in weekday daytime. 

Based on my assertions throughout this chapter, it is unsurprising that shows like Iron 

Chef and Emeril Live! have a minimal presence on Cooking Channel. They are not information-

rich; they are high action (the previous chapter demonstrates Cooking Channel‘s resistance to 

this type of show); and, importantly, they do not necessarily foster exclusivity (one does not need 

specialized food knowledge, for example, to enjoy Iron Chef). These shows do, however, fall 

into what Cooking Channel has described as ―classic‖ programming – older, well-known shows 

                                                 
21Reality-style competition shows aired during the seven-day week of: 08/01/10-08/07/10 were 27/263 (10%); 11/23/10-11/30/10 

were 12/250 (4.8%); and, 02/20/10-02/27/10 were 13/258 (5%).   
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like The French Chef or Emeril Live! that have historically been successful in terms of longevity 

and viewership (―Stay Classic‖). These reality-style competition programs also ―operate within 

an authoritative structuration of power‖ so that, as Holden acutely points out, even if women are 

present on the show, they are ―operating in the rhetoric‖ of a sport-like practice that manifests 

normative masculinity (207).
22

 This point is inflected with a dangerous patriarchy-is-inescapable 

tenor, but hesitancy aside, there is much to be learned from the placement of these shows on 

Cooking Channel. Iron Chef and Emeril Live! are the ideal supplemental programming to 

underline the channel‘s foodie identity. Despite their infrequent and scattered placement that 

likely results in less regular viewing, their twin values of vintage appeal and masculinity – both 

of which align these shows with history, originality, and authority – reinforce a particular 

Cooking Channel brand, even at 3:00 A.M. when no one is watching.  

 

Conclusion 

 Following Jack Goody‘s work on cuisine and class, Carole Counihan and Steven Kaplan 

begin their Food and Gender: Identity and Power anthology by reminding readers that ―class, 

caste, race and gender hierarchies are maintained, in part, through differential control over and 

access to food‖ (2). This quote not only acknowledges food as an ―index of power,‖ but it is also 

striking in that the word information could easily replace or be added on to the end of the 

sentence. This chapter‘s approach has focused on uncovering how ideology shapes the presence 

of discourses on Cooking Channel and subsequently constructs the channel‘s foodie brand. Ever 

present on the channel are particular definitions of authenticity, originality, accessibility, and art, 

all of which are enveloped in masculinized and/or male-dominated ideologies. These gendered 

ascriptions are persistently embedded in social discourse and action – as in the channel‘s 

                                                 
22Holden‘s argument is framed by Messner and Sabo, ―Introduction: Toward a Critical Feminist Reappraisal of Sport, Men, and 

the Gender Order.‖ 
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thematic use of science or history to connote authority – and work to legitimize the foodie 

identity as Cooking Channel‘s signpost. I have also tried to contextualize this process within 

Andreas Huyssen‘s theoretical discussion of mass culture as women – the segments highlighted 

from Cooking Channel food culture shows present a highly gendered and exclusive process of 

social distinction, which thoroughly aligns with Huyssen‘s work. 

 There are several important limitations of the chapter. First, the invisibility of women is 

noticeable. Relegated to Cooking Channel‘s daytime block are shows more soundly formed from 

the traditional domestic instructional program featuring the woman host. Not surprisingly, as I 

have focused on primetime food culture shows, I have had less opportunity to confer analysis of 

women‘s visual, discursive, and ideological placement on Cooking Channel. While plenty of 

daytime shows are peppered with the ideologies I have outlined above, these shows also feature 

enough feminized discourse so as to merit their invisible daytime status. The next chapter allows 

a greater discussion of female and feminine presence on the channel. 

Along these same lines, food culture shows are not wholly representative of Cooking 

Channel, although I have tried to use a variety of programs and segments, airing at various dates 

and times. Again I return to Raymond Williams to emphasize the importance of cultural patterns, 

random as they may be, over any feeble attempt to study an object in its entirety. Finally, 

television is a democratizing process whereby its relative accessibility dilutes the process of 

distinction. However, as I discussed in the previous chapter, Cooking Channel‘s cable status – it 

is not available, even to some cable subscribers – combined with the financially- and 

geographically-specific qualities of the foods, locations, and information featured, makes the 

channel elusive enough to consider as an object available to few rather than many. Also, 

television is televisual. Although I believe discourse analysis extends beyond language, dialogue, 
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and rhetoric, I have failed to fully consider the formal and visual aspects of Cooking Channel 

programming. Chapter three works to remedy this oversight. 
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Chapter Three 

The Postmodern Man, The Bitch in the Kitchen, and The Liminal Host 

 In ―Cookbooks,‖ a June 2010 episode of Cooking Channel‘s primetime program 

Food(ography), enigmatic host Mo Rocca narrates the history and contemporary place of 

cookbooks in the U.S. and Britain. Sprawled atop the long dining room table that serves as his 

hosting headquarters, Rocca begins by highlighting a few 19th-century women responsible for 

publishing ―manuals for running a household.‖ His tone is serious yet carries a hint of the 

sardonic: ―BJC (Before Julia Child), there were three women who were the undisputed domestic 

doyennes: Amelia Simmons, Mary Randolph, and Lydia Maria Child‖ (―Cookbooks‖). Rocca 

goes on to narrate the hour-long program, leading viewers (aurally, at least) from the archives of 

Harvard‘s Schlesinger Library to several restaurants where contemporary chefs build menus 

from classic cookbooks like, Irma Rombauer‘s The Joy of Cooking and Julia Child‘s Mastering 

the Art of French Cooking. The episode also features focused segments on Julia Child, British 

cookbook writer Elizabeth David, and James Beard, who is referred to in the episode as 

―America‘s first foodie‖ (―Cookbooks‖). In between segments, the camera cuts back to Rocca, 

who is nearly always unpredictably dressed and bizarrely positioned within the frame; in one 

shot just before a commercial break, Rocca lies on the table using a stack of cookbooks as a 

pillow as he reads from one; one of his legs is hooked over the other and suspended awkwardly 

in the air. 

 The murky ideological, visual, and discursive territory of ―Cookbooks‖ opens up a 

complex discussion of how gender operates on Cooking Channel. Whereas the previous chapter 

argues that Cooking Channel‘s foodie identity is partially constructed on the firm cornerstone of 

masculine and male-dominated ideologies, the episode detailed above necessitates further 

analysis of the channel. On the one hand, the historical overtones and male narration – not to 
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mention the crowning of James Beard as ―America‘s first foodie‖ – confirm the presence of the 

gendered ideologies discussed in chapter two. On the other hand, the episode focuses largely on 

women, takes a feminized object – cookbooks – as its theme, and features the deadpan dialogue 

and ambiguous performativity of the show‘s host, Mo Rocca. The ideological ground on which 

one might situate ―Cookbooks‖ and most episodes of the quirky, offbeat Food(ography) 

becomes indefinite. 

 In this final substantive chapter, I continue my discussion of Cooking Channel‘s evening 

and primetime schedule, returning to many of the shows addressed in the previous chapter and 

incorporating programs and segments not yet discussed. One of the primary foci of this project is 

to consider how Cooking Channel‘s brand identity is constructed around the gendered and 

classed discursive site of the foodie. Thus, in this third chapter I consider the process of Cooking 

Channel‘s brand construction via its programming as a conflicted site of gendered negotiation 

that reflects shifting discourses of masculinity and femininity. Further, I want to tentatively 

suggest that these paradoxical moments are perhaps indicative of the channel‘s latent ideological 

anxiety over molding a brand that speaks to an emerging foodie audience. 

