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Motorama and the Romance of Technology
Everyone says the future is strange
But I have a feeling some things won’t change! 
—Woman, Design for Dreaming

One of the classic advertising extravaganzas of the 1950s, Gen-
eral Motors’ “Motoramas” were like giant museum exhibits, trade
fairs, or debutante balls for GM’s new products. The 1956 Moto-
rama, dubbed “Highways of Tomorrow,” drew 275,316 visitors
during its six-day opening run at New York’s Waldorf-Astoria
hotel; later, its ten-minute promotional film version, Design for
Dreaming, would be seen by more than 8 million people.1 Among
the most strenuously hyped exhibits at the Motorama was the
Kitchen of Tomorrow. In contrast to the Motorama’s main attrac-
tion, which showcase the latest crop of automobiles including five
futuristic models, the Kitchen of Tomorrow was designed not to
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show off current products but to be a spectacle of domestic futur-
ism. Features included an Ultrasonic Dishwasher, a Roto-Storage
Center (rotating glass refrigerator/freezer), and an Electro
Recipe File with a color monitor mounted at eye level on which
the cook could preview images of various dishes.2 In Design for
Dreaming, a young woman is visited one night by a mysterious
masked and tuxedo-clad stranger who magically transforms her
pajamas into an evening gown and whisks her away to visit the
Motorama. When she arrives at the Kitchen of Tomorrow, the
heroine twirls and sings her way through the kitchen’s main fea-
tures, places a cake in the glass-domed oven, exclaims “I’m free to
have fun around the clock!” and then performs a quick-change
dance routine in which she appears in tennis, swimming, and golf
outfits—signifying, of course, that her day is filled with leisure,
thanks to the Kitchen of Tomorrow.

Beginning with the kitchen in Design for Dreaming, this
essay examines a series of representations of Kitchens of Tomor-
row in an effort to elaborate popular-cultural understandings of
the relationship between mediated technologies of gender and
technologies of the kitchen in the postwar United States. On the
face of things, it seems remarkable that a company like General
Motors, whose goal was to maximize purchasing in the present,
attempted to do so with extravaganzas showcasing future kitchen
commodities—after all, it could be expected that Kitchens of
Tomorrow would discourage, not encourage, consumers from
buying contemporary appliances that were already obsolete 
compared to futuristic ones like the Roto-Storage Center. Yet
Kitchens of Tomorrow abounded during the two decades follow-
ing the end of World War II, promoted by companies to suggest
that present-day appliances were the best available and that appli-
ance producers had harnessed domestic-technological progress
itself in order to serve women now and in the future. More
broadly, Kitchens of Tomorrow, and the consumerist techno-
kitchens that they indirectly promoted, played an important role
in suturing ideologies of postwar femininity, democracy, domes-
ticity, family values, and consumption, and they did so by center-
ing American technological progress—materialized through
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corporate research and development—as something mobilized
to serve women. In the postwar period, women’s status as home-
makers was constructed (and justified) as part of a kind of
national contract, according to which, through their roles as rais-
ers of the nation’s children and supporters and maintainers of the
nation’s domestic spaces, (white, middle- and upper-class) home-
making women would be recognized as central to American
greatness. As such, they would be supported by a whole range of
institutions, from government departments to magazines to uni-
versity and corporate research units. The domestic sphere would
be understood as separate but equal to the public sphere, and
women would be equal partners in the postwar national project,
trading in their access to paid labor and other aspects of public
life with the knowledge that domestic and homemaking issues
were of vital public concern. As full and equal partners they
would also enjoy the spoils of postwar prosperity and the advances
in science and production technologies that improved Ameri-
cans’ quality of life after the war. A major component of this real-
ization of the benefits of technological progress would be the 
liberation of women from the drudgery of household labor, a
drudgery that crystallized in the messiness and relentlessness of
kitchen work. In this context, Kitchens of Tomorrow were mate-
rial vehicles expressing postwar dreams of transcendence, but
they also, as we shall see, worked to obscure the fact that such
dreams would never materialize.

Although promoters of postwar kitchens suggested other-
wise, there is no such thing as a neutral advance in kitchen tech-
nology; rather, the development and marketing of particular
kitchen technologies over others reflects assumptions about what
gendered labor means in its broadest and most minute, quotid-
ian manifestations. With their assemblages of designed machines
and utensils that interact with female bodies on a daily basis,
kitchens—futuristic or not—are thick with messages about the
cultural meanings of feminized domestic labor and about prevail-
ing understandings of the relationship between women and tech-
nology. In this respect, the expression kitchen technologies is a dou-
ble entendre: first, it refers to tools that facilitate kitchen labor;
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second, following theorists like Michel Foucault and Teresa de
Lauretis, it refers to the ways in which representations of the
kitchen interpellate women as particular kinds of subjects.3

Images of techno-kitchens show us appliances and their func-
tions, but they also bring into relief the functions that remain to
be accomplished by women’s labor. That is, representations of
kitchen technology create a kind of “space-off,” a space outside
the frame but “inferable from what the frame makes visible,” that
projects and produces the people who ideally inhabit that space
and the kinds of labor that are to be done there.4 In the case of
postwar Kitchens of Tomorrow, the space-off becomes particu-
larly charged with meaning because, according to the logic of
postwar domestic-technological progress, the most important
element of the space-off of any given image of a Kitchen of
Tomorrow was a woman precisely not located in the kitchen,
whose absence marked both her own liberation and the success
of the Kitchen of Tomorrow. 

The equation imagined in constructions of Kitchens of
Tomorrow, then, seemed simple enough: technological progress
would liberate women from kitchen labor, a change they would
welcome with open arms. But this equation was significantly more
complex than it seemed. First, notwithstanding the fact that
Kitchens of Tomorrow displays toured the country and the world,
featured at venues like department stores and trade fairs, and
notwithstanding the 1950s glorification of technological progress
in general as self-evidently worthwhile, women were not uncriti-
cal consumers of high-tech appliances or the ideologies that
Kitchens of Tomorrow promoted. Second, even as domestic-
technological progress was promised to women over and over
again, other pressures ensured that kitchen work did not, and
would not, disappear. New domestic technologies do not, as intu-
ition would suggest, lessen women’s work in the home; rather,
standards of hygiene and creativity rise, and new technologies
also produce new kinds of labor.5 Postwar standards, along with
the valorization of the homemaker-mother, acted as powerful
pressures on women to reinsert any time they saved into the end-
less loop of reproductive labor like child rearing and housekeep-
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ing. Women’s food preparation and cleanup were “labors of love,”
work that reproduced the bourgeois family as an institution ideo-
logically and materially by reiterating an appropriately gendered
division of labor and by erecting the home as a space distinct
from the public sphere.6 In this respect, to the extent that the
promise of kitchen technologies was that one day women could
toss away their collective aprons forever, never looking back
except to push the occasional button or perhaps choose a meal,
the project was doomed from the start. The ideological climate
supported contradictory aims in which the idea of women being
freed from kitchen labor held a powerful appeal, yet the perfor-
mance of domestic labor was seen as women’s most important
contribution to the social body. 

I use a language of promises and alibis to investigate these
contradictions. A promise is a gesture toward the future. In the
postwar period, promises to women merged the rhetoric of tech-
nological progress and that of loyalty to women—as wives and
mothers and as consumers. An alibi, a “being elsewhere,” is a
rhetorical move that attempts to circumvent unfulfilled promises,
and it does so in one of two ways. Appropriating the word’s con-
ventional meaning, the first kind of alibi refers to an excuse, apol-
ogy, or qualification of the promise. In the realm of advertising,
for example, a 1944 Westinghouse ad published in McCall’s pro-
claims “Let’s hope it’s not too far away . . . that bright new day
when you’ll again know the lift of living electronically. . . . At the
moment, we’re head over heels building essential war materials. 
. . . But when the go-ahead signal flashes, you can count on West-
inghouse to turn out all the fine new appliances you need.” In this
ad Westinghouse uses the patriotic alibi of wartime service to
explain why it cannot be a reliable source of exhilarating new
appliances, and it promises that it will fulfill that role after the
war. If the first kind of alibi apologizes for a deferral, the second
kind approaches “being elsewhere” as celebratory distraction or
fetish. Here I adapt a term Jean Baudrillard uses in The System of
Objects to describe the function of antiques. According to Bau-
drillard, antiques’ authenticity and archaic functionality imbues
the contemporary home with a fetishistic, mythological aura,
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enabling the transportation of the owner “back beyond time . . .
so that those surroundings [become] simply the perfect discourse
directed by human beings to themselves.”7 The alibis I describe
here involve a temporal move in the opposite direction, a gesture
toward the future that references the eventual transcendence of
kitchen labor. Such transcendence was coded in concrete terms
through design and through representations that evoked a plea-
surable and labor-free future; in the Westinghouse ad, for exam-
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ple, the appliances represented as objets d’art, with their curvilin-
ear, streamlined design, evoke both pleasure and futurism. In
sum, while promises attempted to suture representations of
techno-kitchens with an inevitable and desirable technological
progress, of which women were the beneficiaries, alibis pointed
away from this binary toward a third, often abstract element like
nationalism, science, pleasure, freedom, or love. 

