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Abstract
The socially lived subjective experience and the body image developed in early childhood are aspects 
that contribute to the perception of one’s own body. The act of eating goes beyond its historical and 
cultural meaning and passes through unconscious processes. The aim was to investigate the meaning 
of eating and the body perception of 27 women who were interested in participating of the Na Medida 
multidisciplinary program, residents of the north of Paraná State (Brazil). A semi-structured question-
naire was used for data collection, which was analyzed from the thematic-categorical content using the 
reference of psychoanalysis, considering the social context. The results demonstrated that eating, in 
addition to meaning the preservation of the species, is associated with the unconscious processes that 
seek satisfaction. The women felt dissatisfi ed with their own bodies and attempted to overcome the fault 
by investing in the body, (re)signifying it and trying to create an idealized image under the gaze of the 
Other.
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Signifi cado de Comer e Percepção Corporal em Mulheres 
que Procuraram o Programa Multiprofi ssional Na Medida

Resumo
A experiência subjetiva vivenciada socialmente e a imagem corporal formada na primeira infância são 
aspectos que contribuem para a percepção do próprio corpo. O ato de comer vai além de seu signifi cado 
histórico-cultural e passa por processos inconscientes. Objetivou-se conhecer o signifi cado do comer e a 
percepção corporal de 27 mulheres que se interessaram em participar do programa multiprofi ssional Na 
Medida, residentes na região norte do Paraná, Brasil. Utilizou-se um questionário semiestruturado para 
o levantamento dos dados, que foram analisados a partir do conteúdo temático-categorial pelo referen-
cial da psicanálise, considerando o contexto social. Os resultados demonstram que o comer, além de sig-
nifi car a preservação da espécie, está ligado a processos inconscientes que visam a busca por satisfação. 
As mulheres sentiam-se insatisfeitas com seu próprio corpo e verifi cou-se a tentativa de suprir a falta 
investindo no corpo, (re)signifi cando-o e tentando criar uma imagem idealizada sob o olhar do Outro.

Palavras-chave: Imagem corporal, percepção, alimentação, psicanálise.
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Signifi cado del Comer y Percepción Corporal em las Mujeres 
que Buscaran el Programa Multiprofesional Na Medida

Resumen
La experiencia subjetiva vivenciada socialmente y la imagen corporal formada en la primera infancia, 
son factores que contribuyen para la percepción del propio cuerpo. El acto de comer va más allá de su 
signifi cado histórico-cultural, y transcurre por procesos inconscientes. El objetivo fue conocer el sig-
nifi cado del comer y la percepción corporal de 27 mujeres que tuvieron interés de participar de un pro-
grama multiprofesional Na Medida y que residían en la región norte de la provincia de Paraná (Brasil). 
Se utilizó un cuestionario semiestructurado para el levantamiento de los datos. Esto fueron analizados 
a partir de un contenido temático-categorial por referencia de la psicoanálisis, considerando el contexto 
social. Los resultados demuestran que el comer además de signifi car la preservación de la especie, esta 
ligado a procesos inconscientes para una busca de satisfacción. Las mujeres se sentían insatisfechas con 
su propio cuerpo y se verifi có una tentativa de suprimir esa falta, realizando una inversión en su cuerpo, 
(re)signifi candoló y tentando crear una imagen idealizada sobre el mirar del Outro.

Palabras clave: Imagen corporal, percepción, alimentación, psicoanalisis.

“In addition to the biological body 
and physiological hunger, there exists 

a body that demands, but is not satisfi ed” 
(Seixas, 2009).

Perception of Body Image                             
and of the Ideal Body

Body image can be considered a set of 
images or how a person represents their own 
body to him/herself and is a concept of multiple 
construction. Perceptual and social subjective 
experiences collaborate in the construction of 
the body image (Sousa, 2007). In other words, 
it can be defi ned by how the person sees, feels 
and experiences his/her body within their cul-
ture and society, linked to the emotional and 
physiological factors, personal experiences, 
beliefs and behaviors and also covering the re-
lationship with others (Leal, Catrib, Amorim, 
& Montagner, 2010; Secchi, Camargo, & Ber-
toldo, 2009; Stenzel, 2006).

