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 Abstract

In this article, we analyse food as a place of truth in contemporary society. We 
argue that the idea of “real food” generates a separation between one type of food 
perceived as “good,” “real”,”natural”, and another one perceived as ”bad”, “fake”, 
”artifi cial. “Food thus functions as a place of moral choices.” This separation then 
creates the myth that it is possible to achieve a better life through food. In order 
to study this issue, we take two Brazilian chefs’ YouTube channels as our corpus of 
analysis: Panelinha, by Rita Lobo, and Canal da Bela, by Bela Gil. Both are adept of 
so-called “real food”.
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 Introduc� on

Depar� ng from the hypothesis that food has become a place of truth in the present � me, this 
ar� cle mainly aims at discussing the moral dispute around the expression “real food”. The idea of real 
food presupposes the existence of a fake food, a false food, or non-food. A dispute is at stake between so-
called real food and the food industry. The fi rst one posi� ons itself as good and, consequently, the la� er is 
posi� oned as evil. In the struggle against the food industry, supporters of the so-called real food highlight 
the importance of all people cooking their own meals.

It is also the aim of this ar� cle to show how the discourse of real food operates in accordance with 
scien� fi c knowledge and the no� on of risk. In this sense, it seeks to control life from a medical perspec� ve.

Our theore� cal-methodological choices are aligned with Foucault’s (1979) argument that power 
operates in the construc� on of subjec� vi� es, which does not only act through the legi� mate state 
apparatuses, but mainly in the daily life and prescrip� on of the conducts. Therefore, we chose our corpus 
among media products about cooking that seek not only to teach recipes, but to explain what and how to 
eat daily. In this context, we chose Bela Gil’s and Rita Lobo’s YouTube channels as objects of analysis. Both 
are famous in the universe of cuisine in Brazil who defend what they call real food.

Bearing in mind that the two culinary professionals also present shows in other media, it is 
important to jus� fy why we chose YouTube as a locus of observa� on of the chefs' discourses and prac� ces. 
The YouTube pla� orm allows content to be more broadly explained and developed, as there is no length 
limita� on, commercial breaks, etc. It is on YouTube that Rita Lobo and Bela Gil extrapolate the format of 
the typical culinary show, focused on the prepara� on of dishes and meals, and they propose discussions 
on the subject of real food.

The collec� on of corpus was made in 2016. All the videos from Panelinha (by Rita Lobo) and 
Canal da Bela (by Bela Gil) published in 2016 were watched, which make up 145 videos. From this larger 
corpus, it was decided that only the most discursive, argumenta� ve content - in which the chefs appear 
talking about healthy ea� ng and real food and not preparing recipes - would be part of the restricted 
corpus. On those videos Rita Lobo and Bela Gil strongly argue on the reasons why prac� cing a healthy diet 
in everyday life is important. According to this criterion, the restricted corpus of research consists of the 
series Comida de Verdade (Real Food), made by Rita Lobo, and some videos of the series Desafi o da Bela 
(Bela’s Challenge) and Bela Responde (Bela Answers), on Canal da Bela.

The Comida de Verdade series, on Panelinha, is a course series of ten videos1, each with an 
average dura� on of seven minutes. The fi rst eight videos contain interviews with doctor and professor 
Carlos Monteiro, coordinator of NUPENS (USP's Center for Epidemiological Research on Nutri� on and 
Health). As a specialist, Monteiro clarifi es nutri� onal issues about ingredients and foods. Carlos Monteiro 
does not par� cipate in the last two videos, when Rita Lobo appears alone to demonstrate some prac� cal 
procedures, such as cu�  ng or cleaning food and keeping utensils.

The Bela Responde series, from Canal da Bela, answers her followers’ most frequent ques� ons 
about food. The videos give advice on healthy ea� ng habits to be cul� vated, s� mula� ng the consump� on 
of certain foods (fruits, soy, organic, etc.) and advising against others (e.g. processed foods and sweetened 
drinks). The videos are one to two minutes long on average The authors of the ques� ons are not iden� fi ed. 
In 2016, this series featured seven videos.

The Desafi o da Bela series, also on Canal da Bela, aims at encouraging the audience to change 
some kind of ea� ng habit during a certain period by restric� ng some foods. In the videos, Bela explains 

1 Lesson 1: What is healthy eating?; lesson 2: How to change eating habits at home; Lesson 3: How to 
know if food is healthy; Lesson 4: How can I eat real food without spending a lot of money?; Lesson 5: How 
to make real food just for me?; Lesson 6: How to take care of family feeding; Lesson 7: How to eat well 
out?; Lesson 8: What is the best diet?; Lesson 9: Culinary skills; Lesson 10: Indispensable Kitchenware.
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the importance of adhering to the challenge by poin� ng out the harm that the consump� on (or 
overconsump� on) of a par� cular food brings to health and the benefi ts that can be obtained by suspending 
its consump� on for a period. She also explains the rules of the game and how long the experience will 
take. Generally, Bela invites a known public person to par� cipate in the challenge, but that person does 
not appear in the video. The se�  ng of the series varies from episode to episode, some� mes indoors, other 
� mes outdoors. Those who take part in the challenge are invited to post on various social networks with 
the hashtag #desafi odabela, repor� ng the process. The inten� on is that, at the end of the experiment, the 
established rela� onship between � me and food restric� on will allow par� cipants to observe its eff ects 
individually. In 2016, 36 videos were posted in this series, all very short – around one to two minutes – 
which leads us to ques� on whether it is possible to discuss such complex issues in such a short � me.

