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The aim of this paper is to sketch a framework for perceiving the act 
of consumption as an aesthetic phenomenon. I shall argue that, under 
some circumstances, it is possible to receive aesthetic satisfaction from 
the act of eating food, in which the object of one’s appreciation is, for the 
most part, considered separately from what is actually eaten. I propose 
to call such a process “aesthetic eating” and argue that due to its aes-
thetic autonomy it might be a potential factor in enjoying certain kinds 
of food. This phenomenon is apparent in the case of the types of food 
that are acquired tastes. It is plausible that distinguishing the aesthetic 
pleasures of food from the ones associated with the act of eating can not 
only enrich our aesthetic life but also deepen the aesthetics of our overall 
gustatory experience.

Keywords: Gustatory aesthetics; food; aesthetic experience; aes-
thetic pleasure; Richard Shusterman.

	 “I am a bread of life” 
	 John 6:48

1. Introduction
In the film Gold Rush (dir. Charlie Chaplin, 1925) viewers can admire 
a famous scene in which the main character portrayed by Chaplin is 
cooking and eating his own shoe. The boot is prepared in a pan with 
much attention and care. When it is ready and seasoned with watery 
gravy, it is served to the table, divided into two portions and consumed. 
At the very beginning, the protagonist seems to be slightly reluctant to 
the taste but after a few bites the situation changes drastically and a 
proper feast begins. Chaplin enjoys the shoe with true devotion, tastes 
all of its fragments and combines different elements to maximize the 
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flavour. His gentle moves resemble eating a roasted chicken, fried fish, 
or delicious spaghetti, and the scene ends as a picture of full gustatory 
immersion into the unusual meal. 

Despite the undoubtedly humorous aspect of the described scene, 
there is philosophical content to be found in it as well. It seems that 
Chaplin takes pleasure not only from the object consumed (sic!) but 
also from the way in which it was consumed.1 Eating a shoe is—natu-
rally—a substantially exaggerated example but thanks to its extrem-
ity, it provokes one to ask the question: What are the aesthetic and gus-
tatory qualities of the act of eating and of the dish itself? In particular, 
(how) is it possible to separate pleasures of the act of eating from what 
is eaten? So far, food aesthetics have concentrated on the artistic and 
aesthetic status of cuisines, exploring their potential to exist within the 
world of art and the gastronomy scene, as well as on food’s sensory di-
mension (see Perullo 2016; Mancioppi and Perullo 2020; Jacques 2015; 
Jacques and Adrià 2015). Although a great level of thought precision 
has been reached when it comes to edible objects, e.g. whether they are 
artworks (Andina and Barbero 2018) or culinary recipes, e.g. how they 
exist (Borghini 2014, 2015), not much attention has been given exclu-
sively to the aesthetic potential of the act of eating itself.

Recently, this gap has been filled to some extent by the contribution 
of Richard Shusterman. By developing this topic Shusterman attempts 
“[…] to introduce a bit more precision in gastronomical theory by focus-
ing on the art of eating in a more restricted sense and by distinguishing 
that sense from other meanings of the term.” (2016: 261). In particular, 
he wants to distinguish—as he labels it—the art of eating from the 
art of cuisine (culinary objects, resp. dishes) and the art of food appre-
ciation and food criticism (food writings). In his proposal, Shusterman 
highlights the features of the art of eating as a process of food consump-
tion that goes beyond the qualities exemplified in food; a number of 
reasons is given for distinguishing the art of eating from other ways of 
food ingestion.2

In this paper I would like to go one step further and make room 
for a more liberal take on food consumption than the one proposed by 
Shusterman. While I do not intend to criticize Shusterman’s proposal 
per se, I will offer its substantial re-reading that goes beyond his ini-
tial claims. My observation is that Shusterman is still too focused on 
food itself in his proposal. Therefore, I shall argue that it is possible to 
think of such a way of eating in which what gets appreciated is, for the 
most part, considered separately from what is actually eaten. That is, 

1 It would like to distinguish between the pleasure taken from watching x and 
the pleasure received when actually doing x. Thus, the subject of my considerations 
are not the aesthetic experiences and pleasures received when watching someone 
else eating.