The appearance that the body maintains is 
of great importance in contemporary society, 
however, the subjective aspect presents a psy-
chosocial force of greater infl uence (Stenzel, 
2006; i.e., individuals are expected to present 
themselves in a certain way and the perception 
of their own image generates great concern).

Thus, one can talk about the perception of 
body image, considering that self-perception 
covers self-image, as it constitutes part of the 
impressions regarding the person’s own body 
and how he/she is concerned with it in rela-
tion to concerns with the outside world (Sousa, 
2007).

The ideal body sought by women is tall 
and thin, below the body mass index considered 
normal by the World Health Organization (Ka-
keshita & Almeida, 2006; Martins et al., 2012; 
Secchi et al., 2009), which infl uences the manner 
and quality of life of these women, as they end 
up being subject to dietary restrictions, exercise 
and medication, among others. Such procedures 
can cause psychological distress and often dam-
age to the body itself, including dissatisfaction 
with body image or even body image disorders 
(Kakeshita & Almeida, 2006).

The reinforcement given by the media to 
show attractive bodies is of great importance in 
the construction of the body image. The media 
is a disseminator of values, information and be-
haviors that are reinforced in everyday relation-
ships with colleagues and family, and generally 
emphasize the characteristics of the successful 
body, therefore generating expec-tations and 
desire in consumers (Cash, 2005). The body 
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industry, through the media, is responsible for 
creating desires and enhancing images, with 
standardizations therefore emerging. People 
who fi nd themselves outside this standard feel 
pressured and dissatisfi ed.

Studies on body dissatisfaction among 
women and female adolescents show that ex-
posure to media content related to beauty stan-
dards, the comparison between the person’s own 
body and that shown, as well as frustration in 
achieving the ideal body, cause low self-esteem 
and dissatisfaction with the body image (Alves, 
Pinto, Alves, Mota, & Leirós, 2009; Martins, 
Pelegrini, Matheus, & Petroski, 2010; Posavac, 
Posavac, & Weigel, 2010).

The body can today be associated with the 
idea of consumption. In many instances, this is 
the object of exaggerated valorization of goods 
and services for the “maintenance of this body”. 
As stated by Fernandes (2003), “The body is 
great! Great price, great production, great invest-
ment... Great frustration” (p. 13).

Body inadequacy generates a “hatred of fat” 
and leads people to adopt aggressive practices 
with themselves, such as excessive control of 
eating to make themselves fi t the current stan-
dards of the society (Freire & Andrada, 2012; 
Sibilia, 2006). Sibilia (2006) gives examples of 
practices, such as prolonged fasting, sunlight-
only diet and diet restricted to seeds and grains, 
to illustrate the idea of bodily purifi cation, the 
body must be clean and detoxifi ed by hunger 
strategies, because the fl esh is unclean.

To achieve beauty, it is believed that very 
little should be eaten, although the medical 
recommendation stipulates a balance. The notion 
of “eating like a bird” carries a historical heritage 
arising from the Middle Ages to the present day 
(Asfora, 2012). Food is associated with health in 
all cultures due to the question of human survival 
and the medical discourse regarding types of diet 
(Carneiro, 2005).

The image of the fat person carries a social 
stigma that people seek to avoid, that is, having 
the stereotype of being kind and friendly, while 
simultaneously, suffering judgment and disgust 
from others for being fat. Fat people are seen 
as people who cannot manage their own bodies 

and their limits, as people who do not try to con-
trol their size (Novaes & Vilhena, 2003).

Thus, the diet or the act of eating, in ad-
dition to its function of providing energy and 
nutrition for the body, carries a strong sense 
within a historical, cultural and social context, 
encompassing rites of passage, social relation-
ships, the construction of bonds and the produc-
tion of both individual and collective identities 
(Carvalho, Luz, & Prado, 2011).

Eating Throughout history
The history of food refers to a society that 

is expressed through eating habits, with their 
meanings being continuously modifi ed. 

In a brief historical retrospective, Flandrin 
and Montanari (1998) concluded that, in Greece, 
the main aspect of food was the importance given 
to the banquet, due to its close connection with 
the process of reproduction of the social body, 
as it defi ned the human condition and differen-
tiated the Greeks from the other societies. Like 
the Greeks, the ancient Egyptians associated the 
preservation of health with the quantity of food 
ingested.