The analysis of the videos is guided by discussions around the ideas of will to truth, bioascesis, 
society of control, society of risk, human capital and self-entrepreneurship. These are the analy� cal 
categories that guide the interpreta� on of the data and are exposed below..

Moral and truth
The law dictates that whoever eat the unclean, 

should eat it without knowing it. For anyone 
ea� ng from the unclean knowing that it is 

unclean – will also know that the unclean is not 
unclean. Is that it?

(Lispector, 2009, p. 72).

What does it mean to be aware that something is unclean and yet eat it? More than that, what 
does it mean, when ea� ng from the unclean, to discover that it is not? The above text implies that there 
is a disassocia� on between the discourse of the law and the truth revealed by a transgressor act. This 
passage of The Passion According to G.H. also reminds us of the biblical passage in which, using free will, 
Adam and Eve defy the rules of Paradise and devour the forbidden fruit from the tree of knowledge of 
good and evil. As a result, they are expelled from the Garden of Eden and become mortal. From then on, 
they need to redeem themselves from sins to gain eternal life. This narra� ve from the Genesis shows that 
for a long � me moral has infl uenced the way man sees food.

Through the study of the condi� ons and circumstances that enabled the emergence of certain 
moral values, Nietzsche (2005, 2009) put these same values into check, poin� ng out that morality 
is not universal, but historically constructed. By comparing the morals of ancient Greece and those of 
Chris� anity, he sought to unmask Jewish-Chris� an morals and their eff ects on modern poli� cs, science 
and culture. Through his genealogy, he showed that for the ancient Greeks having pride, strength and 
courage were characteris� cs of good men; in turn, being submissive, weak and humble were predicates of 
those considered bad. According to the German philosopher, Chris� anity reverses these values. According 
to Nietzsche, this reversal, in addi� on to becoming a rule for Western society, castrated human nature by 
removing the centrality of life (natural, physiological and biological) and focusing on a life aimed at the 
beyond (the Chris� an promise of a life a� er death).

The author's cri� que of the Judeo-Chris� an moral, centered on the asce� c ideal of overes� ma� on 
of truth, is amplifi ed by his analysis of the ideal of truth. For Nietzsche, the need for Chris� anity to fi nd 
some unrevealed truth of things would be an a� empt by man to escape his fi nitude condi� on, that is, 
death. The philosopher gives this phenomenon the name of the will to truth, an expression that does not 
exactly correspond to the need for something to be true, but something that is considered as if. In other 
words, the fundamental ques� on is not the essence of the truth, but the belief in the truth.

The fact that the truth-appearance opposi� on denies the world in which one lives and creates 
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another world, considered be� er and true, enabled Nietzsche to associate the truth with a moralis� c 
perspec� ve on life. In this regard, he was also able to show the closeness between science, morals and 
metaphysics, since the condi� on of the possibility of science would ul� mately be faith in a metaphysical 
value of truth. There would be no science without the metaphysical hypothesis that the true is superior to 
the false, that the truth is more valuable than the appearance..

Food as a place of truth

The theme of food is also governed by moral values and historical truths. Associated with the fi elds 
of nutrition (health) and taste (gastronomy), both in ancient and medieval age there was a percep� on that 
the pleasure of ea� ng was linked to health (Montanari, 2013). If something pleased the palate, it was 
considered healthy. There was no disagreement between diet and gastronomic art.

At the beginning of modern age, this began to change. Chemical discoveries brought up the 
discussion about the nutri� onal value of food. O� en, the pleasant taste of a dish went against what 
science preached. A pedagogy of taste was ins� tuted to teach individuals what to eat. Food choices are no 
longer guided essen� ally by taste, intui� on or ancestral knowledge, and are primarily guided by science.

Today, not only science, but also consump� on permeate and make up the fi eld of food. Currently, 
food is not consumed exclusively for survival, but to communicate a lifestyle. When thinking about food 
consump� on, the idea of lifestyle walks pari passu to health and body issues. This triad – food, health and 
body – acts in harmony, enabling its own modes of subjec� va� on. Those who desire a defi ned muscular 
body, have a fi tness lifestyle, go to the gym and consume protein supplements. Various discourses 
propagate that, through food, one can change body appearance, transform the emo� onal state and 
reinvent the subjec� vity itself daily. This is especially true for those who belong to the middle and high 
sectors of society, who can pay for organic foods, nutri� onists, supplements, special diets and s� ll have 
� me to cook their own meals.