2 I use the term “food consumption” as an umbrella concept covering all modes of 
eating and drinking (e.g. aesthetic, religious, social, nutritional etc.). For the sake of 
simplicity I qualify beverage consumption as part of food consumption.
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in such a way of eating we value the qualities of the process and not 
the qualities of food itself (although such a situation is quite rare in ev-
eryday life). I suggest to label this process “aesthetic eating” and shall 
propose two understandings of it: a weak and a strong one. My thesis 
is supported theoretically by recent developments in process aesthetics 
(Nguyen 2020). The paper is structured as follows. In §2 Shusterman’s 
definition of the art of eating is presented and analysed.In §3, I list 
the theoretical challenges of his proposal. In particular, I claim that 
his definition is still too tightly linked to food as the object consumed. 
In addition, a handful of reasons for not seeing the act of eating as art 
are provided. Next (§4), by shifting from “the art of eating” into “aes-
thetic eating”, I show how my position overcomes the difficulties faced 
by Shusterman’s proposal. Lastly, the paper ends with the summary of 
my argument (§5).

2. Shusterman’s definition of the art of eating
The definition established by Shusterman consists of two steps. First, 
the simple act of eating is distinguished from the more conscious and 
socially-oriented act of food consumption. Humans, unlike other ani-
mals, eat not only to satisfy hunger or thirst. They do it for other rea-
sons as well (political, religious, moral and the like) and human food 
consumption is marked and shaped by culture to a high degree (Telfer 
1996). This means that for the perception of food as objects to be eat-
en, aspects that go beyond the act of consumption itself are important 
(Korsymeyer 1999). Moreover, culture provides numerous tools, tradi-
tions and habits to critically discuss food and evaluate our gustatory 
choices and tastes.  According to Shusterman, an aware form of eating 
(“eating know-how”) is food consumption equipped with a certain kind 
of knowledge and sensibility regarding the history of gastronomy, cul-
tivation of food ingredients and food preparation, as well as general 
rules of food pairing. Shusterman then takes a step further and sets up 
another level of eating:

I would propose a further distinction: between gastronomes who simply 
know how to select and enjoy good food (and who master the art of eating in 
this important but basic sense), and those gastronomes, who also know how 
to eat aesthetically in the fullest sense—beyond making good food choices 
and combinations. By this I mean those gastronomes whose knowledge of 
food and sensitive tasting is translated into an art of eating focused also 
on the aesthetic elements and qualities of the experience of ingesting food. 
(2016: 263)

Here we are provided with an important clarification, which might be 
treated as a sketch for the definition of the art of eating. The ability of 
selecting and enjoying food as well as knowledge in gastronomical his-
tory and practices is not enough for the art of food in a proper sense. 
What is needed is the transition from the consciously undertaken food 
choices and ways of gustatory enjoyment into discovering the aesthetic 
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potential of food eaten and aesthetic qualities driven from the act of 
food consumption, as well as the fact that food is incorporated into the 
body. According to Shusterman, the art of (fine)3 eating is characterized 
by the following two features. 

First, the art of eating is essentially temporal and this feature is 
manifested at two levels. The  first level is concerned with the obvi-
ous fact that eating is a temporally structured phenomenon: there is 
a sense of sequencing in the meals appearing at the table (e.g. tea is 
served after dinner) or the special order of dishes within a specific meal 
(e.g. appetizer is served before the main course). The second level re-
fers directly to the sense of timing understood in bodily terms. That is, 
our body by necessity needs time to absorb and digest food: “[…] one 
mouthful leading to the next, or, more precisely, one mouthful lead-
ing to a complex sequencing of smelling, biting, tasting, chewing, swal-
lowing, and breathing” (Shusterman 2016: 264). For example, when 
drinking a glass of chilled Riesling or Pinot Grigio our overall bodily 
(including gustatory) experience might vary greatly depending on the 
time taken between the sips or our posture (standing at the bar, sitting 
at the table or lying on the grass).

Second, in connection to its temporal nature, the art of eating is an 
artistic performance “[…] whose enjoyment is in the performative pro-
cess of eating” (Shusterman 2016: 264). What is valued here is the act 
of food consumption. It also means that the art of eating displays dif-
ferent aesthetic features that the eaten objects does. Shusterman says: 
“Appreciating food’s crucial contribution to the art of eating, I nonethe-
less argue that the art of eating goes well beyond the aesthetic qualities 
of the objects eaten” (Shusterman 2016: 264). This is the crucial point 
for defining the art of eating and Shusterman—being aware of that—
immediately refers to the possible objection that might be raised in 
order to challenge that feature. That is, one could claim that the enjoy-
ment is rooted in the objects eaten (dishes) and not in the act of eating 
itself (I shall return to it later on). To address this potential issue he 
proposes to take a lesson from the philosophy of theatre, making the 
following analogy: the art of eating deepens the valued qualities of food 
and also refers to qualities that exceed the objects eaten in the same 
way the theatrical performance deepens the artistic value of the script. 
Thus, we can receive aesthetic enjoyment “[…] that go[es] beyond the 
tastes, smells, and visual forms of our food objects […]” (Shusterman 
2016: 264).4

3 Shusterman refers here to “fine” art, but he actually does not make any 
extensive clarification about this notion further. I shall leave this matter unresolved 
as it is not entirely relevant to this paper. I suppose, however, that the predicate 
“fine” is used by Shusterman in order to emphasize that he is interested in art in a 
proper (and not just honorific) sense and I follow this way of understanding when 
reconstructing his position.

