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5 “Childish, Self-Centered, and Cruel” 
Classed Disgust, Maternal Complaint, 
and Mediated Morality in an 
Anonymous Online Discussion Board 

Armi Mustosmäki and Tiina Sihto 

FUCK THIS SHIT that this day-to-day real life is with a newborn. It’s so true, your home 
becomes a prison. . . . Being awake is a continuous struggle while you try to fgure out 
why it is whining or screaming this time and nothing really makes it easier . . . Not a lot 
of eye contact yet so it’s mentally very tiring to hang out with a living doll. . . . You have 
milk running out of your tits continuously and all your clothes need to be planned so that 
you can breastfeed. 

Everything is about the baby. When you fnally make it out of the house for two hours, 
you pour wine down your throat with both hands and everyone that comes over to talk 
asks how things are going, even discussions with strangers are all about the baby shit!! 
Then you call a taxi so you can get back to the shushing. Yay. 

Your belly bulges in your own clothes, you look like you’re still pregnant, and your hair 
and face are in need of some care and soon. Your face is decorated by a couple big liver 
spots due to hormones and you look like you’ve aged 10 years in two months. . . . 

I’ve always said I don’t like babies, they are useless whining creatures that have slime of 
all colors oozing out of all holes. I was right about that. . . . The best part of course is that 
you can’t under any circumstances say that you hate this stuf. 

– Two hours after posting this – 

Now that the media seems to have again torn this post into their news, I’ll add here that 
the most beloved thing in the world is my little Penny girl ♥ 

Don’t send me hate mail, I’m not going to read it or react to it. I don’t give a fuck about 
any sanctimonious bullshit about this. 

These are extracts from a 2017 blog post by Finnish celebrity Sini Ariell. Ariell lives 
in Australia and is known for her work as a tattooist and in the pinup modeling 
industry as well as her reality TV appearances (e.g. Tattoo Studio HelsINK and 
Australia’s Cheapest Weddings). In the post, Ariell described her experiences as the 
mother of a newborn. It quickly went viral, sparking heated discussions in various 
Finnish digital media forums. In this chapter we engage with public responses to 
Ariell’s post on the anonymous online discussion board Vauva.f. Focusing on moth-
erhood and family life (vauva is Finnish for “baby”), Vauva.f resembles forums in 
other countries, such as Mumsnet in the UK (e.g. Jensen 2013). Taking an afective-
discursive approach, we are interested in the controversy Ariell’s post spawned and 
the moral and value positions it generated through the reactions of disgust and its 
circulation in the discussion. 
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Public “maternal complaint” (cf. “female complaint,” Berlant 2008) has become 
increasingly visible in the media in recent years. In TV (Catastrophe, Motherland) and 
cinema (Bad Mothers), mothers are behaving “badly,” rebelling against the norms of 
“perfect” motherhood (Littler 2019). These cultural representations might suggest 
that it has become more acceptable to express and discuss the “negative” emotions of 
motherhood – to say that motherhood is not always wonderful or fulflling. However, 
heterosexual nuclear family life is still very much a “happy object” (Ahmed 2010) 
loaded with expectations of happiness, stability and reciprocity. Although some cul-
tural representations portray mothers as exhausted and at times even unhappy, they 
remain relentlessly invested in good mothering and the ideal of happy family life (Lit-
tler 2019). 

At the same time, Finland’s birth rate has reached an all-time low (OSF 2019), lead-
ing to a fervent public debate about the causes and potential solutions. One constant 
topic in this debate is maternal complaint and whether the “oversharing” of nega-
tive experiences and feelings has damaged the “brand” of family life (e.g. HS 2017). 
Consequently, it has been argued in the media that family life should be “rebranded” 
in order to boost the country’s fertility rate, and that new parents – particularly mothers – 
should therefore emphasize the positive aspects of family life. Thus, Ariell’s blog post 
and the discussion surrounding it emerged at a cultural conjuncture where moral anx-
iety circulated regarding the “damaged brand” of family life, pronatalist discourses, 
and afects related to the family as a “happy object.” 

To analyze the mediation, mobilization, and circulation of disgust in online discus-
sions, we draw on previous sociological scholarship on disgust (e.g. Lawler 2005; 
Moore 2016) and feminist scholarship on disgust as a classed afect (Ahmed 2004; 
Skeggs and Wood 2012; Tyler 2008). This scholarship has shown how disgust is 
attached to and directed at the “lower classes,” and how social divisions are (re) 
produced through the policing of morality in the realm of culture (Skeggs and Wood 
2012; Tyler 2008). By tracing the reactions, objects, and circulations of disgust, our 
analysis contributes to discussions about how disgust is mobilized to maintain or chal-
lenge the existing moral and social order regarding reproduction and motherhood. 