Following the trend of the times, Mazzini 
(2000) adds that in the Middle Ages these re-
quirements came to defi ne the social classes to 
which each person belonged, as the Christian 
society helped in the proliferation of dietary 
guidelines and their social impact when food 
was linked to the sin of gluttony.

Flandrin and Montanari (1998) state that it 
was in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
that the elites allowed an easing in food rules, 
favoring the entry of new foods on the menu and 
also seeking taste satisfaction at the expense of 
good health, associating a strange value to the 
taste of food (i.e., a fi gurative meaning to distin-
guish the edible from the inedible).

In the passage from the eighteenth century 
to the nineteenth century, there was population 
growth, the development of cities and industri-
alization, the expansion of markets and the con-
quest of new lands. These facts gave rise, in the 
fi gure of the ascendant bourgeoisie, to fat as a 
symbol of wealth and social distinction (Flan-
drin & Montanari, 1998). 
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As the eating habits of the Brazilian and the 
meaning of food have been modifi ed in recent 
decades, so that the increasing consumption of 
fast and practical food is currently seen, with 
solitary, industrialized meals that have little nu-
tritional value and favor overeating, obesity and 
its co-morbidities (Bleil, 1998). 

Obesity, considered a disease, is becoming 
a worldwide epidemic, resulting from the asso-
ciation of inadequate eating habits, from a nutri-
tional point of view, and physical inactivity, and 
appears in all ages and social classes (Ministério 
da Saúde, 2006). 

Nevertheless, hunger has not stopped being 
a social problem, as the new mode of production 
creates inequalities.

The process of globalization of the con-
temporary capitalist society has homogenized 
the ways of life of the population in general and 
modifi ed eating habits. The calendar is no lon-
ger regulated by the time of harvest and religious 
festivities, but by useful working days, weekends 
and holidays. In the same way, foods are no lon-
ger restricted to a particular region or time, they 
are sold in supermarkets that integrate relations, 
trade, people and activities (Hernández, 2005). 

The media and advertising, by focusing on 
the importance of healthy food, create a new 
consumer market, such as diet and light foods, 
which promote a balance of nutrition, taste and 
practicality, even with the food being industrial 
(Marins, Araújo, & Jacob, 2011). At the same 
time, but still within the market process, tradi-
tions of cooking and the kitchen are revived by 
gourmets and the local and cultural identity is 
valued by some market sectors (Hernández, 
2005). 

Drive and Body Image: Eating               
Beyond Hunger

Varela (2006) asked what makes humans 
continue eating when their physiological need, 
hunger is already satisfi ed. She suggested, then, 
that the food would be a driven object linked to 
the history, desire and fantasies of the person. 
That is, eating is driven, a form of expression that 
does not occur through language, but through the 
fi lling of the body. 

In medicine, addiction is associated with the 
body that deregulates itself, is changed by a cer-
tain pathology. The psychoanalytical perspective 
proposes addiction as the compulsion due to the 
demand for the object, characterizing overeating 
as a symptom, as an action mediated by the un-
conscious (Campos, Ferreira, Cunha, & Braun, 
2012; Rocha, Vilhena, & Vilhena Novaes, 2003; 
Seixas, 2009).

The drive, according to Freud (1905/2006b), 
would be the boundary between the physical and 
the psychic. He distinguished two types of hu-
man drives: self-preservation and sexual. The 
fi rst has the specifi c goal of survival and cannot 
be delayed for very long. The second contains 
the drive of self-preservation plus a quantity of 
libido that eroticizes the relationship with the 
object. The body is both a constant source of this 
drive and its purpose. The goal of the drive is 
satisfaction, even partial, and objects, such as 
food, are used as means to achieve this goal. 

When the person is born, he/she is in a 
state of helplessness permeated by these drives 
and excitements. Such drives are satisfi ed in the 
body, in erogenous zones. First in the mouth, as-
sociated with sucking milk and overcoming hun-
ger: then using parts of the body, such as the fi n-
ger, hand or foot, characterizing autoeroticism. 
Maternal care to fulfi ll the needs of the baby, 
along with the sensory experiences and reactions 
of the human circle, provide the fi rst mirror for 
the child, which will constitute itself from what 
is refl ected. The maternal fi gure acquires its im-
portance as the Other that invests in this person 
with her presence and her gaze (Anzieu, 1989; 
Freud, 1905/2006b). 

