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Abstract
In order to understand the act of eating it becomes necessary to place it within a determinate society, time and space, which 

are structured by concrete practices and organized by specific rules and norms. Knowledge about food consumption within the 
working space is relevant because the food practices deployed during office hours are linked to the relation between energy use and 
the replenishment of energies necessaries for the working tasks. 

These strategies of selection of meals by the women interviewed were organized in the articulation between the available 
physical space, the body and the available time for eating. These women seek to eat in the fastest time possible and therefore consume 
“fast food” and “light” food. At this way, a “disposable commensality” is structured as a way of everyday eating in the office, where 
the relation heavy/fast organizes the food practices in contrast to the body used as a recipient. 

The data for this article is part of a wider research in which I seek to describe the everyday eating practices of working women 
within the spaces of national public offices, in relation to their eating and commensality. The article begins with (a) the exposition 
of the bases connecting bodies/emotions with eating; b) present the meals selected daily and the strategies for the selections of these 
meals as explained by the women and c) d) explain the relation between food/body/space.
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1. Introduction
In order to understand why we eat what we eat we need analytically discern its praxis and 

place it within a determinate society, time and place; structured by concrete practices and orga-
nized by specific rules and norms.

When we study topics related to the eating of urban populations, it is necessary to add ap-
proaches that go beyond economic possibilities or the taste the people that eat. Understanding the 
consumption of food in the work place, for example, is very important because the food practices 
during work periods are directly linked to the relation between energy expenditure and the replen-
ishment of energy needed for specific tasks.

In cities, food practices are enacted in a context filled with specificities which must be taken 
into account. While these aspects mark access at a macro level, we must also consider the level of 
the subject’s strategies in relation to the frame of relations produced by different commensalities.

The data presented here are part of an exploratory research project by which we seek to 
describe the everyday eating practices of working women in the labor sphere of public offices in 
Argentina.

We carried out in-depth interviews with 12 women employed in the National Secretariat of 
the Social Development Ministry of Argentina. The women were ages between 22 and 56 years 
and with labor seniority in the Ministry spanning of between 6 months and 23 years. We stablished 
three specific groups: 

1) “administrative” women working in administrative posts; 
2) “professionals”, who have completed university degrees and work in areas related to their 

profession;
3) “young”, women with less than thirty years of age in either administrative or professional 

tasks, without children and living independently.
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In this article we will: 
a) expose the bases connecting bodies/emotions with eating; 
b) briefly describe the theme of eating; 
c) present the meals selected daily and the strategies for the selections of these meals as 

explained by the women interviewed; 
d) explain the relation between food/body/space.
The aim of this article is to present the axes of relationship between food, body and space, 

based on the selection strategies of the women interviewed.

2. Bodies, emotions and food
When we speak of eating we speak of bodies: bodies that eat and bodies that are formed 

by food.
Here, we consider the body form the perspectives of three interrelated levels of analysis: the 

individual body, the subjective body, and the social body.
A body individual, which refers to a phylogenetic logic, to an articulation between the or-

ganic and the environment; a body subjective, configured by self-reflection, in the sense of a “self” 
as a center of gravity of the interweaving and transit of multiple subjectivities and, finally, a body 
social, which is (in principle) the embodied social fact (in Bourdieu’s sense) [1, p. 185].

The individual dimension refers to the body as a biological organism, in the sense that it pos-
sesses genetically constituted organs, functions and processes. The subjective level is to be found 
in the field of the “self”, which constructs a narrative of its own existence as a biography. In the 
world, interactions and relations with others take center stage in the construction of this biography. 
Lastly, the social level embodies learning, practices, and habits shaping the body and constitutes 
the subjectivity stemming from socialization.

By placing the body in relation to the characterization of the different types of hunger stab-
lished by De Castro [2], we find a proposal for the conceptualization of hunger from a sociological 
perspective, emphasizing its relational character.

Individual hunger refers to the “lack of nutrients” experienced by the individual body at 
the biological level (socially understood). It refers to the absence of nutrients (in a broad sense) for 
the reproduction of that body. It is enacted at the level of the relations between individuals, social 
organizations, and the environment. Subjective hunger affects the “auto-reflexivity of the self”, i. e. 
it links the consequences of “identity” order, in the cognitive sphere which are related to hunger. It 
is enacted in the field of the relations of the human being with himself and its consequences in the 
embodied self-image of the subjects. Social hunger has an impact in the social presentation of the 
subject [3, p. 67].