Social Class, Motherhood, and Moral Disgust 

Finland is often characterized as a Nordic welfare state that strives for egalitarian-
ism and seeks to even out the inequalities embedded in social hierarchies. Thanks to 
its welfare state ethos, Finland has a history of the “illusion of classlessness”: it has 
often been thought that the country’s free education and extensive social services and 
benefts make equal opportunities available to all. Consequently, social class has been 
a sensitive issue insofar as it contradicts the ideals promoted by the welfare state. For 
decades, Finns were commonly described as being – or at least becoming – “one big 
middle class,” and it was claimed that class diferences no longer existed. However, 
since the 2008 economic crisis, discussion and research about social class has revived 
in Finland (for reviews, see e.g. Erola 2010; Kolehmainen 2017) – “one big middle 
class” no longer seems to be the reality, if indeed it ever was. 

Social class is a much-debated concept with diferent defnitions. We understand 
social class as a discursive, historically specifc construct that centrally infuences 
access to economic and cultural resources (Skeggs 2004, 2005). Thus, class cannot be 
understood in terms of economic capital or labor market positions alone: inequalities 
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are (re)produced through processes of distinction whereby middle-class identities are 
marked as normal and desirable, while working classness is marked as abnormal 
and undesirable (e.g. Lawler 2004, 2005). The middle-class gains value by attach-
ing negative value to the working class; for example, middle-class subjects aim to 
make themselves tasteful by judging classed others as tasteless (Skeggs 2004, 2005). 
Consequently, class is also an emotionally mediated (Tyler 2008), moralized position 
(Skeggs 2004) that usually involves making somebody “the other” – “immoral, repel-
lent, abject, worthless, disgusting or even disposable” (Skeggs 2005, 977). 

Previous studies (e.g. Jensen 2013; Skeggs and Wood 2012) have pointed out that 
norms and hierarchies related to class are often articulated through afective judgments. 
This connection between afect and moral judgment is exemplifed in perceptions of 
the desirable and the damaging. Class-based afective judgments are particularly pres-
ent in discussions surrounding contemporary motherhood. Parenthood, especially 
motherhood, is a site where classed ideals and norms are (re)produced and main-
tained. Contemporary parenting culture and ideals regarding motherhood, which 
highlight practices of “intensive mothering” (Hays 1996), can be seen as thoroughly 
middle-class (e.g. Perrier 2013). These practices are characteristically time-consuming, 
child-centered, expert-guided, emotionally absorbing, labor-intensive, and fnancially 
expensive – and thus out of reach for those who do not have sufcient temporal and 
fnancial resources. 

On the other side of the coin, there is the public scrutiny and mockery of working-
class mothers who are labeled “white trash” and associated with disgust and waste. 
Writing about the UK context, Tyler (2008) argues that the white trash “chav mum” 
is an afective fgure produced through reactions of disgust, embodying contemporary – 
and historically familiar – anxieties about working-class women and “excessive” and 
“irresponsible” reproduction and fertility. Arguably, however, the judgment of the 
“chav mum” not only targets “lower-class” mothers but also establishes and tightens 
the norms around middle-class motherhood, with the expectation that middle-class 
women will want to distinguish themselves as strongly as possible from “chav mums” 
in order to be seen as good, respectable mothers (Tyler 2008). While “ideal” mother-
hood is also classed in Finland (e.g. Berg 2008; Hiitola 2015), Finnish societal realities 
difer from those of Anglo-Saxon countries, and those diferences should be taken into 
account when one is applying Anglo-Saxon research to Finnish contexts. However, 
previous research has shown that cultural markers of social class in Finland bear strik-
ing similarities with those found in Anglo-Saxon countries – e.g. individual attributes 
which are seen to represent forms of excess, dirt, and lack of (self-)control are seen as 
signs of “lower-class” (Kolehmainen 2017). 