 

Gender and Postmodern Foodie Television 

 Merging cultural theory from Stuart Hall and John Fiske, media scholar Aniko 

Bodroghkozy summarizes the notion that television content ―participates in and serves as a 

terrain for the cultural negotiation over changing social and political experiences,‖ while Todd 

Gitlin reinforces this assertion by arguing that television ―register[s] larger ideological structures 

and changes‖ (259; 574). As these scholars make evident, television is a site that frequently 

articulates the continuously unsettled, fluid, and in-flux social order. Put more simply, television 

reflects popular discourse, and arguably constructs and recirculates discourse as well, the extent 
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to which and for what benefit is debatable. In part because of its ostensible association with the 

heterogeneous and the indefinite, television programming is also often framed as 

―quintessentially postmodern‖ while cable programming in particular is ―television at its 

postmodern best‖ (Mullen 24). At the same time, contemporary U.S. foodie culture is also 

strongly aligned with postmodernism. While an Internet search for ―postmodern foodie‖ returns 

thousands of links, the particular explanations for this alignment remain vague. Cheri Ketchum 

partially explains the connection with her political economic analysis of Food Network, where 

she suggests the foodie lifestyle to be little more than a consumer lifestyle with plenty of buying 

power. In turn, Lynne Joyrich‘s description of postmodernism as ―the cultural dominant of 

consumer capitalism‖ further tightens this link (146).
23

 

 In the introduction, I drew from a collection of scholarship to broadly define 

postmodernism as a rejection of objective truth and recognition of reality as socially constructed, 

relative, and unstable.
24

 I used Frederic Jameson‘s perspective - defining postmodernism as the 

―cultural logic of late capitalism‖ – to clarify the historically specific connection between 

postmodernism and the economic system of capitalism. I also used the example the idea of 

postmodernism disrupts the acute categorization of personal identity binaries – in other words, 

postmodernism helps to articulate that ―man‖ and ―woman‖ as distinct identities is a culturally 

constructed apparent reality. For Jameson, and in my estimation, postmodernism and capitalism 

are historically linked because a move beyond distinct social categories of identity is 

economically viable. Making the link to identity explicit, Ralina Joseph uses a postfeminist and 

nascent ―post-race‖ theoretical viewpoint to suggest that race and gender are conceptualized in 

                                                 
23I would complicate this by adding that food‘s movement from the everyday to the fashionable and subsequent settling as a sort 

of everyday fashion – with notions of democracy and distinction, following Johnston and Baumann – contributes to a postmodern 

sensibility. 
24See pages 18-19 for the original discussion of postmodernism in the literature review. 
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postmodern popular discourse ―as personal, individual, and mutable traits and not structural, 

institutional, and historic forces‖ (237). Put more simply, the postmodern view considers gender 

more customizable and less structurally and socially prescribed. The move to consider 

postmodernism more squarely in this chapter is a considerable theoretical jump from the largely 

structural and modernist chapter two. Keeping the structured ideologies of the previous chapter 

in mind, I want to consider how the shifting and indefinite masculinities and femininities I 

present in the analysis below are posited within the ―quintessentially postmodern‖ construct of 

Cooking Channel as a niche cable brand with a foodie identity. 

 Here is the disclaimer. I do not fully invest in postmodernism as a reality, but instead 

consider this theoretical construct in order to bring analytical form to contemporary cultural 

ideals that latently circulate in popular discourse. I adopt the postmodern frame as a means of 

structuring my gender analysis in an attempt to speak to larger socio-cultural and economic 

forces around which Cooking Channel must carve out a brand. Whereas chapter two considers 

gender on a broader ideological scale, this chapter considers gender as enacted, embodied, and 

discursively formed on a more personal level – around individuals, their dialogue, and their 

―doing‖ of gender (West and Zimmerman). Thus, this chapter‘s analysis is organized around 

three broad thematic areas that encircle individuals – masculinity in the domestic space of the 

kitchen; one woman‘s ―bitchiness‖ in the kitchen; and finally, the indefinite ―fantastic‖ space of 

gender on two primetime food culture shows, Food(ography) and Food Detectives. 

 

The Postmodern Man in the Kitchen  

 The first collection of Cooking Channel segments I want to explore moves away from the 

food culture shows discussed in the previous chapter in order to return temporarily to the 

traditional domestic space of the kitchen. Although food culture shows have a dominant presence 
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on Cooking Channel, the evening and primetime hours also feature programming akin to the 

more established vein of the how-to cooking demonstration. Reiterated frequently throughout 

this project has been men‘s and women‘s televisual and discursive relationship to food on 

television, which I (and others) have argued falls along the gendered binary of public and 

private. Whereas women‘s relationship to food has primarily been that of the domestic in charge 

of feeding, men have been charged with the public relations of food, the production and delivery 

of food knowledge to a feminized mass. In chapter two I demonstrated how this gendered split is 

also rooted in institutional and social ideologies, such as history, science, high art, and the 

accessibility of knowledge. However, in the Cooking Channel kitchens of shows like Brunch @ 

Bobby’s, Chuck’s Day Off, and Extra Virgin, an initial sense of uncertainty about gender begins 

to develop as men enact caregiving routines alongside cool masculine lifestyles. 

 

Brunch 

 Three hot foodie trends well-covered in Cooking Channel‘s first year of programming are 

the pleasure of brunch, the science of cocktails, and the unabashed overconsumption of meat. 

Meat will be discussed briefly in the next section. Cocktails are a compelling gendered site, but 

ultimately fall along a relatively structured masculine/feminine binary. For example, two 

Cooking Channel programs devoted exclusively to alcohol are dayparted in telling ways – Drink 

Up! with Darryl Robinson is a daytime program focusing on how to garnish raspberry mojito and 

make grapefruit kisses. Its feminized subject matter relegates it to daytime, while Robinson 

shores up his position as a mixologist with a muscular and hard masculine body. The more 

overtly masculine program, Follow that Beer, (subject matter self-evident) is scheduled in 

primetime. However, brunch – the sizable meal that falls between breakfast and lunch and is 

often associated with leisurely weekend dining – has been the focus of many hours of the 
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channel‘s programming. A recent episode of Food(ography) devoted its primetime hour to the 

history and contemporary place of the meal. New York Times food writer and frequent 

Food(ography) co-host Melissa Clark teams up with Mo Rocca on a voice-over outlining a brief 

history of brunch: 

The word brunch was a late 19th-century creation. It was coined in England…and it started out as 

a hunter‘s meal. It was something that after you‘d go hunting, early in the morning with the dogs 

and the whole thing, you‘d come back and there‘d be this glorious huge meal laid out for 

you…Brunch came to our shores in the 1930s, when fashionable hotels started serving it on 

weekends. Now it‘s a fixture on many of the restaurant weekend menus (―Brunch‖). 

 

 Interestingly, although brunch‘s origins emerge from a decidedly male history, all of the 

visual shots in the ―Brunch‖ episode capture large groups of women eating together, confirming 

the contemporary connotation of brunch as a ladies‘ homosocial afternoon of leisure. In addition 

to the Food(ography) episode, a number of other programs feature occasional segments on the 

history and how-to of brunch. Brunch intuitively speaks to the foodie with its classed notions of 

having the time and resources to enjoy food slowly, indulgently, and with considerable expense. 

Consequently, it is no surprise that brunch retains a topical significance as Cooking Channel 

concludes its first year on the air. However, the Food(ography) segment – representative of 

much of the discourse surrounding brunch on the channel – also reveals brunch to be an unsettled 

gendered site and as such, an excellent entryway into a discussion of the complex ways 

masculinity is deployed on Cooking Channel.  

 Brunch becomes popular enough to sustain its own regular original series on Brunch @ 

Bobby’s, a primetime 30-minute program hosted by popular television chef and personality 

Bobby Flay, the premise of which is self-evident.
25

 In a recent episode, ―Stephanie‘s Favorites,‖ 

Flay ―surprises his wife by creating a brunch that pays homage to her Southern roots in Texas.‖ 

                                                 
25Note the presumably purposeful use of the more digitally savvy at symbol (@) in the show‘s title, which aligns with Cooking 

Channel‘s aim to attract a younger ―hipper‖ audience who is familiar with digital cultures like the Internet and email. 



              

 

 

103 

The episode frames Flay in his sunlit home kitchen, which is set within the larger pastoral setting 

of his lush and expansive homestead, a locale the opening sequence places at 90 miles outside of 

New York City (―Stephanie‘s Favorites‖). Dressed casually in designer jeans and a button-down 

dress shirt, the camera alternates to frame Flay as he painstakingly prepares food he thinks 

Stephanie will enjoy and then talks about preparing that food in talking head shots set on his 

outdoor patio. As a professional chef, Flay‘s place in the kitchen – even a domestic kitchen – is 

expected. His dialogue, however, reveals the caregiving focus of his brunch-making: 

I‘m cooking my wife Stephanie‘s favorite brunch today. Stephanie‘s from Texas and when she‘s 

feeling a little homesick and she wants to feel a little bit of her Texan roots coming through, I 

cook her some food…. 

