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Motherhood at Table in Post-War 
Britain: The Family Meal as a 

Cultural Ideal 

Kay Waddilove

Enid Blyton’s novel Six Cousins at Mistletoe Farm

sitting round the table, eating the things she had cooked” (5-6). The concept of  a family 
sharing home-cooked food around the table is a widely naturalized image in Western 
culture; these meals represent a system of  values inscribed in family life that promulgate 
the ideal of  a perfect mother serving abundant, well-cooked meals in a situation that 
‘feeds’ her family physically, emotionally and culturally. Such mealtimes are, according 

1

mothering, and a crucial element of  maternal identity. Her dining-table is an arena of  
maternal focus that is a forum for family discussions, a place of  family bonding and the 

which can, as Karen Coats and Lisa Fraustino observe (2015), condition the practice 
of  mothering, and such episodes establish the importance of  the family meal as a pre-
eminent site wherein motherhood is validated. 

This chapter provides an innovative reading of  the ideological and symbolic function 
of  the family meal in the UK during the post-war period. My consideration of  the ‘ideal 
mother’ paradigm as both empowering and constraining draws on the empirical research 
of  feminist scholars in their analysis of  the role of  mothers as food providers. The 
discussion goes on to investigate the operation of  maternal power at both micro (domestic) 
and macro (societal) levels, utilising Michel Foucault’s concept of  power relations in an 
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the work of  social theorists Roland Barthes and Pierre Bourdieu on the place of  food 
consumption in the transmission of  cultural identity and nationhood. I focus on two 
highly popular twentieth-century British writers of  children’s literature, Enid Blyton and 

order to analyze the maternal subject as meal provider. 
In Popular Children’s Literature in Britain

points out that while the term ‘popular’ can be understood in literary terms as implying, 

liked or commercially successful, or both” (1-2). The child-focused readability of  the work 
of  the two authors discussed here has ensured both their commercial success and long-

Ballet Shoes, was 

has sold over 600 million copies worldwide. Alongside its broad constituency, popular 

when written for children (see research by Charles Sarland and J. A. Appleyard), and the 
works discussed here are, I assert, capable of  imaginatively resolving contradictory images 

the long 1950s: Blyton’s Six Cousins at Mistletoe Farm (1948), Six Cousins Again (1950), Those 
Dreadful Children (1949), Streatfeild’s White Boots (1951), The Bell Family (1954) and New Town 
(1960).2 Food rationing during those years was more severe than any imposed previously, 

national identity in post-war Britain. Furthermore, while the novels have the capacity to 

Carolyn Daniel (2006) have discussed, is a famously iconic symbol of  adjustment to the 

Lynne Vallone as the “culinary sign”, are played out at the family meal table (47). This 
space is a locus of  cultural stricture where performative motherhood is emblematized 
and judged, functioning as a demanding measure of  idealized motherhood. It can also, I 

agency as conduits for cultural conditioning and the awareness of  nationhood. 
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The Good Mother    
Food was a major preoccupation of  British society in the post-World War Two era from 
1945 until the ultimate end of  rationing in 1954. In the aftermath of  an all-inclusive 
war, the social, economic and political situation in the UK created fertile conditions for 
a reconsideration of  motherhood, and these years were, according to Ann Dally, “the 
age of  idealization of  motherhood” (92). The landslide victory of  the Labour Party in 
1945, followed by the establishment of  the welfare state, heralded an era of  social change 
that was intended to create a new and just society. However, the period was also one 

damage to the physical infrastructure of  the country, but was also a continuation of  
economic decline that had begun in the pre-war era and was accelerated by the post-
war loss of  empire and waning international power. In 1942 British politician William 
Beveridge, the social architect of  the welfare state, published Social Insurance and Allied 
Services (The Beveridge Report), which became the blueprint for development of  post-war 
society. His introduction declared that “Mothers have vital work to do in ensuring the 

 (52). 

of  a waning empire, but was nevertheless instrumental in creating a climate in which 

alongside the reproduction and feeding of  the ‘race’. This version of  the maternal role was 
pervasive, and reinforced by prominent 1950s child psychologists, such as John Bowlby 

and the well-adjusted child was closely linked to her role as food-giver. Her responsibilities 
in feeding her children were, according to such theorists, far more than the basic task of  
putting food on the table; they were crucial for the child’s healthy development towards 

Intimidating standards were created for this maternal nurture. In moulding the corporeal 

is dead, useless and mechanical” (Child and Family
Winnicott used food-based metaphors to designate maternal deprivation as a root cause 
of  youth crime: “Put it this way. When a child steals sugar he is looking for the good 
mother, his own, from whom he has a right to take what sweetness is there” (111).