4 Shusterman enumerates here the bodily movements connected with the act of 
eating, such as chewing, sipping, swallowing and the like. The specific elements of 
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To sum up, while Shusterman postulates the existence of the art 
of eating, his goal is to provide the definition of this phenomena which 
will bring more precision to the philosophy of food and widely under-
stood gustatory discourse. The art of eating is characterized by the two 
main features: (i) temporality and (ii) performativity. Moreover, the 
most philosophically important result of Shusterman’s position is the 
claim that the aesthetic enjoyment of the art of eating goes beyond the 
objects eaten.

3. Challenges
Without doubt, Shusterman’s view of the aesthetic process of consump-
tion brings a considerable amount of novelty and precision into the con-
temporary philosophy of food and aesthetic theory. Shusterman is very 
much right in highlighting the temporal and performative aspects of 
the act of eating. I also concur with the analysis of the value of the art 
of consumption as a phenomenon contributing not only to the enrich-
ment of our aesthetic life but also of human health.

In this section, however, I shall outline some tensions faced by 
Shusterman’s definition. My main issue is with the mentioned proposal 
being still too focused on food appreciation and, thus, the process of 
eating not being (despite the explicit declaration) liberated from the ob-
jects eaten (dishes). These critical remarks will serve me as the ground 
for further inquiry where I would like to offer a more autonomous in-
terpretation of the aesthetic act of eating (in §4).

Shusterman claims that the art of eating amounts to answering the 
question about the way in which an edible product should be consumed. 
In his words: “[…] how to eat and drink in terms of our modes and man-
ners of ingestion can be constructed as the art of eating in its narrower 
and precise sense” (Shusterman 2016: 262). Since his proposal is to 
interpret at least some manifestations of the process of eating as an ex-
pression of art, I think one might ask for a certain sense of normativity 
of the aesthetic appreciation of that artform, e.g. if a given evaluation 
is correct or not (Zangwill 2003/2014). In other words, the aesthetic ap-
preciation needs to be directed to the qualities of some entity qua the 
kind of the entity it is.5 If this is correct, then “how to eat and drink” 
is determined by the food itself rather than the way in which the food 
is consumed. And this “how” allows for eliciting properties (both aes-
thetic and non-aesthetic) from the objects eaten. The primary function 
of food in the art of eating is explicitly noticed by Shusterman. I evoke 

the art of eating are: (1) posture; (2) movements; (3) the accessories for eating (e.g. 
choice of eating instruments); (4) selection of foods and their sequencing (acts of non-
selection as well; also spontaneous selection), and (5) perception (269–274).

5 This idea is notably presented and defended by Kendal Walton. In short, he 
claims that in order to correctly perceive an artwork we need to identify its features 
and categories (1970: 356). For the same issue explicitly concerning food and cuisines 
see also Ravasio (2018).
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his words: “Appreciating food’s crucial contribution to the art of eating 
[…]” (2016: 264, my emphasis). Thus, in the art of eating, the food goes 
first. I do not want to say that this claim is substantially wrong. On the 
contrary, it could be perfectly fine, unless we state that a certain ver-
sion of food consumption is art in itself. If we are keen to treat the art of 
consumption as a legitimate kind of art, as Shusterman does, it seems 
we need to make room for its “liberation” from the objects eaten. Thus, 
we have to identify its distinct features that do not belong to other art-
forms (e.g. to the culinary art understood as edible objects), if we would 
like to discuss the art of eating in a “narrow” sense. Moreover, the art 
of eating must be perceived as aesthetic on an equal level with food (e.g. 
a dish belonging to culinary art) and not as something only giving us 
“access” to the objects eaten.