 

 The minimal scholarship on food television and masculinity suggests that men‘s presence 

in the domestic kitchen remains normative so long as the discourse surrounding the preparation 

of food lands squarely in the realm of leisure – as the peddling of a ―cool masculine lifestyle‖ 

rather than the performance of labor in a private space (Hollows 231-32). In short, normative 

notions of masculinity remain intact as long as men are not framed doing ―woman‘s work‖ 

(Oakley). Implicit in Flay‘s dialogue, however, is his desire to care for his wife through what 

Marjorie DeVault calls ―feeding work,‖ a responsibility of unpaid labor attributed almost 

exclusively to women (12). Following DeVault, food scholar Joanne Hollows points out that 

despite contributions in the kitchen, domestic masculinity on television is better positioned to 

move in and out of the contained space because men do not incur the gendered responsibility of 

care work (239). For Flay, this is only partially true. He transcends the responsibility of cooking 

an occasional meal for his wife by demonstrating his investment in recreating the flavors of her 

original providers: ―And I love making it for her so much because she loves it so much and it 

reminds her of home‖ (―Stephanie‘s Favorites‖). This is buttressed by Flay‘s comments later in 
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the episode, when he singles out the annual instance in which Stephanie cooks for him, on his 

birthday.  

 It is also worth noting that most literature on food television and masculinity fails to 

consider how intertextuality informs gender. More specifically for this project, how does 

knowledge of hosts appearing in other televisual spaces inform their gender performances on 

Cooking Channel? In the case of Flay, he is a well-known celebrity chef with several other 

television shows, including, as of 2011, ―BBQ with Bobby Flay‖ on Cooking Channel and the 

NBC network broadcast of the reality competition, America’s Next Great Restaurant. It is 

reasonable to consider that his presence on these highly masculinized series – a show about 

barbecue and a reality competition about blazing a path to the next great restaurant – work, at 

least in part, to shore up notions of normative masculinity. Intertextuality is also important in the 

final analytical section of this chapter, as both Mo Rocca and Ted Allen are established, well-

known media figures and this likely informs how their performativity is received by viewers on 

their respective shows.    

 Brunch @ Bobby’s constructs another aspect of Cooking Channel primetime masculinity. 

Apparent in Flay‘s stylish dress and home interior as well as his sensitive attendance to his 

wife‘s nostalgia is the ―straight guy as improved romantic partner‖ (Sender 131). Scholars have 

coined a variety of terms – metrosexual, new man, new lad, nurturer – for the well-trodden and 

oft-oversimplified masculinity that Katherine Sender succinctly describes as requiring ―the 

heterosexual man [to] attend to their relationships, image, and domestic habitus‖ (131). Often 

(but not always) concomitant with the qualities of the new man is a well-attuned physique, and 

Flay is no exception here. A noted cultural shift over the past twenty years has, according to 

some gender scholars, driven Western popular discourse from an indifferent attitude toward 
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men‘s physical presentation to an attitude that encourages the ―athletic, muscular male body‖ 

(Bordo 185). 

 I want to pause here to propose the term postmodern man as a broader and consequently 

more accurate term for the nurturing, metrosexual lifestyle of the new man. This term is not new; 

instead, I want to re-articulate postmodern man specifically from the conceptual work of cultural 

historian Vytautus Kavolis. Kavolis asserts that the postmodern man is delineated by an 

intellectual tension between ―modernistic‖ and ―underground‖ tendencies (435). This tension can 

be viewed as a negotiation of the traditional – adhering to and enacting normative notions of 

masculinity in, for example, one‘s gender performance – and the subversive – the impulse or 

desire to resist normativity and embrace an unstable, unrecognizable or ―underground‖ 

masculinity. This is a helpful way in which to understand the instability of a discursive and 

performed masculinity we attribute to, for example, the metrosexual man. The postmodern man, 

then, is a discursive tool, a way of more articulately engaging in contemporary popular 

discussions of masculinity, and not as a signpost for the paradoxical masculinity I am suggesting 

is present in Cooking Channel programming. Significantly, the postmodern man is a trope much 

more salient in popular discourse than it is in academic discourse, and one I use in this analysis 

as a means of clarifying the possible meanings shows like Brunch @ Bobby’s may have for 

popular audiences and their subsequent understanding of a Cooking Channel brand.    

 In ―Stephanie‘s Favorites,‖ Flay at once blurs the labor-leisure line by engaging in care 

work and also maintains the visual and discursive site of the postmodern man, expressing a 

liminal masculinity that cannot be comfortably positioned. I use the term liminal here and 

throughout in its structural sense as framed by Victor Turner – as an entrance into or a period of 

―margin‖ that renders subjects beyond the realm of the recognizable ―definitions and 
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classifications of our culture‖ (6). Liminality highlights that Flay‘s positioning on Brunch @ 

Bobby‘s concerns the performativity of modes or roles that are highly gendered. That is, there is 

an expectation that men fulfill certain duties in the home, and feeding and care work are not 

among them. Significantly, Flay engages in caregiving around brunch, neatly rolling a shifting 

masculinity – arguably accessible via postmodern sensibilities of gender as highly individual and 

not prescribed – into the neoliberal niche of the foodie and simultaneously recuperating brunch 

as an acceptable activity for the postmodern men who help to articulate the channel-wide focus 

on the meal.  Interestingly, toward the end of the episode Flay flippantly mentions that he often 

prepares brunch for his wife ―when I‘m in trouble, which is a lot of the time‖ (―Stephanie‘s 

Favorites‖). The episode-long slippage into the realm of feminized caregiving is shored up by 

Flay‘s ―child-like rejection of feminine authority‖ and, when considered on a wider scale, is 

perhaps indicative of the subtle ideological anxieties dormant in Cooking Channel‘s primetime 

programming (Hollows 234).  

 Repositioning the lens for a moment to consider the entirety of the programming block 

surrounding Brunch @ Bobby’s, this particular episode features in its commercial space 

promotional ads for Mark Bittman‘s The Minimalist, Al Roker‘s My Life in Food, and Jamie 

Oliver‘s Jamie’s Food Escapes (―Stephanie‘s Favorites‖). Bittman is best known for his world-

famous vegetarian cookbook, while Roker‘s show chronicles food lifestyles and professions (i.e., 

food portrait photographer, food stylist, beekeeper). The clip from Jamie’s Food Escapes 

features Oliver riding a Vespa through a scenic European country. In short, each of these clips 

presents gender as lifestyle and as consumer identity, and collectively they book-end a show 

about a male chef cooking brunch at home for his wife, leaving postmodern masculinity open to 

negotiation for the Cooking Channel audience. 
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Free Time Feeding Work & The Family Man 

 Brunch @ Bobby’s is not alone in its offering of liminal performances. Chuck’s Day Off 

is an often re-run 30-minute evening program featuring Canadian restaurateur Chuck Hughes. 

The show originated on Food Network Canada and is one of a small collection of primetime 

imports to Cooking Channel. Hughes embodies the bachelor version of the postmodern man – he 

is a sensitive, hyper-animated, and heavily tattooed chef whose favorite word is ―passionate‖ and 

who shows up in every episode wearing a signature black t-shirt and black apron (―The Upstairs 

Neighbor‖). His visual presence complements the understated industrial kitchen that is part of the 

mise-en-scene and extra-diegetic rock-and-roll music soundtrack that fills the background. While 

Hughes is narratively placed within the public realm as a chef who operates his own restaurant, 

the premise of every episode is what he does with his day ―off,‖ which is almost always an 

activity that includes feeding others. Recent episodes include ―The Upstairs Neighbor,‖ ―My 

Toughest Critics,‖ ―Grazing, Gabby Girls,‖ and ―Play Date,‖ all titles which offer clues to who is 

receiving the care work of Chuck‘s food preparation (CookingChannelTV.com). In ―Play Date,‖ 

Chuck decides that preparing chicken nuggets and orange creamsicles for his ―little cousins‖ is 

―just what the doctor ordered,‖ while in ―The Upstairs Neighbor‖ and ―My Toughest Critics,‖ 

Chuck spends all day cooking comfort food dishes for other families – Grown-Up Alphabet 

Pasta, fried chicken, and maple pecan pie. 

 Thus, like Flay‘s preparation of brunch, Hughes‘ relationship to the kitchen space attends 

to the ―serious‖ nature of cooking, the ―caring for‖ of others in private spaces (Hollows 237). 