Therefore, the baby, at fi rst, experiences its 
body as separated parts. The fi rst place of sat-
isfaction is the mouth, because hunger is the 
fi rst need to be fulfi lled by the mother and the 
suction is based on a somatic function, later to 
be directed to other objects, such as the baby’s 
own fi nger (Freud, 1905/2006b). According to 
Freitas, Moreira, Freitas and Lamounier (2006) 
the mother needs to know the different needs of 
the child (hunger, affection, diaper change), as 
to give food every time the child cries, may be 
teaching an abnormal relationship with food.
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The feelings of comfort or discomfort 
are felt in bodily regions, without connection 
between them. So that these sensations are 
integrated and the body can be experienced as 
one, the constitution of a body image is required, 
which is organized through the gaze of the Other, 
the mother (Cabas, 1982; Lacan, 1949/1998; 
Winnicott, 1967).

Therefore, it is from experiences that the 
baby establishes with its mother, to be petted 
or held, to be recognized by her as the subject 
and to receive a place as such, that the baby is 
helped to differentiate between self and non-self 
and to constitute its subjectivity (Jerusalinsky, 
2006).

The eyes have the function of capturing 
the outside world, but not only this. They also 
serve to perceive the delights of the objects that 
are chosen as objects of love. This is due to the 
drives using the same organs and body systems 
that are used in survival, so that the act of seeing 
is made up of both conscious and unconscious 
processes (Freud, 1910/1996a).

The function of seeing is a drive that Freud 
(1915/1996b) called the scopic drive and in-
volves both seeing and being seen. First there is 
the vision of external objects, then the percep-
tion of the view of the Other of one’s self. The 
satisfaction resulting from this act is related to 
the libido, as a form of exchange between the 
self and the Other.

Deepening Freud’s theory, Lacan (1949/ 
1998) talks about the body image and the forma-
tion of this outline of the body. His theory on the 
mirror stage deals with a signifi cant milestone 
in childhood development. According to the au-
thor, the baby, after six months of age, unlike 
the monkey or chimpanzee, can recognize itself 
when looking in the mirror and will perform dif-
ferent gestures, exploring its own image. The 
mirror integrates the child’s body, until then per-
ceived by the child in a fragmented way. It is 
this process of image integration in the mirror, 
supported by an adult, which allows the baby to 
identify with its own image.

When seeing its own image, its fantasy is 
complete. The baby creates a tension to form 
this unifi ed image and simultaneously has a mo-

tor impotence. Thus, it formulates a self that 
will always need to be recognized for its image 
to be fi xed, because the certainty of coinciding 
with its own image comes from outside (Lacan, 
1949/1998). 

The passage through the mirror stage is, 
symbolically, a prerequisite to comprehending 
the existence of both one’s self and the Other. 
The mirror in Lacanian theory, has the function 
of integration of the body and, therefore, of the 
self. 

It is worth mentioning that there are other 
approaches to this theme within psychoanalysis. 
However, in this article we chose to work from 
these concepts. 

The difference is, therefore, clear between 
the anatomical, physiological or biological body 
studied by medicine and the body of psycho-
analysis, as the source and purpose of drives and 
in constant search for satisfaction. Varela (2006) 
points out that, if instinct fulfi lls the need of the 
biological body, the drive establishes the body 
of psychoanalysis. Thus, instinct cannot satisfy 
the bodily drive.

Search for a Esthetics and Health
The satisfaction of driven desires is only 

comprehensively achieved, supposedly, when 
the baby has still not differentiated itself from 
the mother and feels omnipotent, with the sub-
ject constantly seeking to revive this satisfac-
tion from his/her differentiation from the out-
side world. However, he/she will only partially 
achieve this (Freud, 1905/2006b). 

Furthermore, according to Freud (1930/ 
2006a), there are three sources of suffering that 
are perceived as threats and generate constant 
discomfort. The body itself is one of them, for 
it is condemned to decay and death, without 
the possibility of escaping from the anxiety this 
causes. The other two correspond to the out-
side world and its destructive force and to the 
relationships with others, because human rules 
do not mean benefi t and security. Thus, it can 
be concluded that the human being is always in 
search of happiness, either actively or by try-
ing to avoid unpleasantness and, therefore, uses 
methods such as solitude or love, beauty and art. 
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According to Freud (1930/2006a), beauty would 
have effects of compensating for suffering; thus, 
seeking the aesthetics of the beautiful body is re-
lated to this.

