
Viscerally repulsive yet cognitively engaging: disgusting art as a paradoxical embodied 
experience of aesthetic satisfaction without pleasure  Teresa M. B. Macey-Dare, Berlin School of Mind & Brain, Humboldt Universität

Robinson’s hedonic account 
Kantian origin: disgust (‘Ekel’) as the only emotion which cannot be 
“represented in a way adequate to nature without destroying all 
aesthetic satisfaction” (Kant, I. 2000 [1790]: 190)

Aesthetic emotions:  underscoring our evaluation of artworks 
(Fingerhut, J. & Prinz, J. 2020: 223)

● Emotions of appreciation - resolves tension between the functional assumption 
about emotions & disinterestedness of emotions involved in judgements of taste 

● Aesthetic formalism - aesthetic emotions directed towards artistic form, content 
& their interaction (Robinson, J. 2020: 212-3)

● Dual function - make relevant aesthetic features salient & engage the audience, 
then motivate critical evaluation of embodied affective response as an appraisal 
(Martínez Marín, I. 2020: 143)

↳ Main claim: to fulfil this function aesthetic emotions must be 
i) Consummatory
ii) Pleasurable

Being moved as an 
exemplary aesthetic emotion 
(Menninghaus, W. et al, 2019)

Woman in the wilderness (1923), oil 
on canvas, Alphonse Mucha

Aesthetic disgust
“The arousal of disgust in an audience [...] 
where that emotion both 
apprehends artistic properties and 
constitutes a component of appreciation” 
(Korsmeyer, C. 2013: 187-8)

Paradox of aversion:  disgust plays a 
“Janus role, revolting and enticing” 
   (Korsmeyer, C. 2011: 105)

● Problem: disgust is excluded by hedonic 
accounts but does seem capable of 
functioning as an aesthetic emotion (ie. 
motivating appreciative engagement with 
artwork) 

● Conversion accounts - disgust is somehow 
transformed into something pleasurable in 
aesthetic contexts - as solution? (Robinson, J. 2014: Sect VIII)

○ Fail to capture the viscerally aversive 
character of disgust

○ Seem implausible given that disgust is a 
recalcitrant emotion (Robinson, J. 2014: 61)

Integrationist account:  aesthetic disgust 
as authentically unpleasurable yet 
savourable 
● Overcomes the fallacy of composition ie. 

aesthetic emotions must be pleasurable to 
confer (pleasurable) experiences of aesthetic 
appreciation 

● Strong hedonic ambivalence of disgusting art
↳ Positive experiences derived in part 
   due to negative elements (Bradfield, E.  2022: 182)

● Reframes aesthetic value in terms of 
cognitivism (Martínez Marín, I. 2020: 136)

↳ Aesthetic satisfaction ≠ pleasure
↳ Sublate: insight through aesthetic disgust

Portrait of Immanuel 
Kant (1789), pencil & 
chalk on paper, Hans 

Veit Schnorr Von 
Carolsfeld

Conclusion
Disgusting art not only subverts aesthetic ideals, but interrogates our very experience as human beings - equipped with certain instincts, and embedded in complex social relations. Registering the boundaries of judgement (Feloj, S. 2013: 185) signified 
visibly and pan-cultually through facial expression, and as a ‘structurally aesthetic’ emotion, disgust is equipped for such interrogation: inviting us to engage in a moment of (admittedly repulsed) reflection, and affording insight about our embodiment 
in doing so. The consideration of aesthetic disgust thus poses questions not only about the value of art, but morality itself - made all the more salient by the ambiguity of disgust as an emotion with ‘core’ and ‘moral’ dimensions. 

Abstract
From Saville’s grotesque distortions of the female nude to Abramović’s ‘disturbatory’ performances, there is no shortage of art to provoke us into 
feelings of visceral or moral disgust. Such aversive responses do not seem to be of the kind that motivate appreciative engagement with and positive 
evaluation of artworks, as the function of aesthetic emotions may be defined. Indeed, the classical view that aesthetic emotions are sui generis 
pleasurable, reflects this exclusion. Disgusting art, however, presents a paradox of aversion: simultaneously repulsing and intriguing its audience. 
Drawing on this observation, I consider Korsmeyer’s notion of aesthetic disgust as a counterexample to the classical view (Korsmeyer, K. 2011; 2013) - 
calling into question the assumption that aesthetic emotions must be pleasurable in order to perform their consummatory role. Critiquing Robinson’s 
position in which this assumption finds exemplification (Robinson, J. 2020), I flesh out the idea that aesthetic disgust can positively contribute to 
aesthetic appreciation insofar as it garners a unique kind of insight: the sublate. To this end, I reject hedonic accounts of aesthetic emotions in favour of 
a cognitivist picture, which reframes aesthetic satisfaction as a positive though not necessarily pleasurable evaluative experience.
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Sublate
Insight afforded through the “weirdly 

appreciative nausea” of aesthetic disgust 
(Korsmeyer, C. 2013: 198)

● Disgust alerts us to a visceral, bodily response & encourages engagement / reflection (Meagher, M. 2003: 38)

↳ Phenomenological structure: inherent “aesthetic dimension” of disgust - inviting a pause to contemplate the 
sensory properties of the revolting object (Kolnai, A. 2004 [1929])

● Abjection: the process of separating oneself from Other, starting with the mother’s body          
(Kristeva, J. 1982 from Korsmeyer, C. 2004: 148)

○ Aesthetic disgust confronts our bodily existence - especially feminine embodiment as both the site of                 
life & death  (mortality) and the aesthetic body  (morality) (Meagher, M. 2003; Korsmeyer, C. 2004: Ch.5)

○ Sublate defended as a specifically aesthetic category (like the Sublime) - insight generated against            
backdrop of artistic trope: the female nude 

● Individual → collective insight
○ ‘Gut ethics’: attending to the moral implications of bodily reactions & feelings (Probyn, E. 2000)

○ Acquisition of insight conveyed to others especially through facial expressions

Canonical disgust 
(top) & Distaste 
(bottom), E.A.H. 
Von dem Hagen. 
et al. 2009: 380

Host, (2000), oil on 
canvas,  Jenny Saville

● Moral disgust: disgust as core & moral ambiguous (Robinson, J. 2014; Bradfield E. 2022)

Why is disgust excluded by Enlightenment aesthetics?
● ‘Taste’: the central metaphor for judgements of aesthetic value 

(Korsmeyer, C. 2004: 90)

● Core disgust:  symbolised via gape face as fundamentally untasty 
○ Disgust response associated with gustatory cortex (Meagher, M. 2003: 31)

○ Smell & taste seen as  ‘cognitively weak’ (Korsmeyer, C. 2004: Ch.4 & 6)

● Conflation of disgust with distaste (Toronchuk & Elis. 2007)
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Gape face
What makes disgust capable of conveying this kind of insight?
● Basic emotion : appraisal presents the object as vitally significant for individual/ group 

well-being & generates emotional feelings which may provide further information (Robinson, J. 2014: Sect. III)

↳ Signified to others through gape face
○ Psychologically - not derived from other emotions
○ Biologically - develops in all normal-functioning humans
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