The food motif, representing good mothering and good food as synonymous, appears 

the desired outcome for both society and individual. In a 1945 speech urging continuing 
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involvement of  the government in feeding guidance for mothers, Lord Woolton, the 

declaimed:

The young need protection and it is proper that for them the State should 

knowledge of  what a growing child needs for the building of  a sound body. 
And when food has been well-chosen, it must be well-cooked. This task calls 

in Hardyment 12)

Food was thus simultaneously a powerful socializing agent, a marker for the psychological 

interviewed by Nickie Charles and Marion Kerr informed researchers that: “a proper 

do it properly” (20). In their furnishing of  the product that literally and metaphorically 
sustains the family, these women interviewees felt judged, by themselves and others, as 

and consumed. 

The Bell Family and White Boots
Streatfeild’s ‘Bell Family’ duology mirrors and reinforces this traditional model of  

The Bell Family 
and New Town
their four children, Esau the dog, and the daily helpmeet Mrs Gage. The obligation to 
provide a ‘proper’ cooked meal in compliance with the prevailing good mother paradigm 
is illustrated by a dining-table scene in The Bell Family, when Cathy, generally constructed 

her children. On a hot day Cathy has “tried to please the family by preparing a cold 

“I read in a paper that all the family would love it, but it doesn’t seem to have turned out 
right somehow” (183). In response to Mrs Gage’s ill-concealed horror at “what seemed 

Mrs Gage, dear. I had already taken a dislike to it, but now it makes me feel sick’” (183). 
At the dining-table, the children respond predictably. Well-behaved eldest Paul politely 
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(185). Eventually the more sensitive Jane speaks for them all:

How about letting Esau have this?” (184-5)

internalization of  normative motherhood. She takes her maternal food responsibilities 
seriously, as evidenced in her newspaper search for appetizing recipes. As Winnicott argues, 

of  the brawn that refuses to “stand up,” which even the dog, let alone her children, will 
not eat, temporarily consigns Cathy’s maternal self-image to the pig bucket.

lies in their simplistic counterpointing of  the characters, which labels the values implicit 

sister-in-law Rose Bell delegates cooking entirely to paid servants and prioritizes her social 
life over presence at family meals. Rose, whose main interests are her clothes and foreign 
travel, is relentlessly portrayed as shallow and unaware of  her daughter’s needs, either 
nutritionally or emotionally. “Aunt Rose was out a lot, and Veronica left to herself  had to 

and then at home” when her parents holiday abroad and “cried if  anything was refused 
her” (75/23). It is clear that Rose’s withdrawal from the family table and domestic life 

daughter.
A similar binary opposition depicting maternal alienation from cooking and absence 

from the dining-table as a marker of  poor motherhood appears in White Boots. Ten-year-

nannie-mother-substitute. Unsympathetic Aunt Claudia’s main interest in her ward is 
as a potential ice-skating champion, and interactions between them focus on this goal, 

entering the kitchen to give instructions on Lalla’s restrictive diet regime, designed to 
remove the “naughty curves” that could hinder Lalla’s skating prowess (92). There are 
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no family meals in this wealthy upstairs-downstairs household, but devoted co-mother 

refutes Claudia’s utilitarian attitude to food, declaring, “the moment I see Lalla looking 
peaky, it’s hot dripping-toast for her tea and plenty of  it” (95). As foil to the unmotherly 
and food-restricting Claudia, Nana’s abundant provision of  shared comfort food marks 
her as the ‘good’ mother. 