Technological and scientifi c advances have 
been developed by humans to try to fi ll the emp-
ty feeling and alleviate suffering. The possibility 
of consumption as complete happiness is pre-
sented by the new laws of the capitalist market 
(Carneiro & Pinheiro, 2009). Considering that, 
nowadays, the beautiful body is the slim and/or 
strong, sculpted body (Goldenberg, 2005), con-
sumption of new foods presented as healthy, of 
meals from books of famous diets and invasive 
procedures, such as body modifi cation surgeries, 
are examples of proposals for the search for the 
beauty of the body.

Nevertheless, in order to improve the 
quality of life of the population and reduce the 
cases of obesity, government agencies have 
created actions and strategies for the promotion 
of healthy eating and exercise, developed by the 
articulation between government, productive 
sectors, civil society and commerce (Coutinho, 
Gentil, & Toural, 2008).

Another creation to meet the demand for 
the healthy body is the weight loss programs 
that have become popular through the television 
media, exalting improvements in both physi-
cal form and health, as well as self-esteem and 
body image of the participating person. With the 
advent of multidisciplinary teams in the public 
health area, such programs have become capable 
of being carried out with the community at large, 
considering that nutritional, physical and psy-
chological support, even in the short term, have 
results in the body composition, such as reduc-
ing the percentage of fat, in the diet and in the 
lifestyle (França, Biaginni, Mudesto, & Alves, 
2012; Saueressig & Berleze, 2010).

Thus, this study aimed to understand the 
meaning of eating and body perception for wom-
en that sought the Na Medida multidisciplinary 
program.

Method

An exploratory study was conducted in or-
der to describe the perception of body image and 

the meaning of eating for women who were in-
terested in participating in the Na Medida multi-
disciplinary program. This project was approved 
by the Human Research Ethics Committee of 
the State University of Londrina, approval No. 
239/2013.

The multidisciplinary program included the 
following areas: psychology, nutrition, physical 
education, nursing and pharmacy. It was focused 
on women with cardiovascular and metabolic 
diseases, of reproductive age, so that they would 
experience signifi cant changes in the quality of 
life, which would come from nutritional reedu-
cation, physical exercise, mental health and gen-
eral aspects of women’s health.

The study included 27 women who lived 
in the north of Paraná state and attended the 
Primary Health Unit in their neighborhood. The 
age range was 32 to 68 years, with the mean age 
of the women being 50 years. Data on health 
complaints, use of medication, blood pressure 
and body mass index (BMI) were collected. Par-
ticipation was voluntary and all subjects signed 
the terms of consent form.

The sample was purposive and by satura-
tion (i.e., the women were chosen according to 
personal characteristics that would provide in-
formation about the theme of the study and data 
collection was terminated when the responses 
become repetitive; Turato, 2003). 

A questionnaire was applied by the psychol-
ogist, with semi-structured questions, namely: 
“in one word, what does eating mean to you” 
and “how do you feel about your body?”, aiming 
to investigate the meanings of eating and body 
perception. 

Data analysis was carried out from the 
thematic-categorical content. For this, the steps 
proposed by Turato (2003) for content analysis 
were used: Pre-analysis (free-fl oating reading), 
categorization of the emerging topics according 
to criteria of relevance and repetition, external 
validation (supervision with adviser, discussion 
with the research group and debate of the re-
sults at events) and presentation of the results 
(descriptive), with illustrations of the responses. 
Steps of the thematic-categorical content analysis 
were included that complemented the previous 
ones: defi nition of provisional hypotheses, de-
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termination of registration units, defi nition of 
the themes through the registration units, quan-
tifi cation of the themes and categorical analysis 
of the text (Oliveira, 2008).

The framework of psychoanalysis was used 
for the discussion of the results, with the con-
temporary socio-historical context being con-
sidered.

Results and Discussion

The Meaning of Eating
In this theme, The meaning of eating, the 

categories analyzed were: survival; feelings of 
pleasure; feelings of displeasure; greed; and 
health.

Table 1 presents the percentage of respons-
es for each category.