Kitchens of Tomorrow, in other words, sold conservative
gender roles disguised as an escape from them. Kitchen-technol-
ogy promotion had to construct the possibility of emancipation
and then continually defer it (make excuses for it, the first kind of
alibi), transcoding a narrative of technological progress into
another realm, like consumerism or romance, and encouraging
women to derive pleasure from their kitchen labor by purchasing
and using commodities that signified technological progress and
contained the promises of a future (“being elsewhere,” the sec-
ond kind of alibi) that transcended the kitchen. Placing Kitchens
of Tomorrow in narratives in which their use was contextualized
among other settings, characters, and expressions of gendered
and nationalist values enabled the negotiation of these contradic-
tions. Put in terms of the logic of the space-off, media representa-
tions of Kitchens of Tomorrow could bypass binary choices to
place the homemaker either inside or outside the kitchen; in nar-
rative media, the woman in the space-off was more mobile and
could be at different moments, for example, recontained within
the domestic space on a pretense other than domestic labor,
shown passing through the kitchen, or shown outside the kitchen
fulfilling obligations that reinforced rather than subverted tradi-
tional gender roles. On a less literal level, filmic and other tech-
niques of mediation enabled Kitchens of Tomorrow to wriggle
their way out of ideological binds—or, more precisely, to leap
across ideological gaps, producing relatively seamless effects in
which the struggle with the dilemma of the space-off was resealed
in a seemingly coherent narrative—and thus media technologies
themselves worked as alibis. 

The kitchens featured in this essay each illuminate differ-
ent aspects of the mechanisms I have been outlining. I close the
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current section by returning to the film Design for Dreaming and
the GM Motorama Kitchen of Tomorrow it promoted. The sepa-
rate-but-equal-spheres logic emerges in the Motorama and in the
film through parallels between cars and kitchens, but it is under-
mined, not strengthened, by the liberatory narrative of the
Kitchen of Tomorrow. The film anxiously maneuvers through this
complication, resolving it at least provisionally by submerging the
woman’s liberation from labor under two alibis: technological
progress in the public (not the private) sphere and the transcen-
dence of romance. By unraveling representations of domestic-
technological progress in a 1943–44 McCall’s contest that asked
readers to choose between a Tried-and-True Kitchen and a Day-
after-Tomorrow Dream Kitchen, the second section calls into
question the futurism implicit in the appellation “dream kitchen”
and exposes some of the complexities of attempts by companies
to evoke technological progress in order to forge allegiances 
with female consumers of kitchen technologies. I close this sec-
tion by turning to Walt Disney’s Carousel of Progress, an audio-
animatronic feature that reiterates these advertising logics and
incorporates a construction of postwar American nationalism
and family values through the (conflicting) messages it sends
through both its form and content. The third section opens with
an examination of a kitchen produced by space-age scientist
Bruce Templeton in the film The Glass Bottom Boat (dir. Frank
Tashlin, US, 1966), a kitchen that “doesn’t need a woman” yet
apparently still requires a full-time maid. I address two interre-
lated questions: first, what the futuristic outcome of the midcen-
tury replacement of maids by “electronic servants” was imagined
to be, and second, whether technology, domestic or otherwise, was
ultimately viewed as compatible with normative femininity during
the postwar period. My conclusion returns, by a different path, to
the romance of technology examined in the first section, and a
cautionary tale about another view of women and machines. 

The texts I examine in this essay bear a variety of relation-
ships to institutions that directly sold kitchen technologies to
women, each employing different genre-specific devices and
reflecting different institutional interests and priorities. Design for
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Dreaming is a commercial film promoting General Motors/
Frigidaire; McCall’s is explicitly dedicated to homemaker advo-
cacy but is equally interested in keeping the wheels of con-
sumerism well oiled; the Carousel of Progress was sponsored by
General Electric; and The Glass Bottom Boat is a feature-film
romantic comedy. I am interested here primarily in the ways in
which this range of texts, from the seemingly unmediated mate-
rial culture of kitchen design to apparently uninterested filmic
narratives like The Glass Bottom Boat, ultimately share similar cul-
tural anxieties, promote similar consolation of those anxieties,
and otherwise encode similar ideological agendas. Cultural hege-
mony is achieved through networks and processes of institutional
collaboration that center and reinforce dominant ideologies across
seemingly discrete social and cultural projects. In this respect,
kitchen technologies and media technologies work together and
through each other as technologies of gender.

In Design for Dreaming (and at the Motorama itself) the
promises of kitchen technologies are initially established through
the showcasing of cars alongside kitchens, promoting a parallel
between automobiles and major kitchen appliances. This parallel
was in place long before the Motorama: through bulbous stream-
lined forms, baroque chrome “gorp” trim, and color trends,
appliance design echoed automobile design during much of the
postwar period. Refrigerators and cars share related histories of
production, corporate configuration, and aesthetics,8 but in
Design for Dreaming, what is most visible is the sense that the
kitchen, or at least having the appropriate cutting-edge Frigi-
daire appliances in a kitchen, offers independence and personal
freedom (and status) parallel to that enabled by owning an auto-
mobile. Although GM did make an effort to market cars to
women with such promotional tactics as commissioning Christian
Dior and other fashion designers to design outfits for the female
models that matched the automobile models—and narrating
Design for Dreaming from the perspective of a young woman—this
feminizing of the automobile was an effort to sell second cars to
families, while the first car (the husband’s) and the refrigerator
were marketed as essentials. In other words, despite the attempt
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to aim the automobile toward a female audience, the primary
promotional strategy still positioned the car and the kitchen as
complementary and parallel commodities corresponding to the
complementary, separate-but-equal spheres men and women
were supposed to occupy and the roles they were expected to
embody. Yet their very parallelism also offered a promise to
female consumers and users of refrigerators: that on the corpo-
rate level, the same kind of energy was being put into producing
cutting-edge kitchen appliances as was being invested in automo-
biles. It also offered an alibi: the liberatory vision of a future not in
the kitchen (thanks to Frigidaire’s research and development)
but driving down the highway in a fancy new GM car. 

Inserting the Kitchen of Tomorrow into this car-kitchen
equation destabilizes its equilibrium, which opens up some fairly
radical possibilities that must then be contained. Design for Dream-
ing relies on a seduction narrative but also on an ambiguity 
about what exactly is seducing the protagonist. When the masked
stranger initially visits the woman’s bedroom (possibly in a
dream), he gives her a heart-shaped invitation that takes flight
through the air toward the Motorama. She sings that she is “fol-
low[ing] my heart” to the Motorama, suggesting that the com-
modities available there will offer her some kind of personal satis-
faction, if not love, but she is alternately shown following the
heart-invitation and the man himself. On the one hand, this
ambiguity solves the potential problem of having the protagonist
“follow her heart” in a way that is exclusively directed toward con-
sumption (though it certainly leaves that possibility open) by
making available a more conventionally romantic interpretation.
On the other hand, this very ambiguity works to link seduction by
commodities to romantic seduction, a connection that is empha-
sized throughout the film as the mysterious stranger offers to pur-
chase various cars for the woman that are on display at the Moto-
rama. The implication is that her involvement with this stranger,
perhaps her engagement and eventual marriage to him (she
refers to herself as a “bride” at one point), offers her access to
these goods.

When the protagonist and her dashing escort arrive at the
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Motorama, despite the extremely late hour, they find the show-
room furnished with a full crowd of spectators milling around,
investigating the new automobiles on display. While exploring
the various GM cars, she is interrupted by the magical appear-
ance of a striped apron around her waist and a male voice in 
the crowd calling out “Hey lady! Your apron’s showing!” Her 
male companion responds by suggesting, “Better get her into the
kitchen quick!” carrying her off, and depositing her in the Kitchen
of Tomorrow. Though she expresses enthusiasm about car owner-
ship, she is less interested in spending time in the kitchen, object-
ing “Just like a man: You give him a break / And you wind up in a
kitchen baking a cake.” Yet she cheers up when, touring the
kitchen’s features, she finds that there is “no need for the bride to
feel tragic / The rest is push-button magic.” This is no ordinary
kitchen but rather one that will enable her to be “free to have fun
around the clock.” After leaving her cake to bake and enjoying
her day of leisure, the woman returns to the kitchen to find the
cake not only baked but also iced and adorned with lit candles; so
she makes a wish and blows out the candles. Like the kitchens
available for purchase in the 1950s and like the automobiles mak-
ing their debut at the Motorama, the Kitchen of Tomorrow is rep-
resented as offering fun and freedom, and the narrative that
GM/Frigidaire establishes seems straightforward enough: Women
can look forward to kitchens that minimize work. This narrative,
though, raises the subversive possibility that women will not actu-
ally do anything productive with this freedom at all and suggests
that if women are not in the kitchen there is nothing for them to
do—nothing worth doing—but to enjoy limitless leisure.