Disgust can take two diferent forms: physical and moral. Physical disgust involves 
sensory modalities, and it occurs refexively when one comes into proximity with 
objects that elicit bodily revulsion (e.g. rotten food, excrement, blood). Although it 
bears some resemblance to physical disgust, moral disgust is a more complex, ambiva-
lent, and multifaceted emotional constellation, as it can be accompanied by a range of 
other emotions, such as sadness or anger (Abitan and Krauth-Gruber 2015). Indeed, 
moral disgust can be so closely tied to anger that it is often difcult to separate the two 
(Russell and Giner-Sorolla 2013). However, what distinguishes disgust from anger is 
that disgust involves evaluations of “the other” (an individual or group) as inferior, 
and it contains moral judgments regarding others’ failures or moral transgressions 
(Pantti 2016). 
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In this chapter, we focus on disgust as a social sentiment that plays “a motivating 
and confrming role in moral judgements” (Miller 1997, 2). We are also interested in 
the relationship between moral disgust and social contamination. Disgust is often seen 
as concerned with the fear of becoming contaminated, infected, or polluted by prox-
imity to, contact with, or ingestion of the disgusting object (Miller 1997). As Moore 
(2016) notes, when we recognize our own disgust and proximity to the disgusting 
object, we also recognize the risk of being contaminated and thus becoming disgusting 
ourselves. Disgust is about being “too close” to the object of disgust and thus to the 
risk of contamination, for which reason the object of disgust has to be “pushed away” 
(Lewis 2012). However, as disgust is deeply ambivalent, it can also involve desire for 
the object of disgust (Ahmed 2004). 

Moral disgust is not born or maintained in a vacuum. It is tied to social agreements 
and power (Tyler 2013), and to middle-class fears of social contagion (Wood 2018). 
Moral disgust expects some degree of social concurrence (Miller 1997; Tyler 2013), 
as it demands that others share a similar afective relation to the object of disgust 
(Lewis 2012) and “seeks to include or draw others into its exclusion of its object” 
(Ngai 2005, 336). As Tyler (2013, 23) notes, “there is no disgust without an existing 
disgust consensus.” Consequently, “ugly feelings” such as disgust also have their own 
social and political functions (e.g. Miller 1997; Ngai 2005; Tyler 2013), and disgust 
reactions are often revealing of wider social power relations. Those who have access 
to economic, social, and cultural resources often have the power to determine what is 
seen as morally disgusting (Lawler 2005). Therefore, disgust is often about establish-
ing and maintaining diference and boundaries between the self and “contaminating” 
other(s), with those who fall on the “wrong” side of the boundaries being negatively 
defned and excluded (Ngai 2005; see also Miller 1997). 

Data and Methods 

Ariell’s post was published in Finnish on her personal blog as well as on her Facebook 
page on 11 December 2017. She mainly writes in Finnish, but the posts are translated 
into English. The translation appeared online the following day. The extracts at the 
start of this chapter are from the English version of the post. The data analyzed for 
this chapter came from a discussion thread on the anonymous online forum Vauva. 
f. This is one of Finland’s most popular websites, reaching around 500,000 visitors 
every week (a relatively high number, as the population of Finland is only 5.5 million). 
Comments on the site are moderated to ensure legality, good manners (e.g. no hate 
speech), and functionality (e.g. no trolling) (Vauva.f 2021). 

For our analysis, we chose the discussion thread that contained the most com-
ments about Ariell’s post. The thread was user-generated, with 499 comments written 
between 11 and 22 December 2017. This was one of the site’s most popular threads, 
and it appeared on the main page. We interpreted this popularity and the intensity of 
the reactions as a sign of the intensity and “stickiness” (Ahmed 2004) of the afects 
that circulated around Ariell’s post. However, like the “scandal” itself, the thread was 
intense but relatively short-lived: most of the comments (343 in total) were posted 
within 24 hours of the thread’s appearance online. 

Vauva.f’s terms and conditions state that all content published on its site is the 
sole property of Vauva.f, and the reproduction of any parts without approval is pro-
hibited. We therefore obtained consent from Vauva.f to use the discussion forum 
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data for our research purposes. The terms and conditions also stipulate that Vauva. 
f’s discussion forums are public spaces, and users are responsible for the content of 
their own posts. In the thread, some comments were pseudonymous, but almost all 
were anonymous. This made it possible for users to discuss sensitive topics without 
links to their own comment histories. To further protect participants’ anonymity, we 
have ensured that none of data extracts used in this chapter include identifers such as 
comment numbers. By translating the extracts from Finnish into English, we have also 
made it more difcult to track down individual comments. 