It should be noted that the philosophy of theatre has already dealt 
with a similar problem. In the traditional view on the ontology of the-
atre, a performance was just an interpretation of the literary work 
and as such was denied an artistic status. Its role was only to give the 
viewers “access” to the literary work and it was judged according to 
its truthfulness to the literary work (Hamilton 2009a). It was show-
ing that a theatrical performance is not just an interpretation of the 
literary work that allowed for treating it as an independent form of 
art (Osipovich 2006; Hamilton 2009b). As has been mentioned earlier, 
Shusterman anticipates this kind of worry and proposes to see the re-
lationship between the object eaten and the act of eating as analogical 
to the one between a work of literature and theatrical performance. 
Suppose that a person is consuming an apple. In the very act of eating 
they have access to the qualities connected with what an apple is (how 
it tastes, smells and the like) as well as the qualities of the process of 
consumption in itself (e.g. rhythm of chewing). Thus, the eaten object 
is somehow “present” in the process of eating and some of its aesthetic 
qualities are “inherited” by the process of eating (and, naturally, the 
process of eating has different qualities than the apple as well). This 
is quite true with theatre, where the play “inherits” some properties of 
the script as the script is just one of the ingredients necessary for cre-
ating a theatrical performance.6 For example, Torvald Helmel’s words 
“There can be no freedom or beauty about a home life that depends on 
borrowing and debt” are both a part of A Doll’s House as Henrik Ibsen’s 
work as well as of a theatrical performance under the same title (al-
though, in the first case they are written, whereas in the second case 
they are spoken).

However, whereas in the contemporary philosophy of theatre a the-
atrical performance is free from any obligations regarding a literary 
work, in Shusterman’s view one of the key aspects of the art of eating 

6 According to this view a performance is never a performance of some other 
work, nor is it ever a performance of a text. The text of the literary work could be 
used as one of the ingredients to create a performance. See Hamilton (2007: 31–33).
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is to deepen the already existing properties of food. I do not think that 
such a role separates the act of eating from food in a sufficient degree. 
The potential aesthetic autonomy of the act of eating would be achieved 
only if we could value the act of eating without focusing so much on 
what we eat. Analogically, I can imagine a situation in which we are 
able to value a theatrical performance for its features no matter (most-
ly) what features are expressed by the work of literature.

In short, despite the undisputable value of Shusterman’s proposal 
it suffers from being still too object-focused. Food plays an over-crucial 
role in the definition described above, which considers the art of eating 
something merely secondary and auxiliary when compared to culinary 
dishes. This does not seem enough for someone who, as Shusterman, 
truly wants to present the art of eating as an example art, not only in 
an honorific sense.

Unlike Shusterman, I suggest not to refer to the act of eating as 
a work of art. I do not claim that some processes of food consumption 
cannot constitute an art form. There is no doubt that the question of 
whether an act of eating can be art depends primarily on the defini-
tion of art that we agree to accept. In other words, if we accept a fairly 
liberal definition of art we can easily include the act of eating into the 
art world. 

Having said that, I do not want to commit myself to any particu-
lar definition of art since, I hope, the more neutral my position is, the 
broader scope it has. Moreover, I am not entirely sure that seeing gas-
tronomy (food as objects, eating as processes) through the lens of art 
ascribes any special value to it in itself.7 I concur with Ferran Adrià, 
a Catalan chef and food theorist, who argues that gastronomy and art 
are marked by different sorts of creativity and performativity8 and, as 
a result, “[g]astronomy is not an art and does not purport to be one” 
(Jaques 2018: 241). Not perceiving gastronomy within the art frame-
work guarantees its autonomy and own language of communication. I 
do hope that my step is not a misinterpretation of Shusterman’s inten-
tion. First, he does not give any definition of art at all (Nb. for someone 
this could be a reason for a potential critique) and seems to be more 
interested in art as a cultural practice emerging on different occasions. 
Moreover, Shusterman uses the term “art” as well as “fine art” to draw 
our attention to what he really thinks is truly treating the act of eat-
ing as a fully-fledged source of aesthetic experiences. I do share the 
opinion that the act of eating, under some circumstances, is a profound 
aesthetic phenomenon.

7 In a similar spirit: John (2014).
8 Various types of food and art histories are in length noted by Korsmeyer (1999: 

141–145).
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4. Aesthetic Eating
In this section, I would like to propose such a definition of the act of eat-
ing—I label it “aesthetic eating” instead of “the art of eating”—in which 
what is appreciated is considered somehow separately from what is 
actually eaten. That is, in aesthetic consumption we value the quali-
ties of the process, and not the qualities of food itself. It is suggested 
that the new proposal enables us to overcome the challenges faced by 
Shusterman’s position as well as sheds light on the aesthetic function 
of the process of eating. I shall offer two understandings of aesthetic 
eating: a weak and a strong one. The former is Shusterman’s claim re-
conceptualised, whereas the latter goes toward the aesthetic autonomy 
of food consumption.