By understanding that the individual hunger refers to a relation between the human be-
ing-the environment, and that subjective hunger refers to the relation human-‘self’, social hunger 
articulates the two other levels in relation to the lived experience in society.

At this point it becomes necessary to stress that when we speak of the body there is no ob-
vious way of separating it from emotions, because we know the world by, and through, the body. 
Therefore, form these conceptualizations, we understand hunger as a core life experience that, 
as such, structures emotions and sensibilities because it points to “the crossing points and the 
networks between bodies/emotions, given its social construction character, crossed by the conse-
quences of the policies of the body and the policies of emotions” [4, p. 104].

It is important to note that the bodies are in connection with the surrounding/environment 
from processes given in the interaction between the brain/central nervous system/nutrients/ener-
gies, by which the unequal distribution of nutrients/energies model the potentialities of the states of 
possible life of the subjects as social agents [4]. In this sense we can distinguish between:

The body of appearance: how “I see myself as seen by others” in a determinate time and 
space; “is the image of society and the geometry of the bodies [which] alert of the place in which the 
body is inscribed …The body of flesh: as ‘naturally being’ the world. It involves the senses as they 
appear as originally socially constructed, i. e. as a naturalized reference point for the sentiments 
and emotions as links indicating the regulation devices of the sensations… The body of movement: 
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‘an embodied inscription of the possibilities of [in]action. Social relations do not exist without bod-
ies in action, which implies the consumption of sufficient energy for the production-reproduction 
of life” [5, p. 6].

In the current phase of capitalism –with worldwide characteristics of repression, extraction, 
and expropriation of the sum of the energies produced by human beings [3, 6, 7] − the unequal 
appropriation and distribution of energy and nutrients affects the bodily energies.

When speaking of energy, experts usually refer to calories [8]. But when we use the concept 
of ‘bodily energy’ [4, 9, 10], we are referring to a direct relation body/nutrients as “the result of 
the exchange between the physiological systems and the biological processes associated with the 
perdurability of the body individual” [10, p. 116]. Instead, social energy emerges from the relation 
nutrients/action, which is “based on bodily energy refers to its distribution processes as a substra-
tum of the conditions of movement and action. The capacity to plan, execute, and solve the conse-
quences of the action of the agents constitutes the social energy they possess” [10, p. 116].

Thus, the possibility and capacity to plan and execute movement and action will be con-
ditioned by the availability of energy. As bodily energy is in direct relation to nutrients, without 
nutrients, there is no bodily energy, and the less nutrients, the less possibility of action. According 
to Scribano and De Sena:

If eating does not include the nutrients with sufficient and necessary energy value to al-
low the extension of life beyond the mere physical reproduction, there is a volume of this energy 
which is being expropriated and accumulated (and distributed) differentially (by some and for 
some) [10, p. 117].

If we consider that the availability of food resources alters the quantity and quality of energy 
at the disposal of each individual, giving those bodies their reproduction and social availability, it 
becomes essential to center on the “organic/cognitive/affective that joins the live force of the mus-
cles with the creative/productive potentiality of the brain and its connections, which is central to 
the social structuration” [11, p. 33].

In this sense, eating is closely linked to the “possibilities of the social presentation of the 
person (body of appearance), the potentialities to experience the world (body of flesh) and the ca-
pacity to transit/do in the social world (body of movement)” [4, p. 104], these interactions being the 
indicators of social domination.

Thus, when we speak of eating we refer to the bodies/emotions that need basic nutrients 
for the production and reproduction of their embodied energies in order to “preserve the state of 
‘natural’ things in systematic functioning” . At the same time, social energy is constituted based 
on the embodied energy from the processes of distribution of the embodied energy as a condition 
for action.

3. Materials and Methods
3. 1. Studies on the Sociology of Food
A considerable number of studies have attempted to conceptually delimit the sociocultural 

dimensions of eating. Norbert Elias [13], studied the modifications undergone by the everyday 
practices of the “civilization process”, where the eating practices are among the most relevant, and 
are transformed from a set of precise norms and rules about “being around the table”. Claude Fisch-
ler [14, 15] studied contemporary eating practices, analyzing the process of de-structuration of the 
culinary language and the individualization of the norms stablished in developed societies. Trying 
to understand todays conditioning of commensals through this modification and lack of norms, Fis-
chler describes the paradox of the omnivorous and the principle of incorporation of eating, through 
which we incorporate nutrients as senses, which is at the core of eating because the commensal 
incorporates the material, but also the symbolic in his eating.

