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ABSTRACT

Aesthetic investigations of ugliness have increased in popularity in the last
decade, but existing treatments of ugliness either fail to provide a satisfying
explanation for ugliness’ unique presence and role, or merely provide a
compendium of ugly instances. This thesis provides a non-equivocating
explanation of ugliness which accounts for its phenomenological variety
while retaining the roles of both object and subject, constituting a novel
treatment in the field of aesthetics. An account of the concept’s popular
association as a beauty’s negation is reassessed, along with investigation of
the proliferation of species, features, and problems associated with ugliness
in aesthetic writings. In addition to surveying classic and contemporary
notions of ugliness in western aesthetics, this thesis provides a novel
survey of ugliness in East Asian aesthetics, with a focus on ugliness in
Chinese aesthetics. The project encompasses not only artistic instances of
ugliness, but also natural phenomenon as well. The exploration and
explanation of the nature of ugliness as a negative aesthetic value is
accomplished by locating the conceptual core of ugly experience in a
framework of aspectual judgment.
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Introduction – Anatomizing Ugliness
“Beauty has only one type; ugliness has a thousand.”
– Victor Hugo1
“There is nothing ugly; I never saw an ugly thing in my life:”
– John Constable2
“All the world knows the beauty of the beautiful, and thus they know
ugliness.”

– Laozi (老子)3

The quotes above, given by a writer, a painter, and a philosopher,
each make a claim about ugliness. Viewed separately, each of their claims
can be supported by our experience of the phenomenon of ugliness.4
Many thinkers have claimed ugliness is so diverse that it defies
classification. Others have considered ugliness to be nothing at all. And
many have described ugliness as the mere opposite of beauty. Each claim
has its evidence. But taken together as describing one concept, such views
of ugliness appear contradictory and difficult to analyze as belonging to a
unified notion. This difficulty in describing ugliness is not unique to the
experience of aesthetic negativity and disvalue.
Discussions of art and aesthetics contain several contested concepts
which continue to be used despite their contentious nature. Not only are
the very terms of discussion debated in theory (what we mean by ‘art’
and ‘aesthetics’), but the nature of aesthetic experience and the
phenomenon of artistic practice also call into question our terminology of
appraisal. Beauty has been a perennial focus of such debate in the branch
of philosophy which came to be called aesthetics. But the term which we
use as beauty’s opposite or negative – ugliness – has received far less
Preface to his play Cromwell (Hugo (2013)).
Quote continues: “…: for let the form of an object be what it may, — light, shade, and
perspective will always make it beautiful.” In Leslie (1951), p.280.
3 Author’s translation from section two of 道德經 (Dao De Jing). This phrase can be
rendered very differently; see my Chapter 6 for discussion.
4 This thesis will explain how each claim may be justified in some sense (but not in
another). While ugliness as the opposite of beauty serves well definitionally, it does not
fully describe the experience of ugliness when there is an expectation that it may be
found through the opposition, reversal, or negation of the experience of beauty.
1
2
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attention. Like other aesthetic judgments, ugliness is universally
recognized, and yet it has seldom been the subject of systematic
explanation. There are only a handful of monographs dedicated to the
concept, and most insights are to be found in the shadow of discussions of
its more attractive opposite. With the recent English translation of Karl
Rosenkranz’ Aesthetics of Ugliness, there has been a renewal of interest in
the concept, but a contemporary, comprehensive explanation of the
phenomenon of ugliness is still lacking.5
The purpose of this thesis is to explore and explain the nature of
ugliness as an aesthetic value. I give an account of the concept’s popular
association as beauty’s negation, while highlighting the dissimilarities
between the two terms. This pursuit is directed not only at artistic
instances of ugliness, but also towards natural phenomena. My account of
natural and manmade ugliness contains an exploration of the aesthetic
object as a contributor to experience alongside a recognition of the
subjective role of the viewer. Existing treatments of ugliness either fail to
provide a satisfying explanation for ugliness’ unique presence and role, or
only provide a compendium of ugly instances.
Providing a non-equivocating explanation of ugliness which
accounts for its phenomenological variety and retains the roles of both
object and subject constitutes a novel treatment in the field of aesthetics.
Another novel feature in my thesis is the provision of a primer on
ugliness in East Asian aesthetics, particularly those of China. Collating
these aesthetic insights and practices with those of other aesthetic
theories, I catalogue the various clusters of concepts that are associated
with ugliness. To reconcile the wide range of views of ugliness, I

As discussed in chapter 5, most articles are art-historical (in what I call the narrativestream of philosophy), and the most recent analytical articles are in Kantian studies
(apart from Paris (2017), discussed in Ch.5).
5
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construct an aspectual account of aesthetic judgments which explains the
negativity, variety, flexibility, and occasional utility of ugliness.6
This thesis divides roughly into three sections of preparation,
collation, and argumentation with an aim of locating the experience of
ugliness in aesthetic judgment. To accomplish this anatomy of ugliness,
my thesis first explains the tools which I use to perform the operation.7 I
then gather all the specimens of ugliness which are most salient and carve
out the core portions of each. These are organized into species, features,
and problems of ugliness.8 Finally, I lay out my explanation of aspectual
aesthetic judgment in general, into which the disparate pieces of ugliness
are resolved or reconstituted. The chapters are as follows:
Chapter 1 contains my set of definitions and conventions relating to
aesthetics in general, and value judgments in particular. I provide an
explanation of how I use aesthetic terminology and also address my basic
assumptions about negative value judgments. The chapter closes with a
collection of definitions and conventions.
Chapter 2 introduces the reader to my method of research and
explains the arrangement of my literature review, which is divided into
four parts, each with its own chapter (minor mentions, reversals of
beauty, major treatments, East Asian examples). Following this
explanation of approach, I describe how I collate (collecting species ‘SX’,
features ‘FX’, & problems ‘PX’) and analyze the insights found in the
literature. To demonstrate my collation method and to provide examples
of the two main approaches to ugliness, I close with a review of two
introductory articles.

This construction project is largely informed by my experience and training as an artist,
both as a studio arts undergraduate and as a practicing artist in illustration and theatre
design.
7 I also mean to gesture to the once-well-known Anatomy of Melancholy by Robert Burton,
which also sought to describe a human phenomenon with exhaustive collation while
seeking to maintain a shared conception within a scaffolded system. Burton (1932). It is
also a bit of self-deprecation, as the old Anatomy employed multi-tiered orders which
dwarf those in my conclusion. See also Miller (1998).
8 Levinson (2014b) also organized different kinds of beauty into 6 ‘species’.
6
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Chapter 3 is my collection of minor treatments of ugliness, usually
found alongside comments on beauty. This collection ranges from
philosophers of ancient Greece up until the writings of modern aesthetic
theorists. I group the comments into focus on ugliness in the object, in the
subject, or in the experience. This is followed with a comparison, critique,
and collation using the system introduced in chapter 2.
Chapter 4 is dedicated to exploring the implications of the
conventional adage that ‘ugliness is the opposite of beauty.’ While the
linguistic convention is conceded, the description of the experience of
ugliness via reversal or negation is found to be unsuccessful. After
addressing the logical and semantic challenges of negation, I consider
what transformations of aesthetic positive value (beauty) via reversal or
opposition could look like. This is done by reconstructing ugliness
through ‘uglification’ of Plato, Kant, and Roger Scruton’s descriptions of
beauty.
Chapter 5 is where I deal with the largest, or most narrowly focused
literature on ugliness. These are divided into articles and chapters which
exist in smaller form but carry significance for the discussion of ugliness.
Next are surveys, which contain several writings on the theme of negative
aesthetic judgments. Finally, I discuss systematic works which take on
ugliness (or a subspecies, e.g. disgust) in an extensive way. Due to the
diversity and range of the material, collations of ugly conceptions (SX, FX,
PX) are made in each section.
Chapter 6 is devoted to conceptions of ugliness in East Asian
aesthetics (EAA). This provides a novel contribution on literature relating
to ugliness and gives examples for engaging in intercultural comparisons
of ugliness. It is also a new lens with which ‘western’ aesthetic theories
may be reviewed. This chapter begins with etymological insights into
ugliness in Chinese and the use of major terms in early texts.9 I then go

The choice of Chinese also informs other EAA countries such as Korea and Japan,
which long (and in some cases still) used Chinese characters.
9
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on to examine notions which are uniquely emphasized in EAA and
demonstrate how these (alongside more ‘normal’ notions) are
incorporated into the arts themselves. I close this section with an
assessment of EAA’s contribution of unique and universal perspectives
and again use the collation system from previous chapters.
Chapter 7 begins my three-chapter explanation of ugliness. This
chapter describes my view of aesthetic experience, emphasizing it as
holistic (gestalt-relationality and immediacy) and aspectual (perspectives
which are object-centric and subject-centric). After explaining and
justifying my approach, I introduce a sampling of the aspects involved in
aesthetic judgment and assemble them into a four-level framework.
Chapter 8 takes the preceding chapter’s framework and negates the
aspects, indicating the terms of description employed in discussions of
ugliness. I also address the important notion (introduced in Ch.7) of ought
and ought-not, the latter of which is given as the core-concept underlying
the various aspects in an ugly judgment. In this section I give an account
for all of the collected features of ugliness (FX). A section of ekphrasis
provides three comparisons of ugliness in photography, architecture, and
nature which helps to demonstrate the applicability of my approach.
Chapter 9 revisits concerns of equivocation, conflation and
deflation, before going on to address the remaining species of ugliness
(SX). The problems of ugliness (PX) are also revisited. Though some
species and problems are diminished, others retain broad applicability,
and all are readily explained by my account of ugliness as given in
chapters 7-8. A final review of the thesis is summarized, followed by an
explanation of the existence of ugliness. The closing word is a twofold
reminder: that the experience of ugliness is independent and undiminished
by an explanation of ugliness; that the fact we have such experiences, in
such ways, speaks as much to the sense of mystery (and misery) in us as it
does to the anatomy of ugliness.

xii

Readers will find that the opening and closing materials
surrounding my literature survey are relatively brief. Those who are
familiar with the existing literature on ugliness, or wish to move more
quickly to the proposed solution to ugliness’ challenges may wish to
focus on these chapters. Alternatively, those interested in the rich
phenomenal diversity of ugliness may enjoy the literature sections,
especially ‘western’ readers unfamiliar with the conceptions found in
chapter 6.
My syncretistic survey of treatments of ugliness not only uncovers
intriguing variety, but also reveals recurring insights. The prevalence of
variety (and contrariety) provides the main problem which I believe my
thesis answers. Can there be one explanation of the diverse experiences of
ugliness? Though the presentations of ugliness may appear
unreconcilable, locating the disvalue in a robust understanding of
aesthetic judgment provides a persuasive and defensible resolution to
seemingly irreconcilable accounts of ugliness.
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Chapter 1 – Definitions and Framework
1. Introductory Concerns - Overview of Chapter
One of the aims of this chapter is to establish the terminology being
juggled throughout the following discussions of ugliness. As noted in the
introduction, the field of aesthetics is fraught with definitional and
framing conventions which are often controversial.1 I cannot claim to
have solved these controversies, nor is it one of the goals of my thesis.
There are, I believe, insights into a few aesthetic controversies (besides
ugliness) to be found in my concluding chapters, but those arrive as a byproduct of claims which are built up after lengthy discussion. To more
readily move to those ends, in this chapter I commit myself to some
definitions, adopt a few conventions, and admit a set of assumptions.
It would be true in a sense to say these are put forth ‘provisionally,’
for two reasons: The first is to encourage the reader to ‘provisionally’
begrudge these to make the journey along with me, and the second is the
simple need to move as quickly as possible to the concept of ugliness
itself. Most of these I take to be the proper view, and if not, I indicate
where and why.2 But the reader will notice I have not taken the time to
buttress and fortify each conceit. In the words of Rudolph Arnheim, who
also felt the need to sally forth expeditiously, I am building without too

Elisabeth Schellekens (2014) summarizes the situation aptly. After saying “[t]he very
notion of the aesthetic itself” is problematic, she explains there is a “wider sense of the
word” referring to “that which is sensorily enjoyable, beautiful in some sense, or that
which gives rise to a certain kind of valuable experience.” But she adds that “many
philosophers are not satisfied with this, especially in the context of evidence-based
investigations, because such a broad conception of the aesthetic seems insensitive to
concerns to do with how we are to separate the aesthetic from the non-aesthetic, what
the value we ascribe to it actually amounts to, or indeed why we seem to care so deeply
about our aesthetic experiences, our aesthetic tastes, and so on. Furthermore, the
question needs to remain open of whether there really is such a category to being with.
Is there, in fact anything uniquely aesthetic, and if so, what is it? Since there is no
universal agreement on what things count as aesthetic, or indeed whether there can be a
negative aesthetic, these questions call for examination.” P.223.
2 I also take them to be a fairly common view in each case, the exception being ‘aesthetic’
and ‘aesthetic property’ itself, which I contend is not a commonly articulated (outside of
aesthetic philosophy) concept. For those skeptical of the broad use I make there, see
Koren (2010).
1
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many “…dialectic fire escapes, side entrances, emergency closets, and
waiting rooms [which] would have made the structure impractically large
and orientation difficult…”3 Instead, in each section I suggest a way for
opponents of such views to ‘suspend their disbelief’ (or disagreement) to
move forward to the more thematically ugly substance of my thesis.
The topics addressed are grouped into definitions and conventions
(§1.1), values and aesthetic value (§1.2), and finally the independence of
ugliness (§1.3). There are obvious overlaps between these groupings, and
each section attempts to segue naturally into the next. Because of the
discursive nature of this chapter, I have placed a compilation of the
definitions and opinions found in §1.1 at the end of the chapter (§1.4) for
quick reference.
1.1.

Definitions and Conventions
1.1.1. Aesthetic
The sphere in which my thesis on ugliness takes place is that of

aesthetics, a term which is used in various ways.4 Here I make quick note
of its etymology, identification as a field of philosophical inquiry, and
lastly its reference to features of experience. These are each interrelated,
but also must be understood distinctly, as a failure to do so may result in
confusion. Apart from etymology, I attempt to provide something of an
extensional and intensional sense of the word both for aesthetics as a field,
and aesthetics as a feature.5
The English word aesthetic (which is sometimes written as
esthetic6) comes from the Greek αἴσθητικος. The Online Etymological

Arnheim (1967) p.ix.
From two different perspectives (an artist and a philosopher) see the discussion of
aesthetics see Koren (2010) and Schellekens (2014).
5 By extensional I mean a definition which accounts for what the term is taken to signify
by various people in various contexts – i.e., what it may mean. By intensional I mean a
definition which addresses the conceptual core, or essence of the term. The latter
definition is more aspirational and personal.
6 If this difference was between British and American usage, it is now muddled, with
aesth- in ascendance over esth-, in my experience. At the time of this writing MerriamWebster’s Dictionary showed the state of the case: Searching for ‘esthetic’ redirects to
‘aesthetic’, which notes “also US esthetic or aesthetical or US esthetical.” The
3
4
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Dictionary (drawing from the Oxford English Dictionary) has this helpfully
concise entry on aesthetics:
[First English use in] 1798, from German Ästhetisch (mid18c.) or French esthétique (which is from German), ultimately
from Greek aisthetikos "of or for perception by the senses,
perceptive," of things, "perceptible," from aisthanesthai "to
perceive (by the senses or by the mind), to feel," from PIE *awisdh-yo-, from root *au- "to perceive."
Popularized in English by translations of Kant and used
originally in the classically correct sense "science which treats of
the conditions of sensuous perception" [OED]. Kant had tried to
reclaim the word after Alexander Baumgarten had taken it in
German to mean "criticism of taste" (1750s), but Baumgarten's
sense attained popularity in English c. 1830s (despite scholarly
resistance) and freed the word from philosophy. Walter Pater
used it (1868) to describe the late 19c. movement that advocated
"art for art's sake," which further blurred the sense. (Whewell had
proposed callesthetics for "the science of the perception of the
beautiful.")
As an adjective by 1798 "of or pertaining to sensual
perception;" 1821 as "of or pertaining to appreciation of the
beautiful. 7

There are a few features in this entry I would like to highlight
before moving away from etymology. Firstly, note that the term originally

transliteration of the Greek αἰ- is the source of the quandary. https://www.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/esthetic (last accessed, 2/5/18).
7 https://www.etymonline.com/word/aesthetic (last accessed, 2/5/18). This entry
places Baumgarten’s coinage in its proper perspective – not as the popularizer of the
term, but as the first to use it to designate a field of study. While it is true Kant had some
misgivings about the term’s use in 18th century German writings, he had a high opinion
of Baumgarten and would eventually revise his own view of the necessity of performing
a critique of aesthetic judgment. The term’s gloss as ‘criticism of taste’ (above and in
Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A21) was used by Kant per criticism/critique, apart from the
merely idiosyncratic sense that ‘taste’ has today. Cf. Henry Allison’s Kant’s Theory of
Taste (2001). The Greek term had preexistence in scholarship for those reading the Greek
classics, and those engaged in hermeneutics of the LXX and the Greek New Testament.

3

referenced our senses and perception. This roots the concept in the
external world of phenomena, which (in contemporary English) are sensed
or felt. Even referencing this primitive level of sensation we easily
transition to meanings of intuition (sense) and emotive reaction (feel);
although these are different glosses of the terms, they are also found
within aesthetic perception. The word perception itself engenders some
type of cognitive processing, or at least cognitive uptake of sensory input.
The interplay in sensory perception of the external and internal (qualities
and qualia) is the etymological sphere of aesthetics, and the source of the
branches which the term came to signify. This division is the second point
I wish to emphasize from the entry: aesthetics came to be associated with
the study of the beautiful, or the study whose pole star was beauty.
Perhaps as logic can be called the study of truth (or at least truth claims)
and yet encompasses much else besides mere truth, aesthetics as the
study of beauty may encompass many other topics. But note that this was
neither the original, nor sole meaning of the term. The other branch
remained more committed to the apparatus than the aspiration.
My own use of the term applies both to the field of study (which
includes the present thesis) and the features which are discussed within
that field. Although aesthetic philosophy has long been associated with
the study of beauty, I would like to clarify that my use of or referral to
aesthetics as a field of philosophy is not so limited. While beauty may be
both the impetus for aesthetic study and the standard-reference for some
aesthetic values, it isn’t the center of gravity at present.8 When I speak of
aesthetics in the sense of the field of study, I am referring to that
philosophical discipline (or disciplines, as they are legion) which is concerned
with aesthetic experience. I use the term experience to connote both the
outer world of sense-able objects and events, and the inner world of
This is true not only for my thesis, but also for aesthetics as a field. Many of the works
on ugliness begin their writing by focusing on aesthetics’ historically myopic view of
beauty before going on to note how rejected (or rare) beauty has become in
contemporary art and aesthetics. See chapter 2 and 5 for examples.
8
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perceiving and contemplating.9 I also take aesthetics to be the proper
demesne of imagination. Imagination (whatever else it may do) allows
conjuration and contemplation which blurs the lines of internality and
externality while playing with aesthetic sentiments. But returning to the
field of study, in my use it is focused on aesthetic experience, an
experience (traditionally) set apart from other kinds of experience by its
concern with aesthetic properties.10
At this point it is necessary to state what I intend by the term
‘aesthetic property.’ Although the definition given is broad, I will explain
the breadth and intention below.11 I define aesthetic (property) as:
That which affects the senses, and about which judgments are made.
This phrase is meant to highlight both the sensory nature of
aesthetic entities and the human consideration of them.12 Before
explaining the terms it contains, I recognize the phrase may appear
dangerously close to perceptual properties rather than aesthetic properties
(e.g. Sibley (1965)). Many theorists recognize aesthetic properties as being
different than perceptual properties, affirming that due to non-perceptual
elements (e.g. intention) two things sharing identical perceptual
properties may have different aesthetic properties.13 While in the above I
am gesturing beyond mere perception (associating these with
Another way of saying this is that I use the term as to refer to the ‘sphere’ of
encountered phenomenon as well as the narrowed scope of a set of phenomenon. Both
are commonsense uses of the term, and I believe context clarifies which sense(s) are
meant.
10 There is a way of considering the totality of human experience as aesthetic, and while I
am not at all against this notion, I follow the standard deployment of aesthetic
philosophy here as distinct from other experiences like logical reasoning, mathematics,
categorization, et al. Each of these other fields can be construed as aesthetic in origin or in
aspect, but that is neither the typical use nor my own at present.
11 See treatments in Sibley (1965), Craig (1998), Edwards (1996), and the artistsympathetic Koren (2010).
12 I am noncommittal about whether the addition “…and engages the imagination…”
should follow the comma; at present I take imagination as implied under ‘the senses’. In
any case I view imagination as involved in aesthetics, especially where its activity relates
to imagined aesthetic features – whether that be of creativity or critique. Also, I take these
properties to be found in an experience, which is composed of objects (things), with
these properties.
13 For a good introduction to these ideas, see De Clercq (2005), p.300-301.
9
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‘judgments’), perception is kept in view because I take it to be the
manifold in/from which we have aesthetic experiences.14 The ability of
artists to discriminate and create/recreate aesthetic properties which they
perceive lends warrant to retaining an association with more general
perception. This interaction with the ‘nonaesthetic/perceptual’ features
and ‘aesthetic’ features is recognized as a dependence of the latter upon
the former (at least by Sibley) and so I will include both in explaining
ugliness in aesthetic experience.15
By itself, ‘affect’ would be insufficient, (for all of our senses are
nearly constantly engaged and thus affected by the environment) and so
it is the ‘judgments’, directed towards certain affects (it remains to be seen
who reaches out to whom16) which set the entities (or their properties)
apart from the ineluctable envelope of experience.17 While the term
Whether it is best to view aesthetic properties as particular arrangements of perceptual
properties (as implied by gestalt concerns) or supervenience of the former over the latter
is beyond the scope of this thesis. Sibley (as Walton (1970) also brings forward) says
aesthetic properties are “emergent” (1965). See also Levinson (1980).
15 For a complete treatment of how these two may be separated off from one another, see
Sibley (1965). In his language, my closing arguments (Ch.7-8) make use of his
nonaesthetic properties, aesthetic properties, and also the types of associations which
attend the latter. In answering his “question remaining [:] whether some nonaesthetic
statements could by themselves provide, say, a reasonable measure of inductive support
for the truth of an aesthetic judgment.” (157) I answer with him, no. That is, if the
emphasis is on the modifying phrase ‘by themselves.’ See also Walton (1970), p.337-338.
As the reader should see, my insistence on bringing Sibley’s nonaesthetic into the realm
of the aesthetic is to recognize their influence (as he does) on aesthetic features, without
ever insisting they alone determine aesthetic experience (see my levels dealing with
subject-centric content, Ch.7). What remains for future argumentation outside this thesis
is an explication of how artists view nonaesthetic properties aesthetically, and what that
may entail for accounts of perception. Excising aesthetic contemplation from artistic
creation would belie artistic practice and education.
16 The phrase ‘who reaches out to whom’ is against the tendency for aesthetics to remain
introspective – even when it sets itself the task of extrospection. I am sympathetic to the
reminders (often in phenomenological philosophies) that our situated-ness is ineluctable,
and I later insist on the provocative independence of the sensory world. Writers like
Richard Rorty (1979) or Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2009) help us avoid merely focusing on
the machinations of the human mind. My own approach aims to accurately describe
‘what is happening’ in the experience of ugliness, while acknowledging that the ‘what’ is
not independent of phenomena.
17 This “set…apart” may bring up connotations of Lacan’s gaze or Heideggerian (and
followers) intentionality, but I find it a commonplace in aesthetics of all stripes to
recognize some sort of awareness which isolates or individuates the focus of experience.
Bound up in this idea are those of ‘aesthetic attitudes’, Kant (and followers) ‘disinterest’,
Bullough’s ‘psychical distance’, et al.; though not identical, they all recognize the
14
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judgment may connote deliberation, I do not intend it to have a delaying
meaning. It is meant rather to indicate that we not only aesthetically
apprise ourselves of the whatness of a thing, but also the whatness of our
response and rumination. Both of these – determining and reflecting – are
types of judgment.18 While determining what a thing is necessarily
involves the senses (aesthetically), the most intriguing element of
aesthetics (field and features) is on the reflective side. In other words,
aesthetics concerns our contemplative judgment.19 And I believe this
contemplation involves judgments of values – which are discussed in
§1.2. below.
In the next section, I discuss aesthetics experiences in nature or in
art. Not only does art employ of aesthetic features, it also may
communicate in various ways. This feature is discussed below (§1.1.3.).
Traditionally the aesthetic elements of artwork have been called the
work’s form and the communicative/expressive elements the content. I use
this convention throughout the thesis; including the basic assumption
that content is somehow communicated by and through the formal
qualities:

recognizing aspect of aesthetic attention. In later chapters I call this the ‘aperture of
attention.’
18 The terms determining and reflecting are drawn from Kantian terminology, and are
used herein in a way that may be unacceptable to some Kantians. This is because Kant’s
Critique of the Powers of Judgment (1790) was meant to focus on reflective and not
determining judgment – indeed, for Kant, the former is not only distinct from the latter,
but also would derail the latter. Without delving into the matter (see my “Ugliness in
Kant’s Aesthetics” (2016)), viewing a rose as beautiful (reflective judgment) shouldn’t be
hindered by understanding first that the thing in view is a rose (determining judgment),
but there is a way of reading Kant in a way which makes this problematic. I do not claim
that Kant must be read this way, but my own view does not set up either type of
judgment as being confrontational. Cf. Guyer (2005). See section 1.1 (pp.2-5) of McFee
(2011). Though McFee’s focus (via Danto) is the art/aesthetic distinction, his talk of the
knowledge of what a thing is (Danto’s ‘ontological’) is helpful. Cf. Sauchelli (2013).
19 While this is all I say in this chapter directly about my definition of aesthetic features,
the following definitions and conventions indirectly inform how I understand these
features. Chapters 7-9 detail how I view aesthetic judgments. Further, I recommend the
reader to James Shelley’s "The Concept of the Aesthetic" in The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (2017) or Nick Zangwill’s, "Aesthetic Judgment", The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (2014) for further reading on the contested terminology.
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Form: the aesthetic properties which feature in an aesthetic experience
(chiefly, art).
Content: the communicative element of an aesthetic experience (again,
chiefly, art).
I say aesthetic experience because I consider natural (or accidental)
engagements with aesthetic features – some of which certainly seem
expressive, even if we puzzle over what, if anything, they communicate. Of
course the more straightforward arena in which these two terms are
deployed is art.
1.1.2. Art (and Nature)
Engaging with contemplation and valuation of aesthetic
properties, it is necessary to define not only the nature of these properties
but also their location. I mean this in a broad sense (the narrower question
of whether they are located in objects or subjects is addressed at 1.1.5.)
which assumes there are spaces in which aesthetic experiences are had.
These have traditionally been the realms of art and nature.20 While natural
aesthetics have become increasingly popular topics in the literature,
nature’s universal canvas has never been neglected in considerations of
aesthetic experiences.21 Considerations of natural aesthetics do lead us
into ideas of teleology and analogy with design (Kant regards this as
unavoidable22), but it is also considered as the fount from which artists
draw inspiration.
The arts themselves are the more frequent focus of aesthetics. Since
my thesis engages with ugliness both in the natural and in the artistic
sphere, I give here a definition of art. The first definition’s aim is to
account for what counts as art, not what art should be. After explaining this
As noted in my definition of aesthetic properties, imagination raises interesting
questions as to its location: when mind is considered an extension of nature it may be
considered a natural aesthetic; yet the volitional and constructive creativity imagination
is capable of speaks of art – even in the old technical sense of the word.
21 See, for e.g., the discussion in Neil & Ridley (2008), or Brady (2013).
22 The entire third Critique is resolved by a surprisingly strong claim of teleology – albeit
placed within a cautionary antinomy.
20
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descriptive definition, I note in passing what I believe art ought to do.
That being said, the following is an attempt to state what art is (regardless
of the quality of it):
An artifact or performance creatively expressing an idea for a subject’s
contemplation.
Definitions of art are highly contested, and I don’t intend my
offering to break any new ground, but rather to clarify what I mean when
I refer to art in this thesis. That being said, the above needs a bit of
clarification. ‘Artifact or performance’ is rather straightforward, but
‘creatively’ does signify some level of intentional crafting (akin to the
classical meaning of art) – admittedly much that is done in the name of art
(or is selected as art) fails to be appreciably creative, but the attempt on
the part of the creator(s) is there.23 ‘Expressing an idea’ is a nod to art’s
ability to communicate or demonstrate human expressions. Lastly, the
aim of ‘contemplation’ by a ‘subject’ is also represented as an essential
feature. This speaks not only of an intended audience, but also the
discriminating (or even pseudo-desultory) efforts of the artist herself.
This definition of ‘art’ relates to aesthetic features in at least three
areas: Firstly, the artifact or performance exists as an assemblage or
arrangement of aesthetic features. Secondly, the creative expression
involves an active engagement (conceptual, constructive, and critiquing)
with aesthetic features on the part of the artist. Thirdly, the contemplation
done by the subject is concerned, though not always exclusively, with
these aesthetic features. Much of the field of aesthetic philosophy has
dealt with this area of aesthetic contemplation, and (working backwards)

As to the question whether or not other, non-art creations could ‘creatively express,’ I
believe they can. I mean to imply intention of a certain sort by the phrase
‘for…contemplation’ and also a certain kind of occupation (contemplation) which is more
than just informative. Perhaps this would admit things like opinion pieces (e.g. Jonathan
Swift’s Modest Proposal et al.) becoming considered as works of art, although such cases
might be result rather than intent. In those cases the creative element would be the
element of greatest interest. My thanks to Rafael De Clerq for provoking clarifications
here and throughout.
23
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artistic creativity and art objects have not been entirely neglected. Yet I
believe these latter two deserve more attention, and I hope this present
work gives them some additional focus.24
I do not believe that it is tenable (or advisable) to preclude all but
the best works of ‘art’ from being called art. If this were the case, most
artists (myself included) would feel that very little of their works were
actually art. Even in the creative process the artist may be wrestling with
her dissatisfaction with the piece or material, and yet the work-in-process
is a work-of-art-in-process. Outside of the experience and opinions of
artists we also intuit that there are varying levels of success in the arts.
Much which falls short of being ‘classical,’ ‘iconic,’ etc. is readily accepted
as art. All this supports our being generous with the term art. Against this
is the desire deny the label (which is so often used as an honorific) to
particularly unsuccessful or unsatisfactory works. I suggest only denying
a work the label of ‘art’ if it fails to fit the descriptive definition (or one
like it) above. If it fits, but is unsuccessful in some other way, I aver that
calling it ‘bad art,’ ‘an unsuccessful work of art,’ ‘a ridiculous attempt at
art,’ or any other fitting pejorative is a clearer choice. Obviously, this
thesis needs to discuss ugly works of art. These predicating descriptors
are sufficient to indicate a negative judgment on the success of the work
without denying the sort of work it is.
Of course, like many other terms, the word ‘art’ is sometimes used
to describe a greatly successful specimen of the species – e.g. “Now that’s
a work of art,” “She has shown us what art is,” etc. In fact, we even use
the term as high praise for the craft, beauty, or inventiveness of other nonart items. “That cake is a work of art,” “He makes stapling an art.” Two
things to note here: Firstly, it may be possible that the aesthetic features of

I believe there are still insights to be gleaned from the practice of artists as recorded
not only in their writings but in the writings of art training. Design textbooks, books on
art criticism, and comparative study of artworks yield information which can be more
definitive than even what artists have said about their own work. I make some use of
these in chapters 7-9.
24
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a non-art thing may lead the observer into a state of appreciation and
contemplation which is akin to that associated with arts proper. I am of
the opinion that there is no reason why such an experience may not
(under the right conditions) be considered art. This may go some way
towards alleviating the false divide between ‘arts and crafts’, ‘high and
low’, and ‘everyday or institutional’ arts.25 Secondly, in this praising use
of the term art there is something shared with the old, etymologically
prior use of the term, which was akin to a trade or craft which could be
learned, honed, and taught to others. Thus in my above examples (cake
and stapling), the former may speak of aesthetic pleasure (art ≈ beauty)
and the latter of expertise (art ≈ skill).
Having noted the use of art for objects or experiences which seem
to fall outside of my categorical description, within that description (or
within other standard definitions of art) there are things which people
believe to be exemplary of what art ought to be. I believe there is a scale
of artistic success which includes ugly works of art. I am open to
disagreements as to where pieces may fall on that scale (and my closing
chapters explain why), but there is often a high degree of uniformity in
terms of what is ugly (or beautiful) art. This scale has reference to the
‘creative expression,’ by means of its use of aesthetic elements (which are
found in the ‘artifact or performance’), and so we may appraise the work
solely on its aesthetic merits and demerits. This is the ‘form’ mentioned
above. But the scale also has reference (in my opinion) to the ‘ideas’
which are expressed – the ‘content’ of the aforementioned section.
Formalists may have contended that only the aesthetic features – divorced
of any content they may express – are the proper object of contemplation
in the arts. I find this view impoverishing, at least in terms of art
appreciation. A prescriptive definition of what art ought to be is that:
successful art powerfully expresses the great truths of human experience. With
such power, I also feel that art should elevate the observer to ennobling
25

E.g. Forsey (2013, 2014).
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contemplation. These two ‘ought’ definitions depend on the earlier ‘is’
definition, and the two show what art can and should do. Taken together
they explain my opinion about ‘good art’ – both in ability and aim.
While the term art begs for an extended definition, thankfully the
term ‘nature’ is more straightforward – not that it is less mysterious or
mystifying – but that when we use words like ‘nature,’ ‘the natural
world,’ or even ‘creation,’ the signification is more successful. It suffices
to say that nature is the material realm as we find it arranged apart from human
intervention. In other words, how the world presents itself to us. Not only is it
relatively easy to define nature, it is equally easy to recognize that it is
replete with aesthetic features. It is a commonplace for writers on
aesthetics and artistry to realize that much in art (and artistic creativity) is
inspired by scenes, sounds, or any of the other myriad experiences of
nature. Not as easy, in our era, is the question of whether there is any
meaning or expression presented in the aesthetics of nature.26 This leads me
to at least mention what I mean by these words (meaning and expression)
which have already worked their way into the preceding definitions.
1.1.3. Communication, Expression, and Meaning
I am writing under the assumption that people are able to
communicate with one another. This is not to say that communication is
always (or ever) a flawlessly successful transmission of meaning from one
subject to another, but rather to affirm a measure of confidence in its
general success.27 I thus mean communication in this sense – the
transmission of meaning from one subject to another – with variability of
success included. While the use of ‘subject’ implies a human
communicant, I am also committed to the ability of artists to
communicate through media, and thus endow their art with meaning.
As represented in Neil & Ridley (2008), against Carlson’s ‘natural environment’ model
(2008), and Carroll’s addition of emotion (2008), I agree with Budd (2008) pragmatic
insistence on the breadth of aesthetic appreciation in nature – part or whole.
27 This is a prima facie acceptance on my part, and one which is perpetuated by the very
writing of this thesis. Disagreement with the notion must itself, oddly, involve a
commitment to the notion.
26
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This endowment need not be linguistic or even narrowly specific, but art
(famously) is able to express emotions, concepts, senses, etc. via its
substance. This is the area in which the terms form and content are
deployed. I take formal features as being able to communicate expressive
content.28
It should already be clear by the above usage that when I say
‘expressive’ or ‘expression’, I refer to what a piece of artwork (or thing, or
experience) expresses – what it puts forth and presents to a receiver – the
subject. Expression is akin to communication, but as noted above, without
necessarily having semantic or narrowly structured content. This is
revealed in our common English idioms relating to works of art or design:
“What does it say to you?”, “It just doesn’t speak to me.”, and etc. It isn’t
as if the things or experiences necessarily had a voice, but something is
said, or expressed. Whereas communication (in my usage) refers to the
transfer of meaning from one subject to another, expression refers to the
conveyance of content via formal features.
Another related term which is already caught up in the foregoing
is that of ‘meaning’. I use both of the usual senses of this word, and
usually the context makes it clear which meaning is meant.29 When I say
both usual senses of the word, I am referring to both denotation and
connotation. Aesthetics (especially the subfield studying art) is concerned
with both. Denotative meaning may be of interest when discussing what

The word ‘able’ in this sentence may appear to some as problematic. It remains to be
seen how features in and of themselves are able to do anything, for that would be
ascribing some sort of agency to them. The current emphasis in much of aesthetics rests
with the receiving subject’s ability to arrange such features to ‘take them to mean’
something. But I would like to insist on some agency remaining on the object’s side – not
that I am ascribing sentience to the material – but that the creative agent is able to imbue
the material (via selective manipulation) so that it communicates on behalf of the author,
even in the absence of that author.
29 While meaning and meant, intending and intent, can each be parsed easily in context, I
have noticed that in aesthetics there may be some confusion of the term sense. Sense can
refer to meaning (e.g. “That joke didn’t make any sense to me.”) or it can refer to our
physiological receptors (e.g. “I’ve lost my sense of smell”). I try to avoid deploying the
word in its former use while in the neighborhood of the latter use, and most of the time I
believe the meaning to be sufficiently clear.
28

13

is literally being intentionally said, not only when linguistics are involved,
but also when standardized artistic conventions (such as symbols) are
being employed.30 Connotative meaning, on the other hand, is the more
nebulously associative kinds of meaning which a thing may provoke. If
denotation intones the intention of the communicant, connotation may
depend to a greater (though not exclusive) degree on the recipient’s
impression.31 Studies of aesthetic experiences (both in art and in nature)
often refer to this latter sense of meaning – what meaning the subject
derives from (or ascribes to) the experience.
1.1.4. Experience, Phenomena, Phenomenology
Another set of terms which I have already used and must
continuously make use of are those in the sphere of experience. When I use
the term ‘experience’ I am referring to the engagement of an observant subject
with a presentation of a set of phenomena. Another way of stating the same
would be, the engagement of a subject with an object.32 In the lengthier
definition, ‘engagement’ is meant to describe the active involvement of
the subject with the object of the experience. Without exploring any of the
interesting attendant views (like intentional gaze, aesthetic attitude,
psychical distance, disinterestedness, et al.), it is obvious that discussions
of aesthetic experience entail some form of focus or attention, which I refer

There is a sense in which artistic conventions (often in the forms of symbols) play with
connotative ideas, but they are conventions because through use and adoption into a
culture there reference is denotative. E.g., in European religious art and East Asian (e.g.
Chinese) art there are dictionaries of symbols which have definitive uses. This is not to
say that such symbols lack connotative meaning, for in some cases their strength is in
their meaningful duality, but that their use as a convention became so standardized they
serve clear denotative purposes. Cf. Bartholomew (2006).
31 I have not dedicated a paragraph to the term, but this section already indicates that I
have respect for the role of intention in aesthetic experiences - especially in that of art.
Holding an optimistic view of communication (as admitted above) means that I also
view intentionality as a necessary element of discourse and also one which is often in
view (or often sought out) in a normative experience. This doesn’t mean an artist’s
intention is the only or primary element of interest, but it is one which may be enriching –
and, more basically – one I believe can be discerned. Cf. Livingston (2005).
32 In the following section I discuss the terms subject and object.
30
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to as engagement.33 As in the case of most engagements, there is a kind of
narrowing which involves the subject with a rather than all – it is an act of
separating a singular from the ever-present plurality. This is further
pointed out in my first definition of experience by the word ‘observant.’
What the recipient is attending to it the ‘set of phenomena’, a phrase I am
using to represent whatever is observed, or what stands out for attention
in an experience. In saying ‘set’ of phenomena (rather than just
‘phenomenon’) I mean to call attention to the cumulative nature, or
combinatory whole of phenomenon. This idea (along with the role of
judgment in an experience) forms an important feature in my closing
chapters explaining ugliness.
Just as using the word experience need not entail that I have
adopted some form of empiricist philosophy (though of course I have
interests in various empirical philosophies), so my use of the words
phenomena and phenomenon need not entail that I am pursuing my
research from the perspective of phenomenological philosophy. There are
many insights I appreciate which have been offered by the various
representatives of what has been labeled phenomenology,34 but my
appreciation has not led to a wholesale adoption of any
phenomenological school or source. I too wish to ‘bracket’ myself from
presuppositions relating to ugliness to let the phenomenon themselves
inform our understanding of such experience,35 and acknowledge my
‘fore-structure,’36 but beyond drawing from these and other insights I
won’t be adopting any one phenomenologist’s metanarrative.37 Readers
may notice several notions (e.gs. intentionality, embodiment, et al.) which
Engagement also has a nice connotation via its nearness to the Greek ἐγγίζω, with the
idea of ‘drawing near’ or ‘coming together’ of subject and object – and a type of
weddedness which can be intoned by its English etymology.
34 E.g. Merleau Ponty (2009).
35 E.g. Husserl (1976).
36 E.g. Heidegger (1971, 1978).
37 If, in my writing, I am gesturing towards an appropriated use of a term I try to
indicate this. For instance, I may say ‘gaze’ without meaning Lacan’s use of the term –
but if I do I say something like ‘Lacan’s gaze.’ In each case, if the word appears without
identifying predication (or a clear pun) I mean it in the common-sensical sense.
33
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have formed major interests for several phenomenologists, but they will
also recognize that I discuss them in a fairly dry, definitional sense, and
without attachment to any one major author. In this I both follow and
agree with the approach of David Woodruff Smith, who points out both
the vast scope of phenomenological concerns as well as the diversity of
phenomenologies.38 In his parlance, my phenomenological interests may
be seen to fall under categories 5-7, informing “genetic phenomenology”
with its attention to how meaning arises; “hermeneutical
phenomenology” with its focus on interpretation of experiences; and
“realistic phenomenology”, which echoes my confidence (discussed
below) in recognizing the contribution of the external world in our
experience.39
1.1.5. Subject and Object, Subjective and Objective
The last set of terms I wish to define are simultaneously among the
most intractably useful and the most distractingly debatable. This puts me
(and most aestheticians) into the odd position of availing myself of a
commonplace which may be contested (or confuse) each time it is used. I
am quite convinced that the situation is unavoidable, and if deep
concerns for each reader cannot be calmed by this section, at least I can
clarify my use in this thesis. These terms are those of subject and object,
and their near-cousins subjective and objective. I treat the first pair before
addressing the second.
Firstly, by subject I mean the human recipient of experience, which is
sometimes referred to as the viewer, audience, observer, listener, et al. The
tricky issue with those singular synonyms is that they denote a singular
physiological sense which is attending the experience. Thus, a viewer
views, by means of vision; a listener listens, by means of hearing, and so
on. The term subject, in my aesthetic discourse, may refer to use of any of

Smith (2018). I am especially fond of his introductory approach as well as his
genealogical coverage in this article.
39 Ibid. Smith summarizes the 7 categories of the Encyclopedia of Phenomenology (Embree
1997).
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the five physiological senses and the cognitive processes which are
involved in perception and aesthetic judgment. Nowadays the latter
feature of subjective experience (the mental side) receives most attention,
but the former feature (the sensory side) has never been entirely out of
focus.40 Object is meant as the thing which is the focus of an experience. This is
admittedly cumbersome, and could be given more briefly as the focus of an
experience, but this abbreviated definition permits the focus to wander
from an external source to merely internal considerations. This wandering
is, surely, an integral part of interesting aesthetic experiences (akin to the
‘free play’ which has enamored aesthetic discourse41), but I wish to keep
in view the external provocateur of aesthetic experience.
Already there is a conundrum, in English, to be addressed. The
term subject (as a noun) has two usages which extend from its earliest
appearance till the present, and which confound the subject/object
discourse.42 The word subject can be used as the subject of a sentence, or a
direct object. In this case we ask, “What was the subject of her talk?”,
“Math isn’t my favorite subject.” The other use of subject is the one which
I have defined above, where the word denotes an ‘experiencer’. Thus we
could craft a confusingly correct sentence, “What was the subject of the
subject’s view?” To avoid this confusion I use the term object in place of
the former use of subject. This results in the above sentence being, “What
was the object of the subject’s view?”
It is understandable that the words subject and object could
connote ideas of subjectivity and objectivity, and there is justification for

Although subjectivity is addressed later on in this section, the seeds of assumed
subjectivity for many writers are lodged at the sensory level. This is seen in writers who
posit the difference in eyes (or even ethnicities) as a reason for differences of opinion per
aesthetic experiences. See my unpublished paper, “Eye or the Beholder: Locating Kant’s
Intuition in Contemporary Aesthetics,” presented at the Kant in Asia Conference, 2016
(available on academia.com).
41 Although ‘free play’ is the locution of Kant (in his 3rd Critique, per the imagination and
the understanding), the idea of both pleasure and leisure in aesthetic contemplation is
not exclusive to (or originating with) the German philosopher.
42 For an etymological brief, see https://www.etymonline.com/word/subject (last
accessed 2/14/18).
40

17

such association. While I employ the standard use of subject and object,
subjective and objective calls for clarification. Subjective can mean that
which pertains to the subject in an experience, and objective can mean that
which pertains to the object in an experience. This can be stated as subjective
= qualia; objective = qualities. This is a legitimate use of
subjective/objective, but I make an effort to say subject-centric or objectcentric when I have this use in mind.
Much more prevalent is the common-sensical use of the terms
subjective and objective, with connotations of idiosyncratic and factual,
respectively. Thus something subjective (and subjectivity) is intractably
personal, individual, and perhaps indemonstrable. Objective (and
objectivity) is empirical, verifiable, and shared. For many thinkers there
are not two uses of the terms – they are persuaded that something which
pertains to the subject must be subjective in this latter sense, and it is
therefore excluded from associations with objectivity. Since it is a small
step to admit the possibility of viewing all of life aesthetically (literally,
within the scope of the aesthetic subject) it ought to be clear that what is
at stake is not just opinions about beauty (or ugliness), but about all of life
itself. I do not believe that subject-centric subjectivity necessitates
incommensurable idiosyncratic subjectivity. Subjective experiences can
contain objective elements, not only in the subject/object sense, but also
in the verifiable/justifiable sense.43 We may rightly lay some of the
burden of the subjective, inward epistemological turn at the feet of Kant,
but even Kant makes room for ‘objective’ discourse per subjective
experience via his sensus communis. While the personal nature of
subjective experience is undeniable, such subject-centricity does not
disallow discussion of object-centric features of experience, nor does it
This balance is discussed by Voltolini (2015) in reference to what he calls ‘weakly
mind-dependent properties.’ “Whichever way we look at it, this property [occlusion or
outline shape] is surely mind-dependent: if the observer’s point of view changes, the
relevant occlusion or outline shape changes as well. Yet it is a property of objects, not of
perceivers, for it is one of the objects’ geometrical properties. Therefore, it is a weakly
mind-dependent property.” P.51.
43
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disallow such discussions to take place objectively.44 I bid farewell (for the
moment) to this potentially distracting dilemma by citing the practical
assertion of Ralph Ross, in his introduction to the aesthetic philosophy of
D.W. Prall. While a bit too confident of the irrelevance of philosophical
commitments, I follow with his confidence in our communication about
“the experienced world”:
Just as one’s metaphysic is, in the end, irrelevant to his political
theory, it is equally irrelevant to aesthetic analysis. And whether
the experienced world is entirely in our minds, or on the contrary
is identical with a real world independent of our sense and thought,
what we say about it scientifically is not changed one iota. (xxi) 45

1.2.

Values: Meanings of Value, Positive Aesthetic Value and

Negative Aesthetic Value
1.2.1. Meanings of the Term ‘Value’:
The field of aesthetic not only addresses issues of epistemology,
phenomenology, sociology, semiotics, but also axiology.46 Axiology is
concerned with values and how such values are assessed. Yet the word
value is rather vague. Often a definition of value will state that a value is
Another way of stating this is: I maintain aesthetic properties do exist in objects, and as
such these are definable qualities they themselves possess. I also recognize aesthetic
qualia, which are the response of subjects to aesthetic qualities. Aesthetic experiences,
wherein value judgment takes place, involve both qualities and qualia and do not occur
in the absence of either. This interdependence in the experience is neither entirely
objective (in the sense of universal uniformity) nor entirely subjective (in the sense of
accidental arbitrariness) but is anchored by both objective qualities in the object and
intersubjective commonalities in the subject (a term used by Heider (1958) & akin to
Kant (1790) & other’s sensus communis). These properties exist prior to their use (and
abuse) by social groups (which appropriate both the phenomenon of aesthetic
experience and surrounding conventions). Cf. Hyman (2006). See Hospers (1996), where
I follow Joad in viewing these as “simple” and “intuited” properties, but analyzable per
their relations.
45 From Prall (1967). This small work by Prall (Aesthetic Judgment) has been somewhat
neglected in modern aesthetic discussions (at the time of this writing I only noted a
substantial mention by Paisley Livingston’s article “History of the Ontology of Art”
(2016)), but it deserves revived interest. In the quote above, “scientific” should be read in
the older sense of ‘critical inquiry into experience’, which at the time of writing (first
edition, 1929) would have included the fields of philosophy and cognitive psychology as
well as laboratory research – the latter having now become the ideal of science for many.
46 This listing is not comprehensive, but rather demonstrative. As noted above, the whole
ambit of human experience may be taken as fodder for the field of aesthetic inquiry.
44
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that which has worth, or is considered worthy. And when worth is looked up,
it will state that worth is that which has value. In this roundabout what is
being described is a sense of positive appraisal: someone
likes/enjoys/appreciates/desires something.47 But vagueness may also affect
the word value if it is not clear whether the term is being used as a verb or
a noun. Usually the context makes clear in which sense the word is being
used. In the verbal use, to value something (i.e. valuing x) often implies
positive appraisal. To indicate negative assessment we could say disvalue.
In its use as a noun, value may also refer to a positive appraisal (e.g. “She
shares my values” or “It isn’t of any value to me”), but it also may more
neutrally refer to a position on a scale of appreciation which ranges from
positive to negative.48 There are related verbs, valuation and evaluation
which speak of assessing something with a verdict on such a scale of
value. Traditionally, aesthetic discourses have taken beauty to occupy one
polar position on such a scale of values, and ugliness the other. I discuss
the idea of negative aesthetic value below, but first a few words about
positive aesthetic value.
1.2.2. Positive Aesthetic Value:
While I have already noted that beauty has long been the value of
interest for aesthetics, there are other values involved. Since value often
connotes a sense of worth or positive appraisal, and it should be obvious
that both the field of aesthetics and the play of aesthetic properties engage
values of all sorts – not just beauty. Creativity, inspiration, curiosity,

The terms within the slash marks are not meant to be equivocal, but rather as words
which signify approving appraisal. There are well-known distinctions even among these,
as in the narratives surrounding ‘aesthetic disinterest’. In some iterations of disinterest
(e.g. Kant’s), there is a liking relating to an aesthetic object, but it must be absent of desire
(at least in the physically acquisitive sense).
48 As artists know, something akin to this is true of the technical jargon of their craft – we
learn a value scale which is not in reference to worth but rather in reference to the shading
(the darkness or lightness) of a color. Thus an instructor or critic might say, “There’s
nothing wrong with your color [hue] choice, but I don’t think you’ve got the values quite
right.” Such a statement is not about anything idealistic, but refers to the need to darken
or lighten a hue. Interestingly, the process for both discovering and assessing visual
values (in this context) is by comparison to a black & white version – against which color
values are assessed.
47
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stimulation, communication, wonder, and many other activities are
among those which can be described as valued, but which do not
(necessarily) mean the same thing as beauty. Thus, there are a variety of
values which aesthetic properties may relate to, and which aesthetic
study may investigate.
While there may be numerous kinds of positive values in
aesthetics, these are often grouped in one of two areas: Firstly there are
those values related to the formal, elemental, basic aesthetic properties of
an experience. Positive values here speak positively of composition,
harmony, clarity, depiction, novelty, or many other aspects of the
arrangement of aesthetic elements. These may be described as pleasing,
interesting, arresting, fascinating, exciting, pacifying, and so on. Secondly
are those values which refer to the content of an aesthetic experience.
Perhaps we are moved, enlightened, enraged, transformed, enraptured,
mystified, and etc. These may be in reference to what was expressed by
the artist (or by nature), or by the merely subjective experience of the
perceiver. In my writing I address both types of values, especially in
chapters 7-9.
Having described the two kinds of desirable, positive aesthetic
values I can now turn to the undesirable sense of value. The aim of this
thesis is not to define beauty, but to define ugliness. As noted above, in a
scalar sense values can both be positive or negative. If there are positive
values which are felt worthy and laudable, there are others which are
unworthy and loathsome. For the purposes of this thesis I describe this as
negative aesthetic value, and more simply, as ugliness. As it is common
practice for beauty to refer to the laudable end of the scale of aesthetic
value, so too ugly refers to the loathsome end of the scale. While the issue
is discussed in chapters 2-4, I maintain such a scale of values is best
understood to include a neutral median, which is neither beautiful nor
ugly. What I must also admit, in anticipation of my conclusion, is that
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there are multiple scales of value at play in almost every aesthetic
experience.
In this section on values a concern may be raised due to its present
formulation, in which I have been blithely discussing values as if they are
something which may be presented to us – something which is external to
us. I did mention that I am willing to examine views of value which
originate ‘by the merely subjective experience of the perceiver,’ but
someone may hold that is the only proper way to speak of values.
Although I admit that values are only valued by valuing entities, because
of our communicative and communal natures we may easily (and we do,
practically) discuss values which we commonly understand. But this last
sentence engenders ideas of community, and this is where I anticipate
some reticence relating to how I have mentioned values thus far.
It is popular to speak of values as having their origin only as a
product of culture or community – of being constructs – rather than
having an objective (or object-centric) basis.49 In my opinion it is possible
to keep the questions of use and origin discrete. I believe that every
aesthetic value may be appropriated for various ends in a cultural
narrative, but this is not to say that every aesthetic value originated in a
cultural narrative. I believe I have already prepared the way to avoid such
a conclusion by recognizing values both of form and content. Many
(though not all) of the values related to formal features may easily be
accounted for independently of cultural milieus. Again, surely these can
be (and have been) enlisted to serve various groups’ purposes, but that
does not mean they were invented by said groups. It is easier to imagine
values of content being birthed via cultural conceptions, and I recognize
this fact. Yet not even all of these must needs be born out of a sociological
synthesis or flux. My confidence in making these caveats rests both with
the ‘lower’ and ‘higher’ kinds of aesthetic valuation: Firstly, physiological

49

Cf. Athanassoglou-Kallmyer (2003) and Henderson (2014, 2015).
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and psychological studies observe regular responses to aesthetic stimuli. 50
Many of these are independent of acculturation. Behaviorists and
cognitive theorists may speculate as to their origin and telos, but artists
concretely employ them in their works. Secondly, there are shared
commonalities across human cultures in reference to aesthetic values,
even in the ‘loftier’ realm of expressed content. Certainly there are
interesting differences and disparities, but there are also enough unities to
make the student of culture infer some measure of commonality within
humanity independent of the imprimaturs of society.51
1.3.

Independence of Ugliness
The last set of assumptions I wish to highlight relates specifically to

the kind of negative aesthetic values – uglies – which I mentioned above.
As previously noted, one of the impetuses for this study is the relative
paucity of studies on ugliness as compared to studies on beauty. For some
aesthetic thinkers this may be explained by saying it is because ugliness is
just the opposite of beauty (U=~B); if this is the case, knowing what
beauty is should allow us to know what ugliness is. But there are at least
three reasons for resisting the siren simplicity of this idea.52 Firstly,
thinkers who ponder the phenomena or experiences of ugliness will
recognize that it has its own distinct identity. The ways in which we
respond to ugliness are distinct from those ways in which we respond to
beauty – and these responses are not always in reference to beauty.
Secondly, I earlier introduced the idea of scales of values. If we imagine a

See the discussion and references in chapter 7.
Hopefully my sixth chapter on ugliness within Asian art goes some length in
demonstrating both the uniqueness and universality of various values.
52 The idea, not of beauty and ugliness defined in relation (which is normal), but of
knowing the experience of ugliness via a knowledge of beauty. Schellekens (2014) notes,
“A consistent theme […] is the way that the notions deployed in empirical analyses seem
inadequate to the task of capturing the full depth and breadth of the relevant aesthetic
experience.” P.223. She is speaking of aesthetics in general, but I also aver that the
difference in establishing a definitional ‘notion’ and establishing an explanation
“capturing the full depth and breadth of relevant aesthetic experience” is worthy of
pointing out. Further, as I try to say above, there is a risk that a simple (and even correct)
definition of ugliness (e.g. opposite of beauty) may imply the relation of the experience of
the two stands in such a simple or similar relation.
50
51
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scale which admits of a neutral meridian, we may easily understand that
what is not beautiful need not necessarily be ugly, and what is not ugly
need not necessarily be beautiful. Related to this idea are the paradoxical
cases of beautiful uglies and ugly beauties.53 Thirdly, problems arise as
we try and construct views of ugliness by means of reversing our
understandings of the beautiful. These problems relate to not only how
we should go about doing this reversal, but also whether or not it suffices
to explain the kinds of ugliness we experience. Surely it will explain some
kinds, but not all.
I argue that these three reasons, each with their own attendant
rationale, lead us to countenance ugliness as having its own identity,
independent of beauty. Much in the following chapters will go towards
demonstrating this claim. As to the first reason, chapters 2-6 will each
provide insights of ugliness unique phenomenon; as to the second, these
same chapters will give instances of neutrality and interpenetrating
values; as for the third, chapter 4 will investigate the idea of negating
beauty. Not only do I hold that ugliness has its own independent
character, but I also seek to explain how this is evinced both in ugliness of
form and content in chapters 7-9. When this is done, the anatomy of
ugliness is more refined than previous treatments, and whatever affinity
negative aesthetic judgment has with positive aesthetic judgment may
more readily be seen.
1.4.

Collation of Definitions and Conventions:

1.4.1. Aesthetics: The philosophical discipline which is concerned with
aesthetic experience.
1.4.2. Aesthetic Property: That which pleases or affects the senses, and
about which judgments are made.

There needs to be room for sophisticatedly complicated assessments. E.g. compare the
heads of Adolfo Wildt with the head of the bronze “Boxer at Rest” (“Terme Boxer”). Or
see the range of contemporary conflations of ugly/pretty in Vartanian (2006).
53
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1.4.3. Form: The aesthetic properties which feature in an aesthetic experience
(chiefly, art).
1.4.4. Content: The communicative element of an aesthetic experience
(chiefly, art).
1.4.5. Art1: An artifact or performance creatively expressing an idea for a
subject’s contemplation.
1.4.6. Opinions on ‘Good’ Art2:
1.4.6.1. Successful Art can: Powerfully express the great truths of
human experience.
1.4.6.2. Great Art should: Elevate the observer to ennobling
contemplation.
1.4.7. Nature1: The material realm as we find it arranged apart from human
intervention.
1.4.8. Nature2: How the world presents itself to us.
1.4.9. Communication: The transmission of meaning from one subject to
another.
1.4.10. Aesthetic Expression: The conveyance of content via formal features.
1.4.11. Aesthetic Experience1: The engagement of an observant subject with
a presentation of a set of phenomena.
1.4.12. Aesthetic Experience2: The engagement of a subject with an object.
1.4.13. Subject: The human recipient of experience (E.g. viewer, audience,
observer, et al.).
1.4.14. Object: The thing which is the focus of an experience.
1.4.15. Subject-centric Subjectivity: That which pertains to the subject in an
experience (i.e. qualia).
1.4.16. Object-centric Objectivity: That which pertains to the object in an
experience (i.e. qualities).
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Chapter 2 - Methodology
2. Introduction to Method and Means:
My project engages in qualitative research and critical analysis in
the field of aesthetic philosophy, focused especially on a satisfactory
accounting for the experience of ugliness. To entertain an eclectic range
of data (written sources, artistic practice, phenomenological experience)
and to enable a basis for criticism, I have drawn from a wide range of
materials in the literature relating to ugliness. These include
philosophical, psychological, art-historical, art-critical, and artistic texts.
At points in my study I also refer to works of art and shared aesthetic
experience.
Although I have adopted a set of basic assumptions about
aesthetics to move forward into the discussion of my particular topic, my
range of consulted materials includes many works which do not share the
same set of assumptions. This is necessary both to give a full account for
what has been said about ugliness, but also as a way in which I hope to
ensure I haven’t neglected opposing or conflicting views. My survey of
data is focused by either direct reference or clear relation to the
conceptual sphere of ugliness in written works and aesthetic (sensory)
experience, the latter of which includes both natural and artificial
instances. The survey is thematically arranged, but with chronological
breadth from ancient sources to contemporary writers, including
elements of intercultural comparisons. Below, in section 2.1., I explain the
arrangement of these surveys.
My discussion of the surveyed material is syncretistic with an aim
of accounting for sound insights from these sources. To provide such a
syncretistic account the data is critically assessed in a small degree within
the survey chapters, and to a larger degree in the closing chapters of
argument and analyses. Descriptions and explanations will both be
assessed in terms of consistency (internal), coherence (logical), and
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phenomenological correspondence (descriptive/predictive). The ordering
of this activity is explained at 2.2.
This chapter also introduces (2.3.) and demonstrates (2.4.) how I
systematically collate insights into ugliness while surveying literature.
This is done by reviewing two definitional articles on ugliness, which
were selected not only for their breadth, but also for their being typical
representations of how the contemporary discussion of ugliness is taking
place. The close of each review (2.4.5. and 2.4.11.) presents the salient
insights into or claims about ugliness taken from each. This format is used
throughout the thesis.
2.1.

