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Abstract: Tradition and Patriarchy has always limited the role of women within the domains of home 
and kitchen. Yet, far from being a limited space, the home and kitchen have been transformed into sites 
of engagements and resistance by the forbearance of women like Rachel in Book of Rachel, who finds her 
kitchen as a liberating zone. The paper will analyse, the kitchen politics that drives much of the 
protagonist’s affairs in the private and public sphere and how she defines herself through the everyday 
tasks of home and kitchen. Her position as a woman from a minority community also engenders unique 
situations that demands for equally unique responses. The paper also analyses how an old widow like 
Rachel, fights patriarchy  in a traditional Jewish community of India as she questions the difference in 
religious duties of men and women. Gender forms an important dimension in food and food memory. 
This entails an essentially feminine form of food memory and food discourse. Every culture has their 
own culinary practice which forms an important part of their identity. This is more intense in the case of 
a diasporic community for whom food is an intricate part of their tangible culture which connects them 
to their homeland. Very significantly women have always been considered as carriers of cultures 
particularly tangible cultures like attire and food. The paper will analyse these significant aspects in 
Book of Rachel written by Sahitya Akademi Awardee Esther David who belongs to the Bene Israel Jewish 
community of India. 
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Introduction:   ‘What was life, if it was not a little bitter, a little sweet and a little sour? Book of Rache.l 

The indispensability of food as a source of sustenance and life is acknowledged by all .Food is a source of 
many different experiences, it can be fulfilling , ,soothing ,poisonous, sweet, sour, tangy, hot and even 
nauseating. It can be a source of intense delight, a source of craving , of extravagance, of benevolence 
and love. Placing   food and culinary habits at the central of our critical discourse  advances our 
understanding not only of the palatable differences among various communities but also helps in 
locating  specific experiences of individuals particularly women within a social setting. Anita Mannur in 
her ‘Culinary Fictions’ talks of this vexed task ‘about placing something as seemingly superficial as food 
into the centre of critical analysis’ (qtd in Mannur 10). ‘She states that food studies  which emerged 
during the 1970s ‘…has placed special emphasis on understanding the role of food in social and group 
relations’(11). Different theorists were interested in the different aspects of food and its relations to a 
social group or a community. Though most of these concerns were anthropological in nature, 
nevertheless she reaffirms the need to ‘delve into food as an interrogative sphere and to incorporate 
within literary studies this space that will help to critically interrogate the food in relationship to 
nostalgia, memory and  ethnic identity. In fact Anita Mannur argues that food offers an alternative 
register through which one can theorize gender, sexuality class and race.  
 
The paper’s attempt is to develop within a gendered framework, the register of food and its structured 
nuances   within the realm of the diasporic experiences of the   Bene Israel Jews as found in the novel 
Book of Rachel(2006). In doing so, the descriptive and theoretical approaches will be explored. In the 
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descriptive approach the paper will explore how food can be used to understand the complex 
experiences of Rachel as a woman and as a member of a minority in multiethnic India. Also, how food is 
one of the most important medium through which she defines a new identity for herself.  
 
Theoretical approach takes into account how culinary discourse can be used to understand gendered 
experiences intricately linked with food and food preparation. Every one of us have experienced in one 
way or other intense nostalgia and memory connected with food and food  experience. The notion of 
food memory has been an important part of the cultural experience not only of an individual but also of 
the community. Thus food acts as a signifier for many such groups particularly a community in diaspora 
for whom the experience of nostalgia and memory forms a significant part of their identity. Anita 
Mannur states that practically every ritual associated with food-preparation, consumption, serving and 
even preservation  is associated with disciplining individuals into gendered and mostly subversive roles . 
But in the novel, Rachel subverts this very conventional notion by demonstrating that a traditional 
kitchen like hers can be an empowering place where food has the power to make and break 
relationships, win over an enemy or foil an evil design. 
 