Goody [16] has sought to understand the relation between cooking and social class, stressing 
that “high” and “low” cuisine not only have different modes of combination and cooking meals, but 
also that they use different foods and products, which results in different class bodies.

Other authors have enquired about the eating changes of the so called “eating modernity” 
[17–19], to refer to the eating system that was formed in the industrialized society from the po-
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litical-social-economic changes since the sixties. This modernity is characterized by globalized, 
homogenized, industrialized, processed, de-structured, and individualized eating.

Ritzer [20], with his concept of “McDonaldization”, focused on the process of rationaliza-
tion behind the scientific organization of labor, the elimination of all waste of time, and on how 
these practices are reproduced in the whole of society, in labor processes and eating. While Mintz 
[21] has insisted in the importance of job opportunities as organizers of food practices of commen-
sality during work hours.

Jesús Contreras Hernández and Mabel Garcia-Arnáiz [22], researching from an anthropo-
logical perspective, have considered eating in a broad sense, emphasizing socio-cultural behaviors, 
tastes and habits, the differentiated access to food, food safety, and eating as a bio-cultural phenom-
enon by which the biological organism needs food to function and at the same time food conditions 
the form and the illnesses of the bodies.

In Argentina, Patricia Aguirre [23–25], has worked from the perspective of anthropology 
of eating and done research on the strategies of consumption and eating differentiated by income 
and their outcome in terms of identity formation. She has also researched the formation of bod-
ies by eating and the changes emerging in these bodies as a result of changes in food patterns, 
resulting in the current phenomenon of obesity and chronic illnesses –and the effect of theses in 
poverty levels [26, 27].

Martin Eynard [28, 29] has worked from the perspective of the sociology of bodies and 
socio-anthropology. He has analyzed collective actions and social protests asking for food in the 
period 2001–2007. These food conflict was taken over by the State, was not solved but mutated to 
less visible forms such as poverty related obesity, maleating, or what came to be called the “petisos 
sociales” – “petisos sociales” is understood in Argentinean Spanish as people of low height due to 
chronic maleating.

Lastly, research by Aguirre, Córdova, and Polischer [30] describe changes in the consider-
ation of eating events as something lacking importance, in the sense of the decrease of common 
meals at home. As a result, the authors propose the existence of deregulated consumption which 
disintegrates local eating patterns, while increasing eating pathologies. 

When we speak of eating we are referring to a practice by subjects which, in ideal condi-
tions, must be repeated at least twice a day in order to replenish energies. In urban contexts the only 
possible access to food is through the market. Therefore, most subjects sell their labor force in order 
to earn a wage and buy foods; others have access to food via State assistance, but always inside the 
market as the regulator of exchange. Subjects that work in order to buy food face the paradox of 
having to work to eat, and eat to work.

3. 2. Eating and Working
Eating at the work place is part of the rationalization process seeking normalization as the 

central axis of efficiency. The end goal of this process is the elimination of all loss of time [20], 
therefore, eating during work hours can be considered by employers – and even by workers them-
selves – as a “hindrance”, or even as a “waste of time” or an unproductive time [31].

In the specific case of workers, eating during work hours is a basic need associated with 
available energy and cognitive capacities, vacant time, and the money needed to acquire food. At 
the same time, work conditions in relation to work hours, location of the work place, the structure 
of the facilities, and the type of activity, will also determinately influence the conditions and possi-
bilities of eating for the workers [32].

It is important emphasize that eating during work hours, not only implies the issues men-
tioned above, but also includes the different ways in which the personal biography, tastes, selec-
tions, and commensality are enacted. Eating strategies, therefore, are played together with the 
relations and meanings through which these social places are differentiated.

In this sense, to speak of the eating practices of people who share a work place is not simply 
to describe different diets in relation to income. We need to observe that the triad “nutrition/mal-
nutrition/existence constitutes the necessary adverse of the triad abstinence/waste/consumption” 
[33, p. 84] which not only will hold different organizational positions according to how they come 
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into play and how the distribution of nutrients and the commodification of the eating experience 
are enacted, but also the practice itself will be influenced by past experiences which, given their 
structural capacity, perform their own future [34].