Table 1
Number of Responses and the Percentage of Responses in Each Category

Categories No. of responses %

Feelings of pleasure 10 37

Survival 8 30

Feelings of displeasure 6 22

Health 2 7

Greed 1 4

Total 27 100

Survival, illustrated by the words “to satisfy 
hunger”, “to feed the physical”, “ to sustain” re-
fers to the instinct of hunger and preservation of 
life and the species present in all animals. The 
association with its denotative meaning suggests 
that the women were limited to the concrete real-
ity (i.e., to give the literal meaning to the act of 
eating, with no contact or development of the re-
sponse regarding their history, culture and emo-
tions).

The health category presented the same 
perspective, because, as previously mentioned, 
food is related to the question of survival in dif-
ferent cultures (Carneiro, 2005). However, this 
idea may also have been infl uenced by the pro-
posal of a healthy life for prevention of diseases, 
as healthy eating and physical activity are con-
sidered the main means for health promotion 
(Ministério da Saúde, 2006). That is, the state-
ments that give meaning to eating as “health” 
have a positive aspect, taking into consideration 
the change in eating habits of Brazilians that fa-
vor excessive eating and obesity (Bleil, 1998). 
This idea has been appropriated by the consumer 
market, offering diet or light food or suggesting 

care for the body itself (Marins et al., 2011).
The other categories point in another direc-

tion. Eating was related to feelings of pleasure, 
for example, through the words “eating is every-
thing good”, “satisfaction”, “pleasure”, “over-
comes sadness”, “relief”, and eating was also 
shown to have a relationship with feelings of dis-
pleasure, from the words “horrible”, “problem” 
and “control”. Varela (2006) states that hunger 
can be confused with the feelings, characterizing 
driven hunger, when a person continues to eat 
even when their body is satiated. 

As noted above, prior to constituting a self, 
the baby is permeated by constant drives that are 
satisfi ed in specifi c locations, in the erogenous 
zones. The fi rst satisfaction experienced for the 
baby is by means of sucking milk, assuaging 
hunger and providing pleasure, later, the plea-
sure is directed toward other objects, such as its 
own fi nger (Freud, 1905/2006b). By identifying 
the different requests of the baby, for example, 
the cry of hunger, the cry of pain, and offering 
food at the appropriate time, a relationship is 
constructed that will infl uence the other relation-
ships of this individual and also those related to 
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food and oral satisfaction (Freitas et al., 2006).
Finally, the women gave the meaning of 

“greed” to eating. Greed is characterized by 
religion as overeating, constituting a sin. The 
main aspect of sin is something that exceeds or 
is missing in the relationship of the subject with 
the Other. Thus, it can be said that greed and the 
emotions that accompany it are not mediated by 
the consciousness, but regulated by the uncon-
scious; in other words, greed would name the 
jouissance (Campos et al., 2012).

Thus, it was observed that even when not 
referring to eating directly linked to feelings of 
pleasure and displeasure, it was related to uncon-
scious processes in the constant search for satis-
faction, generating constant discomfort.

Perception of the Body Image 
In this theme the category analyzed was: 

dissatisfaction with one’s own body. The state-
ments related to the way the women perceived 
their bodies were “fat”, “huge”, “I feel ugly”, “I 
do not look at myself in the mirror”, “I’m fi ne, 
I weighed 70 kilos, but now I’m 66”, “indispo-
sition, helplessness, sadness”. All the women 
made statements regarding dissatisfaction with 
their bodies, that is, no woman reported feeling 
good about herself or not wanting to change.

These statements corroborate studies that 
indicate that women and adolescents are dis-
satisfi ed with their body images, with low self-
esteem due to comparing their bodies to those 
exposed by the media, even though these are 
manipulated images that appear without imper-
fections (Alves et al., 2009; Martins et al., 2010; 
Posavac et al., 2010).

The body is inserted into the culture and is 
marked by it. In narcissistic contemporary cul-
ture, the main characteristic that is given empha-
sis is lipophobia, that is, the fear of fat (Freire 
& Andrada, 2012). The fat person is seen as 
someone who cannot control his/her body and 
also does not make an effort for this (Novaes & 
Vilhena, 2003). Considering that the capitalist 
society establishes the individual, his/her growth 
and personal valuation as merit and individual 
effort, the fat person would be unable to main-

tain a good appearance and solely responsible 
for his/her condition.