Because of their anonymity, securing the commenters’ informed consent would 
have been impossible. Some argue that informed consent should always be obtained, 
while others suggest that participants who post on public forums have already given 
consent automatically (e.g. Roberts 2015). This study follows the approach taken by 
previous research where informed consent was not sought from participants in online 
forums that were considered to be public spaces (Jaworska 2018). It is also important 
for researchers to access spontaneously generated data so as to be able to study emerg-
ing societal phenomena as they appear, without the researchers’ interference. Internet 
methods are particularly fruitful for studying sensitive topics and groups that are dif-
fcult to reach (e.g. Hammond 2018). Online discussion forums are important sites of 
meaning-making, as they collectively produce afective atmospheres and sensibilities 
that refect our current cultural conjuncture. Berlant (2008, viii) suggests that social 
media platforms are increasingly important sites “of consolation, confrmation, disci-
pline, and discussion about how to live as an x.” 

We study these sensibilities by analyzing afective-discursive practices in the dis-
cussion thread, drawing on Wetherell’s (2012) perception of the interwovenness of 
discourse, emotions, and afect (see also Ahmed 2004). In this framework, afective 
practices are seen as social processes that are shaped not only by social orders but also 
by a site’s digital technologies and architectures, which involve bodies, feeling states, 
and discourses that aim to make sense of the world. Anonymous discussion forums 
have their own specifc afective circuits, logics of functioning, and public allure. The 
dynamics and interactions in threads often appear nonlinear, hectic, chaotic, and flled 
with moments of emotional intensity. Anonymity can invite highly polarized and 
emotional styles of discussion and commentary. Thus threads are often “soaked with 
afect and antagonism,” and exchanges can be “petty, spiteful and bullying” (Jensen 
2013, 128). In such discussions, intense afects – disavowal, irritation, disgust – and 
ideas about immorality, dirt, and contagion are often directed toward and attached 
to classed others (Jensen 2013; Kolehmainen 2017). Practices of trolling and faming 
are also widely recognized. 

Before we started our analysis regarding disgust’s role in the discussions dealing 
with Ariell’s blog post, we were already familiar with the data, which we had analyzed 
for a research paper on the negotiation of boundaries of acceptable maternal emo-
tions (Mustosmäki and Sihto 2021). While conducting our analysis for that paper, we 
noticed that particular afective intensities (Paasonen 2015) circulated around expres-
sions of disgust in the thread: comments containing disgust seemed to arouse strong 
reactions, with large numbers of responses from other commenters as well as upvotes 
and downvotes. Comments that contained disgust also seemed to steer the discussion 
into new and sometimes unexpected directions. 

In this chapter, we are particularly interested in tracing reactions of disgust and 
emotions that are closely aligned with disgust, such as anger, contempt, and hatred. 
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In line with Ahmed (2004), we ask: what are the objects of disgust? What triggers 
disgust, and where is it directed? What does disgust do? While conducting the data 
analysis, we did not restrict our focus to clear and direct reactions of disgust but also 
included related emotional reactions, such as contempt, anger, and hate. Although 
these emotions all have diferent triggers, psychologists (Izard 1977) and cultural the-
orists (Ahmed 2004) perceive them as strongly moral emotions that maintain moral 
and social boundaries. These boundaries are blurry in social media discussions: moral 
disgust appears alongside related emotions (e.g. Pantti 2016), and they often blend 
with and reinforce one another. Moral disgust, contempt, and anger – the “hostility 
triad” (Izard 1977) – share similarities, as they all involve rejection and evaluation of 
the other as inferior. They function to maintain social divisions, particularly in rela-
tion to social class and race (see also Ahmed 2004). 

At the frst stage of our analysis of disgust, we directed our attention toward the dis-
gust reactions and judgmental gaze directed at Ariell as a public fgure and the mother 
of a newborn. We also noticed that Ariell’s act of revealing her negative emotions 
and making them public further triggered disgust and contempt. Disgust and related 
emotions were expressed in online communications in varying ways. Sometimes the 
expression was direct and verbal, as in “yuck!” or “I’m repulsed/sickened/disgusted 
by  .  .  .” Contempt and hate were often expressed indirectly through sarcasm and 
irony, but also in rather straightforward language that had a moralizing and contemp-
tuous tone. Sometimes emotional intensities were heightened by the use of capital 
letters or emotionally loaded words. 

In the second round of analysis, we analyzed the data in more detail to examine 
the objects of disgust. We found that disgust was also attached to fgures other than 
Ariell, such as other mothers, and to societal norms and discourses. Here it was evi-
dent that commenters sought to generate certain emotional responses in order to push 
the discussion in new directions (e.g. Paasonen 2015). While we remained aware of 
the normative aspects that afective reactions and emotions entail, our analysis also 
demonstrated that emotions and afects were recruited for nonnormative purposes. 
Although emotions are closely aligned with the reproduction of social norms and rela-
tions, emotional reactions are not wholly determined by those norms and may take 
unexpected directions. 