Literature Overview: Selection and Arrangement of
Surveys

To understand both the historical and present state of notions of
ugliness, I conduct a large survey of the literature relating to negative
aesthetic judgment. This is spread over chapters 3 through 6, for reasons
which I enumerate below. While I do not claim to have turned up every
stone, I believe the major promontories are pointed out. Thankfully, at the
time of my research two seminal works on ugliness had recently arrived
to make this endeavor more manageable, albeit for different reasons.
Umberto Eco’s On Ugliness is encyclopedic in its visual, literary, and
systematizing scope.1 While the overall scope is larger, the individual
selections are concise, making it easy for a reader to assess the major
themes - past and present – in ugliness.2 In a different vein, Andrei Pop
and Mechtild Widrich’s Ugliness: The Non-Beautiful in Art and Theory
(2014) contained an extensive annotated bibliography which also
surveyed many of the major contributors to discussions of ugliness.3

Eco (2007).
Stephen Bailey’s Ugly: The Aesthetics of Everything (2013) was unfortunate in either its
timing or ignorance of Eco’s work – it echoes the earlier volume while falling short of it
for completeness and breadth. I review it in chapter 5.
3 Bailey’s work, mentioned above, also has an annotated bibliography. While its main
contribution is its humor, there are a few interesting sources unique to Bailey’s
collection.
1
2
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These being noted, I felt that a thorough survey would not only
inform my own thoughts relating to ugliness, but also could be managed
in such a way as to fill a few gaps present in the above authors. These
gaps were not so much absences of neglect, but rather necessary
omissions due to the nature of their writings. Firstly, there is not much in
the way of critical analyses in the major surveys of ugliness. They are
peppered throughout with commentary, but my thesis aims to
demonstrate the relative merit and viability of the various views of
ugliness. Secondly, there is the commonsense claim which, though
assumed, goes largely unexplored in most theories of ugliness: that
ugliness is simply the opposite of beauty.4 But as investigation (cf. §2.4.
below) reveals, this notion can imply that the experience of ugliness
stands in a similarly simple opposition to the experience of beauty. While
many note ugliness to be the reverse of beauty, few systematically make
the attempt to reverse their views of beauty to describe ugliness. Thirdly,
there is an inexcusable dearth of accounting for views of ugliness outside
of ‘western’ aesthetic traditions.5 While writers in aesthetics sometimes
speak of other cultural traditions outside of those they are most familiar
with, it can give the impression of set pieces, which are used to
demonstrate or deconstruct one’s own home system.6 There are
aesthetically-rich cultures outside of the normal purview of aesthetic
philosophy which not only have art and artifacts to contemplate, but also
rich histories of aesthetic philosophies themselves.
As noted elsewhere, this definition serves well semantically and to identify labels of
aesthetic value and disvalue (or positive and negative aesthetic value). But the
symmetrical definition does not equate to a symmetrical phenomenon of experience.
5 ‘Western’ aesthetic tradition is by no means monolithic or singular. But, rightly or
wrongly, as a commonplace term it serves to distinguish the broader
European/Eurasian/Anglophone sphere in which the field of philosophical aesthetics
has spent most of its time. To demonstrate my unwillingness to entirely subscribe to a
clean East/West divide (while finding it helpful to use the conventional term), I persist
in using ‘scare quotes’ when the terms are used in this way.
6 There is a growing field of intercultural, comparative aesthetics, which I have availed
myself of (e.g. Braembussche et al. (2009)). Yet even in this field there is a need for the
practice of ‘listening’ to other cultures’ frameworks of aesthetics with at least a practice
of mere appreciation before moving on to appropriation for self-ward critique.
4
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To address these three areas I have broken my literature review
into four chapters. The first (Ch.3) surveys representative views of
ugliness to demonstrate what either important thinkers had to say about
the concept, or to describe important thoughts on the concept. Herein I
record the various ideas and collate them according to their emphasis on
ugliness in the object (qualities), ugliness in the subjective response
(qualia), and those highlighting the interplay of aesthetic experience. As
explained below, I also distill from these writers the important insights or
claims which are taken forward into my resolving chapters. I provide
some analysis of the writers in this chapter, although a fuller
consideration is given in later chapters. In addition to the definitional
articles given in this chapter, these writers will provide the constellation
of concepts guiding later chapters.
I next move to the issue of reconstructing, or reversing views of
beauty to arrive at ugliness as an opposite in Chapter 4. Such an endeavor
deserves its own book-length treatment, but it was my expectation – and
after attempting it, conviction – that such an endeavor is bound to fall
short of identifying ugliness. To demonstrate the shortcomings describing
the experience of ugliness only as the opposite of beauty I show what the
reversal of beauty, according to three theorists, might look like. I first
discuss the challenges in the field which studies negation and negative
statements. Then I explain what each figure held to be constitutive to our
experience of beauty, before finally demonstrating ways in which these
aspects could be reversed or negated. This speculative or re-constructive
literature review demonstrates the impracticability of such a definition by
way of mere opposition.
Chapter 5 is where I discuss the major treatments of negative
aesthetic judgment, and ugliness in particular. Those works which devote
themselves to ugliness are discussed here, and equally crucial works on
ideas relating to aesthetic negativity.7 Much of what is found here was
7

E.gs. Korsmeyer’s Savoring Disgust (2011) and Levinson’s Suffering Art Gladly (2014).

29

given in germ form in previous chapters, but there are also unique
insights taken from these writers – especially in those who make
commitments towards explaining the mechanics or motivations of ugly
valuation. Although I do not collate these writers as in chapter 3, I do
keep track of their commitments by way of the system explained below.
Chapter 6, despite being the longest survey, is a too-brief
exploration of insights that can be found in Asian aesthetic systems, and
East Asia in particular. Because I have some facility with the Chinese
language and familiarity with Chinese and Japanese art history I have
chosen to focus on these two streams. Unlike previous chapters, there is
an element of chronological order to my approach to Chinese writers.
This includes highlights of ugliness in East Asian artwork and aesthetic
practice prior to the modern era. At the end of this chapter I also use my
system of collection to show which insights present in other cultural
contexts are present in some Asian aesthetic philosophies, while also
highlighting unique insights into ugliness.
2.2.

Explanation of Analysis:

After surveying the literature on ugliness in the novel ways
discussed above, I discuss the distillation of previous writings and try
and make sense of their conflicting claims. To do so I devote chapters 7-9
to a critique and analysis of the accumulated views of ugliness. I believe
that there is an understanding of aesthetic judgment which accounts for
those views of ugliness which ought to be retained in any proper
construal of the term and accompanying experience.
By using the language of ‘ought’ and ‘proper’ I am committing
myself to a type of value judgment (whose subject matter, ironically, is
value judgment). I do believe that some of the views of ugliness are not
only less helpful (meaning they fail to help us understand the nature of
ugly aesthetic experiences) but are also less correct than others. By
correct, I am again presupposing a notion of truth in regard to how we
may adjudicate aesthetic conceptions. As noted previously, this notion
30

will relate to internal coherence of the aesthetic system (of the supplying
thinker), yet with the privilege we are given as shared participants in any
system of aesthetics.8 Relating to this, my notion of a correct or true view
of ugliness also relates to how well a conception describes the phenomena
of our experience. This is an interest in correspondence, and its subjectivesituatedness does not preclude degrees of objective observation.9 I seek to
avoid the temptation of equivocation, while recognizing the semantic
flexibility of our use of the term ugliness.
Rather than having an entire chapter dedicated solely to critique of
various conceptions of ugliness, I first introduce the reader to my
systematization of aesthetic judgments to form a scaffold on which to
hang the constituent elements of ugliness. This is done in chapter 7,
where the holistic and aspectual nature of how we assess our aesthetic
experience is detailed. I draw on the insights of other writers on aesthetic
criticism, perspectives, and judgment in this chapter, but a large portion
of my approach is informed by my own work as a practicing artist. As
such I hope that this chapter introduces some readers in aesthetic
philosophy to some of the insights which are to be found in the practical
or technical understanding of art and aesthetics found amongst
practitioners of the fine arts.
Chapter 8 takes this system and shows how the collated claims
relating to ugliness may be properly understood by relation to respective
aspects of aesthetic judgment. In doing so there is demonstration of how a
number of claims may be combined, and how others can avoid conflation.
This is where some of the critique of various views of ugliness is
accomplished. It is also where an explanation for the seemingly
insurmountable subjectivity of ugliness is addressed, and where notions
This is against a universally exclusivist system wherein someone claims a privileged
position of understanding that no one else can attain it. This is the danger which might
seem to come across in some of the well-known adages from artists, such as Constable’s
“I never saw an ugly thing in my life” (Leslie, 1951, p.280); yet the artist’s own following
phrase demonstrated it was not an idiosyncratic system.
9 This claim is discussed in greater length in chapter 7.
8
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of equivocation are faced up to. The remainder of analysis takes place at
chapter 9, where the problems relating to ugliness are finally addressed. I
believe that my approach gives new perspectives on these problems and
in some cases an acceptable solution or two.
2.3.

Method of Collation

In an attempt to keep track of the insights and claims which are
taken from the literature I am employing an abbreviation system. There
are three areas of interest which serve as categories, and these are: species
of ugliness (Sx), features of ugliness (Fx), and problems of ugliness (Px). The
first category, species, refers to the kinds or types of ugliness which
persons have put forward as either (1) a variety of ugliness (assuming it
has multiple kinds), or (2) the definition of what ugliness is (assuming it is
singular). The second category, features, are those aspects or elements of
ugliness which appear (to certain writers) to be constitutive. These are the
‘hallmarks’ or identifying features which may set ugliness apart from
other values or experiences. Thirdly, problems are those conundrums
associated with ugliness which problematize our understanding of the
concept and which challenge the various explanations that have been
offered.
Another goal for this convention (besides ease of use) is to allow
readers to notice how often certain themes arise in discussion of negative
aesthetic judgments. While these three categories are introduced (and
demonstrated, §2.4.) in this chapter, I use them throughout chapters 3-6.
In doing so there is a high degree of repetition, which demonstrates both
the centrality of certain ideas, and appreciation when a source introduces
a novel insight. Although the numbering system will remain consistent,10
the accumulation of species, features, and problems is so multitudinous
that readers may both despair of resolution and fail to remember whatrefers-to-what. This is intentional, and demonstrates one of the

I.e., S1 will always refer to the same idea whether it is appended to the writings of
Socrates, Ronald Moore, Umberto Eco, or etc.
10
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motivating claims of this thesis - that the multiplicity of offered
explanations for ugliness is taken as a mark against a cogent, singular
explanation. I do attempt to weave all these strands together in my
arguments at the end of the thesis (chapters 7-9).
That being said, I delay most of my commentary on the species,
features, and problems until those latter chapters. I do raise questions
about some claims when they occur and also do a bit of critique within
the literature review, but the more rigorous analysis does not come until
these have been surveyed. I provide lists, or collation of these categories
at the end of relevant sections. This may be seen immediately below, in
my survey of two definitional articles.
2.4.

Definitional Modalities and Demonstration of Categories

(Sx, Fx, Px):
Below are two articles which I have also chosen to illustrate the
disparate way ugliness (and aesthetics) is treated between those with
analyzing and illustrating tendencies, respectively.11 I have a twofold aim
in placing these articles in this chapter. First, to give the reader a sense of
the distinctive way in which ugliness has been explained in either
analytical or what I term ‘narrative’ approaches. The former is interested
in systematizing and critiquing the data presented by a wide range of
sources, whereas the latter is interested in the situatedness and
motivations of the sources. Playing with the terms, the former is engaged
in critique of the concept of ugliness, while the latter also criticizes
conceptions of ugliness. My second aim is to give the reader a cluster of
core concepts related to ugliness before wading into the lengthier

There is both artificiality and actuality in the analytic/continental divide. Such a
distinction does not always hold, nor, I believe, should it. However we do in fact
encounter at times a clear divergence in those who are treating topics via analyses of its
semantic or logical expression, and those who are interested in the phenomena’s
impression, the history of ideas, or ways to deconstruct and problematize the culture of
such experiences. These concerns divide among signs and significance, and I am
pursuing my path with an eye towards addressing both. This is my motivation for
including two apparently disparate definitional articles.
11
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treatments, which also introduces my abbreviated categories. Readers
wishing to skip to these may view them at 2.4.5 and 2.4.11.
2.4.1. Ronald Moore – “Ugliness” – Analysis, Ontology, Value
In addition to the introductory sections of the writings of Eco, Pop
and Widrich,12 Ronald Moore’s article “Ugliness” serves as one of the best
introductions on the challenges posed by negative aesthetic value.13 In
addition to the goodness of its being both analytic and readable, the
article serves as a helpful framework encapsulating the major conceptual
concerns relating to ugliness. Within these some of the major contributors
(past and present) are identified. Moore’s writing divides itself into three
sections: “The Analysis of Ugliness”, “The Ontology of Ugliness”, and
“The Value of Ugliness”. I summarize these below and identify elements
my own treatment will address and quandaries I aim to answer. But
before doing so I wish to provide the reader with Moore’s own excellent
introduction in full:
The common conception that ugliness is simply the antonym
of beauty, its polar opposite on the spectrum of aesthetic value,
can easily obscure the subject's inherent subtlety and
complexity—features that have made it both fascinating and
perplexing to aesthetic theorists throughout the ages. Although
there is no doubt an opposition between beauty and ugliness,
it is an opposition that can be understood in a good many ways;
and although beauty marks an extreme of aesthetic positivity,
ugliness sometimes present itself in manifestations whose
effects are not altogether negative. Philosophical reflection on
the nature of aesthetic ugliness has centered on three issues: (1)
the conceptual problem of providing a correct analysis of
ugliness, particularly in its relation to beauty; (2) the
ontological problem of determining whether ugliness exists

Eco (2007), Pop & Widrich (2014). I treat these works in chapter 5.
Moore (1998). Sibley (2001) may be the most analytically rigorous treatment of ugliness
(outside of the recent, narrower writing by Paris (2017)), but Moore offers a broader
introduction.
12
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(i.e., whether there are any things that truly are ugly) and, if it
does, how it becomes engaged in aesthetic judgment; and (3)
the critical problem of accounting for ugliness's salubrious
effects both within and without the world of art.

I would like to call attention to two areas of this introduction:
Firstly, Moore summarizes the “common conception” which weds beauty
and ugliness. Though the author gestures towards the challenges this
conception raises (e.g. ugliness’ unique “complexity” and oddly positive
“effects”), his article quickly returns to treating this linkage as an
inevitability. Secondly, Moore introduces his three facets of treatment –
analysis, ontology, value – each of which has its attendant challenges. For
analysis, a challenge is that it be “correct” – which I understand as
involve both internal coherence and phenomenal correspondence. In
other words, does a proffered analysis make sense? Does it account for
ugliness as we find it (or as it strikes us?)? For ontology, is there such a
‘thing’ as ugliness? This also raises the irrepressible dichotomy of ugly
qualities (an ugly object) or ugly qualia (an ugly response). For values,
Moore highlights the quandary of “ugliness’s salubrious effects”. We
could frame the question, ‘how is it that ugliness can please?’ or ‘how is it
that negative aesthetic value can contribute to a positive experience?’14
Any way of resolving the idea should avoid endangering a ‘negative’
view of ugliness – for if we manage to beautify ugliness completely, what
will remain? In addition to explaining the independence of ugliness (as
distinct and de-linked from beauty), I contend that my explanation in the
latter portion of this book will satisfy the three kinds of challenges
identified above. But before leaving Moore, I must highlight his insights
in his three sections.
2.4.2. Moore’s “Analysis of Ugliness”

The latter idea reminds us of the Paradox of Tragedy (or Negative Emotion), which I
treat in chapter 5 by means of Levinson (2014a).
14

35

In his section on the analysis of ugliness, the author explains the
“apparent” truth that ugliness resists being defined by a set of features or
qualities that only ugly things (or experiences) possess. The view “that
ugliness cannot be abstractly identified with some set of characteristics
common and peculiar to all ugly objects” is supported by two
observations. The first is the diversity of uglies. The second is that
ugliness “is often supposed to consist less in features of things than in a
form of reaction they call up.” Speaking of reactions, he adds that
negative reaction alone cannot suffice to define ugliness, for sometimes
the ultimate response to experiences involving ugliness are positive. A
good portion of my argument challenges this ‘apparent’ truth, and in
doing so treats the diversity associated with ugliness (recognizing the
diversity while claiming a measure of univocity). Addressing the first
claim informs the second, and so my argument finds a place for ugly
“features”, even amidst their reactionary situatedness. In chapter 5 I
present another article which addresses both of Moore’s concerns
(features and reactions) while differing from my own approach.15 An
intriguing feature of Moore’s opening analysis paragraph, as summarized
here, is that its main purpose is to serve as a segue into his discussion of
ugliness’ relation to beauty. It is helpful that he broaches this pervasive
notion so quickly, but the article would be stronger (albeit longer) for
giving more time to accounts of ugliness which sought to describe
ugliness by means of features or reactions – aloof from ugliness’
relationship to beauty. On the other hand, I take this as a favorable
indication of the paucity of such accounts and the novelty of this present
thesis.
Having made his transition to viewing ugliness in light of beauty,
Moore helpfully provides four representative “camps” of understanding
this relationship. The first claims that ugliness is the “absence, or
privation” of beauty. Unsurprisingly, Augustine is enlisted as a
15

Paris (2017).
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proponent of such a view, as well as Plato, Plotinus, and Aquinas.
Granting that these figures held positions akin to absence/privation, I
think the writings of the latter three figures contain additional claims
regarding ugliness (on which see chapter 3). Moore cites the problem of
“callilogical neutrality” as a mark against the privation view. I would add
the problem of ugliness’ unique features and affect (I discuss this
asymmetricalist stance in later chapters) and in the artistic conflation of
formal beauties and uglies (cf. ch.3). The second camp holds that ugliness
“and beauty occupy polar extremes on a single scale of aesthetic value”.
Such a scale also accommodates neutral states. Moore claims Hobbes,
Hume, and Edmund Burke as proponents. While the easiest conception of
such a scale relates to pleasure, Moore says that “moral or practical
judgments” may also be intended and cites John Dewey as an example of
such a utilitarian view.16 The third camp retains a scalar view but allows
transgressions of beauty or ugliness through “the neutral meridian.” This
camp is divided into two versions by Moore, the first being those who
view ugliness as “a negative species of beauty”. This is meant to indicate
the positive ways in which ugliness contributes to aesthetic experiences. 17
George Santayana, Bernard Bosanquet, W.T. Stace and Samuel Alexander
are said to represent this view. Moore speculates that this conflating, or
accommodationist view, “owes some of its credibility to the emergence of
modern psychology”. Yet I maintain that artistic practitioners (which
Moore himself references later in his article, e.g. John Constable) operated
under such assumptions well before the arrival of ‘modern psychology,’

Moore cites Dewey’s Art as Experience, where the author discusses a chair failing to
serve its purpose (promoting “the role of vision”) as being ugly. I take this as an example
of both the difficulty of categorizing authors, as well as Moore’s challenge in doing so –
for Plato makes nearly identical utilitarian claims – but Moore has placed him in the
privation camp already.
17 In Moore’s words, “Thus understood, ugliness contributes to the effect of (positive)
beauty by challenging the attentive intellect to respond in unorthodox ways to
phenomena in which appealing elements are combined with repelling ones.” There is a
need to distinguish the overall effect ugliness may contribute to from the constitutive
elements in this understanding. Such a distinguishing still leaves the puzzles of analyzing
the “repelling” elements (uglies) in overall pleasing experiences.
16
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deploying ugliness at times to achieve pleasant ends. The fourth camp
delinks beauty and ugliness by suggesting that “ugliness and beauty
might be conceptually independent yet exercise a shaping or braking
influence on each other as they operate in certain contexts.” Thus, while
ugliness or beauty may have scalar degrees, they are not on the same
scale. Moore finds “seeds of such a view” in Schlegel and Bosanquet (due
to their being able to view ugliness positively), with Stephen Pepper and
Mark Cousins being modern representatives.18 Moore’s objection to this
view (which would also form an objection to my own arguments in the
latter portion of this book) is that loosing the wedded bonds of beauty
and ugliness means that ugliness then becomes referential to “a host of
other values.” Being bound to beauty at least had the promise (a false
promise, I aver) of narrowing the field of inquiry. “If ugliness has nothing
to do with beauty it becomes the expression of any aesthetic antipathy
one pleases, dissipating its force in the vagaries of taste, intuition, and
ideology.” I directly address this complaint in chapters 7 through 9. I also
provide my own treatments of the difficulties associated with reversing,
negating, or opposing beauty is given in chapter 4.
2.4.3. Moore’s “Ontology of Ugliness”
From analysis (of ugliness in relation to beauty), Moore turns to
ontology, which he opens by dismissing the privation characterization
introduced earlier. This is done initially by mentioning the “general
acknowledgment that many real things are ugly”. Yet against this
“reduction ad absurdum” of the privation view, Moore cites Augustine,
Bosanquet, Pepper and Kovach as being supportive via theoretical
considerations. The churchman’s case was that the appearance of ugliness

Moore quotes Cousins’ article “The Ugly”, AA Files 28 (1996), which is describe by
Moore as “deconstructive” and “psychoanalytic”. The quote in question: “The ugly
object is an object which is experienced both as being there and as something that should
not be there. That is, the ugly object is an object which is in the wrong place”. For my
part, I believe that Cousins’ analysis of experience has touched on a ‘core-conception’
related to ugliness – it’s ‘should-not-ness’ and ‘wrong-ness’ which will take a central role
in my closing arguments – but not in a locative sense.
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is merely appearance – “a deficiency in perceptual capacities [or]
responsiveness”.19 Bosanquet’s non-existence case is given as a failure of
expression.20 Stephen Pepper finds no place for ugliness, according to
Moore, due to maintaining that “aesthetic value runs through all of life.”
Francis J. Kovach is said to describe ugliness as “limitation…impediment
or shortcoming” in beautiful things, “a deficit in real things, and no real
thing itself.”21 Moore here introduces a similar claim from some artists
that nothing is ugly. Constable is the oft-quoted source, saying “…there is
nothing ugly; I never say an ugly thing in my life….”22 Constable
mentions the aesthetic aspects that can “make” an ugly thing “beautiful,”
but as Moore points out it is hard to deduce whether the artist is denying
ugliness’ existence or describing his own ability to transform it. These
notions of artistic transformation of the ugly will be taken up in chapters
8-9. I appreciate Moore’s introduction here of an artists’ view of ugliness,
but more can be said of the affirmation of some form of ugly existence by
a wider range of artistic practice.23
A very helpful insight into the standard stance towards ugliness’
existence is Moore’s correct indication that those “theorists who defend
the reality of ugliness” are largely subjectivists (rather than situating
ugliness in the object), and the author lays the burden of such a view at
the feet of Immanuel Kant. As the reader will see, many modern views of
Those familiar with Augustine’s Confessions or Enchiridion may here expect Moore to
produce a reading of Augustine where evil is nothing but the diminution of good, and
therefore nothing is evil – evil is privation of good. But a look at these texts hints towards
the point indicated by Moore: that our concern with evil is due to our failure to see the
good which is actual. While I believe the ontological commitments of Augustine’s view
should be highlighted, Moore’s focus does provide a welcome epistemological nuance.
20 See notes on Gentile in following chapter (3).
21 Dewey is also said by Moore to hold a similar view by dint of his practical, or
utilitarian view, noted above under the ‘second camp’ describing beauty and ugliness’
relation.
22 John Constable quoted in Leslie (1951), p. 280. See discussion of Constable alongside of
Joshua Reynolds, in my Ch.3.
23 Chapters 7-9 continue this idea, but for the moment the reader may consider as
evidence of artistic commitment to ugliness the practice of art schools and training,
where design, composition, draft and modeling classes train the eyes and hands to
eliminate the aesthetic ‘oughtn’t’; as well as the identifying practice of artists and art
critics.
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ugliness are concerned with our experience rather than the provoking
item or event. Moore goes so far as to say “there are virtually no
objectivist ugliness theories.” I take up this problem again at the end of
this book, and demonstrate what a plausible objectivist treatment of
ugliness might look like. Among subjectivist ‘realists’ are those who
describe ugliness as a type of “displeasure” (Stace) and those who
describe it as “disapproval” (Schlegel, Croce, Cousins, G.E. Moore). It is
interesting that recent analytic treatments of ugliness blend the two to
some degree, with a narrowed meaning of the aesthetic disapproval.24
Two conclusions close out Moore’s section on ugliness’ ontology: First,
the diverse range of subjective aesthetic systems results in multitudinous
views of ugliness’ origin and observance – “there are other views as well
– perhaps as many as there are aesthetic epistemologies.” Secondly, many
of these are focused on “showing how our experience of ugliness can be
edifying, no matter how negative its inherent nature.” This later
observation serves as a segue to the value and utility of ugliness.25
2.4.4. Moore’s “Value of Ugliness”
The gateway of discussing ugliness’ possible value(s) is its
paradoxical nature: while our commonsense understanding of a
displeasing, disconcerting aesthetic would lead us to think we avoid
ugliness, it is also commonly known that we sometimes, in some ways,
enjoy encounters with negative aesthetic experiences. Moore observes
that this “paradox of ugliness” is “the generic parent of the better-known
‘paradox of tragedy.’” The author notes that treatments explaining the
strange pleasures of tragedy (or ugliness) must be careful to keep their
focus on the displeasure itself, else the explanation defaults to means of
Paris (2017) narrows the disapproving quality/qualia to “deformity”. Paris’ article is
insightful and helpful, but deformity is too specific to account both for negative formal
elements and for ‘higher order’ commonplace conceptions of ugliness. Cf. Ch.5.
25 Lessing (1962) is an example of a literary theorist who recognizes the role of negative
aesthetic elements, and stands in the ‘western’ stream which includes writers like
Longinus (1995), Aristotle (1995), and Burke (1990), who readily admit negatives (and
ugliness) as serving various roles. Thanks to Rafael De Clerq for highlighting Lessing
here. Cf. Ch.6 for EAA counterparts.
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‘conversion’ by way of the artist. Yet just how difficult that is may be seen
in the four forms of explanation Moore enumerates. First are those who,
in the stream of Aristotle view engagements with ugliness positively
because of the “antidotal” effects, which produces pleasurable or
profitable results while granting the element its negativity. Then there are
those (again, post-Kant) who felt that negative aesthetic experiences
granted us insights into our “mental powers,” and the ability of humanity
to cope with or sublimate the experience. Thirdly, Moore claims
“postindustrial realism” as facing up to the fact that ugliness ‘is what it
is,’ without modification or mollification. The author doesn’t suggest if
such opinion-holders thought this enlightens the paradox of pleasure, or
if it simply denies it outright. Finally, the last group seeks to avoid value
labels in general, rejecting “the old dichotomous borders”. Doing so
allows a fresh investigation which unproblematically finds facets of
ugliness enjoyable.26 For this last group we should ask if the idea is:
ugliness itself is enjoyable (perhaps akin to the historical treatments of
disgust, treated in later chapters), or if there is a strand within such
encounters that is pleasurable – if so, that strand may be something
distinct from ugliness, and actually not ugly as all.
Moore closes this section and his article by noting that “any fully
satisfactory rejoinder to the paradox of ugliness” will need to account for
each of the above approaches, and this is an aim of my own writing in
this thesis. Some help will be brought in by treatments shown in chapter
5, although the reader may already see ways in which these four views of
valuation need not be mutually exclusive. Moore’s final word hints at the
current status of ugliness’ value, in a milieu where the value of claiming
values themselves are not fixed: “the debate has shifted to consider what
part of the contemplation should involve rejection of ugliness in defense

Moore gives Guy Sircello as an example of this view, but his bibliography doesn’t
suggest which of Sircello’s writings might demonstrate the idea.
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of beauty and other positive aesthetic values and what part can be given
over to enjoying its dark, exotic pleasures.”
2.4.5.

Concluding and Collating Moore’s “Ugliness”

As noted, I feel that Ronald Moore’s introductory article on
ugliness is among the best, if not the best essay for quickly assessing the
‘lay of the land’ regarding the negative aesthetic concept as a field of
study. It remains readable while setting forth the topic analytically and
still manages to introduce a variety of theories. The next article reviewed
represents an equally insightful approach, but one whose strength –
introducing multiple narratives of conceptualization – is also its
weakness. From both I identify several points relating to ugliness which
must be addressed in a thorough treatment of the topic. As noted above,
these are arranged as species of ugliness, features of ugliness, and
problems of ugliness. Those listed below were mentioned in Moore, but
are not necessarily held or promoted by the author. They are given as
they occurred in the text – not in terms of importance or hierarchy.
•

Species of Ugliness (Sx):
o S1 OP – Ugliness as the Opposite of Beauty: As Moore notes, the
“most common conception” views ugliness as “simply the antonym of
beauty.
o S2 UNP – Ugliness as Unpurposive, or Inutile: Ugliness as failure
to achieve a purpose or function.
o S3 B – Ugliness as Beauty (Beauty Which Challenges): Ugliness
as a form of beauty which is difficult, provocative, challenging, etc.
Obviously, this is only possible in systems in which beauty is not
merely simple (or immediate) aesthetic pleasure/approval.
o S4 AA – Ugliness as Aesthetic Antipathy: This phrase is taken
directly from Moore, who claims that delinking ugliness from beauty
opens the door to it being “the expression of any aesthetic antipathy
one pleases”.
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o S5 FE – Ugliness as Failure of Expression: This may be read as the
fault of the object or author, but the sense of communication
distinguishes it from S2 at this stage.
o S6 N – Ugliness as Nothing (Lack/Privation): Ugliness is the
recognition of absence; the negation or lack of a positive.
o S7 DSP – Ugliness as Displeasure: A negative valuation, referring
to the emotional (or perhaps sensory) response.
o S8 DAPP – Ugliness as Disapproval: A negative valuation, referring
to a discerning or discriminating judgment.
•

Features of Ugliness (Fx):
o F1 MULT – Multiplicity of Ugliness: Ugliness is multitudinous in
its instances, encompassing widely varying phenomena.
o F2 RSP – Responsive Nature of Ugliness: Largely a claim of
subjective-origin, F2 refers to the idea that ugliness is a name for our
response/reaction, rather than the thing. Moore adds that almost all
theorizing about ugliness is subjective.
o F3 BD – Beauty-Determinedness of Ugliness: If ugliness is
beauty’s opposite, then its nature can be describe only in reference to
beauty and its features.
o F4 POL – Polarity of Ugliness: Ugliness occupies the negative pole
position of a scale or range.
o F5 MUT – Mutability of Ugliness: Ugliness, or the perception of
ugliness, can be changed, modified, diminished or extinguished.
o F6 OBJ – Objectification of Ugliness: Against F2, this is akin to an
objective claim, that ugliness is a feature of real things. Moore claims
there are almost “no objectivist ugliness theories”.
o F7 EPD – Epistemologically-Determined: This feature is twofold, in
that (akin to F3) ugliness is described according to larger systems of
“aesthetic epistemologies”; and that ideas of ugliness follow, rather
than lead, systematization.
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o F8 UT – Utility of Ugliness: This feature covers a range of subspecies, in which ugliness provides ‘cognitive insight’, “antidotal”
effects, formal interest, and suchlike.
o F9 PL – Pleasure of Ugliness: Controversially (though frequently
arising in discussions of ‘disgust’), this is the claim that ugly
experiences are simply (or complexly) enjoyable.
•

Problems of Ugliness (Px):
o P1 CHAR – Problem of Characterization: Challenging definitions of
ugliness, this is the difficulty of classifying/categorizing ugliness via
“some set of characteristics common and peculiar to all ugly objects”.
o P2 REF – Problem of Referentiality: Whether because of its
association with beauty or another standard of value, it seems
impossible to not view ugliness in reference to that which it
predicates.
o P3 DISS – Problem of Disappearance: Whether via an aesthetic
attitude, change of perspective, or contextual mollification, ugliness
can be made to disappear from (an) experience.
o P4 LOC – Problem of Location: Plaguing aesthetic systems in
general, but ugliness especially, is the question of whether or not
ugliness may be a quality of an object, or only a quale of the subject.
P5 PDX – Paradox of Ugliness: This label plays off of the well-known
‘Paradox of Tragedy’, which Moore notes is a ‘child’ of this “generic
parent”. It refers to the positive experience we commonly have of
negative aesthetic experiences, or more precisely, of positive
experiences containing negative (ugly) elements.
o P6 VV – Problem of Vestigial Values: This refers to the possibility
that we have entered into an era in which aesthetic values (among
others) are no longer recognized or are no longer thought to obtain in
society. Thus ugliness (and beauty) are misnomers or meaningless.
2.4.6. Nina Athanassoglou-Kallmyer – “Ugliness” – Exploring
Narratives
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I now turn to another definitional article on ugliness taken from
Critical Terms for Art History and written by Nina AthanassoglouKallmyer.27 While Mark Cousins’ article is in a similar vein, as well as
Gretchen Henderson’s monograph,28 Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s provides
a broader sketch of treatments than the former, and a shorter text than
latter. These are written in a different style than the analysis of Moore’s
article, in that they have an eye towards what I would describe as the
narratives, or metanarratives, in which discussions of ugliness have arisen.
As mentioned, although the distinction is artificial, there is a general
division between ‘analytical’ philosophy and
‘continental/phenomenological’ philosophy. If Moore’s article
represented the strain which is searching for the ‘correct’ understanding
of ugliness, Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s and others are more interested in
exploring the hermeneutics of ugliness. Both survey the history of
previous contributions,29 but the latter writer’s article is much more wideranging. The helpful bibliography, with over 40 writers, is an evidence of
the range, as well as her categories of treatment. These are titled
thematically as “Definitions”, “The Exile”, “The Return of the Repressed”,
and “Ugly, Formless, Abject”. I mention here only the salient portions of
each. As in the case with Moore’s article, I close with a collation of
insights to be treated in my thesis’ conclusion.
2.4.7.

Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s “Definitions”

One of the best summaries of the ‘Western’ historical perception of
ugliness is found in the first few sentences of Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s
opening paragraph:
Simply put, ugliness is an aesthetic category that stands at the
opposite of beauty. The two constitute polarities that form the

"Ugliness" (2003).
Cousins (1996); Henderson (2014, 2015).
29 A dearth in both articles (as well as the monographs and larger works explored in
chapter 5) is the absence of contributors outside of the European or Anglophone
traditions. I hope that my exposure of Asian artifacts and traditions, touched on in
chapter 6, may go some length in addressing this neglect.
27
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backbone of Western aesthetic and moral thought. Beauty was
construed as the ‘center’ and the ‘canon.’ […] On the flip side
of beauty, ugliness served as the all-purpose repository for
everything that did not fit this centered and elevated norm…

Like Moore, the author here notes the inevitable linkage of ugliness
to beauty. Yet the last sentence of the quote reveals that ugliness, if only
in its capaciousness, is much more than a mere negation. In this section
Athanassoglou-Kallmyer correctly identifies that, when not
predetermined as merely the reversal of beauty in terms of simplicity, the
concept becomes a catch-all for dislikable experiences. Yet her sample
listing of these (different from Umberto’s exploration of ugly synonyms30)
cues up a theme of her writing: the societal use-of, rather than situational
presence-of ugliness. “[M]undane reality, the irrational, evil, disorder,
dissonance, irregularity, excess, deformity, the marginal: in short, the
Other.” Identifying ugliness as a hallmark of “marginality” and “the
Other” already sets up the concept as a type of champion for the
suppressed, and much of the article and its sources will go towards
supporting this notion. While I agree with the reality of the ascription or
attribution of ugliness being used a tool of suppression, subjection, or
scorn (consider visual propaganda of any era), I am concerned that
viewing ugliness as entirely as a construct denies and diminishes the
equally interesting (and equally undeniable) presence of ugliness
encountered apart from human nefariousness.
By way of Adorno and Rosenkranz the author does see how
ugliness could be an “essential component of art”, whether by
“generating…tension” or working as a foil to beauty.31 This implies that
its deployment isn’t necessarily only constructing with a construct, but
rather making artistic use of an independent entity. Whatever this may

See Eco (2007), p.16. Athanassoglou-Kallmyer explores ugliness’ “polysemy” in this
section, adducing it to be evidence of plurality.
31 Rosenkranz (1853, English tr. 2015); Theodor Adorno (1997), 46.]
30

46

be, the concept is complicated by its variety and plurality. “Beauty was
one. Ugliness had many faces.”32 Citing numerous authors,
Athanassoglou-Kallmyer introduces synonyms of ugliness here as well as
the overarching impression that such variation itself points towards a
type of formlessness – both in phenomena and theory.33 She focuses
heavily on the idea of the grotesque, referencing both the etymological
meaning and the eventual inference towards “decorative hybrids of
implausibly and ambiguously intertwined” forms. I would like to
emphasize this connection, not for the “transgressive character” which
animates the writer’s discourse, but rather to affirm the long-standing
deployment and enjoyment of visually quixotic, misshapen, or
convoluted forms. I also note it because grotesque serves as a term which
will be re-deployed in describing potentially ugly forms in Asian
aesthetics – albeit without the same inference as given by AthanassoglouKallmyer and her sources.
The author discusses ugliness as involved in a “dialectic”
relationship with beauty, which is informed in its history by “issues of
hierarchy, value, and power. […] Both beauty and ugliness articulated
cultural and political meanings.” Again, while this is more of a
symptomatic observation rather than diagnostic, it should be admitted
that historical notions of ugliness have been informed by attendant
cultural issues and have been deployed to achieve cultural aims. This
portion of the article also recognizes that by dint of its being construed as
a “category of opposition”, ugliness could serve as a means of cultural
pushback and critique. The author is not just pointing out that ugliness
“is a critique of dominant ideologies”, but that people were using ugliness
This is nearly the same as a quote from Victor Hugo, which she quotes: “Beauty has
only one type; ugliness has a thousand.” From Hugo, Cromwell, (1827 – Engl. tr. 2013).
Against this simplifying trend per beauty, see Levinson (2014b).
33 Almost every sentence in Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s article is attended by a reference
to a writer relating to ugliness. While this is a boon for the researcher looking for
sources, including them in a summary would needlessly balloon the attempt. Interested
readers will find her bibliography doesn’t entirely overlap the helpful collections of Eco
(2007) and Pop & Widrich (2014).
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to make such critiques. In this discussion Athanassoglou-Kallmyer
adduces criticisms of Manet’s Olympia (and the ‘Vénus Hottentote’34):
An arena of intense ideological struggle, to use Bakhtin’s terms,
the picture’s transgressive character found a fitting, if
unconscious, transcription in the vocabulary of ugliness –
formal, social, moral, and racial – activated for the occasion by
outraged Salon critics.35

2.4.8. Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s “The Exile”
This section of the article describes the various ways in which
ugliness has been castigated or prohibited. In a handful of paragraphs,
Athanassoglou-Kallmyer moves from the ancient Greeks (Hesiod, Plato,
Aristotle) and the Biblical creation narrative, onward through Romans
(Vitruvius, Horace) and the Renaissance (Raphael, Horace, Boileau) to
Enlightenment and Idealism (Kant and Hegel). What begins as a
catalogue of views of ugliness as forbidden soon converts into either
begrudging acceptance of ugliness or grotesquery in art (as early as
Aristotle’s Tractatus Coislinianus) or its adaptability (as described by
Boileau36). While the overall tone highlights theories rejecting and
condemning ugliness, the author’s inclusion of accounts of how people
have admitted ugliness into their culture serves to undermine the
narrative of a systematic exile of ugliness. The most commonsensical view
of ugly experiences includes ideas of negative reaction (at some level) and
we may take this as a simpler trans-cultural explanation of people
proscribing it than a historical trend. This section in AthanassoglouKallmyer’s article works best as a catalogue, rather than a conspiracy.
2.4.9. Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s “The Return of the Repressed”

See the discussion of this sad episode of intercultural ineptitude in Henderson’s
Ugliness, (2015).
35 The Bakhtin referred to here is Mikhail Bakhtin, and his work Rabelais and His World
(1935).
36 She gives a translation of Boileau which sounds like Constable’s oft-repeated adage,
yet in verse: “There is no monster bred beneath the sky,/ But well-disposed by art, may
please the eye.” In Cook (1926), p.185.
34
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Although the inclusion of ugliness’ ambivalence weakens the force
of the narrative direction the author intended, her section on ugliness’
‘return’ does help the reader in seeing the ways in which ugliness was
rejuvenated by use among critics and creators during the onset of
modernity. Here Athanassoglou-Kallmyer points out genuine increase in
the adoption of the ugly as “the symbol of the avant-garde’s cult of
modernity in contrast to the reactionary establishment’s worship of
classical antiquity and Ideal Beauty.” Writers like Baudelaire and painters
like Théodore Géricault and Aubrey Beardsley are given as examples of
the trend.
Prefacing such an embrace of ugliness was the Enlightenment
acknowledgment of the relativity of ugliness. The author says this period
“spawned a counterdiscourse of relativism and multiplicity that assaulted
that very same ideal it upheld.” Diderot’s Encyclopédie illustrated this
referentiality:
Ideas of ugliness vary as much as those of beauty, according to
times, places, climates, and the character of nations and of
individuals…. Therefore there can be no knowledge of the
Beautiful or the Ugly without the knowledge of the canon,
without knowledge of the model…there is nothing absolute in
these ideas.

Athanassoglou-Kallmyer closes this section with the example of
Théophile Gautier’s use of grotesquery, both in his essays (Les grotesques)
and novel Mademoiselle de Maupin. The point that Gautier’s works serve as
a type of the embrace of ugliness taking place in this era is well taken, but
the author’s grand historical assertion may be questioned. She claims that
the writer was the “first to situate transgressive hybridity in the highly
censored domain of sexuality and gender as a locus of intersection in
which the absolute values of conventional morality collapsed, merged, or
ambiguously and fluidly traded places.” As noted earlier, and also
mentioned in chapter 5 where other narratives of ugliness are examined,
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such writings are historically informative, but the strong historical claim –
that Gautier was “indeed first to situate transgressive hybridity” – is
neither necessary nor true. His writing itself references Shakespearean
gender-swapping, and literature from around the world has long played
with subversions and permutations of conventional mores. Appreciation
for thematic historical development need not replace multiplicity with
monolith narratives.
2.4.10. Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s “Ugly, Formless, Abject”
In her final section, Athanassoglou-Kallmyer brings her readers
into the twentieth century and onwards, when discussions of ugliness
became increasingly influenced by larger explanatory theories. I
appreciated this section of the article for concisely identifying what are
the main streams in much writing on not only ugliness, but aesthetics as a
whole in the current literature. My own research in ugliness has
confirmed her findings, in that the language of these narratives informs a
majority of the writings on ugliness.37 One hallmark of this new era and
new themes has been the positive embrace of ugliness for its contrarian
position, which excites those viewing history as a dialectic (or
developmental) conflict. The three camps which seek to deconstruct and
reconstruct our understandings of ugliness, as given by AthanassoglouKallmyer, are “psychoanalytic, Marxist, and gender theories.” While these
are not the only theories informing the discussion of ugliness today, they
do account for wide swathes of the field.
Another hallmark is the adoption of new favored synonyms, such
as “formless” and “abject” (and the already heralded ‘transgressive’). The
author takes the reader on a tour of artists and theorists who made use of
disgusting, degrading, or scatological elements in what would be called

This was noted recently by Panos Paris (2017), who also pointed out that most work
which would seem to be in the analytical stream has been done in Kant studies. Umberto
Eco and Stephen Bailey’s works manage to stay fairly non-committal in their role of
encyclopedic surveys, but readers like Pop & Widrich’s or Henderson’s monograph
display the trends noted by Athanassoglou-Kallmyer.
37
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“abject” art. This is taken to be “a performative that sought an affective
response that at once demystified the object by going to its core truth and
undermined art-historical delusion of objects purified of affectivity…”. I
find that one insight in this idea relating to ugliness’ utility is that it goes
against the ideas of a disinterested or detached way of viewing certain
objects. It remains a live question as to whether or not this is because it
lacks beauty’s supposed spell, or whether ugliness more effectively
reminds us of our interest and affection. In what would be an ideal space
to introduce Kant’s controversial mention of disgust, the author only
mentions the name on the way to the contemporarily influential Julia
Kristeva, her work Powers of Horror, and the litany of “liminal” objects
(mostly excretions) which take subjects to a place of existential
discomfort.38
The author goes on to blend the discussion of abject art into
discussions of “postmodernist artistic currents”, highlighting artists like
Andres Serrano, Kiki Smith, Cindy Sherman, and Chris Ofili. Some of
these (e.g. Sherman) are viewed from the perspective of feminist critique,
in which these represent “male mythologies of femininity as an alluring,
constructed outside that concealed a revolting, decaying inside.”39 The
other artist detailed – Chris Ofili – is viewed “from the vantage point of
postcolonialism,” in which “the desublimating tactics of artistic abjection
turn into a critique of Western imperialism through the inverted mimicry
of Western cultural values.” Focus here is on the artist’s Holy Virgin Mary
(1996) which caused a stir, ostensibly, because of its mixture of religious
imagery and elephant feces.40 The author explores how the elements
detail the tension between civilizations and the multiple meanings which
may be engendered. Oddly, the juxtaposition of explicitly pornographic

E.g. Kristeva (1982), and especially Korsmeyer (2011) discussed in my Ch.5. Both Kant
and Korsmeyer speak of the fascination aspect of disgusting (abject) forms – an aspect
underrepresented in Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s treatment.
39 The critic Athanassoglou-Kallmyer references here is Mulvey (1991).
40 A similar juxtaposition took place in the work of Andres Serrano’s Piss Christ (1987).
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cut-outs is passed over in silence. While much ado is made (by critics,
without reference to any artist’s statement) of the postcolonial narratives
at play, such works find themselves in the strange position of appealing
to a very narrowed appreciative audience by merit of controversial
themes, which in turn are dis-appealing to a general viewership. If they
are intended to challenge dominant cultural mores which have alienated
groups, the irony is their actual alienation of audiences transcending or
traversing group identities.41
2.4.11. Concluding Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s “Ugliness”
Like Ronald Moore’s article, Nina Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s
serves to introduce not only the state of conceptions of ugliness, but also
to represent one of the two approaches to aesthetic conceptions in
general. Whereas Moore discussed systems which attempt to analyze and
explain the concept, Athanassoglou-Kallmyer highlights sources which
situate the concept of ugliness in various narratives. As has been noted,
many of these are selected for their re-appropriation of ugliness to
challenge, controvert, and generally problematize conventions.
Interestingly, while many of these narratives question the origin or
ontology of ugliness, most are confident about its utility. As with the
earlier article, I record which gleanings from Athanassoglou-Kallmyer
that I would like to bring forward into the following chapters. As with
Moore, these are given as Sx, Fx, Px. There is some reduplication from the
previous article (which shows the prevalence of certain notions), but also
some novelty. Also noteworthy is that while Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s

The impact of such works lies in the affective appeal to elements and imagery which
are selected for their base-level responsiveness: the smell and form of feces, as well as the
repetitious photographic reproduction of female genitalia were selected for their
provocative sensual qualities. These may have been enlisted to say something very
specific (assuming they were not simply for sheer provocation), but their effectiveness
arises from their visceral-appeal – which is not limited to the narrow audience that
might’ve been intended. Instead, a viewership uninformed of the nuances of their
cultural commentary may either be repulsed or confused, but likely not enlightened. The
irony in this is that a work which apparently is intended to challenge narratives has itself
become a most privileged and cultic narrative itself.
41
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writing introduced more narratives than her counterpart, the salient
points given below are fewer in number.
•

Species of Ugliness (Sx):
o S1 OP – Ugliness as the Opposite of Beauty: AthanassoglouKallmyer opens her article with this basic assumption/claim.
o S9 CUL – Ugliness as Cultural Repository: Distinct from S4, this
claim is that ugliness is “everything that did not quite fit [the] norm”,
and so forms a category of “marginality”, as noted by AthanassoglouKallmyer. It is more societal/cultural than S4’s wider (and yet more
narrowly aesthetic-focused) claim.
o S10 OTH – Ugliness as The Other: Ugliness is predicated of that
which we find/feel to be distinct or alien from ourselves – the ‘Other’.
o S11 CONS – Ugliness as Construct: Related to P6 and S6 this is the
claim that ugliness is merely a cultural construct. Disappearing
outside of said culture or era, it has no independent existence.

•

Features of Ugliness (Fx):
o F10 ANT – Antagonism of Ugliness: Ugliness can serve the
adversarial role of a cultural antagonist, challenging norms and
processes.
o F11 PLYS – Polysemous Nature of Ugliness: Ugliness has
numerous synonyms, each related to negative aesthetic experience yet
identifying unique features.
o F8 UT – Utility of Ugliness: Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s highlighting
of ugliness’ utility is mainly in valuing its role in conflict (F10) and
also its use in creating successful, or provocative art.
o F1 MULT – Multiplicity of Ugliness: Same emphasis as Moore et al.
o F5 MUT – Mutability of Ugliness: Same emphasis as Moore et al.
o F12 PART – Particularity of Ugliness: While beauty may be held to
obtain across various forms and contexts, all of which may have a
‘share in’ beauty, some hold that ugliness is always about the
particular instance in which it occurs – it is perennially unique.
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o F13 HUM – Humor of Ugliness: Ugliness is often comical.
•

Problems of Ugliness (Px):
o P7 SYMP – Problem of Sympathy: Perhaps related to P5, this is the
emphasis from Athanassoglou-Kallmyer (by way of Adorno) et al. that
points out ugliness can elicit sympathy and pathos.
o P8 AFF – Problem of Affect: This is the conundrum as to whether or
not true ugliness can be present in aesthetic contemplation, as its
affective quality may preclude ‘distance’ or ‘disinterest’.
o P9 POP – Problem of Popularity: Not the same as S3, this is the
historical puzzle which recognizes that ugliness (the negative aesthetic
value) has become the positive aesthetic value among many creators
and critics of art.
o P2 REF – Problem of Referentiality: Same emphasis as Moore et al.
o P3 DISS – Problem of Disappearance: Same emphasis as Moore et
al.
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Chapter 3 – Glimpses of Ugliness – Minor Treatments
3. Introduction – Mentions of Ugliness
In this chapter I introduce individual comments on ugliness which
are found in broader contexts. Unlike those in chapters 2 and 5, these
mentions were not found in extensive treatments of ugliness, but rather in
situations which called for reference to the concept. As such they are
doubly informing, in that they both give an author’s perspective on
ugliness while also showing the types of contexts in which ugliness arises
– often in relation to beauty. My arrangement (unavoidably arbitrary) is
to group comments by attention to either subject, object, or their unity in
experience. As noted in chapter one, I here refer to these terms in their
current common-sense deployment. 1 While my dividing writers into
objectivist, subjectivist, and ‘experientialist’ is necessarily arbitrary, my
intent is mainly organizational.
As in the previous chapter I provide a collation of species, features
and problems represented by these comments, but unlike Moore and
Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s sections, I collate all mentions in one listing at
the chapter’s end. This should demonstrate how certain ideas of ugliness,
though expressed idiosyncratically, are often part of conceptual families.
That being said, it is also obvious how disparate these conceptual
categories are, which further raises the question of if, or how, a single
explanation of ugliness can be possible. My own answer is given in
chapters 7-9, and so here I present views without overmuch commentary.
I compare these insights for collation and overlap, and give a mild
critique of their conceptions of ugliness. Two caveats about the sources
used: Firstly, I am refraining from making use of the monographs

My conventions related to object/subject, objectivity/subjectivity in are explained in
chapter 1. Edgar Frederick Carritt (1952) has an eloquent framing of persistent divide
betwixt subject and object. In it he calls the object/subject divide a “burning” question,
“whether beauty is on the one hand a quality of things or on the other only a relation to
ourselves (like novelty) which arouses in us a certain emotion – an attitude of ours to
things.” (xxviii). His text is the source of most quotations in this chapter, and while I
provide source locations, some appear to be Carritt’s own translations.
1
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dedicated to ugliness until chapter 5, as several of them aim to syncretize
(or at least catalogue) opinions found in this survey. Secondly, I refrain
from including voices far afield of the western aesthetic traditions until
chapter 6.
3.1. Ugliness within the Object
Having noted that our interest in describing objects is usually
situated within a subjective experience, it remains difficult (if not
impossible) to consider aesthetic experience without attending to the role
of the object itself.2 In this section I survey claims about ugliness relating
to – or found in – the objects of art and nature. These claims can certainly
be reinterpreted in subjective, idealist, or many other ways, but I feel they
direct our focus on what the object appears to be ‘independently’ of us.3
These claims will begin chronologically before being linked to later,
similar insights.
In the first example, from Xenophon’s Socrates, there is description
of ugliness in the object – and already in this first example controversy
over the purity of its object-centrism. Amid Aristippus’ desire to entrap
Socrates on the nature of good and beautiful, Socrates explains that there
is a “point of view, namely its use” in which a thing is beautiful or ugly.
The claim is that inutility or ill-fitted-ness to purpose is ugly. The
examples given are meant to make the claim as striking as possible:
Socrates avers that an ‘ugly’ dung-basket can be beautiful if it is wellsuited, and a ‘beautiful’ gold shield can be ugly if it is poorly fashioned.4 I
note that this is controversially an object-centric claim, for it is the

Although my sympathies are with a kind of optimistic realism (see chapter 1), those
who are more confident of inescapable subjectivity or skeptical of external-objectknowability may take my comments here as a statement of ‘seeming’ (i.e. we seem to be
focused on objects in aesthetic experience) and accept the observations provisionally.
3 At least sometimes the ‘object’ (in the sense of focus) of our aesthetic attention and
contemplation is not on introspective processes and reactions but is directed at the
apparent ‘object’ which appears to be presenting itself for our contemplation. This is the
arena of discourse in which the following examples will be taken from. The writers
surveyed thus remind us that the object can be a provocateur rather than merely a
projection.
4 Xenophon, Memorabilia, Bk.III, Ch.viii, §§4-7 (2001).
2
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observer who judges inutility (and indeed, I highlight an explicit
recognition of this below). However, there is something about that lovely
dung-basket – its shape, coloring, capaciousness, perhaps the feel of the
handle to the grip, or some other formal features which cue the
conclusion that it is beautiful. Likewise, the imagined gold shield is found
to be malformed, unwieldy, or perhaps either too massive or miniscule –
again, qualities which are judged perceptually to be ugly.
It is not anachronistic to think of ‘formal features’ in the mind of
Socrates, for Plato’s relates an account of his teacher’s most object-centric
aesthetic discourse, directing us to what today would clearly be formal
concerns. In Philebus, Socrates is trying to be specific about what he is
referring to when he calls things beautiful. “…I mean straight lines and
curves and the surfaces or solid forms produced out of these by lathes
and rulers and squares, if you understand me. For I mean that these are
not beautiful relatively, like other things, but always and naturally and
absolutely…”.5 Ostensibly ugliness could also obtain at the same level –
the level of features of a whole which are perceived independently and
individually, and in themselves displease.6 I place this reference here as
an example that even as early as Socrates, the aesthetic features of an
object were recognized as a focus of contemplation and the source of
pleasure (beauty) and displeasure (ugliness). In the preceding quote,
something about these features communicated the relative utility or
inutility of an object, which in turn was judged to be beautiful or ugly.7
The next object-focused note on ugliness comes from Aquinas’
Summa Theologica, oddly found amidst a discourse on the Trinity. While
Plato, Philebus, 51b. (1975).
There are ways in which reversals can be questioned and even denied, which I discuss
in Ch.4, §2, but here I admit that I believe ugliness can obtain at this formal level. This is
taken up again in chapter 8.
7 In the Memorabilia passage, the questioner asks Socrates if the same objects are
simultaneously beautiful and ugly, to which Socrates replies yes. By ‘same’ object in this
passage I take Aristippus and Socrates to mean the same type or class (e.g. dung-baskets
and gold shields) rather than meaning an individual member of the species. This is not
to say that Socrates will avoid a perspectival view of individual objects – see other
references in this chapter.
5
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the claims may refer to the formal elements alone (in its third
‘requirement’), it serves to take the topic at hand beyond formal elements
in isolation to their interplay with other aesthetic aspects in the object.
While speaking of beauty Aquinas also touches on ugliness: “For beauty
there are three requirements. First, a certain wholeness or perfection, for
whatever is incomplete is, so far, ugly; second, a due proportion or
harmony; and third, clarity, so that brightly coloured things are called
beautiful.”8 Of the three requirements the churchman sees for beauty,
only a lack of “wholeness or perfection” is singled out explicitly as ugly.
Hence, we have a claim of ugliness as imperfection, in agreement with
several writers below. I believe we can also assume that Aquinas thought
the reversal of his other requirements – proportionate harmony and
clarity – would also be ugly.9
Another feature of Aquinas’ ugly trio is that they serve as useful
links to later insights on ugliness, not only in this section but the next two
as well. Another spiritual writer (of a different sort) sees incompletion
resulting in ugliness. Plotinus touches on incompletion and lack of clarity
when he writes that, “a thing can also be ugly if it be not completely
mastered by form and rationality, because its matter does not admit of
being completely formed in accordance with an essential character.”10
While Plotinus clearly is most interested in the imprint of rationality
(which both expresses and evinces “an essential character”), the failure of
being fully formed results in an ugly object. The writer Baumgarten,
whose fame in aesthetic philosophy comes from his having given the field
its name, touches on ugliness as imperfection as well. “The appearance of
St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I.xxxix.8. Carritt cites the English Dominican
Fathers edition, but his citations are different, at least from the 1947 edition.
9 Disproportion/disharmony and muddiness/obscurity are ‘not-beautiful’, but not
necessarily ugly. Especially in the latter case (obscurity) indistinctness allowed later
writers (e.g. Burke, Kant) to posit an aesthetic sublime. But I think Aquinas’ claim should
be read as noting the requirements for beauty, the lack of which (in any part) results in
ugliness. Proportion or harmony is easily reversed as ugly (e.g. the presence or
impression of disproportion is commonly associated with ugliness, whether it be facial
dysplasia or architectural blunders.) Per clarity see also Bolzano, in Livingston (2016b).
10 Plotinus, Enneads, I.vi.2. (2018).
8
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perfection, or perfection obvious to taste in the widest sense, is beauty. The
corresponding imperfection is ugliness.”11 While words like “appearance”
and “taste” point us towards the subjective experience (and viewer’s
cultural milieu), the appeal to taking his meaning in a ‘wide sense’ speaks
of aesthetic sense in general.
The necessary location of imperfection in the observed object
points our consideration to something (or rather, the lack of something)
about the thing itself. When aspects or elements of an aesthetic object
seem out of place (jarring, or disproportionate) they may be described as
ugly in the sense of inappropriate – not belonging. Returning to Socrates’
comments on beauty, he notes the ways in which things often assumed to
be innately beautiful can be ugly when used in the wrong manner or
place: “…ivory and gold make things look beautiful when they are
appropriate, but, otherwise, ugly…”.12
These latter concerns (e.g. proportion, appropriateness) remind us
that ugliness can be found (or lost) in an object as a complex whole, and
not only its parts. From the artist Joshua Reynolds we are told, “All the
objects which are exhibited to our view by Nature, upon close
examination will be found to have their blemishes and defects. The most
beautiful forms have something about them like weakness, minuteness,
or imperfection.”13 While the last two descriptions (weak, minute) may be
read in a Burkean association with beauty,14 the context of “blemishes and
defects” entail that these imperfections – akin to uglinesses – do not spoil
the whole. Perhaps they even contribute. As an artist, Reynolds is putting
forward his occupational experience that ugly elements may be composed

Alexander Baumgarten, Metaphysics, 662 (2013).
Plato, Hippias Major, 287c (1926). It is worth bearing in mind that in Socrates’ dialogues
he is often heading somewhere else through most of the discussion; thus in the discourse
on beauty he is walking through points of what beauty (or ugliness) is not. Yet his
conventional uses of beauty and ugliness are insightful even in recognizing societal
norms.
13 Sir Joshua Reynolds, Discourses delivered at the Royal Academy, III (1770, reprint 1975).
14 See, for instance, Burke (1990) and Kant (1987) for associations of beauty with that
which is small, rather than grand sublimity.
11
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into a beautiful entirety – the inverse of Socrates' beautiful elements
equaling an ugly whole.
Later, G.E. Moore would recognize the importance of the whole to
an object's aesthetic success or failure. “…the question, whether it is truly
beautiful or not, depends upon the objective questions whether the whole
in question is or is not truly good, and does not depend upon the question
whether it would or would not excite particular feelings in particular
persons.”15 Moore's interest in ethics and notions of goodness may
endanger his view from being consider sufficiently ‘aesthetic’ by some,
but I wish to note his opinion that the “whole” of an object is the focus of
judgment – without confusing this with his aim of objectivity. The latter
concern can be seen in his insistence that this judgment is (somehow)
divorced from “particular feelings” in “particular persons.” Before
leaving these considerations of ‘the whole’ of an object or event, note that
some writers disallow contrary aesthetic values to obtain at the same time
in reference to this whole. William David Ross, for example, claims that
“we certainly in general mean by ‘beautiful’ and ‘ugly’ attributes which
cannot belong to the same thing (i.e. to the same thing taken as a whole;
we well know that some elements in a thing may be beautiful and others
ugly).”16
Against Moore’s above objective claim excluding personal feelings,
Ross emphasizes the object’s ability to illicit feelings and ideas, having
“…the power of producing a certain sort of experience in minds…”17 In his
writing he formulates scenarios in which people find something to be
beautiful, not beautiful, or ugly. Helpfully this introduces the conception
that something may be not beautiful without being ugly. But might this
language of “experience in minds” take us away from object-centric
concerns and into the domain of subject-centrism? Ross says no: “the
George Edward Moore, Principia Ethica, 121, 4 (1959).
William David Ross, The Right and the Good, iv (1930).
17 Ibid. This particular quote is focused on beauty, but the section in Ross raises the
question of judgments of beauty and ugliness.
15
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judgment is a judgment about the object, not about the judger's state of
mind.”18 Below are his insights on ugliness in experiences, but here notice
his insistence that it is the object which is producing something (value
judgment or feeling, contra Moore), and whose ability to produce is what
observers will label as beauty or ugliness.
Like Ross’ focus on the object, but with a concern for expression,
Giovanni Gentile claimed that “the ugly can be nothing but the
expression of feelings into which a man has not put the whole of himself;
that is to say, superficial feelings not profoundly felt.”19 Like Moore's
quote, it is a live question as to whether or not the concern for feeling lifts
this conception out of the realm of formal aesthetic concerns, but then
again the expression of feeling in the case of art can only come through
the vehicle of its medium. Gentile's words exemplify two notions
affecting ugliness: first, that an object can be imprinted with the sentiment
of its creator, continuing to communicate as such; second, that ugliness is
nothing more (or less) than artistic insincerity.
Lastly, Walter Terence Stace puts forth a claim that is capable of
accommodating several of the foregoing ideas and is revisited in the
following two sections. In anticipation of the importance of subjective and
experiential aspects of ugliness, Stace reminds us that personal
perspectives are about something objective (tied to the object) in the thing
being experienced. He states, “…as to the nature of the objective element
in beauty, we can only affirm generally that some objects, by virtue of
these purely physical qualities, lend themselves to the process of fusion
with human concepts…”20 Though this quote mentions beauty it is in the
context of judgments about beauty and ugliness. In this portion of Stace’s
writing there is indication that the formal features (“purely physical
qualities”) are placeholders and provocateurs for our impressions, but

Ibid.
Giovanni Gentile, The Philosophy of Art, iv.9 (1972)
20 Walter Terence Stace, The Meaning of Beauty, v (1997).
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their role is unavoidable – leaving us to desire more than Stace’s ‘general
affirmation’ that they “lend themselves” to conjuring ugliness and beauty.
How they lend themselves awaits answering.
3.2. Ugliness within the Subject
Having observed several writers’ insistence that ugliness is
necessarily found in the object of our aesthetic experience, I now survey
several writers (some of which were mentioned above) who highlight the
subjective, subject-centric nature of such experiences.21
Traveling back to Socrates, the philosopher used subjective
concerns to try and rid his hearers of muddied thinking about beauty and
ugliness. In the same discussion which stated that some misapplied
beauties were ugly, Socrates ascends to beautiful concepts and supposes
that “efficiency, then, is beauty and inefficiency ugliness”. He asks if it
follows that “wisdom is the most beautiful of all things and ignorance the
ugliest?”22 As with many Socratic dialogues, these claims are not so much
conclusions as they are stepping stones of criticism. Yet they remind us
that we ascribe values (even aesthetic ones) to judgments we make about
processes, events, individuals – complex entities or ideas – which strike
us as ugly (or beautiful). Although there may be more rigorous metrics
for inefficiency in certain settings, both inefficiency and ignorance may
give ugly impressions.23
Readers of the Hippias Major will see that there is a litany of uglies
that Socrates raises to dismiss. But this is not to deny variety or nuance
within ugliness as a genre or genus on the way to a singular view. Variety
can be seen in his discussion of comedy in Philebus. But the puzzle of
negative elements in theatre is usually associated with Aristotle and the

