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Abstract

Royzman and Kurzban suggest that disgust-related facial activity in response to unfairness may reflect a metaphorical communica-
tion rather than genuine feelings of disgust. We argue that this is a partial reading of our findings and that our experimental data, 
and those of others, are inconsistent with a social metaphor interpretation.
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In their article, Royzman and Kurzban (R&K) argue that our 
demonstration of disgust-related facial activity in response to 
unfair treatment (Chapman, Kim, Susskind, & Anderson, 2009) 
reflects a nonverbal disgust metaphor, used solely for the pur-
poses of social communication, rather than the engagement of 
central feelings of disgust by a moral transgression. We  dispute 
this interpretation on a number of grounds.

First, R&K do not address the self-report data collected in 
each of our studies. Subjects in our experiments not only 
showed facial signs of disgust in response to unfairness, images 
of contaminants, and bad tastes, but they also reported feeling 
disgust. Self-reported and facially expressed disgust were cor-
related in each of the three experiments. Further examination of 
our data also reveals that the magnitude of disgust facial motor 
activity was greatest to physical and least to interpersonal forms 
of disgust. These results are not what one would expect if dis-
gust facial activity served primarily for social communication. 
R&K also do not address converging evidence for the involve-
ment of disgust in morality, which we review elsewhere in this 
issue (Chapman & Anderson, 2011).

More broadly, we dispute the claim that facial expressions of 
emotion serve only as social signals. This perspective does not 
explain why facial expressions look the way they do (Darwin, 
1872/1998; Susskind et al., 2008); why they signal similar 
meanings across cultures (Ekman, Sorenson, & Friesen, 1969); 
why they are produced in appropriate situations where there  
is little evidence for cultural transmission, as in the case of 

congenitally blind individuals (e.g., Ortega, Iglesias, Fernandez, 
& Corraliza, 1983); why spontaneous and posed facial expres-
sions are controlled separately at the neural level (Rinn, 1984); 
and why, in spite of considerable overall heterogeneity in the 
anatomy of the facial musculature, there is remarkable consist-
ency in the muscles necessary to produce the basic emotional 
expressions (Waller, Cray, & Burrows, 2008).

Finally, even if the relationship between perception of a 
moral transgression and the disgust expression is mediated by a 
linguistic metaphor, is this really so trivial? Why does the link 
exist, apparently across many cultures (Haidt, Rozin, & 
McCauley, 1997)? A similar question can be posed about the 
R&K’s facial-feedback hypothesis. Disgust has a rather distinct 
pattern of behavioural and physiological correlates, quite dis-
tinct from those of anger. Are these evoked just by chance, or 
do they reveal something deeper about our psychological and 
neural makeup? Future work must answer this question, but our 
money is on the latter outcome.
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