Virtually every narrative move after the protagonist tours
the Kitchen of Tomorrow and discovers that she is “free to have
fun around the clock” is designed to negotiate a space between
the promise of total freedom from housework and the transgres-
sive threat of total female unproductivity that accompanies that
promise. After the protagonist blows out the candles on her cake,
the smoke clears and she finds herself on a stage, where she
declares “Everyone says the future is strange / But I have a feeling
some things won’t change!” The camera cuts to a large and appre-
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ciative audience, presumably the spectators at the Motorama,
who have now all gathered into neat rows. The audience begins
clapping in rhythmic unison, and the protagonist performs a
vampy “Dance of Tomorrow.” The rigorous containment of the
possibility that women will not do anything useful with the time
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saved by Kitchens of Tomorrow is thus accomplished by placing
the female character on a stage and having her voluntarily and
publicly assert her commitment to the status quo. That this
intractability refers specifically to gender roles is supported by the
dance that she performs following her assertion, which suggests
that if anything does in fact change, it will not be women’s general
subservience to men’s needs but rather will involve wives and
mothers becoming more glamorous, more sexualized creatures,
presumably because they are not exhausted by their kitchen
labor. For her part, the protagonist is rewarded for her commit-
ment to conservative gender norms by earning the appreciation
of the entire body of spectators at the Motorama: no longer
milling around like visitors at an exhibit, they have cohered into a
public that applauds her actions. This Dance of Tomorrow is the
only scene in the film not either a direct sales pitch or immedi-
ately and obviously relevant to the narrative of the film; it is the
only scene that, on the surface at least, is completely discon-
nected from the goal of showcasing the Motorama. In fact, the
gathering of the audience suggests that the heroine’s dance is
more interesting than any of the commodities on display and
that, far from being gratuitous, the Dance of Tomorrow, framed
by the dancer’s declaration that certain things won’t change, is
the main attraction.

The thematization of this message continues throughout
the film: A liberatory future for women is asserted and then
retracted or, more accurately, rerouted into glamour and sexual
desirability. At the end of the film, she and her male companion
drive off into the future in their Firebird II prototype car over the
techno-utopian Highway of Tomorrow, singing, 

Tomorrow, tomorrow, 
our dreams will come true. 
Together, together, 
we’ll make the world new. . . .
But our love will not change, dear, 
it will be like a star burning bright
lighting our way
when tomorrow is today!
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The film needs to reclaim the wonders of the future, and to do so
it explicitly places the woman into a couple (though now outside
of the domestic sphere), while the song the couple sings reiter-
ates the insistence that things will not change, this time through
the language of love, which reasserts the symmetry of gender
roles in a context safely removed from the now-troublesome
kitchen. Moreover, the masked mystery man turns out to be the
main character’s real-life husband or future husband: “Oh! It’s
you!” she exclaims when he reveals his identity. Although this
statement locates her safely in a monogamous heterosexual rela-
tionship, it also exposes the erotic or even dangerous suggestion
that the main character ran off in the middle of the night with
someone other than her husband or fiancé, a possibility that does
not seem particularly titillating until the assertion that the mys-
tery man is a real-life human being relinks the dream sequence to
that real world. That these two moves—the near-miss of a fantasy
affair with or even abduction by a stranger and the revealing of
that stranger as, in fact, safely familiar—happen in a single narra-
tive moment both produces erotic potential and directs it into the
lawful heterosexual couple, in which the husband as well as the
wife is newly sexualized. Like the insistence that nothing will
change, this futuristic fantasy is safely reterritorialized as merely
an injection of glamour into familiar terrain, one enabled by
advanced automobiles and appliances. The alibis of technology
and romance become transcoded onto one another, and a conso-
nance is established between the romance of the kitchen and the
possibility of escaping from it. This consonance, in turn, covers
over the fact that romance itself—which, after all, tends to exert a
conservative pull ideologically—in this narrative seems to have
become the only thing capable of keeping the woman in the
kitchen.

The Day-after-Tomorrow Dream Kitchen
In November 1943, McCall’s magazine announced a Kitchen of
Tomorrow contest, inviting readers to write a two hundred–word
essay choosing their favorite of two kitchens: the Tried-and-True
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Kitchen, featuring a continuous, all-white layout and the stream-
lined appliances available at the time, and the Day-after-Tomor-
row Dream Kitchen, featuring an open plan, pedal-operated
faucets, and glass cabinet fronts, oven, and refrigerator. In a cor-
ner of the contest announcement, “Jane” and “Sally” model essay
responses. Jane likes the Tried-and-True Kitchen because “every-
thing in it has been tried out and tested. . . . I’ve been dreaming
for years about a new kitchen, and if I should win a prize in this
contest, I’ll take my war bonds and hold them until the day I can
remodel my old, outmoded cook room to look like this one. And
then I’ll know that dreams come true.” For her part, Sally declares
that “the war has already taught us that we must be open-minded
and ready to adjust to changing times. This proposed [Day-after-
Tomorrow Dream] kitchen suggests that change can be exciting
and that there will be fine, worthwhile things in that postwar
world we are dreaming of.” In addition to writing an essay, enter-
ing the contest required contestants to fill out a ten-page survey
asking for standard demographic data and a detailed elaboration
of their preferences in kitchen design ranging from open versus
closed floor plans to whether they liked oven lights and where on
ranges they wanted the control panel to be. It also asked them to
quantify the sense of urgency they felt about purchasing each of
the appliances discussed in the survey: “I must have one and will
buy as soon as possible,” “I like and may get but not sure,” and so
forth. The results of the survey/contest were published in book
form as What Women Want in Their Kitchens of Tomorrow: A Report 
of the Kitchen of Tomorrow Contest, which seems to have been
directed at an audience of kitchen appliance manufacturers and
advertisers.9

If Design for Dreaming’s Kitchen of Tomorrow promises a
transcendent future and then, insisting that nothing will change,
redirects the vision of liberation into the alibis of glamour,
romance, and the freedom of the highway, the McCall’s contest
uses futurism to promise an absolute identity between con-
sumers’ and producers’ needs and desires. I begin this section by
examining this contest as a case study of the relationship between
domestic consumerism and futurism, one that illuminates both
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the complex and contradictory mechanisms underlying compa-
nies’ declared allegiance to women consumers and the nature of
the reciprocal allegiance they solicited. What Women Want in Their
Kitchens of Tomorrow reconfigures the contest as a competition
between kitchens, not contestants, noting that two-thirds of the
almost twelve thousand respondents preferred the Tried-and-
True Kitchen. This outcome is remarkable in that Kitchens of
Tomorrow were intended to showcase the benefits of technologi-
cal progress in American homes, progress ordinarily constructed
as unambiguously desirable to consumers. Presumably market
research had already established “what women want” accurately
enough that the contest could have been rigged in favor of the
Day-after-Tomorrow Dream Kitchen. Indeed, the introduction to
What Women Want in Their Kitchens of Tomorrow explicitly situates
the contest within the discourses of behavioral science, national-
ism, and marketing, suggesting an intimate knowledge of the
mechanisms by which female consumer desires are stimulated:

This contest was partly fashioned by war conditions. With an extreme
scarcity market in house furnishing goods, it had become important to
avoid stimulating readers to purchase the goods discussed. And still, we
wanted to cater to the persistent reader interest in problems of home
decorating. . . . The rooms photographed for the contest were chosen
because they could quicken interest and discussion without stimulating
immediate buying demands.10

Here the behavioral science approach is justified by the tensions
between women’s desire to consume and the sacrifices demanded
in wartime. The implication is that neither kitchen would “stimu-
late” readers to buy because the Tried-and-True Kitchen was only
slightly nicer than the one already owned by many readers, while
the Day-after-Tomorrow Dream Kitchen was too futuristic to be
the object of immediate desire. According to this stimulation-
avoidance logic, the Tried-and-True Kitchen would win because
the responsible McCall’s editors wanted to keep feminine appetites
for new products to a minimum, at a safely intellectual register,
while still enabling war-weary housewives to fantasize about their
postwar dream kitchens.
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But McCall’s was hardly practicing stimulation avoidance
when it offered readers a choice between a futuristic kitchen and
the more “classic” Tried-and-True Kitchen. Most glaringly, for
many contestants even the Tried-and-True Kitchen had not been
“tried”: Survey results show that about 23 percent of the contes-
tants cooked with wood, coal, or kerosene as opposed to gas or
electricity, while only 1 percent had an electric dishwasher and
only about 15 percent had ever used one, and almost 25 percent
did not have hot water in their homes.11 Thus the Tried-and-True
Kitchen was, for many women, a kitchen of tomorrow, a point
made most poignantly by the contestant who called the Tried-
and-True Kitchen “the very one I’ve dreamed planned and loved
[sic] through several years of carrying water and lighting kero-
sene lamps in an old ramshackle house.” Along the same lines,
although designers were beginning to see all-white, streamlined
kitchens as yesterday’s fashion,12 survey responses suggested that
for many women they still evoked the clinical efficiency of hospi-
tals, laboratories, and factories, qualities that probably looked a
lot less dated to women who had never had access to them in the
first place. This positioning of a kitchen that had been on the
market for a decade or longer calls attention to the enormous
gaps between the “discovery” and production of prototypes of
new kitchen technologies (as represented by the Day-after-
Tomorrow Dream Kitchen); their manufacture and availability in
the marketplace (as represented by the Tried-and-True Kitchen);
and their actual accessibility and use by a majority of women (as
represented by the fact that many readers did not have a “tried-
and-true” kitchen). The evocations of futurism in the Kitchen of
Tomorrow contest, then, are ultimately more about a dream of
increased purchasing power—Jane’s fantasy—than they are
about technological progress.