Denise Sant’Anna (2003) defends the thesis that the food sector is today the holder of the truth 
about the subject. According to her, the will to truth, once invested in sex, migrated to food experiences. 
This would be the main reason for food to be a privileged focus of a� en� on and pleasures today, as well 
as countless fears, risks and expecta� ons. To demonstrate her hypothesis, Sant’Anna (2003) points out 
four events that have leveraged food to the place of truth about the subject: 1) increased willingness to 
learn about cooking and food; 2) the importance that the kitchen has acquired inside residences; 3) the 
growth of cases of food disorder associated with increased adver� sing about them; 4) the expansion and 
spectaculariza� on of prac� ces related to ea� ng and cooking.

According to the aforemen� oned author, like sexuality in the past, knowing someone's ea� ng 
habits has become a means of knowing more about their subjec� vity and in� mate desires. Denise 
Sant’Anna also emphasizes the growing willingness of the popula� on to know more about the nutri� onal 
content of food. Such interest is encouraged by nutri� onists, doctors and kitchen chefs who constantly 
warn about the importance of reading labels in search of the percentage of calories, proteins and fat in 
foods.

The researcher also points out that the representa� on of the kitchen has changed. While it was 
formerly the place of heavy domes� c work, where dirt and mess were produced, since the end of the years 
1950 it started to be considered as a func� onal, prac� cal, comfortable and beau� ful place. The American 
kitchen and easy-to-clean colourful appliances are some of the elements that allowed the combina� on of 
work and pleasure. Today, the appliances s� ll delight consumers and the domes� c act of cooking reaches 
the gourmet balconies.

Denise does not leave out of her diagnosis the fact that condi� ons such as obesity, anorexia 
and bulimia, previously restricted to medical prac� ces, now appear on the screens in reality shows. This 
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context shows a perverse alliance between the growth of cases of food disorder, the media and the 
pharmaceu� cal industry.

Finally, she points out that food has become the great spectacle of the contemporary society. The 
author recalls that the expansion of the food variety and the quan� ty of food currently available gained 
strength with the emergence of supermarkets, hypermarkets and the prolifera� on of fast-food and self-
service establishments. Denise draws a� en� on to the role that images play in the fi eld of food. Recipes 
usually circulate accompanied by elaborate photographs of the dishes. In fact, the expression food porn 
was coined to mean the glamourous presenta� on of food in adver� sements, cooking shows, websites, etc.

Like Sant’Anna (2003), Renata Amaral (2015) also detects signifi cant changes in the fi eld of food 
in contemporary society. She calls this change a gastronomic turn, because it corresponds to the moment 
of transi� on in which cuisine is replaced by gastronomy in Brazilian journalism.2 She demonstrates that, at 
the � me of the cuisine, food-related contents were published in the editorial pieces aimed at the female 
audience, with the recipe being the predominant textual genre, since the focus was on the prac� ce. There 
was a daily, trivial approach to the dishes, focusing on preparing the meals in the private space of the 
house and under the tutelage of a cook (usually female).

In the � me of gastronomy, Amaral indicates that the contents linked to food migrated to the 
culture and leisure pages in the format of cri� que and reportage. The focus has switched to the discourse 
on apprecia� on and taste, no longer the prac� ce. In other words, the approach has focused on the cultural 
aspect, with a� en� on, for example, to the historical aspects of ingredients. Restaurants, bars and cafes 
were the frequent themes. The kitchen of the house no longer had such a relevant space and the new food 
and leisure spaces started to be occupied mainly by kitchen chefs (o� en male).

Renata Amaral (2015) situates the gastronomic turn in Brazilian journalism between the mid-
1970’s and mid-1990’s. Almost thirty years later, there is no doubt that we are experiencing the boom of 
this phenomenon. Today, gradua� ng in gastronomy is appreciated and there are numerous colleges and 
courses in this fi eld. Many books by great chefs become best-sellers and the publishing market maintains 
specialized publica� ons on the theme. On cable TV channels, there is a prolifera� on of gastronomy shows.

Although the scenario described by Amaral (2015) con� nues to be hegemonic, some aspects 
that characterize the gastronomic turn seem to be undergoing reconfi gura� ons. For example, some social 
segments (especially the wealthiest ones) have revalued the house as the privileged place to eat and cook. 
This movement is associated with the idea of real food, defi ned as food made with in natura ingredients, 
origina� ng from the tradi� onal cooking process. A naive look could see a new nomenclature for home-
made food there, but that is not what it is all about. The so-called real food goes beyond a domes� c 
cooking prac� ce, it concerns a discourse that goes against the logic of the food industry.

The will to truth for “real food”

American journalist Michel Pollan was one of the fi rst to use the term real food. For him, consuming 
real food is the key to good food habits, but the food industry would be diver� ng mankind from this path.

Cooking for yourself is the only safe way to resume control of your diet – now in the 
power of scien� sts and food processors – and to ensure that real food is being eaten, 
not food-like substances, with oils, corn syrup with high fructose content and excessive 
salt, harmful to health (Pollan, 2013, p. 767).