What is particularly interesting about Chuck’s Day Off is that it consistently positions Hughes 

outside the realm of the patriarchal family; not a father or husband, Hughes‘ brand of feeding 

work is free of societal obligation. So how does Chuck’s Day Off reinforce a foodie brand 
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identity for Cooking Channel? In a recent Gastronomista article published on The Huffington 

Post, food writer Daphne Duquesne articulates one way in which Hughes‘ particular expression 

of masculinity translates to branding possibilities for the channel:  

Hughes is an exciting inclusion in the Cooking Channel‘s inaugural roster because he represents 

the way that the next generation of celebrated restaurant chefs really look and cook […] It‘s 

exciting to see that the Scripps Network…is taking a risk and getting behind this kind of cook (1). 

 

Duquesne does not mention Hughes‘ domestic work, but she does expressly describe the ―beauty 

shots of Hughes‘ heavily inked forearms,‖ which further complicates Hughes‘ televisual 

presence (1). Physically gazed upon, iterative of the postmodern man, yet passionate about 

laboring in his leisure time for others, Hughes‘ gender vagueness translates as authentic 

difference, as originality, as the ―kind of cook‖ Cooking Channel will use to fill their evening 

hours. 

 One of Cooking Channel‘s newer original programs is Extra Virgin, which stars actress 

Debi Mazar and her Italian husband Gabriele Corcos. The 30-minute show airs consistently in 

the mid-week 10:00 p.m. time slot, where viewers can ―find out what happens when a girl from 

Queens marries a Tuscan food purist‖ (CookingChannelTV.com). Like Bobby Flay and Chuck 

Hughes, Gabriele Corcos is a trained chef. He is also the central figure in the domestic setting of 

his family home. Extra Virgin makes overt Corcos as the family man – he is constantly shown as 

the figure in charge of feeding and caring for his wife and two young daughters. He is also 

assigned to all food responsibilities at home – secret family recipes, specialty foods, the 

feminized ―coordinating‖ of food work, the economics of grocery shopping (―I don‘t believe in 

spending a lot of money on ingredients‖), and parenting advice (―Cook with your kids…‖) 

(Hollows 239; ―Mozzarella and Magic‖). 

 Corcos‘ competency is juxtaposed with Mazar‘s flippancy and ignorance, structuring 

what the show‘s webpage describes promotionally as ―Lucy and Ricky in the kitchen‖ 



              

 

 

109 

(CookingChannelTV.com). In a segment where they are preparing fresh pesto together, Mazar 

says, ―I‘ve been making pesto my whole life, can you believe it?‖ to which Corcos responds, 

―Yes. It doesn‘t need to be cooked‖ (―Mozzarella and Magic‖). Later on in the episode they 

prepare organic marble cupcakes for their children. Corcos tells Mazar to add two-thirds cup of 

milk. As Mazar exclaims, ―Thank god two-thirds is on this cup! Sometimes it 

doesn‘t…like…have it,‖ Corcos looks over her shoulder intently, an action that severely annoys 

Mazar: ―You don‘t have to watch me Gabriele, please, don‘t stand over me like some cock.‖ 

From here, the camera cuts to a medium talking head shot of Mazar confessing to the camera: ―If 

it says two-thirds cup, I‘m gonna put in two-thirds of a cup, relax!‖ (―Mozzarella and Magic‖). 

 By virtue of his narrative positioning, Corcos certainly qualifies as the postmodern man, 

with a thick Italian accent and skills that improve his status as a romantic partner. Like Hughes 

and Flay, though, the fissure in his otherwise normative masculinity occurs in his caregiving. In 

many episodes of Extra Virgin, including the segment above, Corcos exhibits the anxiety around 

feeding work that Joanne Hollows, drawing from family scholars, demonstrates is often missing 

from men‘s work in the domestic kitchen (239). Gender is further complicated in Extra Virgin as 

the husband-and-wife team discursively invert normative masculinities and femininities via their 

interaction with one another, a process that reinforces Connell‘s and West and Zimmerman‘s 

assertion that gender is relational. Mazar‘s frequent questions and shedding of domestic 

responsibility – at one point she drops everything and leaves Corcos preparing for a party – is the 

foil for Corcos‘ serious investment in providing care (―Mozzarella and Magic‖). 

 Presumably this gender flip on Extra Virgin is framed in an effort to provide 

programming that is humorous and edgy, perpetuating the ―hegemonic ideology of prime time‖ 

via its heightened entertainment value and the fact that it is much less about cooking than it is 
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about the interaction between romantic partners (Gitlin 507). I would stress here the idea that, 

like Extra Virgin, evening and primetime how-to cooking shows on Cooking Channel are 

narratively less focused on the process of cooking itself, which recalls previous chapters‘ 

discussions of how gender operates ideologically via television scheduling. Further, the show‘s 

edgy title carries multiple meanings – highlighting the foodie trend of olive oil; connecting the 

Italian roots of extra virgin olive oil to Corcos‘ Tuscan heritage; exoticizing Corcos with his 

thick Italian accent and virginal U.S. citizenship; pointing to Debi Mazar‘s virginal status in the 

kitchen; and finally, acknowledging the sexuality of both hosts and their seemingly playful, 

sensual interactions with one another and the food they prepare. 

 In Masculinity and Television, Rebecca Feasey summarizes three broad discursive routes 

through which masculinity is shored up in relation to the domestic sphere of food – transforming 

labor into leisure; framing men‘s preparation of food as part of a new lad lifestyle (what I am 

terming the postmodern man); and, framing normative masculinity as ―idiotic‖ or out-of-sync 

with food and domesticity (129-33). Brunch @ Bobby’s, Chuck’s Day Off, and Extra Virgin all 

transcend these boundaries of masculinity, primarily through the slippage that occurs when men 

become primary caregivers, blurring the labor-leisure line in the at-home kitchen. These 

instances of shifting masculinities chafe against more normative sites – the hosts‘ status as 

professionally trained chefs and also in Bobby Flay‘s playful negotiation of feminine authority, 

in Chuck Hughes‘ rock-and-roll aesthetic, and in Gabriele Corcos‘ positioning as the patriarchal 

head. 
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The Bitch in the Kitchen 

 In ―Deflate Your Mate,‖ a Thanksgiving week 2010 airing of the Canadian import 

Bitchin’ Kitchen, host Nadia Giosia (―Nadia G‖) returns from commercial, walks up to the 

kitchen counter, smiles, and directly addresses the camera: 

Hey! Hey! In this episode of Bitchin’ Kitchen we‘re dealing with the delicate issue of spousal 

expansion [weight gain]. But by no means are we promoting an unhealthy body image. If you 

wanna know the truth [Nadia‘s tone changes to belligerence], it really ticks me off the way 

women are portrayed in the media. I know, I know, this sounds like a feminist rant, but…[Nadia 

points and glares at the camera]…IT IS. Ow! At some point it‘s just plain insulting. We‘re 

supposed to be rail thin, yet have lots of babies, be neurotic enough to constantly obsess about 

crow‘s feet, yet relaxed enough to orgasm, simply by sniffing a freaking shampoo bottle…. 

 

As Nadia continues, a full screen with the words ―TECHNICAL DIFFICULTIES‖ cuts over the 

frame along with the high, flat pitch of a station identification signal. The camera then cuts back 

to Nadia, who stands at the counter looking disgusted and says in defeat, ―Bah! Back to the 

stew‖ (―Deflate Your Mate‖). Instead of cutting to the stew, though, the camera cuts to one of the 

show‘s signature frames – a close shot of Nadia‘s feet in high-heeled, open-toe black leather 

shoes with dark painted toenails.  

 Bitchin’ Kitchen began as a web sketch comedy series created by Giosia in 2007 before 

being picked up by Food Network Canada in early 2010 and debuting on Cooking Channel in 

October 2010 (Bitchin‘ Lifestyle). Giosia is the main focus of the show, although she is assisted 

by three men – the bodybuilder Hans, the fish-and-meat guy Panos, and the herb/spice guy, 

vaguely referred to as The Spice Agent. Sketched as the foils to Nadia‘s wise-cracking, know-it-

all food expertise, the jokes are most frequently at the men‘s expense. The 30-minute show 

merges the formal aspects of the traditional domestic instructional cooking show with some 

narrative and visual elements of sketch comedy. So, for example, Giosia might stand behind the 

kitchen counter to demonstrate food preparation, then cut to a brief comedic sketch of Panos 

talking about how to buy fresh fish.  