In line with MacLure (2013), during our analysis we were particularly interested 
in movements and entanglements within the data. Consequently, the expressions of 
disgust that caught our attention were not “representative” of the data, insofar as the 
data also contained a variety of other emotional responses (Mustosmäki and Sihto 
2021). Rather, we understood these expressions of disgust as afective “hotspots” 
(MacLure 2013) that glowed in the data. However, in addition to our afective-dis-
cursive analysis, we also pinpointed afective intensities by examining upvotes and 
downvotes, which allowed us to evaluate the popularity of particular views. 

Disgust Toward Ariell 

In the discussion, disgust was often directed toward and attached to Ariell, who 
was labeled an unft mother and located outside of the realm of respectable, mid-
dle-class maternal femininity. A recurring trigger of negative afective evaluations 
was Ariell’s body and appearance. There were references to her large visible tat-
toos, heavy makeup, and revealing clothing, which were treated as features that 
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made her an unft mother who focused on her looks instead of her child. These 
reactions paralleled the visual and afective invitations that are familiar from real-
ity TV: commenters based their judgments on small details (“close-ups”) of Ariell’s 
body parts, and on revelations about her personal life (Skeggs and Wood 2012). 
The reactions to Ariell’s physical appearance were dense with classed afect (cf. 
Kolehmainen 2017; Tyler 2008). References were made to excess, inauthenticity, 
and lack of taste (cf. Lawler 2004) that contradicted the normative, middle-class 
ideals of ordinariness, naturalness, and authenticity (e.g. Åberg 2020). As Lewis 
(2012) points out, part of the making of middle-class femininity is to render women 
who display the “wrong” kind of femininity disgusting. Commenters engaged in 
an evaluative process that Skeggs and Wood (2012) call “metonymic morality,” 
scrutinizing Ariell’s body parts and practices so that those details came to represent 
the whole person: 

The fact that her Insta account is flled with pictures of her ass and tits is shock-
ing in itself, but then she also has to underline that _she has never liked babies_. 
. . . Of course when you spend time putting on that face and taking pictures of 
whatever body parts, then the baby’s hunger, wet diaper, etc. will disturb you. 

(606 upvotes, 61 downvotes) 

Ariell’s appearance was seen as a signifer of selfshness – she prioritized her looks 
and her own needs over her child. This then came to signify “bad motherhood,” as 
the strong moral imperative is that mothers should always prioritize their children. 
Ariell was seen as failing to meet this imperative, and thus as failing at motherhood 
(e.g. Berg 2008). In the extract above, the intensity of the disgust and disapproval was 
further highlighted by the large number of upvotes – this comment was among those 
that received the most upvotes in the thread. However, to some extent the number of 
upvotes was partly explained by the comment’s being one of the earliest in the thread, 
as comments posted at the beginning of a discussion usually garner more attention 
than those posted later. 

In the thread, Ariell was also judged for excessive alcohol use and for not doing 
housework: 

According to the story, sometimes she goes to bars and drinks with both hands. 
Apparently someone else takes care of the baby every now and then. How 
much [does] the dad participate in childcare? I assume Sini does not clean or do 
housework. 

(Votes unavailable) 

This comment exemplifed the process of metonymic morality, as details about Ariell’s 
private life were extended to signal other private shortcomings: she lacked proper 
maternal behavior, therefore she failed at proper homemaking. These aspects of 
maternity were afectively attached to each other (Ahmed 2004), although the blog 
post itself did not make any direct references to housekeeping practices in Ariell’s 
family. 

Ariell was also deemed to have failed at appropriate maternal feelings, as she was 
interpreted as not liking babies and being disgusted by her child. Some commenters 
were disgusted by Ariell’s description of babies as “useless” and with “slime of all 
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colors oozing out of all holes.” Ariell’s own disgust toward the baby’s bodily fuids 
was greeted with irritation, contempt, and even anger. Babies’ needs were naturalized, 
and it was considered a mother’s duty to control her own feelings of disgust. Further-
more, Ariell was interpreted as expressing hatred toward her child, which prompted 
anger and dismay: 

[It is] childish, self-centered, and cruel toward one’s own child to vent one’s hate 
for babies publicly. .  .  . She should stop bawling. That is extremely childish as 
well. 