It is telling, then, that the fictional Jane stresses the
“dream” that will “come true” if she wins the contest, but in doing
so refers not to the Dream Kitchen but to the Tried-and-True
Kitchen. It is equally informative that Sally’s response, which
favors the Day-after-Tomorrow Dream Kitchen, stresses the impor-
tance of being open-minded and insists that the “things” in the
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postwar world will be “worthwhile.” These statements suggest that
the “traditional-versus-futuristic” debate encouraged by the con-
test was covering over other issues recognized by even the contest
designers’ ideal housewife. One, as the previous paragraph makes
clear, was the issue of access. Another issue, one that surfaces
more strongly in Sally’s words, is the possibility that in fact women
did not assume that the changes in household technology would
be good or that new things would be worthwhile. I argue that the
frenzied postwar consumption that McCall’s anticipated in its
concern about (over)stimulating women’s apparently ravenous
desire was something that had to be fabricated, and that two
mechanisms—the pedagogical effects that completing a lengthy
and thought-provoking survey and essay produced, and the inter-
play between the Tried-and-True Kitchen and the Day-after-
Tomorrow Dream Kitchen—facilitated this fabrication of need.
Seen in this light, the contest was not about futuristic advances in
kitchen technologies at all; rather, a narrative of progress served
as a convenient vehicle for the real work of the contest, which was
to survey women’s taste, to contribute to the construction of a
taste culture around kitchen design, and to socialize women as
consumers who actively participated in an exchange around con-
sumption.

In asking women to complete a two-hundred-word essay
and a ten-page questionnaire, the contest designers did want to
know what women wanted in their kitchens, and the value of such
data is illustrated by the publication of a book devoted to contest-
ants’ responses. But asking women to state the precise contours of
their desires also contributed to a project of producing women as
consumers. The contest announcement itself is explicit about
this pedagogical function, asking readers to “Imagine [them-
selves] getting dinner, cleaning up after it; taking care of [their]
family first in one, then in the other” and telling them that they
“will learn a lot” by entering the contest.13 Contestants were not
simply to choose the “classic” or “techno-” kitchen; they were to
exercise their capacity to work within a system of consumer
choices and constraints, and in that exercise they were being
interpellated as consumers, individuals with specific tastes but
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also members of an identifiable market/community with a respon-
sibility to communicate their needs to the companies who could
potentially satisfy them. On one level, the commodity fetishism
that survey-contests like this one elicited from women was not
about the desire for particular commodities but about participat-
ing in the logic of the system as such, as Jean Baudrillard argues in
For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign14—and women who
participated in the logic of the system were women who con-
sumed more goods. On the other hand, particular consumer
choices within these networks of meanings were significant
because they contributed to the process of elaborating a taste cul-
ture of distinction. 

In an era of a relatively new, rapidly differentiating market
in appliances, this kind of survey assisted in socializing consumers
through the shift from a focus on the existence of new appliances
in their generic function or use-value (one would buy a refrigera-
tor because one needed “refrigeration”) to a concern for issues
that might be better characterized as related to “form” or value-
added (aesthetics, status of brand names, features, and so on.)15

Distinction benefited companies in that the more microscopic
consumers’ abilities to distinguish among different features, the
more demand for a large range of products would increase. Thus
the system of pleasures, ideological domination, and class differ-
entiation in an event like the McCall’s Kitchen of Tomorrow con-
test emerges out of the interplay among the pleasures of articulat-
ing the precise contours of desire for specific commodities, with
all of the personal style and class meanings that these desire-deci-
sions entail; the illusion of unfettered access to the companies
that had the power to see to it that those desires were met; and the
interpellation of women as consumers, subjects with a certain set
of knowledge, pleasures, and responsibilities to both their fami-
lies and the companies that claimed to want only to meet their
needs.

In some respects, then, the McCall’s contest could have
been any contest, survey, or other forum in which a magazine-
mediated “dialogue” was established between consumers and pro-
ducers, and the Day-After-Tomorrow Dream Kitchen’s futurism
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was only one of many possible hooks on which such a contest
could be based. But in other ways, the specific promise of Kitchens
of Tomorrow and the narrative of technological progress they sup-
ported was central to the work they accomplished. The competi-
tion—and cooperation—between the Tried-and-True Kitchen
and the Day-after-Tomorrow Dream Kitchen supported a rela-
tionship to temporality, technological progress, and consumer-
ism that was promoted throughout the discourse of domestic
appliance advertising during the postwar period. While examin-
ing the McCall’s contest offers insight into the ideological work
performed via a comparison of a “traditional” and a “futuristic”
kitchen, to fully appreciate the mechanisms of promises and ali-
bis within which Kitchens of Tomorrow orbited requires a sense
of how the “kitchen of today” was marketed to women as the
ongoing arrival of the future. World War II advertising prepared
consumers for the futuristic rhetoric of the promise because
wartime production had displaced kitchen appliance manu-
facturing, yet marketing efforts continued unabated. Adver-
tisements and magazine copy like the McCall’s contest and the 
Westinghouse ad promising “a bright new day . . . of living elec-
tronically” after the war positioned companies as sympathetic to
readers desiring to consume but hampered by their patriotism.
When factory production resumed, advertisements celebrated
the arrival of this much-anticipated future. This logic blended
into more technologically oriented promotion in ads throughout
the postwar period. Optimism about technological progress
abounded: technology was radically improving American domes-
tic life, and this revolution was inevitable; all progress needed was
time. 

In practice, however, there was more bark than bite in
many of these technological advances; gadgetry more often than
not substituted for substantive progress. For every development
on the order of no-frost refrigerator-freezers, there were a dozen
developments like the 1957 Toastmaster Powermatic Toaster,
whose claim to fame was that it not only popped up toasted bread
but also automatically lowered bread into the toaster; or the 1958
Hotpoint Electric Range, with a musical thermometer that played
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“Tenderly” when meat was cooked to the desired doneness; or
Nu-Magic Ups-a-Daisies; or Colored Tel-a-Cook Lights.16 Despite
the promise of the toaster to save time or the range to take the
guesswork out of cooking, their distinguishing features were of
little practical value; yet they also embodied the emancipatory
possibilities of technological progress through their very flamboy-
ance. Similarly, design trends like streamlining and push-button
control panels evoked modernity itself. The impressive bulk of
streamlined appliances made clear references to the enormously
powerful transportation machines that were transforming the
world and defining the modern age. Likewise, if push buttons did
not in the end enhance women’s speed in the kitchen, they were
speed. Push buttons were computers; push buttons were the
Bomb; they were industrial controls, James Bond movies, popular
science; they were digital, not analog. Push buttons offered a daz-
zling visual display of more control, not just of the food cooking in
the oven but of the postwar universe. These features enabled
companies to substitute the appearance of what C. Wright Mills
called technological obsolescence, the replacement of older
technologies with new ones, for artificial and status obsoles-
cence—respectively, deliberately designing appliances to have a
short life span and designing them in such a way that they
become disgracefully unfashionable within a short period of
time.17 Put another way, promises were converted into alibis
through design priorities generating interesting, attractive, and
marginally convenient features that made cooking more pleasur-
able in the present rather than enabling women to spend signifi-
cantly less time in the kitchen.

This emphasis on artificial and status obsolescence sug-
gests that gadgetry might have been a stopgap measure designed
to keep women happy while designers developed more substan-
tive changes, but it is not clear that if companies had been able to
produce actual technological obsolescence, they would have
done so. The very idea of giving women the opportunity to aban-
don kitchen labor remained controversial, even as the national
contract of the postwar years promised this outcome to women,
to the extent that it was never clear that emancipation of women
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from kitchen labor was actually desirable to appliance producers,
magazines, or, for that matter, family members. A 1957 Industrial
Design editorial conveys the degree to which the gadgetry-versus-
technology tension was actually explicitly viewed as one solution
to the “problem” of what women would do without household
labor:

Automatic ranges and one-step washer-dryers leave the housewife with a
precious ingredient: time. This has come to be regarded as both her
bonus and her right, but not everyone regards it with unqualified
enthusiasm. Critics belonging to the woman’s-place-is-in-the-sink school
ask cynically what she is free for. The bridge table? Afternoon TV? The
lonely togetherness of telephone gossip? The analyst’s couch? Maybe.
But is this the designer’s problem? Certainly it is absurd to suggest that
he has a moral responsibility not to help create leisure time because if he
does it is likely to be badly used. More choice in how she spends her time
gives the emancipated woman an opportunity to face problems of a
larger order than ever before, and this can transform her life, even if
good design can’t. In any case, the designer does have a responsibility to
fill leisure hours, and any hours, with objects that are esthetically
pleasing.18

Taking on the perspective of the designer’s professional-ethical
responsibility to society, this passage, like the narrative of Design
for Dreaming, anxiously loops through an argument that raises and
covers over a number of contradictions about the relationship
between women’s appropriate roles and timesaving domestic
technologies. It does so via a slippage between the timesaving
benefits of well-designed, high-tech appliances (the potentially
unproductive and even antisocial effects for which, the passage
insists, the designer is not responsible) and the supposedly more
neutral aesthetic pleasure of those objects, which it is his unam-
biguous duty to provide to women in times of both work and
leisure. Significantly, the editorial does not deny that women
might not make “good” use of free time yet abdicates responsibil-
ity for this potential social problem. Although the passage even-
tually seems to decide in favor of women’s right to benefit from
domestic technology—and even hints at the possibility of a “larger
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order” role for women—it ultimately abandons this controversy
and lapses back into the less overtly political terrain of the aes-
thetic. Although women’s access to emancipatory goods was lim-
ited in part by the fact that the technology was not available then,
it was at least as constrained by concerns about what women
should do with their time, and the aesthetics and gadgetry of
design obscured that controversy.