Karl Marx, writing about the human organism, linked brain and muscles and referred to 
the connection between energy and work, presenting the body as a network of relations in which 
the connection expenditure/income must permanently reconstruct its own existence. Thus, energy, 
muscle capacity, body anchorage, and moral regime relation, are exposed in a relation in which ex-
ploitation and productive work will take place, producing in time “bodies-for-the-future” [11, p. 35].

From all of the above we can state that, supposing that the worker remains around a third of 
the day in his work place, eating and the time of eating in the work place is directly connected to 
the restoration of bodily energies and to the availability of these energies in the production process.

3. 2. 1. Meal selection strategies
Without denying the fundamental economic variables that condition access to food, we 

should also consider that in everyday life subjects put into play their knowledge and creativity in 
their food practices. We will now consider those everyday food practices outside home, and the 
strategies to enact them.

Regarding the consumption strategies related to food, it is noteworthy that the character-
istics most sought after follow representations and categorizations of the body pertaining to their 
aspects of strength, possibilities, and esthetic requirements. These strategies seek “satisfactors in 
eating”, because food not only has a nutritional-biological value, it is also part of other uses, such as 
the principles of embodiment [14], sagacity, pleasure, identification and differentiation, ritual use, 
marker of time, etc. [23–25].

As we focus on the individuals that perform the selection strategies, it does not follow that 
we accept the notion of the individual of rational choice theory [35–38], instead we focus on the 
strategies expressed by the individuals in the process of selecting meals in the work space, while 
recognizing that these selections are not merely individual as, for example, they are also part of the 
consumption strategies of a family unit [39].

It is also important to note that the concept of selection marks action lines that produce 
meaningful, premeditated results of selection decisions based on available information and mak-
ing use of resources in what the women interviewed consider the best for achieving their goals. 
Thus, when we approach the selection of meals in the everyday work space, we are not referring 
to a selection made from infinite possibilities, but a selection among alternatives, based on the 
evaluation of costs and benefits at short and medium range, of possible actions with the available 
information [25].

3. 2. 2. What do they eat during the meal?
In our interviews we found that salads, followed by sandwiches and cakes, lead the lunch 

time meals for working women at public administration work places.
Salads are consumed mostly as whole meals in themselves. Their composition varies, but 

for our interviewees the most common ingredients are: lettuce, tomatoes, carrots, diced cold pork, 
eggs, lentils, and rice. Among the young women interviewed we found a greater variety of ingredi-
ents, as they seek more “potent”, filling, salads.

We later discovered a much better place, it was sort of naturist and had only salads, or 
mostly salads, the girl had several dishes, I don’t know, they had arugula salad, spinach, Brus-
sels sprouts, like… like more types of greens that made for more potent salads, and we ate that.  
(1 young – 27 years old).

All of the women interviewed said they ate salads during lunch time, as main or side dish. 
But we found some differences in the answers in relation to the job post and the way food was 
acquired.

Workers of the administration area, although often take salad for lunch, also add something 
bought something at nearby stores that sell food by weight. In these cases, the meal can include a 
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salad and an empanada (small meat pie, usually made with a thin layer of dough, the filling is made 
of fatty meats, they can be baked or fried.), an omelet or a bun.

Some workers bring their lunch from home, or buy it from other workers that sell food 
inside the building. These workers usually have a main dish to which they add salad, or they add 
a protein – chicken or tuna – to the salad.

I generally bring my salad (…) But I always have lettuce, tomato and a thin beef, or chicken, 
or rice, but rarely something different. (4 adm – 35 years old).

Workers at professional posts, instead, buy their food in stores nearby and have salad as 
sole dish.

The second most consumed food by the interviewees is sandwich. These can be made with 
sandwich bread or bun and most include ham –it may be industrially processed pork ham, of poor 
quality and high fat content.

The younger workers and those at professional posts add to their list at lunch time a tarta −a 
pie made with different fillings and baked−, usually filled with ham and cheese and in some cases 
with zucchini, chard or pumpkin.

Notably, sandwiches are rarely made at home but are bought at nearby stores.
To sum up, the “menu” during work hours of the women we interviewed includes: salads, 

sandwiches and tartas, but these meals must be understood as parts of a puzzle of food preferences 
according to different selections strategies.