(22 upvotes, two downvotes) 

Consequently, moral disgust was directed toward Ariell’s presumed failures at 
“proper” maternal behavior and bonding with her child. The disgust and dismay were 
often intertwined with worries about the child’s future. In order to distance them-
selves from Ariell’s mothering practices, the commenters drew distinctions between 
themselves and her, underlining that they themselves had never had such problems 
(see also Skeggs 2004, 2005). 

Disgust Toward Public Maternal Complaint 

In some of the comments, what was seen as disgusting was the act of sharing dif-
cult maternal experiences and feelings publicly. Moral judgment and contempt were 
expressed through sarcastic expressions, while some comments manifested disgust in 
more straightforward expressions of revulsion (such as “oh vomit!”) (see also Pantti 
2016). Ariell’s blog post was dubbed “public vomit,” “churning out,” or “defeca-
tion,” and was thereby framed as an uncontrollable public outburst: 

Oh vomit! Everyday life with a baby is tough, but does one have to defecate this 
all onto social media? 

(15 upvotes, three downvotes) 

In addition to disgust, related emotions of contempt and anger were also to be found 
in the comments. Here again, it was the act of sharing one’s feelings publicly that vio-
lated the norms of motherhood, rather than the feelings themselves: 

It is ok to feel that way. It is ok to speak about one’s feelings openly to one’s 
spouse and friends. It is NOT ok to write all of one’s private business publicly 
on social media. Nice for the child to read them when she’s older. Not. Shame on 
you, Sini Ariell. 

(21 upvotes, three downvotes) 

Shame, like disgust, is a response to something that is perceived as morally wrong, 
and it involves the judgment of others (Ahmed 2004). Ariell was shamed for publicly 
expressing her feelings. Moral judgment was especially present when attention was 
directed toward her child. Ariell was seen to have crossed a line between public and 
private that should not have been crossed for the child’s sake. A recurring theme in 
the thread was the worry that Ariell’s child might fnd what her mother had written 
about her and be traumatized by it when she was older. 
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These reactions to Ariell’s crossing the line between public and private could be 
interpreted as classed. Keeping the difculties of family life private has been consid-
ered part of the ideal of the middle-class family (e.g. Nätkin 1997). Although the 
act of publicly sharing supposedly private matters mostly attracted disgust, there 
was also a plethora of supportive reactions that recognized the existence of dif-
cult aspects and feelings of motherhood (for more detail, see Mustosmäki and Sihto 
2021) and applauded Ariell’s bravery in stepping forward. However, commenters that 
voiced such support for Ariell then became targets of dismay, contempt, and disgust 
themselves: 

Nice that a group of a similar kind [of women] go along with this full-mouthed 
broad on FB [Facebook]. 

(19 upvotes, four downvotes) 

Supportive commenters became afectively attached to Ariell, forming a group of a 
“similar kind of women” whose feelings and behavior were judged. Similarly, Ariell’s 
blog became afectively aligned with the wider public discussion of motherhood, and 
was seen as representing public maternal complaint and the “negative discussion” of 
family life. In some comments, a “culture of negativity” was seen as having permeated 
all spheres of life: 

I rather feel that there is a right to complain about everything these days, and to 
bring out the negative sides, but when it concerns for example children, it is sup-
posedly hypocritical to say that children – including teenagers, whom everyone 
seems to fnd appalling – are for me an enormous source of joy. 

(40 upvotes, four downvotes) 

This type of comment claimed that complaining had become so widespread that there 
was no room for positive discussions of family life. As mentioned above, Finnish 
media constantly blame the “negative branding” of family life for the country’s low 
fertility rate, which has become an object of moral anxiety (HS 2018, 2021; IL 2018). 
Consequently, some commenters expressed anxiety that Ariell’s blog post might mobi-
lize afects among childless people that would negatively infuence their intention to 
have children. Thus, it was feared that the afects Ariell’s blog mobilized would spill 
over into wider society (Ahmed 2004; Wood 2018), threatening the “brand” of fam-
ily life. In some comments, contempt and disgust were attached not only to Ariell but 
also to mothers who were seen as similar to her, who were framed as bringing shame 
to the nation (cf. Tyler 2008): 

All I can say is that I don’t understand “mothers” these days. .  .  . The biggest 
threat to the future of Finland is not Russia or any kind of economic recession, 
but the stupidity and laziness of people. 

(29 upvotes, 11 downvotes) 

The intensity of negative afects attached to mothers and public maternal complaint 
was heightened by references to contemporary cultural phenomena as well as nos-
talgia for the past. In these comments, mothers were seen as unable to put their own 
needs aside and were labeled faky and lazy. The intensity of negative afects attached 
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to contemporary mothers and their presumed weakness was heightened by allusions 
to Finnish history and grand narratives of the national crises the country had faced. 