Kitchens of Tomorrow assisted in this project by suggest-
ing that gimmicky features were not bells and whistles covering
over the absence of substantive technological improvement—
and even the social undesirability of such improvement. By
emphasizing the realization of technological progress manifested
in domestic appliances, corporations asserted to women that
companies shared their interests. Consumer-preference surveys
like the McCall’s contest supported the promises of progress 
by demonstrating to women a concern for their preferences;
Kitchens of Tomorrow did so by offering a spectacle of proof that
companies were hard at work on research and development to
actualize these preferences in an environment of rapid techno-
logical progress. The Day-after-Tomorrow Dream Kitchen pre-
sented by McCall’s as a neutral representation of the future, for
example, was sponsored by an industrial glass producer, Libbey-
Owens-Ford.19 Although the Day-after-Tomorrow Dream Kitchen’s
most striking features are its cutting-edge appliances, the prodi-
gious use of glass on the walls and cabinets—and its more inci-
dental use on appliances—served to bridge form and function
and thus constructed Libbey-Owens-Ford as a forward-looking
company willing to invest its energies in products it did not even
produce for the sole purpose of providing a kind of community
service, giving consumers a glimpse into the future and thus mak-
ing progress inseparable from its own corporate success. For their
part, if women held up their end of the deal by being “responsi-
ble” consumers, by participating in market research, educating
themselves about recent developments via women’s magazines
and similar forums, and, most important, buying products, com-
panies would be able to give them what they wanted, and they
would be able to do so on schedule. In this respect, the promises
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of advances in kitchen technology operated not as liberation but
as disciplinary pressure; and Kitchens of Tomorrow were an alibi
in relation to gender roles as well, providing a distraction not only
from the unfulfilled promises of kitchen technology but also
from the fact that as long as women’s most important social roles
were imagined to be those of wife and mother, the “labor of love”
constructed through kitchen work would remain.

Kitchens of Tomorrow, then, helped to support a balanc-
ing act between the promise that appliances would liberate
women from kitchen labor and a widespread commitment to
conservative gender roles. The counternarrative to the promises
of kitchen technology, in which women are liberated from
kitchen labor but family structure remains perfectly intact, is
most vividly illustrated by that most reliable of futuristic cor-
porate propaganda machines, Disney, and specifically by the
Carousel of Progress. Sponsored by General Electric and pro-
duced for the 1964 World’s Fair in New York,20 the Carousel of
Progress, an early audio-animatronic attraction that features talk-
ing mechanical humans, animals, and appliances, is both a “play”
and a “ride.” As a play it faces the same difficulties Design for Dream-
ing does in trying to produce a sustained narrative of technologi-
cal progress in which all parties win; rather than anxiously
maneuvering across this terrain, it manages to suture national-
ism, nostalgia, progress, family values, and corporatism into one
sustained view of American family life. The narrative follows the
life of one family in scenes set in their kitchens of the 1890s, the
1920s, the 1940s, and the “present day” (the 1960s in its original
version); in each era the family itemizes the new electrical appli-
ances in their home and the quality-of-life improvements these
appliances have brought. The point of the play, not surprisingly,
is to showcase the wonders of progress as brought to us by Gen-
eral Electric over the previous century or so. Progress thus equals
specifically technological progress equals electricity generally
and electrical domestic appliances in particular.21

The beneficiary of this progress, and the primary agent of
the consumption required to benefit from the progress, is the
heteronormative, suburban, American nuclear family: Mother,
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Father, Daughter, and Son. Father narrates the show, reinforcing
his position as head of the household and mediator between the
public and the domestic spaces. In the 1890s, Mother observes
that the new wash table limits her laundry time to five hours, leav-
ing her more time for “canning and polishing the stove.”22 Disney,
clearly, is not afraid to declare that technological advances do not
change the structure or balance of power in the American family:
Mother will keep doing her domestic work, she’ll just be able to
accomplish more of it; thus technological progress carries with it
no threat whatsoever, indeed no substantive change whatsoever,
at least on the domestic front. Once a narrative is imposed that
requires some sort of statement by companies about the emanci-
patory possibilities of these domestic technologies, this play sug-
gests, the companies will confirm that, in spite of the fact that
technological progress will eliminate women’s domestic labor,
they do not intend “freedom” to refer to women’s freedom from
the domestic space. Rather, the discourse of freedom resonates 
in relation to consumerism. As Stephen M. Fjellman writes: 
“GE would have us believe that the way to progress—Disney’s cen-
tral descriptive theme for the twentieth century—leads through
the availability of emancipatory consumer goods. What makes
people free are electric ovens, televisions, and weight-reduction
machines—all available as commodities for household pur-
chase.”23

Beyond the ideological work performed by narrative and
representational theatrical elements of the Carousel of Progress
as a “play,” the exhibit takes audience members for a “ride”
because the audience section rotates around a central axis to
reveal a new stage with each change of scene and decade. Though
the show’s narrator claims that although “most carousels just go
around and around without getting anywhere . . . on this one, at
every turn, we’ll be making progress,”24 the circularity and the vig-
orous control of the audience’s experience as represented by 
the enormous track on which the theater rotates operates as 
an apt metaphor for the alibis of kitchen technology. Even more
dramatic is the fact that this show, set in Tomorrowland, focuses
on a nostalgic vision of the past 25 and allows the robotic audio-

Kitchen Technologies • 103



animatronic figures and the enormous, excessive display of the
rotating theater, plus a diorama of a futuristic community visible
from the exit ramp, to substitute for a vision of the future of
domestic technologies. In “Mickey Mouse History: Portraying the
Past at Disney World,” Mike Wallace offers the following logic of
temporal progression at Disney World: “History was made by
inventors and businessmen; the corporations are legatees of such
a past . . . this pedigree allows them to run Tomorrow.”26 This 
retrospective in Tomorrowland is also what enables Disney/GE 
to suppress the potential controversy of the “woman question”
—what Mom will do with her time—because, in fact, Mom is
already as liberated as she will get. Though it is obscured by the
form of the show, there is no future here. With this in mind, it is
easier to understand the placement of the Carousel of Progress in
Tomorrowland, as well as the fact that this extravaganza of the
wonders of progress is more technological in its form than in 
the technologies that it represents. We need only add to this mix
the specifically nationalist image of this relationship between
technological progress and corporatism, which would involve
complementing Wallace’s description of Disney history with a
reminder that, according to this logic, it was the freedom and
incentive promoted by the nexus of democracy and capitalism
unique to the American twentieth century that enabled this kind
of technological progress.

In the postwar period, exhibitionism like Disney, World’s
Fairs and Expositions, and Kitchen-of-Tomorrow displays were
“mechanisms for discerning connections between disparate
items . . . place[s] for framing world views” and “celebrat[ions of]
the existing order of things in the guise of escape from it.”27 They
worked to suture corporatism (and its flip side, consumption),
technological progress (as opposed to, even at the expense of,
other kinds of progress), and nationalism (read as anticommu-
nism, democracy, freedom as enabled by “emancipatory con-
sumer goods”) into a hegemonic vision of the American Way of
Life. In a fairly literal sense, domestic appliances did represent
the American lifestyle—in the 1950s, 75 percent of appliances
sold worldwide were consumed in the United States.28 At midcen-
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tury, US-produced domestic technologies were usurping the cen-
tral exhibitionist status formerly occupied by European colonies
at the turn of the century, a correspondence that, taken at face
value, suggests that US public propaganda, having colonized US
private life, was offering it for display and ideological sale. Via
Kitchens of Tomorrow, companies did not just claim ownership
of the future; they could become emissaries of that future, tour-
ing the nation and even the world on behalf of the US. They were
even hurled at the Soviet Union like a cold war missile, as in the
case of the RCA/Whirlpool Miracle Kitchen of Tomorrow, a
$250,000 model kitchen developed in 1956 that toured the US
and Europe and in 1959 was a featured attraction at the Ameri-
can National Exhibition in Moscow, site of the infamous “kitchen
debates” between Vice President Richard Nixon and Soviet Pre-
mier Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev. The kitchen featured a cen-
tral control panel that operated appliances via remote control; a
dishwasher and serving cart that glided on tracks to the dining-
room table; a squat robot that cleaned, waxed, and polished the
floor; a microwave oven; a closed-circuit television that linked the
kitchen to the nursery; and mood lighting. On the home front, in
its press release RCA/Whirlpool admonished potential con-
sumers that “when enough people indicate a desire to buy one of
the model appliances presented, those appliances will be engi-
neered for production and sale to the public.”29 On the other
hand, in Moscow the kitchen stood for America’s investment in its
families (more accurately, national investments in corporations
that made appliances for a US family market), its superior use of
technology toward ends that mattered to its citizenry, and thus US
superiority over the Soviet Union.30 Meanwhile, the housewives
of the future, the apparent beneficiaries of this American-style
progress, were represented by actresses paid to hover among the
futuristic appliances, not really doing nothing, but not doing any-
thing, either: They opened refrigerator doors, poured beverages
into glasses, pushed buttons. In the fantasy materialization of the
promises of kitchen technology, these hovering women suggest
that progressive approaches to technology will leave women with
less to do, with the freedom enabled by “emancipatory consumer
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goods”; conservative approaches to women’s social roles in a
nation engaged in an ideological war with another superpower
will leave them with nowhere to go.