              

 

 

112 

 Well-established is feminine authority on food. Beyond confirming that women‘s body of 

food knowledge is that of domestic expertise, little scholarship explores the subversive 

possibilities of women‘s containment in the television kitchen. When transgressions are 

explored, by feminist scholars like Charlotte Brunsdon and Maggie Andrews, the progressive 

space is suggested to be that of pleasure, be it sensual pleasure through eroticized interactions 

with food, or the pleasure of work, through caring for others. Giosia‘s opinionated rants, punk-

rock aesthetic, over-exaggerated Italian accent, and ―campy erotica,‖ necessitate an analytical 

frame beyond pleasure (Marton). Most insightful is Kathleen Rowe‘s conceptualization of the 

unruly woman – a televisual woman who ―crosses the boundaries of a variety of social practices 

and aesthetic forms, appearing most vividly in the genres of laughter, or those that share 

common structures of liminality and inversion‖ (19). Positioning Giosia – or perhaps more 

accurately ―Nadia G‖ – within the construct of the unruly woman exposes her as a contested site 

of femininity and helps to clarify how Bitchin’ Kitchen reinforces Cooking Channel‘s identity 

construction. 

 Several recent episodes of Bitchin’ Kitchen are exceptional case studies for a 

consideration of one woman‘s presence on Cooking Channel in the evening hours. First, in ―The 

Dish on Dating,‖ Giosia pairs dishes like duck sausage macaroni and cheese with tongue-in-

cheek dating advice, encouraging viewers to ―stick around for more NADvice and bitchin‘ grub, 

you nerds‖ [emphasis original]. Returning from commercial later in the episode, she delivers 

some of her unpredictable dialogue: ―Welcome back to da dish on dating. Honestly, I don‘t envy 

all you single folks. Every night I count my lucky stars that I met my one true love years ago: 

me‖ (―The Dish on Dating‖). Giosia ends the episode with pink grapefruit meringue pies and a 

critique of online dating profiles – ―when dating online, invest the time!‖ (―The Dish on 
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Dating‖). Notably, the incorporation of online dating profiles into the episode is a rather clear 

nod to a younger demographic, a Cooking Channel branding goal. 

 In another Bitchin’ Kitchen episode, ―Bag‗Em, Tag‗Em Meals,‖ Giosia discusses how to 

pin down a mate through food: 

First up, a bag‗em breakfast. French toast smothered in a luscious Fleur de Sel caramel. And then 

we‘re gonna cook up a lock-down lunch. Tender egg fettuccini in a creamy rose sauce loaded 

with sweet crab and peas. And finally, the old dependable dinner. Sirloin shepherd‘s pie topped 

with sweet corn, a yam russet mash, and crumbled potato chips…we‘re gonna cook a breakfast, 

lunch, and dinner tailor-made to suck them in. Anytime, anyplace. Uh…that has a kitchen. 

 

Speaking about what to cook for dinner in the final segment, Giosia again blends cooking tips 

with dating advice: 

Curb the urge to overdo it with a fancy meal. This makes you look desperate and nobody likes a 

sitting Duck a l'Orange. Heh heh. Admit, that was clever, huh? Anyways…cook up simple 

comfort foods that prove you‘re a sturdy catch but have better things to do than slave away in a 

kitchen all day….(―Bag ‗Em, Tag ‗Em Meals‖). 

 

Finally, she concludes the ―Bag ‗Em‖ episode with the harsh reality of women‘s long-standing 

relationship to the domestic: 

The key to anyone‘s heart is through their stomach so trust the Nadsters, cook up these meals and 

I guarantee your lover‘s gonna stick around, and before you know it, you‘ll be bored of them, 

bitter about your life, and basking in the tepid warmth of a Dutch oven for thirty years. [shrugs 

shoulders] Commitment. What‘re you gonna do? 

 

 As the female host of a primetime cooking show, Giosia is what Kathleen Rowe calls, 

following Erving Goffman, a ―frame-buster,‖ meaning there is power in her ability to exist at the 

margins thus reassuring multiple interpretations of her femininity (53). The examples drawn 

from Bitchin’ Kitchen make clear Giosia as a contested site of gender and power. ―Nadia G‖ 

delivers unpredictable, punk, arguably feminist lines in bright red dresses with frilly aprons, 

leather stilettos, and heavy eye shadow. Her glam-rock style is hyper-feminine, yet she is 

physically aggressive, refuses to be contained within the kitchen space, and is generally ―too 

funny, too noisy, and too rebellious‖ (Rowe 53; 61). On occasion, her makeup is so heavy that it 
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borders on the carnivalesque in its mockery of that which is reality – in this case, the near-

inversion of normative femininity (Bakhtin in Rowe 32). She ―busts frame‖ by suggesting she is 

her own true love, yet this statement is enveloped by an entire episode on heterosexual dating 

advice. Significantly, through her unabashed food control in episodes like ―Deflate Your Mate‖ 

and ―Bag‗Em, Tag‗Em Meals,‖ her unruliness unsettles the hierarchy of the domestic kitchen. 

 In the Bitchin’ Kitchen discourse outside the realm of Wednesday evening‘s airings, there 

is perhaps a clearer sense of how Cooking Channel envisions the show as part of its brand. On 

the website, for example, Nadia G is described as ―young, funny‖ and able to ―cook up a storm 

in three-inch cherry stiletto heels‖ as well as ―inspire hip audiences of all ages to Rock the 

Kitchen!‖ (CookingChannelTV.com). She‘s framed as a successful web entrepreneur who was 

missing food in her everyday life, ―so she decided to have her cake and design it, brand it, write 

it, produce it and eat it, too. The rest is herstory‖ (CookingChannelTV.com). Meanwhile, the 

televised 30-second promotional spot that runs frequently for Bitchin’ Kitchen (and has been 

heavily circulated and discussed online), begins with quick cuts of Giosia in her kitchen as a 

female voice-over declares: ―She guarantees you‘ve never seen a cooking show like this…‖ 

which leads directly to Giosia stating: ―If you were to ask me whether I'd rather make out with 

Clooney or scarf a mushroom risotto… [pause for effect, rubs her belly] I'd make out with 

Clooney‖ (―Bitchin‘ Kitchen Promo‖). 

 Taken together, these branding spaces highlight the connection between the unruly, 

indefinite Nadia G and Cooking Channel, the ―Food Network‘s younger, edgier rebellious sister‖ 

(Simmons). Giosia‘s liminal femininity, like the food she prepares not as sustenance but as a 

vessel for things like dating, takes on a decidedly postmodern tinge, not, in fact, via its 

heteronormativity, but through Giosia‘s customizable gender identity and the show‘s popularity 
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in primetime (Smith). Giosia‘s performance also aligns beautifully with the social construct of 

the foodie, as she is indefinable and unruly, resembling notions of originality. Interestingly, it is 

worth considering that Giosia‘s obscurity, her strangeness, also connects her to the trailblazing 

narrative in a decidedly gendered way. Instead of being positioned as the masculinized 

adventurer within the quest motif, Giosia is much more strongly aligned with the uniqueness of 

obscure food that is sought out by foodies to be consumed. In exploring her show, viewers may 

find her unique, original, inimitable – and indeed, the popular discourse surrounding The Bitch in 

the Kitchen certainly supports this – in a way that actually fortifies normative gender ideology 

through the consumption of (albeit unique) femininity. 

 

Foodographists and Food Detectives 

As I discuss in the first chapter, Cooking Channel‘s network branding has relied on a 

collection of 30- and 60-second promotional trailers which scatter and loop continuously during 

commercial breaks. One of the most frequently re-run trailers is the 30-second spot for 

Food(ography), which features quick cuts of host Mo Rocca against a male voice-over who 

teams up with Rocca to describe the show. In the ad, Rocca is filmed on the show‘s main set, an 

upscale dining room with a long wooden table and an expansive built-in bookshelf that fills the 

background of the mise-en-scene (not insignificant given the show‘s alignment with history). 