Disgust Toward “Perfect Mothers” and Pronatalist Discourses 

When we followed the trajectories of negative afects as the discussion progressed, 
we found that some commenters also reacted with disgust and irritation to com-
ments that criticized Ariell. Some were disgusted by those that sought to silence public 
maternal complaint, and some were disgusted by overtly positive discourses of family 
life, which they perceived as fake: 

Just let it go, you hypocrites. I’m more sickened by the mamas who churn out 
some dreamy over-the-top love bullshit. 

(11 upvotes, 19 downvotes) 

In these comments, negative feelings were seen as inherent to motherhood. These 
commenters further questioned whether “perfect mothers” might actually be hiding 
their true feelings: 

Oh come on .  .  . I say that she [Ariell] is healthier than some mother who has 
forced herself to be calm, who with her lips clenched into a thin line sings a lul-
laby to her child thinking that the child does not sense her inner anger. Finland is 
full of these angry mamas and depressed children. 

(Votes unavailable) 

While some comments saw Ariell’s feelings, and her public sharing of them, as threat-
ening, here the repression of negative feelings was interpreted as an even more serious 
threat. Disgust and moral anxiety were directed back at, and thus attached to, these 
“perfect mothers.” These mothers were deemed to be performing a role and being 
inauthentic. Their investments in motherhood and choices were moralized, as they 
were seen to be using their children as objects for self-validation: 

I’m disgusted by this type of mother. They are not good mothers, they just put on 
an act, and [for them] children are just objects on display, used to seek approval 
and closeness. Love is not the frst thing that springs to mind in connection with 
these moms. Sini will be a real mother who will give real love, not a poser who 
just performs some mama role like these hypocrites on this thread. 

(19 upvotes, 23 downvotes) 

This change in the tone of the discussion, whereby disgust became attached to and 
directed at “perfect mothers,” arguably reveals that the value system of the middle 
classes is not completely accepted, and that respectability as a mother continues to 
be a site of struggle. As Skeggs (2004) has documented, being pretentious is a sin for 
the working-class, while authenticity is seen as a moral virtue. Through these afects, 
which directed hate and disgust back at “perfect” and presumably middle-class moth-
ers, commenters were trying to generate value for themselves and their own practices, 
which might diverge from middle-class norms (see also Ahmed 2004; Skeggs and 
Wood 2012). However, these comments often received more downvotes than upvotes, 
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indicating that disgust toward “perfect mothers” was met with more mixed responses 
than disgust toward Ariell or public maternal complaint. 

The afects set in motion by “perfect mothers” were also seen as causing women to 
hesitate over whether to enter motherhood. The idea of having to align oneself with 
“perfect mothers” or their lifestyle was deemed disgusting: 

This is exactly the group of mothers that is one of the reasons why I’m not sure 
if I want to have children at all. I’m disgusted with the idea that I should identify 
with them. 

(Votes unavailable) 

Many commenters recognized a pronatalist afective atmosphere that encouraged or 
pressured women to have children and to accept the changes that motherhood would 
entail. However, disgust, contempt, and annoyance were further directed toward 
commenters who essentialized motherhood or emphasized the cultural narrative that 
“normal women” would eventually grow into motherhood even if they became preg-
nant unintentionally (e.g. Shelton and Johnson 2006). These reactions of annoyance 
at pronatalist discourses shed light on resistance: 

I think this text is a good opening for voluntary childlessness. Many who become 
pregnant by accident feel pressure to keep the child and “grow up,” “give up 
navel-gazing,” etc. I wish that after this kind of statement, people with the men-
tality of Antti Rinne would think twice before they started to demand that those 
who have chosen childlessness should start a joint efort to have babies or some 
other crap. 

(14 upvotes, zero downvotes) 

This commenter emphasized that it might not be wise to pressure women into mother-
hood. Although the comment contained disdain for Ariell’s blog post, more intense 
afects of irritation and dismay were directed toward fgures that engaged in prona-
talist discourses. Pronatalism was afectively attached to Antti Rinne, a member of 
parliament and former leader of the Social Democratic Party. This was a reference to 
another media upheaval that had taken place earlier in 2017, when Rinne expressed 
his worry over the declining fertility rate and called on citizens to make an active 
contribution. His speech was seen to assume that childbearing was a national duty, 
and in social media it was even compared to the politics portrayed in the dystopian 
novel and TV serial The Handmaid’s Tale (MTV3 2017). This intertextual reference 
further intensifed the disgust and negative afects directed at pronatalist discourses 
in the thread. By attaching negative afect – namely, disgust – to pronatalist attitudes, 
commenters aimed to push the discussion in new directions. 