4. Results and Discussion
4. 1. Why do they eat what they eat?
Interviewed women said they eat salad, sandwiches, and tartas. The main explanation for 

these selections is because they are “fast” foods.
Nothing that needs a lot, but a lot of time to digest, it has to be fast food and easy to eat here. 

(2 prof – 38 years old).
In the office, available time for lunch not only determines the type of selection made, but 

also the process of buying and consumption itself. If there is no specific time in which to have 
lunch, then food must compel the minimum effort and time for acquiring and consuming it, and 
also for its “digestion”.

Given that the meals selected by the women interviewed – salads, sandwiches, and tartas, –  
do not demand a lot of energy for their consumption, but neither do they offer a lot of energy, it 
becomes evident that the restoration of energy will not happen correctly: the consumption serves 
the purpose of “not feeling hungry” without adequately replenishing energy.

When we speak of “not feeling hungry” we are referring to the sensation of “a filled tom-
my” [la panza cruje]. It is important to note that ‘hidden hunger’ [2] is not a state reached at once, 
but the result of a maleating process that has consequences in the short, medium, and long terms. 
In the short term, the body needs to intake nutrients necessary for the restoration of the energies 
consumed. These energies are not compensated; this means that if the necessary nutrients are not 
consumed to restore the energies during the day, it is not possible to “supply” them during the night. 
Thus, bodily energy is in direct relation to the energies and nutrients incorporated in the short and 
medium term [40, 41].

I usually don’t eat that much because I don’t feel too well afterwards, I feel uncomfortable, 
because I have to sit, then I have to commute and it, it makes me feel bad (…). I rather have a 
light lunch so I can feel better while doing things, working and then commuting home. (4 adm – 
35 years old).

Women interviewed tell us that sleepiness, apathy, and a sensation of discomfort is the first 
thing they feel after lunch, this is related in terms of nutrients, to an excess in fat and carbohydrates 
which lead to a feeling of slow digestive process and to sleepiness; and at the same time to the in-
sufficiency of nutrients which produces a feeling a tiredness of the body. Therefore, they look for 
a “light” meal so that the digestive process is fast and efforts can be focused on “doing things”, be 
these things work tasks or to commute to work and back home.
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But the digestive process not only depends on what we eat, it is a physical process influ-
enced by the type of food selected, its macro-nutrients, and the ways we enact the actual process 
of eating. Ayurvedic medicine, for example, is concerned with eating as part of a whole which 
ends with digestion and must start with an environment which has the necessary conditions for 
eating, cleanness and good smell, among others. It is also concerned with the relation of the state 
of mind of the commensal and the sensory environment and nerves in the digestive process [42]. 
The concept of lightness recalls its opposite, heaviness. Lightness is sought after in meals in order 
to control the body and to avoid making it “heavy”. Noteworthy is, not only the many times that 
women interviewed mentioned seeking to avoid heaviness – which makes us thing that it point to a 
situation not easily avoidable −, but also how the light/heavy is part of the discourse that organizes 
“meal at the office”.

The following diagram organizes what the interviewees said about this issue (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Reasons why office meals. Source: prepared by the author

Heavy and light are linked by a double arrow to indicate they are both opposite sides of eat-
ing in the office. To avoid a heavy digestion we seek light meals. In this search for overcoming the 
relation heavy/light, fast foods reveal themselves as an alternative; they are fast to digest and there-
fore present themselves as the contrary to heaviness, and they can be consumed fast because of 
their format, which is also revealed as “fast food”; light in nutrients and therefore in bodily energy.

The triad heavy/light/fast are categories for the classification of meals, but they are also 
states of the body revealed by our interviewees in a specific space/time organized by “being in 
the office.” These states of “the body in the office” are articulated by the speed of the minimum 
effort. Put differently, the aim is to be in the office feeling light and spending the least possible 
energy – energy which probably will not be restored- and this will have consequences for the 
available social energy.

To sum up: we note that in the selection of “meals in the office”, women interviewed seek to 
include both the material and symbolic value of “lightness” to their choice, in counter position to 
the “heaviness” of being in the office.