The narrator introduces Rocca – ―And Mo Rocca doesn‘t just touch on it, he digs deep to give 

you something to really chew on‖ before Rocca takes over – ―We‘ll explore a different 

food…looking at history…and innovations…You‘re gonna see things you‘ve never seen 

before…the result is deliciousness‖ [emphasis original] (―Food(ography) Promo‖). A series of 

quick cuts ensues as Rocca speaks; he dons a different brightly-colored outfit in each cut as he 

sits, stands, or straddles the dining room table in various outlandish poses. In one shot, he lies on 
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the table on his stomach with his chin in his hands and his legs wagging about behind him 

(―Food(ography) Promo‖). The ad concludes with Rocca declaring: ―I‘m Mo Rocca and this 

is…Food(ography).‖ 

The Food(ography) promo spot is notable precisely because the ad‘s serious promise to 

offer viewers history and innovation is mapped on to Rocca‘s flailing, shifting body. While the 

voice-over suggests a deep focus (―dig deep‖), Rocca can barely sit still. Literary theorist 

Tzvetan Todorov conceptualizes the fantastic as ―that hesitation experienced by a person who 

knows only the laws of nature‖ and in turn, the ―duration of [that] uncertainty‖ (25). Put another 

way, the fantastic encapsulates both the initial moment of hesitation when one suspects discord 

as well as the entire period one spends in doubt. Todorov‘s work on the fantastic is complex and 

primarily confronts aspects of the supernatural, but I draw on it here specifically for its 

articulation of the initial moment of hesitation. For Todorov, hesitation is the moment of possible 

rupture, the potential breakdown of the assumed-to-be natural order of things. I want to end this 

chapter by returning briefly to two food culture shows discussed earlier – Food(ography) and 

Food Detectives – and their hosts, Mo Rocca and Ted Allen. I want to suggest that Rocca‘s and 

Allen‘s liminal performances provide moments of hesitation – possible but not definite ruptures 

– through which their respective shows‘ hegemonic notions of history and science are 

undermined. 

Ted Allen is the former food and wine expert on Bravo‘s Queer Eye for the Straight Guy 

and a frequent judge on Bravo‘s Top Chef, both significant intertexts that presumably many 

viewers bring to Food Detectives (CookingChannelTV.com). Allen is openly gay and to some 

extent, this informs his performance of gender on Food Detectives, a performance characterized 

by his androgynous, tongue-in-cheek delivery of dialogue and existence within the campy 
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aesthetic of the show.
26

 The premise of the 30-minute Food Detectives is to solve food myths 

and mysteries with ―real science‖ (―Heartburn Remedies‖). Most episodes start with a question – 

―How much does your sense of taste rely on smell? – before proceeding to a lab experiment to 

get ―hard numbers‖ and data before dispelling, confirming, or clarifying the food conundrum of 

the day (―Smells Delicious‖). 

Allen opens a recent segment with the following statement: ―There are many great 

debates in science, but few have heated up the kitchen more than the one over wooden versus 

plastic…cutting boards‖ (―Smells Delicious‖). The camera frames Allen‘s head in a close shot in 

between wooden and plastic cutting boards as he continues: ―Are wood cutting boards less safe 

than plastic ones?‖ From here, Allen introduces his guest, molecular biologist Dr. Adam Ruben, 

a white man dressed in a white lab coat and gloves – typical of all Food Detectives scientists. 

The biologist presents a Tupperware full of thawed chicken breasts, and the two proceed to 

smear raw meat on the boards as cheesy montage music plays in the background (―Smells 

Delicious‖). As Allen reports the ―scientific precision‖ of their experimental progress, the 

camera cuts to close shots of raw chicken flopping all over the boards (―Smells Delicious‖). 

Later, the segment concludes as the biologist declares: ―And if you take all those precautions, 

really wood and plastic are both relatively safe.‖ Allen shakes his head in disagreement: ―Ahh 

yes, but we have a winner to pick today…‖ Allen stops, turns his body forward and stares 

directly into the camera, ―…and wood did better‖ (―Smells Delicious‖). 

The startling nature of Allen‘s unanticipated tongue-in-cheek ―wood did better‖ comment 

reflects one of many moments of hesitation in this short segment from the ―Smells Delicious‖ 

episode. Even if one were to miss the (homo)sexual innuendo of Allen‘s comment, his deliberate 

                                                 
26This is not a conflation of sexuality and gender; instead, following Judith Butler, it is an acknowledgement that a certain 

―policing of gender‖ can occur in alignment with one‘s sexual identity (xii).  
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pause and subtly inflected tone forces one to recognize a rupture. This same slippage occurs as 

he declares ―scientific precision‖ while playing with raw meat and also when he suggests wood 

versus plastic cutting boards is one of the great preoccupations of scientific research. As Allen 

enthusiastically rubs the raw chicken breasts and inflects his tone with forced seriousness, we are 

made to question the naturalness of the experiment; in his campy performance, we recognize the 

possibility of ―things-being-what-they-are-not,‖ a possibility that undermines the gravity of 

science (Sontag 279). Certainly there is some risk here in conflating bodily performance of 

gender, dialogue, and the kitschy lab-coat-and-beaker aesthetic of Food Detectives to 

erroneously make claims about Allen‘s liminal masculinity. To be sure, from the neck down, 

Allen‘s bodily presentation is normatively masculine. However, his facial expressions and 

manipulation of dialogue via tone are indefinitely and unpredictably gendered. Thus, a queered 

liminality occurs in the delivery of his lines – a discernable emphasis of style to slight content 

(Sontag 277). This slighting is further amplified by the over-exaggerated mise-en-scene of the 

show. 

In another recent episode, ―Double Dippers,‖ Allen and the Food Detectives team attempt 

to answer the question, ―Does ginger help with nausea?‖ To answer this question, Allen takes the 

show‘s ―food techs‖ – black t-shirt clad, voiceless men and women who unsettlingly actualize 

the lab rat ideal – to an amusement park where the show can ―subject them to a trial by teacup!‖ 

(―Double Dippers‖). The adult food techs are then subjected to multiple rides on a bright yellow 

spinning teacup ride with a children‘s storybook aesthetic. As the teacups rotate with increasing 

speed in the background, Allen is tightly framed in the high foreground and declares: 

The food techs appear to be having fun. Personally, I‘m getting a little dizzy. But people do pay 

good money to be nauseated in this manner. [turns to face the teacups] Faster food techs, faster! 

Stop having fun, this is science! [turns back to the camera] Motion sickness is caused when the 

eyes and the inner ear send conflicting signals to the brain… (―Double Dippers‖). 
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Here again Allen creates a moment of hesitation for the viewer with his delivery. He yells 

dramatically at the food techs – a group of adults spinning in giant teacups – and then abruptly 

turns and begins a scientific discussion of motion sickness. His performance juxtaposes the 

serious and the silly and produces the pause necessary to destabilize – if only momentarily – our 

notion of science as pure and the undisputed domain of men. 

As I have previously discussed at length, the hour-long Food(ography) is hosted by Mo 

Rocca and focuses on the history and trivia of food. Like Ted Allen, Rocca is a well-established 

media presence. He is a regular on CBS News Sunday Morning and a long-time guest panelist on 

NPR‘s Wait Wait…Don’t Tell Me. Unlike Allen, Rocca makes no open declaration of his 

sexuality, although he is positioned as gay in popular discourse. The assumption of his sexuality 

is a result of social discourse that perpetuates the idea that sex and gender are always already 

inextricably linked. Rocca‘s production of the moment of hesitation is best displayed in the 

opening sequences of Food(ography). For example, in a recent airing of ―Websites and Food,‖ 

the episode opens with Rocca sitting at his signature dining room table, feet up, dressed entirely 

in a silver space suit and typing furiously on an iPad. The presumed aesthetic is the digital future. 

Next to him is a laptop and a cell phone. Rocca pauses and turns to the camera:  

Oh, hi. I‘m just blogging about my recipe card collection. That reminds me, I need to tweet about 

this blog post. I‘m Mo Rocca and we‘re going high tech with the World Wide Web and food on 

Food(ography). [return from opening theme] You know, blogging is amazing. All you need is a 

laptop and a stomach and you‘re an internationally renowned food critic. Before we get to that, 

we need to learn how the computer became a kitchen appliance…. 

 

Later, upon return from commercial, Rocca continues: ―Search engines are a great way to find 

recipes. The other day I went online searching for bangers and mash. I won‘t describe to you 

what I found‖ (―Websites and Food‖). 