I propose weak aesthetic eating (henceforth WAE) to be a practice 
focused on eliciting aesthetic qualities of food and drinks by follow-
ing certain ready-made categories. By “ready-made” I mean rules and 
patterns that are traditionally associated with various kinds of foods 
and drinks that (supposedly) maximize their gustatory (and, thus, aes-
thetic) experiences.9 For example, we usually eat soup with a spoon or 
cut a beef steak with a knife, or have a glass of sparkling wine as an 
ice-cold drink, or a hot espresso as soon as it arrives at the bar counter. 
I shall then propose the following definition of WEA: 

x is WAE if: (i) x is an act of food consumption of a dish p by a person 
O; (ii) x focuses on eliciting p’s aesthetic qualities, and (iii) O aes-
thetically appreciates p through x.

WAE can be called “aesthetic” because it provides access to the aes-
thetic features of the eaten objects. (However, my definition does not 
presuppose that the process has or has not any aesthetic properties 
in itself.) WAE is an aware way of selecting and consuming food and 
drinks as well as a careful manner of detecting and enjoying the aes-
thetic potential of cuisines and food ingredients. In WAE the proper 
object of appreciation is a dish or a drink.10 Even if we experiment with 
the way we eat by trying to apply rules other than the ready-made cat-
egories (e.g. drink a cold espresso or eat melted ice-cream), in the end 
we are interested in what has changed in our perception and/or gusta-
tory experience of the food. In other words, the possible value ascribed 
to every violation of a well-established approach towards certain kinds 
of food is judged according to our renewed or reconceptualised culinary 
experience. It is easy to notice that WAE defined in such a way is linked 
to Shusterman’s proposal. Similarly to it, food plays the main part here. 

9 Food’s ability to elicit aesthetic experiences has been defined on many occasions. 
See e. g. John (2014), Jacques (2014), Adams (2018).

10 This seems to be coherent with John Dewey’s opinion on food and aesthetics: 
“[…] seeing, hearing tasting, become aesthetic when relation to a distinct manner of 
activity qualifies what is perceived” (2008: 55). Thus, the act of eating might become 
an aesthetic experience (and WAE remains neutral about that) only when we take 
into account what is actually consumed. See also Koczanowicz (2016)
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However, Shusterman’s proposal is stronger than WAE when treating 
the very act of eating as an object of aesthetic appreciation.

So far, I have referred to WAE, which has been motivated solely by 
my decision, but it is also worth mentioning that WAE can be some-
what “forced” by the unusual nature of the served dish. As an example 
I shall refer to Ferran Adria’s Margarita (2005). It took the form of a 
snow-white cube with a dab of salty foam on top, which was eaten with 
a teaspoon. Its shape and consistency was meant to trick our intuitions 
about the margarita drink: an alcoholic beverage that must necessar-
ily be in a liquid form. Imbibing this “drink” makes for an even more 
perplexing experience given the fact that it is served as an aperitif. Re-
gardless if Adria’s Margarita is a token of the so-called edible art or not 
(Andrzejewski 2018), we—as guests at the El Bulli restaurant—would 
have to decide in what way to approach this oddly shaped aperitif. 
Treating WAE in an experimental way might contribute to a discovery 
of new tastes, flavour combinations and modes of food preparation.

Now I would like to introduce the notion of strong aesthetic eating 
(henceforth SAE) understood as a practice focused on the aesthetic 
qualities of the act of eating. That is, SAE promotes paying attention 
and care to qualities belonging exclusively to the way of food consump-
tion. SAE’s definition is as follows:

x is SAE if (i) x is an act of food consumption of a dish p by a person 
O; (ii) O aesthetically appreciates x, and (iii) x is appreciated mostly 
regardless of p.
In SAE we encounter an alternative object of appreciation that is the 

way of eating or drinking. Imagine that you are at quite a fancy restau-
rant enjoying contemporary Central European cuisine (say, a kind of 
“variation” on pierogi/pielmieni). In WAE you would enjoy the food as 
a wonderful dish, ideally re-interpreted according to the contemporary 
trends yet still faithful to its long and noble tradition of being a local 
specialty of the European periphery, whereas in the framework of SAE 
you would enjoy that dish as well as the manner in which you enjoy it.

I would like to support the argument for SAE’s existence by refer-
ring to the recently emerged notion of the art of action (Nguyen 2020).11 
In short, the art of action is the art in which artefacts are intentionally 
meant to elicit first-hand aesthetic experience of mental and physical 
processes. That is, we “appreciate the aesthetic qualities which arise 
in their own action” (Nguyen 2020: 2). Contrary to the art of artefacts 
where we are focused on objects “[t]he art of actions, on the other hand, 