The importance of  the family meal-table is further reinforced with the description 
of  mealtimes in the poverty-stricken household of  Lalla’s friend Harriet. Mother Olivia 
Johnson’s consideration that “perhaps it was nicer to laugh over the funny food you had to 
eat, than to have the grandest dinner in the world served in lonely state to two people in 

togetherness and communication at Olivia’s dinner table, whatever is on it, foregrounds 
the values of  the mother-centred Johnson household in contrast to the isolated grandeur 
of  Lalla’s wealthy home.

The Six Cousins
The message that sharing good food at table connotes the maternal ideal is even more 

Six Cousins at 
Mistletoe Farm
are sent to live with country-dwelling cousins after the family house is burned down. 

mother’s competence at cooking and familial presence at table. The comparison is 
most marked in a Christmas dinner scene. Times of  celebration, such as birthdays and 

for measuring maternal worth, so this calibration is especially pointed. The family now 
have a new home, but as Rose decides “she didn’t really feel up to coping” with Christmas, 
she and her family are invited by Linnie to Mistletoe Farm (61). The description of  the 
celebration spread is linked directly to an appreciation of  Linnie’s maternity:

her!” The children raised their glasses and shouted at the tops of  their 
voices. “Mummy! My love!” “Best mother in the world!” (63-64)
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such appreciation: “Would anyone ever toast her like that, with delight and joy and love? 
She couldn’t help feeling just a little bit doubtful” (65). The point is emphasized by niece 
Susan remarking “I shouldn’t think you could boil an egg, could you, Aunt Rose?”, while 
Rose’s husband David “turned jovially to his wife. ‘It’s a pity you can’t cook like this, 
Rose,’ he said” (63). As Daniel points out, “it is often the case that food is used to make 

family’s tactless comparisons between Rose and Linnie (108). 
The imagery of  Linnie’s bountiful table is the more powerful since this plenitude was a 

rarity in the time of  austerity. Such idealistic constructions of  motherhood, encompassing 

domestic discourse; as Woolton had stated “Feeding is not enough, it must be good feeding 
 

walk out, she is faced with the choice of  either providing family meals herself  or leaving 
the farm and her family. In accordance with the alignment of  table meals and good 
motherhood, Rose’s production of  a plentiful farmhouse high-tea, with “cheese and ham 

relevance of  food in evaluating motherhood and positions the Six Cousins duology within 
contemporary maternal discourse. As in Streatfeild, the performance of  the mother as 
cook and at table is crucial to an approved model of  maternity The importance of  family 

to the construction of  the motherhood ideal. 

life. The representation of  Linnie as a model ‘good’ mother – she “took it for granted that 
these things were her job, to be done well and lovingly for her husband and children, and 

message that is contradicted in the narrative (69). Linnie’s acceptance of  normative 
maternity involves a denial of  her wider interests, and the service aspects of  her role are 

to her bookish nephew that her love of  music and literature has to be denied: “poetry 
hasn’t much place in my life now, Cyril, with so much to do and think of ” (59). Streatfeild’s 
Cathy is similarly limited; a keen gardener, she is constrained by her maternal foodwork 



46

Kay Waddilove

duties to “let the garden she had dreamed of  making drop. There are no time-spenders 

(220). Dedication to servicing family meals may be an overt marker of  good motherhood, 

contradictory readings (Hollindale 13). 
Such contrasting representations of  maternal lifestyle have the potential to undermine 

position of  the implied reader. Furthermore, the simplistic construction of  ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
mothers opens these narratives to resistant reading which, as Judith Fetterley discusses, 

empowers readers in the process of  constructing their own subjectivities (18). The covert 

opening possibilities of  a challenge to the received maternal ideal. 