The Dream, the Maid, and the Machine 
(or, Leaving the Meat Behind)

The degree to which a machine approaches perfection is 
thus everywhere presented as proportional to its degree of
automatism. The fact is, however, that automating machines
means sacrificing a very great deal of potential functionality. 
. . . Automatism amounts to a closing-off, to a sort of functional
self-sufficiency which exiles man to the irresponsibility of 
a mere spectator. Contained within it is the dream of a 
dominated world, of a formally perfected technicity that serves
an inert and dreamy humanity.
—Jean Baudrillard, The System of Objects

In the 1966 film The Glass Bottom Boat (dir. Frank Tashlin, US), Dr.
Bruce Templeton (Rod Taylor) is a space exploration executive
who, just for fun, has used his space-age understanding of tech-
nology to construct a futuristic kitchen in his home. The kitchen
proves a useful tool for seduction, because when he and love
interest Jenny Nelson (Doris Day) retreat to the kitchen to bake a
banana cake, Bruce is able to strut his technological stuff. The
kitchen is coded as high-tech via a blue-and-gray color scheme
(like the Motorama Kitchen of Tomorrow) and a profusion of
frosted and textured glass (like the Libbey-Owens-Ford kitchen
in the McCall’s contest), but also by the enormous beeping, blink-
ing panel that hangs overhead, signifying a computer. Bruce
guides Jenny on a tour of the kitchen, beginning with what is
apparently the main control panel—“It’s all very simple. Every-
thing works from here, push-button style.” (After pushing buttons
on the control panel, however, Bruce still adjusts each appliance
as he uses it, suggesting that his futuristic kitchen actually requires
more labor.) Along with Jenny, we learn that the kitchen is equipped
with an infrared oven capable of “radiation equivalent to one
thousand degrees Fahrenheit”; a photoelectric cell that zaps
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waste into nonexistence; an egg beater that emerges from the
countertop at the push of a button and after beating the eggs to
the required sturdiness pivots to the sink, where it is automatically
rinsed clean; and a squat, automatic vacuum cleaner that, upon
detecting foreign objects on the floor, zips out of its garage to the
jarring fanfare of a siren and fire-alarm bell and consumes the
intruder while making grunting and slurping noises. Jenny is duly
impressed by this technological display, exclaiming that “this
kitchen doesn’t need a woman!” yet she is incapable of using the
equipment. The banana cake she intended to bake is spat out of
the oven as a lump of charcoalish material that falls to the floor
and shatters, causing the vacuum cleaner to emerge and attack
not only the remains of the cake, but Jenny—implying that Jenny
herself is a foreign object who does not belong in such a kitchen.
On the other hand, by the film’s end the vacuum cleaner has
attacked Bruce as well, so perhaps the problem is not Jenny’s tech-
nical ineptness but the still-experimental quality of the vacuum
cleaner. The only person who seems utterly at home in this
kitchen is Templeton’s maid, Anna.

This film, a comedy whose slapstick humor relies on all
kinds of technological mishaps, distills many of the constructions
of kitchen technologies circulating during the postwar period:
kitchen technology is awe-inspiring but also playful; automation
is central to the coding of technological progress; the relation-
ship between woman and kitchen is an ambivalent one; and the
question of whether such a techno-kitchen is desirable (and if 
so, why) is, finally, left unanswered. Unlike the Motorama Kitchen
of Tomorrow, packaged in a narrative of romance beyond the
kitchen in Design for Dreaming, this futuristic kitchen facilitates
romance within the kitchen simply because it is fun for the char-
acters to play in. For the young couple in this film, it ultimately
does not matter whether the futuristic appliances work at all. This
freewheeling enjoyment stems in part from their class status—it
does not matter whether the prototype appliances work because
it does not matter whether Bruce and Jenny successfully prepare
a meal because Anna the maid can clean up after them and cook
something edible for them; and it does not matter that Bruce
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Templeton has presumably spent millions of dollars producing
this semifunctional one-of-a-kind kitchen because it does not
seem to have made a significant dent in his bank account. Indeed,
it is the masculine gadgety-ness of this kitchen that appeals to
Bruce, who, after all, designed the kitchen, and that enables the
couple to share some intimate and fun time there.

It is not a coincidence that the maid emerges as the only
human who can control the vacuum cleaner or, for that matter,
function comfortably in the kitchen. (I will return later to the
question of why, in such a transcendent kitchen, a maid is even
necessary.) Their association with domestic servants has been
central to kitchen technologies’ existence as signifying, material
objects. The emergence of electric appliances during the first
half of the twentieth century is correlated in complex ways with
the gradual disappearance of domestic servants. Historians have
variously argued that the appliance industry became financially
viable because shortages of “good help” necessitated turning to
“electronic servants” and that, on the contrary, owning appli-
ances became one way to compete for good maids as they became
increasingly hard to find or keep.31 Postwar magazines, too, refer
constantly to appliances as “electronic servants,” and article after
article is devoted to the topics of appliances’ superiority over
their paid, human equivalents, how appliances can be used most
effectively so that they function as servants, and so on. (When
asked how they felt about appliances, for example, two delegates
to McCall’s first Congress on Better Living in 1958 responded,
“I’d choose an appliance over a maid any time; you know when
your appliance isn’t working” and “Appliances are people to
me.”32) This discourse suggested that the disappearing maid
reemerged in electronic form as new kitchen technologies—with
the homemaker occupying the role of “supervisor” of each in
turn—but the story is not so simple. The complex and uneasy tri-
angulation between the maid disappearing from the mid-twenti-
eth-century domestic landscape, the dream of transcendence
represented by futuristic kitchen technologies, and the home-
making women whose loss of the maid was supposed to be more
than compensated for by new technologies is symptomatic of the
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profoundly ambivalent relationship between women and tech-
nology in the postwar popular imagination. As such, it reflects
contestation around appropriate versions of feminine subjectivity
and serves as a cautionary tale about alibis of kitchen technology,
the status of women in what Baudrillard describes as the “dream
of a dominated world, of a formally perfected technicity” and the
romance of technology.

The ambivalent relationship between figures of women
and technology has deep roots; constructions of technology work
alongside and through constructions of gender and sexuality.
The “feminine principle” has long been coded in Western cul-
tures as natural, with science and technology aligned with the
“masculine.” However, as Andreas Huyssen observes in “The
Vamp and the Machine,” in the throes of industrialization, as
technology began to be seen as more of a threat to human life, it
was transcoded with the feminine.33 Following Huyssen, we might
see technology as human control over the universe coded as mas-
culine, and technology as a potential threat to that control, and
especially as a monster exceeding human control and thus
demanding a reassertion of that control, coded as feminine. In
the postwar US, this dualistic alignment is complicated by the
presence of new domestic technologies and the conceptual bifur-
cation of technology into at least two levels: the epic scale of
nuclear-age technologies like those related to the cold war and
the space race, with all of their simultaneously utopian and
dystopian potential; and the more quotidian but equally pro-
found transformations of everyday life by automobiles, televi-
sions, and kitchens. On the one hand, women were aligned with
the domestic sphere and a collection of values that operated to
mitigate the external threat of technology; that is, they were the
love, nurturance, and organicism that protected or compensated
for the foreboding threat of nuclear war. Imagining women’s
kitchen labor as occurring in rooms filled with humming high-
tech machines undermined this function. On the other hand, in
an era in which technological progress seemed to offer cures for
all the world’s ills, including sickness, hunger, deprivation, and
even labor, domestic technologies touted as lightening women’s
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work loads were the perfect expression of the world-taming—
and safe—potential of technology. Was this latter figure of tech-
nology now to reconfigure femininity alongside a safe and mun-
dane vision of technology as supporting daily living? Were
appliances not just “electronic servants” but their female version,
electronic maids, suggesting that the technology itself was figured
as feminine and indeed took feminine form? Were the female
supervisors of these electronic servants now to be understood as
operating comfortably in a roomful of machines? Or was technol-
ogy still a fundamentally masculine force that was now available
to serve women, but whose machinic qualities were to be down-
played in order to retain the image of women as organic creatures
serving the bodily needs of their families? 

These ideological questions take on material form in
design trends like streamlining and push-button automation,
which encoded the ambivalent relationship between women and
technology. Based on aero- and hydrodynamics, streamlining
originated in the desire to minimize the friction of moving objects
like airplanes, ships, or cars against the air or water through
which they moved via curvilinear shapes and smooth, polished
surfaces. Streamlining appliances lent them a fetishistic power
and an imposing phallic size that conveyed the high-tech in ways
appropriately dramatic to these new high-status purchases. How-
ever, because it basically involved wrapping appliances in curvi-
linear shells, streamlining can also be read as disguising their
more messily mechanical aspects to render them appropriate to
the feminine realm.34 For example, a 1946 Deepfreeze advertise-
ment in House Beautiful stressed a streamlined freezer’s “non-jut
rounded beauty,” encouraging two readings: the impressive,
imposing shape of the freezer produced it as masculine sup-
porter of the woman who uses it, while its curvilinearity echoed
her feminine curves. According to this logic, the correspondence
of, say, a refrigerator to a locomotive was that the former was a
cute, diminutive, domestic version of the latter, a design decision
throwing women an aesthetic bone as a substitute for “real” tech-
nology. Yet streamlining’s departure from a “gears-and-grease”
aesthetic can also be read as an evolution away from noisy, dirty,
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and laborious present-day machines toward machines of the
future, which were coded as quiet, clean, and effortless, as though
they operated via magical rather than mechanical principles.
From this perspective, streamlining anticipates the electronic,
the transcendence of the physical body itself, even the virtual—
the informatics of the cyborg35 rather than the mechanics of the
robot. Similarly, push buttons, ubiquitous in virtually all Kitchens
of Tomorrow, including Bruce Templeton’s, may have saved
women marginal amounts of time but were also pleasurable
because they tantalized with the possibility of limitless auto-
mation in the future. Pushing a button, of course, is essentially no
less high-tech than turning a dial, the formerly standard type of
control used on appliances such as blenders, ranges, and ovens,
but the condensing of interaction between cook and machine to
a single punch carried a significance beyond the actual technol-
ogy employed or labor saved. If push buttons are to dials as digital
is to analog, they, too, represent the triumph of technology in the
form of electronic automation and suggest, by extension, that
women are appropriate navigators of this kind of advanced equip-
ment. Yet push buttons also limit the user’s options. In a logic simi-
lar to the one that leads automobile connoisseurs to choose man-
ual transmissions over automatic, automation is not necessarily a
gauge of the technological comfort or prowess of its users. Thus
the same technologies touted as making women’s work easier can
also be read more cynically as primarily valuable for preempting
the mistakes women inevitably make when left to make more
than the absolute minimum number of choices during the cook-
ing process.

