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 I've puzzled over the psychology of food, body image, female identity, and sexuality 

since I was little. I grew up with a beautiful mother and grandmother who were absorbed by 

fashion and being attractive. The language around food consisted of 'being good' versus 'being 

naughty'. As a girl, I found fashion and food pretty boring; I was a tomboy, roaming the 

countryside and trotting around on borrowed horses, enjoying freedom and wildness. Freshly-

groomed horse was my favourite smell, rather than Chanel No. 5. Fashion-conscious wise, I 

was a bitter disappointment to my elegant female folk. 

 These days I am repeatedly saddened by the self-hatred and self-harming of so many of 

my female clients, and a few of the male ones. I'm sickened by the suffering of teenage girls  
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and the  rising numbers of boys who 

are starving themselves, some to 

death, whilst millions of other 

humans in the world are dying of 

malnutrition, against a backdrop of 

rising obesity. The politics of food 

and confusion around eating, 

consumption, and nourishment have 

never been more bewildering in a 

world full of beings 

hungry for love and 

connection. 

 

In writing this article, I 

find it impossible to talk 

about the psychology of 

food without touching on 

the themes of body 

image, gender, and 

identity, and notice the 

old echoes of fear and 

shame that go with this 

territory. I know I'm not 

alone in this; in fact, I'm 

in good company. I 

haven't met many women 

who grew up with a 

healthy, balanced attitude 

to food, eating, and their 

bodies. I've met a few 

women who reached 

womanhood largely 

unscathed but sadly 

they're in the minority. 

 

Since my girlhood, I've 

been familiar with the 

latest fad diets. I 

witnessed my Mum's 

valiant efforts with the: 

Mayo diet; F plan; and 

Hip and Thigh diet, to 

name but a few. I became 

a child-expert in food-as- 

the-currency-of-love 

through day-to-day 

culinary interactions with my 

grandmother. Woe betide anyone who 

didn't clear their plates and come 

back for seconds. Food was not only 

the currency of love but sadly a 

powerful bartering tool in the love-

hate relationship between my mother 

and grandmother, who traded quite 

ferociously.  

Then puberty happened. I r ealised, 

with some shock and resistance that 

my body was changing, and I, too, 

was expected to join the world of 

women. I wasn't ready to swap my 

wellington boots for heels and 

handbags so I didn't.  But, I did 

realise I was severely ill-prepared for 

understanding the unspoken 

assumptions and expectations of what 

it means to be a woman and how 

muddled that was in my head: a rich 

cocktail of food, nourishment, body 

image, love, and nascent sexuality. 

My embodied defense was the layer 

of retained puppy fat between me and 

the world keeping others, particularly 

the opposite sex, at bay. 

This messy thinking and armored 

defense was compounded by a routine 

visit to my local doctor. He confirmed 

what I already feared in my belly:  I 

was ‘socially unacceptable’ – I was a 

stone and a half overweight. In fact, 

his full verdict was that: "it's socially 

unacceptable for a teenage girl to be 

overweight."  

He didn't ask me 

about eating habits, or 

exercise, or nutrition. 

Instead he lectured me 

about social 

unacceptability. I 

failed to check out 

what his judgment 

would have been had I 

been a teenage boy. 

 

What was also 

emerging for me at 

that point was a 

genuine interest in 

nutrition and the 

workings of the body. 

Studying biology, and 

later for an exam in 

nutrition and cookery, 

I was fascinated by 

nutrition and health. I 

also realised that I was 

a good cook, which 

remains a creative, 

relaxing outlet. I was 

amazed by the 

workings of the body. 

I loved the intricate 

diagram-drawing of 

biology classes and 

have memories of 

crazy experiments, in 

particular, boiling a 

peanut in a test tube to 

find out its calorific 

value. Not long 

afterward, I decided to become 

vegetarian and became increasingly 

interested in the ethics of food and 

eating. 