11 Nguyen uses the term “art” in a very broad sense and his definition is not very 
much attached to it, see (Nguyen 2020: 4). For him, the most important thing is to 
include some processes as belonging to the group that deserves aesthetic attention 
and consideration. Hence, I do not see how supporting SAE by the notion of the art 
of action would automatically contradicts my intuition that SAE is not a kind of 
art. What I am doing here is rather supporting my claim by the broad idea of the 
aesthetics of action.
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are marked by distinctively self-reflective aesthetic appreciation. In 
these arts, the focus of appreciator’s aesthetic attention is on aesthetic 
qualities of their own action.” What should be stressed here is that in 
the art of action we gain access, evaluate and process first and fore-
most our own, personal experiences, which cannot be appreciated (and 
shared) by someone else. This is due to the definition, which states that 
only I have a full access to the qualities of the action I am currently 
performing.12 My suggestion is that SAE exemplifies a phenomenon, 
which could match the above description. In other words, SAE is an 
act in which what we aesthetically appreciate is the qualities emerg-
ing from the process of eating, which are are to be separated from the 
qualities of the food itself.

One step in establishing my argument is to notice that in WAE th 
food will always play the main role, as it is the central object of our ap-
preciation and focus, but in SAE we can at least imagine a situation in 
which the way of eating may become more “important” than the object 
eaten. I do not want to claim here that the food should be fully ignored; 
my point is only that if we want to aesthetically appreciate the way of 
eating then we need to give it privilege over the food eaten (otherwise 
what would be appreciated is the food solely).  To explore such a pos-
sibility, I support my claim with an observation that Shusterman’s pro-
posal focuses only on cases when the art of eating deepens the aesthetic 
pleasures provided by food and drink and—by doing so—goes beyond 
these pleasures. Thus, it acknowledges only the “positive” relationship 
between the food and the act of eating. In such a case, it’s quite in-
tuitive to perceive the act of eating as still bound to the objects eaten: 
the act of eating contributes to something already enjoyable. However, 
we could easily think of a different scenario. Aesthetic eating may not 
increase my pleasure, but could save me during a totally disastrous 
dinner. In other words, if we could find a situation in which aesthetic 
eating would translate into the aesthetic satisfaction with the act of 
eating even if the object consumed (dish) it is not particularly tasty (or 
we just do not fancy it), then SAE would prove itself a valuable claim.

Again, imagine that you have been invited to dinner by a dear friend. 
She has chosen a small, cozy restaurant run by an acclaimed chef with 
a strange surname you cannot even pronounce. You have both ordered 
a tasting menu, and before you have finished your welcome drink, the 
first dish arrives. From that moment your horror is about to begin… 
There is an oyster on your plate! You are not a big devotee of seafood at 
all and you actually do not remember when exactly you have last eaten 
these monsters! Despite the tragic situation you do not want to hurt 
your friend’s feelings and decide to eat the oyster. She shows you how 
to hold the shell, what gestures to adopt in order to eat, what the ac-
curate timing is, and at which moment you need to put the shell back. 

12 Naturally, some actions are experienced and evaluated form the outside and 
the inside (Nguyen 2020: 3).
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You follow her instructions accurately and the result is not shocking at 
all: you do not like the oysters. However, you actually liked the funny 
way of eating them and felt quite proud of yourself for stepping out of 
your comfort zone.13 

My claim is that the specific nature of SAE reveals itself especially 
when it’s accompanied with quite a trivial yet profoundly true obser-
vation about our live: it is evident that we do not always like certain 
objects or activities such as hiking, boat trips, silent cinema, karaoke, 
or a vast range of types of food and beverages. However, sometimes we 
find ourselves in a situation when we would like to change our attitude 
toward particular objects, tastes, flavours, or styles and undertake the 
effort to like these things even if we actually do not fancy them.14 In 
such a case we deal with the so-called acquired taste. “Acquired taste” 
according to Kevin Melchionne “jump-starts new satisfactions where 
I do not initially find them” (2007: §1). It should not be confused with 
discovered taste. Unexpected flavour combinations, artworks or experi-
ences one has never had before are subjects of taste preferences that 
are, metaphorically speaking, hidden in oneself. For example, when 
I was in primary school I never thought that a sandwich with salty 
crisps and olive oil could be my thing (I admit: it does not sound very 
appetizing). However, after the first bite I totally fell in love! For me 
this experience was an example of discovered taste: a certain situation 
just revealed some truth about my personal taste. It turned out that I 
have always liked that kind of sandwich but have just not realised that. 