As ‘objective’ has connotations of certainty or factuality, ‘subjectivity’ can connote bias
or mere opinion. While some of the conceptions lean in this direction, my aim in using
the term is firstly to highlight views which strongly situate ugliness in the subject.
22 Plato, Hippias Major, 295b (1926).
23 This is true although the Socratic passage is more affirmative of the positive
(wisdom≈beauty) than the negative (inefficiency≈ugly). Inefficiency might not seem ugly
to us, but other ideas may (e.g. gluttony, sloth, cruelty, etc.).
21
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so-called ‘paradox of tragedy.’24 Aristotle also recognizes that sometimes
certain forms of ugliness have different effects. In treating comedy he
finds that “…the ludicrous is one species of the ugly. For the ludicrous is
a fault or deformity which is not painful or a cause of pain in others.”25
There are at least two observations here. First, some ugliness is below the
“pain” or discomfort threshold, but is still classified as ugly by means of
some displeasure, disappointment, or disapproval. Secondly, our
response – our felt impression – is the determining factor in rating (and
relishing) such ugliness.
Far from laughing at ugliness, a look at Plotinus returns our
discussion to deeply spiritual feelings of affront. While the soul
‘perceives,’ “calls”, “welcomes” and ‘weds’ beauty (even bodily beauty,
as is the context), it is quite another matter when ugliness is encountered.
“But if the soul meet with the ugly, it shrinks from it and refuses and
rejects it, not consenting with it, but alien.”26 Plotinus only gives the
rationale for beauty’s attraction, in that we feel a “trace of kinship” with
the beautiful object – we are left to conclude that the ‘alien’ nature of the
encounter with ugliness is what displeases us. This speaks to a kind of
spiritual harmony – or disharmony – within the subjective soul.
Whether ugliness is felt to be in reference to concepts, objects, or
individuals, each of the foregoing implies a negative emotional response.
In the next two writers this subjective emotional element is made explicit.
Moving ahead a millennium, Christian Wolff would define ugliness as a
simple displeasure. “What pleases is called beautiful, what displeases
ugly.”27 How this displeasure announces itself requires reversing his
claims per beauty: “Beauty consists in the perfection of a thing so far as
I return to this important notion in chapter 5, while dealing with contributors to
Levinson (2014a). I follow Levinson’s lead there in glossing the topic as the ‘paradox of
negative emotion’ to admit of other concerns beyond tragedy (e.g. horror, disgust,
sublime, et al.).
25 Aristotle, Poetics, v (1995).
26 Plotinus, Enneads, 2 (2018).
27 Baron Christian Von Wolff, Empirical Psychology, §543. Apparently Carritt’s own
translation.
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the thing is apt thereby to produce pleasure in us…”28 I recognize we can
construe ugliness, according to Wolff, as some imperfection making it inapt
for producing pleasure. But is a failure to please worthy of the title ugly? I
explore that question later, but here I note Wolff’s claim about ugliness is
stronger – displeasure must be felt “in us”. Here then we see a clear locus
of ugliness as a subjective response, and even though it concerns “a
thing”, it is what that thing produces (elicits) in us.
I have already noted that Baumgarten (like Wolff) connects
ugliness with imperfection in appearance. But he also focuses on the
reaction produced by such appearances. “…Beauty, as such, delights the
observer; ugliness, as such, is disgusting.”29 This quote is taken from the
same section, cited above, in which he claimed that our sense of taste
makes judgment about the appearance of perfection (beauty) and
imperfection (ugliness). “Delight” is readily understood as that positive
and pleasant emotion we feel when encountering beauty. “Disgust” can
likewise be taken as a simple negative emotion, though dwelling on it (as
others would do30) may lead to thoughts of revulsion and visceral
involvement. Whether simple or complex, Baumgarten is making the
claim that a hallmark of ugliness is our being disgusted by it.
In another treatise devoted more narrowly to aesthetics,
Baumgarten attends to the cognitive aspects of aesthetic response, even in
the presence of emotional reactions. With a sentiment that could be found
on the lips of Reynolds or Constable,31 he avers that “ugly things, as such,
may be thought of in a beautiful way, and more beautiful things in an

Ibid, §544.
Baumgarten, Metaphysics, §662 (2013).
30 See, for example: Kant (1987), §48.; Korsmeyer (2011).
31 Reynolds’ comments, which I have placed under the ‘object’ and the ‘experience’ hint
at the variety of ways in which ugliness may be liable to transformation – or subject to
the vagaries of subjective regard. Artists seem well-versed in the practical truism of
aspectual aesthetic judgment, as Reynolds near-contemporary John Constable famously
stated. “There is nothing ugly; I never saw an ugly thing in my life: for let the form of an
object be what it may, — light, shade, and perspective will always make it beautiful.” In
Leslie (1951), p.280.
28
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ugly way.”32 The claim is that subjective considerations can effect an
inversion in valuation.
The last three writers I cite discuss subject-centrism in a technical,
or literal sense, even if some of them also insist on objective or
experiential elements in aesthetic judgments. Firstly, Stace prefaces his
comment (given above) about “purely physical qualities” helping to
constitute “the nature of the objective element in beauty” with a balancing
recognition of ‘situational’ necessity: “This fusion [of aesthetic
information and mental ideas] certainly takes place only within the
human mind…To this extent, therefore, beauty is certainly subjective.”33
Though William David Ross was earlier enlisted as a strong
proponent of identifying the object-centric nature of aesthetic judgment,
he too recognizes its human-situated-ness. As was mentioned, he
imagines a scenario in which two people view an object and come to
opposite conclusions. One holds it to be beautiful, the other maintains it is
ugly. Ross goes through three explanations employing various degrees of
objective considerations before asserting physicalist (and perhaps racist)
subjective differences:
…it appears that both may conceivably be right. For when we
consider how beauty is bound up with sense-perception, and
how dependent sense-perception is on our equipment of senseorgans, it seems not improbable that owing to differences in the
sense-organs of different individuals, or of different races, the
same object may produce (or minister to) genuine aesthetic
enjoyment in one individual or race and genuine aesthetic
repulsion in another.34

Here we have Ross’ construal of the old saw, ‘beauty [and
ugliness] is in the eye of the beholder’. Since physical eyes differ, he

Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, Aesthetics, 18. I assume this is Carritt’s own
translation from the Latin edition, yet-untranslated in English.
33 Stace, The Meaning of Beauty, v (1997). I take Stace here (by dint of his insistence on the
object’s role) to mean ‘subjectivity’ in the milder sense of being subject-centric.
34 Ross, The Right and the Good, iv (1930).
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claims, so do our aesthetic judgments. This view is too oversimplified
(and in Ross’ iteration, raises unwanted racial implications35) but it is
implicit and explicit in the writings of Kant,36 the Enlightenment
Encyclopedia,37 Gombrich,38 Arnheim,39 and numerous other writers
grappling with perception.40 This theme demonstrates how a strong (or
solitary) emphasis on “sense-perception” informs subjectivity with regard
to the topic of ugliness or beauty.
Finally, I present a claimant who insists that the judgment of
ugliness is irrespective of whether a thing is a work of art or a thing
within nature. C.J. Ducasse holds that the terms beauty and ugliness are
labels of approval or disapproval, and thus entirely the demesne of the
subject. “The terms beautiful and ugly, however, have no meaning
whatever in terms of the creating artist’s point of view, but only in terms
of the spectator or ‘consumer’, whether he be the artist himself later
contemplating and evaluating his creation or someone else.”41 The object
isn’t out of view, literally or figuratively, but terms describing it (ugliness,
beauty, etc.) arise via the subject’s contemplation or evaluation.42
3.3. Ugly Experiences
While the forgoing references to ugliness located them in either the
aesthetic object or the subject’s appraising response, both are necessary

Writers like Gretchen Henderson (2015) chronicle the complicated role of race in
conceptions of ugliness. See my Ch.5.
36 Critique of Pure Reason, Cambridge, 161-162, A30 (1998); Critique of Judgment, §14 (1987).
37 Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers [Encyclopaedia, or
a Systematic Dictionary of the Sciences, Arts, and Crafts]1751-66. Online English edition
hosted by the University of Michigan (quod.lib.umich.edu/d/did/).
38 Gombrich (1972). E.g., 297-298.
39 Arnheim (1967). E.g., v-x.
40 Most of the authors (including Kant) have a nuanced view of perception which
includes or depends on cognition, but the conventional language of the eye having an
expansively determinative role (even to the extent of value judgments) lingers. For an
analytical exploration within a historical framework see Hyman (2006). See also my
unpublished Eye or the Beholder extended abstract on Kant’s position, presented in the
Kant in Asia 2016 conference, available on the website Academia.
41 Curt John Ducasse, The Philosophy of Art, xiii.I. (2010).
42 As an artist I disagree with Ducasse; throughout the creative process artists adjudicate
the state of their work (positively and negatively) and adapt accordingly. This is true not
only at a formal level but also in the selection of conceptual elements.
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for a normative aesthetic engagement. The experience is situated, framed,
or otherwise located within a context. Some writers claim ugliness arises or
disappears as a result of this contextual setting. Socrates provides some of
the clearest examples of this idea in both Xenophon and Plato’s
recollections.
Above I referred to Xenophon’s Memorabilia in which Socrates
seeks to expand his hearer’s conceptions by claiming that a dung basket
could be beautiful, and a golden shield ugly. The visual cues to this
relative beauty or ugliness were found in the object, whose inutility
caused them to be judged negatively. It may already be seen how the
context (knowing the dung basket is for dung and not fruit) informs such
a judgment, and Socrates specifies this idea. He considers how things can
be “both beautiful and ugly… and good and bad too” – “for everything is
good and beautiful for whatever purpose it serves well, but bad and ugly
for what it does not.”43 Here we move from an ill-made object to
considering any object both in its proper use, and its improper use. By
doing so, he is able to vacillate in assigning aesthetic value – something
can be simultaneously both beautiful and ugly, depending on the context.
“…what is beautiful in running is ugly in wrestling…”44
In Plato’s account Socrates explicates this view with more detail.
Again he states that utility seems to be a candidate for beauty, but he
adds four contextual considerations. “We consider the origin and fashion
and place of each thing, and if it be useful, so far as it is useful and when
and where it is useful we call it beautiful, but what it quite useless,
ugly.”45 While the last requirement – usefulness – is of utmost
importance, it itself is contingent on both its proper time and place. Thus
Xenophon, Memorabilia, Bk.III, Ch.viii, §§ 4-7 (2001).
Ibid. As with many selections in this section the reader could take the idea presented
as originating solely from the perception of the subject (and thus better placed in the
subjective section). But I hope the reader can also see, in each case, how something of the
situated-ness of each experience is worthy of inspection. In this selection it is the
improper placement, or mis-fit aspect of the object which makes it ugly – whereas a
proper placement or better fit would allow us to judge it as beautiful.
45 Plato, Hippias Major, 295b (1926).
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the occasion in which an object is experienced serves as a crucial
determinate of the attendant aesthetic judgment.46 Yet Socrates’
contextual considerations are not only focused on utility. He also reminds
us of a kind of ugliness which can arise by the entrance of a greater
beauty. Preceding the above discussion he notes that apes may be
beautiful enough, for what they are, but when compared to a beautiful
woman they are positively ugly. He is willing to take the idea further by
supposing that if we were to compare the same beautiful women to the
goddesses they too would not only ‘pale in comparison’, but would be
assessed as ugly.47
An aesthetic experience’s contextual nature can be construed not
only in terms of situation, as above, but also in a self-referential way. In
other words, viewing a singular object or event as a complex oeuvre, unit,
or whole admits aspects or elements (even ugly ones) which are
contextualized within that whole. Thus painter Joshua Reynolds could
claim “there is, likewise, a kind of symmetry, or proportion, which may
properly be said to belong to deformity. A figure lean or corpulent, tall or
short, though deviating from beauty, may still have a certain union of the
various parts, which may contribute to make them on the whole not
unpleasing…”48 As the viewer considers the entire view, ugly elements
may serve an apparent telos in a pleasing manner. Earlier I noted Moore
and Ross raising an object’s constituent elements being adjudicated in
relation to a whole (e.g. some ugly elements in a beautiful whole, or viceversa). Yet Reynold’s quote may be taken in the interesting sense of a

Socrates is also recognizing consideration of manufacture/provenance (“origin”),
formal features (“fashion”), and setting (“place”) of the aesthetic “thing” being observed.
I believe there is a sense in which the first mention of ‘place’ could be distinct from its
second: the first may refer to the setting which frames or presents the object, and the
latter (“where it is useful”) a teleological/purposive setting. An e.g. of such a distinction
might be: the environs of the statue of Athena within the Parthenon (place-type 1) and
the use of said statue as a battering ram (place-type 2).
47 Plato, Hippias Major, 287c (1926).
48 Sir Joshua Reynolds, Discourses delivered at the Royal Academy, III (1975). Deformity is
focused on by Panos Paris (2017), and Reynold’s aspectual insights resonate with my
arguments in chs.7-9.
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beautifully rendered ugliness.49 While I return to ways of explaining such
sentiment later, here I wish to point out that there are attendant,
contextual concerns that redeem ugly elements constituting an ugly
whole (with pleasing results).
Though the above view is presented by an artist referring to art, I
believe it could be applied to the aesthetic judgment of nature as well.
Likewise, the next claim is applied to artistic beauty and ugliness (on one
level), although such art may take nature as its subject-matter. In Andrew
Cecil Bradley’s essay Poetry for Poetry’s Sake, he takes issue with parsing
‘subjects’ (meaning, in this context, the focus of an artwork; i.e. its
content) via aesthetic values. “To divide subjects into two groups, the
beautiful or elevating, and the ugly or vicious, and to judge poems
according as their subjects belong to one of these groups or the other, is to
fall into the same pit [of being distracted by subject matter], to confuse
with our pre-conceptions the meaning of the poet.” Bradley’s concern is
to discourage red-herrings of judgment (“pre-conceptions”) which might
distract the reader from enjoying (or exploring) the message of the poet,
which is to be found in the formal features of the poetry. Admitting there
may be dissimilarity between poetry and other arts, Bradley’s point can
still be taken broadly: associative concerns can affect (in his opinion,
adversely) proper appreciation in aesthetic encounters. Recognizing an
ugly ‘subject’ should not lead to an appraisement of a work as ugly.50
While Bradley’s caution deals with the danger of overidentification
with ugliness at the wrong level, others claim that ugliness enters when
identification (or contemplation) of an object is thwarted. Robin George
Collingwood presents such a view, which itself remains somewhat
unclear as to whether the fault lies with the object, the observer, or the

This is one of Kant’s few mentions of ugliness as well, in the third Critique (1987) at
§48.
50 This concern is related to the danger of equivocation, whereby two different things
may be meant at the same time by the single word ‘ugly’ (in this case subject matter and
success).
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engagement of the two. “All ugliness, so far as it does actually exist, is not
the ugliness of an object imagined, but the ugliness of an object not
imagined…”51 Collingwood uses the phrase ‘imagined’ in a particular
sense – not that of fantasizing – but in a vein somewhat similar to Kant’s.
In this sense it is a type of function or faculty of our cognitive (for the
Kantian, reflective) judging. Collingwood goes on to explain what he
means by ‘not imagined’: “It is confused imagining, an imagining that
slips over from one imagination to another, without imagining out any
one thing to the end…”52 This failure of “the act of imagination” produces
ugliness, rather than a successful act which “generates in its object that
unity which is beauty.”53 In this account, when the interplay of subject
and object (or the subject’s contemplative play with the object) fails to
reach a satisfying unity, the experience is deemed ugly.
The last author I reference in relation to the aesthetic experience
provides a rather straightforward explanation of how both viewer and
view contribute to such judgments. Though simple, I think its phrasing is
insightful. Drawing our attention to our proclivity for associative
thinking, Walter Terence Stace takes aesthetics value judgments to be the
outcome of a particular kind of association. I have mentioned his view in
both sections above, but I repeat them here to demonstrate his situational
combination. “An intellectual content which is unpleasant and repulsive
will, when fused with percepts, give rise to the aesthetic experience of the
ugly.”54 In mentioning ‘percepts’ it may seem as though Stace’s view is
only concerned with the subjective perception of the object, and indeed,
he does recognize the inescapable provenance of such judgments: “This

Robin George Collingwood, Outlines of a Philosophy of Art, 5 (1925). Gary Kemp’s
article on the British historian-philosopher provides a concise introduction to the writer,
and importantly notes that this work (Outlines) was viewed by Collingwood as
surpassed and corrected by his later aesthetics. See Kemp ’s “Collingwood’s Aesthetics”,
(2016). A similar vein (confusion=ugliness) is ascribed to Kant, though I do not feel it is a
correct interpretation. E.g., the recent Coate (2018).
52 Collingwood, Outlines, 5 (1925).
53 Ibid.
54 Walter Terence Stace, The Meaning of Beauty, v (1997).
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fusion certainly take place only within the human mind…To this extent,
therefore, beauty is certainly subjective…”55 But the fusion is in reference
not just to subjective ‘intellectual content’ and subjective sensations – the
fusion may be located within the mind, but the fusion is of both mental and
physical elements. “As to the nature of the objective element in beauty,
we can only affirm generally that some objects, by virtue of these purely
physical qualities, lend themselves to the process of fusion with human
concepts, while others do not…”56 We are left wondering what the
characteristics are which make some qualities ‘lend’ and others not,
especially since such identification should provide the recipe for formal
ugliness (and beauty) which are of interest to us. Albeit lacking in
specifics, Stace has made an interesting claim that “the aesthetic
experience of the ugly” arises when formal features ‘fuse’ with conceptual
associations – a notion I have recourse to in my closing chapters.
3.4.

Collation and Overlap: A Comparison of Findings

Putting aside the artificial divisions of object, subject, experience
allows a more natural exploration of themes, but I will use the aesthetic
object as a point of departure. Though we are reminded that judgments
are made by subjects, much that is said about ugliness of course refers to
some ugly thing. W.D. Ross pointed out the role of feelings in aesthetic
judgment, but insisted the feelings and judgment were about the object.
Socrates did his best to isolate such physical features, or formal qualities,
which he found pleasing (and ostensibly displeasing) in themselves, and
in isolation. Stace offers the bridge between these two (physical qualities
and feelings) by suggesting that certain physical qualities ‘lend’
themselves to associations with concepts.
While Stace’s talk of associations with ‘intellectual content’ sounds
fairly laconic, it is not hard to imagine that even in his account, the arrival
of ugliness is attended by negative emotions or negative valuation of
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some kind. The simple equation of ugliness with displeasure is one that is
hard for many thinkers to escape. Even some scholars carving up Kant’s
intricate aesthetic corpus tend to reduce ugliness to mere displeasure.57
And so I mentioned Wolff’s claim that ugliness is displeasure, and
Baumgarten’s description of response to ugliness as disgust. Even as
near-synonyms, we find some distinction in force and focus between
displeasure and disgust English (and in other languages58). Though both
are negatively valued, their semantic nuances hint at variety within
negative aesthetic responses. In the snippet taken from Aristotle there is a
hint of this kind of nuance in how we experience ugly elements. In
discussing comedy he notes degrees or levels of negative aspects, some of
which do not displease to the extent of ruining the experience.
The foregoing focused on the aesthetic features of an ugly object
producing or resulting in a negative response. Many writers would say it
is this response which is the determinative aesthetic element, rather than
the formal qualities. Bradley, for instance, said that we ought not to let
recognition of an ugly content predetermine the overall aesthetic
experience. Towards this point the artists represented agreed, with
Reynolds noting that ugliness elements can be put into service of the
larger whole. After all, he adds, nothing is perfect at every level. This
concern for the whole is also seen in Moore and Ross, who insist ugliness
should only be ascribed to an entire composition rather than its
constituent parts.
Talk of ‘parts and wholes’ remind us that our judgment is in
reference to an object, difficult for even subjective-contemplation oriented
Ducasse. He cautions against claiming a being-created-object was ugly

Of course there is always a way to problematize anything in Kant, and exactly what is
meant by displeasure in reflective judgment – or where it fits in the system – remains
controversial. Cf. Johnson (2016a). E.g., is it displeasure arising from some form of
interested (contra disinterested) judgment, is it by means of the failure of the imagination
and understanding to harmonize, is it disharmony of these two faculties?
58 German Unmut and der Ekel; French mécontentement and dégoûter. Carolyn
Korsmeyer’s Savoring Disgust (2011) addresses the somatic associations of disgust.
57
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while saying that a contemplated-object might be. Perhaps Gentile would
agree, with his claim that ugliness is inarticulate or insufficient
expression. But the question of where that expression is situated, or from
whence it is communicated lingers on. Even the physicalist caveat of Ross
that our sense receptors differ (and therefore our tastes) does not allow
the disputed object to be entirely dismissed from the experience.
Though the above make general claims about ugliness, others are
more specific. Plotinus claims that there is a spiritual dissonance at work,
a kind of repulsion from ugliness because of its foreignness to our soul.
That’s too much for Baumgarten, who claims we can change our response
based on our perspective. Reynolds has already been noted for his hint on
how to view ugliness constructively if it contributes to a greater good. In
a different sense of the word ‘good’, Moore commits to ugliness being in
reference to an aesthetic contemplation which is somehow bad.
But there is an ironically specific claim which bridges qualities and
qualia, features and feelings. It is the idea that ugliness is incompletion.
This claim is a type of bridge because it is not quite clear (literally and
figuratively) whether there is something in the object which is incomplete,
unfinished, unsuccessful, imperfect, etc., or, that our contemplation
remains muddied, confused, unsuccessful, unsatisfied, etc. Aquinas gives
incompleteness as a feature of ugliness, as does Plotinus. Baumgarten too
claims that beauty is perfection, and ugliness imperfection. All the
foregoing theories can be read as being focused on the object, but they
also have an effect on the mind which tries to make sense of the thing (or
searches with futility for satisfaction). Collingwood is in this vein with his
claim that ugliness is confusion of imagination, and it is hard to not view
this ugliness as a confusedly abortive aesthetic reflection in Kant’s
negative aesthetic judgments.59 Whether in us or the thing, there is
unsatisfying failure.

Readers familiar with the aesthetic theory of the sublime (especially in Burke and
Kant) may already be thinking of a more positive (though initially negative) response to
59
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Socrates also notes how we use the word ugliness for those things
which fail to do or be what they should. Their aesthetic existence (feel,
look, sound, et al.) evinces their failure. He also presents the use of the
term to describe the use of elements (even beautiful ones) that did not fit,
and thus resulted in ugliness. Finally, he notes as ugly the contextual
misplacement of a thing – the ugly runner may very well be a beautiful
wrestler, and a beautiful woman compared with a goddess may suddenly
seem ugly.
Aquinas, like Socrates, says much in the little he says about
ugliness. In his claim that ugliness is incompletion, he specifies this is a
failure to achieve “perfection” or reach “wholeness”. This kind of ugliness
displeases by way of dissatisfaction. In his quote he only reverses
beauty’s perfection to denote ugliness, but I believe we may easily
imagine his allowing the remaining two-thirds to be likewise upended. If
proportion and harmony are beautiful, then disproportion and
disharmony are ugly. The first ugly was about the whole; this is in
reference to the parts within the whole. The third element of Aquinas’
ugliness would then be to reverse his concern for clarity. This is tricky,60
but since Aquinas’ threefold beauty (and ugliness) already incorporates
imperfection via incompletion and disharmony, I believe he refers to
‘primary’ formal features.
Most of the claims above are ‘commonplaces’ of conceptions of
ugliness, whether controversial or not. I spend the remainder of this
chapter briefly critiquing some of the notions presented, and then carry
forward these critiques into the remaining surveys and final attempt at
resolution.

aesthetic confusion. The early writers putting forward notions of a sublime situated it in
overwhelming experiences, both in size and sensation. Even those enamored with this
idea might allow incompletion/confusion to remain problematic by supposing the
writers associating it with ugliness do so on a much smaller scale.
60 We can take this in the sense of a formal feature lacking clarity (e.g. muddy shade or
unclear tone) or the cognitive/reflective lack of clarity mentioned above. Cf. Livingston
(2016b) for Bolzano in association of cognitive non-clarity associated with beauty.
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3.5.

Critique: An Analysis of Proposed Accounts of Ugliness

While many of the foregoing descriptions of ugliness provide
insights into the nature of negative aesthetic experience, no single
conception fully accounts for ugliness in its breadth or complexity. I
provide my own account of ugliness in chapters (7-9), but here I touch on
a number of the deficiencies or dilemmas presented by the preceding
authors. This highlights the loose-ends and loopholes which need to be
addressed for a more substantial account of ugliness. My method will be
to ask questions of each view, to compare the proposals with commonly
‘perceived’ intuitions of ugliness, and to consider how sufficiently they
account for the extensive nature of ugliness.
Returning to the type of view that explains ugliness as merely
mental I note a readily acceptable sense and what I find to be a more
misleading sense. Firstly, as noted above by Stace, there is an obvious and
uncontroversial sense in which aesthetic judgments must take place
within a judging mind. Laying aside for a moment the question of formal
features residing in an object, when we discuss aesthetic values we are
speaking of how a person, or people, experience a natural or artistic thing.
Though the thing may provoke, it is obvious that the provoked person
(their impression) is an essential element in ugliness’ perceived presence.
This is the most simplistic reading of the adage ‘beauty [and ugliness] is
in the eye of the beholder.’ But the absence of such a perceiver would not
mean the features of an object ceased to exist.61

Someone may adopt an idealist route and insist the presence of ugliness is only within
the mind, without genuine reference to the exterior world because the exterior world is
only a mental projection. Berkeley famously attempted to destroy common sense
confidence in our perceptions (via empirical exploration) but he also went on to posit
reality’s reliability based on its being safeguarded in the mind of God. Does the necessity
of a viewer mean that an object, apart from a viewer, is no longer ugly or beautiful?
Berkeley’s view can answer for the theist, but even those uninterested in divine
omnipresence might ascribe some lonely endurance to aesthetic properties independent
of minds. If an ugly tree falls in a forest, and no one is around to view it, is it still ugly? I
assert that the formal features which identified it as ugly remain in the same state, and
thus we may think of it as remaining ugly – if only in a ‘potential’ sense. In future
research I plan to reexamine both Berkeley’s aesthetics and ‘viewer-less’ features.
61
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Another viewer-centric notion highlights the physiological
disparity among viewers. I mentioned Ross as an example of those who
say our aesthetic value judgments are influenced by the differing
structures of different viewers’ eyes. This view is given to adduce a
reason why two people’s aesthetic assessments diverge. Such views,
modified by the philosophical or scientific updates that insist that visual
processing takes place in the nervous system beyond (or behind) the eye,
would shift their claim to variance in the nervous system itself.
But such a claim doesn’t concur with our experience of aesthetic
viewing or artistic creativity. It is certainly undeniable that physical
features differ, but it is not apparent that this is the (or even a) root cause
of differing aesthetic opinions. In many accounts of aesthetic impression
or contemplation the means by which elements impress or are assessed
are not solely determined by the organs of sensation. I say ‘solely’ because
of course we know that someone with poor vision (either blurred,
occluded, or color-blind) will not experience the same elements that other
viewers would, but the fact that we pursue ‘corrective’ measures implies
that there is a standard which is shared by disparate viewers.62 This is not
to deny that physical difference could account for some initial
disagreements over beauty and ugliness, but not all, and often when they
are recognized they are assessed as aberrations.63 Aside from the pure

One of the readily recognizable ways in which the eye itself does have a role in our
vision is the physical adjustments made within the eye as it responds to hues and
intensities of light. A commonplace occurrence is the vision of someone who has sat in a
darkened space as compared to someone who just enters the scene and whose eyes must
take a few moments to adjust.
63 When I worked in a theatre as a designer, and older designer would come to me and
ask whether he had matched the colors of his reference material in his paint palette. The
artist was formerly my art professor, and in something of a supervisory role over my
work in the theatre, but his seeking of my approval was because he was red-green
colorblind. Once he had his palette sorted he could paint very realistically, but
sometimes needed to ensure the correspondence of individual colors to a referent. It is
also worth noting that he knew color theory well enough that once a flaw was identified
(“It’s a bit more brown” or “this shade is too cool”) he could make correction by adding
or reducing the colors he ‘knew’ would bring about the proper change. I recall all of this
to note the way in which such color-blindness is perceived as hurdle to aesthetic
judgment – even by, or especially by a practicing artist.
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formal elements (as in Socrates’ Philebus quote), most of the explanations
of ugliness thus far are not beholden to mere physiological idiosyncrasies,
and those which may be (e.g. colors perceived as muddy, and therefore
ugly, via colorblindness) should not be properly deemed a failure of the
experience, but rather a failure to experience. Likewise, the canons of
creativity taught in art and design schools depend, in part, on the justified
expectation that there is a type of sensus communis which is common
enough to reach consensus – physiological variety notwithstanding.
Beyond what I consider to be the explanatory insufficiency of
ugliness arising merely or mostly by dint of sensory organs alone, there is
a cultural critique implicit in the physicalist case which was made explicit
by Ross. In his quote he speculates as to whether or not this explains the
apparent differences in the tastes of different races. Ross' idea is
symptomatic of the eurocentrism of the early modern era which viewed
art and culture of less technologically developed civilizations as
'primitive', 'tribal', and often ugly. Although the formal fascination of
appropriating artists in 19th and 20th century belies strict equation of
African, Pacific Islander, or Native North American art with ugliness,
often the discussion of these cultures was ethnically demeaning. Gretchen
Henderson gathers several extreme examples of such racially charged
valuations.64 I aver that – rightly or wrongly – the more emphasis one
places on physical features of the viewer determining aesthetic
judgments, the more risk there is of formulating broadly ethnic
stereotypes. Ironically, ethnographic intercultural aesthetics which look
for commonalities as well as differences can serve as a counterbalance to
such assumptions.

For an illuminating illustration of similar insinuations of such a racial (and I aver,
physicalist) view, Gretchen Henderson’s section on “Primitives and Venuses: Colonizing
Uglies” in her collection titled Ugliness (2015). Henderson brings up Lessing’s claim that
South African tribes delighted in what other people’s viewed as disgusting, which she
follows with an exploration of cultural condescension and exploitation, pp.88-99.
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Less cognitive, yet still concerned with the subjective response are
those who associate ugliness simply as aesthetic displeasure. Writers like
Plato, Aristotle, Stace and others note that displeasure attends judgments
of ugliness, but Baumgarten and especially Wolff are representative of a
fairly sparse statement that ugliness is aesthetic displeasure (or disgust).
Their quotes supplied above leave the reader to ponder over the precise
nature of such displeasure. I touch on the need to identify what is meant
by displeasure while treating of the paradox of negative emotion in
chapter 5.65 But the questions raised by simple the assertion that ugliness
is aesthetic displeasure reveal the wrinkles in a potentially tidy solution.
Do these writers mean only a hedonic response (unmingled with
conceptual association)? Is the pleasure somatic or psychological, or both?
Is it about a value (or an aesthetic ought) which has been offended? Is it
cumulative or does each ugly experience rest solely on its own demerits?
These are a few questions I have about the meaning of ‘displeasure,' and
which I also believe point to the unavoidability of referentiality,
association, and formal concerns which so many other authors put forth
as their claims of explanation. While most would agree that displeasure
sometimes attends those objects or experiences which we deem as ugly,66
displeasure alone does not suffice to explain either the phenomena or
philology of ugliness.
Another explanation for disagreement with others is the apparent
personal changeability (or vacillation) over whether something is ugly in
aesthetic value judgments. Baumgarten said that we may change our
judgment about a thing’s ugliness by changing the way we think about or
observe it. There are two ways of construing this sentiment. The first
isolates a merely subjective response, while the second raises more

Recently Panos Paris (2017), following Sibley, makes use of the notion of displeasure in
his analytic attempt to account for ugliness. See my notes on his article in Chapter 5.
66 Though not in all cases where the term ugly is applied. The question as to whether or
not this means our definition of ugliness must be accordingly expansive or instead that
the term is misused will be treated in my concluding chapters.
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objective concerns. Firstly, as Stace and others pointed out, an ugly object
can conjure associations which are negative – either themselves deemed
ugly or deeming the ugly as object. But associations not only can vacillate,
they can be supplemented by connections with ameliorating associations
which force a revaluation. I give an example in the next paragraph. In the
second sense, we may change our evaluation by focusing on one feature
or element rather than another. This was the insight provided by
Reynolds (echoed by Constable and other artists), which claims that ugly
elements may constitute a beautiful whole (whether by intentional
employment of an artist or natural blemishes in a scene or substance). It is
within the power of the artist or critic to see things in their various lights,
portray them in their various angles, and play with a diversity of
elements for either positive of negative outcomes.67
To illustrate this changeability of value judgments I direct the
reader to Matthias Grünewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece. Were a viewer to
begin her perusal with a pierced foot, a contorted hand, or one of the
many gaping wounds, it would be easy to assess the view as ugly. Yet
even here we can ask the informed – and patient – viewer to examine the
constitutive, formal elements forming these parts. The application of
paint, the contrast ranging from highs to lows in one small area, the
rounded forms interrupted by ragged breaks in composition. These are
some beautiful elements composing the ugly bodily features. Yet moving
a step further, the scene which incorporates the feet, hands, and wounds
is depicting the death of a religious figure; for the original audience – and
a portion of contemporary viewers – the sacrifice of God for humanity.
How would these viewers assemble and assess such ugly elements?
Surely, in a Stacian sense, there are associations of ugliness. But the larger
intention beyond the lower intentions is an air of awe and pathos,

This flexibility in our use of the aperture of attention, which allow us to attend to
various formal aspects (object-centric) and association (subject-centric) is addressed in
ch.7.
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admittedly complex, but part of a positive narrative. Situating the
painting historically may even allow a more secular, but still humanistic
viewer, to move beyond mere ugliness. The painting originally was hung
in a sick-house, whose wards would see in the depiction of Christ a near
analogue to the ravages of their own disease – especially in the plaguelike
skin disease so unusual in a crucifixion but fitting for its setting. And in a
manner similar to the motion pictures of today, the piece could transform
over time: As part of a triptych, unfolding the panels would reveal the
rest of the story in the form of resurrection – a hope not only for the ugly
figure, but for the ugly viewers of its original setting. It is a live question,
and one that I address later, whether we are equivocating when we say
the piece has taken us through beauty, ugliness, beauty, ugliness, and
finally beauty. But apart from definitional precision, this is precisely what
we do in evaluating scenes in nature or in art. Before leaving such
thoughts, the foregoing serves to highlight the importance of Moore’s and
others’ insistence on identifying that our judgments refer to a whole.68
This notion too is be assessed in the closing chapters.
The example of the Isenheim altarpiece also demonstrates the
tendency to ascribe ugliness based on motivations other-than, or morethan mere formal features. Plotinus provided perhaps the loftiest idea in
his claim that we reject the ugly as that which is alien to our spiritual
natures (and ostensibly trends towards materiality rather than spirituality
in his Neoplatonic system). But as with displeasure, there must be
aesthetic cues or triggers for such an alienated reaction to the
object/experience. Here again is the need to identify what these qualities
(or qualia) are. If it is an offence against the soul’s ‘tuning,’ we are led to
ask what the nature of the offence is. For Plotinus, materiality and the
In what will be an important idea for later discussions, Aristotle’s definition of
noncontradiction actually contains the seeds of understanding both how equivocation
arises – and can be avoided – in terms of referentiality: “It is impossible for the same
thing to belong and not belong simultaneously to the same thing in the same respects.”
Metaphysics, IV, as cited in Robin Smith’s "Aristotle's Logic", The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (2017).
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failure to express idea/ideal produced repulsive alienation (perceived as
ugliness). But even thus specified how can beautiful objects – materially
beautiful – escape his censure? And what are we to make of our
experiences of beautiful uglies and ugly beauties?69 I am not opposed to
the proposition that we often take spiritual umbrage at ugliness (as
discussed in my conclusion), but I do not find – nor would many others –
that all instances of spiritual umbrage are ugly in the more rigorously
aesthetic sense of the term.70
Aquinas’ explanation of ugliness (by way of beauty) is handy in
that his three suggestions can serve as categories under which others may
be placed. For example, the first element of the scholastic’s “three
requirements” is “a certain wholeness or perfection”. By clarifying
wholeness in the sense of perfection, this ‘whole’ is one of completion
rather than contemplation; Aquinas is getting at there being no lack in a
thing rather than demanding (Moore et al.) attending to a whole. But I
would add that a proper sense of the whole (in terms of scope) is
necessary for assessing wholeness (in terms of perfection). Not only might
we take the aforementioned Grunewald painting as an example, but also
a piece of music, a play, or a scene in nature. There may be a moment or
aspect which seems imperfect (or ugly), until it becomes situated in the
oeuvre. Proper predications of wholeness demand a measure of
awareness (or in dialogue, agreement) of what exactly the ‘whole’ is.
This claim about ugliness – that it is imperfection – agrees with
Baumgarten, Reynolds, and possibly Wolff. I noted earlier that
Baumgarten brings in considerations of common “taste” against which
perfection and imperfection is measured. Although I believe he means
“taste in the widest sense” as general aesthetic sensibilities (rather than

E.g. beautiful-ugly: a masterful still-life of butchery or Kollwitz’ prints; ugly-beauties:
Isenheim altarpiece or Quasimodo.
70 While most religions have intriguing examples of temptingly beautiful evil, perhaps
the ultimate may be seen in the Christian conception of Lucifer (Satan) as a surpassingly
beautiful angel of light.
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socially or subjectively idiosyncratic taste), it does serve as a place to face
a more contemporary claim. This is that taste (in the most subjective
sense) must surely affect what we believe imperfection to be. To frame the
question in the immediate context, couldn’t ugliness-as-imperfection fail
to hold due to certain individual or cultural preferences? For example, in
my chapter on East Asian art I mention the recently popularized notions
of wabi sabi in Japanese art. These complex terms point us towards the
taste in some Japanese objects for marred, aged, broken, or weathered
items which others might adjudicate as imperfect or ugly. But we cannot
argue from that predilection that (i.) all Japanese love ugliness-asimperfection, or (ii.) all non-Japanese people necessarily view the pieces
as ugly. Even with differing sets of culturally-determined tastes, and
personal subjective taste, ideas of imperfection (and other species of
ugliness) are wide-ranging experiences.
While Wolff’s ugliness was focused on pleasure/displeasure, we
can employ the concept of imperfection in explaining his view. Whereas
beauty arises out of the “perfection of a thing so far as the thing produces
pleasure in us”, Wolf’s ugliness (which he says is “what displeases”)
could be a failure to produce pleasure. This brings us to one of the
seminal conundrums in defining and describing ugliness: Is ugliness the
failure to achieve beauty, or is it a unique presence/phenomenon
independent of beauty? Or, is ugliness ugly because it fails to produce
(imperfectly produces) beauty, or is ugliness ugly because it exhibits
imperfection itself (producing imperfection)? I don’t think that failure to
enact beauty or enable pleasure suffices to explain ugliness. Firstly, we
must account for ‘neutral’ experiences, and secondly, ugliness is a
‘positive negative’ – it can be the presence of that which displeases.
Aquinas’ mention of proportion and harmony also touches on the
perfection/imperfection claims. If ugliness is considered by Aquinas to be
the opposite of beauty, then we ought to reverse his remaining elements
of beauty. But in doing so it is legitimate to ask whether this is justified, or
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whether there is be something special about perfection (his sole explicit
reversal) which means that its reversal serves to summarize all ugliness,
irrespective of other features. I can imagine accepting such an idea if his
“wholeness” refers to the gestalt entirety of a work or experience. The
older English phrase ‘on the main’ shows this idea (i.e., when we say,
‘That thing, on the main, is ugly”). This statement implies that there are
several features or elements at work – thus potentially admitting a variety
of ugly referents. But his first point regarding imperfection (as noted
above) calls for explanation of what has failed or been negated.
Wholeness in the sense of completion raises the same questions. All this
to say, whether the entirety/whole or perfection/completion is being
emphasized, either concept is capable of subsuming or being constituted
by others. Further, Aquinas’ own move to complete his trinity of beauty
beyond perfection of a whole calls for a similar supply of a second and
third element in (or form of) ugliness.71
While Aquinas’ perfection or wholeness speaks of considering an
end or entirety, harmony and proportion focus on the interplay of the
parts within that whole.72 The concept is akin to the proper relation of
parts which have a successful or satisfying result. Handily, we have
words which easily negate or reverse these ideas of beauty: Disproportion
and disharmony. Yet in their reversal their synonymous nature is
strained. Disproportionate means that something’s size or position is
either out of place or inappropriate. Disharmony, on the other hand,
brings up connotations of a failure to sync, to synthesize, to blend, or all
the various ways we describe the relation of parts which oppose and
offend by their placement together. Disharmony engenders dissonance,
My own approach, in chapters 7-9, is to recognize both our judgment of gestalt wholes,
while recognizing the multiple (i.e. more than Aquinas’ 3) aspects constituting the
experience. See Voltolini’s (2015) A Syncretistic Theory of Depiction for application of some
gestalt ideas in an analytical investigation of the riddles of art depiction/perception.
72 Perhaps proportion and harmony themselves interrelate (whether the ‘composition’ be
musical, visual, or even gustatory). But as with the first “requirement”, it should be
noted that Aquinas says “proportion or harmony”, which indicates he viewed these as
synonymous terms.
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which may not arise via the placement of a lesser with a greater, or an
incorrect among corrects, but rather – interestingly – even by the relation
of two independent positives which result in a negative combination. But
we can negate the positive synonyms’ more simple, shared conception.
Reversing my earlier statement yields: the concept is akin to the improper
relation of parts which have an unsuccessful or unsatisfying result. Like
imperfection, this does much for our understanding of ugliness without
doing everything. Left out is the needful account of both properly
successful ugly works and strangely satisfying uglies.73
3.6.

Collations of Ugly Mentions

Not every thinker surveyed in this chapter was critiqued above,
but I have tried to point out a few insights and concerns taken from the
group. Perhaps one of the greatest concerns is (i.) whether or not we are
justified in reversing beauty into ugliness, and (ii.) how we are to go
about doing this. My next chapter aims to explore the difficulties involved
in ugliness as negated or not-beauty. Below is a listing of the species (SX)
and features (FX) highlighted by the writers surveyed in this chapter.74
The basis for the list is a synthesis of those in chapter 2, taken from Moore
(1998) and Athanassoglou-Kallmyer (2003), though that list is more
extensive. Here I have only placed names of figures whose comments
relate to the various species or features.
Species of Ugliness (Sx):
S1 OP – Ugliness as the Opposite of Beauty: Aquinas; Plotinus; most!
S2 UNP – Ugliness as Unpurposive, or Inutile: Socrates/Plato; Aquinas
Plotinus; Baumgarten; Collingwood
S3 B – Ugliness as Beauty (Beauty Which Challenges): Reynolds; Bradley
S5 FE – Ugliness as Failure of Expression: Plotinus; Gentile
S7 DSP – Ugliness as Displeasure: Socrates/Plato; Wolf; Baumgarten
I here have only surveyed two of three reversals of Aquinas, leaving the most formal –
purity (esp. of color) – as more readily reversed. It is also taken up again in the closing
chapters.
74 I have not included any problems of ugliness (P ), although many were implied by the
X
writers’ approaches (e.g. S1 OP by Aquinas’ 1/3 reversal). My reason for non-inclusion is
that these figures (from the pre-postmodern era) are more confident in their statements
and less interested in deconstructing concepts.
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S8 DAPP – Ugliness as Disapproval: Socrates/Plato
S10 OTH – Ugliness as The Other: Plotinus
S12 CONF – Ugliness as Confusion/Confounding: Plotinus; Collingwood
S13 IMM – Ugliness as Evil/Immoral: Plotinus; Socrates/Plato(?); Moore
Features of Ugliness (Fx):
F2 RSP – Responsive Nature of Ugliness: Ducasse; Ross; Stace
F3 BD – Beauty-Determinedness of Ugliness: Aquinas(?); Perhaps most
F4 POL – Polarity of Ugliness: Wolf; Baumgarten; most
F5 MUT – Mutability of Ugliness: Socrates/Plato; Baumgarten
F6 OBJ – Objectification of Ugliness: Reynolds; Stace
F7 EPD – Epistemologically-Determined*: Stace(?)
F8 UT – Utility of Ugliness: Bradley
F11 PLYS – Polysemous Nature of Ugliness: Aristotle; Socrates/Plato(?)
F15 IDIOS – Idiosyncrasy of Ugliness: 75 Ross

This is a new feature: F15 IDIOS – Idiosyncrasy of Ugliness: Ugliness as subjectively
determined by the individual due to idiosyncratically personal physiology or
psychology.
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Chapter 4 – Guessing at Ugliness – Reconstructions
4. Introduction – Ugliness as the Opposite of Beauty
When discussions of aesthetic values address the concept of
ugliness, they often posit it as the opposite of beauty. Several figures in
the preceding chapter incorporated this idea into their discussions, and
recent articles on the concept also acknowledge this assumption. In her
discourse on ugliness, Nina Athanassoglou-Kallmyer says, “Simply put,
ugliness is an aesthetic category that stands at the opposite of beauty. The
two constitute the dialectic polarities that form the backbone of Western
aesthetic and moral thought.”1 While her article goes on to nuance this
simplistic definition of ugliness, the concept never breaks free of beauty’s
orbit. Jerome Stolnitz provides a more analytical account of ugliness and
broadens the relationship by stating, “Ugliness designates aesthetic
disvalue as beauty designates positive aesthetic value”, which avoids
mere opposition. But he too intones more than mere semantic opposition,
for he claims ugly objects “…possess recognizable properties that are the
opposites of those found in beautiful objects.”2 This appears to be part of
the claim of ugliness’ opposition to beauty – that not only are these the
two terms we use for either end of the aesthetic spectrum, but that
somehow their relationship is one of reversal.
Because the idea is influential in discussions of ugliness, this
chapter explores such assertions by imagining what reversals of beauty
may (and may not) teach us about ugliness. My approach is limited both
by limitations of space, and by a belief that even a limited endeavor
demonstrates the limitations of defining ugliness this way. Thus, I have
decided to only account for three views of beauty: Plato, Immanuel Kant,
and Roger Scruton, whose selection is meant to not only offer a broad

1
2

Athanassoglou-Kallmyer (2003).
Stolnitz (2006).
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historical range but also represent figures who have taken beauty
seriously.3
From each of these figure’s writings I note a few salient points
about beauty which could inform ugliness if reversed. These
reconstructed reversals are aimed at presenting a likely ‘opposition’ to
those writer’s views of beauty. Such reversals are likely to provide
interesting details to inform our view of ugliness, yet without giving us
the entire vista. Ultimately, a description of the experience of ugliness
only as the opposite of beauty must fail to account for the uniqueness of
the aesthetic disvalue. Although the outcome is unsuccessful, there are at
least three reasons for the pursuit. First is the exercise of taking various
writers at their word, that ugliness is in some sense the opposite of
beauty, whose image we may find by contraposing beauty’s ideas,
properties, or essence. If the success of such a venture is to be doubted,
that doubt should be justified by demonstration. Secondly, there is the
sheer weight of writing on beauty as compared to the relative paucity of
treatments of ugliness. The concept is receiving its ‘day in the sun’, like
the wriggling underside of a long-undisturbed rock, but adding to this
body of literature reconstructions of ugliness by inverting beauty would
provide a novel set of considerations.4 Lastly, attempting to discuss
reversals of beauty requires an exploration of ideas of negation and
negativity which serve as essential stepping stones for the rest of this
volume.
Before making these attempts at a reconstructed ugliness (4.2-4.5.),
there are a few caveats and controversies which must be examined. First
The inclusion of these figures means, of course, the exclusion of others which have
equally strong claims to make about beauty. An excellent survey extending into the
modern era can be found in Carritt (1952). Notably lacking from Carritt’s work and
many others are samples of aesthetic treatments outside of Europe and Anglo-American
spheres. For a glimpse of what depths can be found elsewhere, see for example: Lin
Yutang. The Chinese Theory of Art: Translations from the Masters of Chinese Art. (1967).
4 This chapter is not an extended attempt to reverse beauty into a reconstruction of
ugliness, but rather groundwork for how such endeavors might unfold – and what
difficulties it would necessarily face. Even these difficulties show ugliness’
distinctiveness. I hope to continue to develop this approach in the future.
3
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is a discussion the stubborn polar-label relationship between ugliness and
beauty, which endures despite its definitional failings (4.1.1.). Secondly, in
4.1.2. I dip a toe into the murky waters of negation itself – briefly enough
to discover important hints relating to negative aesthetic judgments, but
long enough to recognize there is little consensus about what negation is
(or isn’t).
4.1.1. Equivocation - What’s in a Name?
Part of the appeal in defining ugliness as beauty’s opposite is that
it agrees with our linguistic convention of situating the two as opposite
valences on either end of a spectrum.5 Although the habit of establishing
polar opposites is not without its challenges (discussed briefly in the next
section), I do not wish to diminish this linguistic utility or prevalence.
Regardless of how we construe squares of opposition, negations of
predicates versus propositions, existential import or a host of other
pertinent issues, people will continue to define beauty and ugliness as
opposites, one of which is positive and the other negative. There are similar
conventions with other values or experiences: Good vs. evil, pleasure vs.
pain, happy vs. sad, etc. I wish to emphasize that the terms will continue to
find meaningful, grammatical deployment as polar opposites. But even
cursory consideration reveals that though these assignments may
describe how the items are used to describe value and disvalue, their
assignments do not sufficiently describe what the items are (i.e. their
experience).
For example, while we value pleasure and disvalue pain, the latter
is insufficiently described as an absence or reversal of pleasure. A papercut has its own insistent identity, and is not just the privation or reversal
of a pleasant sensation in the finger. As Ronald Moore notes in his article
on ugliness, “The common conception that ugliness is simply the
antonym of beauty, its polar opposite on the spectrum of aesthetic value,

For a fascinating and largely persuasive discussion of this idea see “Ought and Value”
(pp. 218-243) in Heider (1958).
5
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can easily obscure the subject’s inherent subtlety and complexity”.6 As
Moore and others demonstrate, ugliness has its own identity apart from
negating beauty or the absence of beautiful properties. Thus we must
press on beyond the simple recognition of their staking out polar
positions to pursue a substantive description and definition of ugliness.
Though ugliness-as-beauty’s-opposite will continue to stand
semantically in the sense of naming or referring to extremes of value and
disvalue, I aim to avoid equivocation of the placement of the value within
a scale of preference with the experienced properties of the value. In other
words, while we say beauty is the positive aesthetic valence and ugliness
the negative, this is not the same as saying that we may arrive at what
ugliness is by reversing (negating or making negative) the features or
forms of beauty.7 Indeed it may be that the equivocal culprit in this
discussion is the term negative, and so now I turn to the controversial
realm of negation.8
4.1.2. Expectations – Negative, Negation or Neither?
Any discussion of opposites and opposition - as in the case of
beauty and ugliness - will also partake in discussions of negatives and
negation. It may be possible to envision opposition without a negative
sense,9 but the stronger claim of ugliness as the opposite of beauty
connotes an inversion of beauty’s positive elements - a negation or

Moore (1998).
Consider: ugliness is the opposite of beauty (or) ugliness is: that which is not beautiful
(U = ~B). Already in this formulation the question of an excluded (or unexcluded)
middle is being raised, and will be touched on in 4.1.2. Note too, that Levinson (2014b)
seems to have also been motivated by the tension between a simple definition of beauty
and the complex experience, resulting in his enumerating species of what beauty is, or
might be.
8 See Sibley (2001) for the most normal use of negative, and how (in his usage and here)
it implies the end(s) of a spectrum and not neutrality.
9 For example, if we consider opposition spatially, in which one entity may stand 'over
against' or opposite another entity. There is something of this idea in the Chinese word
對 which besides its common usage of 'correct' can also mean 'opposite', 'opposed', and
'adjacent'. There can be opposition without negation (in the sense of taking away or
canceling) or negativity (to ascribe disvalue, such as displeasure or disapproval). But it
seems the case of ugliness as the opposite of beauty involves both; this is why I am using
these terms here in near relation, without assuming they are the same.
6
7
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transformation of these into negative instances. Thus, the next step in
pursuing this claim is to pick a plausible account of beauty (no small feat
itself) and reverse its elements. But once we set about negating
something, identifying negative counterparts of positive features, or
considering polar opposition, we find the venture is fraught with
controversy.
Negation has a notorious reputation in logic and in semantics as
being simultaneously foundational and frustratingly complex. Laurence
Horn’s masterful A Natural History of Negation chronicles and clarifies the
ineluctable confusion surrounding the subject.10 He begins his first
chapter with an epigraph that may appear too strong to the novitiate in
studies of negation: “No agreement exists as to the possibility of defining
negation, as to its logical status, function, and meaning, as to its field of
applicability…, and as to the interpretation of the negative judgment.”11
Opposition falls within the discussion of negation, as at least one major
strand of opposition asserts a positive position, and creates an opposite
position by negating the first. Yet the list of considerations affecting how
we negate beauty proves multitudinous, as Horn’s introductory coverage
shows:
…the distinction between contradictory and contrary opposition, the
purported scopal ambiguity of the negative statement and its relation
to existential import (does Socrates is not well entail that Socrates
exists?), the proper formal treatment of wide-scope negation as a mode
of predication (as in Aristotle) or as a one-place external propositional
connective (as in the Stoics’ model), the definition and scope of the Law
of Contradiction and the Law of Excluded Middle, the semantics of
general or quantified negative expressions, the nature of subcontrary
“opposition” (Some men are white/Some men are not white, It is possible to

Horn, A Natural History of Negation (2001). I have leaned heavily on Horn’s work in this
section, yet only have space to scratch the surface of his voluminous work.
11 Ibid., p.1. quote from Heinemann 1944, p.135.
10
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go/It is possible not to go), and the character of the asymmetry between
negation and affirmation.12

Each of the forgoing issues has some bearing on formulating
ugliness as an aesthetic negative, and yet the scope of this chapter
precludes touching on each topic. Sibley (2001) also spends time
discussing the way in which ugliness is negative, but a large portion of
his discussion relates to distinguishing ugliness as predicative or
attributive. This also relates to Horn’s usage of the terms symmetricalist
and asymmetricalist, but more narrowly.13 Sibley believes that beauty is
“ambifunctional” as predicative or attributive, but ugliness merely
attributive.14 As stated elsewhere in this thesis I agree that ugliness can be
referential (and often is), but I also aver that sometimes ugliness surprises
with a provocative presence, before or apart from an identification of
what the thing is (or ought to be).15 Horn’s discussion of negation and
opposition (as well as symmetricalist/asymmetricalist positions) is
broader, and I highlight a few insights from the discussion in Horn before
turning to my selections of beauty.16

Horn, p.xiv.
See discussion from Horn below. In Sibley’s case referentiality is in view (as in Horn),
but Horn also brings up theorists’ opinions on the utility and force of such reference.
14 ‘[B]eautiful’ is sometimes attributive… [but] …I believe it to be also usable
predicatively. That is, it is ambifunctional. It is possible to judge, rightly, that some
things are beautiful without knowing what they are (there just are not any ideals of
beauty specifically for them, say, pebbles or driftwood); indeed one may judge
something beautiful, not knowing it is an N and, even though it may be far from a
beautiful N. It may still be a thing of very considerable beauty. By contrast I tentatively
suggest that ‘ugly’ is always attributive, and in a way that is not merely comparative
(though it can be used additionally in a comparative way), and is not what I called
‘point-related’, and can hardly be called ideal-related either." (2001).
15 Perhaps Sibley was headed in this direction with his third category of things which are
deformed “in a widened sense,” but he still has a reference in mind. I take heart that the
always persuasive Sibley said his position on this topic was ‘tentative’. Thus I agree that
beauty and ugliness are asymmetrical in their experience (as Sibley seems to do), but not
in the same way that Sibley does. A difficulty should be apparent in envisioning ugliness
as being attributive in Sibley’s presentation of beauty, as per “ideal-related,” but less so
in ascribing ugliness “without knowing what” something is.
16 Paris (2017) brings forward the relevant portions of Sibley’s attention to deformity in
ugliness – though neither claim it to be the root of all ugliness. I like Sibley’s use of the
word “departure” as it will be close to my conceptual core, but unlike Sibley, I do not
think the norm (reference) is always in view.
12
13
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Firstly, the puzzle of negation is not a recent development. Around
the world, logicians have long puzzled over opposition and negation.
Plato clarified negation by insisting that saying something is not doesn’t
entail “opposition or contrariety”, but rather difference.17 Aristotle and
the Stoics felt the topic demanded more attention and helped to introduce
several concepts which have endured in the discussion. Aristotle
identified “four species of opposition: …
(1) CORRELATION (between two RELATIVES), e.g., double vs. half
(2) CONTRARIETY (between two CONTRARIES), e.g., good vs. bad
(3) PRIVATION (PRIVATIVE to POSITIVE), e.g. blind vs. sighted
(4) CONTRADICTION (AFFIRMATIVE to NEGATIVE), e.g., He sits vs. He
does not sit”18

Similarly, the Stoics identified types of negation which have some
overlap with the above while introducing a negation of the entire
proposition:
“a. DENIAL (arnētikon), composed of a ‘denying particle’ and a predicate: No
one is walking.
b. PRIVATION (sterētikon), formed form an atomic proposition by reversing
the predicate:
This man is unkind. (cf. Aristotle’s predicate term negation)
c. NEGATION (apophatikon), a negative proposition formed from an atomic
or complex proposition by prefixing oukhi ‘not’: Not: it is day.”19

Negation was discussed in ancient Asia in similar veins, where
Chinese considered Laws of Contradiction, Excluded Middle, and whose
writings anticipate or parallel many of the concepts noted above.20 In

Horn, p.5. Discussing Plato’s Stranger, esp. § 257.
Horn, pp.6-7. These are taken from Aristotle’s Categories, 11b. Another important
concept inspired by Aristotle and formalized by later writers is the square of opposition,
whose sides represent affirmation and negation, and whose top and bottom represent
universal and particular statements. The relationships of contrary versus contradictory
positions are explored in this discussion in Horn’s first chapter, esp. 8-17.
19 Horn, p.21.
20 See Horn, esp. pp.89-90. See here his interesting highlighting of Wang Fu-Chih.
17
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India, thinkers like Sanjaya made use of a ‘fourfold negation’ to
encourage enlightened thinking:
a. S is P.
b. S is not-P.
c. S is both P and not-P.
d. S is neither P nor not-P. 21

Already we are faced with the challenge of identifying which kind
of negation or opposition we are supposed to imagine ugliness being the
result or presence of. Is ugliness beauty’s contrary, contradiction,
privation, or simply its sematic denial? Each has a different implication.
Even semantically, what is negated in the aesthetic judgment of ugliness?
An assertion that an entity was beautiful, which is necessarily prior to
ugliness? This seems wrong for denying the primacy of ugly phenomena.
Through the sections exploring theories of beauty (and their reversal) I
give some indication of how I feel this should be parsed, but the fuller
description arrives in my concluding chapters.
Perhaps already this cursory glance at negation and opposition has
led someone to protest that she is only interested in placing ugliness at
the opposite end of the aesthetic spectrum - polar opposites, in other
words. Yet the idea of polar opposition and the murky middle between is
also not an easily defined concept. While we may imagine some cases in
which the contrary of a position is only one (e.g. healthy and not-healthy
(i.e. unhealthy)), there are also cases in which there can be a range of
alternates (e.g. black and not-black (grey, purple, cerulean, et al.)). 22 If
someone declares ugliness as the opposite of beauty, they probably mean
that it is at the ‘far end’ of the spectrum – but must it be? There can be
lesser and greater uglies (and beauties), and also instances of neutrality
where we say something is neither beautiful nor ugly. Not everything
that is not-beautiful is ugly. And I am purposely avoiding the more

21
22

Horn, pp.79-80.
For a good discussion of these issues see Horn, pp.36-39.
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interesting cases in which an object or experience is simultaneously ugly
and beautiful – a notion taken up in chapters 7-9.
Returning to fourfold negation, there is a useful aesthetic
application despite its stymying logicians. Introduced in India over a
thousand years ago and traveling outwards along with Buddhism,
audiences near its origin had found a simple way to acknowledge the
(qualified) truthfulness of the idea without losing ideas of truth
(dependent on Law of Noncontradiction). Horn explained that the
“Jainists […] observe that S is P and S is not-P can both be true from
different standpoints”.23 I maintain that what is meant by ‘standpoints’
are not only different perspectives, but also the various aspects of an
entity which those perspectives are focused on.24 Keeping a tight focus on
one aspect helps maintain reversals and oppositions – a task which may
prove impossible if a composite theory of beauty is proffered.25
Horn’s History of Negation groups various writers into
symmetricalist and asymmetricalists camps, in which the symmetry or
asymmetry is between positive and negative statements (logically or
semantically). Many among the asymmetricalists camp hold that negative
statements are less substantive than positive, and are always dependent
upon positive points of reference. He explains that “[t]he central fact
about negation for a powerful army of philosophers (Plato, Bacon, Kant,
Hegel, Bergson, Strawson), linguists (Apostel, Leech, Ducrot, Givón), and
psychologists (Wason, H. Clark) is the asymmetry between positive

Horn, p.71.
“Within the Jainist theory of conditional truth, or truth relative to a standpoint, each of
the fourfold alternatives (63a-d) can be affirmed and denied without however violating
LC. For the same reason, we have no trouble declaring ‘I’m happy and (yet) I’m not
happy’, ‘It is and it isn’t’; ‘Yes and no’ (cf. Strawson 1952:7 on the exchange ‘Were you
pleased?’ ‘Well, I was and I wasn’t’). As far as we can tell from reading Aristotle (and the
Sophists against whom he addressed his remarks), this possibility is exactly what the
classical definition of LC predicts when the context of evaluation is not held constant.”
Horn, p.83.
25 Levinson (2014b, e.g.p.190) also discusses diversity in beauty while recognizing a
simplistic definition of what beauty is. As indicated in this thesis, I follow in allowing
simple semantic clarity, but also in that the experience is not captured in simple terms.
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sentences, statements and facts and their negative counterparts.”26 In his
opening chapters Horn surveys negation’s reputation as variously
associated with falsity, mere denial of predicates or propositions,
psychological affirmations, and many more ideas. Towards the close of
his surveys he helpfully differentiates between typical and necessary uses
of negation:
Negatives (pace Wason 1972) are by nature no more false than
affirmatives, but prototypically they are psychologically harder and
more loaded, epistemologically less specific and hence less valuable,
emotively more inhibiting (or at least less highly valued), and
pragmatically more difficult to use appropriately within an arbitrary
discourse context. Not every negation is a speaker denial, nor is every
speaker denial a linguistic negation, but the prototypic use (or –
following Volterra and Antinucci 1979:203 – the core) of negation is
indeed as a denial of a proposition previously asserted, or subscribed
to, or held as plausible by, or at least mentioned by, someone relevant in
the discourse context.
Thus, while affirmation not only can but standardly does function to
introduce a proposition into the discourse model, a negation – in its
‘chief use’ (Jespersen), its ‘most common use’ (Ayer), its ‘primary and
standard use’ (Strawson), its ‘straightforward use’ (Kissin) – is directed
at a proposition already in the discourse model. Further, as we shall see
in chapter 6, we can isolate a METALINGUISTIC use of negation in
English and other languages, specialized precisely for just this function
of negative statements. But, as we shall also observe, not all instances of
negation can be characterized in this way.
Like Freud’s dreamer in §1.3.2 above, from whom It is not my mother
really means ‘It is my mother’, the strong Asymmetricalist thesis is
literally false but psychologically true.27

26
27

Horn, p.3.
Horn, p.203. Bold emphasis mine.
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From the above extended quotation note that the standard view of
negation is that it is (i.) less useful than positives; (ii.) depends on a
known (or assumed) positive. While I maintain that the phenomenon of
ugliness is asymmetrical to that of beauty, I follow Horn in disbelieving
that “all instances of negation” are as described by the group called
asymmetricalists. Much more can, and should be said about how
expectations and conventional ideas of negation affect our discourses on
ugliness – but for now I ask the reader to bear the few insights noted
above as I turn to positive examples to begin negating.
4.2.