 

It has taken me the best par t of 

three decades to unlearn some of my 

distorted behaviour around food and 

eating and to notice how I used food  
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in ways other than for nutrition.  I 

picked up much more about body 

image, the ideal weight, and 'good' 

and 'bad' foods, rather than nutrition 

and how to eat: eat when you're 

hungry and stop when you're belly 

starts to tell you it's full. Eat what 

you're body wants to eat, rather than 

what your head is craving or what's 

on the adverts. Eat a balanced diet 

and don't snack between meals. Eat 

because you're hungry, rather than 

because you're sad and alone. The 

rules are quite simple in theory but so 

much harder in practice if you've 

grown up in an environment of 

confusion. 

 

Understanding eating seems to be a 

lifelong voyage and interest. Last 

year, recovering from a debilitating 

virus, I completely lost my appetite. I 

didn't want to eat and felt sick. I 

listened to my body, and my body 

told me what to eat. Mouthful by 

mouthful, I started eating again. 

Although, I have found my taste for 

caffeine and sugar have dropped 

away. In that phase, I realised, 

perhaps for the first time, that I could 

eat exactly what I wanted to eat. How 

embarrassingly obvious, yet it hadn't 

been at all obvious to me until that 

moment, despite the work I've done. 

This powerful realisation was helped 

by the care of my partner who would 

nip to the shops to buy whatever my 

body wanted. I was spoilt and 

nurtured like never before. 

 

These days I'm happy to inhabit a 

middle-aged body. I'm happy to care 

more about what I put into my body 

and how much sleep I get rather than 

burning energy worrying endlessly 

about how I mightn't measure up to 

someone else's image of female 

beauty. This middle-aged body has a 

few battle scars, but we're no longer 

at war. I love it more than I ever have 

before, and I love the fact that me and 

my body's storehouse of experiences 

are able to support others in getting 

into deeper relationship with their 

own embodied experience in healing 

wounds. And I'm on good terms with 

my Mum; she does her thing, and I do 

mine (and she's a great proof reader. 

Hi Mum!) 

 

Where food comes from matters to 

me more than ever before. I don't 

want to eat food that costs the earth, 

even though I do, at times, indulge 

with the odd exotic fruit. I love 

growing our own vegetables and fruit, 

seeing directly the link between seed, 

plant, harvest, compost, and relishing 

the taste, texture, and nutritional 

value of something freshly picked or 

dug up, with earth still clinging to its 

roots. I feel so appreciative that I 

have fresh food to eat and see more 

clearly the overused phrase that we 

are what we eat. I'm more aware of 

the 'hungry gap' during the productive 

year which once upon a time would 

have caused hunger and suffering to 

our ancestors and still causes 

suffering to fellow human beings 

living in poverty. 

 

Learning how to eat and learning 

how to feel safe and nourished are 

vital for a healthy human life; yet, it 

feels like many of our societies are 

disordered in our individual and 

collective approach to food and 

nourishment. This reminds me of 

what's known as the 'hungry ghost' 

realm from the image of the Tibetan 

Wheel of Life. Hungry ghosts are 

creatures with huge, distended, empty 

bellies. They are said to be constantly 

hungry because their thin necks don't 

allow food to pass to their stomach. 

Food turns to fire and ash in their 

mouths. They keep seeking food and 

nourishment.  

 

This desperate image reminds me 

of the current predicaments of 

Western societies. We are constantly 

craving and never seem happy or 

contented with our lot. Capitalist 

habits of consumption compound this 

'hungry ghost' pattern of addicted, 

compulsive behaviour. When the 

Buddha met a hungry ghost he is said 

to have offered it food and drink that 

was truly satisfying. This food and 

drink also symbolizes inner 

nourishment, taking the place of the 

inner emptiness of the ‘hungry ghost’. 

But I am also aware of a growing 

body of people who want to live 

consciously, to live as simply, wisely, 

and as lovingly as they can in these 

uncertain times and not consuming 

the earth.  