One could rise the objection that this is an argument in favour of 
liking the food and not the way of eating. This is partly true. However, 
I argue that if the aesthetic satisfaction driven from the act of eating is 
able to contribute to liking an initially disliked food then such way of 
eating is indeed a legitimate source of an aesthetic experience. What is 
more, in such a case we cannot simply say that aesthetic experiences 
are derived from food because we do not fancy it in the first place.15

13 One could argue that in such a case we appreciate not the act of eating itself 
but rather a broader experience at the table that is distinct from food ingestion. This 
objection can be easily rebutted by noting the following two facts. First of all, a recent 
research has shown that eating experience is multisensorial in nature and brings 
many aspects that are not vividly (at first glance) connected with food consumption 
(see Spence, Youssef 2019). Secondly, Nguyen argues that in the aesthetic process we 
also include our experiences of the outside world that are related to the appreciated 
activity (2020: 9).

14 An extreme example of such a case is analysed by Korsmeyer: “When disgust 
or revulsion is confronted and overcome, what was at first disgusting can become 
delicious” (2007: 149)

15 One could rise another objection in a similar spirit:  if the object of appreciation 
in SAE is not the food itself then it is a bit mysterious how SAE is supposed to 
help us acquire new taste. This potential issue might be undermined by noticing 
two points. First, in the process of acquiring new tastes (also in art) many factors 
are involved, e.g. decisions, intentions, social behaviours and project planning 
(Melchionne 2017, Korsmeyer 2002). Second, if we enjoy a certain way of eating then 
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For acquired tastes the element of decision is necessary. As Mel-
chionne puts it: “To acquire taste, we must decide to change the facts of 
our mental life. Acquired tastes are taken up despite the fact that, at 
the outset, we did not like them. Involving as if activity, acquired tastes 
are, by definition, never immediate, direct, or simple” (Melchionne 
2007: emphasis in the original). So, an individual has to know that they 
do not like x and decide to act as if they like x. It is worth noting that 
an acquired taste finally ends up in liking what we have previously 
only faked to like. Naturally, individuals cannot be forced (internally 
or externally) to like anything. Although, they might pretend to like 
something (a situation that results in a fake taste) or just stop making 
the effort to like something (acquired taste is not accomplished).

Having made a very brief outline of the issue of acquired taste, I 
suggest that aesthetic eating, if rightly adopted, is able to facilitate the 
process of developing acquired tastes. Firstly, WAE enables the subject 
to elicit the aesthetic properties from the object eaten. If we decided 
to really like something, then it would be valuable to maximize the 
aesthetic and gustatory impact of this object. For example, if someone 
has made a decision to like seafood, they should eat different kinds of 
seafood with attention and care in order to experience the seafood’s 
taste fully. (Even though sometimes this might be really painful). It 
cannot be ruled out that new ways of eating seafood (with or without a 
spoon, with eyes closed, accompanied with some herb-based drinks and 
the like) might contribute to its overall taste and provide us with more 
reasons to become devoted admirers of seafood.

Secondly, in SAE we are focusing mainly on the fact that we’re eat-
ing something and on the way in which we are doing it. For example, 
imagine that you are not a huge fun of whisky but many of your friends 
are and you often associate this alcoholic beverage with a nice vision 
of green Highlands or the rocky Islay island. What really might help 
you discover new experiences in the whisky world might be the way in 
which you consume that alcohol: your posture, other ingredients, the 
special way of pouring the mineral water, the manner of sipping, the 
timing in tasting and the mere fact that you’re challenging yourself. 
In other words, it is not only the bodily movements that contribute 
to the aesthetic satisfaction but also the cognitive aspect of the whole 
process that plays an important role in the overall experience.16 SAE 
invites one to value what could be called a meta-level of food consump-
tion. It is true that we pay attention to how we eat but when it comes 
to the actual moment of consumption in many cases (however, surely, 

we have to facilitate a certain kind of food in order to encounter this way of eating as 
frequently as possible. This might finally help us in acquiring a new taste.

16 I do not claim that the bodily and cognitive aspects of our existence go apart 
(in particular, I do not believe in any sort of Cartesianism). However, in some cases 
we are able at least conceptually to distinguish between these two elements. For 
example, a decision to eat a certain dish belongs to the realm of cognition, yet, 
naturally, is very often facilitated by the bodily needs.
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not always) the way of eating becomes quasi-transparent: it’s treated 
as a sort of “means” enabling us to taste the dish (WAE). SAE focuses 
on the higher level in the sense that one constantly pays attention and 
takes pleasures in something that is, in most cases, dimmed by food’s 
features.