 In another episode, which focuses on brunch, Rocca is first shown sitting cross-legged in 

red flannel pajamas and cracking eggs dismissively into a bowl (with no regard for the 
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eggshells). He states, ―Oh, I‘m more of a Bloody Mary guy‖ before launching into a discussion 

of the history of brunch (―Breakfast & Brunch‖). In an August 2010 airing of ―Cocktails,‖ Rocca 

is dressed in a black tuxedo and choppily juts into different James Bond positions while stating, 

―Sours, slings, fizzes, shrubs, toddies, flips…grown-up beverages have very silly names.‖ 

Returning from commercial, Rocca continues: ―Most of us take the cocktail for granted, but just 

what is a cocktail? All sorts of frothy, fruity, foamy, flaming concoctions spring to mind‖ before 

launching into the origins of the alcoholic beverage (―Cocktails‖). Finally, to return to a segment 

discussed in chapter two, in ―Chocolate‖ Rocca discusses the popularity of chocolate among the 

nobility, declaring in a sensual yet sardonic tone: ―Power is hot! […] And for centuries, 

chocolate was forbidden to the masses, a symbol of decadence, a naughty, guilty pleasure….‖ As 

Rocca narrates, the camera zooms in on a painting of a 17th- or 18th- century monarch. 

These brief glimpses into the world of Food(ography) reveal both the show and Rocca to 

be complex sites. Like Ted Allen, Rocca uses inflection and a campy sardonic tone when 

delivering his dialogue, although Rocca‘s voice is higher-pitched and decidedly more feminine. 

Unlike Allen, Rocca fails to maintain what Connell calls a ―tight control‖ over his body – he is 

constantly shifting and thrashing about and more often than not, he ends up in compromising 

positions on top of the dining room table (128). This is on top of the bizarre outfits he frequently 

acquires. Thus, Rocca‘s body and voice (presentation of dialogue) stray from normative 

masculinity since, as Kaja Silverman argues convincingly, ―the category of masculinity has 

traditionally been a very restrictive one, those defying its conditions generally find themselves 

relegated to the more accommodating category of femininity‖ (342). This liminal performance of 

gender is most evident just as Rocca is about-facing into Food(ography)‘s history lesson of the 
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day, producing the moment of hesitation, the slippage that subtly undermines the show‘s more 

serious offerings. 

Rocca and Allen, framed within the aesthetics of their respective programs, are men who 

can‘t quite be distinctly categorized. Consequently, they fall ―open in a variety of ways onto the 

domain of femininity‖ and are forced to be vulnerable to the hegemonically interpretive 

measures of a normative audience (Silverman 3).
27

 Further, they refuse to acknowledge ―the tacit 

collective agreement to perform, produce, and sustain discreet and polar genders as cultural 

fictions‖ (Silverman 190). This well-timed refusal catalyzes our hesitation just before male-

dominated History or Science or Information Technology is offered, opening up a space for the 

potential subversion of these firmly entrenched ideals at a moment when there might otherwise 

be a wholesale investment in their truth. That this rupture is produced by the continually shifting 

masculinities of two men is compelling. 

Alongside Rocca‘s and Allen‘s liminality is the effort by Food Detectives and 

Food(ography) to nod toward Cooking Channel‘s ideal foodie – the younger, hipper, 

information-driven viewer. Their tendencies to offer digital technology (i.e., ―Websites and 

Food‖), gourmet food (i.e., ―Chocolate‖), food lifestyles (i.e., ―Brunch‖), and food information 

(i.e., ―Does ginger help with nausea? Is wood better?) speak the language of the classed, 

privileged foodie. 

 

Conclusion 

 Through the hosts, chefs, and personalities on the Cooking Channel programs explored 

above, it is clear that gender bucks up against ―the production of discrete and asymmetrical 

oppositions between ‗feminine‘ and ‗masculine‘‖ (Butler 24). The underdeveloped inquiry we 

                                                 
27

This is not to suggest that viewers would only have one reading of their performance, but only that the ideology of normative 

gender is pervasive. 
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are left with, then, is how these gendered fissures, these existences in the margins, inform and 

construct the niche identity Cooking Channel presents to its viewers. What connects gender to 

brand identity? In the how-to cooking shows like Brunch @ Bobby’s, Extra Virgin, and Bitchin’ 

Kitchen, the primary site of foodie discourse is the preparation of ostensibly easy-to-make 

gourmet meals or the revealing of pertinent info on foodie trends like brunch and cocktails. In 

the food culture shows of Food Detectives and Food(ography) we see the proffering of 

knowledge and the building of a ―foodie following‖ via food‘s distancing from the everyday. 

Returning to Ralina Joseph‘s suggestion that, in the postmodern atmosphere, identity is 

customizable, individual and ―mutable‖ offers the first glimpse into the relevance of these 

shifting and liminal gendered sites for Cooking Channel – their plausible irrelevance (237). This 

chapter‘s analysis covers a limited portion of the channel‘s programming; however, the examples 

presented do suggest a decidedly postmodernist view of gender, wherein women are linked to an 

ostensibly postfeminist variable hybrid of hyper-femininity and less essentialized gender roles, 

and men are ―linked to the dissolution of a stable site of mastery, the ideal of masculinity‖ 

(Joyrich 142). Arguably, it is feasible to conceive of a Cooking Channel brand that presents its 

best effort to look past the ―structural, institutional, and historic forces‖ of gender in order to 

reach an emerging foodie audience and yet simultaneously remains steeped in the pervasiveness 

of perpetual normative gender ideology (Joseph 237).  
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Conclusion 

Assessing the Cooking Channel Brand: Medium Rare or Well Done? 

Popular journalist and cultural food critic Michael Pollan published Food Rules: An 

Eater’s Manual in 2009. The book, which outlines how to build a smart food lifestyle, was met 

with great frustration from professional members of the Association for the Study of Food and 

Society. Society members – among them professors, farmers, food policy writers and journalists 

– voiced concern that Pollan‘s aggregate of food advice both ignored history and failed to credit 

years of academic work on food and culture. Bret Thorn, food editor at Nation’s Restaurant 

News, responded quizzically to the heated dialogue: ―And it seems to me that cultural knowledge 

is kind of public domain?‖ (Thorn). 

 Food Rules and the ASFS have nothing to do with Cooking Channel‘s launch. However, 

the impassioned response to Pollan‘s negotiation of food knowledge clearly demonstrates that 

there is much at stake in successfully navigating the American cultural foodscape. For Cooking 

Channel, positioned as a niche cable entity emerging among a vast array of choices in a saturated 

market, this translates to constructing a brand identity that speaks both democratically and 

distinctly to an audience. This thesis set out to consider the gendered nature of Cooking 

Channel‘s branding strategies, suggesting that the channel‘s identity is secured around the 

discursive site of the foodie. The many examples in the previous three chapters suggest that this 

identity construction process is complex, ever-shifting, and perhaps only democratic for the 

already distinct. Or at the very least, for those who have access to a process of distinction. 

 If we consider, for a moment, the relative ―success‖ of creating an identity that hinges on 

contemporary understandings of what it means to be a foodie, how has gender informed this 

process? As the first chapter reveals in its consideration of popular press and channel-driven 

news releases, Cooking Channel as a channel is gendered female, a young food lover to be 
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consumed by a food-loving audience. Chapter two complicates this considerably by identifying 

the ideological underpinnings that frame a male- and masculine-dominated channel. Arguably, 

chapters one and two combine to suggest a streamlined branding process that is divided along the 

historically gendered binary of production and consumption. The press – spearheaded by Scripps 

– provides an introduction to the channel that invokes consumption of new foodie content 

followed by a settling of the channel‘s programming and scheduling structure that reifies the 

firmly patriarchal notion of production. In turn, chapter three uproots these normative and 

hegemonic ideals with its focus on gender liminality and shifting masculinities and femininities. 

Chapter three concludes by tentatively suggesting that ultimately, while the process of channel 

identity construction is gendered, the performance of gender on the channel is less intimately 

connected to branding strategies. 

Cooking Channel celebrates one year on the air in June 2011. While Food Network made 

big news in early 2011 for its dramatic 10 percent fourth-quarter drop in viewers ages 25 to 54 (a 

crucial demographic for advertisers), there is little information available to quantitatively assess 

Cooking Channel‘s performance in its first year (Atkinson, ―Chefs…‖). Few hard numbers are 

accessible, but Scripps‘ earnings did jump in the third and fourth quarters of 2010, which likely 

means profits were generated outside of Food Network by other Scripps-owned channels. 