The statement of real food reveals the tension between the food industry, accused of harming 

2 Several authors call attention to the distinction between cuisine and gastronomy. In general, they say 
that cuisine is about the preparation of the dishes, it is a practical matter, while gastronomy involves the 
discourse, the knowledge about the pleasure of eating. 
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human health by using many chemical addi� ves and preserva� ves in food, and the expecta� ons of certain 
consumers concerned not only with food considered healthy and sustainable, but also with a more 
transparent and ethical industry. The controversy between these two characters leaves no doubt about 
who plays the role of villain (food industry) and hero (cri� cal consumers). In a recent ar� cle, Patriota and 
Silva (2018) showed the approxima� on between the idea of healthy ea� ng and heroism in contemporary 
society. They cite products that use as their marke� ng strategies the idea of saving the world. This is 
the case of Brazilian juices brand Sucos do Bem, which is defi ned as a “culture of celebra� on of health 
and good humour” and claims to be here to “change the world through the produc� on of beverages 
made with natural ingredients.”3 In turn, the slogan of Madero restaurant chain, specializing in gourmet 
burgers, announces: “Madero’s burger makes the world be� er,” because it uses “less processed, cul� vated 
ingredients produced more naturally and free of chemicals.”4

Of course, the current discussions on food reveal not only tastes, trends or new ways of preparing 
recipes, but also concern the morality that guides our choices, that is, the way in which desire and power 
are managed in our society, even if we do not realize that. Food is at the heart of contemporary moralisms. 
If “we are what we eat”, one can deduce the consumer's character by the food consumed. Someone who 
con� nues to eat meat can be considered a person who is insensi� ve to animal suff ering, environmental 
problems and sustainable life, and is on the side of the forces of evil. Food brings with it the moral weight 
of taking responsibility for one’s choices. Food is therefore a place of risk, sin and salva� on.

If today we live in neo-liberal ra� onality, the truth about food is at the service of a morality created 
by the rules of the market, consump� on, capital and profi t. Denise Amon (2014) states that fast food is 
a paradigm of this contemporary ra� onality in the fi eld of food. Sociologist George Ritzer, in turn, names 
as McDonaldiza� on the process of “maximizing effi  ciency, increasing quan� ty to the detriment of quality 
and subjec� vity, standardizing services and replacing human work with non-human technologies” (Ritzer, 
1996 apud Amon, 2014, p. 204).

In contrast to McDonaldiza� on of life, movements such as Slow Food appear. With the mo� o 
“good, clean and fair”, and using the fi gure of a snail as a symbol, the basic principle of this movement is to 
combine the pleasure of enjoying a meal in a slow and hospitable way to sustainable ac� vi� es that respect 
biodiversity in the food distribu� on chain, promo� ng the rediscovery of the fl avours of regional cuisines 
and bring producers and consumers closer together.

Despite the contradic� ons and resistance movements to neoliberal ra� onality, it is diffi  cult to 
escape from it. The compe� � on between the various types of food consump� on and exis� ng diets meets 
this logic, because, in the midst of the extravagant number of market off ers, the subject is obliged to 
choose what to consume. The freedom of the consumer, that is, the supposed right to choose the goods 
and lifestyle one pleases, in fact, are op� ons which the market has already defi ned as appropriate. Even 
the possibility of a life styliza� on, the result of a consump� on that is said to be diff eren� ated, as occurs 
with the adop� on of a so-called healthy diet, o� en reveals the subjec� on of individuals to the market.

Ortega (2008) calls bioasce� cism the rebirth of self-care from food, aesthe� c care, or philosophies 
that preach the well-being of the body and mind. However, the author warns that, while in ancient � mes 
care with the body was characterized by a symbolic value for the construc� on of subjec� vity, nowadays 
the subject lives for the body, at his service to guarantee its full state of health, its well-being and maximum 
longevity.

In order to study how all these issues cons� tute the fi eld of so-called healthy ea� ng in contemporary 
society, we selected as corpus of analysis made of videos released in 2016 on YouTube channels Panelinha, 

3 Retrieved on October, 15, 2019, from: http://portalintercom.org.br/anais/nacional2018/resumos/R13-
1524-1.pdf

4 Retrieved on October, 15, 2019, from: http://portalintercom.org.br/anais/nacional2018/resumos/R13-
1524-1.pdf
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by Rita Lobo, and Canal da Bela, by Bela Gil. Both chefs are advocates of real food and they propagate that, 
in order to have a healthier life, one needs to cook their own food, moving away from industrialized food. 
In this sense, they seek to democra� ze their recipes on their YouTube channels. Next, we discuss each 
channel in detail and describe the methodology used to select the corpus..

Rita Lobo and Panelinha

In 2018, the Food and Agriculture Organiza� on of the United Na� ons (FAO/UN) awarded Rita Lobo 
a medal of honour for her work in defence of healthy food. Anyone who follows her show on television, as 
well as her social media profi les, has heard her saying that her goal is to teach people how to cook their 
own food. To achieve this goal, the chef ensures that the ingredients used in her show are easy to fi nd and 
not expensive. She uses the expression “de-gourme� zing” to refer to the search for simple recipes, and 
states she always takes into account the Brazilian ea� ng habits when proposing a dish. Rita Lobo stands 
against a gastronomy marked by luxury consump� on (high-price products and sophis� cated services). 
The series “What’s on the Frigde?”, on Youtube, and how she adver� ses some of her recipes – “What's 
le�  from previous dishes can become a delicious new meal”; “Leverage the ingredients of the season”  – 
seems to highlight this concern to demys� fy gastronomy.