4. 2. Meals, bodies, time, and space
Office environment is a main dimension in the selection process of lunch meals. Office 

space can be limited, which sometimes does not allow for a designated space for eating.
If I have lunch at all, I usually have it on top of folders, or in a very intense environment, 

trying to hide so others don’t see me, and besides; it’s very complicated, more so in public adminis-
tration, it’s very difficult, you have to struggle because there not enough chairs, is you get to work 
with a computer, you’re just there looking at the computer screen eating whatever they give you. If 
not, you try to move to a little corner, trying not to bother the others, the place is very small, very 
small, and I’m not very small, it’s quite difficult to maneuver, or not? (2 young – 27 years old).

If eating is constituted from the social relations that make it possible [43], the fact that the ar-
chitecture of the spaces lacks a place for eating, or that management does not consider it necessary 
to have such a designated space, takes us back to the links of eating/time/place.

Eating practices are the result of multiple social relations and cultural patterns which con-
struct foods themselves and organize them in dishes, senses, and commensals. Time regulates the 
intake of food and organizes eating through socially stablished temporal sections which give sense 
to eating certain foods at certain times [30, 44].

Today, the “place” has lost its social organizations. With eight hours straight time shifts, 
eating practices are necessarily taken out of the private, domestic sphere, and into the public sphere. 
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Starting from a historical process in which the social norms organizing the proper place for eating 
where progressively broken, we come to understand the phenomenon of “snacking” [18, 45–47], 
extended as a habit made possible by the flexibility of norms and the existence of products.

In order to problematize the connections eating/time/place revealed by the interviewees it is 
necessary to conceptualize the term “place”. From an architectural and philosophical perspective 
[48], García Olvera writes that a place “is what determines the relation of a body with other bod-
ies” [49], while Hidalgo Hermosilla tells us that “Heidegger will put in the forefront the different 
between place and space, by characterizing places as presences, things or constructions revealed 
as a mode of access to the relation between man and space” [50, p. 56]. And Milton Santos, form a 
geographical approach, defines place as “an object of series of objects” [51, p. 148].

Form the perspectives of anthropology and sociology, place has been an issue for several 
authors [52–56]. De Certeau:

A place is order (any order), according to which the elements are distributed in relations of 
coexistence. Thus, the excluded possibility of two things in the same place. (…) Place is, therefore, 
the instantaneous configuration of positions. It implies a sign of stability [56, p. 129]. 

We understand that a place refers to the combination of fixed elements in a place and to the 
relation between them, from which the subjects will be linked, enacting the social forces that con-
figure the place as a space. In De Certeau [56, p. 129] words: “Space is a practiced place”.

The relation place/space/practice is mutually constitutive. Eating space is formed from the 
material and symbolic limitations of the office space, and these limitations also structure the prac-
tices. The women interviewed do not have a place to eat, they also lack a regulated timeframe for 
eating, therefore the place – public administration offices – will fix the limits and, consequently, 
will condition the selection of meals.

These women take their lunch in an environment that does not allow for the conformation 
of an eating space. The office space is “very small”, and the environment is “intense, complicated, 
difficult.” Within these limits the interviewees try to dominate the space in order to set a time for 
eating, but the office space and the environment does not allow for this to happen. The office space 
stablish itself as a space for eating and the eating practices will be organize according to this space, 
therefore these women will eat very few, “very small”, as the space allows.

If bodies exist in their relation to the environment, it becomes clear that women workers do 
not have control over it or over the things in it. They do not organize the moment of eating – not 
even the timeframe − instead, the objects organize the times: when there is a computer free, you 
work, when there is a chair, you sit, if there is place, you eat. Women workers struggle with these 
objects, with the space, “trying” to impose control and, in the best of cases, create a space where 
they are recognized as subjects of the space.

This leads to understanding the office space as a dimension that structures the practices of 
eating, where objects organize; women on the other hand, “struggle”, “bother”, have to settle for “a 
small corner”, whatever is left over. That, which is “left over” from the place, is what is appropri-
ated by those who are also “left over.” In the following chart we organize what interviewed women 
say about their work space (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Relation between office space and practices of eating. Source: Prepared by the author

Space is related to the complicated and difficult task of carrying on the tasks and practices 
for which that same space has been conformed, to the complications and the difficulty of actually 
being there. Eating practices are constituted from the space and in relation to its complicated and 

 



Original Research Article:
full paper

(2018), «EUREKA: Social and Humanities»
Number 5

24

Social science

difficult character. Bodies therefore conform around this relation between space and eating practic-
es, both as a resulting materiality of the practices and in relation to space.

