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Should we return to cookng 
and ‘homemade’ food?

Anndta Dasgupta, Hayat Zrar, Ncolas Brcas, 
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Home cooking has many cultural and health benets. Nevertheless, it remains 
a relatively undervalued daily task that is largely shouldered by women. e 
commercialization of ‘homemade’ dishes presents interesting opportunities in 
this regard.

Around the world, the development of the agr-food ndustry and mass retalng 
has led to the growng use of processed products n everyday food practces. 
Despte the benets of these products, whch last longer and make cookng 
easer, some have been severely crtczed, partcularly for nutrtonal reasons. 
Processed foods oen have hgher sugar, fat and salt content and are lower n 
bre and mcronutrents. ey may also contan varous avourng, colourng, 
preservatve and texture addtves that are suspected of beng harmful to health. 
s s partcularly the case wth so-called ultra-processed foods – n other 
words, foods produced through a seres of ndustral processes (Montero et al., 
2019; Chapters 6 and 7) – whch are thought to contrbute to the rse n obesty 
and non-communcable dseases such as type 2 dabetes or cardovascular 
dsease (Montero et al., 2010; Lawrence and Baker, 2019). e gant agr-food 
companes that dstrbute standardzed ndustral products worldwde (breakfast 
cereals, powdered mlk, rened ols and sugar, bscuts, crsps, hamburgers, 
avour cubes, sodas etc.) have been accused of homogenzng food (Rtzer’s 
‘McDonaldzaton’, 1992) and threatenng the dversty of artsanal or local 
products. e ‘artcal’ nature of processed foods n turn rases the queston 
of the ‘naturalness’ of food tems (Lepller, 2012). e ncreasng use of food 
packagng and overwrap nvolves energy consumpton and generates plastc 
polluton n partcular (Rtche and Roser, 2018). s crtque s not lmted to 
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academc crcles. It has been wdely conveyed by the meda and taken up by local 
actors challengng the power and opacty of large agr-food companes more 
generally, ncludng n countres where ndustralzaton s stll recent, such as 
Morocco (Zrar, 2020).

e return of homemade food?

In several parts of the world, ths rejecton of ndustral food products has resulted 
n a new cookng craze drven by a desre to consume freshly prepared dshes made 
from raw or mnmally processed foods. Domestc cookng (or ‘homemade’ food), 
whch can be perceved very derently dependng on the context (Mazzonetto 
et al., 2020), s embedded n a postve magnary that holds t n partcularly hgh 
regard (Danels et al., 2012). Frst, homemade food s consdered to be of better 
nutrtonal and taste qualty than ndustral preparatons (Mathé and Hébel, 
2015). Beng able to control the nature and orgn of ngredents, along wth the 
naturalness assocated wth the preparaton process, helps soothe the anxetes 
nherent n food ntake (Fschler, 1990). Moreover, varous studes n the eld of 
nutrton suggest a postve nuence of home cookng on health (Larson et al., 
2006; Recks et al., 2014; Mlls et al., 2017; Wolfson et al., 2020).

Homemade food also serves a cultural functon for eaters. rough culnary 
work, famly or communty tradtons are passed on and renvented. In Morocco, 
‘handmade’ food made ‘at home’ mmedately anchors eaters n ther food and 
culnary tradton (Soula and Zrar, 2023). Smlarly, n mult-ethnc socetes 
such as Malaysa, homemade food gves expresson to the tradtonal culnary 
repertore and allows for regularly rearmng one’s cultural roots n a rapdly 
urbanzng socety. Taste plays a role n ths process of dentty, groundng eaters 
n a famly, local or natonal culture. From a socal pont of vew, cookng provdes 
a way of connectng wth others and showng them care (Mazzonetto et al., 
2020). It s also a cement of famly lfe n shared magnares (Plumauzlle and 
Rossgneux-Méheust, 2019). In the Unted States, for example, homemade food 
s central to the dealzed moment of sharng a famly dnner (Bowen et al., 2019). 
For the cook, the work nvolved can be a source of satsfacton – the satsfacton of 
takng care of oneself, of others and of one’s health and well-beng – and can gve 
them the pleasure of ‘dong t yourself ’. Fnally, home cookng may be popular for 
economc reasons: t s common to hear that t s cheaper to cook at home than to 
buy pre-prepared food n shops or restaurants. s argument, whch especally 
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held true n the past when famles were oen large, s stll vald today and may 
partcularly resonate wth lower- or mddle-class famles.