The material expression of ambivalence about women
and technology extended beyond individual appliances to the
room as a whole, where “streamlining” began to refer to a more
generic minimalism. This trend had begun three decades earlier
as a move away from discrete furnishings—icebox, sink unit,
hutches, for example—toward the so-called continuous kitchen
consisting of two horizontal planes. The more individual appli-
ances could be tucked behind or into other surfaces the cleaner
these lines would be. Simultaneously, as appliances became stan-
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dard equipment rather than status symbols, their display became
less important and they were redesigned with squared-off corners
that integrated with the countertops and cabinets of the continu-
ous kitchen without breaking up the lines.36 These continuous
kitchens shifted the primary object of streamlining from the indi-
vidual appliance to the kitchen as a whole, but they retained its
basic values by stressing smooth, seamless surfaces and by evoking
motion through sweeping horizontal lines. They also shifted the
focus from individual appliances to the system or environment as
a whole, where the kitchen’s value was measured by the efficiency
with which components interacted with each other and with
which they occupied space. On the aesthetic level again, then, we
see the materializing of technological ambivalence. On the one
hand, streamlining the kitchen meant the disappearance and/or
incorporation of machines into the (often more purely decora-
tive, colorful, matching) surfaces of the kitchen, making the
space appear less clinically technical and more in keeping with
traditional codings of femininity; and indeed, magazine articles
often evoked the “slenderness” of streamlined kitchens in ways
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that explicitly feminized them.37 On the other hand, we can read
this expansion of streamlining to mean that the logic of the
machine had expanded to cover the whole kitchen: The kitchen
itself became an aerodynamic machine on the move, not just a
space populated by streamlined machines. 

If examining design leaves unresolved the question of
whether the relationship between women and technology was
fundamentally friendly or antagonistic, approaching this ques-
tion from the perspective of explicitly science-fictional represen-
tations offers different kinds of insight. In spite of its interest in
the relationship between humans and technology, science fiction
has been virtually silent on the subject of how food preparation is
supposed to be accomplished in the distant future. When it
appears at all, food tends to emerge fully formed from a wall à la
Star Trek’s food replicator or in the form of nutrition pills, sticks,
or bars: it is food that is prepared by no one. This is not surpris-
ing, since one of the main thematics of technological progress as
it appears in science fiction is bodily transcendence. In the intro-
duction to Foods of the Gods: Eating and the Eaten in Fantasy and Sci-
ence Fiction, George Slusser cites as the paradigmatic instance of
imagining food and eating in science fiction as “the creation of a
new race of eaters, who are no longer tied to world or flesh for
their nourishment but, finally breaking the food chain . . . will
feast on pure energy, and in doing so live long enough, and travel
far enough, to discover genuinely new worlds.”38 In this sense, sci-
ence fiction reinscribes the binaries that cluster around the con-
ventional male-female opposition by insisting on treating mascu-
line characters, bodily transcendence, dramatic manifestations of
technological progress, a frontier-style myth of the importance of
discovering “genuinely new worlds,” and ultimately a quest for
immortality; and it does so over and against women, the material-
ity of the body and its capacity for sensual pleasure, and home
and family, all of which it in fact associates with death. In the
extreme mythical epic narrative inscribed by many science-fiction
representations, then, techno-kitchens are almost an oxymoron,
or at the very least a misuse of the capacities of technology.

When futuristic projections of food preparation do address
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the question of who or what will cover work contemporarily per-
formed by women, they tend to use two main models: the con-
densation of the technology into a single figure, the robot-maid;
or the penetration of the technology into the surfaces of the
kitchen, that is, the advancement of appliances so that they take
over virtually every aspect of cooking. Perhaps the most familiar
version of the robot-maid appears in The Jetsons (dir. Joseph Bar-
bera, William Hanna, and Charles Nichols) cartoon series that
ran for a single season, 1962–63, but has aired in rerun almost
continuously since then. Rosie of The Jetsons is a somewhat
flattened metallic equivalent of her human counterpart (as the
show’s writers imagine her), complete with an occasionally bossy
demeanor and a vaguely working-class accent. More generally,
the robot as domestic servant began to emerge at world’s fairs and
similar venues by the late 1930s.39 If appliances have long been
represented as electronic servants in forums such as women’s
magazines, futuristic, and especially modernist, representations
of machines outside of the private sphere have also relied on the
trope of machine as a servant for humans. Human dreams of tran-
scendence as represented in these texts imagine the robot as the
highest form of machine. Put another way, the highest form of
machine was imagined as the one that most closely approximated
a human slave.40 The robot encapsulated the promises of techno-
logical progress because it signaled the possible transcendence of
human labor: with the increasing automation of production and
abstraction of human labor into component parts in Taylorist
assembly-line models, it seemed ever more possible that mass-
produced robots could perform the roles of human factory work-
ers. In contrast, the one-of-a-kind automaton was often a female
figure. Perhaps the paradigmatic instance here is in Fritz Lang’s
classic construction of gendered and sexualized technological
threat, Metropolis (Germany, 1926), in which the False Maria is an
almost perfect machinic double of her human counterpart.
Meanwhile, a miserable human proletariat still performs the sim-
ple and repetitive industrial labor that, one assumes, would be
easy to replicate mechanically if doing so were only a priority in
this world. As a figure constructed as both unique and feminized,
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and mass-produced exclusively to perform undesirable labor, the
robot-maid represents the combination and domestication of
these two figures of the robot.41

The second form of sci-fi food preparation is like that in
The Glass Bottom Boat: the technology is quantitatively different
from what is available on the market, but expectations for its use
remain the same. In this model, the designated user (in the film,
ordinarily Anna, the maid) prepares food according to contem-
porary methods, but the appliances are more advanced and thus
able to accomplish more without the assistance of the human
meal choreographer. A more advanced manifestation of this
form appears in Ray Bradbury’s classic short story “There Will
Come Soft Rains” (1950), about an automated house that contin-
ues to function long after its inhabitants have been killed by a
nuclear bomb.

In the kitchen the breakfast stove gave a hissing sigh and ejected from its
warm interior eight pieces of perfectly browned toast, eight eggs
sunnyside up, sixteen slices of bacon, two coffees, and two cool glasses of
milk. . . .

At eight-thirty the eggs were shriveled and the toast was like
stone. An aluminum wedge scraped them into the sink, where hot water
whirled them down a metal throat which digested and flushed them
away to the distant sea.42

The advanced technology of the “breakfast stove” is signified by
its ability to produce simultaneously food that is toasted, fried,
percolated, and chilled, which impresses in the same ways that
Bruce Templeton’s kitchen in The Glass Bottom Boat does. The
only significant difference between Templeton’s kitchen, which
apparently requires not only a human but a full-time maid, and
the kitchen in this story, which functions without any human
intervention whatsoever, appears to be the presence of mechani-
cal arms (the “aluminum wedge”) that move items from place to
place. These two texts make explicit a suggestion that lurks in
many representations of domestic futurism: Women’s primary
function in the intermediate stages between futuristic kitchens
and contemporary kitchens, with their moderately advanced
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kitchen technologies, is to physically move food from appliance
to appliance.

We have already seen, in the RCA/Whirlpool Miracle
Kitchen of Tomorrow described in the previous section, an image
of women supposedly liberated by technological progress but
stuck in the techno-kitchen because of the constraints of gender
ideology. In these science-fictional visions of the future, we see a
role reversal between women and appliances, where women shift
from being the brains of the system, the controllers of the space
and the work that occurs there, to being the servants of the
machines who are supposed to serve them, basically unnecessary
to the workings of the kitchen with the exception of the labor
required to arrange materials so the machines can do their work.
In a reversal of the prevailing logic, according to which machines
offered emancipation from labor and in doing so enabled their
users to become more human, the women in these kitchens look
like nothing so much as attendants in a temple, servants of their
own electronic servants. Even in this most utopian vision of the
future of kitchen technology, in the presence of these increas-
ingly transcendent machines, women become impotent and
unnecessary, the “inert and dreamy humanity” Baudrillard
describes in the epigraph to this section, unable to “discover gen-
uinely new worlds” (Slusser on the sci-fi hero) nor even to “face
problems of a larger order than ever before [that] can transform
her life” (Industrial Design), because they have nowhere else to go.