Beautiful Idea – Plato’s Beauty

4.2.1. Overview
A contemporary aesthetic reader of Plato’s writings in the field might
be impressed by not only the occurrence of issues which still engage us
today, but how enduringly insightful they remain. Plato deals with a
variety of aesthetic issues28 and, helpfully for my discussion, is willing to
wager strong claims regarding the concept of beauty. While often the
Republic is given as the main treatise on aesthetic concerns, others argue
that the Symposium should receive pride of place in presenting his views
on beauty.29 Following the lead of Edgar Frederick Carritt’s helpful
collation, I expand this range of consideration to include a few of Plato’s
other writings.30 A preeminent prose artist among writers of philosophy,
Plato is sometimes only remembered for his cautions against the power of
art and beauty.31 However, beauty in a spiritual, ideal sense – the idea of
Beauty – is also a memorable part of his legacy. I touch on Plato’s insights
in both realms as I try to cue up his conceptions of beauty to invert them.
4.2.2. Positive Positions – Beauty
Good aesthetic readers, such as The Bloomsbury Anthology of Aesthetics (2012);
Philosophies of Art and Beauty (1976); The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics (2005) provide
glimpses of Plato’s aesthetics and often (as these three do) open with the thinker as the
initial chapter. I draw instead from Carritt (1952) whose work contains more varied
selections from Plato. See also Porter (2010).
29 E.g. Janaway’s “Plato” in The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics (2005), p.8.
30 Carritt (1952), pp.2-30.
31 E.g., Republic, Books 9-10, especially sections in the 590s through early 600s.
28

96

By beginning with the loftier, and less defined of Plato’s two
visions of ‘beauty’ we may more readily see his discontents with other
occasions of lesser beauty. In both Phaedrus and the Symposium, we are
presented with the soul as a winged thing, which through contemplation
may ascend to realms of truth, holiness, perfection, and there have
awareness of that which is Idea(l), or Essential.32 Beauty is given a special
place even in our moribund world because it flashes out of – or through –
beautiful things here to whet our appetite and win us to true Beauty and
allied Ideas.
In Phaedrus Plato has Socrates claim “in this world it is beauty
that we apprehend most clearly, shining through the clearest of our
senses […] so that it is the most manifest and lovable of all things.”33
Preceding this claim the context clarifies beauty’s role as a beacon for the
ascending lover. The true lover of the beautiful, “when he sees the beauty
on earth, remembering the true beauty, feels his wings growing and longs
to stretch them for an upward flight, but cannot do so, and, like a bird,
gazes upward and neglects the things below.”34 The Symposium adds that

Any translation of the entity/essence Plato is getting at here will be liable to claims of
misconstrual, but the trouble lies less in choice of locution and more with capability of
locution; after all, it seems to be a call to express the inexpressible. Here is Carritt’s
approach:
“The terms εἶδος and ỉδέα in Plato are not usually distinguished. The translation
Idea is very misleading, as suggesting something mental. The translation Form
has little but philology to recommend it. The word Universal would represent,
perhaps, the chief element in what Plato means, but it may be less questionbegging to use the vaguer word Essence.” p.19
33 This is Carritt’s translation of section 250, p.16. The discussion identifies that “the
clearest of our senses” is vision, which with hearing shares pride of place in many
aesthetic treatments. The weddedness of taste, touch, and smell to bodily cravings and
comforts does not allow them to feature favorably in Plato’s aesthetics (yet cf. smell in
Philebus, 50). Their immediacy (the difficulty of claiming to contemplatively judge them)
also would serve as a mark against them, though modern aesthetic discourse has opened
it arms (and mouth and nostrils) to consider the ‘insights’ of these senses (Cf. Korsmeyer
(2008) & Tefler (2008)).
34 Phaedrus, section 249 (1925) at perseus.tufts.edu, March 2017. The ‘neglect’ mentioned
here of “the things below” is not at all negative in its negligence, but the proper putting
away of worldly concerns and ruinous (in Plato’s account) regard for merely physical
pleasures. Comparison of this with Plotinus’ thought in the preceding chapter reveals
the Platonism within that sort of Neoplatonism.
32
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the person pursuing beauty can ascend from beauty to beauty as a
“ladder of true love”:
…begin with the beauties of this world and use them as stepping-stones
for an unceasing journey to that other beauty, going from one to two and
from two to all, and from beautiful creatures to beautiful lives, and from
beautiful lives to beautiful truths, and from beautiful truths attaining
finally to nothing less than the knowledge of Beauty itself, and so know
at last what Beauty is.35

And so we see from these esoteric passages that Plato does have a
keen interest in beauty (albeit as a propaedeutic for Beauty). Yet in the
Republic Plato appears dismissive of imitative artists and urges
restrictions on (or removal of) poets, both of which are known purveyors
of beauty. But from the above we may also begin to see why. If artists
plied their trade too expertly they might cause others to fix intellects and
emotions only on ‘lower’ loves. Beyond this, Phaedrus also contains a
caution that the ascent can be hindered by the same passion – love of
beauty - which initiated it.36 If one ‘falls in love’ only with an earthly
instance of beauty, one will fail to reach for the next rung in the ladder.
Plato’s aesthetics does have a strain of utilitarianism which is
here seen as beauty’s usefulness in spurring us onwards and upwards
spiritually. But his aesthetic theory is sophisticated enough to also explore
today’s formal aesthetic concerns. For example in Hippias Major Plato
entertainingly identifies and exposes both the referential and relative
nature of beauties while admitting pleasure in their formal qualities.37 But
Philebus contains an even more direct discussion about these pleasures
which arise while beholding certain aesthetic features. These features are
called beautiful – and importantly – not relatively nor referentially. While
discussing unmixed pleasures (pure from pain or disdain), Socrates
focuses on “true pleasures which arise from the colours we call beautiful

Carritt’s translation of section 210, p.17.
E.g., section 250e.
37 E.g., sections 280s-290s.
35
36
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and from shapes; and most of the pleasures of smell and sound.”38
Readers of Hippias Major might expect such suppositions to be
‘deconstructed’ by the figure of Socrates, but instead they are
strengthened:
I do not now intend by beauty of shapes what most people would expect,
such as that of living creatures or pictures, but, for the purpose of my
argument, I mean straight lines and curves and the surfaces or solid
forms produced out of these by lathes and rulers and squares if you
understand me. For I mean that these are not beautiful relatively, like
other things, but always and naturally and absolutely; and they have
their proper pleasures, no way depending on the itch of desire. And I
mean colours of the same kind, with the same kind of beauty and
pleasures.39

Protarchus does not understand Socrates’ meaning in this stage
of the dialogue and so they briefly continue the topic before moving on
towards loftier themes. These qualities retain their above appraisal
however, and show that Plato’s aesthetics countenanced not only an
idealistic view of beauty, nor even a merely relativistic view of beauty,
but held a place for steadfastly beautiful aesthetic qualities. In an
interesting sense, we find the unchanging essence of Beauty at the
pinnacle of contemplation, unchanging elements of beauty in the
foundations of contemplation, and a great deal of unreliable (and
sometimes distracting) beauties in-between.
4.2.3. Negative Possibilities – Ugliness
Plato’s aesthetic discourses do mention ugliness on numerous
occasions,40 but it is deployed in the normal definitional sense as the
opposite of beauty. It fills the role of an opposite term: Is Χ beautiful? No,
rather, Χ is ugly. 41 This section’s aim is to imagine what it might mean

Carritt’s translation, section/page 51, p.30 in Carritt. As mentioned (nt.33), the ‘lower’
senses do not receive the same treatment as vision and hearing, and though scent sneaks
in here, the discussion will still focus on visual beauty.
39 Ibid.
40 These are neglected by Carritt’s otherwise helpful index entry “Ugliness”, p.334. See
especially Hippias Major, sections 287-295.
41 A study of even the simple occurrence of ugliness in Plato (or Socrates, by way of
Xenophon’s Memorabilia) is interesting: for example, we find from Hippias Major’s
38
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for the opposition to be taken as extending beyond the relation of
definition of values, and into the relation of opposite experiences.
How then should we reverse the beauties mentioned above, and in
doing so reconstruct another Platonic concept of ugliness? There are a few
options open to us as we regard both the high (Ideal/Essence/Form)
Beauty and the formally aesthetic beauties (as taken from Philebus).
Regarding the former, can we imagine an ideal Idea of Ugliness?
Gretchen E. Henderson toys with this idea in her work on ugliness. She
asks, “how does a person come to know ugliness? Does ugliness
analogously build rung by rung, from person to person, institution to
general learning, to a larger lore?”42 I say toys with the idea both because
Henderson is only playing metaphorically with the analogy as she heads
elsewhere,43 and because ‘ascending’ by means of ugliness appears
absurd. Perhaps descending is a better metaphor, whereby we go from
one ugly to another to another until we’ve hit rock bottom. Is the
universal Ugly lurking there? If the realm of Ideas has been likened to
heaven, it would be a small move to take the abode of pure ugliness to be
a sort of hell.44 If we take Plato’s Ideas in an analytical sense of ultimate
types which both archetypes and stereotypes partake in to varying degrees,45
then we can countenance an ultimate Ugly. Yet if there is a something
salutary in the constituents of the realm of Ideas (as the Phaedrus and

mention of ugliness that it can ‘occur’ in an erstwhile beautiful object when that object is
compared with a greater beauty. This is the ‘ugly by comparison’ concept, which upon
consideration seems to light a word for ugly if the fault is only ‘plainness’ or
‘commonness’. We ought to observe that sometimes the comparison heralds not only the
presence of a superior, but draws attention to flawed features or general failures in the
once-beautiful-object. Also in Phaedrus (201-202) we receive the helpful reminder that
there is middling ground between beauty and ugliness. But these types of ugly insights
are not the focus of the present artificial venture.
42 Henderson (2015), p.184.
43 She follows with an interesting passage from Crispin Sartwell (1996) who strongly
criticizes the aloofness in Plato’s recommended ascent – plus the failure to accept
ugliness.
44 Viewed with this metaphor in mind, we can see how and why Rosenkranz’s last rung
– or rather, his nadir – is ugliness as evil. Cf. my ch.5.
45 My terms here are meant to be etymological, in the sense of: original, first-copy,
multiple-copies.
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Symposium show), then it is unlikely Plato would posit a one true Ugly
there. Now onto his formal beauties.
When Plato has Socrates praise the ‘absolute’ beauties of certain
formal features in Philebus, he highlights both their pleasure and their
purity. The first aspect, pleasure, can be taken in a generally hedonic
sense (though we know it has cognitive dimensions). The second aspect,
purity, in this context refers to the absence of pain (mixed with pleasure)
but also reminds us both of their lack of necessary referent and their
formal purity. Should we take ugly, in opposition to these formal
beauties, to reverse all aspects or just one? Is ugliness unpleasant? That is
one reasonable reversal.46 Is ugliness impure, mixing pleasure and pain?
If so, our first claim (ugly = unpleasant) becomes untenable. There is
something useful here which is addressed momentarily. But what about
the idea of lacking a referent? If formally beautiful qualities are in-and-ofthemselves beautiful (and always so), should we say formally ugly
qualities are in-and-of-themselves ugly, or does their reversal require
attachment to references? I later argue for the former. Perhaps it is impure
in the sense of being sullied by contrary elements? That’s tricky, for what
can sully ugliness other than the presence of that which is not ugly? And
further, reversing beauty’s changelessness would make these uglies
sometimes not ugly? More unlikely suppositions. Having raised several
possibilities and seen some of the difficulties in fashioning Platonic
ugliness by means of reversal, I now try and collate a few insights.
4.2.4. Reconsidering the Reversal – Descending and
Differentiating
Regarding the rarified conception of a universal or ideal – ‘Ugly’
– is possible in a narrow sense: a common essence in which all ugly things
share. But, as with Beauty, we still may ask what this conceptual
commonality is. It appears from Plato’s writings that we only discover

But as discussed in concluding chapters, ugliness can be viewed neutrally, or former
uglies revisited and revised without attendant displeasure.
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this as we contemplate instances without being satisfied (or detained) by
them. Again, this may appear to be a reasonable inductive method to
discern what true ugliness is, and may commend recent treatments of
ugliness which supply us the rungs for the ugly ladder.47 But we climb
‘up’ ladders, and here we see the need to reverse Plato’s beautiful ascent
into a descent. Beauty spurs us onward longingly, but ugliness often
stymies contemplation rather than goading us to seek out deeper disgust.
While we are unable to know what Plato would have thought of these
considerations, they are provocative.48
A reversal of Plato’s formal ideas of ugliness runs aground on
questions of purity. Ugliness can be pure displeasure, but formal beauties
had a type of purity as their hallmark. This purity also spoke to lack of
admixture (of other elements which either detracted or were negative)
and a lack of reference. Some ugliness is sullied by a muddling mix of
formal qualities, but we would call this confusion. Some uglies are clearly
ugly without confusing us. Perhaps most challenging is the concept of
reference, for when we see a formally ugly element we recognize it ought
not to be so, but how we know so appears to indicate a reference to an
aesthetic ought.49
I have spent more time with Plato than with the latter two
authors to whom I soon turn for two reasons: Firstly, some conceptions
found in the latter writings are present in embryonic (or developed) form

E.g. Eco (2007) and Bayley (2012). Henderson’s deconstructive work (2015) is collective
but questions the conception itself.
48 Other questions raised by reversing ideal Beauty into ideal Ugliness are: Plato’s
beautiful ascended both in expansion and abstraction – should we do the same with
ugliness? From the individual to the general? There is a sense in which my thesis is an
attempt to do this, but I am not aiming (nor do I arrive) at an Ideal or Form of ugliness.
Perhaps I attempt to present an essence, but only in the sense of an essential definition –
what is the essence of our experience of ugliness.
49 My conclusion draws on all of these ideas in an attempt to resolve the confusion
surrounding them. Per the idea of ought, see Laozi’s much earlier affirmation of the same
in the 道德經 (Dao De Jing) (6th c. BC), section 2: 天下皆知美之為美，斯惡已。 “Everyone
knows beauty by means of the beautiful, and thus they know ugliness as well.” (My
English translation, from Chinese at ctext.org). Cf. my ch.6. Cf. ch.7-9 for my denial of
necessary awareness of a positive reference.
47
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in Plato’s works. Secondly, our perusal of problems in reversing one
aesthetic theory should allow a briefer addressing of the next batch. By
now it should be clear an attendant challenge is not only in reversing a
writer’s ideas, but in choosing the way we are to perform the reversal. Is
it aimed at ends, means, or both? Is it for effects (of qualities), affects (felt
qualia), or both? The way I have phrased these dilemmas is partly the
heritage of our next author, whose system of aesthetics has much to say
about how we judge beauty.
4.3.

Beautiful Judgment – Kant’s Beauty

4.3.1. Overview
The famously verbose Immanuel Kant devoted much of his 3rd
Critique of Judgment to aesthetics,50 and a large portion of that section of it
to a discussion of beauty. Though a cottage industry51 has arisen
speculating what Kant might have said about ugliness (for he said very
little52), there is no consensus on how to reverse his understanding of
beauty. Among the many articles written on Kant’s view of ugliness, a
paper by Alix Cohen stands out as the most successful attempt to find out
what the opposite of Kant’s beauty would look like, and I draw insights
primarily from her work while adding a few observations of my own.53
4.3.2. Positive Positions – Beauty
Like Plato before him, Kant has a high enough esteem for beauty
that he uses elevated language when discussing the concept. But the
elevation is not quite as high as Plato’s. Kant believes that beauty has a
symbolic association with virtue: “I maintain that the beautiful is the
symbol of the morally good…”, which in Kant’s system is high praise
Or nearly all, if you view (as I do) his teleological section as grounded in reflective
judgment which is akin to (or arising from) aesthetic concerns. Two of the best
overviews of Kant’s 3rd Critique are Wenzel (2005) and Zammito (1992).
51 See my article surveying the literature on Kantian ugliness: “Understandings of
Ugliness in Kant’s Aesthetics” in Wassard Elea Rivista, III.2, 15 maggio, 2016.
52 Most notable §48, where the discussion of genius in fine art takes in the latter’s ability
to show “things beautifully that in nature we would dislike or find ugly.” This section
also has Kant’s intriguing dismissal of disgust as a species of ugliness unfit for artistic
use. In this thesis I quote from Werner Pluhar’s translation (1987).
53 Alix Cohen (2013), pp. 199-209.
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indeed. Rather than being intrinsic, the connection of the two terms
appears to be constructed (like much else) by the tendencies of our
associative thinking: “…and only because we refer the beautiful to the
morally good (we all do so naturally and require all others also to do so,
as a duty) does our liking for it include a claim to everyone else’s
assent…”54. What Kant means by this is impossible to fully explore here,55
but I raise it to note he does have an elevated view of aesthetic value, and
to introduce his emphasis on ‘requiring’ others to agree with our aesthetic
assessments. This is one of the claims he makes about positive aesthetic
judgments – in other words – about beauty.
Kant differentiates between what has been called dependent or
adherent beauty and pure beauty. The first class is aesthetic judgments
which are positive, but contain reference to ideas and concepts.
Representational works of art often call for such judgments. But the latter
judgments are ‘pure,’ or free from these sorts of associations and are held
by Kant to have very specific requirements.56 At the cost of anachronism,
we can say that this sort of judgment is concerned with formal elements
rather than content. Here they are from Cohen’s article:
(1) (Quality) Disinterested pleasure
(2) (Quantity) Universal validity
(3) (Relation) Purposiveness without a purpose
(4) (Modality) Necessary liking 57
It is easy to see that these requirements are aimed at judgments
encompassing beauty, but the first and the third may call for explanation.
The first is Kant’s notion of disinterest, which is not to say we are
uninterested in an object of contemplation. On the contrary, beautiful

Critique of Judgment, §59.
See Ted Cohen (1982).
56 Placing Plato and Kant in near proximity allows us to see the similarity in their interest
in a kind of aesthetic purity (e.g. Philebus).
57 Cohen (2013), p.204. I removed Cohen's italicization of the positive elements. Steve
Palmquist pointed out to me that Cohen’s “universal validity” unfortunately removes
the paradoxical nature of ‘universal subjectivity’ or ‘subjective universality’.
54
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objects engage our interest, or attention, quite notably. Kant says that
“only the liking involved in taste for the beautiful is disinterested and free,
since we are not compelled to give our approval by any interest, whether
of sense or of reason.”58 The third requirement involving purposiveness
connotes a kind of seeming usefulness or utility without any pragmatic
purpose. It goes beyond seeming usefulness in that it engages and
interfaces with our powers of judgment, but only in a reflective rather
than determinative way. Explaining that element and many others keeps
Kantian aestheticians in work, but here I can only scratch the surface of
the insights Kant gives in relation to beauty. Even so, there is already
much for us to use for constructing an opposite ugliness.
4.3.3. Negative Possibilities – Ugliness
Helpfully for this chapter, Cohen also asserts "that ugliness
should be defined as the contrary of beauty".59 As noted, ugliness
certainly usually stands semantically as beauty’s contrary and opposite,
but this runs the risk of sounding simplistic. Cohen avoids this
oversimplification by examining Kant’s system and finding that his
“account of aesthetic judgement commits him not only to the existence of
the ugly, but to the distinction of two kinds of ugliness."60 This division
was introduced above between pure and impure (adherent/dependent)
judgments of beauty. In an insightful move, Cohen reverses not only pure
aesthetic judgments (which is where most articles have searched for
ugliness61) but also instances of adherent/dependent beauty. This she
calls “Conceptual Ugliness” because of adherent beauty’s relation to
concepts. Cohen describes it as "the contrary of adherent beauty [...] it
fails to meet the criteria spelt out by the concept that specifies how it ought
to appear." While this is an insightful reversal of Kantian beauty, I would
Critique, §5. This section has his distinction among judging that which agreeable, good,
or of taste. Unlike today, in early aesthetic treatises (e.g. Hume) taste is synonymous with
aesthetic judgment.
59 Cohen (2013), p.199.
60 Ibid.
61 Cf. Johnson (2016a).
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also add there are a few additional ways to nuance conceptual ugliness
besides the specifying concept. For instance, we may imagine conceptual
confusion creating ugliness, or inappropriateness of conceptual content
jarring the judgment. In addition to reversing adherent beauty, Cohen
creates three other uglies before moving on to a pure ugliness. These are
"Emotional Ugliness", “Distasteful Ugliness” and “Disgusting Ugliness”.
The first is another quasi-reversal of adherent beauty, for it is an ugliness
in which we are interested by means of emotion – but negative emotion in
this case. The latter two are not reversals, but rather taken from Kant’s
brief mention of disgust.62
What of Kant’s interesting notion of pure aesthetic judgment? Don’t
the four constraints there necessitate a positive (beautiful) judgment only?
There is much more to be said about this difficult issue, but Cohen takes a
shot at crafting a pure ugliness within the four requirements, which I give
in order below:
(1') Disinterested displeasure
(2') Universal validity
(3') Counterpurposiveness without a purpose
(4') Necessary disliking63
You will note that three out of the four have been formed into
contrary opposites of their counterparts in a pure, positive aesthetic
judgment of beauty. The second, “universal validity”, is too essential to
the nature of aesthetic judgment (in Kant’s account) to leave out or
reverse. Cohen recognizes and discusses the similar challenges to the
third, but finds a complex solution that she feels justifies its formulation.64
Critique, §48. In my opinion Cohen’s latter two uglies are actually facets of one reaction
– disgust – which both strikes us viscerally even in art (“Distasteful”) and attracts us
despite its repulsive appearance (“Disgusting”). Cohen’s four impure uglies are found in
her article, pages 200-203.
63 Cohen (2013), p.204. Note that these are 4 requirement of 1 judgment, not 4 judgments.
64 This is done largely in response to Paul Guyer’s claims in his notorious piece, ‘Kant on
the Purity of the Ugly’ (2005), in which he not only rejects the possibility of pure
ugliness, but also dismisses the possibility of pure beauty – a central pillar of Kant’s
aesthetics – because of concerns with cognition. Cohen is more sanguine on the
possibility and presents a compelling counter.
62
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This is a worthy reconstruction of a pure Kantian ugliness, but like each
reconstruction thus far, open to addition. For example, one and four are
initially admissible (and obvious), and yet we do have curious cases of
attraction (pleased disliking/displeased liking) towards ugly instances.
And though Kant might group these under disgust, he himself called
disgust a species of ugliness. It would remove it from the pure category
however. Also, I believe there may be ways in which we could claim
“purposiveness without purpose”, rather than “counterpurposiveness” in
judgments of ugliness, whether in the complex understanding of
‘purposiveness’ per harmony of imagination and the understanding or in
a simpler seeming utility of the judgment.
4.3.4. Reconsidering the Reversal – Difficult to Judge
Cohen’s article provides good directions on how to reverse Kant’s
account of beauty into ugliness and follows his lead in distinguishing
between pure and impure judgments. But the experience of ugliness and
the discussions surrounding it make it hard to imagine a pure ugliness –
not because it couldn’t be imagined as conforming to the four
requirements – but because the experience so often arises in contextual or
referential dissatisfaction.65 This makes an idea of dependent/adherent
ugliness all the more attractive.
But I think there are phenomenological experiences of pure ugliness
- the kind of formal aesthetic disappointments we imagined arising from
reversals in Philebus. As in that earlier discussion we are left wondering:
how did we know it was wrong/ugly/ought-not-be-so? We are back to
reference, a kind of natural disinclination, or an inherent standard. If
Kant’s system has room for pure ugliness it would be of the latter two
sorts, and (like much in Kant) would lie in the way our judgment works.66
In my conclusion I claim that (in Kant’s terms) all aesthetic judgments may be thought
of as ‘impure’ (via being dependent/adherent), but this does not deny we cannot focus
our aperture of attention purely, i.e. have an experience purely with formal elements.
66 There is no room here to explore the complexity of Kant’s account of reflective
judgment, but the watershed issue for many Kantian aestheticians will be what exactly is
happening when we have the harmonious free play of imagination and understanding
65
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This implicit emphasis on the subject’s judgment is foundational for Kant,
but perhaps ugliness (even more than beauty) insists on arresting our
attention with its own presentation. Yes, we will be adjudicating the
experience, but the offensive presence of the object needs to be given its
due.
At the onset of my talk about Kant’s theory of beauty I mentioned
his notion of beauty as the symbol of morality. Shouldn’t our reversal
envision an ugliness as the symbol of immorality? Like the infernal
placement of a Platonic Ugly, this idea can be a useful role and has been
exploited in the arts – and propaganda – whether it has any bearing on
reality or not.67 But there has always been an accompanying
understanding that aesthetic ugliness (like aesthetic beauty) often has no
bearing on moral natures at all.68 Kant’s describes this connection as
symbolic, but reflecting the way which we naturally think. This leads into
the territory of theodicy: For not only are humans and human artifacts
sometimes found to be ugly, but experiences of nature are as well. And so
reversing beauty as a symbol of (for Kant) what is right and reassuring
has led us into ugliness as symbolizing what is wrong in every sense of
the word.69 We thus travel from aesthetics to teleology, a route Kant
himself takes in the 3rd Critique. But we can be led there by worries about
ugliness rather than wondering about beauty.70
4.4.

Beautiful Longing – Scruton’s Beauty

4.4.1. Overview
My last writer is chosen as a representative of more contemporary
concerns, but his selection also has other useful features. Roger Scruton’s
(in their Kantian senses), and how pure negative judgments would reverse this. Pure
ugliness will be in the neighborhood, whether by means of disharmony, disgruntled
imagination, or discombobulated understanding.
67 Gretchen E. Henderson’s book Ugliness (2015) and Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s article
(2003) explore such sociological uses of the concept.
68 For an entertaining early example of such wisdom, see Zhuangzi (莊子)’s ‘Mountain
Tree’ (山木) section, wherein a beautiful woman’s pride is ugly and an ugly woman’s
humility is beautiful. Cf. my ch.6.
69 Here I don’t mean ‘right’ in Kant’s usage, but what he might call ‘good’.
70 I revisit of these ideas in my conclusion.
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era and education allows him to draw on both Platonic and Kantian
frameworks, and both writers have left an indelible impression on his
writing. Beauty, though having been the North Star for aesthetic
discussions in past centuries, has waned considerably in the modern and
postmodern era.71 This is the third reason for picking Scruton’s words
about beauty for reversal, for his self-claimed conservative views mean
that he still feels sympathy towards exploring the values of the past. I
have chosen to draw from three of Scruton’s writings: one autobiography,
one systematic work on aesthetics, and one topical treatise on beauty. In
doing so I am interested in the personal as well as professional concern
this writer has in the concept of beauty – and its imagined reversal.
Scruton is a prolific writer in aesthetics, and this short selection of
insights into beauty and ugliness must unfortunately ignore others. As
with the preceding authors I stay away from Scruton’s explicit writings
on ugliness to perform this artificial act of constructing reversals of
beauty. In the two previous sections a trend has emerged of highlighting
lofty views of beauty, formal considerations of beauty, and the structure
of our judgments of beauty. I here cull similar notes from for reversal.
4.4.2. Positive Positions – Beauty
Beginning with the last of the concerns mentioned above, here is
what Scruton calls “platitudes about beauty” in his small book Beauty:72
(i) “Beauty Pleases us.”
(ii) “One thing can be more beautiful than another.”
(iii) “Beauty is always a reason for attending to the thing that possesses
it.”
(iv) “Beauty is the subject-matter of a judgment: the judgment of taste.”

This is a claim both about art history in European and Anglophone societies as well as
in their aesthetic discourses. Following the fin de siècle era one can make an art-historical
case that figurations of beauty were gradually being transformed into more traditionally
ugly-associated artistic expressions. The nearer our consideration draws to our own era,
preceded by movements as disparate as Surrealism, Dada, Pop, Avant-Garde, Young
British Artists, etc., the more readily this generalization may be acknowledged. Against
this (and part of the claim) is that aesthetic theory has moved beyond discussions of
value judgments as passé, whether because of subjective relativity (exclusive of objective
reference) or deconstruction of cultural validity.
72 (2009).
71
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(v)

“The judgment of taste is about the beautiful object, not about the
subject’s state of mind. In describing an object as beautiful, I am
describing it, not me.”
(vi) “Nevertheless, there are no second-hand judgments of beauty.
There is no way that you can argue me into a judgment that I have
not made for myself, nor can I become an expert in beauty, simply
by studying what others have said about beautiful objects, and
without experiencing and judging for myself.”73

Having surveyed some ideas about beauty from Plato and Kant it is
clear that these ‘platitudes’ overlap with those of Scruton’s predecessors.
Plato would affirm (i), (ii), and (v) without any change, and (iii) would be
permissible if the attending was temporary, and did not prevent moving
onwards and upwards. (iv) would need further specification, and (vi) is
called into question by Plato’s dialogical method – though Socrates’
questions provoke the individual’s introspection we also recognizing his
‘leading’ voice. Kant, after dividing the list into adherent and pure
judgments, would probably only have concern with (v).74 Below I
consider if these remain the same in a contrary construction of ugliness.
Scruton also explains that there are “two concepts of beauty” which
give us insights into conceptions of ugliness: “In one sense ‘beauty’ means
aesthetic success, in another sense it means only a certain kind of success.”
The latter kind of beautiful is that which is so successful, so engaging, and
so moving that “words would fail” to describe it.75 Beyond these two
conceptions Scruton also explores the notions of “everyday beauty”
which addresses our desire to “achieve order in their surroundings and to
be at home in their common world.”76 This third is distinguished from
natural beauty and higher beauties achieved in the fine arts.
Like Kant’s concerns with pure aesthetic judgments, and Plato’s
interests with forms in Philebus, Scruton recognizes our judgment often
Ibid, pp.5-6.
Reading the 3rd Critique’s §9, for example, it appears Kant’s idea of the pleasure in
beauty is more self-referential than object-centered.
75 Scruton (2009), p.16. This difference between success (or failure) and a “certain kind of
success (or failure)” will be referred to in the closing chapters. Cf. Stolnitz (1996).
76 Ibid, pp.80-96. This may seem to partake of Kant’s agreeable and good.
73
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concern “formal features.” He notes that “in giving an aesthetic
description we are trying to indicate how an object is to be appreciated
[…] Often we wish to describe what it is about an object that sustains our
interest, without referring to imaginative thoughts or feelings we see
embodied in it.”77 This leads us to search for words to describe features of
the object, and Scruton notes that the results are a “vague but extensive
vocabulary of formal terms”. While he is noncommittal on whether these
terms are “metaphors or literal descriptions”, I would argue that they are
literal enough to be practical.78 But our judgments of beauty (and soon,
ugliness) often make use of this diversified language and thus affirm
interest in formal qualities independent of content.
Finally, Scruton too has a lofty sentiment towards beauty which is
grounded at least partly in the seriousness of our humanity. In his
autobiography, he says that in his youth he realized “that aesthetic
judgment lays a claim upon the world, that it issues from a deep social
imperative, and that it matters to us in just the way other people matter to
us, when we strive to live with them in community.”79 This is not a
flippant sociological dismissal of aesthetic value, but one seeking to
ground them in the values we find in what it means to be human.
Comparing aesthetic judgments with ethical judgments he says, “beauty
is therefore as firmly rooted in the scheme of things as goodness. It speaks
to us, as virtue speaks to us, of human fulfilment…”80 Yet as in the
Phaedrus and Symposium, the contemplation of beauty can be an ennobling
ache: “The art, literature and music of our civilization remind us of this,
and also point to the path that lies always before them: the path out of
Scruton in Art and Imagination (1982), p.153.
Ibid. My assertion is based on experience of fine arts curriculum and practicum, which
sees art and design students learn formal features and hone their abilities to create and
interact with them. E.g. Goldstein (1992). I recognize that Scruton may be saying even
this activity is only the convention of labeling affective responses, but in other places he
grants a kind of ‘objectivity’ to “subjective experiences” in aesthetic judgment (Beauty,
2009, p.143) which should encompass the assertion that these really are features. Cf. my
ch.7.
79 Scruton, Gentle Regrets (2005), p.39.
80 Scruton, Beauty (2009), p.147.
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desecration towards the sacred and the sacrificial. And that, in a nutshell,
is what beauty teaches us.”81
4.4.3. Negative Possibilities – Ugliness
To reverse Scruton’s insights in the order they were presented we
must first return to his six platitudes and upend them. Firstly, ugliness
displeases us. Though simple, this reversal isn’t always true. Secondly,
“one thing can be more [ugly] than another.” An easy concession. But like
beauty, often one ugly is the ‘ugliest’ until we’ve seen an uglier. Though
the first retains a claim to being (somewhat) ugly, in the case of beauty the
first beautiful which is surpassed might lose the claim to beauty.82 This
may speak to ugliness being a more common condition. (iii) is tricky, for
we may replace “beauty” with ugly and have an interestingly feasible
claim – for sometimes we attend to ugliness because it is fascinatingly
ugly. But replacing “attending to” with avoiding is also often true. (iv) can
be problematized, for old aesthetic systems claimed beauty to be the
proper “subject-matter of […] the judgment of taste.” I doubt this is
Scruton’s meaning, and so (iv), like (v) and (vi) can be admitted as
describing the nature of aesthetic judgments of both beauty and ugliness.
Next, we may ask whether there are “two concepts of [ugliness]”
relating to “aesthetic success”. This too is a profitable reversal. In the
weaker sense we may describe something as ugly which fails to succeed
in some endeavor. The stronger sense is the easier to imagine, for most of
us will have had the experience of being struck by something which is
terribly ugly, and which “words would fail” to describe. And like beauty
we would employ a host of supporting words for such striking ugliness
(e.g. horrifying, disgusting, revolting, unbearable). One semantic change
Ibid, p.194. The association of the beautiful and the spiritual is highlighted in much of
Scruton’s writings, an example of which may be seen in his autobiography’s chapter
“Stealing from Churches”, pp.57-83. Despite the focus on religion in the chapter it begins
aesthetically: “Those who roam in search of beauty spend many hours in church.” An
atheistic (and ironic) counter to the sentiment can be found in Philip Larkin’s poem
“Church Going” (1977).
82 This is one interesting way in which beauty can ascend – moving us from one to
another. But ugliness’ endurance may speak of a genuine immobility in its offense.
81
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here would be that we would also reverse “aesthetic success” to that of
aesthetic failure. Yet it is an interesting cultural insight that many artistic
communities now base success on how shockingly ugly their works can
be.
Sticking with Scruton’s attention to formal descriptions, we can
affirm that the foregoing understandings of ugliness are conveyed by use
of language that identifies certain features of the objects themselves.
There is no claim to reverse here, but there is the implication that each
feature we identify as constituting beauty can have its own reversal. Thus
if we are capable of positing ‘smooth lines’ which ‘lead’ the eye, we
should expect ‘broken/wobbling lines’ which ‘mislead’ and etc. I return
to this idea in a moment (and in ch.7), but where Scruton asks whether
such terms of ugliness are genuinely descriptive or only metaphorical I
hold the former.
Last is his connection of aesthetics to worth, value, and community.
Scruton does make claims of these being diminished and a resultant rise
and ugliness,83 and so we may assume such reversals would be amenable
to the writer. But here the need to address intentionality arises, for if
people are aiming at ugliness we may construe that as: (i.) a rejection of
certain values (aesthetic or moral, in Scruton’s view), (ii.) an affront to the
sentiments of others (or in his words, “the way other people matter to
us”), or (iii.) the devolution of community. But this is assuming that the
entire community hasn’t just taken a liking to ugliness – whereas the
lover of beauty would be the odd man out.84 And here too, it is an easy
step to see ugliness as reversing the “sacred and the sacrificial” into
something profane and selfish. But though this is a genuine ugliness, it is
an ugliness of ideas, rather than forms. Indeed the latter of the two words

E.g. the chapter “The Flight from Beauty” in Beauty, pp.167-194.
This is probably akin to how Scruton views part of the situation, as he jestingly calls
himself “an intellectual pariah”. Gentle Regrets, pp.38-39.
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associated with beauty – sacrificial – may often involve quite a bit of
aesthetic ugliness.85
4.4.4. Reconsidering the Reversal – Analyzable Ugliness
Recapping the reversal of these elements from Scruton’s accounts of
beauty shows that they are largely acceptable. There are questions that
remain, however. In platitude (iii) I noted that sometimes ugliness called
for attendance, sometimes for aversion. Beauty doesn’t appear to have
this bivalence.86 Also, I agreed that beauty and ugliness shared in the
description of aesthetic judgments found in platitudes (iv), (v), and (vi).
But (v) can be problematized by dismissing external qualities as related to
value. This may be achieved by either adopting a perspective (literal or
attitudinal) which revises the experience, or those asserting
beautiful/ugly values are merely social constructs. I hold with Scruton
here, and find it most plausible that ugliness will continue to present
itself, unbidden, to observers.
Scruton’s discussion of formal terms led to my claim that ugliness
also has a large repertoire of formal qualities to oppose beauty’s. These
individual formal qualities can be informed and influenced by their
arrangement among others. There will surely be odd instances where the
sum of ugly parts comprises a beautiful whole,87 and occasions where
beautiful formal qualities attend an ugly theme or concept. However,
there is a judgment per the abstracted elements themselves alone (‘purity’
in Plato and Kant) and it is such a judgment which most taxes our

This is precisely the way Umberto Eco closes his compendium on ugliness as he cites
the care given by Catholic nuns and clergy to those with horrific physical deformities
(On Ugliness, 2007). The sacrificial act – Old Testamental, Christological, or personal,
involves a countenancing (and embrace) of ugliness, which is transformed into a thing of
beauty.
86 I am considering here a case of ‘pure’ (in Kant’s terms) or non-difficult (in
Bosanquet’s) beauty, the ‘special kind of success’ Scruton has in mind. There may be
higher order (cf. ch.7) reasons for turning away from this beauty (e.g. Camus), but it is
engaging nature is a ‘platitude’ (cf. Levinson 2014b).
87 Perhaps there is a sense in which Picasso’s Guernica accomplishes this? It certainly
achieves Scruton’s weaker claim of aesthetic success, and does so in a very striking way.
In these senses it is a beautiful piece, though it seems odd to describe the intentionally
ugly scene in such a way.
85
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descriptive vocabulary. Yet ugliness can be parsed even in isolated
features.
4.5.

Synthesis – Identifying Ugliness’ Independence

As this foray into reconstructed ugliness draws to a close, it is
apparent that the concept has an experienced identity of its own apart
from being the mere opposite of beauty. Yes, we will always use the
words in contrary reference and continue to think of them as opposite
ends of a spectrum, but both awareness of their actual experience and
analysis of their features show that they do not simply mirror one
another.
Section 4.2. drew insights from Plato to claim that while we may
form a more generalized or abstract notion of ugliness by going from
instance to instance, this feels like a descent and not an uplifting climb.
Further, when ugliness dissatisfies us it is not (usually) because we want
an uglier ugly, rather we seek recourse to beauty. So in this odd way
ugliness might be a rung (albeit a low one) on Plato’s aesthetic ladder
towards Beauty. I noted here a question that would reoccur in
considering the other two systems as well: when we judge a formal
element (an aesthetic feature) to be ugly, is this negative appraisal in
reference to beauty, or is it independent and inherent somehow? Related
to negated-Plato: S1 OP, S2 UNP, S7 DSP, S13 IMM, F1 MULT, F3 BD, F4 POL, F5 MUT, F6
OBJ, F8 UT, F12 PART, P1 CHAR, P2 REF, P5 PDX

Section 4.3. made use of Alix Cohen’s reversal of Kant’s vision of
beauty to demonstrate unique qualities of negative aesthetic judgments. It
is easier to countenance an impure ugliness, one that was
dependent/adherent and thus could have reference to concepts and
emotions, than a pure ugliness fulfilling Kant’s four requirements. There
do seem to be negative aesthetic judgments which are focused on formal
qualities, and these are the better candidates for purity of judgment. But
how to avoid jamming the clockwork of Kant’s pure aesthetic judgment
involving the free play of the imagination and the understanding with
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ugly displeasure is not only convoluted, it also reminds us that Kant’s
interest lay more in the judging subject than in the offending object.
Ugliness as the symbol of immorality seems untenable (or uncharitable)
but ugliness applied to the natural world leads us to questions of
teleology in a way distinct from beauty. Related to negated-Kant: S2 UNP,
S7 DSP, S8 DAPP, S12 CONF, S13 IMM, F1 MULT, F3 BD, F9 PL, F12 PART, P2 REF, P4 LOC, P5
PDX, P8 AFF

Finally, 4.4. investigated a few of Scruton’s analyses of beauty to
arrive at what an ugly opposite would look like for this contemporary
aesthetician. Ugliness was found to have a bivalence which beauty lacked,
sometimes attracting us and sometimes repulsing us. There could be
different kinds of ugliness at fault here, or perhaps variance in our
aesthetic attitudes depending on the situation. I did maintain with
Scruton that our assessment is about an object rather than about
ourselves, and we are reminded that ugliness can herald its presence
more forcibly (and sometimes viscerally) than beauty.88 Mentioning
terminology used to discuss formal features reminded us that we carry on
this activity of opposition and reversal as we describe each element which
composes an aesthetic whole. Related to negated-Scruton: S3 B, S4 AA, S7 DSP,
S9 CUL, S13 IMM, F2 RSP, F3 BD, F6 OBJ, F11 PLYS, P2 REF, P6 VV, P9 POP
4.6.

Conclusion – Opposite or Inapposite

The common-sense claim is simple: Ugliness is the opposite of
beauty. And there is a type of semantic truth to this claim by way of
conversational (and critical) convention. Horn‘s introduction to negative
semantics shows that though the convention is simple, the idea of
opposition is not.89 But the opposition of the two terms is complex and
not one of simple correlativity. Each has a unique identity, which is based
not only in the formal qualities of objects but also in the affects and
judgments of those subjects who entertain them. We may draw
Cf. also Voltolini (2015), pp.50-51.
If I had to pick which notion of opposition people mean by the conventional sense of
ugliness as the opposite of beauty, I imagine it to be akin to Aristotle’s ‘contrariety.’
88
89
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interesting insights by defining beauty’s aspects and then inverting them,
and these aspects reflect truths about ugliness. But doing so cannot give
us the entire picture. Regarding idealization, ugliness has unique aspects
which are neither essentially an epiphanic value nor a diabolical vice.
Rather than simple repulsion, it can generate tension by intriguing and
repelling, only one of the ways it challenges a ‘pure’ aesthetic judgment.90
Even in formal qualities it retains an identity in elements so abstracted
there is not room for beauty to simultaneously stand opposite. Any
reference here must be either in a memory of aesthetic right, or an innate
sense of aesthetic wrong. In the latter case, we see evidence of our ability
to identify ugliness as inapposite rather than referring to a known beauty’s
opposite.91
This foray into artificial reconstructions of ugliness by inversion of
beauty has allowed us to see that positing ugliness merely as beauty’s
opposite is an insufficient description of it as an experience. The
insufficiency lies largely with the failure of negated beauty to account for
ugliness’ unique aspects, but the very enterprise of theorizing ugliness as
the negation of beauty was found to be prohibitively arbitrary: beyond
taking a position on the controversial issues of negation, negatives, and
oppositions in general understanding, a view of ugliness as the opposite
of beauty must decide which elements of a theory of the beautiful are
being opposed, and which remain untouched in order to keep the
phenomenon to the same sphere (or in this case, scale) of aesthetic
experience. The supposed panacea of “ugliness = opposite of beauty” has
proven to be a nostrum, and we are still in need of a better treatment.
Chapter 5 will summarize contributions of monographs dedicated to the
As will be discussed in Chs.7-9, not all ugly experience needs to have this tension, and
beautiful aspects or elements can occur alongside those that challenge.
91 The idea of inapposition may to beg the question of referentiality and bring us back
again to reference to beauty. But my claim is not that an element or feature will be
perceived as inapposite because it is not beautiful, but simply that it ought not be so. This
could even be in the absence of knowing what ought to be. I think this idea has
experiential confirmation in the work of artists who hone and adjust their work, often
without a clear reference to the finished product or effect.
90
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concept of ugliness (and some of its near-relatives), and chapter 6 will
present intercultural insights gleaned from Chinese aesthetic traditions.92

For an explanation of both my use of the term ‘intercultural’ and my limiting the scope
to Chinese aesthetics, see the introduction of Braembussche (2009) and my ch.6
respectively.
92
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Chapter 5 – Contemplation of Ugliness – Major Treatments
5.1. Introduction
This chapter surveys texts which were too expansive to be
contained in chapters 2-4. There the treatments of ugliness were as
introductory, occasional, and reconstructed. Here the treatments are
dedicated explorations of the concept. Though they share the theme of
ugliness (or, more properly speaking, negative aesthetic elements) they
do not share common length or approaches. Accordingly, I have divided
the summaries into “Singular Treatments” (§2), “Surveys” (§3), and
“Systematics” (§4). Section 2 includes several tightly-focused texts
(including Paris (2017), Levinson (2014a), Pop & Widrich (2014)). Section 3
has 3 book-length texts (Bayley (2012), Eco (2007), Henderson (2015)), and
the section 4 only 2 books (Korsmeyer (2011); Rosenkranz (1853)).
A positive feature of this arrangement is that I finish with the text which
has chronological precedence and explanatory breadth – Karl
Rosenkranz’ The Aesthetics of Ugliness. Though neither its early date nor its
extensive nature make it sacrosanct, it remains the most thoroughgoing
look at ugliness to date.1 A negative feature of this arrangement is that a
large amount of the most relevant information relating to others’ views of
ugliness is condensed into one chapter. I mark which notions of ugliness a
writer connects with by using the abbreviated form (SX/FX/PX). Unless
otherwise noted, these are given at the end of each writing or major
divisions therein.
5.2.

Singular Treatments
Under the heading of ‘singular treatments’ I am placing those

works which act as succinct approaches to the notion of ugliness. Many of
these are found within collections (Levinson (2014a) and Pop & Widrich
(2104)). I discuss those chapters/articles which I felt were especially

Eco’s work, in my opinion, runs a close second in terms of extent and surpasses in
terms of comprehensiveness.
1
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salient. Before giving attention to those writings there are a few articles
which do not belong to a collection or ongoing conversation.2
5.2.1. Previous Mentions (Moore, Athanassoglou-Kallmyer,
Others)
To introduce the reader both to the main themes in discussions of
ugliness, and my plan to collate such themes, I placed two introductory
articles in chapter 2. These were those of Ronald Moore (2014) and Nina
Athanassoglou-Kallmyer (2003). A benefit in that early deployment is that
it illustrates the disparate approaches to ugliness: analytical systematizing
on the one hand and creative collection on the other. Rather than retread
what was mentioned there, I refer the reader to those chapters (§§ 2.5.1.2.5.11.). Here I only identify their chief contributions.
Ronald Moore in the Oxford Encyclopedia of Aesthetics makes the
following important observation about ugliness: “[T]he chief point of the
standard deployment of this concept is to mark a pronounced contrast or
distance between objects we call ugly and those we call beautiful.”3 In
discussing ugliness, Ronald Moore gives as least four accepted common
understandings of how ugliness relates to beauty. Below are my
summaries:4
1) “Absence, or privation” of beauty (in the writings of Plato, Plotinus,
Augustine).
2) Ugliness “and beauty occupy polar extremes on a single scale of
aesthetic value whose gradations descend from each pole toward a
middle state of neutrality.” (Hobbes, Hume, Burke, Dewey).
3) Both “beauty and ugliness [are] on the same scale and […] either or
both […] permeate the neutral meridian.” (Santayana, Bosanquet, Stace,
Samuel Alexander, Schlegel, Croce, Rozenkranz). Moore gives two
subsets of this view:
a. “Ugliness is seen as a negative species of beauty”
By ‘ongoing conversation’ I mean especially the texts which orbit Kant’s aesthetics.
That body of text is sizeable and has import for ugliness, but I have treated it elsewhere:
Briefly here in chapter 4, and more extensively in articles and presentations (e.g. Johnson
(2016a), “Kant and the Scarcity of the Ugly” (2018) available online at Academia).
3 Moore (1998).
4 Words in quotations and examples are Moore’s but the numbered arrangement is mine.
2
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b. “Ugly [is] one stage in a dialectical process whereby the
beautiful is more perfectly realized”
4) “Ugliness and beauty might be conceptually independent yet exercise
a shaping or braking influence on each other as they operate in certain
contexts.” (Schlegel, Bosanquet, S.C. Pepper, Cousins)

Moore explains that views of ugliness may partake of more than
one of these categories. While he raises the specter of ugliness being
‘delinked’ from beauty, both his structure and his opinion retains the link.
Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s article in Critical Terms for Art History5
not only exemplifies the contrast of an approach which forefronts
narrative over analysis, it also shows greater focus on the utility of
ugliness. While her article (like Henderson, below) collates the examples
of cultural abuse of ugliness, it also highlights critical use of ugliness –
that is – the employment of ugliness as a re-appropriated instrument of
the marginalized or the ostracized to challenge the norms (morally and
aesthetic) of society. Because explorations like Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s
focuses on presentations of the utility of ugliness, it also has the benefit of
providing readers with a wide range of examples of how artists and
theorists have employed ugliness.6
I already called attention to the fact that studies devoted to
ugliness continue to sprout up in the field of Kantian aesthetics. My own
contributions have largely been in this arena, and others continue to add
to the corpus.7 The reasons for this are both (i) because of Kant’s
importance to the history of aesthetics and (ii) because of the scarcity and

Athanassoglou-Kallmyer (2003).
There is a real sense in which a text like Athanassoglou-Kallmyer’s can serve as the
verbal counterpart to a text like Eco’s (2007), which provides ample visual examples. In a
similar vein but with laudable conciseness is Pop & Widrich’s (2014) annotated
bibliography. Between Athanassoglou-Kallmyer, Pop & Widrich, and Panos Paris (2017
– reviewed below), the interested reader may find titles of other article-length works on
ugliness. I have not included these in my study because there is significant overlap with
the materials already presented.
7 Cf. note 2, above, and Ch.4. Authors like Mojca Kuplen (2011, 2013, 2015), Alix Cohen
(2013), Mary Troxell, (2013), Panos Paris (2017), and Matthew Coate (2018) have recently
touched on Kant’s negative aesthetics. I survey older English works in Johnson (2016).
5
6
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ambiguity in his discussion of ugliness. The same reasons that make
Kantian aesthetics fertile soil for varieties of approaches to ugliness also
preclude any strong assertions on behalf of Kant himself. Yet speculations
of what he might have said, had he said more, are interesting. In my other
writings8 I have noted that chief among these views are the questions of
(i.) whether we may invert Kant’s descriptions of agreeability, beauty,
and sublimity (cf. Cohen (2013)), (ii.) if ugliness is a failure of the
harmony of the imagination and the understanding (and if so, how so),
(iii.) if ugliness’ referentiality derails proper aesthetic contemplation (e.g.
Guyer (2004)), (iv.) and how ugliness has varieties which are variously
possible and impossible (e.g. disgust) to use in art. 9 While it is apparent
that many writers in Kantian aesthetics may feel that parsing ugliness for
Kant also serves to describe the general experience of ugliness, their focus
has been mainly on how his system could accommodate ugliness. Thus,
they illuminate a large field of ugliness – but not the entire landscape.
Other writers have written outside of Kantian concerns, but I have
found that their writings mainly served to draw out or demonstrate
issues which have already been discussed elsewhere (e.g. Chs.3-4) or are
mentioned by the writers below. Examples here would be Ruth Lorand’s
“Beauty and Its Opposites”.10 I have briefly referred to Lorand in Ch.4,
where the nature of opposition and negation was in focus. While treading
many of the well-worn paths I have already introduced, her categories of

E.g. Johnson (2016a) and (2018).
At a symposium on ugliness held at Lars Mogensen’s Wassard Elea (2015), Herman
Parrett, speaking on Kant and ugliness, shared with me that ‘while Kant’s epistemology
is convincing, his phenomenology is sometimes lacking.’ My own view of the four
questions related to Kantian ugliness is: (i) Yes, they can be inverted, and Cohen has
done the best job thus far (my only qualm being her division of disgust into moral and
aesthetic aspects); (ii) no, both because (1) sometimes ugliness fascinates playfully (in
part and in whole) and (2) something akin to disharmony, for Kant, is already at work in
the sublime, which is distinct from ugliness; (iii) not necessarily, although it can – plus
Guyer unnecessarily ends up rejecting Kantian formal (‘pure’) beauty by his argument;
(iv) this is a helpful feature in Kant’s brief mentioning of uglies, but it gets
overshadowed by concerns like i-iii. It indicates that Kant himself recognized a variety of
ugliness.
10 (1994) pp.399-406.
8
9
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“The Ugly”, “The Meaningless”, “Kitsch”, “The Boring”, “The
Insignificant” helps to grant specificity to the general sense that the
opposite of beauty need not be ugly.11 Her writing exemplifies a main
concern with S1 OPP, S4 AA, but also relates to S7 DSP, D8 DAPP, F1 MULT, F3 BD,
F11 PLYS, P1 CHAR, P2 REF.
Another example is Lucius Garvin’s “The Problem of Ugliness in
Art”,12 which makes the case that ugliness is properly adjudicated within
the formally aesthetic sphere and that it is thus an “aesthetic predicate.”13
He surveys three proposed explanations of ugliness which hold ugliness
to obtain at another, non-aesthetic level: (i.) immorality, (ii.) artistic
insincerity, or (iii.) failure of expression. Garvin cites the likes of Croce,
Bosanquet,14 Stace,15 and Mather16 for the intrusion of such ideas. The
author critiques each view to insist that “the discovery of the ugly is an
aesthetic event”, involving “a positive sense of dissatisfaction within the
aesthetic orientation.”17 This article is mainly a plea for (i.) the priority of
reference to formal features in aesthetic judgment (of art); (ii.) a call for
definitional clarity.18 His brief text makes an appeal for S7 DSP, D8 DAPP,
and does so while discussing S2 UNP, S5 FE, F7 EPD, P1 CHAR. While it
has been gestured at in chapter 3 (Plotinus) and chapter 4 (Kant), Garvin

There is a sense in which we would understand someone calling these other categories
‘ugly’. Though such a use might be imprecise, but it would not necessarily be
misunderstood. This is connected both with the distinction about the object (e.g. art vs
good art) and the subject (e.g. taste for kitsch).
12 (1948) pp.404-409.
13 By ‘formally aesthetic sphere’ I mean the foundational elements of aesthetics,
historically-speaking, which are concerned with sense-impression and sensoryjudgments. This is in contrast with those elements which also fall under the purview of
the field of aesthetics (e.g. communication, intention, etc.)
14 (1963) Lecture III.
15 (1997) Ch.iv.
16 (1935) pp. 255 ff.
17 Garvin, p.497. My own explanation (ch.7) would embrace this, but also admit concerns
of content in aesthetic experiences.
18 “It may be remarked, in conclusion, that perhaps some vocabulary revision is
necessary properly to verbalize this distinction. Certainly we must learn new
rigorousness in our use of such pairs of terms as “good” and “bad” art, “positive” and
“negative” value, and “beauty” and “ugliness.” But here I wish only to emphasize that
the particular distinction we have been examining does exist and that some vocabulary
which will neither obliterate nor confuse it ought to be found.” Ibid. p.409
11
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helps elucidate another aspect to add to the list: Ugliness as the evil of
immorality – S13 IMM.
5.2.2. From Panos Paris’ “The Deformity-Related Conception of
Ugliness” (2017)19
A recent article in the British Journal of Aesthetics by Panos Paris
provides fresh insight into ugliness. His article is unique in that it is one
of the few articles on ugliness that sits firmly in the camp of analytic
philosophy.20 It is also unique among recent writings in that it has an eye
towards “clarifying the concept in question” instead of merely collating
instances.21 Paris follows others in recognizing that ugliness may have
been neglected due to its insalubrious nature – against the potential claim
that the subject is just too “thin or vague”, which Paris (rightly) feels is
unwarranted.22 In pursuit of clarification and a thicker conception, the
author presents the case for deformity-as-ugliness.
Paris’ argument is two-headed: On the formal and object-centric
side he focuses on deformity, plus a focus on the subject-centric response
of displeasure. To quote: “Ultimately, I argue that deformity, understood in
a certain way, and displeasure, jointly suffice for ugliness.”23 The
interested reader will find Paris’ argument both clear and cogent, and his
own introduction lays out his roadmap very clearly.24 While I appreciated

Vol.57, No.2, April 2017, pp.139-160.
Paris: “Contemporary (analytic) aesthetics has for the most part neglected ugliness. Of
the available literature on ugliness, moreover, few pieces aim at clarifying the concept in
question, while a considerable share of research concentrates on exegeses of Kant’s
views on ugliness instead (or, indeed, on the absence of such views).” P.139.
21 Ibid. While Paris does highlight several articles on ugliness, I believe expanding the
net to works like those found in Levinson (2014a) would provide Paris with a few other
examples of analytical works in the neighborhood of ugliness.
22 Ibid., p.140. I diverge from Paris’ framing of the case here, in that he says to “simply
assume that beauty and ugliness are importantly asymmetrical … is quite implausible”,
whereas I think there are important ways in which beauty and ugliness are
asymmetrical. I address this again in closing chapters, but I maintain that there are
perspectives from which the two are symmetrical (e.g. as terms which may designate
polar value judgments) and perspectives from which the two are asymmetrical (e.g. in
affect, phenomenon, utility, et al.).
23 Ibid.
24 This involves an exploration of deformity’s association with ugliness in “aesthetic
tradition”; a narrowing clarification of what he means by deformity; why his approach is
19
20
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and agreed with much in his article, I would like to comment on some
areas needing clarification.
Firstly, the second element – displeasure – is what is doing much
of the ‘heavy lifting’ for his conception to function. While we may
speculate what how deformity would be (i.) identified and (ii.)
responded-to apart from displeasure (i.e. it is a live question as to
whether formal deformity always entails displeasure; I do not believe it
does), there is a difference between the two, and it seems here what cues
the subject’s judgment of ugliness is displeasure, rather than deformity. If
this is the case, we can deflate the conception back to the old familiar
displeasure-related conception of ugliness (S7 DSP). Paris’ deployment of the
term deformity is not vague – it is gradually honed by a ten-page
specification.25 But as Paris presents what he means by deformity, the
term floats away from mere aesthetic form to ‘higher order’ conceptions
of utility and telos. For Paris:
“Deformity = if an object’s, O’s, form frustrates, inhibits, or hinders O
from realizing its end(s), then O is deformed.”26

Although the word “form” occurs in the definition and points
toward the aesthetic qualities of an object, here this must mean a
composite or complex, which connotes the success or failure of the object
to succeed in something. It is ultimately a judgment about “end(s)” rather
than “form” alone. Thus, it seems we could replace deformity with either
inutility or un-purposiveness (S2 UNP). It also reemphasizes the degree to
which displeasure is responsible here. I maintain, contra the above, that
deformity may be conceived more narrowly formally to be either (i.) an
aberration from the expected norm or (ii.) excessive/unexpected

salutary – including its “comprising an objective criterion for ugliness”; diffusing
objections. Ibid.
25 Ibid., pp.141-151. Herein Paris refers, profitably, to leads given by Sibley (2001) per
deformity and ugliness.
26 Ibid, p.146.
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complication of form.27 As I demonstrate in the next chapter, aesthetes
and aesthetic cultures have sometimes held deformity (in the narrowly
formal sense of the word) as a positive and engaging aesthetic value. Due
to the diminished focus on ‘first-order’ aesthetic-quality of Paris’
deformity and the phenomenon of appreciation of deformity, the
dependence on displeasure is felt all the more. Note its preponderance in
Paris’ final formulation (the fourth iteration, from “UD” / “DRU” /
“DRU*” / “DRU**”):
“DRU** = For any object, O, if O is
(1) Deformed and
(2) Displeases (good judges, under normal
circumstances) insofar as it is experienced (in
perception or contemplation) as (1), then O is
ugly.”
I have gone through this analysis to try and identify (i.) that displeasure
plays an important role in this conception, and (ii.) deformity is herein
understood as referring to purpose or ends rather than norms of
expectations in simple form (through aberration or complication). The
conception is valuable as it stands, though in my categorization I believe
it relates most nearly to notions of displeasure (S7 DSP) and failure (S2 UNP).
My second clarification is to emphasize a crucial understanding
per the scope of the argument by way of the author’s mention of
sufficiency. Paris has put forth, as he intended, a cogent argument that
“deformity and displeasure jointly suffice for ugliness.”28 As this is a
claim of sufficiency rather than necessity, it is implied that there are other
ways in which ugliness may arise. Paris raises the idea of deformity being