Liberating substantially the way of food consumption from what is 
consumed in SAE may also have a moral dimension. There is no need 
to say much about the obvious fact that individuals consume differ-
ent kinds of food of varying quality, as well as its various quantities 
depending on their geographical location, socio-cultural conditions and 
financial abilities. Sometimes we eat what we can and not necessarily 
what we really want to. During mid-80s in a number of European coun-
tries people had very limited access to some of nowadays common goods 
such as citrus fruit, coffee, tea and some kinds of meat, to name just a 
few. Preparing a dinner for Christmas Eve for many families was quite 
a difficult task to accomplish since the meal itself was rather modest. 
However, despite the vivid shortcomings, many people took a consider-
able pleasure (I may risk to call it aesthetic in some cases) in the way in 
which food was prepared, put great effort into finding the ingredients 
(not always through official distribution channels) and showed a sort 
of creativity when they needed to replace some unavailable ingredients 
with more popular substitutes. SAE would help in dealing with the 
situation of shortage and unfriendly circumstances by focusing on the 
way of eating, e.g. consuming with dignity, responding to the behaviour 
of our loves ones, taking satisfaction from the mere fact that we did 
everything we could to prepare something to eat etc., and not being too 
much linked to what we actually ate. It should be emphasized that the 
suggested role of SAE is rather modest here but it still adds something 
to our moral realm.17

SAE does not work without any limitations. It is hard to argue that 
we can always receive aesthetic pleasure from the way in which we 
consume x, while at the same time completely not paying attention to 
what x actually is. Although this is often the case, one can easily imag-
ine a situation when we consume something so intensively flavoured or 
just profoundly not tasty that an individual simply cannot take even 
a tiny unit of pleasure from the act of eating in itself or they are not 
able to consume the food at all. Surely, a way of eating is ontologically 
dependent on what we eat: we can eat only when there is something 
to be eaten. Ontological priority does not mean, however, that judg-
ments over the aesthetic qualities of food and the way of eating are not 

17 An analogy might be driven from the ritual of tea ceremony. In short, it 
expresses profound aesthetic and moral values and each element of the ceremony 
must be in the right place. However, perfection is not required. On the contrary, 
imperfection plays a crucial role for this ritual. Moreover, when done in the right 
way, the taste of the tea becomes of secondary importance compared to the way of 
preparing and consuming this warm beverage, which are the most important ones. 
See Saito (2007: 33–35; 2017).
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separable. They often go hand in hand, but SAE shows that it is not a 
matter of necessity. Moreover, I want to emphasize that in SAE we are 
not “blind” to what we are eating. On the contrary, we do notice the 
consumed food but SAE invites us to experience something far beyond 
that.18

What Shusterman’s position and SAE have in common is that the 
object of aesthetic appreciation is the process of eating. I fully concur 
with Shusterman in setting up the project going beyond the food and 
seeking to value the somatic aspects of food ingestion. On the other 
hand, as I pointed out in §3, his proposal still suffers from being too 
object-focused: the food plays too big a role in his definition of the art 
of eating and needs to be liberated. Unlike Shusterman’s art of eating, 
SAE offers more independence to the act of eating, not only regarding 
its aesthetic autonomy but also by seeing the process of eating on its 
own terms. Such a way of its conceptualisation opens up the possibil-
ity of taking a genuine aesthetic pleasure from it and provides an op-
portunity for several improvements if needed. That is, when we are 
predominantly focused on the qualities of the act of eating we might 
notice its weak points.

5. Conclusion
The aim of this paper has been to sketch a framework allowing to see 
the act of eating as an aesthetic phenomenon. What I want to show 
is that, under some circumstances, it is possible to receive aesthetic 
satisfaction from the act of food consumption, in which what is appreci-
ated is, for the most part, considered separately from what is actually 
eaten. I called such a process “strong aesthetic eating” and contrasted 
it with “weak aesthetic eating”. The latter is a conscious way of eating 
that is primarily focused on eliciting food’s aesthetic features. Giving 
a considerable aesthetic autonomy to strong aesthetic eating does not 
automatically mean that food should not be valued aesthetically at all 
or valued to a lesser degree than the process of eating. On the contrary, 
I have argued that thanks to its aesthetic autonomy strong aesthetic 
eating is able to contribute to liking certain kinds of food (especially 
when we think of acquired tastes). I do hope that distinguishing the 
aesthetic pleasures of food from these of the act of eating will be able to 
not only enrich our aesthetic life but also deepen the aesthetics of our 
overall gustatory experience.19

18 This is exactly why we cannot claim that in SAE what is appreciated in the end 
is the food itself (as in the case of WAE). If SAE belongs to process aesthetics then 
the proper object of appreciation in SAE are qualities arising from the whole action 
of eating, and these cannot be reduced to the object eaten. Thus, the object eaten and 
the way of eating it are strictly connected to each other, yet separable in terms of the 
aesthetic appreciation.

19 I would like to express my gratitude to Alessandro Bertinetto, David Collins, 
Max Ryynänen, Mateusz Salwa, Marta Maliszewska and Monika Favara-Kurkowski, 
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