It is significant to point out that way back in her 1949 book The Second Sex, Simone De Beauvoir 
recognized the importance of this space. She presents cooking in a better light than other chores 
traditionally associated with women like washing, cleaning and rearing children. She writes ‘With her 
fire going, women becomes a sorceress; by a simple movement, as in beating eggs, or through the magic 
of fire, she effects the transmutation of substances: matter becomes food’ (472).  
Bonds of sisterhood and neighbourhood,  affiliations and  amelioration among mothers ,daughters, 
sisters and friends are created during acts of culinary practice. Thus a bond of ‘culinary-
citizenship’(Mannur,29) is borne, the citizenship that grants subjects the ability to claim and inhabit 
certain identitarian positions via their relationship through food.Rachel the protagonist is a keen cook. 
Her creations of appetizing flavors give her a sense of autonomy as well as order. It is not only the 
source of sustenance but it also  nourishes her soul.Rachel’s self-esteem is intricately tied to the food 
that she creates in her kitchen and it is through food that we see her gradual transformation from a 
hesitant and sensitive woman to a confident and successful woman who empowers herself through the 
creative decisions with food. The author localises all the events in the life of Rachel through food 
particularly the process of her individual and collective identity formation.   . 
 
Each chapter in the novel begins with an ethnic cuisine where the author painstakingly attempts to stick 
to the traditional and original method of cooking along with enumerating the benefits of each 
ingredient used in the dish. Every dish is intricately connected to the story that follows . Many a times 
events can be best remembered and understood in reference to the food that was savoured at that time. 
As Jon D. Holtzman writes in ‘Food and Memory’, ‘The experience of food evokes recollection, which is 
not simply cognitive but also emotional and physical …’(365). Rachel being brought up in a traditional 
Jewish family has always lived her life with clear definitions of the gendered role that was expected of 
her. The author states ‘Rachel has spent a lifetime cooking for Aaron and the children’(6). But Rachel 
reifies this role as a wife and mother with a sense of meaning and dignity where the inherent limitations 
engendered in such roles loses its limiting quality. For instance, “When  Aaron insisted that she should 
sit down and eat with them , she scolded him , telling him not to rob her of her simple pleasures”. It is 
not with a sense of subservience that she serves her husband and family, standing and fussing around 
them, it is the pleasure that she experiences in watching her loved ones savouring the food that she has 
created. Sharing and feeding gives her immense joy and at the same time a sense of satisfaction and 
completeness. As Simone De Beauvoir stated ‘cooking is revelation and creation’(472). As a widow for 
the first time in her life Rachel has all the time to herself and she is threatened with boredom and ennui. 
And it is through food that she discovers a new world which helps in connecting to her own self. Small 
things that she never paid attention to, her likes and dislikes that neither her husband nor her children 
ever bothered to know. The author writes, ‘In her solitude, Rachel had discovered many things about 
herself. She preferred her fish fried, red and piping hot’(7). She connects the colour and texture of the 
food to the world that she sees around herself, the trees, the sea, the clouds, the colour of her sari and 
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the texture of her dress. All these helped her cope with her life of loneliness. In the chapter ‘Mutton 
Curry With Tamarind’ the author demonstrates the intricate connection between the recipe and the 
events narrated. Tamarind is not only a source of income, but a very important ingredient in the cuisine 
of the Indian Jews. When she was a young bride Rachel had climbed the tamarind tree knowing very 
well that it was prohibited. Climbing trees was considered unwomanly. But, the trees were laden with 
tamarind that she could not stop herself. But unable to climb down she is stuck and forced to wait for 
Aaron’s arrival late in the evening. Even, Aaron was distraught unable to locate his bride in the house. 
When she is finally rescued to the relief of both; Aaron carries her in his arms and Rachel holds on to 
him like with tender joy. The author writes ‘Aaron carried her into the house and they made love like 
never before’(23).Thus, the dish of mutton with tamarind is special for Rachel ,since she always 
associated this particular dish with that special time with Aaron. Thus, many such past experiences are 
constructed through memories exchanged through food. 
 