The women reported not just feeling “fat” 
but also “ugly”, with “low self-esteem” and that 
they “do not look in the mirror”. It is clear, then, 
that the discomfort with themselves goes beyond 
weight. By changing the body through aesthetic 
interventions one would be changing his/her 
life, with social gratifi cation resulting from the 
process. What is presented as the norm for the 
woman is the constant assertion that she can be 
beautiful, if she wants. That is, it is not the impo-
sition or obligation that exert a greater infl uence 
in relation to the pursuit of beauty, but the pos-
sibility that any woman can be beautiful, with 
them also being responsible for this (Novaes & 
Vilhena, 2003).

As mentioned in the introduction, body im-
age is formed in early childhood in the driven 
investment of the Other in the body, which is 
felt to be fragmented, with the accommodation 
of this image occurring throughout life, that is, 
the subject will seek an image to confi rm his/her 
form (Rocha et al., 2003).

By investing in her own body, the woman 
tries to remedy its failure, (re)signifying this body 
and trying to create an idealized image under 
the gaze of the Other. To attract the gaze of the 
Other gives the woman the feeling of ensuring 
the female identity, an identity that is formed 
through beautifi cation and the use of accessories 
and makeup. In addition, the search for this 
ideal of form in which the subject becomes 
trapped suggests that there is an obstacle in the 
acceptance of fi nitude (Silva & Rey, 2011). 

Thus, the dependence on the longing gaze 
of the Other continues to exist, even though this 
Other is the media (Lima, Batista, & Lara, 2013). 
If the media reinforces the beautiful and perfect 
body, the woman comes to recognize herself 
from this social desire (Zorzan & Chagas, 2011).

The perception of the body, of the body im-
age and the relationship that is established with 
food are constructed throughout life, even before 
birth, when the parents invest desire and expec-
tation in the person is being generated. Thus, it is 
important to consider that every human being is 
unique and establishes unique relationships with 
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the world and with him/herself; therefore, the 
women who participated in this study may not 
represent the entire population, however, refl ect 
a striking and current aspect with regard to hu-
man suffering.

The bodily symptoms, such as obesity, may 
be understood as a process in which the subjec-
tive questions follow a pathway contrary to the 
pathway that would lead to the symbolic repre-
sentation process. Excess weight translates into 
body issues of psychological distress that cannot 
be symbolized (Varela, 2006).

Final Considerations

This study aimed to understand the mean-
ing of eating and body perception of the women 
who sought the Na Medida multidisciplinary 
program. Accordingly, the women interviewed 
gave the act of eating the meaning of survival 
and health, which refers to the instinct of hun-
ger and preservation of the species. However, 
meanings related to feelings of pleasure and 
displeasure and linked to unconscious processes 
show that eating also goes beyond hunger, often 
being a means to momentarily alleviate the an-
guish. This management of anguish is a precari-
ous form of psychic functioning, which seeks 
the complete satisfaction, supposedly achieved 
in the moment of life when the self had not yet 
been formed, that is, when the baby could not 
differentiate itself from its mother and lived in a 
state of omnipotence and autoerotic satisfaction. 

The dynamic of excess eating provides the 
subject with symbolic resources to deal with 
the frustration resulting from the impossibil-
ity of fulfi llment and complete satisfaction of 
the demand. Therefore, the obese body and the 
hunger itself seem to manifest the drive, at the 
point where it cannot be described, highlighting 
the close relationship between the somatic body 
and the driven body of psychoanalysis (Seixas, 
2009).

The same search for satisfaction appears in 
the perception of the body. When the participants 
said “fat”, “huge” and “ugly”, they demonstrated 
dissatisfaction with the ideal of the perfect 
body socially constructed in the contemporary 

capitalist culture. Beautifying oneself to attract 
the gaze of the Other, in order to fi ll the gap, 
is a characteristic of the narcissistic culture 
stimulated by consumption.

Although the results do not allow general-
ization, these analyzes demonstrate the impor-
tance of multidisciplinary care with the presence 
of the psychology professional in programs for 
the improvement of the quality of life, as they 
deal directly with the body image of the partici-
pants, linked to feelings and unconscious pro-
cesses that cannot be ignored. They also allow a 
better comprehension of the themes studied here 
and form the basis for further studies.
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