Paris touches on norms (e.g.p.146, first full paragraph), but these are still in the
domain of form-related-to-function (i.e. utility/telos).
28 Ibid., p.159. Implicit here and explicit (p.151) is that deformity is only partly sufficient
in this conception.
27
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necessary for ugliness, via his discussion of Sibley’s view,29 but this is
dismissed. I mention this to clarify that while a criticism might be that the
argument is ‘insufficient’ (in the non-technical sense) for explaining
ugliness in every instance (as a complex concept – or a complex of
concepts), that is not the claim of the author. His aim is to provide a more
rigorous and clear conception which would suffice for the experience of
one kind of ugliness, and I think he has succeeded. Because of the phrasing
of his claim, that his conception will “…suffice for ugliness” there is a
way of reading that ‘for’ as ‘for all’ – though this is not the author’s aim.
As stated above, I appreciate this article for its clarity and for its
confidence. By confidence, I mean that Paris intends (i.) for his conception
to relate to qualities found in objects (cf. Moore’s statement that almost no
one hold to object-centric ugliness) and (ii.) for the conception to partake
of a measure of objectivity. His stated aim was to provide a theory which
was “offering a partly objective conception of ugliness, which is
comprehensive, informative, and explanatorily forceful.”30 While the
emphasis on subjective displeasure may seem to limit the objectivity of
the conception, Paris tries (e.g. the caveats of “good judges in normal
circumstances”) to put constraints on subjectivity. As for myself, I take
the stated goals above as those for my own thesis, with the added burden
of providing a more comprehensive account of what else, besides DRU**,
can suffice for the experience of ugliness. Concerns in Paris relate to: S2
UNP,

S7 DSP, F1 MULT, F2 RSP, F6 OBJ, P1 CHAR. It may seem as if I should here

add a new Sx for deformity, but as noted, Paris’ deformity fits S2 UNP due
to its essentially being a claim of function or telos.31
Ibid. 144-146. “So, in light of the counter-examples against UD, as well as difficulties
with Sibley’s more nuanced proposal, even if it were possible to establish that deformity
is a necessary condition for ugliness, I suspect that such a labour would prove to be
Herculean and would probably offer little by way of theoretical payoff.” p.145.
30 Ibid., p.160.
31 There may be criticism that Paris’ conception of deformity and mine (aesthetic
deformity = “either (i.) an aberration from the expected norm or (ii.)
excessive/unexpected complication of form.”) are the same. But mine aims to be in
reference, most basically, to the formal aesthetic features which may be judged apart
from (or prior to) knowledge of the composite object. This is not to say that ugliness does
29
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5.2.3. From Jerrold Levinson’s Suffering Art Gladly (2014)32
This collection edited by Jerrold Levinson provides an excellent
sampling of the range of opinions on the paradoxical enjoyment of art
eliciting negative emotions - sometimes called the ‘paradox of tragedy’.
Levinson’s decision to gloss the phenomenon as a paradox of negative
emotion rather than tragedy enables the scope to extend beyond both
theatrics and weddedness to Aristotle and Hume.33 As such, ugliness as
S7 DSP and its F5 PDX are under discussion in each chapter. The contributors
to the volume survey the insights of past philosophers and provide a few
novel proposed solutions. The introductory discussion of these views, as
well Levinson’s own framing of the issue provides an excellent overview
of the contents. 34 While the whole collection is helpful, articles which
were most useful were those by Destrée, Talon-Hugon, Korsmeyer, Todd,
and De Clercq.35 I devote most of my attention to the last of these.
Pierre Destrée’s “Aristotle on the Paradox of Tragic Pleasure”
makes a case for first and second order pleasures in accounting
respectively for experiencing negative emotions in a safe environment,
and appreciation of the quality of the artificial experience.36 The first
requirement is rather commonplace (e.g. Burke, Kant) but the second is
what does the work in Destrée’s account: “…such a reflective or secondorder pleasure is what ‘perfects’ the activities of watching (or reading) the

not also obtain in reference to composite objects or conceptions about an object, but that
it may obtain at a more basic level as well. An example of this would be an aberration in
a drawn line – as the eye assesses the form, it can perceive a deformation though the
reference is only to the line itself, or the line against the field/ground. The deformation
can also be sensed due to self-referential contexts, in which the situation of the element
amongst other elements cues deformity.
32 Full title: Suffering Art Gladly: The Paradox of Negative Emotion (2014).
33 Aristotle’s Poetics; Hume’s essay “Of Tragedy”.
34 He divides the 13 writers into “Historical Perspectives” and “Contemporary
Perspectives”, while listing eight aesthetic ‘views’ which are really concerns that inform
and affect the contributors: These are views of “art”, “fiction”, “emotion”, “pleasure”,
“value”, “motivation”, “mental attitudes and processes involved in responding
emotionally to works of art”, and “empirical studies of emotional responses to art”. Pp.
xii-xv.
35 This is the order of my address, below, rather than that of the text.
36 In Levinson, pp.3-27.
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play…”. If an audience member is a “connoisseur” with taste informed by
knowledge of the craft, “we may suppose that this fully perfects the tragic
pleasure they derive from those activities.”37 This relates to F8 UT. An
aspect of ugliness’ utility can be in contributing to experiences which
require the discernment of a ‘connoisseur’ to fully appreciate. Destrée’s
separation of pleasures into first and second orders is relevant to my view
of ugliness and will be revisited in later chapters.
As wide-ranging as the title (“The Resolution and Dissolution of
the Paradox of Negative Emotions in the Aesthetics of the Eighteenth
Century”), Carole Talon-Hugon’s article explains via historical context
how theorists of art have sought to either explain or dismiss the
paradox.38 The author highlights ways in which writers like Dubos and
Diderot sought to resolve the paradox before noting more extensively the
attempts (with ramifications extending into modernism and formalism) to
dismiss the paradox as a misplaced concern. Finding the former
unsuccessful, she views it as more viable than dissolution, which fails to
address audience’s persistent concern for the content of works of art.
Talon-Hugon presents how artistic practices (and the philosophies
driving them) may either diminish the presence of the negative object or
wrestle with its inclusion increasingly according to faithful
representation. This relates directly to ugliness’ P3 DISS and P8 AFF in that
the negative features may be dissolved not only by adopting an aesthetic
attitude, but by a depiction which literally obscures and sublimates the
object-centric content via emphasis on vehicle or media. Against this, in
Talon-Hugon’s account, is the opposite challenge of such faithful
renderings fore-fronting the negative features threatening disengagement.
The next two articles are related in their suggestions of what
factors may entice us to engage with negative aesthetic experiences.
Carolyn Korsmeyer’s “A Lust of the Mind: Curiosity and Aversion in

37
38

Ibid., pp.23-24.
Ibid., pp. 28-44. Talon-Hugon’s other treatment of ugliness is in a similar vein (2003).
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Eighteenth-Century British Aesthetics” identifies one potential rationale.39
After a helpful exploration of the ways the paradox itself is construed,
Korsmeyer examines contributions from Edmund Burke. As a means of
tying the various concerns together the author submits curiosity as a
quasi-emotion which can help explain (in some cases) our pursuit of
experiences involving negative emotions. Her conclusion is hedged from
making a claim of exclusivity or necessity, but she does suggest the
pleasurable “satisfaction” of curiosity may be one reason we attend
negative experiences. Cain Todd’s “Attention, Negative Valence, and
Tragic Emotions” is similar in proffering rationale for engaging negatives,
but disparate in spanning several topics (e.g. fictionality, value, emotion,
et al.) and drawing from several discussions in contemporary aesthetics.40
Todd’s work is concerned both with attention and a reassessment of how
we appraise emotions associated (‘valenced’) negatively. The latter is
denied as being “straightforwardly intrinsically negative” due to factors
involved in their fictive quality. There is a question of whether our view
of the entire problem may be too ‘cognitive’ due to a “post facto”
reflection.41 Positive features of negative experiences are also highlighted
to explain how our attention is caught and kept by such work. “[B]eing in
a state of emotional agitation holds our interest …[and]… arrests our
attention…”42 The arresting “intensity” of such experiences takes place
while also allowing for “reflection” since we are not actually at risk. Both
Korsmeyer’s and Todd’s chapters speak to F8 UT, F9 PL, and perhaps F5 MUT.
In his chapter “A Simple Solution to the Paradox of Negative
Emotion”, Rafael De Clercq provides another answer to the riddle of how
we are to appreciate experiences of artistic works which challenge or

Ibid., pp.45-67.
Ibid., pp.224-245.
41 Cf. ibid., p.241. I follow in Todd’s footstep in my later chapters by claiming that our
judgments – complex as I present them as being – are accomplished with some degree of
instantaneity (or at least simultaneity), a fact belied by our dissecting them.
42 Ibid.
39
40
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contradict simple appreciative enjoyment. 43 Although I make minor
modifications to the presentation, I believe that De Clercq’s solution gives
a persuasive account of our ability to enjoy artworks (and some complex
aesthetic experiences) which necessarily involve negative elements.44
After surveying a few other solutions to the paradox of negative
emotion De Clercq gives the view that the negative components of the
experience “can be compensated for by other, pleasurable things”
involved in the experience. The author notes this is the kind of solution
that he holds to, but he nuances it further after treating a few concerns.45
In defining his version of a compensatory solution, the author sets forth
two assumptions: First, “that aesthetic properties such as being powerful,
moving, touching, and gripping are, at least in part, (positive) values, and
that experiencing such values – better, experiencing that something has
these values – is itself valuable and enjoyable.” Second, De Clercq
observes that in order for us to experience something as possessing the
above (‘powerful, moving,’ et al.), involves experiencing negative
emotions “at the same time.” In other words, such emotions (though
negative) are constitutive elements of positively valued experiences. He
also distinguishes this view from its predecessors by contending that

Ibid., pp. 111-122.
De Clercq’s chapter has a helpful run-through of the various types of solution, which
see. In addressing the second kind of solution, which claims “we do not really feel
emotions […] when we engage with works of fiction. We merely make-believe or
imagine feeling such emotions” De Clercq objects that we sometimes take pleasure in
negative experiences outside of fictional accounts. He illustrates this by referencing
“biography… or documentary,” but it is also a good place to note our general aesthetic
experience sometimes consisting of an oddly agreeable feeling when encountering
negative elements – ugliness or other prima facie negative objects.
45 One is to disagree with those holding the compensation is the “pleasure of finding
things out,” making the experience developmentally or intellectually profitable. This an
insufficient explanation for all cases and the desire to reengage with even familiar
challenging works counts against limiting our aims to “cognitive benefit.” Further, some
have deployed ideas of “meta-response to the negative emotion”, which are ways that
we respond positively to the negative emotion for reasons other than a bare response.
Two examples are our happiness that we can feel such an emotion without “the
additional distress that accompanies its occurrence in the context of life”, and the simple
fact that we reaffirm our humanity in feeling such emotion. While these may be possible
attendants to these experiences, they do not always attend them and cannot offer a
comprehensive solution.
43
44
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there is a distinction between “coming to know” that something is such
an experience and experiencing something as such. “The pain or
displeasure associated with the negative emotion aroused by a certain
work of art may be compensated for by the pleasure of experiencing that
the work is powerful/moving/touching/gripping, which experience
depends on the negative emotion.”46
Some beholders are willing to expose themselves to and endure
emotional distress and displeasure in anticipation (or knowledge, if the
experience is being revisited) of an overall positive experience akin to
those which De Clercq describes (moving, et al.) as compensating for such
displeasures. I would like to add an observation recognizing what I call
the subjective threshold for negative toleration: It is apparent that audience
members sometimes find the level of emotional displeasure too much, or
too high to either (i.) endure for the satisfying consummation of the
experience, or (ii.) view the emotionally repulsive aspects as less
constitutive than any redemptive elements or framework. (i.) is a case in
which a negative part is felt so powerfully that the engagement is broken
off before the whole can be surmised. (ii.) is a case in which the negative
part(s) seem greater (more impactful) than the whole – thus making for
an overall negative experience. Because people do not always eject
themselves from experiences which include negative emotions (even
enjoying the negative elements) we are able to puzzle over the paradox of
negative emotion. But for most viewers there is also a subjectively
determined limit (or quota) for how much negative emotion they can
take. De Clercq touches on such subjective psychological make-up but
doesn’t see it as derailing his solution – nor do I, but it may derail
someone from experiencing the paradoxical state at all.47
Ibid.
To further define his solution De Clercq lays it alongside of five potential challenges.
Of the anticipated objections I felt the fourth and fifth points did the most to further
understanding of the position, as well as raise clarifications that need to be kept in mind
when adopting the solution. De Clercq’s distinguishing his view from that of Nelson
Goodman, in which experiencing emotions (even negative ones) enables us to know an
46
47
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I believe that De Clercq has provided us with a way to cut the
Gordian knot rather simply. The effects of a work, or ways in which it
affects us, which De Clercq mentions (e.g. “powerful/moving/touching/
gripping” et al.) are positive, desirable, and entice us to engage with
works of art. Yet in order for some works to be genuinely moving in
certain ways they must induce negative emotions in the course of our
engagement with them. We may say in these cases negative emotion is
appropriate to the work, an idea revisited in my closing chapters. In
addition to P5 PDX and S7 DSP, De Clercq’s explanation touches on S3 B, F2
RSP,

F8 UT, F9 PL, and P8 AFF. Though present in other writings, here I can

highlight another feature of ugliness made especially clear by De Clercq’s
treatment: the ‘necessity of ugliness’ F14 NEC. Negative aesthetic elements
are sometimes ineluctable constitutive components of some aesthetic
experiences – even in some which are positive.48
5.2.4. From Pop and Widrich’s “Ugliness: The Non-Beautiful in
Art and Theory” (2014)49
Released in 2014, this collection of essays on ugliness is edited by
Andrei Pop and Mechtild Widrich, the two translators of Karl
Rosenkranz’ Aesthetics of Ugliness (2015). While the editors draw from
insights gleaned from their translation, the chapters rarely delve into
systematic explication of the concept. Divided into three sections
(“Politics of Ugliness”, “Experience of Ugliness”, and “Theory of
Ugliness”), the introduction, conclusion, and annotated bibliography are
especially helpful. The first serves not only to introduce the writings that
follow, it provides a historical survey of ugliness in aesthetics,

artwork. Yet, as noted, this fails to account for our continued recourse to works which
we have already come to know. He provides a compelling buttress by reminding us
that we long for such emotions in experiencing a work, to the point that people “may
regret they are no longer capable of being moved as they used to be.”
48 This feature is closely allayed to F
8 UT, but F14 NEC speaks to the need to include ugliness
in some works, whereas the former may simply refer to the fact that it can be made use
of.
49 Collection of 11 contributors, published by I.B. Taurus, 2014.
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highlighting the major discussions on the concept.50 The book’s greatest
value lies in its extensive annotated bibliography – spanning 25 pages and
covering some 91 authors – an excellent set of resources touching on
ugliness. While Pop and Widrich’s collection is impressive, it does lack
some general titles.51
Since this book is, at the time of this writing, the most recent and
extensive collection devoted to ugliness in English, I give a sentential
summary of the chapters (and abbreviated ugliness symbols). Most of the
articles approached the topic of ugliness phenomenologically and
sociologically, examining instances of ugliness rather than attempting to
schematize ugliness itself. The book serves as repository of how ugliness
is employed societally (a contemporary partner to Eco’s more historicalthematic chapters). But it makes little attempt to scrutinize what ugliness
itself is. The editors’ chapters are the exception to this general rule, and (as
noted) the opening and closing materials are also systematic – I give these
more attention than the other chapters below.
“Introduction: Rethinking Ugliness” (1-14)
Andrei Pop and Mechtild Widrich note the formulations of
ugliness as related to certain ‘negative terms’(S1 OP, F3 BD, P1 CHAR, P2 REF),
negation itself (S2 UNP, S5 FE, S6 N), or a fictive entity(P3 DISS, P6 VV). Contra
the latter two, it has traditionally been treated as if it has existence (F6 OBJ).
Explaining that the book approaches the topic mainly (“though not
exclusively”) from “an art historical perspective”, the editors engage in a
quick survey. Herein are mentioned: Plato (extensively), Plotinus,
Longinus, Augustine, Da Vinci, Liebniz, Baumgarten, Pierre Bourdieu,
Lowth, Burke, Kant, Schiller, Rosenkranz, Baudelaire, Mary Shelley,
Wollstonecraft, T.S. Eliot, Adorno, Julia Kristeva, Dave Hickey, Elaine
Absent here (though present elsewhere) is Eco’s encyclopedic work, but otherwise
most seminal writings are mentioned.
51 E.g. Bayley (2013) and relevant articles (e.g. Wenzel, Kuplen, Cohen et al. relating to
the Kantian debate on ugliness). Conspicuously absent are texts taken from intercultural
settings, as exemplified by an absence of Asian authors. See my comments on Henderson
below and my next chapter’s introduction.
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Scarry. Following this survey is a synopsis of each contribution in the
present volume and culling of recurring themes. Among them are
social/societal concerns (S9 CUL, S10 OTH, S11 CONS) and complexity of the
notion (rather than mere negative or negation) (F1 MULT, F11 PLYS, P1 CHAR).
First Division – “The Politics of Ugliness”:
Ch. 1. “The Ugly Face Club: A Case Study in the Tangled Politics
and Aesthetics of Deformity” by Gretchen E. Henderson (17)
Henderson’s chapter, appearing a year before her own book,52 is an
exploration of societal role of beauty and ugliness through the interesting
instance of ‘Ugly Face Clubs’ which were voluntary associations of the
malformed. “Viewed through the bifocals of art history and disability
studies, the Ugly Face Club becomes a potent symbol of both the
defamation and self-empowering appropriation of deformity, in the
eighteenth century and beyond….”53 [S7 DSP, S9 CUL, S10 OTH, S11 CONS, F10
ANT,

F13 HUM]
Ch. 2. “The Face of War” by Suzannah Biernoff (34)
Biernoff puts forward images of facial trauma during discussion of

‘stigma’ associated with ugly war injuries in modern and past instances,
and implications for identity both “public and private”.54 “Horror – of
disfigurement, of war – is a cultural artefact and there are significant
variations in how, and in what circumstances, the human cost of war has
been depicted.”55 [S2 UNP, S7 DSP, S9 CUL, S11 CONS, F2 RSP, F6 OBJ]

See §3.3 below. In Henderson’s Ugliness (2015), the ‘Ugly Clubs’ are treated in her first
section (p.48), though more briefly than here in Pop & Widrich’s edited volume. Both
locations contain helpful pointers to intriguing historical texts – some of which could
have acted as buttresses to Paris’ (2017) (§2.2 above) historical relation of ugliness and
deformity.
53 Pop & Widrich (2014), p.17.
54 Biernoff refers to Susan Sontag’s Regarding the Pain of Others (2013). Although it is
engaging and informative, offering both examples of the historical use of ugly images
and also reflection on the utility of such acts, the book does not offer any strong
theoretical explanations of the phenomenon of negative aesthetic judgment. It does,
however, present a compelling thesis that painful images do not always achieve the
hortatory means we might put them to. Whether this is due to overexposure or
indifference remains a live question.
55 Pop & Widrich (2014), p.37. This quote is merely representative of a strand in
Biernoff’s fabric of discourse. She does not limit the idea of negative images and
52
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Ch. 3. “Picasso and the Psychoanalysts” by Brandon Taylor (49)
Discourse exploring psychological theories role in art history and
the resulting explanations of art sometimes deemed ugly. Although the
application of such theories promised rich insights, “…in longer
retrospection, such language looks and sounds archaic and it may be that
[…] psychoanalytical descriptions of modern art began to lose their
appeal just as soon as more historically informed treatments of the
representational process reached public notice.”56 [S8 DAPP, S13 PSY, F2 RSP]
Ch. 4. “The ‘Ugliness’ of the Avant-Garde” Mechtild Widrich (69)
Widrich considers how Danto and other theoreticians57 have
situated ideas ugliness in artworks which break new boundaries, largely
through use of ugly elements. This discussion is situated in the ironic
trend within “modernist” or ”avant-garde” art for the attempted display
of repulsive ugliness to in time become attractive and desirable. Widrich
helps elucidate the difference between conventional beauty and beauty as
aesthetic success, which in turn informs both kinds’ relation to ugliness.58
An important feature of the essay is the notion of gradual transformation
of appreciation. “… [U]gliness, though intrinsic to modern art, shares its
significance with an expanded concept of beauty, at times visual, at times
experiential, but in all cases contextual and predicated on audience
uptake of investigations of and beyond aesthetics.”59 [S1 OP, S3 B, S9 CUL, F3
BD,

P3 DISS, P5 PDX, P9 POP]
Second Division – “The Experience of Ugliness”:
Ch. 5. “Ribera’s Grotesque Heads: Between Anatomical Study
and Cultural Curiosity” by Edward Payne (85)

reactions to being only culturally-determined, but rather highlights the ways in which
cultural milieu’s will variously situate such experiences.
56 Ibid. pp.65-66. Ernst Gombrich’s accounts are cited as examples of a more
sophisticated criticism.
57 Arthur Danto, Abuse of Beauty (2003), also various works by Roger Fry, A Roger Fry
Reader (1996).
58 See Scruton’s comments, mentioned in my ch.4.
59 Pop & Widrich (2014), p.70.
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An art-historical discussion of artworks which makes use of
various theories (e.g. appreciation of imitation) informing our
understanding of the pieces and their past and present reception. “…
[T]he ‘wonder’ of the grotesque heads lies in their power both to fascinate
and repulse, the beauty of their execution drawing in the viewer, the
ugliness of their subject matter simultaneously repelling.”60 [S3 B, F5 MUT,
F9 PL]
Ch. 6. “The Studio and the Kitchen: Culinary Ugliness as
Pictorial Stigmatisation in Nineteenth-Century France” by
Frédérique Desbuissons (104)
Replete with interesting illustrations, this is another historical
consideration which focuses on culinary metaphor for art-criticism and its
attached ‘materialist’ implications.61 “Food…did not only contribute to
representations of the ugliness of bad, repulsive painting, it also took on
the role of an ontology of painting – both as a medium and as a social
function – but predominantly in the negative: what painting must not
be.”62 [S4 AA, S9 CUL, F3 BD, F13 HUM]
Ch. 7. “I’m Ugly Because You Hate Me: Ugliness and Negative
Empathy in Oskar Kokoschka’s Early Self-Portraiture” by
Kathryn Simpson (122)
Psychological exploration of a portraitist’s intentions and
productions. “The ugly self-portraits do not aim to give an accurate sense
of Kokoschka’s appearance as a young man; rather, such works offer
opportunities to learn more about how and why Kokoschka used

Ibid., p.103.
“Since the Middle Ages, painting has been closely related to culinary practices, both
literally and metaphorically. Still today, words like léché (licked, or overfinished) or
croûte (crust) bear witness to the role of the dietary in ways we speak about painting.
This vocabulary comprises around one hundred words in French, which are common to
both cuisine and painting, or slide from one domain to the other. The significance of this
terminology […] is not only qualitative, but also programmatic: it embodies the fears
and hopes attending ‘advanced’ painting.” Ibid., p.104.
62 Ibid., p.121.
60
61
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corporeal ugliness to represent the hostile feelings the public purportedly
had toward him, and he toward them.”63 [S8 DAPP, S13 PSY, F10 ANT]
Ch. 8. “From Political Travesties to Aesthetic Justice: The Ugly in
Teo Eng Seng’s D Cells” by Adele Tan (141)
Examination of a set of artworks expressing ugliness as lived
experience, and as such escaping from the use of negative elements to
convey “propagandistic ‘content’.”64 “…[U]gly historical events can be
culturally registered via an abstract visual vocabulary that began with
radical dissonance.”65 [F8 UT, F10 ANT]
Third Division – “The Theory of Ugliness”:
Ch. 9. “Can Beauty and Ugliness Coexist?” by Andrei Pop (165)
The chapter by Andrei Pop is a useful primer discussing the concept of
ugliness itself.66 While I only give a summary here, Pop’s conclusions
inform my arguments presented in the latter chapters of this thesis. The
author considers theories which grapple with ugliness/beauty’s
coexistence,67 while seeking to determine both the relativity and relation
of the two terms. Pop concludes they may coexist and do so without
Ibid., p.126. Simpson believes Kokoschka might’ve been “either directly or indirectly
following [Theodor] Lipps’s (sic) psychological theory … that we find ugly what we
hate.” Simpson’s discussion of Kokoschka is a good place to raise the question: which
came first – the disdain for the art, or, the art crafted in/of disdain? While the idea of the
artist exhibiting his felt perception is compelling, the attendant art-historical question
has to be asked whether or not his art was of a similar style prior to such an assumed
uglification.
64 This quote taken from Pop & Widrich’s introduction to Tan’s piece. The meaning of
“propagandistic” appears to be in contrast with a less exhortatory use – wherein
“ugliness…become[s] a subject for reflection…” (p.12). I point this out because Tan’s
article engages with the political struggles and engagements of the artist under
discussion (Teo Eng Seng, in Singapore), but the term propaganda here is not in
reference to governmental use. Yet I would maintain that even in the ‘curation’ and
presentation of works which are reflective in nature (either reflections of the artist or
provocations to reflect) are communicative of that content, however end-indeterminate it
may be.
65 Ibid., p.162.
66 Among those writers seeking to systematically describe and explain ugliness as a
concept (rather than a phenomenon) I believe the writings of Ronald Moore (2014), Paris
Paris (2017), and Andrei Pop (herein, 2014) to be most helpful. While Paris refers to
Moore, one deficit in his recent article is in not using Pop’s discussion here as part of his
framework.
67 Namely Plato/Socrates and Alexander Nehamas though other writers and artists are
also referenced.
63
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equivocation while meaningfully referring. We do arrive at an attribution
of beauty or ugliness via comparison, and it is in reference both to a thing
and other things, but the ways in which this referential comparison is
done both with a singular concept in mind (beauty/ugliness) yet with
diverse contextualization. The arrival to Pop’s conclusion is as valuable as
the conclusion itself, but here I only take the space to give his “three
consequences” which follow.
Firstly, “…[J]udgments of beauty and ugliness pick out individual
things.” The point is that when two different sorts of things are both
judged as beautiful (or ugly), it is not so much their “common
participation” in a concept, but the “conjunction of two claims, ‘A is
lovelier than most things’, ‘B is lovelier than most things’.” Each
statement is made in an idiosyncratic context.68 “Secondly, the relative or
aspectual nature of beauty and ugliness, which permits one object to be
wholly beautiful in one way and wholly ugly in another…”.69 In
highlighting the persistence (or consistency) in our aesthetic judgment
being concerned with “appearance”, Pop asserts that appearance involves
features which are not only abstractly formal. I agree with this, and a
large portion of my conclusion will be spent fleshing this out. This seems
to be one viable way to address the sense of equivocations in aesthetic
judgments. Thirdly, another “consequence of coexistence is that there is
no theoretical primacy in erotic, evolutionary or any other kind of
substantial theories of beauty. Our reasons for preferring A to B are in fact
much closer to cognitive judgement than to the work of a sui generis
faculty.”70 The sum of Pop’s assertions are that beauty and ugliness can
Pop & Widrich (2014), p.176. One result of this conclusion is identifying why certain
accounts of beauty/ugliness are insufficient: “[A]n erotic theory cannot say all beautiful
things share the property of being ‘loveable’. This also explains the inadequacy of all
generic examples of beauty, whether maidens, pots, or for that matter ice cream. To say
of any such category that its members are beautiful is not to make an aesthetic judgment,
but to voice a prejudice. This explains the inadequacy of art criticism: it must explain the
sui generis in generic terms.” Pop’s third consequent explicates the insufficiencies of more
reductive theories of beauty/ugliness.
69 Ibid.
70 Ibid., p.178.
68
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simultaneously obtain in experiences, and their “coexistence … should
open our eyes to their mutual dependence.”71 Notice how many concerns
of ugliness are touched upon in this account: [S1 OP, S3 B, S8 DAP, F1 MULT, F3
BD,

F11 PLYS, P1 CHAR, P2 REF, P5 PDX]
Ch. 10. “Putrefied, Deliquescent, Amorphous: The ‘Liquefying’
Rhetoric of Ugliness” by Kassandra Nakas (180)
A phenomenological engagement with “concepts of the liquid”

and what they say about convergence and conflicts in ethics and
aesthetics, while using the chapter’s formal theme poetically to situate
content. Traversing through writers and artists who have made use of (or
given attention to) the ‘fluidity’ of ugly associations, Nakas introduces her
reader to the “semantic power of the Liquid as the Ugly and the actuality
of this far-reaching cultural equation[.]”72 [S2 UNP, S6 N, S7 DSP, S11 CONS, F10
ANT,

P8 AFF]
Ch. 11. “Orderly Ugliness, Anamorphosis and Visionary Worlds:
Jurgis Baltrušaitis’ Contribution to Art History” by Odeta
Žukauskienė (190)
This chapter uses an art-historical treatment of Baltrušaitis’

discussion of distortion in the arts as a starting point to extend such ideas
into sociological and hermeneutical concerns. Emphasis is given to the
orderly disorderliness of ‘ugly’ distortion. “Anamorphosis, as an orderly
ugliness, reveals that visual distortions and visionary worlds can also
appear in geometrical structures and rational systems of representation. It
is not related to normal perspective as rule-breaking is to rule-following,
any more than ugliness is thus related to beauty.”73 [S1 OP, F3 BD, F5 MUT, P3
DISS]

Ibid., p.179. Preceding this final remark, Pop makes the strong (and helpful) claim that
“Beauty and ugliness are thus strictly incompatible only from one point of view, judged
in one respect against one particular object or set of objects…. The restriction of
incompatibility to one relation means that one may always imagine or at least thing
something more beautiful or ugly than anything concretely given.” Ibid., pp.178-179.
72 Ibid., p.188.
73 Ibid., p.213. The focus on the anamorphic provides a unique way to view the
dissolution of ugliness, or it’s perspectival nature: “[A]namorphic images revealed the
71
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“Conclusion: Three Definitions of Ugliness” (216-220)
Here the editors present three authors whose thoughts on ugliness
they wished to conclude with. All three are worthy of further study and
contain insightful ideas. Summaries here, in order given.
Denis Diderot, Ugliness [‘Laideur’], Encyclopedie ou dictionnaire
raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, vol.9 [‘Ju-Mam’]. 1765:
Diderot’s article on ugliness is introduced as “a marked advance”
from his earlier (1751) entry on beauty and highlights the insistence on
both the relative and ‘naturalistic’ nature of the concept. Diderot’s entry
begins by stating the concept as “the opposite of beauty”, but claims its
existence only in “rules” (for morality); “relations” (for physics/physical
world); “models” (for arts). Ugliness is therefore dependent on
knowledge and context, especially in terms of ends/aims. Notice (as in
Paris (2017)) the relation of reference to telos. Diderot also recognizes the
potential duality of a thing depending on the light in which it is viewed:
“A thing is beautiful or ugly under two different aspects.”74 [S1 OP, S3 B, F7
EPD,

F11 PLYS, P2 REF, P5 PDX]
Bernard Bolzano, On the Concept of the Beautiful [Über den
Begriff des Schönen]. 1843:
The editors summarize Bolzano’s article as seated within “what

might be called a ‘Biedermeier aesthetic’ of good-humored clarity” and
containing “the first explicit definition of the ugly as the conceptually
resistant object.”75 They also note his use of the word apart from expected
uses (which see). Given are §18 and §24 of On the Concept of the Beautiful.

duplicity of the image and the ambiguity of ugliness, shifting from ugly to beautiful. In
anamorphic projections, then, ugliness exists in process.” Of course, narrow indeed is
the spectrum of ugliness which finds its cause in resolvable anamorphosis – though its
use as a metaphor for the power of adaptive aesthetic attitude is obvious.
74 Ibid., p.217. Pop’s chapter interacts with similar themes and Diderot himself.
75 The resistance to conceptualization could be rooted in Kantian aesthetic soil. Note that
many accounts of ugliness which lean heavily on cognitivist/conceptualist satisfaction
as the cause of pleasure in beauty may in turn have disappointment of such as ugliness. I
don’t find this as always corresponding to the phenomenon of ugliness; for those who
have taken the Kantian line per aesthetic pleasure such a line of thought should lead
towards the Sublime, rather than the ugly. See Livingston (2016b).
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The former section claims the ugly disappoints because it resists some
conception while its presence does not always immediately repel, nor
derail a “beautiful whole” – sometimes even aiding in the endeavor.76 The
latter notes again ugliness as the ‘opposite of beauty’, but makes
provision for the variety of ways in which we use the word. This is due
both “through the association of ideas” and ugliness not only being the
opposite of beauty but sometimes also “the pleasant in general”. The close
of this section admits some ugliness can contain beauty, which seems an
interesting reversal (in sense of inversion, not renunciation) of section 18’s
closing points.77 Although the idea may have been implicit in other
writers (e.g. Ch.3, Collingwood, or Ch.4, Kant), I take the editors’ point
that Bolzano’s may be the first clear claim that ugliness is resistance to
conceptualization – which I carry forward as S12 CONF – Ugliness as
confusion/confounding. [S1 OP, S2 UNP, S5 FE, S12 CONF, F3 BD]
Vernon Lee, ‘Apollo the Fiddler: A Chapter on Artistic
Anachronism’, Fraser’s Magazine, vol.26. July 1882 (reprinted in
Juvenalia, vol.1. 1887):
Interestingly, the editors note that Lee did write a ‘Beauty and
Ugliness’ which was formal, “physiological aesthetics”, combining ideas
from Theodor Lipps and William James. However, they select instead an
earlier bit of writing “seeing aesthetic capacities as biological features
which only science can describe, without capturing their normative
force.” Lee asserts that though science gives us the a posteriori
explanations of what may have happened (physiologically, or perhaps
‘synaptically’) in a judgment, the judgment was not based on scientific

Ibid., p.218. Bolzano’s definition of ugliness in §18: “the ugly is an object that causes us
the chagrin, that whatever concept we draw from observation of some of its properties disappoints
us in the expectation that it will conform to it, in that we come across something that contradicts
this concept; all of this at least, as long as we don’t take the trouble to think clearly.” Yet the
‘chagrin’ associated with ugliness is apparently capable of being appeased, for Balzano,
when ugliness forms a constituent part of a whole (Cf. De Clercq, above).
77 Whereas §18 closes with recognizing ugliness within some beauties, §24 closes with
recognition of beauty within some uglies.
76
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knowledge or its interests. It comes naturally to us, in reference to
appearances. “Our artistic sense of right and wrong is safely based in the
structure of our organism, which science may explain, but which science
cannot replace.”78 Their words are a sufficient summary of this interesting
article, which simultaneously affirms the objective nature of aesthetic
features while asserting their subjective intuited-ness and – in my opinion
– synthesis. [S4 AA, S7 DAPP, F2 RSP, P4 LOC]
5.3.

Surveys
5.3.1. From Stephen Bayley’s Ugly: The Aesthetics of Everything
(2012)79
An attempt to explore ugliness by means of an encyclopedic

perusal, British critic Stephen Bayley’s Ugly: The Aesthetics of Everything
arrived soon after Umberto Eco’s similar endeavor. While Bayley writes
with wit and alacrity, this volume falls short of Eco’s more widely-known
treatment. On the one hand Bayley is confident in identifying examples of
ugliness, but on the other hand he is hesitant to analyze its root: “… the
more you think about ugliness, the more you look at ugliness, the more
elusive the idea becomes.”80 While much of the text repeats thematic
questions throughout, a questioning tone hovers over almost each and
every example and usually isn’t answered.81 This is an aim of the book’s
rhetoric – to establish the confounding nature of ugliness. But the
abundance of questions is intermingled with quasi-assertions.82 Yet, the

Ibid., p.220.
This encyclopedic compendium is from Overlook Press, 2012.
80 Bayley, Ugly. P.13.
81 As one reviewer noted, “Bayley has always been a sprightly writer, good at sound
bites. […] But then there are all those clamorous rhetorical questions. We’re not likely to
get an answer to ‘Is Heaven neat and tidy?’ in this life.” Bevis Hillier’s review in The
Spectator, Dec.20, 2012.
82 For instance, in Chapter 8 Bailey shows how racial/racist accounts of beauty and
ugliness have been used propagandistically, and he mocks prudish associations of
tattooing with criminality. But then he closes the chapter with a punning resignation to
the underlying foundations of the aesthetic beliefs: “We want to breed from top quality
stock. This was the basis for the best explanation of beauty. And so it is, at the same time
the best explanation of ugliness.” Bayley, p.212.
78
79

143

book is worth skimming for its pithy quotes,83 and chapters touching on
nature (5, 8) and kitsch (6) are especially interesting. The 31-book
annotated bibliography is humorous but more eclectic than extensive, and
shows the unfortunate timing of Bayley’s work a few years before the
English translation of Rosenkranz.
Its date of publication was unhappy in two ways: First in regard to
its near-precedent, and second in regard to an unavailable classic which
became available only after its publication. As to the former, British critic
Stephen Bayley’s book arrival after Umberto Eco’s treatment could not
avoid comparisons to the earlier and more impactful work. Exacerbating
the comparison is the similar format of the two works. Both are replete
with vivid illustrations and seem encyclopedic in their scope. In Eco’s
case this weighting towards the visual rather than textual is handled with
openness and aplomb, but Bayley makes the curious misstep of criticizing
the former author with an odd aspersion and complaint ( which applies to
his own work): “Like everything with Eco’s name on it – he is the
“curator” rather than the author of the book – Bruttezza is wonderfully
evocative and ruminative, but nowhere in it does he truly confront the
subject in hand.”84 Bayley does bring his reader into contact with
numerous forms and conceptions of ugliness through use of loosely
themed groupings of ideas about ugliness. These are supported with
pictures, which one reviewer rightly noted as not being all that ugly.85 But
E.g.s: “commonplace to assume” there is “actually such a thing as ugliness … And it’s
equally commonplace to assume that ugliness is necessarily bad.” (10); “It is easy to
make the claim that ugliness is not the opposite of beauty, but one aspect of it.” (10);
“beauty is boring … ugly is interesting” (perhaps taken from Eco, Bailey, p. 60); “The
lasting definition of kitsch is that it offers a facsimile experience. It apes the effect of art
without bothering with the art itself. Kitsch aims for a crude immediacy. Kitsch goes
straight for the response, not the intermediary aesthetic effect.” (145)
84 Bayley, 13. It remains a mystery why Bayley would associate a writer and philosopher
like Eco with only curation, but the desired confrontation he longs for in Eco is longed
for by the reader upon completion of Bayley’s own work.
85 New York Times Style Magazine review by the American comedian Amy Schumer
and fashion designer Aerin Lauder, August 19, 2013. Schumer’s summary: “Even in a
book called ‘Ugly,’ there wasn’t that much stuff that was ugly.” One of my reasons for
discussing Bayley in some detail is that in my research I found no aesthetic philosophy
review of Bayley’s book, but a number of newspaper and magazines treated it – the most
83
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if this is confrontation, Eco does it as well, and with more focus (and more
genuinely ugly examples!).
The second aspect of unhappy timing in the publication of Bayley’s
work relates to older treatments. While the author does provide an
insightful and entertaining annotated bibliography, there are two semiabsences in his exploration. Karl Rosenkranz’ Aesthetics of Ugliness
receives mention but would not be published in English until three years
after Bayley finished his writing.86 The second semi-absence is that of any
real address (despite humorous mention) of Kant.87
Bailey wishes to provoke thought, but the provocations are too
scattershot to be cohesive and too qualified to be provoking. His first
chapter opens with the following bold headings: “Is it natural to be
disgusted? Exactly what attracts and repels us? Why are slums
unpleasant? Is Heaven neat and tidy? Is beauty simple or complex? Do
distress and deformity inspire art?”88 The author explores these themes,
but the end-effect merely affirms they are interesting questions,
supported by visual examples and counter examples (such as Shaker

thorough being Bevis Hillier of the The Spectator who called it “an arbitrary gallimaufry
of a book.”
86 Though giving Rozenkranz mention in various parts of his book, the author admits he
did not know the contents of the work – though he did know Rozenkranz was a
Hegelian. From Bayley’s bibliography: “The very first book to treat ugliness. Rozenkranz
was a philosopher of the Hegelian school. I have never been able to find, still less read, a
copy.” P.269.
87 In addition to stating “I don’t believe that most people who quote from Kant’s Kritik
der reinen Vernunft (1781) have actually read it” (p.13), Bayley says “nor have I ever met
anyone who has, but it would be perverse not to include it.” (p.268) The bibliographic
entry confirms the author had confused the 1 st and 3rd Critiques, for he says the “Critique
of Pure Reason[‘s…] baffling nature has inspired slews of articles on ‘why Kant finds
nothing ugly’. These ‘articles’ of course refer to the Critique of Judgment, not Pure Reason.
88 Bayley, 18. Some chapters (but not all) of Ugly have their opening questions partially
addressed on the last page of the chapter. This can be a guide to the reader who becomes
bewildered by the many directions taken along the way from a sections opening to close.
Such is the case in chapter 1, where Bayley closes by saying, “There may well be no dirt
and mess in Heaven, but on Earth there most certainly is. What is certain is that distress
and deformation may be components of ugliness, but they are also inspirations of great
art. Beauty of madly various types, it seems, can be produced through Leonardo’s series
of disgusts.” P.34.
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ideals versus those of Baroque ornamentation).89 While the book plays
with notions particularly relating to S1 OP, S9 CUL, P1 CHAR, due to its
encyclopedic nature most of the species, features, and problems of
ugliness are gestured towards. In the absence of Eco’s monograph I
would recommend the reader to Bayley as a propaedeutic to ugly
phenomena, but with the availability of Eco there seems to be little reason
– other than pithy witticisms – to focus on Bayley’s treatment. I now turn
to the more enlightening of the two encyclopedic works on ugliness.
5.3.2. From Umberto Eco’s On Ugliness (2007)90
Among the most extensive book-length treatment of ugliness,
Umberto Eco’s encyclopedic compendium on the topic forms the
companion to his earlier History of Beauty (2004). At well over 400 pages
and 15 chapters, the author provides a loosely historical development of
ugliness whose divisions are simultaneously topical. Each chapter is full
of three forms of content: pictorial illustrations, period writings, and Eco’s
own prefacing synopsis. The pictures and quotations preponderate, but
they are carefully chosen – and unlike Bayley’s collection – always
illustrative. Though Eco’s own text forms the lesser third, it is insightful
while brief. Together it is an invaluable collation of the salient
philosophical and artistic statements on ugliness. Although relatively
short, Eco’s own introduction and conclusion (the latter appears without

Examples of intuitively controversial (and in my opinion, incorrect) claims: “The
deliberate creation of ugliness is rare because it is so complex and demanding a task. As
a car designer or an architect to design an ugly automobile or an ugly building and they
are often stumped.” (181). As someone who has been trained in art and design, not only
does ugliness arise unintentionally, there are several occasions in which an artist or
designer would be able to produce (intentionally) ugly examples – an ability which is
implicit in being able to ‘pare away’ such uglies on the path towards beauty in a
production cycle. Another: “It is important to separate the idea of the freak, or accident
of nature, from the rather different matter of ugliness. Freaks are the product of genetic
calamities. Ugliness is more complicated since it has a social and cultural rather than
merely medical character. The reason? Ugliness is rarely accidental. Fundamental to the
idea of the ugly are notions of deliberation, intention and purpose.” (194). Compare this
sentiment with Suzannah Biernoff’s “The Face of War” (In Levinson’s Suffering, above)
and with experience in general.
90 Eco, Umberto. On Ugliness. Alastair McEwen, editor. New York: Rizzoli International
Publications, 2007. 455 pages; 15 Chapters!
89
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announcement in Chapter 15) provide useful insights and observations to
any explanation of ugliness. Among these are: cautions for art-historical
investigations; notes on ugliness as simple opposite vs. autonomous;
threefold distinction between “ugliness in itself”, “formal ugliness”,
“artistic portrayal of both”. While highlighting relativity, the conclusion
holds an assertion of the objectivity of some forms of negative
responses.91 Below I briefly touch on these insights. Due to the length and
scope of Eco’s work, I have decided not to collate which species, features,
and problems of ugliness the author touches on – for they are all touched
on in this massive tome.
In Eco’s introduction he notes the ability to “reconstruct a history of
aesthetic ideas over time” in reference to beauty, but not with ugliness,
which is a nod to the approach he took in his earlier volume on the
positive aesthetic value.92 The reason is the paucity of materials
systematically devoted to ugliness – thus a scholar of the ugly must “seek
out its own documents”. Eco’s work itself lightens this burden. Before
moving from beauty he provides several characteristics taken from a
study of beauty which should apply to a historical investigation of
ugliness: (1) “we can only assume that the tastes of ordinary people” are
simply represented (or deduced by) the tastes (and works) of artists; 93 (2)
primitive works without texts providing clarification must remain
somewhat ambiguous;94 (3) (related to 2) it is difficult to know if
terms/concepts in various cultures overlap and how they might be
affected by time;95 (4) cites Xenophanes, James of Vitry, Voltaire, Hegel

Another commendable feature is the bibliography without much overlap of Pop &
Widrich’s. In this excellent sampling, Eco provides these via 16 groupings which (at least
in English) do not exactly parallel the book’s chapters. There is an understandably heavy
Italian presence. Pp.441-443.
92 Eco, Umberto., and Alastair. McEwen. On Beauty. London: Secker & Warburg, 2004.
93 Eco, On Ugliness. P.8.
94 Ibid., p.10. For example, consider discussions of ‘Venus Figurines.’ Beck (1996).
95 Ibid. I believe this is too skeptical: “In cases of other cultures, with a wealth of poetic
and philosophical texts (such as Indian, Chinese, or Japanese culture), we see images and
forms but, on translating their works of literature and philosophy, it is almost always
difficult to establish to what extent certain concepts can be identified with our own,
91
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for their recognition that aesthetic values are affected by cultural
relativity;96 (5) “Attributions of beauty or ugliness are often due not to
aesthetic but to socio-political criteria”;97 (6) (related to 4) beauty and
ugliness are often determined by point of view.98
Having cycled through these ideas of caution and relativity, Eco
turns to attempts “to see them as defined with respect to a stable
model.”99 Here he discusses Nietzsche and Plato as exemplars (though
differently) of those recognizing that ugliness is defined in reference to
some-thing. Aquinas and William of Auvergne occur in the same
discussion to introduce ugliness as disproportion, whether due to lack or
excess. Eco also queries if ugliness is to remain “simply defined as the
opposite of beauty, albeit an opposite that changes along with
modifications [in ideas of beauty]”.100 The remainder of his introduction
answers this question in the negative.101 Eco provides an excellent

although tradition has induced us to translate them into western terms such as
“beautiful” or “ugly.”” He goes on to cite how, for example, we might not know whether
they believed proportion and harmony were beautiful, or if they meant the same thing to
us. While such a dilemma arises to some extent even within a closely related culture
across the a period of time (e.g., etymological discussions of the English word ugly over
time), the very richness of such cultures Eco mentions (e.g. Chinese) allows a more
definitive understanding of standards of taste than might initially be expected. See, for
example Lin (1967), Minford (2000), or Egan (2006).
96 Ibid.p.10-12.
97 Ibid. p.12. Here Eco cites a nice portion from Marx in which the claim is made that
money can transform “defects into their opposite”. (Economic and philosophical
Manuscripts, 1844). While Eco expands the idea from money to power (considering ugly
rulers whose “omnipotence”, he assumes, lent them ameliorating air). I aver, and I think
Eco would agree – based on the way he frames the argument – that the negative
aesthetic element remains, though the overall whole may become desirable or pleasing
due to extenuating circumstances. No doubt the appearance of ‘the goose which laid the
golden egg’ was immaterial to its desirability.
98 Ibid. pp. 12-15. This last point is a major theme of my argument.
99 Ibid. p.15.
100 Ibid. p.16.
101 This negative answer, that ugly cannot merely be the opposite of beauty, is adduced
by examples of how unique ugliness’ identity is. In the course of giving examples Eco
gives two paragraphs for Rosenkrantz [sic], with a good note here that Rosenkranz’
theory is traditional (in that it claims ugliness is the opposite of beauty), and “a kind of
possible error that beauty holds within itself”. But Eco notes that Rosenkranz belies such
a simple definition by his “phenomenology of the various incarnations of ugliness”,
which give us more riches than “simple negations” (“a kind of ‘autonomy of ugliness
‘…”). Here is Eco’s conclusion: There is “too much [idiosyncratic ugliness] to allow us to
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exploration of the “synonyms of beautiful and ugly”, in which “almost all
the synonyms for ugly contain a reaction of disgust, if not of violent
repulsion, horror, or fear.”102 He helpfully distinguishes “ugliness in
itself” (ostensibly natural) and “formal ugliness” which he pegs as
“lack…in relationship…parts of a whole.”103 Here too he explains it has
been a commonplace to recognize ugliness can be redeemed artistically.
Hence Eco gives a tripartite division: (1) “ugliness in itself”; (2) “formal
ugliness”; (3) “artistic portrayal of both”. I take these three as proper
fields of investigation into ugliness, but I refer to them as ugliness (1) in
nature and (3) in art – while maintaining that (2) refers to aesthetic
features found in both.
Eco’s concluding remarks occur without notice in his final chapter,
which like its predecessors is filled with quotations and illustrations. But
here these lead to “three…reflections”(reordered) “from the preceding
chapters” and a fourth made here: (1)“ugliness is relative to times and to
cultures…”, (2) acceptability may change (I would aver this implicit in
#1), (3) ugliness “may contribute … to the beauty of the whole.”(4) is a
‘correction’ of “the relativist perspective: if the diabolus has always been
used to create tension, then we have physiological reactions that have
remained more or less unchanged….”104 What Eco is getting at is the

carry on saying that ugliness is merely the opposite of beauty understood as harmony,
proportion, or integrity.” Ibid.
102 This approach was echoed by Athanassoglou-Kallmyer (2013), where she highlights
the polysemous nature of ugliness [F1 PLYS]. G.E. Henderson (2015) also does the same
(p.10). The strongly reactionary terms Eco highlights indicate that ugliness tends
towards visceral, or ‘interested’ reactions to disgusting/ugly, and therefore for some
calling into question it being possible to make aesthetic judgments per ugly. It may be
possible that Eco also has in mind the etymological connection of ugliness (in English)
with fear and dread.
103 Ibid. p.19.
104 Ibid. p.421 onwards. The “diabolus” here is the diabolus in musica, a tritone in
European music whose ‘devilish’ dissonance created tension where harmony would
have been expected. In Eco’s concluding discussion it serves the role of representing the
negative element (the ugly) in artistic works. It serves especially well as a general
example, in my opinion, because music is perhaps the most abstracted of all artistic
forms, in which we find little room to ascribe conceptual connotations as inducing ugly
elements – although we certainly make a posteriori inductions about associations – as the
name diabolus attests.
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growing acceptance of ugliness and negative elements doesn’t show these
have substantively changed, but that appetite for them has. In touching
on the prevalence of, and predilection for ugliness (and attendant ideas of
“degeneration”) he mentions the claim that “the opposition
beautiful/ugly no longer has any aesthetic value…” But Eco doesn’t
believe that. Through the forest of illustrating pictures and quotes, he
speaks of the ineluctable response to various objectively ugly elements.
“No knowledge of the relativity of aesthetic values can eliminate the fact
that in such cases we unhesitatingly recognize ugliness and we cannot
transform it into an object of pleasure.” The conclusion of his masterful
survey of ugliness is teleological in its implications: “[T]here is something
implacably and sadly malign about this world.”105
5.3.3. From Gretchen E. Henderson’s Ugliness: A Cultural
History (2015)106
As noted above, Henderson contributed a chapter to Pop and
Widrich’s collection on ugliness, in which she presented her research into
the cultural practice of Ugly Clubs. Published a year later, her work in
Ugliness is an exploration of the multiplicity and complexity of cultural
instances of ugliness, and thus it presents a wide range of themes. The
author’s approach is not to analyze or categorize but to give – as her
subtitle attests – a “cultural history”:
By following bodies – bodies of individuals, bodies of groups
and sensory bodies – I have considered ugliness more culturally
and corporeally than aesthetically or philosophically. There are
overlaps, to be sure, but I have been less concerned with
redefining ‘ugliness’ in absolute terms than with following the
gesture of ugliness through its unruly history to locate patterns

In a welcome human touch, Eco wraps up his book with a story by Italo Calvino of
compassion – Catholic workers devoted to the horribly deformed and mentally
debilitated – giving his own request “…I should like to finish with this appeal for
compassion.” One path for compassion in ugliness for us today is laid out, I believe, in
Partridge (2012), but the motivation must precede the method.
106 Henderson, Gretchen E. Ugliness: A cultural history. London: Reaktion Books, 2015.
105
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of cultural behaviour and representation where its meaning
solidifies and shifts. 107

Henderson’s Ugliness is thus mainly a collation, and like Bailey and
Eco before her, it serves the role of introducing the reader to examples of
ugliness and the problems associated with the concept.108 But there are
themes present in her work, and foremost among them may be the
subjective relational nature of ugliness.
Much of what has been culturally ‘feared and dreaded’ has
changed over time and place. ‘Ugly’ is based in the physical world
yet remains conceptual – ambiguous, adaptable, anamorphic – and
a modifier of anything that it seems to claim: ugly art, ugly weather,
ugly behaviour, ugly girl. It is relational.109

This quotation engenders ideas of ‘relation’ in differing ways:
subject-centric relativity as well as the relativity of object-centric
predication. Though this is not Henderson’s emphasis, I would like to
point out that even in a presentation of the permutations of ugliness over
time/place, the concept is bound not only by the observer but by the
observed – it is about qualia and qualities.
Differing from Bailey and Eco, Henderson’s work is the most textcentric of the three surveys reviewed. The hermeneutical approach of the
author raises numerous questions without providing many answers.110
Ibid. pp.184-185.
Also like Bailey and Eco, Henderson puts forth the observation that modern and
especially post-modern sensibilities have come to embrace and emphasize the ugly more
than previous generations. “More than in any prior moment of history, however, today
ugliness has grown in its appeal, neutralized and appropriated in positive terms.” P.186.
It should go without saying that even though these three surveyors are observing a fairly
uncontroversial point in regard to developed, ‘first-world’, or ‘westernized’ cultures, the
definitional and phenomenological experience of ugliness at the broadest human level
(or even among the greatest percentage of the world population) will find ugliness ugly
and the negative, negative. This is more than a tautology, but an insistence that (1) for us
to be able to recognize ugliness as a concept which we have manipulated, it must be
present initially for our manipulating; (2) there is no hegemony of erudite or
sophisticated enjoyment of negative aesthetic elements – to claim that a section of society
(or more precisely, of certain societies) is representative of the global zeitgeist is an
ironically colonial (or culturally provincial) belief.
109 Ibid., p.17.
110 The conclusion of her work ends both with a literal question and a questioning tone
(“Ugly Us: A Cultural Quest?”). It also closes with an acknowledgement of the
literary/hermeneutical focus of the work, as the author contemplates her own writing
107
108
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Thematically divided between connections of ugliness with persons,
‘classes’, and sensations, the work proceeds by exploring and questioning
various assertions of ugliness. The strength of going through these
myriad examples is also a weakness, as their enumeration can
overwhelm. The conclusion is a twofold amalgamation of questions
ugliness raises and the questions of the author about authoring with
insights from ugliness. Perhaps serendipitously, portions of her outline
(e.g. ch.3) overlap with Carolyn Korsmeyer’s (her ch.3 as well) and would
have benefited from exploring her discussion of disgust.111
One positive feature distinguishing Henderson from the other
surveys is the author’s reference to Asian tastes. Though brief, there are
illustrations taken from Japanese prints and Chinese paintings, and
Crispin Sartwell’s recognition of wabi-sabi, which is a positive aesthetic
term – but which she notes would in normal contexts seem negative:
“These adjectives [describing wabi-sabi in English] might fall into the
realm of ‘ugly’ in other cultural contexts, yet in Japan, they are deemed
beautiful.” 112 Also, Henderson highlights “traditional Chinese sources…”
in which “…hybrid and monstrous figures aimed to traverse cultural
boarders.”113 In the same discussion she presents a challenging painting

journey and the idea of literary ugliness. I appreciated Henderson’s breaking down ‘the
fourth wall’ and found her personal insights refreshing. Like Bailey, I do wish she had
given some sort of strongly personal conclusion, however idiosyncratic it may have been
(e.g. Eco’s curtain call for compassion).
111 Korsmeyer (2011), reviewed below, §4.1.
112 Sartwell’s gloss of wabi-sabi: “…the beauty of the withered, weathered, tarnished,
scarred, intimate, coarse, earthly, evanescent, tentative, ephemeral.” Crispin Sartwell, Six
Names of Beauty (New York, 2004), p.114. As cited in Henderson, p.11.
113 Ibid. p. 135. She gives the taotie “mask” as an example, drawing from Karin Myhre,
‘Monsters Lift the Veil: Chinese Animal Hybrids and Processes of Transformation’, in the
Ashgate Research Companion to Monsters and the Monstrous, ed. Asa Simon Mittman and
Peter J. Dendle (Farnham, Surrey, 2012), p.236. Here I am not sure that: 1) the Chinese
use of and apparent delight in the monstrous is a uniquely Chinese trait (compare
Medieval European illuminated manuscripts); 2) the once monstrous and now very
abstracted use of the taotie may have once been freighted with the significance which
Henderson, referencing Myhre, gives it – but its present use is more artistic convention
than signific intention. And against the type of boundary-defying supernaturality which
the taotie is claimed as having, see more conventional accounts of its significance in
reference to inspiration of fear or representation of devouring greed (e.g. Williams
(2006), pp.62-63).

152

by Shitao 石濤,114 and the writings Zhuangzi, the former for its wild
abstraction and the latter for its use of ugly characters.115 While
Henderson seems to find Zhuangzi’s rhetorical use of ugly characters as
problematic,116 she has recognized a key value in his use of ugliness:
“Chuang-Tzu works through paradox, engaging socially mistreated types
to disturb reductive qualifications … challenging readers to rethink
ugliness in the larger physical and philosophical world.”117 While the
accounts of these cultural artifacts can be nuanced, the overall use is
salutary. Henderson’s attention to Asian sources is a welcome addition to
the corpus on ugliness, one which I expand in the following chapter.
There is much to learn from Asian conceptions of ugliness, which provide
novel views on the notion and pointing to universally-shared experiences
of the phenomena.
In sum, Henderson’s work has served to provide another
encyclopedia of ugly phenomena. The perspective of the author, both
tacit and explicit is that ugliness itself is a cultural artifact, whose
convoluted permutations provide more questions than answers. “[I]ts
questions leave ample room for exploration, as ugliness changes us and as
we change ugliness.”118 Notice the implicit paradox, in that ugliness is
given by the author as both a provocateur and that which we use to
provoke. There is in such cultural presentations of ugliness an aesthetic

His painting Ten Thousand Ugly Inkblots, and the accompanying poem of the artist are
taken from Hay, Jonathan, Shitao: Painting and Modernity in Early Qing China (New York,
2001), pp.250-251. Viewers who take in Shitao’s works as an oeuvre (Cf.
http://www.chinaonlinemuseum.com/gallery-shi-tao.php) may find the appearance of
Ten Thousand Ugly Inkblots to be less striking in its nearness to the artist’s normal style,
but no less striking in its early contradistinction from Western landscape or other
painterly techniques.
115 I take up Zhuangzi again in the next chapter. By characters I mean persons.
116 She cautions that “these deformed characters problematically carry a symbolic value,
where their disabilities function as a ‘teaching agent’…” (p.136). While we might
imagine a situation in which recognition or description of an ‘ugly’ person is shamefully
utilitarian, I disagree that Zhuangzi has these characters merely as a didactic device –
rather his discourse problematizes and readdresses the notion of ugliness upon which
such an attribution would be made.
117 Henderson, pp.136-137.
118 Ibid., p.196.
114
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‘chicken or the egg’ dilemma: which comes first? Is ugliness a concept we
create, which we then present, or is ugliness a presentation, which we then
use in our creations? Without disallowing the former, I maintain the
nature of the case demands a form of the latter, and I take this up again in
my closing chapters. Like Bailey and Eco, Henderson’s work could touch
in some way upon most aspects of ugliness, but these are the special
emphases: S3 B, S9 CUL, S11 CONS, F1 MULT, F2 RSP, F5 MUT, F8 UT, F10 ANT, F12 PART,
P1 CHAR, P6 VV, P9 POP.
5.4.