Despite this discourse contrary to luxury consump� on in the cuisine, Rita Lobo signs the tableware 
collec� on Acervo Panelinha, sold by commercial networks that are far from popular (Camicado, Tok&Stok, 
Spicy and Fast Shop). The cost is more than R$ 300,00 per unit. The very produc� on of Panelinha does not 
seem to be simple or cheap. Just look at the number of people that make up her team. The fi xed team 
comprises about 20 professionals, apart the ones contracted for the project. In addi� on, recordings are 
made in a self-contained studio that occupies two fl oors of a house in the Jardins district of Sao Paulo. 
There, the recipes are prepared in a true kitchen, not a se�  ng. Every detail of the show is planned: From 
the utensils to Rita’s ou� it.

Panelinha, created in 2000 as a YouTube channel, is now a company that produces the Cozinha 
Práti ca (Prac� cal Cuisine) show, presented by Rita Lobo on GNT cable TV channel. The company also edits 
the chef’s books and manages all the content circula� ng on the digital pla� orms where Panelinha is present 
(Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, Twi� er, Pinterest). Every day, the Panelinha team answers ques� ons 
under the hashtag #RitaHelp. The ques� ons are gathered and the chef answers during the weekly show on 
YouTube's Panelinha channel. This indicates the importance of the communica� on devices for Rita Lobo's 
work. In the story published by the Republic content agency , the chef stated: “I have all the data about 
my consumer, in addi� on to my experience of being with them for almost 20 years, in a very close way.”5

Rita Lobo has already been involved in some controversy. In 2017, an internet user asked on 
Twi� er: “Why don't you teach how to make mayonnaise with coconut oil and yogurt instead of yolk and 
oil?” to what Rita replied: “1) because it is not mayonnaise; 2) treat your food disorder. (...) To turn food 
into medicine is a disorder. I eat food, not nutrients.”6 Outside Twi� er, commen� ng on what happened, 
the chef said she defended tradi� onal Brazilian diet and real food, which includes the use of fresh food in 
the kitchen, without preserva� ves and addi� ves of ultra-processed foods, and said she did not tolerate the 
fashion of gluten-free or lactose-free diets and the replacement of tradi� onal ingredients with new foods, 
which has been considered the shortest way to achieve the ideal of good shape and health.

This case makes it clear that Rita Lobo is aligned to the segment contrary to nutri� onal ra� onality 
based on a physicalist perspec� ve, a purely biological focus of the subject. For this segment, ea� ng is not 
restricted to nutri� on, but includes a number of other issues, such as having pleasure while ea� ng, being 

5 Retrieved January, 8, 2019, from: http://republicaconteudo.com/bendita-panelinha/

6 Retrieved January, 8, 2019, from: https://twitter.com/RitaLobo/status/830387303369625600
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together both ea� ng a meal and preparing it. The no� on of comfort food also concerns a type of food that 
is not concerned with the nutri� onal values of food.

Bela Gil and Canal da Bela

Bela Gil presents two shows aired on GNT cable TV channel. In Bela Cozinha, on air since 2014, 
she welcomes celebri� es, small producers and specialists in natural food. In Vida + Bela, which debuted 
in 2017, she talks not only about healthy ea� ng, but also healthy life in general (conscious consump� on, 
maternity, etc.). The show is a kind of reality show that follows the presenter's daily life. Also on YouTube 
pla� orm, Bela addresses issues that refl ect her posi� oning on food and lifestyle.

Bela Gil has partnerships with brands that seek to follow the precepts of a food and lifestyle 
perceived as more natural, such as companies Monama, Brownie do Luiz, Morada da Floresta, and Mãe 
Terra. In addi� on, she supports several social projects, being the head of the Bela Infância project, which 
seeks to teach children in public and private schools throughout the country to feed themselves be� er and 
fi ght childhood obesity. With four books released, she received in 2015 an award from Veja Rio magazine 
for her work in dissemina� ng the idea of healthy ea� ng. In 2016, she was awarded the Medal of the Order 
of Merit for Gastronomy.

Bela has also nurtured some enmi� es. Being educated in ayurveda nutri� on by the Ayurveda 
Center of New York, Bela Gil has no diploma in nutri� on recognized in Brazil. In 2015, when a newspaper in 
Rio Grande Sul referred to her as a nutri� onist, the Regional Council of nutri� onists in the 2ª Region of the 
State stated that, without na� onal registra� on, she could not indicate foods that help in the preven� on 
or control of diseases in her show, since this role would be unique to these professionals. At the � me, her 
advisory responded that she is self-� tled food advisor and not a nutri� onist. Bela has also provoked the 
anger of den� sts when she encouraged the use of the turmeric powder instead of toothpaste, claiming 
that it had an� sep� c, an� bio� c and an� -infl ammatory proper� es, while fl uoride intake was related to 
bone fracture, mouth cancer, and hypothyroidism.