  

The Metta Sutta 

 

If you know your own good 

and know where peace dwells 

then this is the task: 

 

Lead a simple and a frugal life 

uncorrupted, capable and just; 

be mild, speak soft, eradicate conceit,  

keep appetites and senses calm. 

 

Be discreet and unassuming; 

do not seek rewards. 

Do not have to be ashamed 

in the presence of the wise. 

 

May everything that lives be well! 

Weak or strong, large or small, 

seen or unseen, here or elsewhere, 

present or to come, in heights or 

depths, 

may all be well. 

 

Have that mind for all the world -  

get rid of lies and pride - 

a mother's mind for her baby, 

her love, but now unbounded 

 

Secure this mind of love, 

no enemies, no obstructions 

wherever or however you may be! 

 

It is sublime, this,  

it escapes birth and death, 

losing lust and delusion  

and living in the truth! 

 
 

Kamalamani is an embodied-relational 

therapist, supervisor, facilitator and writer 

living and working in Bristol, UK. She 

has been a practicing Buddhist since her 

early 20s and loves seeing how age-old 

teachings and practices are relevant to 

contemporary life. She works at the 

interface of body psychotherapy, 

ecopsychology and  
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ecodharma, drawing upon her 

experiences of being a development 

worker in sub-Saharan Africa, a lecturer 

in International   Development at the 

University of Bristol, her current 

meditation practice and being a child lost 

and found in nature. Her first book , 

Meditating with Character, published in 

2012, explores engaging with meditation 

through the lens of post-Reichian 

character positions. She is a steering 

group member of the UK-based 

Psychotherapists and Counselors for 

Social Responsibility (PCSR) and editor 

of its in-house journal, 'Transformations'. 

She co-facilitates Wild Therapy 

workshops with Nick Totton and 

meditation workshops based on her book. 

www.kamalamani.co.uk 
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well as detailed attention to thought 

restructuring seem to be some of the 

most helpful chapters in this section.  

Several appendices include extensive 

further resources and readings for 

those interested.    

 

Binge eating disorder is a recent 

addition to the recognized eating 

disorder diagnostic categories and as 

a result few authors to date have 

directly addressed the mechanisms 

behind this specific issue.  Fulvio 

makes an important contribution to 

the literature concerning recovery 

from binge eating disorder by 

helping to provide resources that 

have previously not been available.  

This book’s defining strength comes 

from its focus on healing the 

cognitive and emotional components 

underlying the maladaptive use of 

sustenance as a coping mechanism.  

If an individual is ready to address 

their problematic eating patterns and 

wishes to make some lasting and 

healthful changes, this manual 

appears to be a very good place to 

begin.  

 

Sasha Dmochowski, MA is cur rently 

pursuing a PhD in Clinical Psychology in 

Drew Anderson’s Weight and Eating 

Disorders Laboratory at the University at 

Albany, SUNY.  At the New York State 

Psychiatric Institute (NYSPI), she was a 

research coordinator for a comparative 

therapy study of individuals whose 

primary diagnosis is Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD), with outcome 

data from interpersonal, exposure and 

relaxation therapy.  She also helped to 

conduct research at NYU School of 

Medicine’s BODylab (Brain, Obesity & 

Diabetes) in a study that investigates the 

impact of obesity, insulin resistance, and 

Type 2 Diabetes on brain and cognition 

in both teens and adults.  A former 

professional ballerina with Boston Ballet 

and American Ballet Theatre, she 

received her BA in Psychology from 

Columbia University and an MA in 

General Psychology from New York 

University.   

Sengelmann	References	from	pg.	63	
 

Arcelus J, Mitchell AJ, Wales J, Nielsen S. 

Mortality Rates in Patients With Anorexia 
Nervosa and Other Eating Disorders: A Meta-

analysis of 36 Studies. Arch Gen Psychiatry. 

2011;68(7):724-731. doi:10.1001/
archgenpsychiatry.2011.74. 

Briere, J.  & Scott, C. (2007). Assessing of trauma 

symptoms in eating disordered populations. 
Eating Disorders, (15), 347–358.  