Tedous work

ere are therefore many benets assocated wth home cookng, lnked to the 
derent dmensons of food. However, one queston oen remans unaddressed: 
How do we organze ourselves to cook? As a domestc task, cookng conssts of 
a long seres of more or less planned steps that are carred out almost daly: 
stocktakng, food shoppng, meal plannng, food preparaton, servng meals, 
clearng up and dong the dshes. Cookng at home nvolves managng resources 
accordng to multple and sometmes contradctory constrants such as the 
household budget, tme avalablty, guests’ preferences and avalable ngredents. 
Moreover, ths work requres sklls that confer socal recognton. In Morocco, 
for example, the cook s valued for her manual dexterty, whch endows her 
wth recognzed expertse. Lkewse, n Malaysa, sourcng and cookng fresh 
local produce from the pasar malam (nght market) or the pasar tani (farmers’ 
market), avodng waste and mantanng a certan frugalty are qualtes valued 
by the famly.

Approachng home cookng through the prsm of domestc work, however, 
reveals two thngs. Frst, the economc cost of home cookng s oen overlooked. 
If homemade food were gven a nancal value, takng the cost of labour nto 
account, t could become more benecal to buy ndustral products than to 
cook oneself (arrey et al., 2018). It s worth notng that on a global scale, the 
economc value of all domestc actvtes (ncludng cookng) s estmated to 
reach 13 per cent of the planet’s GDP (McKnsey Global Insttute, 2015). Most 
mportantly, ths domestc work stll largely falls on women. In patrarchal 
socetes, the norm of a gendered dvson of roles contnues to assgn women a 
reproductve and nurturng role and makes them responsble for cookng-related 
tasks. In 2010 n France, 82 per cent of women reported cookng on a daly bass 
compared wth 47 per cent of men (Rcroch, 2012). And n 2011 n Morocco, 
the natonal ‘Tme Use’ survey revealed that cookng s an actvty neglected by 
men: across all soco-professonal categores, men n urban areas spend only ve 
mnutes a day on cookng (three mnutes n rural areas), compared wth two 
hours and twenty-sx mnutes for women (three hours and ve mnutes n rural 
areas) (Haut-Commssarat au Plan, 2019).
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e ktchen as a prsm through whch  
to analyse gender relatons

Domestc cookng s generally seen as an ntergeneratonal female actvty 
nvolvng mothers, daughters and grandmothers, whle the supply of ngredents 
can be carred out by men followng the women’s nstructons. But the actual 
daly preparaton of meals s managed by the women of the household, possbly 
wth the help of other women (from ther famly network or neghbourhood or 
under ther employ). In fact, socally, women used to be – and to some extent 
stll are – judged on ther cookng sklls, wth ther ablty to manage meals and 
please ther husbands deemed to reect ther value as ‘model women’. Whle men 
may also decde to cook on ther own ntatve, ths s usually for exceptonal 
occasons n collectve and communty lfe.

As the ones n charge of cookng, women shoulder a heavy mental load, whch 
they oen carry alone. Cookng s not just about what happens n the ktchen 
(Counhan, 1999; Dupuy, 2017; Hacault, 1984); t nvolves thnkng, plannng, 
managng the supply and stocks of food as well as cookng energy and utensls, 
settng the table, servng the food, clearng the table, cleanng up and managng 
waste. When repeated daly, these tasks can be experenced as a stran. Domestc 
cookng, whch s centred on carng for others (manly chldren, husbands and 
the elderly), forces women to make trade-os between what they should do and 
what they aspre to be. ey are torn between the responsblty of havng to cook 
at home accordng to the preferences and needs of derent famly members, and 
the desre to releve themselves of ths routne duty. In Morocco, whle men lvng
alone learn to cook for themselves, once they are marred, they oen relegate 
ths task to ther wves, who tend to be perceved as the guardans of a culnary 
tradton to whch they are attached. ey thus sustan an dealzed mage of the 
cusne of the past, home cookng and ther mother’s cookng (Zrar, 2020).