Further, according to a company press release, revenue at Cooking Channel increased 28 percent 

before amortization, and 52 percent if you consider the distribution incentives offered as Fine 

Living Network transitioned to Cooking Channel (Kroeger). The channel launched with the 

expectation of a ―faster growth curve‖ than Food Network and the intention of reaching 70 

million households in timespan of two to three years, increasing from their starting base of 

approximately 55 million households (Monk). 
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Few of these statistics directly inform the success of Cooking Channel‘s efforts to mold a 

channel identity. However, the considerable growth experienced by the channel in its first six to 

eight months on air suggests the realization of their branding efforts in two important ways. First, 

in the transition from Fine Living Network to Cooking Channel, Scripps secured revenue in the 

first full financial quarter on air and increased viewership by one million households in less than 

a year (Kroeger). The replacement of the stagnant Fine Living Network forces a comparison of 

the two channels that reveals the highly specific niche of Cooking Channel – the foodie – and the 

vague ―lifestyle‖ focus of Fine Living. The concentrated brand is arguably a more successful 

route to audiences. Notably, Fine Living also relied on more feminized programming, a large 

portion of which was devoted to home interior and décor. Second, the attention to the current 

climate of foodie culture seems to have had an effect on the channel‘s swift upward mobility. 

Scripps CEO Ken Lowe articulates this awareness of the market by confirming Cooking 

Channel‘s goal to take ―full advantage of the growing television food genre‖ (Goetzl). In my 

interview with Michael Smith, he discussed how slow the process of building a cable brand can 

be, citing as an example Food Network‘s invisibility from its launch in 1993 until around 1997 

(Smith). Although in many ways it is too soon to make claims, Cooking Channel seems to have 

captured the cultural sensibility of its desired ―food people‖ in a more efficient way. 

 

Contributions 

 This project began with the intention of contributing to two understudied areas in media 

research – the dearth of attention paid to U.S. food television and the failure to consider the 

gendered discourses involved in the branding of a cable channel. As I outline in the introduction 

chapter, the majority of food TV research is produced by British scholars and focuses on British 

television. I also outline the substantial work done on cable branding in the U.S. and the relative 
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lack of attention to how gender informs these processes. Thus, first and foremost, I consider the 

thesis a move to remedy these two gaps. The truncated history of U.S. food television in the 

introduction and the close analysis of a food-specific television channel contribute to the first 

pinpointed research gap. My broad focus on Cooking Channel as an emerging and gendered 

cable brand within the context of a U.S. post-network niche cable market contributes to the 

second understudied area. 

 More abstractly, this project builds on existing scholarship on brand identity construction, 

food, and television. Speaking on identity, I have tried to suggest that Cooking Channel has built 

a brand through a reliance on both the structural notions of gendered binaries and the heavy 

distinction between high art and mass culture as well as a more postmodern conception of the 

social world, as it exists in popular discourse. This seemingly paradoxical relationship reveals 

itself most readily in the competing discourses present in the channel‘s primetime programming. 

In a recent article on gay narrowcasting, Hollis Griffin considers the flexibility of consumer 

citizenship for niche media markets: 

It seems that citizenship is an affective, fluid category in niche media, one that is central to the 

many fantasies of commerce and connection imagined by and through media forms. 

 

If one were to replace Griffin‘s use of the word citizenship with that of identity, the postmodern, 

neoliberal deployment of gender on Cooking Channel is more fully realized. Finally, this project 

begins the process of linking one contemporary discourse on food – foodies – to what shows up 

on television; thus, arguably, it is a compelling examination of the interplay of two very 

important cultural sites – food and media. 

 

Limitations 

A number of gaps emerge more clearly when considering the well-roundedness of this 

project. First, this is not a reception study. I am limited to an analysis of Cooking Channel‘s texts 
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and the available discourses surrounding them; thus, I focus on the apparent strategies of the 

encoder – to borrow from Stuart Hall – and not the decoding, interpretive strategies of the 

audience. Surveying viewers‘ impressions of Cooking Channel‘s presentation of identity would 

considerably round out the thesis. A second key limitation is the failure to more clearly connect 

Cooking Channel to other food television. My interest in focusing on the channel‘s launch and 

subsequent branding processes directed a narrower analysis, which resulted in a less expansive 

and possibly more scattered project. However, the channel‘s relationship with the U.S. Food 

Network, Bravo, and History Channel, as well as its sharing of content with Food Network 

Canada is not fully explicated. This becomes important when considering the familial 

relationship among these cable brands and the small body of academic work that attends to 

gender in this context. Certainly an expanded project would require some comparative analysis, 

but this was not my primarily goal.  

This project‘s greatest challenge – and perhaps greatest limitation – has been the process 

of connecting programming content to the overall branding schematic of a cable channel. It is 

difficult to articulate channel-wide identity construction when analyzing narrow areas of 

segment. In other words, I have hesitations about how much a ten-second scene from Bitchin’ 

Kitchen informs the Cooking Channel brand. This is especially true given audiences‘ time-

shifting viewing habits and no real measurements of how people actually watch, absorb, and 

interpret television. I have tried to remedy this by balancing moments of potentially unproductive 

depth with a broad sweep of the channel – the analysis includes dozens of shows and 

promotional spots, as well as episode and show descriptions and a more comprehensive 

assessment of Cooking Channel‘s weekly schedules. 
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Future Directions 

Cooking Channel 2.0 

Louisa Ha and Sylvia Chan-Olmsted assert that cable television ―seems to benefit the 

most from creating a presence on the Web with its niche programming and specialized content‖ 

(620). Apparently, this rings true for Cooking Channel, which has steadily increased its presence 

online and in digital cultures. While there is no data available, when I began this project in 

August 2010, no online videos existed for the channel. As of March 2011, there exists a 

dedicated YouTube channel and four to eight rotating videos per show on the Cooking Channel 

website. The online presence has flourished, making good on the channel‘s promise to offer a 

―multimedia campaign to herald its arrival‖ through significantly increasing its interactivity on 

sites like Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube (Reynolds). For Cooking Channel specifically and 

niche media more broadly, the increased interactivity – for example, the ability to encapsulate a 

brand in 140 characters on Twitter – becomes an integral space for identity construction. Future 

directions for this thesis and other similar research projects would benefit from incorporating this 

digital activity. 

The Continued Expansion of Scripps Networks Interactive  

In ―Tunnel Vision and Food,‖ Cheri Ketchum states: ―By the early 2000s, Scripps was 

trying to create an easily identifiable and highly specific viewer and an advertiser-friendly media 

brand devoted to food, calling its narrowcasting strategy ‗category television‘‖ (166). Scripps‘ 

interest in food television has certainly continued, evidenced by Scripps CEO Ken Lowe‘s 

comments above and Senior Vice-President of Ad Sales Jon Steinlauf‘s comments to a New York 

Times reporter: 

When you see Fox lining up its third Gordon Ramsay cooking show in prime time, I think food‘s 

arrived as a mainstream genre…If there are 1.2 rating points available for food programming, we 

want to be able to get the 0.9 on Food and the 0.3 on Cooking Channel (Stelter). 
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Scripps‘ long-term interest in building a food empire opens up a number of spaces for further 

study. What is the history of this self-described ―lifestyle media giant‖? How has gender factored 

into its industry activity? And importantly, how is Scripps contributing to how we think about 

food television? Scripps provides the opportunity to formulate a complex project that considers 

gender, food television, branding, and media franchising. 

 

The Future of Food TV 

In March 2011, NBC premiered its American-dream style America’s Next Great 

Restaurant, while Jamie Oliver’s Food Revolution returns for a second season in April 2011 on 

ABC. Having just received a Television Academy Honor for his ―television with a conscience,‖ 

Oliver‘s second ―food revolution‖ will be an overhaul of the Los Angeles school lunch 

programs. While the networks are quickly catching up, the cable channels that have consistently 

produced food television over the past decade – Bravo, History Channel, Travel Channel, and 

Food Network – continue to offer original programming. The point is, food television is 

dramatically understudied considering its presence in popular discourse. This is especially true 

for non-U.S. and non-Western food television, which, when compared to the focus on North 

American, British, and Australian programming, appears especially scarce. This prompts many 

future projects – where is food television headed? How do we theoretically and methodologically 

consider these objects of study? Will food television continue to be a revealing site for the 

revealing of gender as fluid and in-flux? And significantly, is food television a niche or a genre? 

The conclusion of this project offers many more beginnings. 
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