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Abstract

This paper focuses on the cookbooks written by Eliza Leslie (1787-1858)
and Sarah Josepha Hale (1788-1879) which, though long thought to be
unworthy of serious study, are now being reconsidered as unique documents of
cultural and historical value.

In her Directions for Cookery (1837) Leslie’s insistence on quality food was
closely related to the establishment of the American middle class because her
splendid recipes represented not dietary reality but what a great many people
wanted to eat. The fact that most of her food ingredients were given in specific
measurements also helped to strengthen the middle class in the sense that her
recipes made it possible for everybody to prepare the same dishes.

Although Hale has been regarded as conservative because she was in favor
neither of women's suffrage nor of women competing with men, a close reading
of her Early American Cookery (1839) reveals that she encouraged women to
exert their influence outside their homes and also protected women's right to
public education. But she took care to hide her radical views by modestly
proposing that her ideas were only meant to produce good housewives.

Reading these popular cookbooks is not just looking at a collection of
recipes, but also looking into their female authors’ struggles to go beyond the
boundaries between the private and public spheres and to convey their
thoughts about the American Republic and women's position in American

society through them.

Keywords: cookbooks, recipes, gender, domesticity, the private sphere, the

public sphere
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