In the novel, the depiction and description of food has  also been enriched by the use of magic realism 
which takes these experiences to a different dimension by adding a touch of mysticism, romance and 
even magic. In Book of Rachel Esther David brings out the magical qualities of food especially its healing 
properties and power to create bonds of love, passion and desire. The sublime emotions accompanying 
this narration demands for our willing suspension of disbelief making us partake in the effect of the 
victuals on the characters. The sensuality of food particularly in the chapter ‘Puranpoli’ turns into an 
intense firepower at work. When Aaron is hesitant to marry Rachel, she decides to invite him to her 
house and treat him to her favourite puranpoli. The savoury sweetness  of  sugar and  ghee  inside the 
purampori has the effect of a love potion on Aaron and he is compelled to accept his love for Rachel. 
Rachel is victorious knowing very well the ancient secret that the way to a man’s heart lay through his 
stomach. She says ‘…I have a soft corner for puranpoli. They bring love and happiness’(121). Many years 
after Aaron’s death, when she makes puranpoli Rachel  prays and believes that their magic and charm 
will work on her daughter Zephra and Judah. When  Zephra starts experiencing strange and wonderful 
sensations like  desire for Judah she wonders ‘whether her mother had added a secret ingredient in the 
filling which attracted her to Judah. Perhaps Rachel knew magic potions like the one she had used to 
ensnare her reluctant fiancé(123). When Rachel saw her daughter and Judah kiss in the glow of the 
setting sun, she knew that the magic of the puranpolis had worked on Judah as it had on Aaron. In 
another instance, she also believed that the germination of the val beans was symbolic of the matrimony 
she dreamt between Zephra and Judah. ‘A good omen, she told herself. ‘May the tribe increase’. Her duty 
towards her community is also in a sense accomplished through her appetizing dishes which work their 
magic to bring Zephra and Judah together. Their matrimony means future generations of Jews that will 
add to the number of the dwindling tribe in India. 
 
Gender is an important dimension in both food memory and diasporic experience. Food and food 
experiences emphasizes an essentially feminine form of experience and memory.‘Gender forms a central 
theme within many analyses of food and memory, emphasizing its role as a vehicle for particularly 
feminine forms of memory.’(370 Holtzman). In the chapter ‘Chicken Kesar’, kesar or saffron as it is 
known in Hindi, becomes the symbol of her freedom, her dignity and  her new found self esteem. Rachel 
had voluntarily taken on the role of the care taker of a synagogue at Danda. The synagogue was 
abandoned in all respects except for the devotional care of Rachel. She spent most of her time cleaning, 
sweeping, mopping the interior and the exterior, but she never dared to touch the teva, the centre of the 
synagogue. The author writes, ‘Early in her life she had been taught that the teva was the domain of the 
men. A women cannot step on it without permission of men’(36). But when an American Rabbi, 
appreciated her dedication and selfless service and tells in no uncertain terms that a woman like Rachel 
cannot possibly be impure and that it didn’t matter who cleaned the teva; man or women. He 
reprimanded the caretakers who sanctioned such partisanship in religious duties. ‘For Rachel, this was 
the moment of freedom from the confines of age-old traditions and taboos’(37).To celebrate the broken 
shackles of patriarchal traditions and to acknowledge her religious freedom, Rachel brings out her box 
of precious saffron ,that she sparingly used. ‘Saffron, she told herself , would be the symbol of her 
freedom’(41). Similarly, Saffron also kindles in her the memory of the birth of her first grandchild in the 
faraway land of Israel. Even then she had decided as she invited the women from the neighbourhood 
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‘Chicken Kesari. I will cook it exactly the way I did when I was pregnant with my first born’ (43). As she 
watched the younger women of the neighbourhood gossip and sharing light banters in her courtyard, 
she was amazed at the way their skin changed colour ‘to a glowing shade of saffron’ and she could not 
help thinking that many of them would conceive that night. Thus, saffron not only becomes the symbol 
of freedom but also infuses into men and women a sense of desire and longing. 
 
The novel also demonstrates how the domestic arena so frequently associated with femininity also 
becomes a space where collective sense of empowerment and freedom is born. Young women gather in 
her courtyard to help her set large cauldrons of victuals to celebrate the birth of her grand-daughter in 
the faraway land of Israel. The women are from different religion and class. They are drawn by the magic 
of Rachel’s dishes and by their affection for the old widow. Thus, food is centralised as a locale where 
communal feelings are garnered and women gather together like a communion.  
 