Conclusions 

In this chapter, we have traced the reactions of disgust that Ariell’s blog post generated 
on an anonymous online discussion board. Our afective-discursive analysis revealed 
that Ariell was made a vessel for anxieties and moral judgments circulating around 
contemporary motherhood: the disgust, contempt, and hatred directed toward her 
clearly sought to reinforce hegemonic middle-class norms of motherhood. These 
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judgments further highlighted the ambiguous nature of disgust: while the disgusting 
other was rejected, the afective practices in the online discussion invited others both 
to share that afective relation to the other and to gain pleasure from the judgment 
(Ahmed 2004; Ngai 2005). 

Our analysis also revealed the cultural unease around public expressions of nega-
tive maternal emotions. The discussion around Ariell’s public account of her dif-
fcult experiences and emotions as a mother can be read as symptomatic of an 
explosion of anxiety about increasing public maternal complaint and dropping 
fertility rates in Finland. The moral disgust at Ariell’s blog post seemed to emerge 
from the fear that her openness would be contagious and contaminate (m)others 
(Ahmed 2004; Wood 2018), undermining the “brand” of family life and leading 
prospective parents to opt out of having children due to the “unrealistically” nega-
tive public discussion of family life and motherhood. Moral disgust was mobilized 
to silence public maternal complaint and maintain the existing social order and 
social hierarchies. 

Interestingly, the disgust expressed toward Ariell’s post was mostly triggered by 
what commenters perceived to be moral and social transgressions. The commenters 
did not react with disgust to the parts of the original post that contained common, 
visible markers of bodily disgust, e.g. the “leaky” maternal body (“milk running out 
of your tits”) or physical changes such as liver spots. Instead, the disgust was more 
often directed toward Ariell herself, who was interpreted as being disgusted by her 
own leaking body and the leaking body of her baby. These reactions recalled another 
social media uproar that had taken place the year before. In 2016, another Finn-
ish celebrity had faced a backlash after expressing disgust toward public breastfeed-
ing. As Lehto’s (2019) analysis of this “scandal” showed, disgust was more often 
and more intensively attached to the celebrity who had expressed disgust toward the 
“leaking” maternal body than it was to leaking maternal body itself. Our fndings 
also underline the normative and social aspects and functions of disgust: the maternal 
body per se is less uncontrollable or threatening to the social order than “improper” 
maternal behavior or public maternal complaint, which are perceived as contagious 
and dangerous. 

However, disgust also took other directions. It was attached to “perfect mothers” 
who highlighted the positive sides of maternal experience and demonstrated their 
own investment in normative maternity and the “happy object” of family life (Ahmed 
2010). Disgust was further directed toward pronatalist discourses and the fgures 
that promoted them. Thus, disgust was mobilized to challenge the existing moral 
and social order. Consequently, disgust not only functioned to protect what was seen 
as good or pure, but was also mobilized as a form of resistance (Kosonen 2020). 
These “revolting tactics” appeared in the forum thread discussed in this chapter: 
those deemed disgusting sought to redefne the category of “disgusting.” However, 
as Kosonen (2020) points out, it is important to ask how far these tactics succeed in 
challenging the social order, as such signs and afective practices do not have the same 
historical and afectively sticky genealogies of meaning that make majoritarian emo-
tions so powerful. Similarly, in our study, the assignment of negative value to “perfect 
mothers” and the expectation that negative maternal feelings should be kept private 
had less “disgust-ability” than public maternal complaint or the fgure of Ariell herself 
(Kosonen 2020). This can also be seen in the distribution of upvotes and downvotes in 
the thread: comments that expressed disgust toward “perfect mothers” received more 
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mixed responses. As Ngai (2005, 353) elegantly puts it, “disgust does not so much 
solve the problem of social powerlessness as diagnose it powerfully.” 

Our analysis of disgust reactions around Ariell’s blog post reveals the broader cul-
tural conjuncture we are living in, as well as struggles over the norms of contemporary 
motherhood, which include anxiety and discomfort around questions of care and 
reproduction. Yet public exposure to the unhappy efects of the promise of happiness 
(Ahmed 2010) can be afrmative, since it can provide us with alternative ways of 
imagining what might indeed be a good or better life. 
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