Power and Maternal Identity
In her discussion of  Food, Consumption and the Body, Sarah Sceats asserts that food is “not 
bound within any single discourse but impregnated with meanings from the many and various 
frameworks

ingredient of  power, both at the micro-level of  the dinner table and the macro-level of  
Power/ 

Knowledge – its 
mothers; it can be applied to their control of  bringing food to table, their insistence on 

(39).
In the post-war years, when food strategies were intrinsic to the political and 

economic recovery of  nation-states, maternal feeding responsibilities became a revealing 
indicator of  the power structures in operation at micro and macro levels. This political 

by the severe rationing of  the long 1950s. As Townswomen’s Guild member Constance 
Hill declared: “the smiling mother of  yesterday is the bad-tempered mother of  today 
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reasons, but even the ultra-patriotic Blyton was moved to protest, sending ‘“Lament of  
a Housewife”’ to the national press when bread rationing was proposed in the wake of  a 
disastrous 1946 UK wheat crop:

Has no M.P. an angry wife
Who threatens with a carving knife,
And vows that if  he rations bread
She’ll see the boys and girls are fed,
And he must give up half  his share
Because HE makes the cupboard bare?

establishment of  the British Housewives’ League in 1945; initially they collected 17,000 
signatures from so-called ‘ordinary housewives,’ which were presented to parliament in 

remained highly vociferous in the ongoing protests around food supplies, collecting 
600,000 signatures on a petition for government protesting bread rationing. There was a 
political outcome to this maternal discontent; the bread rationing scheme was suspended, 
and food protests played a role in a surprising reversal of  political ideology in the country 
at large. In 1951, and notwithstanding its establishment of  the much-valued welfare state, 
the Attlee Labour government was soundly defeated by the Conservatives under Winston 

So, although maternal food responsibilities could and did become oppressive, 

private realm; foodwork struggles of  mothers at the practical level of  bringing food to 

Carole Counihan describes as “a major component of  female identity, and an important 

cooking appetizing meals with limited, often unappetizing ingredients, alongside the 
need of  good nutrition for children, was addressed across the media, a staple feature of  
magazine articles, government advice pamphlets and broadcasting directed at mothers. 
When Woman’s Hour was introduced to BBC radio in 1946 as “a daily programme of  
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music, advice, and entertainment”, it always included food advice. The tradition was 
ongoing – in 1953 listeners were entertained by a talk on ‘How to Buy a Cabbage’ (Radio 
Times
in providing acceptable meals, and the government advocated unusual foods, such as 
whale meat and pigeon, to swell rations in the face of  increasing shortages. The infamous 

to convert mothers.3 The Ministry of  Food, operative from 1939 until 1955, was central 
to this discourse, and state directives on feeding children continued into the 1950s and 

being forged over dinner (Cooper 36). Yet the plethora of  advice and recommendations 
in this intense focus on mothering – a belated recognition of  the vital function mothers 
performed in putting food on the table – ultimately elevated their role. 

how the work of  feeding the family utilizes food to organize people and activities, showing 

“if  food is treated as a code, the messages it encodes will be found in the pattern of  

of  familial power dynamics; food, being essential to physical survival, and important in 
creating psychological attachment between mother and child, inevitably confers power 
on the food-supplier. In Power/Knowledge Foucault asserts that power does not invariably 
operate negatively, as it would then become self-defeating:

If  power were never anything but repressive, if  it never did anything but 
say no, do you really think one would be brought to obey it? What makes 

things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse. It needs 
to be considered as a productive network. (119)

The status of  mothers that is implicit in their control of  food matters can be considered 
as a Foucauldian “productive network,” one that “induces pleasure,” “traverses and 

creating a coherent cultural identity for the family and its members. 
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Marjorie DeVault concludes in her study Feeding the Family, based on her detailed 
empirical research with a diverse range of  families in 1980s Chicago, that setting-up the 
meal and arranging for all family members to sit down and eat it together, actually produces 
the family, bringing together its individual members from their separate activities into 
a “consciously crafted structure of  family life” (78). Mealtimes create “times of  coming 
together that are thought of  – although not entirely consciously – as making a family” (78 
my emphasis). The situation governing cooking and serving the family meal transcends 
geographical and temporal boundaries and continues to be an important marker for 
maternal identity and status. The meal-table is a place of  familial cohesion, a site where 

The Private and Domestic Realm of Family Meals 

is most evident in their depiction of  the domestic realm of  the family meal-table. The 
Six Cousins at Mistletoe Farm is a classic model of  what Katz refers to 

family:

day best of  all, when she had the whole of  her family there together in 
peace. (5-6)