Systematics
5.4.1. From Carolyn Korsmeyer’s Savoring Disgust: The Foul &
the Fair in Aesthetics (2011)119
Combining both a phenomenological account with analysis of

cognitive and visceral processes, Carolyn Korsmeyer’s Savoring Disgust is
an exploration of this negative aesthetic element from a variety of angles.
Setting her work apart from the preceding surveys, the book is tightly
argued and well-organized, so that the various views which are brought
to the topic of disgust serve to answer questions rather than merely
raising them. Korsmeyer’s text has a narrow focus on disgust, but I have
included a review of her book not only because the disgusting is a
subspecies of ugliness, but also because the analysis which she presents
bears on ugliness at large. Her approach is to address fundamental
aesthetic concerns before moving more specified concerns (e.g. disgust in
culinary aesthetics, film, and its typical/symbolical associations). While
recognizing disgust’s variety and malleability (culturally, and
chronologically for personal-tolerance), she also highlights the objectbased qualities of disgusting experiences alongside their qualia, thus
avoiding an entirely subjective approach. Her final chapter explores how
disgust may have a “role” in beauty and sublimity. Korsmeyer provides a
helpful bibliography of over 200 volumes with a good topical and
Korsmeyer, Carolyn. Savoring Disgust: The Foul & the Fair in Aesthetics. Oxford
University Press, 2011.
119
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chronological breadth, drawing from a range of sources (e.g. Philosophy,
psychology, sociology, literature, et al.) – a range which is evidenced
throughout the text itself.
While the texts of Henderson and Bayley present difficult
summary because of their introduction of a broad range of quandaries
without settled analysis, Korsmeyer’s work challenges brief review
because of its wealth of concise analyses into the issues that attend
disgust (and ugliness in general). Not being able to review all of these
here, I highly recommend the interested reader to this relatively short yet
highly rewarding book.120 Below I highlight a few themes from her text
and collate some concerns with ugliness she addresses.
I begin these highlights with a claim of Korsmeyer’s which begins
and concludes her text. It is that a negative aesthetic element (in this case,
disgust) can be constitutive of positive aesthetic and artistic experiences.
Her book’s conclusion provides a specific claim of how disgust can serve
a higher purpose: “Disgust profoundly recognizes – intimately and
personally – that it is our mortal nature to die and to rot. Acquiescing to
this terrible truth and finding beauty in the overall pattern that gives it
shape is both an artistic and a philosophical accomplishment.”121 On her
way to arriving at this conclusion the author provides several insights
into disgust which also overlap with some forms of ugliness. “[D]isgust is
a response that…can rivet attention to the point where one actually may
be said to savor the feeling.” Such an intense “dwelling on the encounter”

I am grateful to Paisley Livingston recommending Korsmeyer, for his advice in
research, and for his own texts (such as Art and Intention (2005)), all formative in my
aesthetic opinions.
121 Ibid. p.178. This closing thought immediately follows a section of Marcus Aurelius’
Meditations, in which the ruler insists that all sorts of unsettling objects are found to have
pleasing forms – if the viewer has attuned their thoughts to accept life as a natural whole
(especially in its evidence of decay and loss). Aurelius’ text is full of aesthetics insights
and uses, particularly of negative aesthetics. I am presently working on a project with
Jesse Ciccotti to illuminate the several ways in which the Roman stoic engages aesthetic
concerns. Students of Asian aesthetics will also see connections between his attunement
to nature and the Daoistic attunement, both of which result in broader aesthetic
sensibilities.
120
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means that “the emotion constitutes a singular comprehension of value
and significance of its objects.”122 I return to the important phrase
“singular comprehension” below in a moment. But here the focus is
Korsmeyer’s well-supported claim that negative aesthetic emotion is
useful: “Disgust affords a powerful means by which difficult truths are
conveyed with maximum aesthetic impact.”123 Before showing just how
positive such an impact to be, let us return to the phrase “singular
comprehension.”
Korsmeyer’s arguments are cognitivist, but without the sometimes
attending connotation of a cognitive process – a step-by-step sequence –
involved in an aesthetic judgment. In her writing she recognizes the sense
of immediacy which attends our aesthetic experiences. One example of
this is her brief but helpful rejection of the view that disgust is always has
moral connotations, or that it is founded on morality (which is culturally
informed): “Disgust clearly can be aroused in morally laden situations,
and examples to come will bear this out. But there is little reason to think
that literal disgust is either a foundational or a typical response of moral
disapproval generally.”124 This admits of the association of disgust with
morality (which is often culturally informed) but is quite different than
claiming that it arises from a moral system. In other words, disgust has
more primacy that its moral or cultural associations. Further, a simplistic
pegging of disgust at the level of mere displeasure (as opposed to
aesthetic pleasure, which many gloss as the beautiful) cannot account for
the sometime savoring of negative aesthetic elements in an experience.
While there have been numerous ways of explaining this paradoxical
situation which claim a higher order value provides the ‘pleasure’ (cf.
Levinson’s collection in §2.3 above – esp. Todd and De Clercq) to
counterbalance or resolve the displeasure. But while Korsmeyer

Ibid. p.3.
Ibid. p.8. This melds well with De Clercq’s account in Levinson (2014a), above.
124 Ibid. p.5.
122
123
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obviously recognizes the desirability of such a value, she takes it as
wrongheaded to view this as a simple substitution: “It is not that aesthetic
insight substitutes for pleasure; rather, pleasure modifies the compressed
insight that is the mark of the aesthetic.”125 I appreciate this emphasis on
aesthetic “compressed insight” while recognizing the complexity of the
experience. The fact that we enjoy experiences with a tension of positive
and negative elements does speak of complexity, but not necessarily one
which is felt to contain a conflict of discrete elements: “when beautiful art
arouses aversive emotion, the aesthetic effect need not be parsed as a
mingling of a negative and a positive affect. There are not two things but
one dense and complex phenomenon.”126 My own solutions in the
closing chapters follow in Korsmeyer’s path of affirming such singular
richness of a phenomenon without conjuring a lengthy transaction of
elements. It is the aesthetic experience, and not our analysis of the
experience which is ‘striking.’ In this vein the author says “formal
appearance alone conveys significance and meaning.”127
Korsmeyer also recognizes the diversity of disgusting experiences,
which is not founded as much in the diversity of observers (subjects) as it
is in diversity of objects. She notes that “aesthetic emotions, are partially
constituted by their specific intentional objects.” This then forms the basis
of “the famous and contentious singularity of aesthetic judgments – the
idea that aesthetic responses are virtually unique to their particular
objects.”128 If aesthetic judgments specifically relate to specific objects, it is
easy to see why this would (potentially) result in diverse judgments.
Korsmeyer goes on to claim that “any solutions formulated for the
paradox of aversion ought to accommodate the vastly different instances

Ibid. p.126.
Ibid. p.177.
127 This is in the context of artworks by Matisse, and the filmmaker Cacoyannis’
depiction of Homer’s Helen (168). Korsmeyer makes the statement while discussing
difficult beauty – which I discuss below.
128 Ibid. p.88.
125
126
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of aesthetic disgust.”129 As I have shown above, the author does provide
an account for the utility of disgust across “different instances”, but she
does not do so by trying to provide a singular explanation of these several
experiences:
[P]erceptual values such as delicious and beautiful are subjective
inasmuch as they involve positive responses, and often we are
moved to try to figure out the basis for these positive responses.
But the qualities that make an object beautiful are as various as
those that make food tasty. The fact that there are multiple –
indeed myriad – sources of beauty precludes the formulation of
general criteria for this aesthetic value. It does not follow that
beauty is merely idiosyncratic pleasure, for responses are still
dependent on the presence of relative properties. 130

Here is diversity without devolving into mere subjectivity. She
follows the above by saying that she therefore rejects Plato’s idea that
there is “a shared trait of all beautiful objects” and “the empiricist version
of this – that all beautiful objects are correlated with some objective
quality that arouses aesthetic pleasure. I shall not search for such
commonalities.” While I share her appreciation for the diversity of
instances, I am more sanguine on the possibility of a “shared trait” among
all ugly things – generic though it may prove to be.
In the author’s account, the diversity is enriching rather than
befuddling, and provides myriad ways in which ugliness (in this case,
disgust) can be utilized. “Once one recognizes the tremendous range of
valence that the arousal of disgust possesses, the rich function of this
emotion in aesthetic encounters becomes apparent.”131 She reminds us
that disgust sometimes rivets us,132 and this is the main way in which she
Ibid. p.112. Following this line she says that several “possibilities [which she
discusses] need to be examined before we decide if there are common grounds that
obtain in all examples of aesthetic disgust that would serve to account for its insight,
appreciative sensibility, and even its savorability.”
130 Ibid. p.166. Korsmeyer here cites Zangwill (2001), p.19.
131 Ibid. p.13.
132 This riveting is a key feature of disgust as is appears in writing on aesthetics. It is also
what distinguishes from general ugliness, though it falls within that category (both in
common usage and as a concept). On the one hand we may thus say by extension that
ugliness can be riveting (since a species of ugliness, disgust, is), but also I believe we can
129
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argues “that it occasionally contributes profoundly to experiences of
artistic beauty.”133 In such an expanded view of beauty, the value need
not be reduced to simple aesthetic pleasure. Her writing corrects that
oversimplification, and having done so, she is able to (following
Bosanquet134) argue for a kind of ‘difficult’ beauty. Unlike things which
readily please us aesthetically (easy beauty, or the pretty), some beauties
can be freighted with weightier tensions – even making use of negative
elements.135 Perhaps it is best to hold this kind of beauty as not being an
extensional definition of beauty (e.g. it may not admit ‘easy’ beauties), but
most would agree that it describes the kind of experiences we value much
great art for having. These are cases when “beauty begins to move away
from the simpler and easier varieties of aesthetic pleasure. And as it
moves away, it nears territories of taxing appreciation for qualities that
might almost seem to qualify as opposites to beauty: that which is
grotesque, harsh, sublime, or even ugly.”136 This brings together several
of the themes I have highlighted in her work. Firstly, there is the
immediacy of the aesthetic moment. Secondly, there is the utility (of
value) of the negative element for its ‘insightful’ connotations. Lastly it is
that a rich accounting of beauty – the kind which move us deeply – often
makes use of ugliness. This paragraph includes all three:
That is, beauty signals an insight that is of a piece with finding
an artwork beautiful and aesthetically moving. It is not a
conclusion of research or an inference, but a clarity of vision
embodies in art. And this is not only consistent with, but

allow that other kinds of ugliness are riveting as well – perhaps in ways which differ
from disgust’s particular affect (e.g. comical attraction, curious attraction, pitying
attraction, formal intrigue, et al.).
133 Ibid.
134 She refers to Bosanquet’s Three Lectures on Aesthetic (1915).
135 Korsmeyer’s sections here contain pithy summaries of this valuable yet challenging
kind of beauty. For example, she says that “[t]he more demanding the conveyance, the
more that which is sweet, pretty, or charming edges toward the beautiful and delivers an
experience that recognizes implicit moral or existential weight distilled into an artwork –
or face.” Ibid. p.168.
136 Ibid.
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actually required by, the fact that art ponders the most painful
subjects. 137

I close my too brief review of Korsmeyer with one last valuable
insight. In one of her more extended discussions of ugliness at a
generalized level, the author reminds us that sometimes we simply like
the ugly. By this she means the ugly object.138 Since this is so, aesthetic
approbation must be recognized as not being only bivalenced.
“[S]ometimes that which is ugly is wonderful just for being ugly – such as
a toad, that small monster beloved of fairy tales.” Since there is something
winsome, even in the lowly (loathly?) toad, we find “a twist of appraisal
that turns ugly itself into a positive aesthetic property.”139 Her conclusion
here is one with which I concur and try to explicate: “beauty does not
have the monopoly on either aesthetic or artistic excellence, and … not all
of the contrasts between the beautiful and the not-beautiful serve to
separate aesthetic value from disvalue.”140 Korsmeyer’s text touches on a
number of ugly aspects, but directly on: S1 OP, S3 B, F1 MULT, F4 POL, F6 OBJ, F8
UT,

F9 PL, F12 PART, F14 NEC, P1 CHAR, P5 PDX, P8 AFF
5.4.2. From Karl Rosenkranz’ The Aesthetics of Ugliness (1853)141
Famous as the only monograph to systematically address and

explain the concept of ugliness, Rosenkranz’ treatise recently became
available in English. Like its earlier Italian translation, the English edition

Ibid. p.171.
A stronger claim would be to narrow the scope of our meaning to whatever it is about
the ugly object which we find ugly and then ask if we like that property. In the case
given – a toad – that might involve 1) discerning what feature is found to be ugly (let’s
say the warts); 2) deducing if that feature is itself likeable. It seems prima facie unlikely
that the ugly feature of the ugly thing is liked in independence. But what is plausible is
that such a feature need not derail the likeability of the whole. And what is more
interesting is that it can also be argued that such a feature is a necessary part of the
character of the likeable whole. This is akin to De Clercq’s discussion in Levinson, or
what may be going on in Henderson’s discussion of Baudelaire’s affection for the lover’s
smallpox pocks.
139 Ibid. 168.
140 Ibid.
141 Rosenkranz, Karl. The Aesthetics of Ugliness: A Critical Translation. 1853. Transl. Andrei
Pop & Mechtild Widrich. London: Bloomsbury, 2015.)
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renewed discussion on the book and also ugliness.142 Andrei Pop and
Mechtild Widrich (whose collection is reviewed in the preceding section)
have created an excellent translation, accompanied by a biographical
introduction and critical notes, which I recommend to those investigating
a philosopher whose impact has been more keenly felt on the continent
than in Anglo-American spheres.143 My aim here is not to rehearse their
contributions, but rather to point out features of Rosenkranz’ work which
bear on my thesis. Though identified as a Hegelian144 whose system of
ordering ugliness does focus on transition and transformation,
Rosenkranz is an original thinker without overmuch emphasis on
historical trajectories or theorizing on spirit in art. Rather, his stated
purpose is to help the study of aesthetics by dealing with the
phenomenology of ugliness, a task he felt necessary for the ‘science’ to be
well-rounded.
The theory of the fine arts, the legislation of good taste, the
science of aesthetics, have been propagated among the civilized
peoples of Europe for over a century, until they have educated
themselves in it to a great extent, but despite this, the concept
of ugliness, though one brushed up against it everywhere,
remained in comparison very far behind. It is appropriate that
finally the dark side of the luminous form of beauty should
become a central moment of the science of aesthetics, as illness
is in pathology, and as evil in ethics.145

Aiming for “a full exposition of its context and a more explicit
understanding of its organization”, his methodology involves the
investigation of numerous examples as a means of fleshing out the
spectrum of things which are ugly.146 Although his method is cumulative
The Italian edition of Rosenkranz induced a discussion on ugliness which bore fruit in
Aesthetica Preprint vol. 10 (Dec. of 1985) being dedicated to the topic. As of this writing I
have not been able to acquire this Italian journal.
143 See Andrei Pop’s excellent biographical introduction to Rosenkranz, in which the
impact of the philosopher is chronicled among both his contemporaries and moderns.
Pp. 1-22.
144 The introduction also includes several notes on his relation to Hegel, personally and
philosophically (see page 9 for the latter especially). Ibid.
145 Ibid. pp.31-32.
146 Ibid.
142
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and exploratory, along the way he makes several claims and relies on
several premises. One is that ugliness is linked to beauty, which is
ugliness’ reference, and therefore a “secondary quality”.147 In its relation
to beauty ugliness is associated with concepts of negative or imperfection.
But such conceptions only form the foundation for his arrangement of
increasingly serious ugliness, positing a range from formlessness to
incorrectness and onto deformity/disfiguration. This is connected to evil
– with moral and spiritual tones – yielding to resolution in caricature.148
The author’s aesthetic is properly broad, and his own introductory
remarks recognize that the field of aesthetics is not limited to art (though
claiming beauty is its lodestar).149 Thus he seeks for ugliness not only in
art, but in nature and intellect as well. The structure of his arrangement
situates ugliness as a “midpoint” between beauty and the comical, the
latter being one of many areas in which Rosenkranz notes ugliness’
utility. Rosenkranz’ work is valuable for its attempt to account for

This quote comes from the author’s conclusion (p.257). Though Rosenkranz does not
waver on his viewing ugliness as having a fixed relation to beauty, that relation is not
simplistic: “An aesthetic of ugliness might sound to some like a wooden iron, since
ugliness is the opposite of beauty. Except that ugliness is inseparable from the concept of
beauty, since the one contains the other in its development as perpetual aberration into
which it can lapse with just a modicum of too little or too much. All aesthetics are forced,
with a description of the positive parameters of beauty, to somehow touch also on the
negative ones of ugliness. One finds at least the warning that, should things not be
carried out as they demand, beauty would be missed and in its place ugliness would be
produced. The aesthetics of ugliness should represent its origin, its possibilities, and its
modes, and can thus be of utility even to artists. To them, it will naturally always be
more creative to represent perfected beauty, rather than to turn [6] their talents to the
service of ugliness. To seek out the form of a god is endlessly more satisfying and
elevated than the presentation of a devilish grimace. But the artist cannot always avoid
ugliness. It is even often the case that he needs it as a foil, or as a point of passage in the
manifestation of an idea. Finally, the artist who produces the comical cannot completely
avoid ugliness.” P.32.
148 Rosenkranz’ emphasis on the felicitous synthesis of malevolent ugliness into the
benevolence of caricature and comical is one area in which his Hegelian outlook
manifests itself – taken along with the apparently earnest presentation of a development of
ugliness.
149 Though admitting of other concerns, the preponderance for Rosenkranz’ aesthetic (as
for many today) was artistic: “Aesthetics has become the collective name for a large
group of concepts, which is in turn divisible into three particular classes. The first has to
do with the idea of beauty, the second with the notion of its production, that is to say,
art, the third with the system of the arts, with the representation of the idea of beauty
through art in a specific medium.” P.25.
147
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ugliness in a variety of judgments by use of levels and recognition of the
role of reference. Since this thorough-going attempt is in keeping with the
spirit of my own thesis, and will help to build my own skeleton in
ugliness’ anatomy, I have chosen to provide in full the species and
subspecies of ugliness given by Rosenkranz:
Introduction (R 3) 31
The Negative in General (R 10) 34
The Imperfect (R 11) 35
The Naturally Ugly (R 15) 37
The Intellectually Ugly (R 26) 42
The Aesthetically Ugly (R 35) 46
Ugliness in Relation to the Individual Arts (R 47) 52
The Pleasure in Ugliness (R 52) 54
Division of the Work (R 53) 55
Part 1 Formlessness (R 67) 63
A. Amorphism (R 68) 63
B. Asymmetry (R 77) 68
C. Disharmony (R 99) 80
Part 2 Incorrectness (R 115) 89
A. Incorrectness in General (R 116) 89
B. Incorrectness in the Styles (R 138) 99
C. Incorrectness in the Individual Arts (R 149) 106
Part 3 Disfiguration, or Deformation (R 164) 115
A. The Mean (R 176) 121
I. The Petty (R 180) 123
II. The Feeble (R 186) 126
III. The Low (R 197) 132
a) The Ordinary (R 199) 133
b) The Accidental and the Arbitrary (R 214) 140
c) The Crude (R 226) 146
B. The Repulsive (R 277) 173
I. The Clumsy (R 284) 177
II. The Dead and the Empty (R 289) 179
III. The Hideous (R 298) 184
a) The Tasteless (R 300) 185
b) The Disgusting (R 312) 190
c) Evil (R 323) 196
α) The Criminal (R 325) 197
β) The Ghastly (R 337) 203
γ) The Diabolical (R 353) 212
– The Demonic (R 364) 217
– The Witchlike (R 367) 219
– The Satanic (R 371) 222
150
C. Caricature (R 386) 233

This list in found on page 29 of Pop & Widrich’s text. The rightmost numbers
represent the pagination of their English translation, and the bracketed ‘R’ numbers
150
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The list is also helpful in demonstrating the progression both
towards specificity and concentration of ugliness, whose range takes the
reader from the vagueness of amorphism to the particularity of the
satanic. Part 3.C., Caricature, rather than just a synthesis or appended
counterpoint, serves the role of a repository for much of ugliness’ utility.
Notice in the above list that the introductory sections (i.e. “The Negative
in General”, “The Imperfect”, etc.) do not exactly correlate with Parts 1-3
although they do overlap. That being said, Rosenkranz is a very
systematic writer, and his foreword (p.25), introduction, and conclusion
all detail the same central features of his writing. While the author
touches on much that has already been recorded here about ugliness,151
here I point out only those elements which the author himself emphasizes
in his own three summaries.152
In the his view of ugliness Rosenkranz always keeps a referential
eye on beauty – “the precondition of [ugliness’] existence.”153 While
ugliness is rooted “in the concept of the negative, of imperfection in
general”, it is not a mere lack or failure – but as he says elsewhere, a
“positive negation”.154 In nature such an ugliness may occur purposively
(i.e. naturally) or as a result of “illness or mutilation.”155 Even in what the
author calls “intellectual ignorance”, he makes allowance for non-ugly
faults, and reserves the title for “madness and evil.”156
represent the original location in Rosenkranz’ text. Readers may notice the similarity of
topics found within Umberto Eco’s survey, and some of the items (e.g. ‘witchlike’) in the
former may have inspired the latter. Also, the extensive discussion of deformity could
supplement Panos Paris’ study, discussed in §2, above.
151 See, for example, his interesting clarification on how ugliness relates to beauty:
“Ugliness is no mere absence of beauty, but rather a positive negation of it. What does
not fall by definition into the category of the beautiful also cannot be subsumed under
that of ugliness.” Thus in two sentences he disagrees with ugliness as privation (S6 N)
and makes room for a potentially excluded middle of items which may be neither ugly
nor beautiful. P. 115 (R 154).
152 Since the order in which concepts unfolded was central to his arrangement, I have
followed him carefully in presenting them as he did.
153 Ibid. p.257.
154 Ibid. P.115.
155 Ibid. pp.257-258.
156 Ibid. p.258. Although this may seem arbitrary at first glance, it is generally true that
we are not repulsed by the lesser intellectual faults (which he gives as “error, ignorance,
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Moving beyond nature and intellect, Rosenkranz is a proponent of
the necessary use of ugliness in art. This is based on his reasoning that (i.)
art must be universal in its scope, portraying “the panorama of the world
of appearances”; (ii.) comical art must avail itself of ugliness.157 Another
claim about art is that various media are capable in varying degrees of
producing ugliness. This ordering reminds the reader of similar exercises
(though not in reference to ugliness) in Lessing’s Laocoon and Kant’s third
Critique.158 He gives music and architecture as being the least capable
(although perhaps a visit to cities today would give him pause), and
painting and poetry the most. Sculpture, oddly, takes the middle place.
When considering formal beauty Rosenkranz enlists the classic
ideals involving “general proportions of unity, symmetry, harmony.”159
Instead of instantly reversing these notions individually, the author
considers formlessness in general as the proper origin of ugliness – a state
that “prevents unity from achieving closure, or dissolves it into the
shapeless, giving rise to a muddle of non- shapes in disharmonious
contradiction.”160 Yet ugliness is not mere formlessness, but also occurs in
specific contexts with specific objects. These fall under the rubric of
incorrectness which may have reference to a recognizable shape or
cultural taste. This then sets the stage for the more specialized subspecies
of ugliness which Rosenkranz investigates.
Disfiguration or deformity forms the category which afflicts ugly
objects. While the author is traveling from formlessness towards repulsive

or awkwardness”), whereas madness and evil mindedness repel. Of course, over and
above such a distinction is the live question of whether Rosenkranz here and elsewhere
has an equivocal sense of the term ugly. Here I only note that I view such an approach
sympathetically, due to the naturalness with which we apply the term ‘ugly’ (or others
like it) to our reactions (which we say offend our ‘sense’ or ‘taste’). It may be a case of
conflating the moral with the aesthetic, but if so, it is a commonplace conflation and any
sufficient account of what ugliness is needs to grapple with what we commonly take
ugliness to be.
157 Ibid.
158 Lessing (1962).
159 Ibid.
160 Ibid.
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evil, there is a real sense in which (cf. Paris) disfiguration/deformity
could be a unifying formal feature – though Rosenkranz always has more
than mere formal concerns in mind. For him, disfiguration is “a negative
inner process which only makes perceptible its dissolution through the
irruption of outer deformity.” The culprit is strangely positive: “The
freedom of being, of life, of the spirit can transform the sublime into the
banal, the pleasant into the repellent, the beautiful into the deformed.”161
But freedom isn’t always positive in his account. The greatest of all evil in
the Christian tradition is that of Satan – the nadir of beauty and pinnacle
of ugliness: “At the pinnacle of hideousness appeared evil, this free selfdestruction of the good. In the guise of the diabolical, evil revealed itself
to be a maximum of ostensible freedom, consciously negating the good,
and vainly seeking satisfaction in the abyss of its own torment.”162
One wonders what Nietzsche might’ve thought about Rosenkranz’
path to ugliness, not only because of the gloomy guise he takes such
freedom to have, but also because the earlier author ends with
caricature’s transformation of ugliness into the beautiful via the
“unchained exuberance of humour.” Even the later author’s Dionysian
allegory is preempted by Rosenkranz’ closing picture, which I give in full:
But caricature dissolves disgust into ridiculousness, in that it
tends to absorb all forms of ugliness, and of beauty as well.
That it becomes beautiful in its deformity, and full of immortal
cheer, is nevertheless possible only thanks to the humour that
it exaggerates into the fantastic. The unchained exuberance of
humour, whose compassionate cockiness, also partakes in the
grimace, does not preclude the purest of reflective thought; it
resembles the maenad who, having climbed the mountaintop,
throws her head boldly to the stars, driven by the god’s rapture,
Ibid. There is a dialectic of sorts at play in what Rosenkranz is saying here. He adds
that these positive aesthetic experiences don’t disappear, but rather that the identity of
the negative is found in the positive: “Not in the sense that the sublime, the pleasant, the
beautiful as such are not sublime, pleasant, beautiful; but rather, that the objective
measure of the petty is to be found in the great, of the feeble in the powerful, of the
lowly in the majestic, of the clumsy [432] in the cute, of the dead in the playful, of the
hideous in the charming.” This makes one wonder if the negative might not serve as the
reference for the positive?
162 Ibid.
161
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as if she already wished to flee the earth and return to the
divine ether from which everything is descended.163

As the largest monograph on ugliness, one might expect all
perspectives on ugliness to be addressed – but this would be
anachronistic (e.g. P9 POP). Aspects of ugliness in Rosenkranz: S1 OP, S6 N,
S8 DAPP, S12 CONF, F1 MULT, F3 BD, F4 POL, F6 OBJ, F8 UT, F13 HUM, F14 NEC, P1 CHAR,
P2 REF
5.5.

Conclusion

A surprising result of reviewing the works dedicated to ugliness or
negative aesthetic judgment was to see how much ground was already
covered in attenuated approaches (e.g. Ch.2). I believe that this is due to
the persistent linkage of ugliness to beauty, whether as referent or
reversal. Many of the above authors (Moore, Paris, Rosenkranz, Bayley, et
al.) questioned the propriety of ugliness’ weddedness to beauty, but they
largely left the marriage intact. As such, several species (S1 OP, S2 UNP, S4
AA, S6 N,

S7 DSP, S8 DAPP, S12 CONF), features (F2 RSP, F3 BD, F4 POL, F6 OBJ, F8 UT,

F14 NEC), and problems (P2 REF, P3 DISS, P5 PDX) which had been already
introduced remained due to this relationship. Although dealing with
ideas already in aesthetic currency, some of these writers (e.g. Moore,
Rosenkranz) did manage to systematize how multiple conceptions relate.
This was also a feature of the more analytical writers (e.g. Moore, Paris,
Korsmeyer, De Clercq).
On the other hand there is a unity of procedure (though not
necessarily of purpose) in the works of those seeking either (i.) a
narrative-cultural phenomenology or (ii.) encyclopedic presentation of
Pp.258-259. The maenads were female devotees of Dionysus. In a footnote (100) on
page 64 of Christian Emden’s Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of History, (2011) it is said
that Nietzsche mentions Rosenkranz in one of his own notes – but the context of the
reference is not clear. The only mention of the later thinker in Pop & Widrich’s
translation is to note a source on theatre which they both would have known of (see note
23, p.7). Paul A .Swift, in Becoming Nietzsche (2005) explains that there is evidence
Nietzsche used Rosenkranz’ edition of Kant’s Critique of Judgment (Smith, p.115, note 79).
Perhaps there are more connections to be made between Rosenkranz and Nietzsche’s
Dionysian aesthetic.
163
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ugliness. Writers like Athanassoglou-Kallmyer and Henderson addressed
through textual record what Eco and Bayley echoed through visualtextual exemplars. Most also shared a superficial tone of questioning. I
say ‘superficial’, because sometimes questions are statements: the
selection of examples and the phrasing of questions are themselves
expressive. For example, with little exception (Henderson a praiseworthy
minority) the focus was on ‘western’ paradigms and historical problems.
Though these examples were questioned, problematized, and
deconstructed, their selection implied that the narrative of aesthetics and
artistry was hegemonically western and on a genealogical (Hegelian,
Marxist, or otherwise) path.164 For those wishing to expose cultural
calcifications, this is surely a problem in need of address. Another
example of assertions amidst questions is the implication that ugliness is
merely a cultural tool or artifact, and not a quality/quale inherent in an
object or experience.165 Yet there are also virtues in their sometime
vagueness, as their quest of curiosity forces those of a simplifying bent
(i.e. the analysts) to face up to the variety of ugliness. In these writers we
find comments on the ontology of ugliness relating to S3 B, S4 AA, S7 DSP, S8
DAPP,

S9 CUL, S10 OTH, S11 CONS. The features which most frequently were

under discussion in their reviews were F1 MULT, F5 MUT, F8 UT, F9 PL, F10 ANT,
F11 PLYS, F13 HUM. Problems they uncovered were chiefly those of P3 DISS, P5
PDX,

P6 VV, P7 SYMP, P9 POP.

This seems to be a somewhat unavoidable dilemma, in that we are most well-versed
in the cultures (and ‘grand-cultures’) of our nativity. And the procedure does not always
(or often) feel nefarious, but rather a matter of neglect. Take, for example Gombrich’s
classic history (1972) or, more germane to ugliness, Carole Talon-Hugon’s Gout et Degout
(2003). Both confidently present the histories of art in a certain stream of events, but
neither strike me as exclusionary. At least in my own taste, those texts which most
champion a new perspective of problematizing cultural conventionality are most in need
of a universal (or at least global) counterpoint.
165 E.g., the cultural ‘chicken-and-egg’ dilemma. Is ugliness a quality/qualia which is
recognized and redeployed in cultural contexts, or is it merely a cultural construct? If the
latter, from whence comes the visceral, affective power which makes it a successful tool?
I don’t doubt the deployment of ugliness in cultural constructions, but I do doubt the
development of ugliness merely as a construct.
164
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I conclude this long march through ugliness with an observation
about the diversity and unity in ugliness. The multifaceted nature of what
is ugly has become abundantly clear. This variety has been present in
theories related to ugliness as much as it has been in the phenomenon for
which these theories are meant to account. Whether theoretical or
experiential, the fact of the matter is that ugliness is a diverse concept. Yet
there has also been unity among writers who refer to an experience (or set
of experiences) which is shared. Thus I have noted much overlap in
theoreticians who did not always write in imitation of one another.
Ugliness may be diverse, but the diversified ways in which it is
experienced and expressed seems to be universal notions. This may be
read as a controversial claim, for not only might subjectivity counter it,
disparate cultures may as well. To allay the latter concern and to also
harvest more ugly notions in new fields, I now turn to cultures at some
remove from ‘western’ aesthetics – that of Asia, and especially China.
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Chapter 6 – Comparisons of Ugliness – From Claims to Critique
6. Introduction
As explained in earlier chapters, I believe there is tremendous
benefit in bringing in new perspectives and phenomenon to the
longstanding discussions of ugliness I have already overviewed. In this
chapter I bring such new material via an introduction to ugliness in Asian
aesthetics – particularly Chinese aesthetics.1 Doing so holds the promise
of introducing conceptions which may challenge or contrast themes
outside of Asia, but it also reveals commonalities which underlay the
aesthetics of humanity. Such an endeavor can only be an introduction due
to the limits of the present thesis, but even an appetizer can whet the
appetite of the reader’s interest to pursue these sources further. It also can
give an adequate taste for the offerings of aesthetics outside of ‘western’
aesthetics discourses.2 I plan to develop these topics further in my own
future research, and I hope that other aestheticians will also incorporate
Asian aesthetics into their existing menu of materials.3
By way of introduction, it strikes me as ironic to say ‘new
perspectives’ while discussing Chinese aesthetics. Any newness is only
from an outside vantage. More than any extant culture in the world,
Chinese aesthetics has the unique boon (and bane) of being astride a few
thousand years of continuous material culture. Through both language4
Towards the end of my writing this chapter I was introduced to Li Gengsheng’s (李更
盛) Chinese article “Treatise on Ugliness in Ancient China” (中国古代丑学思想简论)
(1994), introducing the Chinese concept of ugliness in aesthetics. I was pleased to see my
own agenda in approaching this chapter was largely echoed in the smaller article.
2 See 6.1.1. for my deep ambivalence towards ‘east’/’west’ oppositional terminology.
3 I have already started to pursue specified projects relating to the interplay of negative
and positive judgments in Asian aesthetics. A paper presented for 2016 Annual
Conference of the Society for Intercultural Philosophy at the University of Vienna, titled
“Miniature Majesty: Engaging Pénjǐng and the Kantian Sublime” is aimed at reassessing
the western conception of the aesthetic sublime via the practice of Chinese miniature
landscapes. I have also done some translation and explanatory work related to sublimity
1

in the painting of artist/theorist Guō Xī 郭熙 in Robert Clewis’ forthcoming (Fall 2018)
Sublime Reader.
4 Here I mean the Chinese script, neither pronunciation nor grammar being fixed
through millennia. This is no hindrance to the uptake of the classics – albeit at a surface
level in most cases. Two examples are common idioms based on ancient events, and

170

and cultural artifacts5 Chinese (and others, e.g. Korean, Japanese) artisans
and aesthetic audiences are aware of the works – fine art and folk art –
which compose their cultural heritage. This also allows me an
opportunity to plead forgiveness for the scope of my treatment. With
4,000 years of material available, one has to cut corners somewhere.
6.1.1. Proposal of Comparison – Some Clarifications
In this chapter I introduce the readers to examples of ugliness in
Chinese aesthetics which I feel are both interesting and informative. It is
an arbitrary task, but still of value regardless of how selective it may
appear. While I did have certain hopes (for a mixture of novelty and
normality) before collating these sources, I have taken them as I found
them. Happily, I do believe they both (i.) reorient standard ‘western’
notions of ugliness, while (ii.) reassuring us that a large part of the
‘eastern’ world shares our basic aesthetic faculties.6 I must also apologize
for the use of terminology about which I am deeply ambivalent. The
broad terms ‘western’ and ‘eastern’, are dangerously oversimplified. Any
student of the civilization(s) that appear to be gestured at by the term
‘western’ (ostensibly Anglo-European society) will acknowledge that the
overall picture is incredibly diverse. Surely there are unifying themes and
shared histories in this cluster, but even those themes are deeply diverse.7
children memorizing poems from ancient dynasties as part of their elementary writing
classes.
5 The classics of China, whether they be Song Dynasty paintings, Tang Dynasty poems,
Shang dynasty bronzes, et al., have formed a kind of material repertoire which – through
both reverential preservation and incredibly durable manufacture – still inform the
living cultures of China (and East Asia). This is a boon and bane, because there is a
challenge in relating to such a massive inheritance and reactions have ranged the
spectrum of embrace to rejection. Such a cultural inheritance looms large in the psyche of
many Chinese artisans and aesthetic audiences.
6 Here I admit one of the tenets of my thesis relating to intercultural studies: Humanity is
richly diverse, but deeply unified in the makeup of their cognitive and affective faculties.
These common elements can be modified greatly by culture and experience, but at heart
(心), humans are humans regardless of locale. This is in opposition to racial or
ethnological theories which claim significant differences of intellectual constitution due
to ethnographic/geographic constitution (e.g. Nietzsche or Li Zehuo. A summary of the
latter’s views on Chinese aesthetics can be found in Cheng & Bunnin (2002).
7 Greco-Roman culture (one such pillar of the ‘west’) is itself richly diverse and has
internal conflicts. The same goes for Judeo-Christian religious influence. All this to say,
when the term ‘western’ is used, we may rightly ask: “Which western?” or “Which part
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This being said, there is a discernable (if vague) difference in mass
approach between western cultures and eastern cultures. When I
succumb to ease and convention in using ‘west/east’ terminology, what I
hope to engender is the awareness of the discreet (but discrete) realms
which the two compared groups exemplify.8 While there are tremendous
differences among European and North-American cultures, there are also
internal commonalities which can be set up for comparison with EastAsian cultures. Likewise, East-Asia is interminably diverse, but I attempt
to highlight commonalities in Chinese aesthetic culture to compare
strands with strands, while not claiming to critique a hemisphere’s worth
of fabric.
6.1.2. Procedure of Comparison – Some Categories
Unlike previous chapters, I have had to avail myself of a partly
chronological approach to ugliness in East Asian aesthetics (hereafter
EAA). I am only able to pursue this in part, having a couple of other
categories which are too broad, historically, to fit a chronological
sequence. Thus, I begin with a short discussion of the terms for ugliness
in Chinese (and mention another EAA conception); next I present a few
classical mentions of ugliness; last, I note ugliness as situated in aesthetic
culture (both folk art and fine art). More than my other chapters, the
material at hand is like Eco (2007), Bailey (2012), or Henderson’s (2015)
compendiums. But it is more textual than the first two and less thematic
than all three. I also aim to gently analyze the material presented, and so
at the end of this chapter I collate the aspects of ugliness using my
notations, briefly comparing and contrasting EAA ugliness with the
conceptions in previous chapters.

of western society?” before proceeding very far. Ask a southern Italian about northern
Italy (or reverse), or an American southerner (myself) about New England, and you will
find many chinks in any monolithic conception. Europe today (and always) may be the
supreme example of this – consider the diversity within such a small geographic region.
Asia is no less diverse.
8 To signal my ambivalence about the artificiality of this divide, I usually put scare
quotes (‘‘) around these phrases.
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6.2.

Chinese and EAA Conceptions of Ugliness
6.2.1.

Etymologies: Naming the Ugly

Other writers in ugliness (Athanassoglou-Kallmyer (2003), Eco
(2007), Henderson (2015)) fleshed out the general notion of ugliness by
collecting various synonyms for the word. They also went some length to
show how ugliness may have derived from some etymological
association with fear or revulsion.9 Like its counterparts in other
languages, the terms relating to ugliness in Chinese appear to be
polysemous.10 Here I note a few locutions relating to ugliness to
demonstrate its range in EAA. Apart from presenting an Eco-inspired
grouping of contemporary synonyms of ugliness, I have restricted myself
to ancient appearances to avoid the claim of westernization of
conceptions.11 The topic is philologically demanding but philosophically
intriguing and holds promise of a more dedicated study.12
While the association of ugliness with beauty can be misleading, it
the commonplace notion of what defines the negative term.13 This holds
in EAA as well, due to the nature of negative language. If beauty (美 měi)
is the positive value, it is also the term to be negated to indicate a negative
value. Thus, we find plenty of instances of ‘not-beautiful’ morphemes: 不

E.g. the Online Etymological Dictionary entry (etymonline.com/word/ugly), last
accessed 5/23/18.
10 Concerns over my claim of investigating EAA instead of merely Chinese Aesthetics
should be allayed by a linguistic reminder: EA cultures with deeply sophisticated
aesthetic literature and practice (e.g. Korea and Japan) adopted Chinese script in
formative periods of their history. Korean script and Japanese scripts both postdate
Chinese, which was used in both regions alongside of and before those regions finalized
their own scripts. Thus the characters described as cognates of ugliness in this section
would be understood by Korean and Japanese classicists as well.
11 Those interested in modern definitions of the English term (ugliness) in Chinese may
consult the Oxford Chinese Dictionary, whose online edition gave 丑陋的, 可怕的, and 丑
恶的 for ‘ugly’; 丑陋 and 可怕 for ‘ugliness.’ (from the academic edition (‘Premium’) of
www.oxforddictionaries.com/) last accessed 6/6/18.
12 I hope to present a fuller explanation of ugliness’ etymology from a non-EAA
perspective in article form.
13 I say misleading, not that it doesn’t serve as defining aesthetic value (positive and
negative), but that it may mislead us to think the experience of the two stand in simple,
symmetrical opposition at every level.
9

173

美 bùměi;14 勿美 wùměi;15 無美 wúměi16 each have early attestations. These
terms are used not only in their straightforward sense – of being notbeautiful aesthetically – but also in a not-beautiful moral sense. These
would be unattractive or unpraiseworthy. The drift from referencing
external to internal, expression to impression, or form to content is at play
with these terms. This dual purpose is seen even more clearly in the
following ancient term for ugly.
Not limited to negating beauty (¬美, not-měi), Chinese possesses
stand-alone characters indicating ugliness. One such character is 惡 è.
Usually interpreted only in its moral sense, 惡 è is the common word for
evil. But it also occurs in morphemes for ugliness (e.g. 醜惡 chǒu-è) and –
as shown below – also as ugliness in isolation. Other pronunciations
(determined by context) include ě (nauseated) or wù (hate, loathe). While
Chinese characters are rarely reductively idiographic,17 this character
invites speculation about the meaningfulness of the glyphs representing
the idea. The base, 心 xīn (heart-mind) is topped by 亞 yà. The latter
probably originally helped to cue up the phonetic pronunciation, but the
character (which now connotes Asia in 亞洲) could indicate crookedness
or deformity.18
For example, in Mèngzǐ (孟子), at 公孫丑下 Gōngsūnchǒuxià; Lǐqì (禮器), at 17; Xúnzi
(荀子) at Quànxué 勸學 (phrase used repeatedly in Xúnzi), et al. All taken from ctext.org;
last accessed 5/23/18. In these cases and those in the following two footnotes, individual
uses vary but the shared connotation is negation.
15 For example, in Wénzi (文子) at 上仁 shàngrén; Lǎozi Jiǎ or ‘Lǎozi A’ (老子甲) at 31.
These uses were both from Daoist texts: the relatively obscure Wénzi (文子)
(http://www.chinaknowledge.de/Literature/Daoists/wenzi.html) and the ‘Lǎozi A’ (老
子甲) an alternative version of the well-known Dàodéjīng 道德經. All taken from
ctext.org; last accessed 5/23/18.
16 For example, in Lǐjì (禮記), at jìtǒng 祭統; Shuōyuàn (說苑) at 談叢 táncóng; Xīnxù (新序)
at 雜事三 záshìsān. Interestingly, more of the 無美 wúměi morphemes are reliably
aesthetic, whereas the other two often gloss moral judgments. Of the three, this locution
holds the most aesthetic promise for future exploration. All taken from ctext.org; last
accessed 5/23/18.
17 While Chinese is sometimes known as an ideographic language, in which each
character is a depiction of an idea, it is seldom that simple. There are many characters
which do simply represent a thing, but most characters cue up associations both of
concept and pronunciation by means of their constituent radicals.
18 See, for instance, the Shouwen (说文解字) entry for 亞: 醜也象人局背之形賈侍中說以為
次弟也凡亞之屬皆從亞. The phrase seems to be saying the term is like a back (or two
14
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Although the character can represent ugliness in isolation (from
beauty), its deployment as a negative concept was linked to its positive
counterpart. Here is a classic use of the character set it in opposition to
beauty:
天下皆知美之為美，斯惡已 ; 皆知善之為善，斯不善已。
Tiānxià jiě zhī měi zhī weì měi, sī è yǐ ; jīe zhī shànzhī weí shàn, sī
bùshàn yǐ.
All the world knows the beautiful as beautiful, and thus
knows ugliness;
All the world knows the good as good, and thus the bad.19

I return to this quotation in the next section, but I see two early
connotations with the character 惡 è. Firstly, there is flexibility of use
between its indicating values of form/visuals or content/morality.
Secondly, there is a referentiality to beauty here by context and not by
character construction.20

backs), which certainly look hunched or crooked. Strengthening the sense that these are
deformed backs is the explanation’s opening character (醜 chǒu) is the more standard
word for ugly. This and other references to Shouwen taken from hanziyuan.net/
(5/28/18).
19 These are the opening lines of the second chapter of the Dàodéjīng 道德經, dating at
least from the 4th century (if not earlier – see Chan, Alan, "Laozi", The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2017). There are almost as many interpretations of the Daoist
classic as there are translations. The above is my own. Another attractive possibility
would be to allow to translate the 美 and 善 differently in their duplication: “beauty as
beautiful… good as goodly”. This would press a decision about the singular occurrence
of the negative – whether it is the thing or the adjective. My present translation aims at
retaining this ambiguity. Another translation might render the phrase as saying that
‘everyone’s obsession with (or misconstrual of) beauty is ugly.’ My thanks to Ellen
Zhang for her guidance in this tricky phrase and many concepts in this chapter.
20 I.e., the term is not a morpheme including a negation, as in the ¬美 examples. Further,
Laozi’s phrase ends with 不善 (¬good), showing he could have made use of such a
morpheme – but felt that 惡 sufficed. For those Chinese readers concerned that I may
have taken an unusual approach or think the first clause of the quote should be
considered a general value (e.g. ‘laudable’ and ‘repulsive’). But see a simple commentary
and explanation found in the 中华国学百部 edition of 道德经，李聃著;乙力注译（西安：
三秦出版社）2008 (ISBN 978-7-80628-578-7):
【注释】斯恶已：就显露出丑恶的东西来。斯，就。恶，丑，此处用作动词，显露出丑
恶。已，同“矣”语气词。斯不善已：就显露出不善的事情来。已，同“矣”。
【译文】如果天下的人都知道美好的东西是美的，那么丑恶的东西就显露出来 ; 都知道善
良的事情是善的，那么不善良的事情就显露出来了。
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While 惡 è is intriguing, readers familiar with Chinese might expect
醜 chǒu as being the more essential (and familiar) stand-alone term.21 The
constituent parts of this character are jug (酉 yǒu, perhaps with
association of wine) and ghost (or demon, 鬼 guǐ). As with 惡, the
temptation is to look for idiographic significance in both radicals, whereas
the left-hand side seems to indicate pronunciation.22 The right-hand side,
which is a ghost or demon, seems to bring in the connotation of ugliness.
Although the character has a long history with phonetic 酉 yǒu,23 its
appearance on oracle bones does not always show the association, while
the squiggly demonic form remains.24 Much less interesting, and with an
association of clownishness, is the simplified version of 醜 chǒu as 丑 –
derived from an ideograph of hand. Although we could easily jump from
the look of the character to a natural negative connotation, the early uses
of the glyph seem neutral – or positive – describing a peer, equal, or
comparison.25 There seems to have been a fairly recent shift from 惡 è to
醜 chǒu, and it is tempting to see in this a picture of the transition away
from conflating aesthetic and moral values – or at least the lightening of
ugliness’ heavy connotation.26

E.g., a modern reader would be expected to much more readily identify 醜人 as an
ugly person and 惡人 as an evil person. But this appears to be a modern association – see
醜 discussion below. Also, in addition to the Dàodéjīng 道德經, also see the Zhuāngzi 莊子
for 惡 as ugly.
21

The Shouwen (说文解字) says: 可惡也從鬼酉聲.
The jug is clearly seen in one of ugliness’ seal characters (说文解字的篆字) and
liushutong characters (六书通的字) See (http://hanziyuan.net/#醜 ), last accessed
5/28/18.
24 Ibid. Also, Li Gengsheng’s (李更盛) Chinese article “Treatise on Ugliness in Ancient
China” (中国古代丑学思想简论)(1994) takes the position that this early association with
ghost or demons arose out of early man’s association of ugliness with the supernatural
or spiritual in a negative context. P.27.
25 As shown by a search of pre-Han Dynasty texts on the Chinese Text Project electronic
database for 醜 (ctext.org) last accessed 5/28/18.
26 Conflating moral and aesthetic values is natural, I believe, and has always been a
temptation. As discussed in the section below, playing with and problematizing this idea
takes place in Zhuāngzi 莊子. I don’t think we may simply say there was a genealogy of
morals which is being represented in the relative disuse of 惡 and increase of 醜 in
modern times. Such a view would merely be reading ‘western’ narratives of
moral/aesthetic genealogies into EAA.
22
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The foregoing terms are not the only terms associated with the
negative in EAA. Like ugliness in other contexts, the concept has multiple
synonyms. Take the Chinese translation of Eco’s introduction as an
example:
醜則是：令人退避, 可怖, 恐怖, 惡心, 不宜人, 荒
怪, 可憎, 可厭, 不正當, 污濁, 骯髒, 不愉快, 可
怕, 嚇人, 夢魘似的, 令人反胃, 念人不舒服, 發臭,
令人生畏, 不高貴, 難看, 令人不悅, 累人, 忤目逆
心, 畸形, 變形 (更別提恐怖可能顯現於奇妙,極佳,
魅力,崇高等傳統上畫歸物之中). 27
Readers may wish to compare Eco’s English translation for these
terms, which I mentioned in the preceding chapter. 28 I include the
Chinese translation as a demonstration that EAA languages have a
sufficient vocabulary to reference the various phenomena of ugliness.
Although the translator was constrained to follow Eco in using
“synonyms for ugly” which “contain a reaction of disgust, if not of violent
repulsion, horror, or fear”,29 the association of the terms with ugliness is,
in my opinion, a normative description of various natural negative
aesthetic responses. Whether in English or Chinese, the term ‘ugly’ is
sometimes described with synonyms which may bring in associations of
physicality (visceral response) or morality/teleology (‘ought not’).
A few other terms further demonstrate the complexity and depth
of negative aesthetic conceptions in these cultures. The first of these
complex EAA aesthetic terms can range from ‘special’ to ‘odd’ to ‘strange’
to ‘grotesque’ – all in one morpheme. This is 奇怪 qíguài or simply 怪 guài.

Eco, Umberto. 醜的歷史 = History of Ugliness. 初版 ed. 台北市: 聯經出版事業股份有限公
司, 2008. P.16.
28 Matching the quoted Chinese above, “…ugly is: repellent, horrible, horrendous,
disgusting, disagreeable, grotesque, abominable, repulsive, odious, indecent, foul, dirty,
obscene, repugnant, frightening, abject, monstrous, horrid, horrifying, unpleasant,
terrible, terrifying, frightful, nightmarish, revolting, sickening, foetid, fearsome, ignoble,
ungainly, displeasing, tiresome, offensive, deformed, and disfigured (not to mention
how horror can also manifest itself in areas traditionally assigned to the beautiful, such
as the fabulous, the fantastic, the magical and the sublime).” Eco (2007), p.16.
29 Ibid.
27
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These made separate appearances in the listing of Eco’s synonyms above
(rendering his ‘grotesque’ with 荒怪 huāngguài and ‘fabulous’ with 奇妙
qímiào). Introducing her commentary on Pu Songling’s (蒲松齡) Strange
Tales (聊齋誌異), Judith T. Zeitlin helps explain the ambiguous role of 怪
guài among synonyms for the strange.30 While noting that ‘strange’ isn’t
an exact translation, it serves as “counterpart of three key Chinese
characters, yi (different), guai (anomalous), and qi (marvelous). These
characters are common synonyms and are frequently defined in terms of
one another.” She notes the three characters (the latter two composing the
奇怪 qíguài term) can be combined in various compounds which remain in
the realm of the unusual or strange. Despite their nearness, Zeitlin does
point out their differences, with yì (异) being having “the broadest range”
to indicate “difference”.31 Interestingly, she says that 怪 guài is the more
limited, with a stronger connotation of strange and even trending
negative, and that 奇 qí most aesthetic.32 Her explanation gives insights
into the flexibility of these terms:
’Guai’ has the narrowest span of meanings [among the three] –
weird, uncanny, freakish, abnormal, unfathomable – and
carries the most pejorative flavor. As the late Ming writer Feng
Menglong (1574-1646) phrased it, ‘All in all, guai is not a pretty
thing.’ In keeping with its rather baleful connotations, guai also
designates the demonic spirit of animals, plants, and
inanimate things. ‘Qi’, which has enjoyed the most consistent
history as a term of aesthetic appraisal, covers the area of rare,
original, fantastic, amazing, odd. Although qi is usually an
index of high praise, the term is potentially negative in that it
designates a deviation from the norm.33

Zeitlin (1993).
Zeitlin (1993), p.5.
32 Egan (2006) also gives insight, via Ouyang Xiu, on how ugliness (or beauty) can result
from strange excess via imbalance: “… things that are exceptionally beautiful or ugly are
so because of an imbalance in their life-breath (qizhipian 氣之偏).” Cf. pp. 117-119.
33 Ibid., p.6. Bold emphasis mine. Note the association of “demonic spirit” – which
sounds too strong in English (the old daemon would be better) – in guai and in the makeup of chou. The strange and the ugly in EAA seem to have mysterious (and potentially
negative) spiritual connotations.
30
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EAA has this term which fluctuates between special and strange,
and whose enigmatic valuation can range from the disturbingly negative
to the curiously appreciative.34
Before closing this section, there is an EAA term that has become
popularized in ‘western’ art and design circles at the onset of the 21st
century. This is the quasi-Japanese concept of wabi-sabi. While the terms
wabi (侘) and sabi (寂) are indeed old and significant Japanese aesthetic
conceptions, their forming a compound (in English or Japanese) is recent
development.35 Taken separately, they have long represented similar
sentiments of a type of valuation which combines negative and positive
associations in one. Andrew Juniper describes the original melancholic
associations of the two terms before giving an updated definition. “The
word wabi 侘 comes from the verb wabu, which means to languish, and
the adjectives wabishii, which was used to describe sentiments of
loneliness, forlornness, and wretchedness.”36 He says that “[o]ne of the
Here I am tempted to say ‘bi-valenced’, but this misleads into a sense of duality.
‘Ambi-valenced’ would be better, but it tends to engender indecision or reservation of
judgment. There is tension and play in experiences of 奇怪 qíguài or other complicated
aesthetic experiences, in which the constituent parts may be felt as negative in isolation,
but which as a whole are valued positively. And so duality of values can only be
ascribed if the sense is limited to the presence of oppositions, without claiming these lack
tight relation or resolution in a singular experience.
35 The English phrase is a portmanteau claimed by Leonard Koren. While he and other
writers are clear that the terms wabi and sabi both have a long pre-modern history of
independent and even synonymous (or proximate) use, Koren claims to be the first
writer to combine them as he does. In his first book on the topic – Wabi-sabi for Artists,
Designers, Poets & Philosophers (published in 1994, republished 2008) – Koren uses the
hyphenated phrase with only a mention of its muddled origin (pp.10-11). But in his
second work, Wabi-sabi: Further Thoughts (2015) he explains on pp.13-14 and 75-76 that
the conjoined term did not even exist in Japanese dictionaries prior to his first writing.
Notice that he is not claiming to have coined the term(s), but to be the first to (i.)
introduce them as a compound conception; (ii.) explicate the concept for a ‘western’
audience. In my limited research his claims appear to be correct, and though his work
makes no claims of being academic, I feel he ought to receive more credit in the works
which have built on his foundational aesthetic primer (E.g. Juniper (2003) builds upon
Koren’s work and lists it as a source, but does not indicate how closely it follows the
earlier writing).
36 Juniper (2003), p.49. He also notes how these negative senses were used positively
very early on: “However, these very negative connotations were used in a much more
positive way by the literati of the Kamakura and Muromachi periods to express a life
that was liberated from the material world. A life of poverty was the Zen ideal for a
monk seeking the ultimate truth of reality, and so from these negative images came the
34
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first references to the word sabi 寂 in a literary sense was made by the
poet Fujiwara No Toshinari, who used it to convey a sense of desolation,
employing such visual images as reeds that had been withered by frost.”37
The conjunction of these terms refers to the aesthetic impression
given by the worn simplicity of elements and environments in certain
Japanese settings. The easiest reference point for such settings is that of
the sober Sen no Rikyū-established tea ceremony, or perhaps the famous
Ryōan-ji rock gardens of Kyoto. One writer describes the phrase as
indicating a “rustic and desolate beauty” and “a crude or often faded
beauty that correlates with a dark, desolate sublimity.”38 Another calls it
“a beauty of things imperfect, impermanent, and incomplete. It is a
beauty of things modest and humble. It is a beauty of things
unconventional.”39 Notice how often the word ‘beauty’ is used in these
descriptions. Yet that positive aesthetic term (in this case) must refer
chiefly to a positive appraisal of an object or experience rather than
referring to conventionally beautiful formal attributes of the object or
experience.40 The same writer, Leonard Koren, makes the strongest claim:
“Wabi-sabi is the most conspicuous and characteristic feature of what we
poetic ideal of a man who has transcended the need for the comforts of the physical
world and has managed to find peace and harmony in the simplest of lives.”
37 Ibid. The author explains (following Koren’s earlier pattern) by showing how these
features dovetailed with Buddhistic notions: “This pattern of use increased, as did the
spirit of utter loneliness and finality implied by the term, and it went hand in hand with
the Buddhist view on the existential transience of life known as mujo. The concept of
mujo, taken from the Sanskrit anitya meaning transience or mutability, forms the axis
around which Zen philosophy revolves, and it has long been integrated with the
philosophies of the Japanese artistic community. The idea that nothing remains
unchanged and that all sentient beings must dies has always added the touch of finality
and brings perspective to all actions of mankind.”
38 Prusinski (2012), pp. 25-49. Prusinksi’s writing, which contains a welcome
autobiographical account in its latter portion, trends a bit melancholy. The writing leans
heavily on Andrijauskas (2003) and makes no reference to Koren’s works.
39 Koren (2008), p.7.
40 I say ‘conventional’ because I believe that wabi-sabi can be called beautiful both at the
level of appraisal and at the level of its ‘formal attributes’. But due to the attendant
presence of conceptual aspects (cued up by formal attributes), there is a natural tendency
to judge the thing as a negative thing (ugly, decayed, misshapen, etc.). But my claim is
that this is simply another (intermediate) level obtaining between the presence of
positive features and a potentially positive overall assessment. The details of this sort of
reasoning are laid out in the following chapters.
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think of as traditional Japanese beauty. It occupies roughly the same
position in the Japanese pantheon of aesthetic values as do the Greek
ideals of beauty and perfection in the West.”41
With all this talk of beauty it may seem easy to forget the negative
cues also given in the above: “loneliness”, “desolation”, “withered”,
“imperfect”, “incomplete”, et al. These last two have already been set
forth by previously surveyed writers as ugliness proper (S2 UNP, S6 N).42
And so the experience of wabi-sabi is not a simple beauty, but one wherein
notions of negative and positive intermingle. Man-made objects are likely
to be worn, weathered, gnarled, rough – in other words, well-used and
the afore-mentioned ‘rustic’. They lack pretension and invite
contemplation through their warm surfaces. Natural objects are selected
for similar characteristics, all of which demonstrate the passage of time
and transience (or resilience?) of life.
Two notes before leaving wabi-sabi. Firstly, the reader should
understand that wabi-sabi or its related terms43 are not minor strains in the
chorus of Japanese aesthetic values. They feature predominantly, and yet
their material culture (worn, misshapen, simple) and conceptualassociations (asymmetry, incompleteness, decay) goes against much of
what has been suggested as features or aspects of ‘western’ beauty. But
wabi-sabi is held to be beautiful. This awaits exploration and resolution in
the remaining chapters. Secondly, wabi-sabi, while uniquely Japanese, is

Koren (2008), p.21. Notice the use of the term beauty in Juniper’s (2003) definition:
“Wabi sabi is an intuitive appreciation of a transient beauty in the physical world that
reflects the irreversible flow of life in the spiritual world. It is an understated beauty that
exists in the modest, rustic, imperfect, or even decayed, an aesthetic sensibility that finds
a melancholic beauty in the impermanence of all things.” P.51.
42 Here is Koren’s explication of imperfection in wabi-sabi from his later work (2015):
“Imperfection. Iconographically, wabi-sabi is often represented by the entropic processes
of nature made visible. Entropy precipitates chaos and unpredictability, and this
produces variety and interest. ‘Irregularity,’ rather than ‘imperfection,’ is probably a
more apt term, but imperfection has more resonance. Imperfection also implies a
‘spiritual condition.’ Under the right circumstances, imperfection-embodied things can
arouse a sense of empathy. It was this empathetic bond between objects and beholder
that wabi-era tea masters idealized.” P.50.
43 See Prusinski’s (2012) article or Juniper’s (2003) glossary (pp.161-162) for related terms.
41
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not a concept which sprang ex-nihilo from the soil of Japan. As writers
note, Zen (or Chan) Buddhism, itself informed by Taoism, arrived from
China to play a formative role in Japanese aesthetics.44 This was strongly
informed by Shinto naturalism, but I contend it best to understand both
Zen and Taoist strains as being highly amenable to Shinto aesthetic
sensibilities. Further, material culture (such as paintings) from China
helped to suggest aesthetic forms which would inform the material
culture of wabi-sabi aesthetics. From my own research I would like to add
that there were other Chinese artworks that supplied forms of inspiration
for this strain of Japanese taste. These include penjing and bonsai trees and
scenery, scholar and garden stones, and (their most diminutive cousins)
brush-rests and inkwells. But this is at the threshold of the next section, in
which discussions of ugliness and difficult-beauty are situated in EAA.
The forgoing has demonstrated already that EAA is intercultural
within itself (e.g. Chinese-Japanese interplay), and that this section’s
attention to Chinese aesthetics is not entirely arbitrary, but rather is
fundamental to understanding EAA at large. Also, through the limited
tracing of 惡 è, 醜 chǒu, 怪 guài, and 侘-寂 wabi-sabi has shown the rich
terminological diversity of potentially negative aesthetic concepts in EAA.
Readers may have wondered where I would address the thorny issue of
incommensurability, which has not appeared until this point. I delayed its
appearance intentionally, not because I wished to deny the issue of
difficulty in translating (or understanding) terms taken from disparate
cultures, but rather because I wished to demonstrate the lengths we can
go in approaching an understanding of terms by putting our best
attempts forward.45 The excitement in exploring terms interculturally is
Juniper, pp.15-21; Koren (2008), pp.15-16; Prusinksi, 34-40.
No doubt this results in at least two opinions. For the first group of opinions we may
suppose there are those whose native language/culture is situated in EAA, and they
may feel the English renderings or explanations cannot do the term justice. For the
second group, they may represent those who were unfamiliar with the terms presented,
and have found themselves now more informed (though not entirely) as to the presence
of interesting or novel conceptions in other cultures. It is for the benefit of the latter
group that I mainly wrote, and I beg the patience of the former group. No doubt a more
44
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largely in wrestling with new and expansive conceptions – some of which
may resist simple parallels in home cultures, and others of which may
resonate with a chord which was already present, though perhaps silent.
6.2.2. Chronologies: EAA Ugliness over Time
As noted in the above section, the characters which signify ugliness
have an extremely long history.46 While these terms have gone through
various permutations (cf. 醜 chǒu above), the antiquity of their continued
use is impressive when compared to their relatively recent counterparts in
‘western’ aesthetics.47 But even if the terms are venerable, might the
concepts which they represent today be recent inventions? Below I give a
few examples of ancient EAA discussions of ugliness to demonstrate how
the idea was employed.
6.2.2.1.