In her recipes, it is common to use regional ingredients, products considered exo� c and 
unconven� onal food plants (UFPs). When Bela Cozinha show was launched, the statement that she 
had ingested her own placenta caused controversy. Diff erently from Rita Lobo, Bela Gil emphasizes the 
nutri� onal issue of food with the aim of adap� ng people's taste to a menu considered healthy.

“Real food” and its surroundings

When Foucault taught the Birth of Biopoli� cs course, in Collège de France, between 1978 and 
1979, he pointed out that society was experiencing the transi� on from a biopolicy centered on discipline 
to another focused on control. In 1990, Deleuze was categorical: “We are no longer in disciplinary 
socie� es we are leaving them behind. We are entering the control socie� es, which no longer func� on by 
confi nement, but by con� nuous control and instant communica� on” (1992, p. 216).

The transforma� on of the disciplinary society into the control society detected by Foucault and 
Deleuze resulted from the emergence of a new model of governmentalism: Neoliberalism. According to 
Foucault (2008, p. 332), neoliberalism presupposes making the economic model of supply and demand 
that of investment-cost-profi t, “a model of social rela� ons, a model of existence, a form of rela� onship of 
the individual with oneself, with � me, with one’s circle of friends, with the future, with the social group, 
with the family.” It is a new subjec� va� on process whose central fi gure is what the philosopher calls a 
self-entrepreneur.

The idea of the self-entrepreneur connects with the theory of human capital. According to it, 
investments in educa� on, professional training, and health can improve the skills of individuals, making 
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them more produc� ve, which, on a large scale, can posi� vely infl uence the growth rates of countries. 
In this context, educa� on would not only be the presupposi� on of economic development, but also of 
the development of the individual, who, by educa� ng oneself, would be in theory valuing oneself. Thus, 
the problems of social inclusion, employment and professional performance are moved to the individual 
scope. For example, with the advent of technological innova� ons (computers, internet, etc.) and new 
forms of work (more services than industries), it was necessary to demand greater individual training for 
the worker. The ques� on is no longer whether fi rms employ more or less workers and whether or not 
workers are qualifi ed to occupy the jobs available, that is, whether they are employable. To some extent 
this means blaming the worker rather than blaming the produc� ve system. In this context, we no longer 
talk about employment/unemployment, we have come to talk about employability/non-employability.

In his study on the ethos of transna� onal execu� ves, López-Ruiz (2004) shows that the discourse 
and prac� ce of human capital are now rooted in corpora� ons. The subject not only sees himself as an 
entrepreneur but fi rmly believes that by inves� ng his skills, capabili� es and competencies, he will get a 
return, like any investor. It is in this context that consump� on becomes an investment.

Isleide Arruda Fontenelle (2011), in turn, shows that the idea of free choice for healthy consumers 
is linked to a complex set of prac� ces and discourses that exemplify how consump� on is the produc� on 
of oneself. According to her, “being a responsible consumer, especially for one’s body and one’s mental 
well-being, appears as part of the contemporary discourse around the “self as a venture” that the media 
refl ects and reinforces” (2011, p. 207). According to the researcher, the discourse on healthy consump� on 
is aligned with the neoliberal logic of the entrepreneur, because it requires a “self-government” by the 
subject, requiring that he be ra� onal, refl ec� ve, aware of his acts and morally responsible for them.

Being an self-entrepreneur presupposes living en� rely at risk, which implies ac� ng in the 
present in a way to a� empt to control the future. In this sense, the individual needs to calculate risks 
and benefi ts, take responsibility for their choices, and jus� fy them. By maintaining strong connec� ons 
with the informa� on society, the risk society assumes that the individual has at his or her disposal the 
informa� on necessary to make his or her choices in a conscious and informed manner, thus being fully 
responsible for the decisions he or she makes. Conduct in a society at risk is strongly guided by what 
science says. “through the emergence of risk, we can apprehend the invasion of everyday life by science 
and technology, the new ar� cula� on between media and science, and the media legi� mizing itself for 
taking the place of the one who warns society about the existence of risks and proposes the means to 
circumvent them” (Vaz, 2006, p. 55).

The concepts opera� ng in the corpus

All shows, from both channels studied, seek to guide people's food behavior according to scien� fi c 
support. On the episode Which is the best diet?, Professor Carlos Monteiro advises that a diet should 
only be performed if there is medical advice. On the video What’s your opinion on dietary supplements?, 
Bela Gil warns that supplementa� on should be indicated by a nutri� onist or a specialist doctor. Such 
counselling refers to the scien� fi ca� on of life. But, if science guides the subjects' choices, it is up to the 
media to translate the scien� fi c precepts for the popula� on.