At present, women are seekng to hghlght the mental load they carry. Some 
are also strvng to free themselves from the nurturng role they have been 
assgned, whle others are seekng greater equty through the reconguraton 
of ths role. e last few decades have wtnessed sgncant changes n socal 
structures, forms of famly organzaton and the dstrbuton of gendered 
attrbutes n many countres around the world. Urbanzaton n partcular has 
ncreased women’s access to pad work and has enabled them to gan economc 
and nancal autonomy. Lkewse, young grls are ncreasngly attendng school. 
In urban households, women are therefore generally less avalable and wllng 
to take on cookng actvtes n addton to the other domestc tasks for whch 
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they are responsble. s s especally the case gven that, whle eatng at home 
s oen stll the norm, the growng range of places where food s prepared and 
served n ctes oers new optons that famles are ntegratng nto ther food 
practces. In order to allevate the daly burden of managng the cookng, women 
are takng advantage of changng socal norms to renegotate responsblty for 
cookng n two ways.

e rst s through the redstrbuton of cookng work: n the home, couples 
ncreasngly share ths work (though not always equtably). Whle women are 
stll responsble for cookng, men are more wllng to help out, and some show 
a moderate but explct nterest n cookng – for the pleasure of t, to dscover, 
create, nnovate wth or try out recpes (Zrar et al., forthcomng). It s also a 
way of ganng recognton, of presentng oneself as a ‘modern’ man n keepng 
wth the tmes as cookng has come to be held n such hgh regard n the meda.

Second, women are renegotatng responsblty for the management of meals 
by mnmzng the amount of cookng work nvolved: n ndustralzed socetes, 
cookng work can be reduced or even outsourced, partcularly owng to the 
varous opportuntes aorded by urban lfe. s burden can be lghtened by 
ntroducng changes n the management of meals – for nstance, smplfyng 
meals, freezng leovers for later use or hrng help. It s mportant to note that 
delegatng cookng to domestc workers or young grls from the countrysde – 
who are housed and fed n the cty n exchange for ther domestc work – reects 
a sh n nequaltes. It s oen stll women, possbly from lower socal classes, 
who reman n charge of cookng. s work can also be outsourced to canteens, 
street food vendors or restaurants. As the standard of lvng n ctes has rsen, a 
wde range of restaurants has developed, provdng access to a varety of foods 
that cater to many dets, are oen nexpensve and are perceved as qualty foods. 
It should be noted that for women, eatng at frends’ homes or wth famly – 
whether at restaurants or from street vendors – provdes temporary or occasonal 
respte from cookng dutes.

Whle cookng practces and gender relatons are evolvng, these changes 
reman slow. e forced return to domestc cookng caused by the lockdowns 
and restaurant closures due to the COVID-19 pandemc does not seem to 
have led to a real redenton of the gendered dvson of labour. In Morocco, 
although gender relatons remaned largely unchanged durng the perods of 
lockdown, wth the majorty of women stll forced to take care of all the food 
and meal preparaton, new male practces surroundng cookng nevertheless 
emerged, partcularly dssemnated through socal meda (Zrar et al., 2022). 
Conversely, Malaysan women who had enjoyed a certan degree of freedom 
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from cookng actvtes were once agan called upon to become the guardans of 
the domestc space (Dasgupta and Mognard, 2020). Homemade food remans 
hghly valued n Malaysan socety, even though, accordng to the Malaysan 
Food Barometer publshed n 2014, the country has perhaps one of the world’s 
hghest rates of food consumpton outsde the home, closely assocated wth 
urbanzaton (Poulan et al., 2015, 2020).

Turnng cookng work nto an actvty  
wth economc value

Strkngly, messages encouragng people to prortze cookng over processed 
foods oen mplctly refer to domestc cookng, n both senses of the term: as 
home cookng and as a form of non-market work. Certanly, some may 
see the entry of meal preparaton nto the market sphere as a vctory for the 
commodcaton of the world. Caterng has ndeed become a new sector of 
nterest to nvestors, partcularly wth the development of dgtal tools. As nternet 
access and smartphones have become wdespread, especally n ctes, remote 
orderng has become easer. Delvery companes and some restaurant chans are 
now nvestng n actvtes lmted to the preparaton of dshes made to order, 
wth mcro-ktchens n contaners or basements dedcated to the producton of 
a sngle specalty, known as ‘dark’, ‘vrtual’, ‘cloud’ or ‘ghost’ ktchens.