Ugliness in Laozi’s Dàodéjīng 道德經 – 6th C. BC48

In the preceding section I gave my rendering of Laozi’s (老子)
opening lines to the second chapter of what is called the Dàodéjīng 道德經.
天下皆知美之為美，斯惡已 ; 皆知善之為善，斯不善
已。
All the world knows the beautiful as beautiful, and thus knows
ugliness;
All the world knows the good as good, and thus the bad.

intimate, natural knowledge of those conceptions will allow them to provide a more
precise explication of EAA terminology. If, however, the case is made for ineffability, I
would suggest that all cultures have conceptions of all sorts which fail to be fully
explicable – even in their own language. This shouldn’t hinder us from sharing them –
albeit haltingly – with others.
46 惡 è and 怪 guài occur in the seal script (说文解字的篆字), and 醜 chǒu even appears in
the early oracle bone carvings (甲骨文). See search terms in hanziyuan.net (last accessed
6/4/18).
47 In English, ‘ugly’ from the medieval period (www.etymonline.com/word/ugly).
‘Deformity’ claims an older pedigree, from the Latin deformitas
(www.etymonline.com/word/deformity), and ‘disgust’ may be the most venerable if its
gustatory root of taste is from the Proto-Indo-European word for taste, seen directly in
French (goût et dégoût) or Italian (gusto e disgusto) (www.etymonline.com/word/disgust).
Chinese, permutations notwithstanding, has the unique character of retaining the actual
forms of terms throughout the millennia.
48 See note 15 above on dating Laozi and his text. I have decided to go along with the
strand of tradition which holds Laozi as the older sage. Additionally, in the case of both
the Dàodéjīng and Zhuāngzi I not address the fractious opinions over the unity (historical
or literary) of these two texts, and simply treat them – as has long been done – as units.
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I mentioned the quote as an example of 惡 è and to show that
ancient writers did not have to only rely on negations of beauty (e.g. 不美
bùměi; 勿美 wùměi; 無美 wúměi) which were being used. I also pointed out
that the term for beauty (美) and the term for ugliness (惡) could relate to
moral judgments or other kinds of value besides aesthetic forms. But the
context (the second stanza) gives place to these kinds of judgments and
seems to more narrowly direct the first line to an aesthetic reading.
Yet 惡 è seems to retain flexibility within the Dàodéjīng, signifying
general disapproval or displeasure. It appears in chapter 8 as that which
is ‘disliked’,49 and in chapter 20 as the opposition of good.50 Chapters 31
and 73 employ the term for foreboding evil or disaster – the former
associated with weapons51 and the latter with Heaven’s whims.52 Perhaps
most interesting, apart from chapter 2 (discussed again below) is 24. In
the context of avoiding ostentatious actions (or posturing) there is a
phrase: “…其在道也，曰：餘食贅行。物或惡之…” saying that such a life
appears as loathsome (惡之) from the perspective of the Dao (其在道也，
曰). But the comparison of loathsome things is important. Today “餘食贅
行” might be read as ‘excessive food and superfluous action’. This is in
the realm of a value judgment, and (like other forms of ugliness – e.g.
kitsch or surfeit) it offends by excess. But the old Legge translation renders
the phrase as “remnants of food, or a tumour on the body, which all

“水善利萬物而不爭，處衆人之所惡” – “The excellence of water appears in its
benefiting all things, and in its occupying, without striving (to the contrary), the low
place which all men dislike.” James Legge translation, from ctext.org. Section 42 uses the
term in a similar manner.
50 “…唯之與阿，相去幾何？善之與惡，相去若何？” – “The (ready) 'yes,' and (flattering)
'yea;' Small is the difference they display. But mark their issues, good and ill; What space
the gulf between shall fill?” James Legge translation, from ctext.org. Here Legge’s
rhyming translation seems quite loose, but the “善之與惡” is simple enough to be
glossed as ‘good and ill’ (good and evil). Compare this pairing with Laozi’s earlier use of
the two terms in chapter 2.
51 “夫佳兵者，不祥之器，物或惡之，故有道者不處。” – “Now arms, however beautiful,
are instruments of evil omen, hateful, it may be said, to all creatures.” James Legge
translation, from ctext.org. For a discussion of this passage, see Zhang (2012).
52 “天之所惡，孰知其故？” – “When Heaven's anger smites a man, Who the cause shall
truly scan?” James Legge translation, from ctext.org.
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dislike.”53 The idea of deformation – superfluous form - relates easily to
ugliness, and Legge’s rendition is based on a classic association of 行 with
形 (shape/form).54 Thus, the generally negative 惡 è describes the
detestable perceived experience – both of excessive behaviour and its
metaphors.
Before leaving the Dàodéjīng it should be noted that chapter 2’s use
of ugliness is situated in a prototypically ‘Daoist-ic’ context. The chapter
is a setting forth of how all that is arises naturally from the interplay of
opposites, who effortless harmony encompasses all things. The ideal
human existence will likewise be in harmony which such a variegated
reality. Here it becomes easy to see why the yin-yang emblem would be
used to symbolize this view. Placed at the onset of this discussion, 美 and
惡 are essential ingredients in our experience of reality. While this
philosophy may guide its adherents towards peace within such a cosmos
and a downplaying of duality, note that the polar values are not entirely
lost. The phrase may easily be read in an epistemological sense: our
recognition of one value (in this case the positive) also implies our
recognition of its opposite.55 This intuitively strong claim about ugliness
speaks to ugliness’ referentiality (S1 OPP, F3 BD, P2 REF) without committing
to specific notions of beauty.
6.2.2.2. Ugliness in Zhuangzhou’s Zhuāngzi 莊子 – 4th C. BC56

Ibid.
Cf., 高明, & 老子. (1996). 帛書老子校注 (第 1 版 ed., 新編諸子集成 ; 第一辑). 北京: 中華
書局, p.336. I am grateful to Simon Wong for introducing these commentaries.
55 I think an ontological claim is also here, for if we are aware of various dualisms there
must be a presentation of the constituent dualities. If the two were melded to the point of
indistinction (or, more literally, indifference) there would be no duality to address.
Ostensibly Daoism and other eastern religions (perhaps Buddhism or Hinduism) may
view this reality as a propaedeutic for the personal resolving of duality into oneness, but
the claims made stand epistemologically and ontologically as assertions of aesthetic
values and oppositions.
56 This locution is something of a misnomer, as often in English we say Zhuangzi for
both the man and the book. Like Laozi’s person and work, the historicity of both are
sometimes challenged. See the discussion in Chad Hansen’s article "Zhuangzi", in The
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2017).
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The eminently readable Zhuāngzi presents the researcher with the
opposite problem of the Dàodéjīng. Not only are the references to ugliness
clear, but there are so many that I am forced to only glean a few examples
and leave others for future work. Another difference between Dàodéjīng
and Zhuāngzi is the latter’s literary range used to express negative
aesthetic features or experiences. Like the former, he uses 惡 è for both
general negativity and sometimes specifically aesthetic negative. He also
uses 醜 chǒu – the narrower word for ugly, and 厲 lì, which perhaps (in
the context) might be called stern or severe. Importantly, often when
Zhuāngzi uses these ugly terms they are affixed to 人 rén, referring to ugly
people or personal ugliness.57 Readers familiar with Zhuāngzi will know
that ugliness of people and things is often used paradoxically – indeed
some of the more paradoxical uses of ugliness occur in sections which do
not mention the terms for ugly (惡 or 醜) at all. I mention three of these
after mentioning three of Zhuāngzi’s uses of ugly terminology.
In the Inner Chapters (內篇), at the section “Seal of Virtue
Complete” (德充符),58 there is a story of a man of Wei, named Ai-tai Ta
(哀駘它 – an inauspicious name of sad-exhaustion). Although the man has
neither great rhetoric, nor wealth, nor position, nor knowledge, the
people around him are desperately attracted to him. His father-in-law
wishes to be in his constant presence, and his wife says, “I had more than
ten times rather be his concubine than the wife of any other man.” (“婦人
見之，請於父母曰『與為人妻，寧為夫子妾』”)59 The great mystery in the
story is how this attraction is possible – for the man is exceedingly ugly.
Indeed, this negative description prefaces his name: “There was an ugly
man in Wei…” (“衛有惡人焉…”). Twice the storyteller informs us that the
man was “ugly enough to scare the whole world” (“果以惡駭天下”). The
moral of the story is to be that the man had the Daoist virtue of being
E.g., “惡人” at 德充符, “厲之人” at 天地, “醜人” at 天運, “其一人惡” at 山木.
I am here, as elsewhere, using the old translation by James Legge, from ctext.org.
59 Ibid.
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perfectly in harmonious balance with “his relation with external things”,
at one with the Dao – but importantly – not manifesting or showing forth
this attainment. The result is that all are drawn to his person. There is – as
if a bonus for discussion of ugliness – an illustration within the story of
piglets suckling their dead mother. After a few moments they realize that
she – the ‘she’ she formerly was – is gone. The macabre image is both
telling and tender. It illustrates that the animating spirit is the source of
affinity and not the form: “What they had loved in their mother was not
her bodily figure, but what had given animation to her figure.” (“所愛
其母者，非愛其形也，愛使其形者也。”).60 Hence the entire story hinges
on the contrast of reality and appearance, of apparent form and true
content. The fulcrum point of this hinge is great attraction in the presence
of great ugliness.
I mention Chinese idioms (成语) again below, but one which may
have received its strength from Zhuāngzi deals with ugliness (醜) to teach
a point about appropriateness and authenticity. One of China’s classic
Four Beauties (四大美女), Xīshī (西施) was a woman of bedazzling beauty.
Stories of her entrancing fish (to the point of drowning) and men (to the
point of neglect of duty) illustrate her overpowering loveliness. In
Zhuāngzi’s section “Revolution of Heaven” (天運) we have the humorous
story of an ugly woman spying Xīshī’s beauty, even while frowning (“故
西施病心而矉其里，其里之醜人見而美之…”).61 With a false correlation,
the ugly lady assumes the grimace caused (or, perhaps enhanced) the
beauty. Accordingly, she goes home and starts grimacing and girning –
which only magnifies her ugliness. The people clamber to shut up their
homes and hide from the hideous sight.62 Just as clothes do not make a
monkey man (the neighboring story), expressions do not engender
beauty.

Ibid.
Ibid.
62 “其里之富人見之，堅閉門而不出；貧人見之，挈妻子而去之走。” Ibid.
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Against the story above we have another playfully paradoxical tale
of ugliness in Zhuāngzi’s section “Tree on the Mountain” (山木). While
more potentially misogynistic than the former,63 it serves as one of the
writer’s clearest explanations that true beauty (and ugliness) is not ‘skin
deep.’ An innkeeper in the Song (宋) kingdom “had two concubines – one
beautiful, the other ugly.” (“其一人美，其一人惡”)64 The traveler, who
related the story, finds that the household treats the beautiful
exceptionally poorly and the ugly exceptionally well. Puzzled, he inquires
of a boy in the house. “The beauty knows her beauty, and we do not
recognise it. The ugly one knows her ugliness, and we do not recognise
it.” (“其美者自美，吾不知其美也；其惡者自惡，吾不知其惡也。”).65
Implicit in this explanation is that the beautiful was proud of her beauty,
whereas the ugly was humble (ostensibly because of her ugliness). Since
such pride is felt to be an ugly trait, and such humility beautiful, the
expected respect and relation to each woman was reversed. As with ugly
Ai-tai Ta, there is a sense in which ugliness does not make one ugly, and
beauty does not make one beautiful.66
Time and space prevent further examination of ugly terms in
Zhuāngzi but there are other cases in which a negative character is used.67
Zhuāngzi goes to great lengths in challenging societal norms and values in his era.
Often these were informed by Confucianist virtues and conventions, but they also
appear to challenge our thinking about more universal or foundational ideas (e.g.
repulsion & attraction; effort & achievement). But even so, the writer is a creature of his
time and in describing it (and challenging it) he writes in the broad framework of
gendered roles and traditional relationships. Perhaps contemporary readers would like
to see these institutions (e.g. concubinage) challenged, but not only might this be
anachronistic, it may also be that the intensely personal revolution of belief and
behaviour envisaged would necessarily upend these other aspects of culture.
64 Legge, from ctext.org.
65 Ibid.
66 Rather than dismissing this as mere equivocation, I consider this idea a normative use
of the terms without confusion. This is how people (ancient or modern, ‘east’ or ‘west’)
describe the appearance of situations – in reference both to their formal content and to
the expressive, spiritual content. I take up this idea again in closing chapters.
67 For example, in the 天地 section, an “ugly man” (Legge’s gloss of 厲之人 – a severelyfeatured man) rushes in eagerly to view his newborn son – fearful that it might be like
him. In section 知北遊, life is called beautiful because “it is spirit-like and wonderful,”
while death is called ugly because “of its foetor and putridity”. (“是其所美者為神奇，其
所惡者為臭腐”) Yet the latter can transform again into the former, and vice-versa (臭腐復
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There are also cases which deal with ideas connected to ugliness or
negative aesthetic experiences. One example of the latter use of negative
aesthetic features is the well-known story of Butcher Dīng (庖丁), in the
section “Nourishing the Lord of Life” (養生主).68 In this poetic tale, the
butcher is slaughtering an animal for ruler Wénhuì, who is amazed by the
worker’s skill and form. The agile rhythm of the butcher’s movements
and the sounds of the flesh being rent is compared to “the dance of ‘the
Mulberry Forest’ and the blended notes of the ‘King Shou.’”69 Both the
dance and the music were great works of artistry and ritual, and
comparing the bloody dismembering of an ox carcass to these establishes
a stark contrast. The ruler asks the butcher about his art, who replies that
his devotion to the Dao has allowed him to penetrate and separate the
meat from the bones effortlessly. What are tendinous knots to others are
empty spaces to him, and thus his knife, never dulling, finds ease in its
work. The whole event, in the butchers actions and answer, speaks of a
lofty spiritual attainment. The paradox is the transformation of a
gruesome (and lowly) occupation into a beautiful engagement with the
Dao.
The Zhuāngzi is redolent with playful scenes like this, many of
them employing curious, strange, and sometimes ugly characters and
objects. I close this too brief look at Zhuāngzi by mentioning two stories
about trees. In the “Heaven and Earth” section (天地). Describing the fate
of a hundred-year-old tree (百年之木), we read that part is taken to be
used for a ceremonial vessel, and part is thrown off in a ditch. The former
is carved and painted, while the other lies neglected as rubbish. In terms
of their appearance they then differ: one is beautiful and one is ugly (“則
化為神奇，神奇復化為臭腐). Section 天地 says a man in harmony with the Dao is at
peace with unity in diversity, and among his traits is his ability to not be disgusted when
impoverished (“不醜窮”) – we might say, finds poverty ‘not ugly.’ In section 秋水 and
other sections the ugly character 醜 chǒu is again used. In these it may describe a type of
depreciation (even of self), displeasure, or disgust.
68 Legge’s translation, from ctext.org.
69 Ibid.
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美惡有間矣”).70 But they both are alike in being separated from their true
nature – that of being a tree. In fact, the section “Enjoyment in Untroubled
Ease” (逍遙遊) tells of a tree that - though large – is knotted and gnarly
beyond use. Or so it seems. This ugly tree avoids being felled (and also
could provide a place of rest) through its uselessness, which proves to be
quite useful. In its various guises, ugliness in Zhuāngzi challenges
normative ways of thinking and serves as tool to reorient the reader’s
view of reality.
6.2.2.3. Ugliness Elsewhere – Notes on Confucianism and
Literature71
The two texts surveyed above have both been Daoist, which forms
the most interesting resource for early discussions of ugliness in Chinese
philosophies. This is not only because of the pictorial language used by
the above writers, but also in their avowed interest in highlighting both
beauty and ugliness in the totality of reality. For Zhuāngzi especially it
serves as a means of challenging perspectives. But early Confucianist
writers also had an interest in beauty and the arts. I briefly consider
implications for ugliness within early Confucianist writers before moving
on to interesting mentions of ugliness in other Chinese literature. Due to
limited space in this thesis I have been unable to explore Confucianist
notions of ugliness as fully as Daoism, but this is also due to inherent
differences in attention to aesthetic disvalue.
As for Confucianist ideas of ugliness, it never receives the attention
as in the Daoist texts above. Beauty (or praiseworthiness) is discussed and
sometimes negated, but mainly we are left to infer what Confucius and
his followers would have said about the concept of ugliness. One reason
for this is the utilitarian strain in these writers as regards aesthetics.
Vincent Yu-chung Shih, while introducing his translation of The Literary
Ibid.
As I anticipate an audience more familiar with English names of Chinese figures, I
have left Kǒngzǐ (孔子) as Confucius, Rújiā 儒家 as Confucianism, Mèngzǐ (孟子) as
Mencius, etc.
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Mind and the Carving of Dragons (文心雕龍) provides an excellent
summary of the early Confucianist stance towards the arts.72 Comparing
Confucius’ ideas with that of Plato, he says that “Confucius and others
after him valued art chiefly for its moral effect on the conduct of the
people, frequently mixing moral with literary and poetic issues.”73 Of
course readers of the Analects (論語) will remember that Confucius
treasured music and poetry,74 but these never leave the orbit of teaching
virtue: “This apparent love of beauty or form on the part of Confucius,
however, is completely overbalanced by his underlying utilitarian
motive.”75 Mencius and Xunzi are held by Shih to have written more
earnestly and extensively about aesthetic considerations, some of which
would influence Chinese art critics after them.76 But as with their
predecessor, emphasis was on virtue, behaviour, and duty, with any hints
at negative aesthetic judgment being the negating of beauty/good (美).
In section 2.1. I mentioned the negation of beauty (¬美, not-měi) as
a way of describing displeasure or disapproval – synonymous with the
idea of ugly or bad. In my notes to the three terms (不美 bùměi; 勿美
wùměi; 無美 wúměi) I pointed out that much of this type of negative
prefixing takes place in Confucianist writings.77 My grouping these
characters in pairs does not mean that they occur as a unit or morpheme;
the negative can often be read as ‘did not praise’, ‘would not laud’, ‘is not
praiseworthy’, all of which might be glossed as an adjective (e.g.
unpraiseworthy, loathsome) but they may also be read as a negated verb.

Hsieh (2015). Pp.x-xiv.
Ibid., p.x.
74 See, for example, his comments on beauty (especially per music) in the Bāyì section 八
佾, see also the Shùér 述而 and Tàibó 泰伯 sections, where his enjoyment of music is
recorded. Yet though poetry (or the Book of Poetry, 詩) is often mentioned, it is used as a
vehicle to teach lessons on virtue.
75 Hsieh (2015), p.x.
76 For example, Mengzi’s comments on qì 气 (in 公孫丑上), and in Xunzi’s generalized
use of 文學 as “learning” rather than “literature”. These two ideas are among those
pointed out by Shi as influencing later literary critics. Ibid, pp.xi-xiv.
77 See notes 11-13 above for sample references.
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Although my research of these terms has been limited relative to the
singular terms associated with ugliness, these are seen to refer to praise
(or lack of praise) in discussions of virtue.
Moving on to other mentions of ugliness in Chinese aesthetics, I
turn now to a quick glance at literature. Some of the themes introduced
above will recur in these sources. Around the 8th century BC the historian
Liú Zhījī (劉知幾) made the case for his craft by claiming it was the only
way to memorialize (and immortalize) the differences between examples
of “good and the evil” and without which “both beauty and ugliness
would have perished forever.”78 In a Daoist hagiography from the 1st
century BC, Liú Xiàng (劉向) tells several stories of how individuals
achieved immortality or evinced supernatural abilities. His Lives of the
Immortals (列仙傳) often speaks of unusual and strange-looking Daoist
adepts, such as “Duzi (“Master Calf”)” who “alternated between robust
youth and old age, good looks and ugliness” for hundreds of years.79
Note the change from early Daoist inversions of ugliness for lessons in
spiritual realities to it becoming a curious mark of the quest (alchemical or
occult) towards unending life. In a castigating tone, one of the chroniclers
of the 7th century AD Jìnshū (晉書) record that the eccentric Ruǎn Jí (阮籍)
was known not only as a reckless breaker of convention, but also a
corrupter of the youth – in pursuit of the Dao, the author claims. Often
drunk, he would let his hair down and laze about naked. Young imitators
“took him as their spiritual ancestor and said they had obtained the Root
of the Great Way. They threw away their bonnets, took off their clothes
and showed forth their ugliness like any animal.”80 Thus we have three
kinds of histories using the concept of ugliness, albeit differently. The first
(劉知幾) as a description of a life, opposite of beautiful. The second (列仙

From Lau & Minford (2000), p.329. Quoting Liu Zhiji’s Understanding History, chapter
11, transl. by Burton Watson.
79 From Lau & Minford (2000), pp.371-372. Quoting the translation of Lionel Giles.
80 From Lau & Minford (2000), p.443. Quoting the translation of Donald Holzman.
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傳) as a description of formal, physical features. The last (晉書) mingling
the physical sight with moral disapproval.
Beyond historical literature, literary criticism itself spoke of
ugliness. Lù jī’s (陸機, 261-303 AD) Essays on Literature (文賦) is a
sophisticated discussion of the art of writing, itself written in a highly
poetic manner. Towards its opening Lù jī says that while there is ample
room in literature for variety in “expression in language and the charging
of words with meaning”, we still can judge the aesthetic success of works.
Despite allowances for unique stylings, “nevertheless we may speak of
beauty and ugliness, of good and bad in each literary work.”81 He also
speaks of “Five Imperfections” – listed as “In Vacuo”, “Discord”,
“Novelty for Novelty’s Sake”, “License”, and “Insipidity”.82 Drawing
from our earlier attention to ugliness as imperfection or failure (S2 UNP),
here we may say Lù Jī is giving five facets of literary ugliness. The second
failing, discord, involves unharmonious mixtures of the negative and
positive: “As beauty and ugliness are commingled your good stuff
suffers. It is like the harsh note of a wind instrument below in the
courtyard; there is music, but no harmony.”83
The ultimate work of EAA ancient literary criticism, after Lù jī’s, is
Liú Xié’s(劉勰)’s The Literary Mind & the Carving of Dragons (文心雕龍),
written in the 5th century AD.84 This extensive treatise extends to 50
divisions (49 chapters and a preface), and covers all manner of concerns
for the art of writing – its history, ideals, creation, critique – all while

From Lau & Minford (2000), p.631. Quoting the translation of Achilles Fang. Lù jī’s text
is the penultimate classic work of Chinese literary criticism, with the ultimate being 文心
雕龍.
82 Ibid., pp.639-640.
83 Ibid., pp.639-640. I take it that the author means that the presence of ugliness has
marred the harmony, and not that the mixture of ugliness and beauty are unbalanced.
This latter option should be available (at least for the possibility of tension or tragedy),
even if it is not in sight here.
84 The English title referenced here is that of Vincent Yu-Chung Shih’s excellent
translation (1959, revised 2015). In this section I abbreviate the title as ‘The Literary Mind.’
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drawing on the examples of the body of Chinese literature.85 Like my
attenuated use of Zhuāngzi for imagery, my touching on The Literary Mind
must be painfully brief. I note a few ways in which ugliness is folded into
the larger discussion of literature.86
One way in which ugliness is employed in The Literary Mind is in
its general sense of negative aesthetic judgment. In this general sense it
amounts to displeasure at the appearance of a work or experience. By
‘appearance’ I mean the overall, cumulative effect, which includes but is
not limited to formal qualities. In his section discussing “Miscellaneous
Writings” (雜文)87 Xié speaks of the beauty of several unusual essays in
the “lien-chu” (連珠 - “string of pearls”) style.88 But after using picturesque
imagery to praise successful examples, he moves to ugly images to
denounce failures. “Others”, he laments, “intended to make strings of
pearls, but only succeeded in stringing fish eyes.”89 This idiom is followed
by another, which draws on a story (also told in Zhuāngzi90) about youth
who had gone to learn a proud “gait of Han-tan”, but ended having to
crawl back in shame to their hometown.91 These lessons on unbecoming
imitation are hammered home by the story (also in Zhuāngzi!) of the ugly
woman and Xīshī. “[Their act of imitation is as ugly as that of] the homely
neighbor woman who held her hands over her heart in imitation of the
beautiful Hsi-Shih, [with a grimace that created an effect] totally different

In my opinion, the only comparable text from the ancient period would be Aristotle’s
Poetics, which is dwarfed by Liú Xié’s (Hsieh’s) work in terms of extent of consideration
and inclusion of examples. Further, Liú Xié’s writing itself is a composition crafted with
a deliberate structure, and closing each section with a poetic distillation. Aristotle’s work
is both earlier and in some parts more analytical, but Liú Xié’s should be considered a (if
not the) classic of classical literary theory. I use Xié for ‘Hsieh’ (book’s spelling).
86 I encourage readers in aesthetics to pick up this classic text for themselves, and to note
how readily many conceptualizations about the art of writing transfer readily across
cultures and the centuries.
87 §14, Hsieh (2015), pp.97-102.
88 Translator Vincent Yu-Chung Shih used the Wade-Giles system of romanization,
which I have left for quotes from his work, accompanying them with the characters
where I could identify them. P.97.
89 Ibid. P.99.
90 At 秋水.
91 Hsieh (2015), p.99.
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from that of Hsi-Shih’s knitted brows.”92 So ugliness stands as a type of
judgment of the skill, fitness, or general success of a work.
In a narrower range, ugliness is also recognized as a concept which
is played with and employed for humor or some other utilitarian
purpose. Such is the case in section 15, on “Humor and Enigma” (諧). It
opens with examples of mockery based on someone’s personal
appearances and continues by referring to jokes made at the expense of
ugly individuals.93 The author sees those who engaged in such ribaldry
without a clear purpose as being immoral. “These loquacious writings are
a disgrace to moral principles. Are they not as unseemly as laughter from
a drowning man or riotous songs from a criminal?”94 Interestingly, Xié
finds ugly the humorous use of ugliness (or ribaldry in general) without a
‘beautifying’ purpose.95
Ugliness can also be redeemed, or (more precisely) repurposed in
other ways. It can serve as an unexpected counterpoint in literary
exaggeration. In section 37, on “Hyperbole” (夸飾), the author begins with
normal exaggerations, in which “vigorous language” makes an
“embellishment in the description.” These cases do “not do any violence
to the ideas”, but rather serve to impress upon the reader their
greatness.96 But not only does hyperbole occur with overwhelming

Ibid. The brackets “[ ]” are those of the translator.
Ibid., pp.103-104. Bulging eyes, short stature, blunt noses and odd proportions all are
mentioned.
94 Ibid., p.105.
95 As this section and others (e.g. §14) prove, Xié was not prudish, but his toleration for
jokes or objectionable content was directly related to the ends these elements were put
to. From his poetic conclusion to the humor section (贊曰) “If ideas are appropriate and
fitting to the situation, They may help give admonition and warning; Should they be
mere farce and jokes, They would have a very damaging effect upon moral living.”
P.107.
96 Ibid., p.263. There is a very interesting way in which this section could be used for an
exploration of the ‘western’ notions of aesthetic sublime. Not only is it in the stream of
the ancestor of ‘western’ sublime, Longinus the literary critic, but it also speaks to the
later quasi-Kantian elements: “What is beyond shape is called Tao, and what is within
shape is called ch’i. … It is difficult to depict the noumenal Tao, for even words which
have been refined cannot approximate it; but the phenomenal ch’I are easy to describe,
for their forms can be accurately pictured through vigorous language.” P.262.
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description, it also can employ odd description. Xié picks two negative
things – an owl’s cry and bitter plants – to exemplify how an ugly
phenomenon being sublimated (or claimed to be) in a positive experience
serves to strengthen the perception of positivity. “The crying of an owl
has always been ugly; could its cry become pleasant because it settled in
the grove by the semicircular moat?”97 Xié says yes – at least in literature.
The poem from which the idea comes claimed that even the cacophonous
owl’s cry became beautiful due to its beatific environment. The meaning
in this obscure phrase is explained by the translator. The ‘semicircular
moat’ referred to the “state college” which the marquis of Lu had
apparently endowed, and whose environs were poetically depicted as
turning a sour birdsong sweet.98 Likewise, bitter plants being pleasant
due to their location serves to emphasize how wonderful such a locale
must be. “[I]n these cases the real intention is to praise, and the distortion
of the ideas serves as a kind of ornament.”99
This short survey of The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons
has only hinted at the various ways in which negative aesthetic judgment
in general – and ugliness in particular – was an important conception for
Chinese literature and literary criticism. Sections like 41 “Literary Flaws”
(指瑕) are structured around a flexible and sophisticated concept of
negative appraisal. Flexible, in that judgments of ugliness (both as
displeasure or disapproval) may refer to physical features described, to
the literary forms of expression, to the ends of expression, and to the
overall success of the artistry. There is a natural borrowing from one for

Ibid., p. 263.
Explanation at p.265. This section also enlightened me to a particular phenomenon of
ugliness: I have always liked North American owl’s hooting, and initially I wondered if
this was simply a cultural difference in appreciation. After a bit of investigation, I found
– to my surprise – that some owl’s do have a horrid call. See, for instance:
youtu.be/MTXIfS8kyKM (last accessed 6/12/18).
99 Ibid., p.263. Xié buttresses his claim with a quote from Mencius, who in turn is
developing an idea from Confucius: “Those who comment upon the Book of Poetry
should not because of one term misconstrue the meaning of a sentence; and should not
because of a sentence misconstrue the original idea.” Taken from 孟子, 萬章上.
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another, and Xié employs a range of mixed metaphors to describe
aesthetic failure. It is a sophisticated use, in that these concerns are not
limited to one aspect of judgment but take on board a host of concerns for
the criticism of what constitutes successful artworks. It is also able to
draw on centuries of examples of good and bad work, showing that EAA
has a longstanding, multi-dimensional grasp of ugly conceptions.
6.2.3. Typologies: EAA Ugliness in Themes
In the preceding section I focused on pre-modern etymologies and
literary uses of terms connoting ugliness. One of the reasons for
attempting this was to avoid potential influence of ‘western’ or outside
ideas that could be claimed as tinging the contemporary use of the
concept.100 Having supplied a number of early instances of ugliness in
textual history, I now move on to ugliness as a phenomenon in broader
cultural instances, including folk art, calligraphy, painting, sculpture,
gardening, and rockery.
6.2.3.1.

Idioms - Chéngyǔ (成語)

Whether it can be classified as folk art or not, Chinese has a rich
history of idiomatic expression. Chéngyǔ (成語) may be drawn from
truisms, jokes, or even classical stories, and they carry forward the
creative tapestry of Chinese culture in pithy units. Often these are visually
rooted, and some touch on notions of beauty and ugliness. Section 2.2.3
mentioned 魚目混珠 – to mistake fish-eyes for pearls – an uglier version
of ‘all that glitters is not gold’.101 More directly relating to ugliness is the
phrase 東施效顰, ‘Dōngshī knits her brows’ which gives a name to the
homely woman knitting her brow like the beautiful Xīshī.102 Speaking of

Ancient Chinese and other EAA societies were not as pristinely isolated as might
sometimes be imagined. The exchange between Tang-era China and Japan can be cited
as an example of interchange, as well as the arrival and influence of Buddhism from
(what today is called) Northeast India. Whilst trying to indicate what ugliness meant in
classical China – before the seeds of modern internationalism via colonialism (19 th
century) – I also wish to recognize the fructifying exchanges which has always taken
place within Asian cultures.
101 Chen (1988). P.433.
102 Ibid., p.73.
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Xīshī, the recognition that a
person’s opinion can make the
plain (or ugly) beautiful is: 情人
眼裡出西施 “In the lover’s eye,
there is Xī-shī.”103 A different
kind of failure is described by 美
中不足 “beautiful yet
incomplete.”104

Fig.1

Having so often (in chapter 4) seen ugliness described in

terms of incompletion, this phrase refers to the phenomenon when
something partakes of beauty, yet evinces a lack. There are numerous
other idioms relating to concepts or beauty in ugliness, and the above
only indicate the way ugliness was a cultural ‘commonplace’ in EAA.105
6.2.3.2.

Folk and Decorative Arts – 民間工藝 與 裝飾藝術

Like chéngyǔ, decorative arts and the crafts common to simple
(and sophisticated) cultural conventions have a ubiquitous presence in
Chinese environments. From paper-cuttings (剪紙) on village windows to
filigrees (花紋) on priceless porcelains, there are motifs and emblems
which represent Chinese sentiment in visual forms. Below are a few
which touch on ideas of ugliness. In selecting these I am making the
assumption that readers are able to see (i.) that the formal features or
associations of the objects are conventionally thought of as odd, strange,
or ugly (the aforementioned 怪 guài, 奇怪 qíguài, 醜 chǒu); (ii.) their
selection for designs or depictions entails a positive (or at least playful)
repurposing. This is different than a deflationary account – one I would
disagree with – which would aver that the objects are actually not ugly.
Against this I maintain that the selection of these items (like the objects
Ibid., p.248.
Ibid., p.204.
105 For e.g., 其貌不揚: “his appearance is undistinguished.” It really means someone is a
bit ugly. On the other hand, sometimes the point comes across more directly, ‘on the
nose.’ An especially ugly fellow might be described as 獐頭鼠目, “Like the head of a
roebuck and the eyes of a rat.” The weaselly visage of the ugly person is doubly
disproportionate – a head of one animal-shape and eyes of another.
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described in Liú Xié’s Literary Mind 文心雕龍 “Hyperbole” section) is
sometimes to allow their supposed negative features to serve as a foil or
to let their ‘negative’ features serve a positive purpose.106
Beginning at an abstract level also allows us to view one of the
most ubiquitous features of Chinese and EAA: the realm of decorative
patterns (huāwén 花紋). Often these simple motifs can have symbolic
meaning. Whilst discussing the contribution of myths to Chinese
symbolism, C.A.S. Williams notes that “variations [in symbolism] occur
owing to the Chinese love of playing on words, organic or inorganic
objects being often represented by others of similar sounding names”.107
Although sometimes purely abstract (such as the ‘thunder pattern’ léiwén
雷紋, (fig.1i) or ‘swastika’ wàn 卍),108 occasionally they are abstracted or
simplified renderings of objects, persons or
animals. Though ugly, bats feature as popular
patterns due to their sounding (fú 蝠) like
‘blessings’ (fú 福), fig.2ii. Similar word play
contributes to many other images.109 While
Fig.2

sometimes the bats are reduced to near-butterfly

forms, often their ungainly form shows through. Likewise, kuí (夔)
This idea should become clearer with the examples that follow. The argument is that
some objects are selected for their conventional negative associations, which are then
repurposed for playful contrast (e.g. the Fu bat or lucky wealth toad) or utility (fearsome
Fu dogs or threatening Taotie). If these items were prima facie lovely they would not be
used in such a manner. A posteriori aesthetic contemplation and cultural conventionality
may render them innocuous, but their incorporation into the corpus of cultural emblems
was based on their ugly associations.
107 Williams (2006). Pp.27-28.
108 In the swastika we have the interesting example of a symbol which has taken on (for a
portion of the world) an intensely negative association with Nazism and the Holocaust.
Prior to the 20th century events the symbol (both right and left facing, in antiquity the
difference was not significant) was used in Indian and East Asian settings as a spiritually
potent talisman or symbol (later) of Buddhism. This represents a symbol which is either
beautiful or ugly based on one’s personal frame of reference – consider the gulf of
connotation between Buddha’s chest (where the talisman often appears) and Hitler’s
shoulder. Williams gives the origin as possibly being related to symbolized thunder or
the meander pattern (回紋, arch. 囘紋). Pp.134-135.
109 Vast selections of plants, animals, and other objects form the repertoire for these
visual double entendres. See the attractive work by Bartholomew & Tse (2006) for
numerous examples.
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patterns (similar to European
drolleries or grotesques) imitate a
strange dragon-like creature that
supposedly “exerts a restraining
influence against the sin of
greed.”110 Like the bat, its
grotesque form is often masked by softening abstraction. A similar

Fig.3

creature selected for its horrifying identity is the mythical “Beast of
Greed,” the tāotiè (饕餮).111 (Fig.3iii)
The Beast of Greed is generally represented with two enormous
eyes and powerful mandibles armed with curved tusks, and is
said to have actually existed at the time of the Emperor Yao,
being banished from the realm by his successor Shun. The term
tāotiè is now generally used for a glutton, and an ogre with this
name, having a huge belly and thin face, is often seen on
ancient bronze vessels and food utensils as a warning against
self-indulgence.112

Only sometimes does the negative imagery remain visible. Indeed,
without contextual clues it is often hard to determine what one is looking
at.113 But the use of tāotiè points towards utilizing the ugly or horrifying as
a type of guard or warning. This will be the case with the next set of items
as well. But before leaving patterns/motifs, note that in the process of
abstraction the EAA tendency for permutation and distortion of form.
Even in the plainest patterns there is fluidity in line, and in imitation there

Williams, p.135.
Other mythically monstrous creatures were Hùndùn 混沌, Qióngqí 窮奇, Táowù 檮杌.
See 左傳, at 文公, 文公十八年. Thanks to Simon Wong for this attribution. “Beast of
Greed” is the name given by Williams, p.62.
112 Ibid. I defer to Williams interpretation here, having not researched the literature on
the use of the image, but I do wonder if the beast might have also served as a ward
against evil spirits or persons. Such would be the case for other frightening creatures
incorporated into designs.
113 My favorite example being the overlap of Chinese cloud, charm (rúyì 如意), and
fungus images. Quite different objects, but similar symbols.
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is clear deformation. This decorative
use of deformity runs counter to a
simple association with deformity as
ugliness.114
Having brought up the
grotesque tāotiè’s role as a guardian, it
is also a good place to mention other
examples of decorations which were
meant to frighten with their

Fig.4

appearance. Many readers may be familiar with the pair of guard lions
(石獅) which stand watch before all manner of
buildings in East Asia. These lions, male and
female, are usually made to appear fearsome and
explanations have been made for their symbolic
details. 115 But whether they look fearsome or
strange, their grotesque grimaces served to ward
off evil and danger. (Fig.4iv) Such an idea also

Fig.5

extends to door knockers (舖首 or 門環) and other decorative carvings,
where grotesqueries frighten off whatever might frighten the inhabitants.
(Fig.5v) Even religious paintings and sculptures (in
both folk and fine art) partake of the utility of
ugliness to scare off evil. Buddha’s guardians or
conscripted demons (as feature so heavily in the
Journey to the West 西遊記) boast frightening
features. (Fig.6vi)
Fig.6
Paris (2017) is an example of those who would foreground deformity as a leading
candidate for ugliness. But as noted in chapter 5, Paris’ himself recognizes that
deformation alone does not lead to ugliness. Displeasure accompanies deformity (akin to
unpurposiveness) in his definition. Deformity is certainly associated, commonsensically,
with ugliness. These EAA examples and others help us realize that some deformations
lead to ugliness while others do not.
115 The male rests his paw on a ball, while the female has hers on a cub (holding or
playing, not crushing). Du Feibao gives a detailed explanation of these creatures in
Things Chinese, (2002) pp.82-83.
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This is a kind of fierce ugliness, used
for warding off evil, but there are softer
uses of ugly figures in commonplace arts as
well. Popular religious figures like the
Eight Immortals (八仙) can have outright

Fig.7

unattractive depictions: Lǐtiěguǎi (李鐵拐) can be quite haggard, (Fig.7vii)
Hàn Zhōnglí (汉钟离 – a.k.a. 鐘離權) is sometimes obesely portly.
(Fig.8viii) But these are part of their
characteristics, as much as the deformedly
large head of the generalized god of
longevity. Sometimes depicted as star-god
Shòuxing 壽星, sometimes as the philosopher
Lǎozi 老子, and in Japan as Fukurokuju (福禄
寿), this figure is considered lucky and thus

Fig.8

his grotesquely misshapen form is found to be
charming. (Fig.9ix) Of course this doesn’t touch
on the abundance of what could be discussed,116
but it does show conventional artistic depictions
of ugliness can range from fearful (retaining the
grotesque, yet tamed by abstraction) to fond
(retaining the misshapenness, yet overlooked by
affection).117

Fig.9

Consider the untouched instances of ugly depictions of Hell (地獄) in EAA, with its
scenes of torture and horrifying Yama. Akin to Dante’s Inferno, this mythology uses
ugliness to terrorize and moralize. In a similar vein are the illustrations in Tibetan
Buddhism, and the depictions of the circle of life, sin, and its consequences in other
forms of Buddhism.
117 While the field of ‘western’ aesthetics has embraced the helpful term kitsch to
designate gaudy, tawdry quasi-art-objects which seem sentimental or trivializing.
Beyond the conception of saccharine aping of artistic ideals, most critics would probably
identify a listing of formal features which identify kitsch: bright colors, glossy, sparkly,
poor quality, mass-produced, etc. These formal features would apply to large swathes of
art/craft pieces in conventional or folk religion in EAA countries. The kitschy impression
is especially strong when in the stores (or streets) which sell these items. But the
practitioners who make use of these items do not find them trite or kitschy, and the
negative aesthetic judgment of the piece as kitsch seems likeliest to arrive at those only
116
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6.2.3.3.

Painting & Sculpture

Although the figures described
above can be found in fine artworks in
classical EAA societies, painting and
sculpture was and is not limited only to
religious or supernatural themes. This is
not the place for a survey of the fine arts of
painting and sculpture in Asia, but I do
wish to introduce the reader to interesting
ideas in these arts which are informative
for conceptions of ugliness. The surveys of
language, literature, and folk art
demonstrated that ugliness in all its
natural forms (in people and objects) as
well in its associations (moral or artistic
failure) was taken up by EAA.

Fig.10

Unsurprisingly, paintings and sculptures avail themselves of these types
of ugliness for their subject matter. Rather than listing off instances of
what should be, by now, obvious uses of ugliness, I touch on a general
EAA idea which I take as being more unobvious.
The first is a predilection in EAA paintings and sculptures for the
strange or grotesque (怪 guài). I do not mean this chiefly as a predilection
for depicting strange or grotesque ideas or events (although that is a
strand of EAA aesthetics),118 rather, I mean for strange or grotesque

considering the works as art – whereas the devotee considers it as an instrument of
devotion.
118 Take for example the aforementioned Strange Tales (聊齋誌異) by Pu Songling’s (蒲松
齡), or the many other stories collected around the queer and quixotic. Visual arts kept
up with the interest in the unusual, and perhaps no culture better instantiates the
insatiable appetite for the sensational than the Edo era prints of 17 th and 18th century
Japan. The weird, violent, pornographic, macabre, humorous, mysterious, and etc. were
depicted with abandon in this period. All this to say, EAA, like other cultures elsewhere,
contained interest in and instances of the strange and grotesque (today’s mystery and
horror genres).
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formal features. What I mean is not an
obvious strand in non-EAA contexts.
Traditional paintings and sculptures in East
Asia (particularly China, Japan, and Korea)
are widely diverse, but they often share a
commonality of style across their diverse
instances. (Fig.10x)
Imagine visiting a museum of classical art
displaying western masterpieces, and
finding an EAA landscape (from any date

Fig.11

between the 3rd century BC to 17th century
AD) placed amongst the other works. Such a
work would stand out in contrast from the
others due to a number of factors.119
But one consistent formal feature is
the affinity for depicting forms which are –
for lack of a better term - 怪 guài, in this case

Fig.12

strange or grotesque. Synonyms can flesh out the idea: twisted, gnarled,
weird, asymmetrical, riddled, deformed, inarticulate, ragged. These are
close to the old etymological use of grotesque – “wildly formed, of
irregular proportions, boldly odd,” – relating to its rocky roots in the idea
of grotto-like features.120 These qualities cannot be easily called beautiful.
They are, however, easily called grotesque. The uninitiated may find these
features (literally) strange and weird in the ugly sense of that word.
Nonetheless, they accurately describe a desirable element in EAA.
An earnest perusal of EAA fine arts will find these grotesque forms
attending many works. Consider the conventional depiction of
These would include differences in material (silk or paper vs canvas or board),
presentation (scroll or book vs fixed presentation-surface), conventions (different
symbols and subjects), and artistic style (including color palette, strokes, and other
formal features).
120 Taken from the Online Etymological Dictionary’s concise entry
(www.etymonline.com/word/grotesque), last accessed 6/15/18.
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mountainous forms (Fig.11xi), trees
(Fig.12xii), plants (Fig.13xiii), and rockery
(Fig.14xiv).
Speaking as a trained artist, here
is a common convention of depiction
taking place in these different images
which draws upon the use of shared
formal features. Lines are broken into

Fig.13

collections of sections and segments
rather than continuous stretches; they
may flow directionally, but with neither
regularity or smoothness. Shades and
tones are sharply varied to depict crisp
edges in some places and convoluted
undulations in others. Foreground and
background are played with in a limited

Fig.14

space on the picture-plane to connote simultaneity in ranging depths.
Irregularity of shape, line, shade (or rarely, hue) is promoted to result in
mass forms which are not symmetrical or stationary, but which portray
dynamic movement. Across these mass forms we read abundance of
detail or markings which provide texture – sometimes employing holes,
burls, or gnarls – that convey depth, age, or animation.121 Consider how
many of these artistic conventions run afoul of traditional ‘western’
descriptions of beauty! The smooth, small, simple, symmetrical, and other
notions of positive aesthetic value are opposed in these forms.122
In describing these formal features, I am singling out for consideration those
complexes of features which evince formal grotesquery. This is not to say that (i.) EAA is
incapable of portraying the opposite effects or the more traditional kinds of beauty,
which it often does and can; (ii.) such imagery is sublimated into a normative or nonaffective conventionality. In regard to the latter idea, on the contrary, I believe that these
grotesque forms are knowingly included for the particular sentiments they engender,
which (while positive) are different from other forms of beauty.
122 Here I refer mainly to “traditional ‘western’ descriptions of beauty”, as might be found
in Carritt (1952). Both modern artistic sentiments and even pre-modern practices (e.g.
drolleries) show ‘western’ art also has a place for grotesquery.
121
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May we then simply call them ugly? Not easily, for at least two
reasons. Firstly, the ubiquity of their inclusion hints at a positive appraisal
of such imagery – obviously they were considered attractive elements.123
Further, I believe that these grotesque forms are actually a species of the
beautiful. I have written about this elsewhere,124 arguing that the
intercultural consideration of EAA artworks leads should ‘western’
aestheticians to revisit and revise conventional aesthetic conceptions like
beauty and the sublime. In this particular EAA case we have a
provocative conflation of the beautiful and the sublime – at least how they
have been described in ‘western’ aesthetic lexicons.
I have no desire to proffer a genealogy of the formal-grotesque in
EAA here.125 Whatever the lineage, the conception happened early in
EAA and has enjoyed a long succession in artworks down through the
centuries. Paintings
and sculptures have
included and
exulted in forms of
beauty which others
would have called
grotesque or even
ugly.

Fig.15
Someone may maintain that all these forms are/were actually ugly, even to original
artists and audiences; perhaps their use was akin to that of negative features in tragedy
or the paradoxes of negative emotion (Cf. chapter 5), heightening emotions and tensions
to result in a positive higher-order response or resolution. Against this, I would maintain
both that (i.) culturally/conventionally the things depicted were/are appraised
positively in EAA cultures (e.g. classic references to mountains, rocks, weathered-trees);
(ii.) the actual mass forms – the depiction of the things are themselves aesthetically
meritorious and enjoyable. It may be a different or even ‘difficult’ beauty, but they are
beautiful in their own ways.
124 Materials and insights for Clewis (2018) and my “Miniature Majesty: Engaging
Pénjǐng and the Kantian Sublime” (2016) available at online at Academia.
125 There are many potential progenitors, ranging from philosophical-religious values
(e.g. Daoism, spiritism), simple geographical settings (e.g. the Karst-mountains and
other rocky ranges of East Asia).
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6.2.3.4.

Landscape,

Pénjǐng, Rockery
As a way of emphasizing
the above idea whilst
introducing novel EAA artistry,
here are examples of the fixation
with strange (怪 guài) forms in

Fig.16

material culture departing from ‘western’ aesthetic conventions.
Although ‘western’ aesthetics has given increasing attention to
environmental aesthetics, ideas of gardening and potted plants have
traditionally been at some remove from associations with high or fine art.
This is not at all the case in EAA contexts. Whether it be the sophisticated
cosmopolitan gardens of Chinese homes and palaces (consider Suzhou’s
fame), (Fig.15xv) or the metaphysical Zen cosmos-scapes (consider Kyoto’s
Ryoanji), (Fig.16xvi) the landscaping and gardening of EAA was and is
considered artistry of the highest nature. In these elevated views of
gardens, guài rockery plays a crucial role. As a president of the China
Institute in America once said, “in the realm of Chinese art and
architecture, without rocks there would be no Chinese landscape painting
or garden design, two of the most outstanding contributions to the
world.”126 In these settings the grotesque shapes discussed in paintings
and sculptures are also emphasized and sought out.127

Foreword of Wan-go H.C. Weng to John Hay’s Kernels of Energy, Bones of Earth: The
Rock in Chinese Art (1985) New York: China House Gallery, p.9. Hay’s text is a treasuretrove of insight into the history of Chinese rockery. Also of special note are the selection
of illustrations, which in themselves demonstrate the importance and near-ubiquity of
stone appreciation in the Chinese arts.
127 Intriguingly, if we consider the layout, or overhead schema of a classical Chinese
garden, the very path (or ‘approach’) itself is a meanderingly misshapen circuit. The
practical result of this is that the viewer is forced to ‘wander,’ exposing themselves to
different views as they turn this way and that, with walls or natural features
alternatingly hiding and revealing new scenes. This is an embodied echo of the path of
the gaze when encountering grotesque elements in such a garden. But the action here is
not perceived negatively (unless the visitor is in a hurry!). Rather, such an intentionally
meandering environment seems likely to serve as a propaedeutic to adopting an
‘aesthetic attitude.’
126
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Nestled in these
environments are stones and
trees which partake in
grotesque formal features.
Sometimes these are
naturalistic, in that they
imitate mountainous areas

Fig.17

with cliffs, valleys, and wind-blasted trees.128 Seen as such, these gardens
or landscapes (for some are too large to be called a garden) are threedimensional echoes of EAA paintings (i.e. 山水) – but entirely avoid the
kitschy-ness we feel if we imagined a miniature modeling of a ‘western’
painting.129 In this manner they invite the visitor to imagine themselves,
not in the paintings which they echo, but in the environment which they
and their painted predecessors evoke. But not all gardens, nor all garden
elements imitate an idealized landscape. Some contain stones and
rockeries which are meant to be the center of attention. These are standalone works of art, made by nature. Whether large stones (often called
tàihú shí (太湖石)Fig.17xvii)130, yīngdé shí (英德石), língbì shí (灵璧石)
(Fig.18xviii), any size and type of weird rock is treasured. In their smallest

This is one of the chief aims of such environments. The excellent work by Xiaoshan
Yang, Metamorphosis of the Private Sphere: Gardens and Objects in Tang-Song Poetry (2003)
offers a tremendous cross-section of the historical emphasis on garden-as-nature motif in
China. The author says, “in the eyes of the poet a pond of water could be not only a
sufficient replica of, but even a superior substitute for, large rivers and lakes. Artificially
built miniature mountains had the same relationship to real mountains.” (p.73). Yang
gives examples of gardens-as-nature from Bai Juyi’s poetry, including Written on the First
Day of the Seventh Month:
何言中門前
Who would expect that, right in front of the middle gateway,
使是深山裹
I find myself deep in the mountains. (Yang, p.49)
129 There are, of course, kitschy Asian gardens. Consider the kaleidoscopic Aw Boon Haw
Garden (萬金油花園), known as the ‘Tiger Balm Garden’ (gone in Hong Kong, but extant
in Singapore’s Haw Par Villa), an Asian-kitsch wonderland. Perhaps there is something
kitschy about the Asian parks which have shrunk the wonders of the world to miniature
size, such as Shenzhen’s ‘Window of the World’ (世界之窗) or Japan’s Tobu World
Square (東武ワールドスクウェア).
130 A name which refers to the lake from which they had traditionally been dredged.
Actually tàihú shí can be of any size, but probably due to the existence of massive stones
of this variety they have been associated with landscaping and gardening focal points.
128
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forms these stones are known as ‘scholar stones’ – either gōng shí (供石) or
wénrén shí (文人石) – and in Japan as suiseki (水石).131
Each of these categories have multiple subsets and varieties, but
most (especially Chinese gōng shí) exhibit that peculiar EAA virtue which
I have called guài (怪). Twisted, gnarled, and riddled with holes, these
stones invite the eye to travel their lengths and the mind to explore their
depths. Their dynamic forms contradict the ‘dead’ materiality of what
they are – rocks – via shapes and surfaces which seem alive. That such
engaging objects were supplied by nature only heightened the wonder of
their existence, the creative vitality of
Dao imbuing stones with spirit.
The love of guài rockery is so
much a part of the fabric of EAA that
it is woven into stories and poetry
alongside of the material culture in
which it endures. Previously
mentioned for her work on Chinese
conceptions of ‘strange,’ Judith T.
Zeitlin’s Historian of the Strange has
Fig.18

an insightful chapter on “Obsession,”

wherein she details (among other fetishes) the longstanding love of
strange stones.132 “Rocks […] were prized for being singular, bizarre, odd.
A rock was no ordinary object; it was an objet d’art, valued not for the

While the Chinese-related Kanji of suiseki appears as ‘water stones’, in this case the
association seems not to be with any liquid appearance of the stones, but rather the
process by which many Japanese suiseki are polished – by dripping or agitating water.
Indeed, often suiseki may be identified by their finer, smoother surface appearance. This
is not to say suiseki are like polished stones; on the contrary, many suiseki actually imitate
mountains and waterfalls more closely than their Chinese counterparts. Japanese suiseki
may be included in the niche-like alcoves which grace many teahouses or living rooms
of older types. Thus they connect directly to the environment of wabi-sabi discussed
above. Korea also has an affinity for stone-culture, whose stones are called Suseok
(수석), a term which (like tàihú shí) seems to encompass stones large and small.
132 Zeitlin (1993), pp.61-97, esp.73-88. Since Japanese and Korean had long periods using
Chinese language and conventions, it is no surprise that idioms were also incorporated.
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ingenuity and artifice of human skill but for its exquisite naturalness.”133
Indeed, one of the memorable story within Pu Songling’s (蒲松齡) Strange
Tales (聊齋誌異) is that of the “Ethereal Rock,” detailing the mysterious
attraction of a stone whose features (like much guài rockery) contradict
normal descriptions of beauty.134 Remembering Zeitlin’s triple synonyms
for strange (qi, yi, guài - see §2.1. above), it is no surprise that another
name for these viewing stones is 奇石 qíshí – marvelous stones. (Fig.19xix)
The passion for such rockery in both outdoor (garden) and indoor
environments (art display) is an indicator of appreciation for the core
visual experience offered by these types of grotesque objects.135
Having introduced the reader to the positive, appreciative
elements of EAA rockery, I must note that it was not without its
detractors, nor without aspersions of ugliness. Xiaoshan Yang’s masterful

Fig.19
Ibid., p.79. Drawing on work by John Hay (1985), Zeitlin states that “[b]y Ming times
the rock had become a cult object.” While this is certainly true, the passion for guài rocks
extends much earlier than Ming or “late Imperial China” as the text goes on to examine.
As noted elsewhere, not only is there equivalence of form across landscape paintings
(with mountains and rocks), furniture carvings (as supports and motifs), and other
artforms (brush-rests, inkwells, et al.), but there is artistic depiction of these types of
stones throughout earlier dynasties.
134 See Zeitlin’s (1993) translation pp.203-207, commentary pp.74-97.
135 I say ‘visual experience’ because while the hollows and surfaces of the rocks may
invite tactile appreciation, for most of the Chinese stones (especially the larger ones) the
object is explored by the wandering eye. This is somewhat in distinction from elements
of Japanese suiseki appreciation, in which the stones are handled both to appreciate their
surfaces and to gradually polish their patina.
133
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treatise, subtitled Gardens and Objects in Tang-Song Poetry, details the
condemnations of “petrophilia” which arose in the late Tang and
Northern Song Dynasties.136 For the Tang, there were “moral
condemnations” in which “the fad of petrophilia was perceived to be
indicative of the ruling class’s lack of conscience.”137 The plundering of
nature, cost of purchase, logistics of transport, and ostentation of display
all appeared egregious against the backdrop of “a time of devastating
social turmoil”. According to Yang, the Song critics attacked “petrophilia
along philosophical lines. Among other things, this critique entailed denormalizing the categories of the ugly, the grotesque, and the useless.”138
A careful reading of this sentence shows that the negative aesthetic
categories (ugly, grotesque, useless) had acquired a positive valence in the
EAA world of rockery. This was already present by the Tang dynasty,
whose “poetry built up a basic repertoire of images and motifs by
valorizing the categories of the ugly (chou 醜), the grotesque (guai 怪), and
the useless (wuyi 無益 or wuyong 無用).”139 Thus it should be clear not
only by the aesthetic forms (whose description intones negativity) but
also by the cultural critiques of the day – these objects were complexly
and conflictingly valued.

Yang (2003). See especially the Introduction, at pp.5-6.
Ibid, p.6.
138 Ibid.
139 Ibid., p.5.
136
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Strengthening my claim that it is the form and not merely the
associated content is the extension of such collection of weird forms in
nature to wooden artifacts. The selection of grotesque trees and
woodwork also evinces this taste for curiously convoluted natural forms.
It is significant, of course, that the trees and shrubbery valued in such
depictions are also the kind found among mountain crags and rocky
heights. As such these forms
can represent all the virtues
(strength, endurance, vitality,
flexibility, independence)
which we anthropomorphically assign to such
vegetation. They also are
emblems of the ideal haunt of
a secluded scholar.140 Consider
also the values (and treeexamples) given in Zhuāngzi
which would be exemplified
by gnarled and knobby trees.
These are among the reasons
why such forms would be
freighted with significance
and result in appreciation.

Fig.20

Again, I refer the reader to the excellent work done in Yang’s (2003) Metamorphosis of
the Private Sphere, in which he masterfully links scholarly (and poetic) ideals of
mountainous retreats with miniaturized landscapes.
140
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But there is also a shared visual
element between strange trees and strange
rockery in Chinese art. Examples such as Guō
Xī’s (郭熙) Spring (Fig.20xx) show how the
visual forms echo each other and blend in and
out of one another.141 Such weddedness is
demonstrated in the art of pénjǐng (盆景

Fig.21

recognized more often in ‘western’ cultures by the Japanese term bonsai
(盆栽). These miniature landscapes use the twisted forms of rocks and
miniature trees to conjure up an inviting scene from nature: “Miniature
landscapes transform the sky and reduce the earth. The Small evokes the
Large. On a small tray, innumerable mountains and valleys compete for
the viewer’s attention.”142 Far from being ‘potted plants,’ their purpose is
to evoke ideal scenes of nature and invite the viewer to ‘enter’ the scenes.
Sometimes overlooked by casual viewer are the tiny buildings and figures
which are often tucked into the scene to give the proper sense of scale.
Whereas the ‘western’ aesthetic sublime (via
Burke and Kant) is natural, vast, and
overwhelming, in EAA we are invited to
experience the sublime in an artificial use of
nature, which is small, and yet still
overawing.
EAA woodworks partake of guài
grotesquery in some of the same ways rocks
exhibited such forms. Weird roots are prized
for their complexly odd figures, being used
Fig.22

for pedestals, furniture, and decorations.

Cf. Clewis (2018).
Hu (1987), P.160. Drawing on idiomatic expressions which are deployed to describe
the art of pénjǐng, Hu says: “Employing artistic techniques like ‘Reducing a Dragon to
the Length of one ‘Cun’’ and ‘Viewing an Area of One Thousand ‘Li’ Within the Space of
One ‘Chi’’ as well as special cultivation methods derived from garden art […] natural
wonders are recaptured in a container – a penjing is created.” P.124.
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(Fig.21xxi) There is also an interesting (and ancient) art of root carving.143
(Fig.22xxii) In such works the guài structures are retained and even
emphasized, while human or animal features are carved in just the right
place to transform the piece into a mixture of nature and art.
Why have I belabored all of these examples? For those readers who
are either from EAA cultures or are familiar with the artworks referenced
above the foregoing may be obvious. Yet they too should be aware that
such affinity for guài is not a prima facie obvious taste for all people. Even
within EAA cultures there is some ambivalence towards the appreciation
of these forms.144 My desire here has been to introduce unfamiliar readers
the cultural facts of EAA which selects strange forms in a variety of
contexts. It is not only that such objects resonate with certain ideals. That
is part of the picture, yes, but it cannot explain the incredibly positive
valuation for such objects as aesthetic prizes – as natural works of art, fit
for aesthetic contemplation.
These curious items have features easily described in negative
aesthetic terms: ‘twisted, gnarled, weird, asymmetrical, riddled,
deformed, inarticulate, ragged’ – in other words, synonyms of ugliness.
But I contend the objects are at some level not ugly, and the passion in
EAA for them provides one kind of proof that the items are highly valued
and enjoyed for their aesthetic qualities, regardless of associations.145 In
other words, in EAA-perspectives they are beautiful. I hope that their
inclusion has exposed readers who are unfamiliar with EAA to a ‘new’
phenomenon of aesthetic appreciation and reminded familiar readers of
one of the unique forms of aesthetic value in EAA. Quoting again from a
president of the China Institute of America: “[I]f, according to William

Xu (2004).
Again, see Yang Xiaoshan (2003) for the presence of push-back, even centuries ago,
against the rockery habit. While the motivations against the art may have been moral
(both disgust for obsession, profligate waste, and destruction of pristine nature), the
attacks against the art were often lodged in the manner of aesthetic criticism.
145 My opinions as to why and how these objects are aesthetically-pleasing (beautiful)
despite having ugly descriptors are explained in chapters 7-9.
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Blake, a world could be seen in a grain of sand, then the Chinese universe
can also be comprehended in a piece of rock.”146
6.3.

Negative Valuations – Judgments of Ugliness

Before leaving ugliness in EAA, I do not wish to leave the reader
with the impression that EAA does not partake of the more commonplace
notions of negative aesthetic valuation. I feel that the textual sections and
historical situations adequately demonstrated that EAA does have
notions of simple ugliness – that something looks wrong, bad,
displeasing, or offensive. Else the playfulness of the Daoists or the
prohibitions of the Confucianists would have been without reference.
Likewise, in the arts there are plenty of examples of critics and creators
enjoining artists about what they ought not do, what looks wrong, or what
is otherwise ugly.
Consider the cases of literary critics already mentioned, such as Liú
Xié’s (劉勰)’s The Literary Mind & the Carving of Dragons (文心雕龍).
Almost every one of his 50 divisions is composed not only of positive
valuations of literary techniques (of beautiful writing), but also negative
devaluation and disapproval (of ugly writing). Obviously, there is a
recognition of negative aesthetic values and negative aesthetic judgments.
These are sophisticated enough to include notions of formal ugliness,
whereby the composition, vocabulary, or language-elements themselves
displease; they extend to notions of associational or conceptual ugliness,
in which the connotations or communication is deemed ugly.147 While the
specifics of what is deemed ugly at these levels (form, content, or their
interplay) may differ amongst individual EAA cultures and amongst
other cultures, the deeming of ugliness – the judgment of aesthetic
negativity – occurs in each of these cultures.148
Wan-go H.C. Weng, in Hay’s Kernels of Energy, Bones of Earth (1985), p.9.
As discussed in §2.2.3., often this higher-order negative judgment was related to the
moral or spiritual content (or lack thereof) in a piece of writing.
148 Accordingly, a Tang dynasty poem might not readily make a good Japanese haiku,
nor either of these make a proper sonnet. But the fact that different artforms are judged
differently does not mean that the judging (either the faculty of judgment, the process or
146
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Treatises on paintings also instruct the would-be artist on how to
paint, and how not to paint. Earlier I mentioned a painting by Song
Dynasty artist Guō Xī (郭熙), in which the guài forms of mountains and
trees were mingled. Guō Xī also wrote a treatise, The Interest of Lofty
Forests and Springs (林泉高致), a portion of which demonstrates positive
and negative painting instructions:
The portrayal of a person in the three distances is as follows:
In lofty-distance clearly understood;
In deep-distance with fine pieces;
In level-distance awash in tranquility.
That which is clearly understood is not brief;
That which is in fine pieces is not long;
That which is awash in tranquility is not large. 149

In the portion cited above, Guō Xī refers to the depiction of figures
in the three views of the mountains. Notice that he provides prescriptions
for how a figure should be painted.150 He then changes from prescription
to proscription, saying the near figure should be well-detailed (“not
brief”); the middle-ground figure with appropriately attenuated strokes
(“not long”); the uppermost figure correctly diminutive (“not large”). Guō
judging, or even the teleological assumptions in a judgment) is essentially different.
Perhaps a judgment of gustatory taste provides an illustration – a piece of pie or cake
may taste ‘bad,’ and a cup of coffee may taste ‘bad.’ Each is judged according to taste (in
this case with a negative judgment) while each is judged according to a set of
expectations unique to the particular item. Of course subjective ‘taste’ in taste will affect
the judgment – but all this does not affect the commonplace that people find food to
taste good or bad. The point I wish to make in all this is that specificity of judgment and
subjectivity in judgment do not mean that real, referential judgments are not taking place.
149 My own translation, which is included in Clewis (2018). Guō Xī’s text is famous for its
discussion of three views of mountains, canonizing notions of distance as depicted in
paintings, gardens, pénjǐng, and everywhere else artistic depth might be deployed. This
a rich source for ‘western’ aestheticians to revise their notions of the sublime. It also
demonstrates attention to atmospheric perspective ahead of the ‘western’ art history of
Renaissance revelations.
150 When the figure is at the base of a mountain (nearer, as it were to the viewer) it
should be well defined and “clearly understood.” When the figure is in the middle
distance it must be painted with small strokes, or “fine pieces.” The mountaintop hermit
is described more attitudinally, as being “awash in tranquility.” I think there is a bit of
double entendre here with ‘awash,’ as it may refer not only to the tranquility but also to
the especially liquid (and thereby, in Chinese brush paintings, watery and faint) method
of depiction. Similarly the ‘fine pieces’ may either refer to the resulting figure, whose
constituent lines are minute pieces, or rather to the brushwork, in which ‘fine strokes’
may be more apropos.
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Xī is not only telling us what looks right, he is also
telling us what looks wrong. If we paint tiny figures
‘near’ us, and giant people on the mountaintops, all
sense of perspective – all sense of tranquility – will be
lost. The result will be ugly, even if the figures are
individually well formed. I cite Guō Xī’s treatise as
another example of how EAA cultures availed
themselves to prescriptive (proper looking) and
proscriptive (improper looking) aesthetic judgments.
Calligraphy also demonstrates a sense of
propriety and impropriety, of beauty and ugliness. This
is all the more fascinating because EAA cultures
recognize a tremendous variety in acceptable forms of
calligraphy. (Fig.23xxiii) But the presence of variety does
not equal the absence of standardized values.
Whichever style is used, there are aesthetic principles
which must be met in order for a character or hand to
be considered attractive. This is drilled into students of
calligraphy at a young age – as evidenced by the
inflexibility of copybook proportions, guidelines, and
stroke order. This may puzzle outside viewers who see

Fig.23

the variety of styles (Fig.23 above) and may think that Chinese
calligraphy is a wild free-for-all. Ironically, EAA cultures (including Guō
Xī above) advise rigorous copying of standard works before branching
out into the imitation of nature or inventing one’s own style. Calligraphy
books even go to some length to point out ugly strokes, and how to
correct them.
In all these fine arts (literature, painting, calligraphy), creativity
and criticism must make use of negative aesthetic judgments to proceed.
Thus, while ugliness may have unique manifestations in EAA (e.g. guài)
or unique manipulation (e.g. Daoist paradoxicality or provocation),
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ugliness also exists in its universal form of negative judgment. While the
foregoing has dealt with ugliness prior to the modern, colonial and postcolonial eras, ugliness in this sense – the generalized notion of negative
value – exists in contemporary EAA. Space (and licensing!) does not allow
full exploration, but contemporary Chinese artists such as Yue Minjun (岳
敏君) and Zhu Yu (朱昱) have employed ugliness as crucial elements in
their own works. Indeed, much of the creative force behind contemporary
Chinese artists is a keen sense of the ugliness of modernity and its
dehumanizing tendencies.151 While demonstrating freedom from the
rigors of the traditional past, interestingly, some of these artists have
transitioned to forms which have clear correspondence to the rich guài
sensibilities of the past.152
6.4.