The ar� cula� on between media and science guides the individual as to how to manage their daily 
lives to ensure healthy ea� ng. This scien� fi cally postulated daily care points out to how bioascesis acts 
in the orienta� on of contemporary wellbeing. In this context, the intake of certain foods is condemned, 
as well as diets considered good are prescribed. While Rita Lobo departs from the nutri� onal logic, Bela 
Gil seeks to inform the popula� on about the harm and benefi ts of food and its ingredients. It is o� en 
suggested to exchange foods considered villains by others judged as good for the body, ins� tu� ng a 
rela� onship between informa� on and morality.
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Bela’s “evil list” includes those commonly referred to as white poisons: sugar, cow's milk, salt 
and white fl our. Six videos of the Bela Responde series alert to the danger of sugar consump� on. Sugar 
is also the subject of two episodes of the series Desafi o da Bela. In one of the videos, par� cipants are 
supposed to spend 30 days without consuming any kind of sugar so that they could rediscover the so-
called natural fl avour of food. Using the hashtag #desafi odabelaaçúcar (Bela’s sugar challenge), the chef 
followed the whole process of changing par� cipants' habits, answered ques� ons and shared recipes. By 
adop� ng the challenge model, a kind of game in which par� cipants need to overcome their diffi  cul� es, the 
control-repression form – which marks tradi� onal diets – has been replaced by the control-s� mulus form 
(Foucault, 1979). The basis is the accountability of individuals and their power of ini� a� ve. The s� mulus to 
par� cipa� on and mutual exchange is a disposi� f of control and “distributed surveillance” (Bruno, 2013, p. 
27), mo� va� on and encouragement.  Here we see an example of how the control and risk society acts in 
the direc� on and supervision of conduct.

In the video Is milk consumpti on harmful?, Bela Gil talks about the large amount of preserva� ves 
in industrialized milk and of the many nutrients lost in pasteuriza� on and steriliza� on processes, in 
addi� on to repor� ng that the milk protein is denatured and can cause allergic reac� ons to the organism. 
She concludes by saying that “if it is not possible to obtain fresh milk of good origin, it is be� er not to drink 
milk.”7 However, according to the legisla� on in force in Brazil8, only pasteurized or sterilized milk can serve 
human consump� on, which makes it impossible to market fresh milk in Brazil.

In Do Children need cow's milk?, Bela informs that kids do not need animal milk to “grow strong 
and healthy.”9 Her followers know that she encourages child breas� eeding. Therefore, they conclude that 
the indica� on she gives concerns bigger children. It is worth remembering that the current perspec� ve 
on breas� eeding contrasts to that from the beginning of the 20th century, when the discourse circulated 
that breast milk could be weak, a phenomenon called hypogalac� a. Such percep� on o� en caused early 
weaning, without the mother being judged for it (Monteiro & Nakano, 2001). Under these circumstances, 
some food products have found a possibility of expansion. Dairy companies started to work on spreading 
the idea that milk was not food for children only, but also a perfect and complete food with all the nutrients 
necessary for adults as well (Levenstein, 2018). The various polemics around milk and sugar show the 
dispute over the truth.

In the video How to be vegetarian without spending too much?, Bela warns that human beings up 
to 2 years old need animal protein, as only this protein contains vitamins that are not found in vegetables, 
such as vitamins D and B12.10 She reports that during this period breas� eeding supplies the needs for 
these vitamins and that, from weaning, there is no longer a need for animal protein. In the case of vitamin 
B12, which is only found in animals, Bela states that, in order not to suff er from nutri� onal defi cit, vegans 
need food supplementa� on. Bela Gil's discourse suggests that maximising knowledge about food enables 
society to have more precise control of life, with the reduc� on of health risks, resul� ng in a prolonga� on 
of life. A myth about food is then created: That it is possible to achieve a be� er life through food. This 
perspec� ve relates to the concepts of self-entrepreneur and human capital. In this sense, the proposals 
of the shows to help the viewer feed in a healthy way represent the search for the improvement of the 
subject's abili� es.

On the episode “Which is the best diet?”, from the Comida de Verdade (Real Food) series, 

7 Retrieved on April, 1st, 2018, from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=onnOEOhrcBs

8 Resolution 065/2005, which regulates health and industrial inspection for milk and milk products.

9 Retrieved on April, 1st, 2018, from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=twr3thBpLto

10 Bela Responde series, presented on Canal da Bela YouTube channel. Video How to be vegetarian without 
spending too much?. Retrieved on July, 17, 2018, from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XBhK215d-
Mtg
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Professor Carlos Monteiro observes the dis� nc� on between the restric� ve diet (which seeks to reduce 
the consump� on of certain foods) and that composed by a food pa� ern followed by each culture. He 
men� ons the example of the Mediterranean region, where the inhabitants follow the diet of their own 
culture and live longer, have fewer heart diseases and live healthier.