For an immigrant community like the Bene Israel Jews, celebration of a lost past and the suffering of 
their ancestors is remembered through deliberate choice of food which emphasize memories of suffering 
and hunger. The celebration of the Passover or Pessach in the month of April also recollects the pain of 
exodus, the parting of the Red Sea and their freedom by partaking specifically chosen food which their 
ancestors consumed during those troubled years. Their most important food is the Matzo bread and the 
author writes that  ‘Matzo bread is the symbol of poverty , as the Jews ate it when they were slaves in the 
land of Egypt. It is also symbolic of the unleavened bread they carried with them when they fled from 
Egypt. It inspires Jews to work for freedom, justice and peace’ (44). She further writes that the Indian 
Sheera or halech which is made of dates is ‘symbolic of the mortar used by the Jews when they built the 
pyramids for the Pharoahs’ (45). Similarly the bitter herbs that are also partaken are ‘symbolic of the 
bitterness and hardships suffered by the Jews when they were slaves in Egypt’(46). These varied 
instances show that food is an important medium for the construction of intense memories especially in 
recollecting past memories and forging solidarity with the ancestors. The author undoubtedly construes 
such adherence to dietary laws and practice as  symbolic of the migration of her forefathers. 
 
In this way the collective memory of the tribe is structured through such relationships with specific food 
attributing to them a ritualistic practice and sensibility when preparing and consuming them. In the 
story whenever Rachel prepares Bombil she ponders whether the fish was a favourite of her ancestors? 
She questions ‘Had the ancestors discovered that it was as sweet as the salmon they had in the Promised 
Land?’(64) Such intimacies with her ancestors is possible only through the memories and emotions 
engendered in specific food items and such experiences needs to be brought at the center of critical 
discourse.  
 
Food also becomes a powerful tool at times of crisis. To resolve problems, to diffuse tensions and to 
overcome resistance, food is used as ammunition. It is common knowledge that mothers have always 
used food to overcome any resistance from their children or spouse. But, in the novel Rachel unleashes 
food warfare to outplay her enemy Mordeccai by inviting him to partake of peethal which is savoury no 
doubt but causes great discomfort after its consumption. She prepares the dish with a vengeance stirring 
into it all her anger and venom for her enemy. Her resolve and determination is externalised through 
the act of vigorous stirring hoping to induce into her dish  the defeat of Mordeccai. The kitchen 
becomes a site of power from which different forms of agendas are undertaken and fulfilled. In this way 
Rachel takes her culinary skill into the public domain to win her battle against different odds. Mordeccai 
who is highly appreciative of Rachel’s skill as a cook has been a welcome guest into her house in the 
past. But when he brings into this circle of community and friendship his ulterior motives Rachel uses 
her culinary dishes to send him a strong message of protest against intimidation. The significance here is 
that food is a means of communication used to convey her innermost thoughts. In one instance the 
author writes ‘Rachel had put her heart and soul into the fish, hoping it would speak to Satsh 
Chinoy’(134). Similarly, she also prays that her dish would loosen the tongue of Judah so that he could 
ask for Zephra’s hand in marriage. Thus, for Rachel, her kitchen is a space where her most intimate and 
cherished dreams find possibilities and where words fail her it is the food that does the job. 
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To Conclude, Book of Rachel depicts the journey of Rachel, a widow  who reconnects her life post 
widowhood to every food that she prepares in her kitchen and gains meaning and confidence in her life. 
Her skill and prowess moulds her character and she becomes an embodiment of an individual breaking  
free from the shackles of preconceived  notions constructed by generations of male dominated ideology. 
The Jewish family especially in India is patriarchal and women’s role is centred around domestic chores. 
This sense of freedom and achievement is achieved through her love and desire to cook and serve. The 
kitchen as a space manifests itself as a site of empowerment and resistance, as a space of power, 
creativity and nurture behind the defined role of behavioural conformity. Such discursive rendering of 
the place of ‘food’ at the crux of feminist and diasporic discourse affirms the centrality of this culinary 
space as a site of hope and resistance. In doing so, women and women’s experience is once again 
foregrounded as special and unique. 
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