Linnie’s power over the table is metonymic of  her empowered status in the family, and 
such scenes are a repeated trope in Blyton’s work. The meal-table scenarios are positive 

family group, a positive Foucauldian “productive thing” that “induces pleasure” and is 
“held good” by family members.

a more problematical familial dynamic, while a fragmented meal, where individuals eat 
separately, has disruptive power; it is indicative of  the troubled family. In Six Cousins Again, 
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eat in the scullery; he continues to eat separately from the family. The fragmentation of  
family mealtimes accelerates when incompetent cook Rose fails to produce dinner, and 
her husband also absents himself  from the table:

“If  I don’t get something to eat soon I shall have to go out without anything,” 

meat and potato and bread and cheese on the table?” In the end he got a 

This breakdown of  mealtimes reveals the splintering of  familial power structures as both 

at mealtimes, and the locus of  power shifts from a communal meal-table, anchored 
by maternal presence, to sites of  isolation, such as farmyard and scullery, occupied by 

message is that, with food consumed around the table in the presence of  a mother, familial 
fragmentation could be repaired. 

family, she suggests they leave the farm and return to the town life she prefers. When 
neither her daughter nor her sons agree to leave with her, Rose, “staring into the darkness, 
realized that she couldn’t do without them” and makes the “tremendous resolve” to adopt 

high tea, just like Mistletoe Farm” that restores cohesion to the divided family, just as 
Linnie’s meal had done previously (154). While they are now, Roderick declares, “a proper 
family again,” Rose’s reinstatement at the hub of  family life comes at a personal cost 
(158). As with Linnie’s renunciation of  poetry and Cathy’s rejection of  gardening, Rose 
is constrained by motherhood to deny herself  the urban life she yearns for. Yet again, the 

complicit readings.
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to impose codes of  proper behavior at table. As Kara Keeling and Scott Pollard note, 
“the rituals of  eating and the rituals of  the table are compact metaphors for the power 

such power, while fathers are generally detached, focusing on non-domestic work 

Mistletoe Farm 5-6). Similarly, 

the rules: “this is breakfast-time, and you three ought to be sitting on your chairs at the 
table” (Bell Family 166). Such maternal inculcation of  table manners establishes what 

and propriety which may not be abdicated” (196). Bourdieu deploys the term “habitus” 
to encapsulate ways in which individuals are socially positioned; meal-time rituals, “the 
manner of  presenting and consuming food, the organization of  the meal”, are, he avers, 

1980s research on food and families the mothers regarded good table-manners as vital 
for ensuring children are socialized into their prevailing culture and class and become 
acceptable to the adult world. Reinforcing Bourdieu, they said that “it was important for a 

and Josee Johnston, whose study concludes that “children’s food practices are widely seen 

of  cultural arbiter. In transmitting values of  family, class and society the dining-table is 
a location, ideally presided over by both parents, but controlled by the mother, in which 
family members come to internalize those values.

Nationhood at Table

beyond the domestic realm into the macro-areas of  class and national identity. In the 
post-war embourgeoisement of  British society, facilitated by slowly increasing economic 
prosperity and the socially supportive welfare state, middle-class values were held to be 

Mythologies, food consumption is a vehicle for the transmission of  ideology that is infallibly 

manners and mores of  the unifying middle-class ideal through the conduit of  polite table-
manners grounds them in contemporary establishment of  the more egalitarian society 
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that was held to be necessary in re-creation of  post-war nationhood. 
Those Dreadful Children, 

of  appropriate mealtime behavior, as the lively but undisciplined Taggerty children are 
dismayed to discover when they go to tea with their new neighbors, the polite, ultra-
conventional Carltons. Asked to wash their hands before eating, and to shut their dog 
outside, they horrify Mrs Carlton by their behavior:

They really had no manners at all at table. They never passed each other 
anything. They didn’t wait to be asked to take this or that, they just stretched 
out and took it. They didn’t say please and they didn’t say thank you. They 

thought Mother. “Why weren’t they taught their manners?” (48)

for positive motherhood. In contrast to the scanty Carlton tea, the children feast on:

were enormous ones. Margery couldn’t help comparing them to the thin 
little slices they had at home. These big, thick slices looked rude and greedy, 
but they really were lovely and big when you were hungry. (69-70)

The culturally stereotypical contrast between Irish Mrs Taggerty, “a big plump woman, 
with untidy hair” and English “neat, well-dressed Mrs Carlton” underlines the class and 
national identity issues that are emblematized at the meal-tables (19/88). The racist 

buttery slices” of  bread compared to Mrs Carlton’s “thin little slices” are inferential of  the 

by Bourdieu. However, the maternal binary is not so clear-cut, unlike the stark antithetical 

Taggerty may be untidy, but she is also, as evidenced in her generous food provision, a 
demonstrative and loving mother whose children “clung round her” (88). The neat Mrs 
Carlton imposes polite table-manners, but is also a “stuck-up” mother who has raised 
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class this story echoes Victorian moral tales, such as those by Mrs Molesworth or Charlotte 

The “rude and greedy” Taggerty children are reformed through family misfortune and 
religious observance. Acknowledging “how rough we were, we didn’t even know our table-

order to please their mother after she has an accident (152). And ultimately each mother 

in mutual recognition of  shared values. The overall message is that manners do matter, 
being important in promoting social cohesion, and that it is the mothers’ role to impose 
these, in order to reinforce the national values common to both their cultures.

establish associations of  food and nationality that emphasize how cultural investment in 
particular foods enhances their importance (60-64). The fact that “the Carltons always 

reality. The sugar-laden spread on Annette Carlton’s party table, with “ice-creams, and 
crowds of  cakes and jellies and blancmanges and a big birthday cake”, is nevertheless 

(99). 
The markers of  nationhood that feature at Streatfeild’s meal-tables are more realistic, 

“spreading jam on bread” (Bell Family

war Britain (Psychosociology 29). Since the Women’s Institutes had elevated jam-making 
into a rousing symbol of  British national unity and survival in adversity, the foods also 
evoke a proud imagery of  positivist nationalism. By providing such meals, the mother-

micro-level of  the family table to feed into the macro-level of  re-building the nation-state. 

nation; their meal tables combine physical nourishment of  “the British race” with potent 
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edible symbols of  nationhood symbolic of  the continuance of  “British ideals in the world” 
(Social Insurance 52). 

In delineation of  maternal responsibility for the content and conduct at meal-tables, 
both authors engage with contemporaneous notions of  received middle-class values as 
a socially cohesive force. Insisting on certain behaviours and provision of  appropriate 
foods, mother characters formulate an awareness of  class alongside national identity for 

mealtimes contributes to social cohesion, ensuring the future of  the rebuilt nation-state. 

is good and what is bad, what is right and what is wrong” (Bourdieu 170-2). In a social 

became key to national images of  unity and strength, inculcating the healthy (and thus 
powerful) nation that politicians were so eager to convey to the world. The control of  this 
iconic site illuminates the micro (domestic) and macro (societal) power of  mothers; their 

responsibilities to build psychologically strong and physically healthy families, mothers are 
shown as essential operators in the creation of  a stable, politically healthy and powerful 
nation. 

Conclusion
The image of  mother and family at table carries connotative meanings. As a semiotic 

represent a system of  values inscribed in family life that elevates the status of  mothers, while 
showing that, as creators of  a stable present and investors in a positive future, they have 

discourse these stories connect the imagined world closely with reality. Their metonymy 

Moreover, later empirical studies such as the 2015 research of  Cairns and Johnston 
demonstrate that we remain ideologically linked to the long 1950s as far as the maternal 
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behind socio-economic and legislative change. As the mother’s role today, in preparing 
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Notes

1 
2 The “long 1950s” is a concept encompassing the UK post-war era from 1945-1960, as a period characterised 
by common socio-economic and cultural conditions. See Langhamer, Tinkler.   

3 This recipe title came to symbolise the less-successful aspects of  rationing policy.