Chassler, L. (1997). Understanding anorexia 

nervosa and bulimia nervosa from an 
attachment perspective. Clinical Social Work 

Journal, 25(4), 407-423.  

Crow SJ, Peterson CB, Swanson SA, Raymond NC, 
Specker S, Eckert ED, Mitchell JE. Increased 

mortality in bulimia nervosa and other eating 

disorders.  Am J Psychiatry. 2009;166
(12):1342-1346 

Damasio, A. (2000). The feeling of what happens: 

Body and emotion in the making of 
consciousness. New York, NY: Mariner Books. 

Everill, J., Waller, G., & Macdonald, W. (1995). 

Reported sexual abuse and bulimic symptoms: 
The mediating role of dissociation. 

Dissociation, 8, 155-159. 

Faris, P. L., Eckert, E. D., Kim, S-W, Meller, W. 
H., Pardo, J.V., Goodale, L., & Hartman, B.K. 

(2006). Evidence for a vagal pathophysiology 

for bulimia nervosa and the accompanying 
depressive symptoms. Journal of Affective 

Disorders, 92(1), 79-90.  
Faris, P. L., Hofbauer, R. D., Daughters, R., 

VandenLangenberg, E., Iversen, L., Goodale, 

R.L., Eckert, E. D., & Hartman, B. K. (2009). 
De-Stabilization of the positive vago-vagal 

reflex in bulimia nervosa. Physiology & 

Behavior, 94(1), 136-153. 
Fogel, A. (2009). The psychophysiology of self 

awareness: Rediscovering the lost art of body 

sense. New York, NY: W.W. Norton & 
Company. 

Holzel, B. K., Carmody, J., Vangel, M., Congleton, 

C., Yerramsetti, S. M., Gard, T., & Lazar, 
S.W. (2011). Mindfulness practice leads to 

increases in regional brain gray matter 

density. Psychiatry Research: Neuroimaging, 
191, 36-43. 

LeDoux J. E. (2002). Synaptic self: How our brains 

become who we are. New York, Viking. 
Levine, P. A., & Frederick, A. (1997). Waking the 

tiger: Healing trauma. Berkeley, CA: North 

Atlantic Books. 
Levine, P. A. (2010).  In an unspoken voice: How 

the body releases trauma and restores 

goodness. Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic 
Books. 

Kaye, W. (2008). Neurobiology of anorexia and 
bulimia, Purdue ingestive behavior research 

center symposium influences on eating and 

body weight over the lifespan: Children and 
adolescents. Physiology & Behavior, 94(1), 

121-135. 

Lockwood, R., Lawson, R., & Waller, G. (2004). 
Compulsive features in the eating disorders: A 

role for trauma? Journal of Nervous & Mental 

Disease, 192, 247-249. 
Mantero, M. & Crippa, L. (2002). Eating disorders 

and chronic post traumatic stress disorder: 

Issues of psychopathology and comorbidity. 
European Eating Disorders Review, 10, 1-16. 

Ogden, P. (2006). Trauma and the body: A 

sensorimotor approach to psychotherapy. New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company. 

O'Kearney, R. (1996). Attachment disruption in 

anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa: A 
review of theory and empirical research. 

International Journal of Eating Disorders, 20

(2), 115-127.  
Porges, S. W. (2007). The polyvagal perspective. 

Biological Psychology, Special Issue of 

Biological Psychology on Cardiac Vagal 
Control, Emotion, Psychopathology, and 

Health, 74(2), 116-143.  

Porges, S.W. (2011). The polyvagal theory: 
Neurophysiological foundations of emotions, 

attachment, communication, self-regulation. 

New York/London: W.W. Norton & Company. 
Saxena, S. & Feusner, J. D. (2006). Toward a 

neurobiology of body dysmorphic disorder. 
Primary Psychiatry, 13(7), 41-48. 

Schore, A. N. (2000). Attachment and the 

regulation of the right brain. Attachment & 
Human Development, 2(1), 23-47. 