We may now take into account the material conditions of the office space by considering that 
available facilities are factors that modify the selection of what to eat and how to eat it.

The office had different areas, but no walls, and everyone knew when you were going to eat. 
But sometimes you just couldn’t, because there were important people hanging around, and you 
didn’t feel comfortable, and people your same age also didn’t’ feel comfortable… Then you would 
have to get by with a piece of tarta, or mashed potatoes, because you didn’t have an intimate space, 
and sometimes you feel ashamed that others see you eating and see what you are going to eat. (…) 
I don’t know if the smell of the food bothers people, and I think that’s something I feel all the time, 
and they may think “oh, she’s eating”, and the feeling is you are wasting your time instead of work-
ing. You’re getting paid to come here to work and you are wasting your time eating. That’s why I 
always have lunch in ten minutes. (1 young − 27 years old).

All the women we interviewed take lunch inside the office where they work. As we noted 
above, the environment can be intense, complicated, difficult, and does not provide for minimum 
dining facilities. At the same time, the number of people and the objects necessary for a lunch are 
also part of a lack of an adequate relation subject-space. In this context, shame emerges as the pre-
dominant emotion while eating in the office.

Shame emerges as a result of the perceived inconveniences caused to others because of the 
eating practices in a space that is not adequate for such practices. Scheler [55] claims that shame 
is a human feeling which emerges when one finds oneself placed in the middle of the connection 
between animals and God. Humans exist because and in their bodies, and the distance of this lived 
body and the spiritual body is the situation making possible the emergence of shame.

Scheler distinguishes modesty from shame. Modesty emerges from particularities which 
vary according to the historical moment, the region, gender, and age. But it becomes concrete in the 
particularity of each individual. Shame, on the other hand, is felt in the face of others, in the lived 
experience of the stare of the others, as an opposition of that which “should be” in a certain way 
and something which “is” different from what one is. In this sense, shame is understood as “feeling 
anticipating values” [57, p. 12].

Eating is stablished as a shared, everyday action, linked to domesticity [14], and its practices 
have specific rules which must be enacted from the outside. Eating is something usually done with 
others, not in front of others. But eating in front of others, when we use a space in a different way, 
leaves us in a situation of inadequacy between that space and the practices enacted in it. It also 
exposes us to the stare of others upon our life styles, our practices, our tastes, our social positions – 
which are reflected in our ways of eating, what we eat, how we eat [58, 59] – and we are exposed to 
that stare marking the differences between what “should be” and what “is”. Thus, shame emerges 
from putting into play our eating practices when the other is not eating, in a space that is inadequate 
for such activity.

Yet another axis is revealed in the interviews: time. Lunch is considered a waste of time 
because it is an unproductive moment of the day; it therefore has to be completed “in ten minutes.” 
Recalling what we mentioned above, “fast” food (understood both as a type of food and as the time 
necessary for its consumption) is translated into the duration of the meal itself. The meal is done as 
fast as possible, trying to get back to work soon – even if at the moment the environment is compli-
cated, intense, difficult, and with few “productive” possibilities.

We note that the selection of the meal and the moment of eating are influenced by the context 
and its material conditions, but these practices are enacted in a specific time-space. The offices 
these women work in do not have a designated space for eating, and the women themselves do not 
have a specific time in which they can eat. There is no such thing as a “lunch break”, there is no 
time section to put order into the practices, or to put them into the order.

If you can, you have your own lunch box [tupper], your space, I mean, I have the desk, the 
computer and I’m sort of stuck there, and people come in, and the phone rings (…), there are peo-
ple still working, there are people who don’t eat, there is no common timetable for everyone. The 
people that are not eating go on asking you for things while you’re chewing. (2 prof − 38 years old).
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Without a timetable to organize eating practices, women interviewed are exposed to the 
“animal part” of our constitution: hunger. Therefore, eating in public produces shame because 
the other becomes a witness of our giving in to the physical imperative of hunger. In this context 
the practices of eating are made visible from the physical-organic, from the hunger that one wants 
to silence. Eating in public, without a timetable, the moment they feel hungry, interviewees are 
anchored in the animal-eating response, they therefore “hide”, and they are “stuck”, trying to stop 
others from “finding out” that they are “chewing”.

Given these characteristic of the office, several interviewees stressed that they select their 
meals so that these not only adapt to time –fast− but also that they adapt to the environment: they 
must be simple, as clean as possible and that don’t require silverware or can be eaten with.