s commodcaton of cookng, however, also takes on other, less ‘ndustral’ 
forms. Of nterest here s the commodcaton of domestc cookng to change 
gender relatons surroundng cookng actvtes. In some Afrcan ctes, for 
example, practces nvolvng the sale of addtonal servngs prepared as part of 
famly meals have exsted for decades: women who cook at home sell portons of 
surplus food to ‘subscrbers’ (sngle people, rural people who have come to the 
cty for a few months etc.). People ‘subscrbe’ for a xed perod of tme to receve 
a ‘famly’ dsh every day. ey can ether collect and take away the dsh, have t 
delvered by a chld of the famly or come and eat t on the spot, oen wth other 
subscrbers. s practce enables famles to reduce the cost of ther food and 
gves consumers access to famly-style cookng at a very reasonable prce. s 
practce also exsts n Brazl and s developng thanks to socal meda. e dshes 
oered by famles are lsted on webstes where they can be ordered n advance 
for collecton. e famles buy the ngredents sem-wholesale and therefore at 
lower prces and save energy by cookng n relatvely large quanttes. Customers 
are freed from the mental burden of havng to organze and cook meals, and they 
are able to access vared dshes, whch can nclude regonal culnary specaltes 
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or cater to nutrtonal or envronmental concerns (lght, meat-free, organc etc.). 
e prces are also attractve, as the meals cost the same as self-prepared ones or 
are even cheaper.

In Asa, the sale of homemade food avalable for pre-order onlne s on the 
rse. s trend s drven not by a strategy of sellng ‘surplus’ food but by home-
based mcroenterprses that promote themselves on socal meda. However, n the 
absence of formal hygene regulatons and ndependent checks, these nformal 
arrangements can be suspected of beng unsafe – an argument oen used by 
ndustral companes and consumer groups. Condence n the qualty of the food 
n fact reles on nterpersonal relatonshps and the reputaton of the cooks, whether 
recommended by word of mouth or through satsfacton ratngs on socal meda.

e women behnd these mcroenterprses delegate the cookng to domestc 
workers whom they house and feed or pay, to frends or relatves who have 
spare tme and whom they remunerate, or to reputable restaurants n the 
neghbourhood. Alternatvely, they may also sell addtonal servngs cooked as 
part of ther famly meals. In all cases, ths ndeed consttutes a commodcaton 
of domestc cookng. e recognton of the know-how, mental workload and 
labour nvolved s no longer merely socal and symbolc; t becomes economc. 
As a result, t changes gender relatons. Frst, t contrbutes to ncreasng women’s 
economc and nancal autonomy and, through the ncome generated, gves 
recognton to work that was prevously nvsble (Abarca, 2007). Second, as 
the actvty becomes lucratve and moves beyond the purely domestc sphere, 
ths commodcaton can potentally help redene the gendered boundares of 
economc spaces. Men are enterng the caterng busness, just as they dd wth 
the mechanzaton and motorzaton of other household tasks tradtonally 
performed by women, such as huskng and grndng grans and pressng ols. 
Conversely, some women are becomng nvolved n cookng actvtes prevously 
domnated by men, such as grllng meat (Boubakar-Akal, 2020). When 
commoded cookng moves out of the home to become a commercal actvty, 
women’s behavour can resemble that prevously ‘symbolcally’ assocated wth 
men, to the pont that these small traders are referred to as ‘male women’, as n 
Abdjan, Côte d’Ivore (Egnankou, 2020).

Concluson

By provdng access to dshes that not only promote food cultures but also oer 
an alternatve to ndustral food, whch s not always healthy, and to potentally 
expensve catered food, the commodcaton of domestc cookng produces 
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nterestng eects. Furthermore, ths commodcaton enables the women who 
engage n t to derve benets from ther cookng, especally nancal ones. 
However, t s mportant to bear n mnd that by remanng assgned to culnary 
work, women reman ted to functons that are gven lttle value, taken for 
granted and stll largely nvsble. erefore, beyond the opportuntes oered by 
the commodcaton of domestc cookng, challengng ths assgnment of roles 
remans a prorty.

s chapter partly draws on the three symposa on the theme of ‘Eatng n the 
Cty’ organzed by CIRAD and the UNESCO Char n World Food Systems.

e authors would lke to thank Damen Conaré, Mathlde Coudray 
and Trstan Fourner for proofreadng ths chapter and for ther suggested 
mprovements.
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