In another real-world manifestation of this ideology,
women become incorporated into the machine itself. So far I
have argued that the flip side of push-button technologies is that
users are relegated to button pushing even as they are “liberated”
from other kinds of labor; that in terms of design the kitchen was
being treated less as a combination of discrete appliances and
more as a single system; and that robots appeared to be a promis-
ing manifestation of technological progress in part because the
Taylorized workplace, with its abstraction of tasks into their com-
ponent parts, had simplified labor enough that it was possible to
imagine training a machine to take over motions performed by
humans. In this atmosphere, a slippage creeps into the discourse
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of streamlining such that it becomes unclear whether it is appli-
ances or women’s labor that is made more efficient. With this 
slippage in operation, the kitchen begins to resemble a sort of
feminized, cooking-related ecosystem in which the human in it
plays an important, but not entirely central, role. Indeed, these
kitchen-design trends, constructed as representing technological
progress, were paralleled by a corresponding disciplinary peda-
gogy of the mechanics of the laboring female form in relation to
the space of the kitchen. Instructions for Taylorizing (“streamlin-
ing”) one’s kitchen work appeared in home economics–related
textbooks and pamphlets, but they also appeared in magazines
alongside images of streamlined kitchens. Women were encour-
aged to perform elaborate time-and-motion studies of their activ-
ities in the kitchen in an effort to maximize their efficiency. Place-
ment of appliances, utensils, and workspaces was seen as key to
this efficiency, but ultimately the responsibility lay with women
themselves, who were expected to micromanage their bodily ges-
tures based on research findings generated both by intellectuals
and by their own research on themselves and their friends. An
inefficient kitchen was no excuse for an inefficient housewife. (It
did not offer an alibi.) The cumulative effect of these discourses
was to mitigate the representations of women puttering aimlessly
in perhaps-too -efficient kitchens by supplementing those images
with a vigilance about bodily management and efficiency; and it
was also to subordinate women to their advanced appliances, sug-
gesting that women were not “exile[d] . . . to the irresponsibility
of a mere spectator,”43 but rather were functioning as human
assembly lines. Some, though not all, of the ambivalence about
appropriate relations between women and technology was thus
submerged through the replacement or supplementing of tech-
nology in its more narrowly defined sense—the machines and
progress that were heralded on so many fronts during the postwar
period—by technologies in the Foucauldian sense, a bodily
microphysics that produced rationalized workers.

Thus efficient kitchens did enable women to streamline
their own labor, and an efficient-looking kitchen was better posi-
tioned to support the idea that what was targeted as the object of
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streamlining was not in fact the woman but her kitchen. In reality
it was both, but a contradiction circulates through the magazine
representations whereby women are simultaneously represented
as the beneficiaries of streamlined kitchens and as one component of
a streamlined kitchen. This position is powerfully illustrated in a

1950 Weirton Steel advertisement published in Better Homes and
Gardens that depicts a kitchen in which the “one thing . . . that
can’t be improved” is that “most everything in it is made of steel,
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metal of a million uses”—includ-
ing, apparently, the homemaker,
her daughter (not, I note, her
son), and the family dog, all of
whom are steel sculptures whose
mechanized appearance implies
that “what’s best about this
kitchen” is that the women and
pets are robots. The two female
figures are faceless and
abstracted, looking remarkably
like textbook diagrams depicting
the alignment of body parts of
properly scientifically managed
workers, and they are also in
their element, materially speak-
ing. Thus the maid (electronic or
human) and the machine, both
held forth as the promised eman-
cipators of women, are both
incorporated into the homemaker herself. Similarly, in science-
fictional representations of the future, as well as in the magazine
advertisements that point toward the future in more quotidian
ways, the status of the humans in relation to each other remains
intact, especially in terms of class and gender. If kitchen technol-
ogy advanced beyond a certain point during the postwar
period—if, to express it another way, the alibis of kitchen tech-
nology enabled a material “being elsewhere” as well as an imagi-
nary one—there would be no taking advantage derived as long as
expectations about how women were supposed to fulfill them-
selves and their families did not change. Gadgets stand in for
social change. The continuous gestures toward the future, repre-
senting women as transcending kitchen labor with the help of
machines, were useless—and indeed, potentially dangerous—as
long as the terms of women’s transcendence remained circum-
scribed within roles as wives, mothers, and maids. 
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I have offered examples of a number of imagined end
points in the development of kitchen technology: the star of
Design for Dreaming playing tennis and then returning home to
her baked, iced, and lighted cake; The Jetsons’ robot-maid; food
pills; the Star Trek replicator; Bradbury’s fully automated kitchen
with the mechanical arm. I want to close by tracing another tra-
jectory through Design for Dreaming and The Glass Bottom Boat, with
their reliance on seduction narratives that connect techno-
kitchens with sexual and romantic liaison. Returning to the nar-
rative in Design for Dreaming, although the protagonist insists that
“It wasn’t alarming when I saw my Prince Charming come into my
bedroom [to take her to the Motorama],” the identity of the man
in her room is not made clear until the end of the film, long after
he has deposited her, at least temporarily against her will, in the
kitchen. Moreover, while the protagonist’s interest in the automo-
biles is clear from the beginning, she must be convinced that the
kitchen is worthwhile—and when she finds out that it is, she must
in turn convince the spectators that she is committed to tradi-
tional gender roles. Likewise, it is possible to read the entire nar-
rative of The Glass Bottom Boat in terms of justifying the permissi-
bility of sexual harassment in the workplace and the fantasy of its
conversion to sanctioned sexuality and marriage. The film opens
with Bruce Templeton accidentally catching Jenny Nelson’s mer-
maid tail on his fishhook and stripping her naked from the waist
down. Later, when the two meet again in Bruce’s space explo-
ration company, where Jenny works in public relations, Jenny’s
shoe heel is caught in a dust-catching grate and Bruce, leaning
down to help her extract her shoe, slides his hand up her leg; that
his hand travels altogether too far is suggested by the cut from his
sliding hand to an indignant reaction shot of Jenny (and when
she marches off, leaving him with her shoe, he protests “Where’s
your sense of humor?”). This sequence of gestures is repeated in
the kitchen scene when Jenny is attacked by the vacuum-cleaning
robot, which snakes its tube up her pants leg and then scurries off
with her shoe. The parallels between the behavior of Bruce’s
invention and Bruce himself, the fact that this scene becomes the
setting for Bruce and Jenny’s first kiss, and the camerawork—
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which includes crowding and cropping Bruce and Jenny into
tight frames and filming one sequence of shots from an initially
inexplicable angle that turns out to match the angle of vision of
the vacuum-cleaning robot—all imply that the main purpose of
the technology is to enable Bruce to get into Jenny’s pants.

The end point of this trajectory is, of course, The Stepford
Wives (dir. Bryan Forbes, US, 1975), in which the techno-kitchen
drops out of the narrative entirely to be replaced by the techno-
wife. It is a film whose ideological challenge, in light of the argu-
ment I have made here, should be taken seriously. The Stepford
Wives tells the story of Joanna Eberhart (Katharine Ross), who
moves with her family to a wealthy, conservative suburban
enclave, where the perfect homemaking, consuming, sexy, and
nonfeminist wives turn out to be robots, constructed by their hus-
bands under the guidance of the community’s men’s club. Led by
a man named Diz, short for “Disney,” because he got his start
working on audio-animatronic figures like those in the Carousel
of Progress, the men kill and replace the more uppity human
women with robotic doubles modeled after the women, at least
physically. The mechanical wives of the film’s title—and their sta-
tus as ideal women, from their husbands’ perspective—work as
an allegory entirely consistent with the terrain I have described.
The husbands can have their cake and eat it too, living in tradi-
tional, minimally applianced homes, where it is their wives who
have literally become the kitchen technologies. Joanna and her
best friend, Bobbie (Paula Prentiss), convince the Stepford wives,
some of whom were formerly feminists, to attend a conscious-
ness-raising session, and are dismayed to find that the women
would rather raise their consumer consciousness by discussing
spray starch and other household products. Similarly, whenever
the Stepford wives are not in their homes, they are purchasing
goods at the local supermarket. One of the first hints that one of
the women has been murdered by and replaced with her robotic
double is that she has fired her maid (with the explanation that
taking care of her home is a task too important to be entrusted 
to someone else), illustrating the merger of wife, maid, and
machine into one entity. The replacement of Bobbie is signaled
in part by her newfound concern for the shine on her counter-
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tops, and it is confirmed when, after Joanna stabs her with a
kitchen knife, the False Bobbie apparently short-circuits in the
act of making Joanna a cup of coffee, ricocheting blindly and
mechanically around her kitchen, spilling coffee cups and vari-
ous liquids on the floor, opening and shutting cabinet doors, and
repeating “I thought you were my friend.” Shortly thereafter,
Joanna herself is confronted and murdered by the new, mechani-
cal (and larger-breasted) version of herself. 

If we imagine this film not as a horror story involving the
literal replacement of housewives by robots, involving murder
and mechanical technologies, but rather as an allegory for the
technologies of gender and consumerism that attempted to pro-
duce women as particular kinds of sexualized, consuming, and
homemaking women, this story may not be as far from the fan-
tasies of companies and traditional husbands as we’d like to hope.
Like the romantic wife who does the Dance of Tomorrow in Design
for Dreaming, the Stepford wives are housewives who can also be
compelling objects of desire. Like the intended audience of the
McCall’s contest, they make sure to educate themselves as con-
sumers about the latest products they can purchase in their pur-
suit of the perfect home environment for their families. And they
are the subjects of technologies that make their own appliances
obsolete; they are no longer the audience of the promises of
kitchen technology but rather have come to embody the promise,
one now made to husbands.
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