…plastic cutlery, disposable. If you have to wash dishes here, there are no conditions here 
so everything has to be disposable. So if you finish eating everything has to go to the trash bin 
and everything has to remain squeaky clean, nobody ate here, nobody saw anything. (3 young −  
28 years old).

If commensality is the way sharing meals assumes among humans, and its forms are ar-
ticulated by the set of social relations that made possible the food becoming a meal; the rules of 
commensality are centered on the legitimate ways of sharing. The very few comforts at the work 
space, the lack of a place and a time for eating and of general facilities, are weaved into a type of 
commensality with can be labeled as “disposable commensality.”

In worldwide capitalism, and specifically in the Global South, current political economy of 
morals are devoted to extending the depredation of energies to the sphere of everyday life, con-
forming “practices of feelings modeled from the disposable, what is disposed of, and of disposing 
as inter-action” [60, p. 110]. In this way, the structure of social relations in a society organized by a 
“Logic of Disposal” –from the interaction logics enacted between consumption and disposability −  
extends its form to the connection with objects, to the interaction with other living beings, and to 
those living being themselves [60, 61].

What is disposable reveals itself between what is usable and what is not: In order to eat fast, 
we us disposable cutlery and plates which rapidly lead to the accomplishment of the goal of fin-
ishing the meal. We finish the meal and there is no need of washing the dishes. Moreover, the food 
consumed is also disposable and nutritionally useless, as is also the social practice, it must be dealt 
with fast. Food at the office is light (or heavy), fast, disposable, clean, one use only, hunger killer, 
and as such, once used it must be thrown in the trash bin. Food is thrown in the body in the same 
way it is thrown in the bin, and then “everything is made clean quickly, pretty, nobody ate, nobody 
saw anything,” not even these working women did.

If practices do not restore energies nor reproduce the social, it is understandable that to 
enact them be considered as a “waste of time.” Thus, we understand the practice of eating in the 
office as articulated in specific commensalities that result in a “disposable commensality”, in 
which the heavy, the light, and the fast are forms of restoring energies, but without time or space 
for such a task.

5. Conclusions 
1. By focusing on a specific space of the work sphere, we find that the labor condition at the 

offices of the National Public Administration, function, in relation of time/space, as organizer of 
strategies for the selection of meals.

These strategies of selection of meals by the women interviewed were organized in the ar-
ticulation between the available physical space, its characteristics, and the available time for eating, 
by which these women seek to eat in the fastest time possible and therefore consume “fast food” 
and “light” food that allows them to alleviate the weight of the body itself.

2. Space and time constitute eating practices situated in the “complicated and difficult” 
place of having neither of the two. Thus, eating in the office is structured form the discomfort of 
eating fast, on top of the work desk, without space, time or timetable, and commensality in the 
office is organized under conditions of existence that are structured by those absences. Eating 
without a timetable for doing so, whenever possible and fast, does not allow for the social con-
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nections which emerge from eating practices. The selection of a meal is therefore articulated with 
a correspondence of subject/space from which the possibilities of planning the relations with the 
sociability of commensality and the restoration of energies which should be provided by eating 
during work become limited.

3. As stated by Marx, “the ‘environment’ of work is part of the conditions of existence, 
as much as they alter the senses by putting in-exposing the body of the worker to exploitation”  
[33, p. 33]. In this way, the triad heavy/light/fast organizes lunch through the search of a lightness 
articulated with the space, conforming this as a “complicated”, “difficult” moment, which is only 
possible to overcome by turning bodies into recipients. A “disposable commensality” is structured 
as a way of everyday eating in the office, where the relation heavy/fast organizes eating practices 
in the search of “lightness” in contrast to the body used as a recipient of trash, turning the practice 
into a “disposable commensality”.

Capital produces a “body-for-the-future” when the exploitation and expropriation of energy 
plus will take place. In this sense, the body individual, the body of flesh, and the body of move-
ment will depend on the levels of consumption directly associated with the nutrients-food-hunger 
in a determinate time-space. This is why the observation of the ways in which the social energies 
of these work bodies, that eat fast, light, complicated, difficult, disposable, become available, is 
essential in order to understand the ways in which the policies of bodies mark the bodies/emotions 
and place them at the disposition of a reproduction which should allow them to “feel” (themselves) 
in a world through the body.
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