Professor Carlos informs that NUPENS has been studying the Brazilian food standard for many 
years, and elaborated the new Food Guide for the Brazilian popula� on, used and disclosed by the Ministry 
of Health. According to him, the more Brazilians feed according to their culinary tradi� ons, the more it is 
possible to have balanced feeding, in addi� on to a lower risk of obesity. Carlos Monteiro points as a striking 
trait of the Brazilian food pa� ern the combina� on of rice and beans, which contains a very complete set 
of nutrients such as fi bre, proteins, etc.  He also argues that countries with the worst health indicators are 
those that have abandoned their food standards, where it is not possible to recognize what tradi� onal 
food is. Cooking therefore becomes a way of caring for one's own health and avoiding the risk of disease, 
that is, cooking becomes a medical ma� er. If a popula� on becomes obese, as the teacher points out, that 
is because there has been a detachment from tradi� onal cooking and its prac� ce. Taking care of oneself, 
in this context, is the subject’s responsibility and involves seeking to prevent diseases from food choices.

It is also worth poin� ng out that both channels analyzed emphasize that so-called real food is 
accessible to all. But discourse does not always aligns with prac� ce. O� en, ingredients and recipes that 
cons� tute feeding based on real food are not really accessible to all. When answering ques� ons about the 
price of organic products, Bela Gil recognizes that commitment to social and environmental values ends 
up making organic products less accessible. But that is not the recurring discourse. When she answers the 
ques� on How to be vegetarian without spending too much?, Bela Gil states that such a diet is not necessarily 
more expensive, and jus� fi es her statement by recalling that meat is more expensive than vegetables and 
greenery. However, the mere fact that ques� oning exists reveals that part of the popula� on considers 
vegetarianism to be a less aff ordable type of diet. For many, not only the vegetarian diet in par� cular, but 
also healthy ea� ng in general is the privilege of an elite. In this context, the considered real food separates 
those who have access to fresh foods, preferably organic, who can cook frequently, from those who eat a 
fake food – the ultra-processed one that, despite the allegedly low cost, brings harm to health.

Final considera� ons

In the search for health, food is a crucial factor. Knowing that some diseases can be acquired as a 
result of the consump� on of certain substances, many people avoid fast food, so�  drinks, industrial juices 
and ultra-processed foods, as well as concern themselves with gene� cally modifi ed foods, the presence 
of pes� cides in fruits and vegetables, as well as hormones in the meat, as all this cons� tutes a risk to the 
proper func� oning of the body. The list of what should be banned or avoided is large, but what in fact 
guarantees a healthy diet?

The concept of healthy ea� ng has changed in diff erent historical contexts, refl ec� ng the interest 
of a complex network of ins� tu� ons, prac� ces and discourses, including science, poli� cs, economics, and 
the food industry. Nowadays, many foods and diets are adver� sed as healthy: Organic and hydroponic 
foods, macrobio� c diet, vegan, vegetarian etc.  In the face of the variety of off erings, to be healthy and 
happy, theore� cally, the subject only has to “choose freely” those op� ons that best match their desire and 
lifestyle. In reality, that does not seem to work so easy.

Despite the diff erences, all discourses and diets linked to healthy ea� ng aim to make the body 
work be� er. Nowadays, this implies valuing the foods because of their nutri� onal proper� es that can 
func� on as medicines for the body, the so-called “foodcines”. Bioavailability takes into account the 
combina� on of foods on the dish so that non-nutrients compete with each other when they are absorbed 
by the organism. Depending on the characteris� cs of each person's body, a nutri� onist can guide how to 
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make the correct correla� ons, improving the bioavailability of everything to achieve not only a balanced 
diet, but a be� er performance of the body. There are also dietary supplements that provide nutrients that 
may be missing from the diet. 

The obsession with nutri� onal benefi ts has been considered a food disorder in contemporary 
� mes: Orthorexia. Many people report that, behind this phenomenon, is also the marke� ng of the food 
industry, selling products with emphasis on nutri� onal characteris� cs that supposedly make them be� er 
than others. This is the case, for example, with probio� cs and milk enriched with calcium, magnesium, 
omega 3 etc., displayed on supermarket shelves. This scenario shows how much food is medicalized today.

In this context, Camargo and Souza (2007, p. 5) ques� on: “is food really medicine? And more 
importantly – what do we seek to “cure” or “correct” by consuming such foods? What are the eff ects of 
this informa� on on the diet, behaviour and cons� tu� on of people's bodies?”

This whole debate shows that the so-called real food is a phenomenon that arises within a 
society based both on the ideas of preven� on, risk and  scien� fi ca� on of life and the logics of the self-
entrepreneur, consumer culture and of the pedagogical role of a media that aims to educate the subject 
about the right way to eat.

The current discussion on food reveals not only tastes, trends or new ways of preparing recipes. 
It concerns the way in which desire and power are managed in the present society. More specifi cally, how 
neoliberal morality and values have begun to guide subjects’ choices – even if they are not aware of it.

Moreover, it is worth emphasizing that the obsession with perfect health and healthy ea� ng is 
a refl ec� on of the old existen� al anguish related to ageing and death. The will to truth for the real food 
reveals the desire to prolong life – preferably happy, safe and healthy, and to drive away death. But, 
inevitably, death will come, whether for the one who enjoys a McDonald’s Happy Meal snack or a por� on 
of alfalfa.
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