Conclusions – Ugliness East and West

At this chapter’s opening I expressed my aims for exploring EAA
notions of ugliness. One easy mark was to begin to address the neglect
that is still current in aesthetics generally, and the discussion of ugliness
specifically, of East Asian aesthetic practices and aesthetic literature.
There are small signs of interest, such as Henderson’s (2015) mention of
Daoist provocations and Matthew Coate’s (2018) recent inclusion of
Chinese painting and Japanese film. But these are en passant, and the
mistake of ‘western’ aesthetics is only magnified by the size of the
materials which are being overlooked. Hopefully philosophical works in
English on EAA will increase in the years ahead.
I also demonstrated the unique contributions of EAA to uglyrelated ideas via etymology, literature, and guài artistry. Alongside of this
was a reaffirmation of some measure of normal (i.e. typical) use of

See exemplification in He Jun (何俊) in 劉 (2008) and discussions in Wen (2015).
Consider the works of Hua Tunan (画图男), Sui Jianguo (隋建國), or Zhan Wang (展
望), whose forms clearly invert notions of scholar stones. Later his forms incorporated
visual elements which clearly echo Chinese rockery. Likewise, Wang Du (王度)
transitioned from works which seemed to lampoon sexualized and materialized ideals –
themselves ugly in a sense – to works which still reference modernity (crumpled texts)
while leading the gaze through surfaces as riddled and recessive as any scholar stone.
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ugliness in EAA. Below are distillations from those attempts, followed by
conclusions and reminders of overlaps (or original) species (Sx), features
(Fx), and problems (Px) of ugliness.
6.4.1. EAA’s Lessons in Uniqueness and Universality
6.4.1.1.

Novelty

Although it is more a historical than aesthetic feature of EAA, it
should be emphasized that EAA (especially in its Chinese varieties) has
the unique honor of being among the world’s oldest and most continual
aesthetic traditions. I say ‘among’ to gesture towards equally old or older
traditions, such as that of the Indus river valley, the Mesopotamian
empires, the Egyptian dynasties, and various other rich aesthetic ancients.
But though these non-EAA cultures were rich in their artistic wealth,
much of their literature (and artifacts) are lost to us. Importantly, the
second quality of continuation is also lacking in these other old giants.153
China and its cultural fellow-travelers in East Asia, have a unique place in
the world of carrying forward not only the artistic forms, but also
aesthetic treatises of their forbearers. Of course, this is as much a curse as
it is a blessing, and many political (or cultural) upheavals in EA history
may be seen as attempts to remove this yoke. For good or ill, EAA
provides unrivalled riches for exploration of ugliness and a host of other
aesthetic conceptions.
Another novel feature is the appropriation of ugliness by various
strands of philosophical-religious groups in EAA cultures. The most
straightforward example of this is Daoism, which was committed to
exploring ugliness due to its commitment to a harmonizing, holistic view
of the variegated Dao.154 While this use is implicit in the Dàodéjīng,
India today is a magnificent aesthetic culture, but it is not commensurate with the
earliest Indus valley cultures. Egypt today is also culturally vibrant, but it is not an echo
of ancient Egypt. Greco-Roman, or northern-Mediterranean cultures are appreciatively
aware of their cultural traditions, but there is nowhere near the continued appropriationof and activity-in the ancient language, arts, dress, idioms, etc., that we see in EAA. Poe’s
poem was purposefully past-tense when he wrote of “the glory that was Greece and the
grandeur that was Rome.” (To Helen, 1836, revised 1845).
154 See § 2.2.1.
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Zhuāngzi takes up ugliness as a tool for teaching. That text plays with the
term, using it to challenge ideas of beauty and interior/exteriority of
spirit and truth. Later, more occult Daoist (perhaps drawing on the early
appraisals of ugliness) saw ugly, strange features as hallmarks of the
supernatural or immortal. Buddhism was shown to have (in its Chan/Zen
varieties) made use of ugly, weathered, wabi-sabi forms to mediate (and
meditate on) peaceful presence of mind. Whether gesturing towards
austere nature or cosmic temporality, material forms were chosen to call
the mind’s gaze to simplicity. Time did not permit fuller exploration of
other strands in EAA Buddhism employing ugliness more simplistically
(e.g. Tibetan demonic motifs; Hell-portrayals; guardians of Buddha).
Although we may remember Confucianist’s preferment for beauty (and
reference to ugliness by way of negating beauty, ¬美=不美; 勿美; 無美),
implicit in their interest in beautiful behaviour is an aversion to ugly
actions. Importantly, the material culture which surrounded Confucianinformed ideals of scholarship introduced artistic forms which ‘western’
viewers might consider ugly. I am speaking of those guài images
(mountains, trees, rocks) which were used to connote places of scholarly
retreat. Confucius may have said, “The wise find pleasure in water; the
virtuous find pleasure in hills”,155 but the ‘hills’ (mountains) which a
scholarly gentleman would delight in were depicted in grotesque ways.
This delight in ‘ugly’ forms, detailed in the preceding section,
offers a third novel aspect. Whether ugly-ugly chǒu (醜), grotesque guài
(怪), rustic wabi-sabi (侘寂), EAA has long embraced aesthetic features
From section 6, Yong Ye (雍也), in the James Legge translation (from ctext.org, last
accessed 6/26/2018). The full phrase is rendered:
“The Master said, "The wise find pleasure in water; the virtuous find pleasure in
hills. The wise are active; the virtuous are tranquil. The wise are joyful; the
virtuous are long-lived."
子曰：「知者樂水，仁者樂山；知者動，仁者靜；知者樂，仁者壽。」
Legge’s translation takes both halves of the parallelism as synonymously positively, but
others seem to feel a contrast was being drawn. E.g., William Edward Soothill’s
translation (1910, Dover reprint 1995):
“The clever delight in water, the virtuous in hills; the clever are restless, the
virtuous calm; the clever enjoy life, the virtuous prolong life.” P.31.
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which require normatively-negative description, and yet which are
appraised as providing aesthetic pleasure. This is a conundrum worthy of
the attention of the wider aesthetic world. One deflationary path of
discourse would be to say that these objects indeed are ugly, and that
cultural conceits and conventions foist positivity on them. Even the
Northern-Song critics (mentioned by Yang Xiaoshan (2003)) availed
themselves of this sort of dismissal. The first step in this was to state the
obvious – that the objects were prima facie ugly:
“All things are hated and detested if they are grotesque;
Why is it that you are collected and fondled by people?”
凡物以怪見憎嫉
爾獨何為人採拂156

The next step was to recognize what was likely equally obvious to
everyone except the most obtuse of the literati – the fact that a fetish cult
had arisen around the objects. This fad had arisen due to the human
ability to adapt artificial attitudes. “It has been disliked by the world for
its ugliness; Now you take its ugliness as a virtue. Nothing is ugly or fair
in itself; What one values is not being befuddled between ugly and
fair.”157 While some stones (and stone culture circles) were “hoodwinking
people”, the clear-headed person was not fooled: “Let those who speak of
their love for it ridicule me.”158
But against this deflationary case by way of mere cultural concerns,
I aver that the objects themselves attracted positive appraisals. Put the
other way around, they are attractive objects. The conflict over whether
This poem by Jin Junqing (金君卿) of the Northern Song, entitled “A Grotesque Rock”
(怪石). It opens Yang Xiaoshan (2003)’s section on some Song poets’ criticism of
petrophilia. The remaining lines of the poem are provided in Yang’s text (pp.129-131),
and the author notes how the work relates the suggestive forms of the stone to various
ugly phenomena.
157 Yang (2003), quoting the poet Mei Yaochen (梅堯臣) whose poem “On the Ugly Rock
in Liu Zhonggeng’s Garden in Zezhou” condemns both the excess involved in tàihú shí
rockery (e.g. the logistics of transport) and the “possibility of an aesthetic taste leading to
moral confusion”, in Yang’s words. P.137.
158 Taken from a poem by Want Ling (王令), “Rock Screen with Patterns of Autumn
Trees” as quoted in Yang (2003), pp.133-137.
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these items are beautiful or ugly, positive or negative resides in at least
two areas. Firstly, the formal features which they possess are those which
we associate with ugly objects generally. Yet in the context of stones,
mountains, and trees, the same aesthetic forms combine contextually to
produce attractive objects. Secondly, the objects themselves are set apart
as being a-typical of the more normative instances of the categories which
these objects belong to. In other words, a Guō Xī-painted mountain is
different than most mountains, a bonsai is different than most trees, and a
tàihú shí is different than most rocks. When pressed to describe these
differences, the terminology (as in the case of the formal features) must
make use of negative semantics or negative descriptions. Despite the
unavoidability of ugly associations or attributions, these items exist as
pleasing aesthetic objects.
6.4.1.2.

Normalcy

The three areas of novelty mentioned above are not the only
unique contributions of EAA to discussions of ugliness. Nor are they an
indicator that EAA is incommensurably different than the rest of
humanity. Being an optimist regarding ideas of incommensurability, I
wished to allow the texts and examples to speak for themselves.159 My
rationale was to allow readers to see both how dissimilar and similar
certain ideas may be with their own notions. Having touched on the
historical riches noted above, I am persuaded that many of the concerns
and conceptions related to ugliness in ‘western’ cultures are shared in
EAA cultures.
In the editors’ introduction to Intercultural Aesthetics: A Worldview
Perspective, there is a needful call to engage in “transcending the limits of
current Western aesthetics, dominated as it is by Western categories of

Although my selection and commentary must be subjective, I believe the texts and
examples remain accessible independent of my presentation. Recognizing a
misrepresentation is a good mark of accessibility, as it entails an ability on the part of the
disappointed party to compare the source notion and destination – a sign that
incommensurability is not fatal.
159
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thought.”160 But they also provide an insightful recognition (via a
discussion of Kantian sensus communis and India sadharanikarana and rasa)
that implicit in any intercultural aesthetic endeavor is some assumption of
shared human experience (or bases for that experience): “…a kind of
universal, cross-cultural measure of understanding, a kind of preconceptual common ground. However, genuinely intercultural reflection
should not take any universal ground for granted … We have to find out
the real or concrete extent of the claim to generality.”161 In agreement with
their challenge (to “find…the real or concrete extent…”) I have aimed at
presenting, without overmuch bias, aesthetic instances for the
investigation of how these align with the most general aesthetic
sentiments.
As for the idea that the whole enterprise of comparison is
wrongheaded due to incomprehensible incommensurability, I disagree,
following the logic of Mazhar Hussain and Robert Wilkinson in their
introduction to The Pursuit of Comparative Aesthetics: An Interface between
East and West.162 Firstly, following a similar note to the challenge of
Intercultural Aesthetics, the actual doing-of intercultural or comparative
aesthetics will provide some measure of the success (pragmatic though it
may be) of the endeavor. As these fields have been pursued, it has been
obvious that while much learning of linguistic and associational nuance is
challenging, “it is only difficult, not insuperable.”163 I would add, as I
Braembussche (2009), p.1.
Ibid., p.2. Here the authors seem to misread Kant a bit. They use him for his mention
of universality but deploy his idea of our expecting universal consent to our own
aesthetic judgment as an example of provincialism – at least that’s how it reads to me:
“In view of the conditions of contemporary thought, we can no longer maintain Kant’s
claim that all others should share our aesthetic judgments.” Kant is getting at the
expectation of consent (in part due to faith in our faculties being shared), but in no way
was he sanguine about our actually consenting with one another. He was not imposing
strictures but highlighting the structure (as he saw it) of our judgments. If the authors
read him aright, the only ‘conditions of contemporary thought’ which might derail his
idea would be some sort of de-universalizing (or for Kant, de-humanizing)
discrimination amongst cultures or ethnicities. I suppose their intent was to champion
various voices, but Kant is not the proper target in such a sally.
162 See pages 1-18, and especially pp.3-5. (2006).
163 Ibid., p.4.
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noted above, that even the setting up of discreet mega-cultures (e.g. East
and West) is a kind of ‘hardening of the categories’ which denies both the
diversity within cultures (Hussain and Wilkinson note that even
individual languages themselves are greatly adaptive and diverse), and
denies the historical normalcy of cultures being in functional
communication with others at various levels. Perhaps the strongest mark
against a complete lack of faith in commensurability or communicability
is that “the claim that categorical frameworks are incommensurable itself
presupposed that the frameworks in question have in some way been
grasped, understood and compared.”164 But even the smallest amount of
faith in the endeavor (a mustard seed amount, perhaps) brings rewards.
“These comparisons, which are of interest in their own right, also have
the effect … of illuminating questions in a way in which purely intracultural aesthetics often does not.”165
With this working assumption of some measure of
understandability, not only have the ‘illuminating’ novelties of EAA
ugliness been demonstrated, but also much normal use of the concept.
Firstly, EAA possesses the commonsensical notion of ugliness as an
attribute or quality of an object or experience. I highlighted how Chinese
literature made use of ugly people, trees, animals, et al. This is obviously
a universal sentiment relating to ugliness, and one whose foundational
nature allows instances of ugliness to be investigated in the first place.
But, secondly, the commonsensical notion was also challenged, and I
recorded how ugly things could be considered as not-ugly or beautiful.
This ability to reappraise, redeem, or transcend ugliness is also a theme
present around the world. Often this ugliness-as-a-foil motif occurs with
reference to notions of inner and outer ugliness. This leads to a third
universal conception of ugliness, which is its serving multiple purposes as
a descriptive value. Seamlessly, EAA and other cultures transition in their

164
165

Ibid.
Ibid., p.1.
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use of ugly-descriptors from objects to actions to ideas. Ugliness is unproblematically applied both to aesthetic materials (objects of perception)
and to aesthetic perception (objectification?) of immaterial concepts. 166
This may be called the figurative use of ugliness, and its widespread
usage should be discussed in any comprehensive explanation of ugliness.
6.4.2. EAA’s Lessons in Ugliness
6.4.2.1.

Conclusions about Ugliness

Around the globe conceptions of ugliness are informed and
reformed by cultural associations. There is a trivial sense in which this is
true. Fashion affects many things, and what once was considered
beautiful will later be considered ugly. But though this vacillation extends
beyond mere cosmetics (e.g. not only makeup, clothing, hairstyles, but
even body shapes come in and out of fashion), deforming, disconcerting,
or dysfunctional ugliness perseveres through the ages. As used several
times above – Dōngshī may have adopted the fashionable frown of
beautiful Xīshī, but ugly Dōngshī remained.
What cultures can do with these more stubborn fixtures of ugliness
is also interesting. Sometimes ugliness is the starting point, as in the guài
embellishments of the monstrous tāotiè (饕餮) – a starting point which
vanishes into beautiful decoration. This closely echoes the drolleries or
grotesques of Medieval European manuscripts or carvings. Here ugliness
is selected, and gradually redirected. Either its offensive form is mollified
or its ugly associations are lost. Having been selected by a culture for its
ugly features, the thing becomes sublimated into a non-ugly convention.
In other cases, as with a wabi-sabi (侘寂) tea set, an isolated cup (or
bowl) might look ungainly and malformed, until the intimate intensity of
a meditative appraisal reveals its attractiveness – a process encouraged by

Of course, these ‘immaterial concepts’ usually consist of the combination of several
components, many of which may contain aesthetic elements. For example, if we say that
cruelty is ugly, we probably can conjure in our minds or memories the image of a cruel
action – whether or not the act of the perpetrator(s) itself involved ugly aesthetic
elements.
166

225

the environment of the Japanese tea ceremony (chanoyu (茶の湯) or chadō
(茶道)). So too a tool, say, an old hammer (contra Heidegger’s ready-tohand) could be kept, felt, and admired precisely because of its worn
memorializing of use or owner.167 Here ugly forms (on some level)
remain, but the associations convert the experience into something more
meaningful. There is a re-treading or reversal here: meaningful
associations or context allow – in these cases – for an apparently ugly
object to be intimately reappraised, and in many cases found to exemplify
a kind of beauty (not exactly Bosanquet’s ‘difficult beauty,’168 but not easy
either) which escapes casual glances.

Fig.24

Finally, cultures may enter periods where the ugly, the vicious, the

horrific, the scandalous, and etc. become avant-garde and attractive. I

In my own family, agrarian culture had formed the foundation of childhoods
(whether vegetable gardens or tobacco fields) until my generation. I remember the hoes
of grandparents which were kept as heirlooms. These were distinguished not only by
their hand-worn shape, but also – importantly – by the recognition of their lasting
quality. Something akin to this resides in Japanese tool-appreciation as well. There is a
commercialization of this sentiment in Japanese mega-stationary shops such as Log-On,
which sell weathered classic stationary materials. There is also a near (or full) kitschy use
of this sentiment in restaurants invoking nostalgia in the United States, such as Cracker
Barrel. In a more philosophical vein, there is something different than Heidegger’s
insightful discourse on the mind-less (yet body-ful) knowing of a useful tool taking place
in the admiration and use of these objects. Perhaps drawing from these ready-to-hand
experiences, or perhaps preempting them, is a form of aesthetic appreciation which
acknowledges (if a posteriori to use) or anticipates (if a priori) their fitted-ness to use – or
in some glosses of wabi-sabi, their fitted-ness to reality itself. It isn’t as if this knowing
gaze distances us, as Heidegger might seem to suggest, but rather involves us in a way
which need not be artificial.
168 Cf. Jacquette (1984).
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mentioned the North Song Dynasty claimed petrophilia fell into such a
category, but we also see this form of cultural appropriation of uglies in
tales like that of the aforementioned Pu Songling and his Strange Stories
from a Chinese Studio, tales in the ‘Strange Tales’ genre (志怪小说), or the
novels and salacious stories of the Qing and Ming dynasties. It also can be
seen in Edo period prints, in which ugly things and acts are portrayed
with great delight. (Fig.24xxiv) Rather than think that somehow these
periods (similar to many fin de siècle eras in the ‘West’) had entered a
period of aesthetic and cognitive non-normativity, it is more accurate to
view them as relishing what they themselves deemed scandalous, and
thus haute couture. When the surpluses of the good life had reached
surfeit, the desire to press the borders – to transgress the borders – had its
sway.169
All of this acknowledgment of culture-related elements of ugliness
does not do away with the presence of ugly phenomena in isolation.
Objects in nature, whether they are people, animals, plants, or inanimate
objects may present themselves to as being ugly. We ‘find them’ to be
ugly, but they are there for us to find. Assuming for the moment that it is
we who bring our associations to bear on percepts and their aesthetic
features, even this is a different claim from maintaining that culture alone
creates our associations. Without jumping ahead to my closing chapters,

Living in an era (early 21st century) in which being transgressive is an attractive
pursuit, I should give an example of what I mean by transgression of norms. Par for the
course in the Edo period were Muzan-e (無残絵), or “Bloody Prints” which often gave
graphic depictions of murders in works of art. One storied artisan, Tsukioka Yoshitoshi
(月岡 芳年) depicted a very pregnant woman, nude, bound, suspended upside down,
beneath which a man whets the knife with which he will carve her. Others are more
sanguineous, with scenes of torture being fully portrayed. Considering that these were
collectible and popular pieces of art gives an indication of the salacious and
transgressive nature of the sophisticates of that era. My depiction of such works as
transgressive may ring hollow in an era in which horror films (now popularly called
‘torture porn’) and torturous video games are becoming more normative. Here I only
state my belief that if art is valued for its elevating powers (due to our faith, based upon
experience, in its transformative nature), it also should be acknowledged to have a
debasing ability as well.
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several other cognitive criteria may be at play.170 Whether we posit ideas
of symmetry, completion, cohesion, balance, unity, and etc. as positive
aesthetic qualities, when we find these thwarted, inverted, and undone,
we also tacitly posit various forms of ugliness. This is what the Dàodéjīng’s
second chapter reminded us of.
My foray through EAA ugliness has reaffirmed the notion that a
well-rounded singular conception of ugliness must try to account for
multiple uglies. Ugliness is polysemous and its phenomena are
multifaceted. This chapter has demonstrated the variety of ways in which
ugliness can be manifested and encountered. Even though some varieties
in EAA are unique, a number of others are familiar. This is seen in the
collation below, which exists in the form of a list collecting species,
features, and problems of ugliness found in EAA to those already
discussed. It is fitting that this chapter should close out the sections of
literature review, and that the list of threads in the fabric of ugliness
should now appear nearly untangle-able. One of the main aims of my
thesis has been to demonstrate that while ugliness is diverse, there is
indeed unity within the diversity and a common core in the conception of
ugliness across its various aspects. My remaining chapters attempt to
weave a unified view of ugliness into the tapestry of our negative
aesthetic judgment.
6.4.3. Collation of Ugliness in EAA
Below I have placed a list of the species of ugliness (Sx), features of
ugliness (Fx), and problems of ugliness (Px) which I think are highlighted
in the above discussion of ugliness in EAA. The case could be made
(especially including contemporary EAA) that every Sx, Fx, and Px is also
present in these cultures. But some have featured more prominently (or

By cognitive here I simply mean how we ‘think’ – encompassing in this context our
thoughts (rational & irrational), emotions, impulses, intuitions, and embodied
perception. That cognition (or thought) should include all of these stretches the term a
bit too far – but I am using it here to gesture towards that which goes on in our faculty of
judgment, instantaneous though it may be. I take up this issue again in chapter 7.
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have struck me more particularly), and those are the varieties which are
given below. Besides the item’s label, I include a sentence specifying how
it relates to EAA. Also, at the end of the lists taken from previous chapters
I have added novel contributions from EAA and mention notable
absences – in some cases these relative silences speak volumes.
6.4.3.1.

Species of Ugliness (Sx) in EAA:

S1 OP – Ugliness as the Opposite of Beauty: Foundational conception,
present in Dàodéjīng and Daoist play with harmonious balance; implicit in
Confucian aesthetics of propriety.
S2 UNP – Ugliness as Unpurposive, or Inutile: Through reversal, implied
in Zhuāngzi et al. opinion that deviation from a true telos or nature is
negative; yet ugly inutility (e.g. ugly tree) can be beautiful if it preserves a
thing’s nature. (see F8 below)
S3 B – Ugliness as Beauty (Beauty Which Challenges): Seen in Daoist
predilection for ugly forms; wabi-sabi preference for worn and weathered;
guài grotesqueries of various forms.
S4 AA – Ugliness as Aesthetic Antipathy: Present in the change of values
over eras; examples in Tang and Northern Song criticism of rockery based
on (among formal aesthetic complaints) non-aesthetic antipathies.
S5 FE – Ugliness as Failure of Expression: Major theme in EAA literary
criticism; See also Guo Wangwei as modern representative.171
S7 DSP – Ugliness as Displeasure: This baseline understanding of ugliness
played with in Zhuāngzi, employed in Chéngyǔ.
S8 DAPP – Ugliness as Disapproval: Like the foregoing (S7), this basic
understanding of ugliness used throughout EAA (e.g. calligraphy
training).

171

Cf. in Cheng (2002).
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S13 IMM – Ugliness as Evil/Immoral: While not a leading theme, even the
harmonizing Daoist sources (Dàodéjīng172, Zhuāngzi173) mix ideas of
evil/immoral and ugliness.
[EAA] S14 NAT – Ugliness as Natural Vigor: While this is not a
comprehensive claim for ugliness, it is a species-claim, in that some
instances of ugliness (e.g. trees, rocks, et al.) are aesthetic evidence of the
vitality of nature, as well as its mystery and endurance. Weathered pines,
grotesque rockeries, and even wabi-sabi implements have misshapen
forms as a sign of life-force.174
[EAA] S15 SUP – Ugliness as Supernatural Hallmark: Like the above, a
species (and not a claim about all instances) of ugliness, this is the idea
that something (or someone) exceptionally ugly or guài may be so due to
supernatural origin or attainment. This occurs not only across EAA
cultures (in stories of sages, animal shape-shifters, divine/demonic
avatars, or Daoist immortals) but also in other Asian (e.g. Hindu) views of
animals or people today born with deformities. Blending with S14 above,
some natural forms (especially rocks in EAA) were taken to be
spiritual/supernatural due to their unusually grotesque features.
[EAA] S16 REC – Ugliness as Reciprocal Value: Strongly related to F14, this
view is more foundational (than the feature) in that it claims that ugliness
is only the completing counter to positive aesthetic values. I distinguish it
from S1 due to the lack of necessarily competing opposition (i.e.

See not only it’s explicit reference to negative values alongside positive, but also its
moral teachings. For e.g., Ellen Zhang’s “Weapons are nothing but ominous instruments:
The Daodejing's view on war and peace” in Journal of Religious Ethics, Vol. 40, #3 (2012).
Pp.473-502.
173 As in the story of the despised beautiful wife and the admired ugly wife, there is an
implied worth via moral excellence which transcends (and potentially transforms)
aesthetic sentiments. While it is controversial to claim that such considerations can
change an aesthetic perspective, due to both (i.) the holistic judgment incorporating
associations and contents, and (ii.) the mollifying effects of exposure over time, I think
some formally ugly entities can have their offensive reception lessened due to
extenuating circumstances.
174 This is another way of glossing the value of wabi-sabi aesthetic elements instead of (or
at least in addition to) the more cosmic or melancholic takes of Koren (2008), Juniper
(2003) and Prusinski (2012).
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completion ≠ competition). This may be found in Daoism, though not
without de-valuing or denying the negative valuation of negativity.
Absences: While I do not claim an absence of S6 N, S9 CUL, S10 OTH,
S11 CONS, or S12 CONF in EAA, their presence is not (in the arenas surveyed
above) as noticeable as in the sources surveyed in earlier chapters.
‘Ugliness as Nothing’ (S6 N) was not emphasized. On the contrary, the
idea of absence, privation, or nothingness forms not only a valuable
attainment (readily seen in both Daoist of Buddhistic contexts), but also a
key element in artistic compositions (e.g. the empty spaces of EAA
paintings). “Ugliness as Cultural Repository” (S9 CUL) is anachronistic.
EAA cultures do not evidence value-skepticism, and though they played
with conflicting values and challenged cultural hegemonies, valuation
(including aesthetic) endures in their environments.175 The same can be
said for “Ugliness as Social Construct” (S11 CONS), in that the main practice
of EAA recognized the flexibility and artificiality of aesthetic values
without denying their trans-cultural existence.176 The existential (or
Buber-esque) tension of “Ugliness as the Other” (S10 OTH) is not a major
theme in EAA. Of course, from depictions of ‘foreigners’ – whether early
or modern – we see the perceived ugliness (or oddity) of outsiders, but

Zen Buddhism (or other forms of Buddhism) may seem to challenge this claim, due to
the aim of transcending notions of good and evil (or good and bad), and the didactic of
‘do or do not’, etc. But there is a threefold valuation at work even here: Firstly, the such
transcendence (or extinguishment) is viewed as a positive end or aim; secondly, the path
towards such a destination is guided by notions of positive and negative, in that some
modalities further, some delay the journey (even the putting forth of koan-like chestnuts
or ‘shocking’ narratives – as when the disciple slaps the teacher or rips up the scriptures
– is only understandable as the setting forth of a positive instance of attainment); lastly,
the aesthetic environments in which such discourses or disciplines are pursued are vast
compositions of formally-positive artifactuality.
176 By ‘trans-cultural’ I mean across and above cultures. As noted at S
9 CUL, my contention
is that there are plenty of aspirations of indifference to valuation in EAA (for example
the spiritual idiom: 色即是空 “color and form are emptiness”) but these are not put into
lived practice at large. Nor is the religious and philosophical claim at work in such ideas
(usually Buddhistic) aimed at social practice, but rather at epistemological and
ontological (supposed) misconceptions. In other words, there may be a denial of the
veracity of value, but not via socialization. Li Zehou’s ideas of accretion (see Li (1994)
and Cheng (2002)) might overlap this category, but his system seems indebted to
‘western’ (particularly Hegelian) views of history.
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this is different than S10 OTH’s claim of all ugliness being rooted in thatwhich-is-different. Finally, “Ugliness as Confusing/Confounding” (S12
CONF)

is not only absent, it is tempting to say that aesthetic confusion or

obfuscation is considered a positive value in EAA. In this way it is akin to
S6 NOT, where not only is EAA amicable to the idea, but its value is shown
in artworks. Whether the blurring of forms into emptiness in a landscape
(山水) painting or the freedom of running-hand calligraphy (草書),
inscrutability was a mark of the ineffability of reality.
6.4.3.2.

Features of Ugliness (Fx) in EAA:

F1 MULT – Multiplicity of Ugliness: Obviously EAA instantiates the wide
use of ugliness, and even clusters disparate conceptions of ugliness (as in
Zhuāngzi).
F3 BD – Beauty-Determinedness of Ugliness: Although it does not deny
ugliness its own phenomenological identity, claims that like of the
Dàodéjīng (ch.2) posit a duality of value in which beauty and ugliness are
mutually identifying.
F4 POL – Polarity of Ugliness: As this is a general use of the concept, EAA
also places ugliness on the opposite polar position (as in the Dōngshī (東
施) Xīshī (西施) contrast).
F5 MUT – Mutability of Ugliness: There is a twofold play with this feature
in EAA: not only may associations change the perspective of the ugly
object (a theme in Zhuāngzi), but also ugly objects themselves ‘transform’
(either literally as in Liú Xiàng’s (劉向) Lives of the Immortals (列仙傳) or
figuratively, as in poetry praising guài rockery).
F6 OBJ – Objectification of Ugliness: Contrary to modern ‘western’
theories, (early) EAA seems to operate on the assumption that ugliness is
indeed a quality of objects. It may be transcended or transformed, but it is
a feature of things and experiences – in my opinion this is a mark of the desubjective perspective of EAA.177
By ‘de-subjective’ I mean something like a non-anthropocentric perspective. I am not
denying that an aesthetic critic (audience member) or creator (artist) is able to ‘step out
177
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F8 UT – Utility of Ugliness: This feature appears in Daoist texts such as
Zhuāngzi. See comments above at S2 UNP.
F9 PL – Pleasure of Ugliness: Regardless of whether guài (and other
strange or weird values) are taken to closely or distantly correlate with
ugliness, EAA has numerous instances of pleasure being taken in forms
that others (including critics within the culture) call ugly.178
F10 ANT – Antagonism of Ugliness: Like other cultures, external ugliness
was sometimes used in EAA to challenge, provoke, or generally provide a
foil to a person or thing’s inner character.
F11 PLYS – Polysemous Nature of Ugliness: Demonstrated in section 2.1.
above. Note also that EAA possesses terms which are straightforwardly
ugly (chǒu (醜)) or quasi-ugly (grotesque guài (怪), rustic wabi-sabi (侘寂)).
F13 HUM – Humor of Ugliness: Also present in EAA (e.g. chéngyǔ).
F14 NEC – Necessity of Ugliness: Correlating to some basic philosophical
assumptions in EAA (e.g. Daoism of the Dàodéjīng), ugliness could be
seen as a constitutive element not only of works of art with tension, but of
reality itself.
Absences: As noted with species of ugliness, the following may be
present in pre-modern EAA, but not greatly emphasized. The
“Responsive Nature of Ugliness” (F2 RSP) may have an undeniable role to
play in EAA (after all, judgments of ugliness occur in the judge), but this
was not as much a point of emphasis as in subject-centric ‘western’
aesthetic discourse. In the same vein, the “Epistemologically-Determined”

of themselves’, but rather that pre-modern EAA had at least two features which made
their view less self-centric: Firstly is the tacit assumption that there is a world (a nature, a
cosmos, a Dao – even if in the Buddhistic view it is somehow deceptive) out there.
Idealism of the Platonic variety, in which the world is a “walking shadow” (as
Shakespeare put it), was not affecting the perception of perceptions. Even supernatural
characters and events take on very earthy proportions in EAA. Secondly, there is
something akin to humility – if not reverence – in EAA relations to the world and its
objects. This may be seen symbolically in the placement (and relative size) of persons
within landscapes (painted of potted pénjǐng).
178 As noted above (§3.2.1), there is also a more normal pleasure in ugliness in EAA
which relates to the universal fascination with titillating elements of negative aesthetic
experiences (e.g. horror, tragedy, disgust).
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(F7 EPD) nature of ugliness may indeed explain why people believed what
they believed about ugliness, but this ‘meta-narrative’ discourse was not a
major feature in EAA. Perhaps epistemology is fore-fronted in
Buddhism’s ideas related to knowing and perception, and its claims of the
allure of this world being deceitful (not only in the sense of it being
misguiding, but perhaps also in our perception of it as being misguidedly
blind). But the practice of Buddhism deploys the conception of ugliness
(and beauty) in its environs and discourses despite this interest in
epistemological concerns.179 The “Particularity of Ugliness” (F12 PART) also
may be diminished in EAA. While EAA is perfectly capable of separating
off from the great mass of existence particular objects (even singular ones,
as shown in petrophilia), the holistic emphases of a Dao which
harmonizes all things diminishes the possibility of ugliness being
admitted as a broken telos. “Idiosyncrasy of Ugliness” (F15 IDIOS) is not a
major theme, at least among humanity – perhaps Zhuangzi’s knowledge
of fishes’ pleasure plays with such an idea, but it does so by transcending
its claims.
6.4.3.3.

Problems of Ugliness (Px) in EAA:

P1 CHAR – Problem of Characterization: Like other cultures with rich
traditions of using and discussing ugliness, its various appearances in
EAA could challenge a singular or comprehensive definition.180

Perhaps the utility of ugliness (for those Buddhists who use it) may be viewed as
another ‘ladder which is thrown away after climbing’ (as Wittgenstein might say). But its
didactic deployment by many Buddhist is apparent in the paintings of sufferings or
fearsome guards of Buddha (or Tibetan Yamas on Thangkas).
180 Among the unique ways in which EAA appear to challenge characterization are: the
simultaneous recognition of and denial of ugliness (e.g. in Zhuāngzi when someone is
found to be ugly, but whose character makes them not ugly – are they still ugly?); the
impression of items being wrongly classified as grotesque when they are really beautiful
or beautiful when they are really grotesque (as in the case of rockery and roots – are they
the ‘emperor’s new clothes’?); Philosophical-religious paradoxes, such as Daoism’s
identification of dualities requiring admittance of negative qualities, but insistence that
resignation (or accommodation) to the harmonious whole as a holistic positive – or
Buddhism’s denial of negative appearances being taught by means of negative
appearances. The above e.gs. range from formal ugliness to conceptual ugliness, from
social conceptions to metaphysical conceptions. There are others, but these are cited to
show how variety itself presents challenges which I believe my closing chapters resolve.
179
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P2 REF – Problem of Referentiality: Since the duality of aesthetic values
also appears in EAA, this problem also takes place.181
P5 PDX – Paradox of Ugliness: Though not emphasized in the literary
examples given above, EAA evinces the oddity of being attracted to ugly
experiences. This is not only in guài or wabi-sabi forms, but also in its rich
literary history which admires tragic figures, strange tales, and horror
stories.182
P9 POP – Problem of Popularity: Although I was tempted to place this in
the ‘absence’ category below due to the paucity of discussion of ugliness’
popularity in older EAA (the petrophiles criticized by Tang and Song
dynasty critics didn’t necessarily choose their rocks based on ugliness or
‘shock value’ as purveyors of ugliness do today), much in contemporary
Chinese artwork trades in avant-garde ugliness.183
Absence: As with Species and Features of Ugliness, no doubt all
earlier instances of Problems of Ugliness can also be sussed out of EAA,
but I wish to recognize those whose relative absence is significant.
Interestingly, compared to species (i.e. varieties) and features (i.e.
aspects), EAA appears to lack several of the problems associated with
ugliness. The “Problem of Disappearance” (P3 DISS) does not feature
heavily. Despite the transformation of perspectives on ugliness, ugly
appearance remains.184 As noted earlier, the lack of subject-centric
(whether Platonic or Kantian) theories having a hegemony on aesthetic

This problem, both in EAA and other cultures, is more of theory than practice. Not
only does the experience of ugliness not exist simply as a reversal of beauty (see ch.4), in
lived experience the phenomenon of ugliness is recognized without reference to beauty
as its preparation or propaedeutic.
182 When I say ‘tragic’ I am wittingly bringing this paradox back towards its nearrelation, the paradox of tragedy. On the one hand we may admit that EAA did not have
the exact discourse that is in Aristotle (in which he analyzes the phenomenon of tragedy
and catharsis), but the attraction-to and satisfaction-in emotionally challenging aesthetic
experiences is also found in EAA.
183 See Wen (2016) and discussion at the close of § 2.3.5.
184 This problem occurs elsewhere as an artistic transmutation of ugliness (as per John
Constable) or aesthetic attitude (as per Bosanquet). Such claims are that ugliness proves
to be nothing, due to some sort of presentation, process, or perspective. EAA allows the
object to be ugly but does not let that ugliness determine the object’s role.
181
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discourse meant that many EAA aestheticians (creators and consumers)
could let the object ‘speak’ to them, rather than assuming they cogitated it
into existence. Thus the “Problem of Location” (P4 LOC) is less of a
problem. The “Problem of Vestigial Values” (P6 VV) would be
anachronistic to apply, up until the contemporary period.185 The
“Problem of Sympathy” (P7 SYMP) didn’t hold much interest.186 Ugliness
signaled mystery, power, concealed-virtue, or a host of other interesting
contrasts – but eliciting sympathy is not featured as prominently as in
‘western’ contexts. Lastly, I reckon that “Problem of Affect” (P8 AFF) is a
non-starter due both to the simple phenomenological fact that ugliness
can engage aesthetic interest (EAA doesn’t mind staring at the ugly) and
EAA conceptions don’t forefront notions of ‘disinterest.’

Even though we might assume some contemporary EAA artists have decided to live
in a ‘post-value’ world, much contemporary work (especially that coming out of late
20th, early 21st century nouveau-Capitalist China) draws its impact from ire against the
dehumanization or dilemmas of modernity – quite obviously values have been offended
(or their absence keenly felt).
186 Indeed, the lovable ugly son-in-law/husband plays against this idea.
185
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Chapter 7 – The Situation of our Aesthetic Experience
7.
Introduction – Summary and Segue
This chapter begins the attempt to wrap up and weave together
some of the strands of ugliness which have been explored in chapters 3-6.
Chapters 7-9 form a loose unit, in which this chapter lays the framework
to explain aesthetic negativity. Chapter 8 then places ugliness within that
framework, and the concluding chapter 9 demonstrates how this resolves
some of the difficulties associated with conceptions of ugliness.
7.1.

Summary - Ugliness, Behind and Before

Having arrived at this stage in the examination of ugliness, several
salient points about people’s understanding and use of ugliness should be
apparent. Firstly, ugliness has been closely linked with beauty as an
opposite. This trend has been evident in both ‘western’ and EAA cultures.
But secondly, the parsing of the experience of ugliness merely as an
opposite to beauty has proved difficult (if not impossible) as
demonstrated in the messiness of chapter 4. Symmetricalists would like to
say that if ugliness is not substantively similar to beauty (as an aesthetic
property) then it isn’t appropriate to discuss it as an aesthetic (dis)value.
Some asymmetricalists would counter that the use (whether creatively or
critically) of semantically-associated values and disvalues doesn’t
preclude wide phenomenological divergence. I have a foot in both camps,
believing that there is symmetricalness in our linguistic use of the
conceptions as representing general aesthetic value and disvalue, and as
often (but not always) referring to opposing pole positions in scales of
aesthetic judgment.1 But the phenomenon (its qualia) and the provoking
aesthetic qualities are substantively asymmetrical.
Thirdly, ugliness is frustratingly polysemous. Chapter 5
demonstrated that large swathes of scholarship (outside of Kantian
“Beauty and ugliness are the central aesthetic properties, and other properties are
aesthetic if they stand in particular, intimate relation to beauty and ugliness. …
Daintiness, dumpiness, elegance, balance and delicacy are all ways of being beautiful or
ugly.” Zangwill (2007), pp.2-3.
1
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disputes) have accumulated instances of ugliness, leaving the impression
that there is no shared core among the conceptions. I disagree with this
and make my case for core commonality in the following chapters. A
fourth observation runs counter to this third: multiplicity of ugliness has
not kept some thinkers from writing stridently about what they take
ugliness to be. Some took it as a failure of expression, others as
incompletion, and others as disharmony. These are examples of those
who found ugliness rooted in some sort of lack, failure, or privation –
ostensibly of beauty. Others took a different tack and denied ugliness any
existence at all. Artistic prowess or aesthetic perspectives were claimed to
transform any ugly into beauty. In a similar disappearing vein are those
who explain that ugliness (like all values) is just a social construct. Taking
the third and the fourth observation together seems to lend weight to a
fifth observation. This is the subjectivist conclusion that all such confusion
occurs primarily because different people view things differently – that
ugliness, as much as beauty, is in the eye of the beholder. There is a
simple sense in which this is a truism, but a soberer sense in which it fails,
for subjectivity does not preclude all objectivity, nor faith in (and the
discussion of) the world of aesthetic objects.
7.1.1. Segue – The Situation of our Aesthetic Experience
To address the above concerns – especially that subjectivity is the
‘last word’ about ugliness – I below explain what I take to be the
intersubjective normality of aesthetic experience. By this I mean that most
individual subjects encounter and experience aesthetic phenomenon in
shared, or in-common ways. This assertion, plus a measure of faith in the
commonality of the fundaments of the external world allows me to
articulate a viable explanation of shared aesthetic experience.2 The
observations listed above will be informed by this explanation which

I have spent some time describing my positions on subjectivity and subject-centricity,
objectivity and object-centricity in the first chapter of my thesis, which see.
2
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makes room for both individual subjectivity and communicable reference
to a shared object.
7.2.

Aesthetic Situation - The Whole of Aesthetic Experience

This chapter is titled “the situation of our aesthetic experience”
because I wish to gesture towards two senses of ‘situation.’ First is the
aesthetic environment of experience (the object(s) of an encounter), the
object-centric situation. Second is the state of affairs within the aesthetic
experiencer, the subject-centric situation. It is in this twofold realm that I
eventually situate ugliness – or rather locate its existence. I must first
describe what I take to be two important understandings of the overall
aesthetic situation.
In describing the aesthetic situation (and its outer and inner
dimensions) I am emphasizing two overarching features of the experience
which I believe shed light on the discussion at hand. There may be other
features that could also enlighten the discussion of the aesthetic
experience, but I think these two cover substantial areas of the topic and
provide a helpful rubric for alleviating much confusion relating to
ugliness.3 The overarching features which I claim as present in our
aesthetic experiences are that they are (i.) holistic experiences and (ii.)
aspectual experiences.
In this chapter I have thus far used the word ‘experience,’ and this
was to point towards our encountering (or, being ‘situated among’)
aesthetic elements. But the experience is processed, or judged, by our
perceptive cogitation – our feeling, thinking heart-mind (心).4 So I refer to

Other possible features (or narratives) in aesthetic experience might be, for example, a
(i.) neurological materialist description of the synaptic activities in our brains; or (ii.) the
poetic sense of meaning which our engagement with the world speaks to. The first might
be called a reductionist account, the second a romantic/idealist/spiritualist account. But
I believe that my own focus on holism and perspectives makes provision for these two,
and – importantly – speaks to the ‘messy middle’ in which our phenomenological lives
are situated, and at which (i.) is experienced, and from which (ii.) is drawn.
4 This is a messy locution, but I want to recognize the mental processes where aesthetic
experiences are engaged without ignoring the emotional and embodied aspects. ‘Soul’ is
the best fit, but I’ve avoided it for the moment to postpone religious conceptions. The
3
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these two features as ‘holistic judgment’ and ‘aspectual judgment’ –
without losing sight of the percepts or qualities of objects which in
judgment are perceived as qualia.5 These two ways of judging aesthetic
experience – holistically and aspectually – are dealt with in sections 2.2
and 2.3 below.
7.2.1. Overview of Method
In formulating my views of aesthetic judgments and experience I
have sought to assemble and assess them based on the following method.
The overall aim of the thesis has been to describe the phenomenon of
ugliness and the conventions6 related to ugliness accurately – which is to
say correctly. Ideas of accuracy and correctness involve truth claims, and
my bar for judging the veracity of claims here relates to correspondence
(to our phenomenological experience) and coherence (the rationality
within the system of explanation).7 Thus I have also sought out what has
been claimed about ugliness, both theoretically (the whys and hows) and
practically (the whats and wheres). Instances of claims about ugliness have
constituted my third through sixth chapters. Although I have made mild
critiques of the various views of ugliness, my main aim therein was to
collate the various claims of what ugliness is (SX), what features ugliness
has (FX), and what puzzles us about ugliness (PX). The immediate aim
now is to develop a view of aesthetic judgment itself, without ugliness as
the chief concern. The following two chapters place ugliness within this
description of general aesthetic judgment.8
Chinese 心 has a welcome comprehensiveness here. See “Xin 心” in Routledge
Encyclopedia of Confucianism, New York: Routledge, 2003. pp,686-687.
5 I am trying to have my cake and eat it too: I am resisting the appeal of placing the
aesthetic experience merely on the side of the external object or merely on the side of the
perceiving subject. This resistance, which is an insistence on both worlds, will bear fruit
in section 2.3.
6 Whereas ‘the phenomenon of ugliness’ describes ugliness as it is found/encountered,
‘conventions’ is about the norms of linguistic use and artistic creation and critique.
7 Mentioned in chapter 2.3 and 2.5.1. The rationality here is only expected as regards the
method of explanation, not the phenomenon of experience. We feel, respond, adjudicate
in ways which need not be rational.
8 While my account of aesthetic judgment is a result of my personal theorizing, extant
terms and theories of aesthetic judgments (or aesthetic experience) inform and overlap
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My theories about aesthetic experience are partly informed by my
own experience and opinion. While this contains elements of intuition, I
believe it also includes technical experience. As mentioned, my first
degree is the arts (with a specialty in painting and drawing), and I have
worked extensively as an illustrator, sculptor and designer.9 What I
believe this artistic experience brings to the following discussion is both
practical familiarity with the phenomenon of ugliness and also awareness
of the technical analysis of aesthetic elements. The latter contribution is
somewhat lacking in aesthetic philosophy, in that philosophers are aware
and make use of artist’s statements (apparently valuing their practical
insights) but make little use of the technical manuals and systems which
most art students (in universities or ateliers) ‘cut their teeth on.’10 In such
training systems there is a greater presentation of objective guidelines
than may be expected in as ‘subjective’ a field as art.11 These aesthetic
precepts, as well as artistic practice, will be foremost in my mind as I
present what I take to be the nature of our holistic, aspectual aesthetic
judgments.

my system. Various positions on aesthetic topics are taken for granted, and when most
controversial or heavily overlapped I try and reference the salient arguments or authors.
E.g., I proceed as if there are contents in our aesthetic experience which are provided (in
part) independently of the subject. I largely follow the arguments of Siegel (2010).
9 Recently a work on ugliness in French, Sur La Laideur (eds. Betrand Naivin & Lars
Aagaard-Mogensen, Paris: Éditions Complicités, 2017) featured one of my paintings
“The Toad” as the cover. Naivin was also kind in translating my article on Kantian
ugliness into French, pp.75-95.
10 Such literature is enlightening at all stages of its intended audience: Early childhood
art education on up to postgraduate design manuals (and ‘best practice’ books) all yield
insights into what artists actually say (and do) with aesthetic elements. E.g. Cornia
(1994), Danko-McGhee (2000), Goldstein (1992), Gilbert (1988).
11 I hope in the future to help facilitate the distillation and distribution of technical
artistic methodologies for use in aesthetic philosophical discourse. Additionally, the
presence of objective guidelines does not necessarily entail rigidity – although it has in
certain eras (e.g. the beaux-arts neoclassicism or Chinese trans-millennial conventions).
But the art-school truism “You’ve got to learn the rules before you break them” has
endured as an aphorism for good reason. Learning ‘what works’ is foundational before
learning how to (successfully or consistently) make ‘variations on a theme’ or ‘break the
rules’. The myth of genius (grounded not only, but firmly, in German Idealism) may be
responsible, and may make people skeptical of rule-foundationalism, but in the
contemporary world advertising and design of all sorts gives the lie to conventional
rules being unnecessary.
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7.3.

Holistic Judgment – Entirety and Immediacy in Judgment

The first feature of aesthetic judgment which I would like to affirm
is the holistic nature of these experiences. The term holistic is meant to
reflect the wholeness of a judgment, in which an object or event is
considered as a unit. Merriam-Webster’s second definition of the term
holistic is as follows: “relating to or concerned with wholes or with
complete systems rather than with the analysis of, treatment of, or
dissection into parts.”12 I like this definition as much for the objection it
raises as for the explanation it offers. The likely objection to a holistic
aesthetic judgment (with this sense of the phrase) is that judgment seems
to entail some sort of analysis, and that analysis certainly has to deal with
the constituent parts of the thing.
I agree to the common-sense understanding that wholes are made
of parts, and that such parts can be analyzed (after all, art and aesthetic
criticism spends most of its time on discussing parts). But I contend that
aesthetic judgments are chiefly concerned with wholes (or units) rather
than parts in isolation. To say it in a different way, while a part (by which
I mean a portion of a composition which is singled-out or individuated by
the focused attention of the viewer13) may be of interest, it is judged in
relation to the whole in which it belongs/joins. As D.W. Prall put it, “all
experience is aesthetic on its surface as being the experience of elementary
qualities or complexes of qualities in relation.”14 A part may ‘lead us’
(attracting our attention en route to the whole), or a part may be ‘followed
up on’ (in which we analyze the whole’s constituent elements), but it is
always situated in the whole. If, one might claim, the part is the only
portion which a judgment is concerned with (and somehow the
composition of which it belongs is neglected), then I would contend that
this part is the ‘whole’ of said judgment. The discriminating focus of the

"Holistic." From Merriam-Webster, (www.merriam-webster.com) accessed July 5,
2018.
13 I return to the individuating or isolating nature of focus in section 2.2.2. and 2.3. below.
14 Italicized emphasis mine. From Prall (1967), p.318.
12
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viewer is responsible for the aperture of attention (as I call it), whether
singling out a general experience from the mass of experience which
envelops us (see §1.1.1.) or considering a discrete aesthetic experience.
More on this in section 2.2.2. and 2.3. below.
Within the idea of holistic judgment are the following assertions.
Firstly, that the judgment is whole in regard to its formal composition.
This is the main thrust of the preceding two paragraphs. Though an
experience has points of relative interest and noninterest, those points
(those parts) are related and situated in an identifying and informing
whole.15 This is a concern with “entirety” of a judgment. The second
assertion is that judgment is whole as regards its immediacy. This is a
claim related to the relative instantaneity of an aesthetic experience. I am
hedging with the word ‘relative,’ because rich aesthetic experiences may
unfold over time (e.g. music, literature, film, et al.) or be savored. But, to
put it repetitiously, what ‘strikes us’ is what strikes us in a moment - the
presentation of a thing or event in real time. This idea is contentious, and
I save my clarifications for its discussion below.
7.3.1. Entirety in Judgment – Gestalt Considerations
In exploring the idea that aesthetic judgments are holistic, I was led
initially to this belief by trying to account for the various elements which
inform our opinions of experiences in art and nature.16 As an artist I had
wrestled with a double dilemma: Firstly, the formal elements of artworks

Again, see §1.1.1. in which I admit bringing both determinative (identifying) and
reflective (contemplative) judgment into aesthetic judgment. I sympathize with the
interest in carving off aesthetic judgment as differentiated from normal determining
perception, but in my description being built in this chapter, aesthetic judgment does
partake in awareness of the what-ness of a thing. Another question raised from a Kantian
perspective might be whether the case of the sublime (the Kantian sublime) runs amok
of this idea. My opinion is yes and no. Yes, in the sense that Kant seems to be describing
the experience where we are initially troubled by the part-whole relation (at least in the
case of the mathematical sublime). Any attempt to compose the myriad mass of parts
into a whole defies our comprehensive ability, which first feels unsettling, but eventually
(in Kant’s account) feels ennobling. No, in the sense that even the sublime (stupendous
though it may be) is in reference to some experience provoked in the world (see the
descriptions of sublime scenes in nature in that portion of the third Critique).
16 These are enumerated in §2.3.
15

243

have undeniable relation to one another which affects the whole in which
they belong (as much, or more so, than their individual qualities).
Secondly, when venturing into the realm of expressing ideas (intelligible
content) the formal features and content also interact and affect one
another. At all levels there is an interplay of constituent parts.17
While researching notions of perspective I was pleased to discover
the writings of Rudolph Arnheim, whose work in Gestalt psychology was
applied to theories of perception and art critique. Gestalt is the German
term, appropriated into English, to reference the integrality of a whole.18
Not only was Arnheim attempting to base his research on psychological
studies (in research which today would more appropriately be called
cognitive science19), he also was insistent that aesthetic behaviour
(primarily in the arts) be attended to. Regarding his use of psychological
studies he says, “All seeing is in the realm of the psychologist, and
nobody has ever discussed the processes of creating or experiences of art
without talking psychology. (By psychology I mean, of course, the science
of the mind in all its manifestations)”.20 But the application of what was
being done by Gestalt psychologists (he refers to Christian von Ehrenfels,

Implicit in all this is my assumption that non-formal contents (ideas, identifications,
intents, etc.) are justly incorporated into aesthetic discussions. Someone may argue for a
purely formal attitude towards aesthetic experiences, but I aver that the vast majority of
humanity has more idea-inflected attitudes. Further, I am suspicious of purely formal
attitudes as being normative – I don’t doubt our ability to engage in those types of
critiques, but they are a deliberative attitude and not (ordinarily) dispositional.
18 Voltolini (2015), besides himself, notes analytic aestheticians such as Sibley (1965) and
Walton (1970) as referring to gestalt principles. Voltolini calls them “grouping
properties” pp.50-51. Sibley refers to them as both gestalt and “totality” (e.g.pp.138-139).
19 Although cognitive science in relation to aesthetics has moved on from what might be
called ‘mass effect’ observations (i.e. how persons behave, see, and respond at the
conceptual/emotive level) to neurological observations (i.e. what parts of our brains
react to sensory stimuli), I still believe there is value in the older material which the
Gestalt cognitive psychologists engaged in. One reason is that the cognitive level at
which they were aimed is also the level in which most people are able to communicate
with others and also to introspect. There is an irony here that the level at which we
articulate our aesthetic interests is also an irreducible gestalt, composed of neurological
elements but not reducible to them in isolation.
20 Arnheim (1967). P. vii.
17
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Max Wertheimer, Wolfgang Kohöler, Kurt Koffka21) to aesthetics also
required familiarity with “the virtues of vision”.22 In acquiring this
familiarity, “exposure to masterworks will not do”, citing as evidence the
fact many people visit art museums and are unmoved or confused. “The
inborn capacity to understand through the eyes has been put to sleep and
must be reawakened. This can best be done by handling the pencil, the
brush, the chisel.”23
The two observatory emphases in Arnheim (clinical studies and
artistic practice) have proved helpful to my thesis in disparate ways. The
use of cognitive science pointed towards the demonstrability of the gestalt
claims of aesthetic judgments, and the attention to artistic practice
reaffirmed my own training and experience as an artist in attending to a
work’s gestalt. Arnheim anticipated my sentiments in the following
remarks on gestalt studies of perception:
[T]he spirit underlying the reasoning of these men makes the
artist feel at home. In fact, something like an artistic look at
reality was needed to remind scientists that most phenomena
of nature are not described adequately if they are analyzed
piece by piece. The realization that a whole cannot be attained
by adding up isolated parts was not new to the artist. For many
centuries scientists had been able to say valuable things about
reality without going beyond the relatively simple level of
reasoning that excludes the complexities of organization and
interaction. But at no time could a work of art have been made
or understood by a mind unable to conceive the integrated
structure of a whole.24

The insistence that our minds apprehend (and, just as importantly,
invent) works of art with reference to “the integrated structure of a

It is an interesting historical note to view Arnheim’s use of the Austrian and German
writers like Ehrenfels, whose fiercely racist views were prescient of the later Nazi
regime. Yet Arheim, a Jewish thinker affected by the onset of the German Reich (during
which he was able to escape to the U.S.) was able to separate the aesthetic insights of
these contributors from their ethno-political views.
22 Arnheim, (1967), p. vii.
23 Ibid., p. vi.
24 Ibid., p. vii.
21
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whole” is an assertion which I believe accounts well for the complexity of
our aesthetic experience. Notice also that Arnheim does not neglect parts
– on the contrary, his Art and Visual Perception text says an incredible
amount about the nature of individual parts. In the following section I
detail some of Arnheim’s contribution to understanding the role of
individual parts. But the emphasis is on the role parts play in the overall
oeuvre of an experience. Gestalt consideration focus on the ineluctable
relation among these parts which constitutes the experience.25
The way in which holistic aesthetic consideration is undertaken is
by paying attention to and describing how parts interact to affect the unit.
Thus the various states of an individual part and the arrangement of
various parts are investigated as to their overall effect. For artists and
critics (such as Arnheim) this is not aspirational but active and peruses
the elements of art or natural scenes. Pursuing such description of
aesthetic phenomenon requires the use of terminology but is not born out
of terminology. Arnheim addresses the challenge of aesthetic analytical
verbiage by raising two “prejudices” which must be dealt with. The first
(i.) is the fear “that visual things cannot be expressed in words.” The
second (ii.) is “that verbal analysis will paralyze intuitive creation and

I persist in using the term gestalt to reference the ideas related to part-whole
judgments, not only because it was the term by which this area of criticism was
introduced to me, but also because it has endured in design literature under the name.
There are some concerns which arise in reference to part-whole distinctions: e.gs. the
fallacies of composition and division. In the first case (fallacy of composition) an
improper conclusion about the whole is made based on a consideration of the parts; in
the second case (fallacy of division) an improper conclusion about a/the part(s) is made
based on a consideration of the whole. Holistic aesthetic judgment and its concerns with
gestalt avoids the fallacy of composition by affirming, in Arnheim’s phrase: “that a whole
cannot be attained by adding up isolated parts.” Nor does it fall under the fallacy of
division by denying individual qualities of parts based on the mass quality of the whole.
My version of holistic/gestalt judgment insists on awareness of the essential relationship
of constituent parts as determinative of the whole.
Emergence may also be conceptually related to gestalt, as it references a whole
being not only ‘more than the sum of its parts,’ but also its being (potentially)
ontologically different from the composing parts. Holistic aesthetic judgment in my
discussion is more concerned with epistemological-aesthetical notions and so I am not as
concerned with the ontological or process-focused associations of emergence. I suppose
etiology and mereology may also have contributions to the part-whole discussion, but
again, my research was restricted here to aesthetic discourse.
25
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comprehension.” In both of these Arnheim notes “there is a core of truth”,
but for (i.) he notes that “this limitation…holds true for any object of
experience.”26 For (ii.) he avers that though we may find tension in
analysis and creativity, we are able to live with this tension (between
rules/prescription and freedom) in art and many endeavors.27
Having provided this caveat Arnheim discusses how various
aesthetic elements (the formal parts of a work or scene) affect the viewer.
These range from lines to shapes to colors to forms, and on towards
conceptual ideas like communication and expression. Interspersed are
observations from psychological studies, but most often the points are
made with reference to artworks and reproduced visual elements. I
follow in the approach of enumerating visual elements below (§2.3. and
3.2.) but here I wish to draw attention to the rather apodictic claim
Arnheim and others make about the gestalt nature of our aesthetic
judgments. Below I expand what this means both determinatively and
reflectively,28 as well as anticipating some concerns, but first I
demonstrate that gestalt notions are actively used in aesthetic practice
today. Doing so also lets me introduce some resources for researching
aesthetic practice.

Arnheim, (1967), pp.vi-vii.
Arnheim adds: “If we see and feel certain qualities in a work of art yet cannot describe
or explain them, the reason for our failure is not that we use words but that our eyes and
thoughts do not succeed in discovering generalities able to do the job. Language is no
avenue for sensory contact with reality – it serves merely to name what we have seen or
hear or thought.” Language describing aesthetic experience is not an entirely hopeless
endeavor, for he adds in closing the paragraph, “…fortunately visual analysis can go far
and can also call forth the potential capacity to “see,” by which we reach the
unanalyzable.” P.vi.
28 My terms here are drawn from Kantian aesthetic discourse but run afoul of Kant’s
system. For Kant, only reflective judgment may properly be associated with aesthetic
judgment. In Arnheim’s (or my own) system this would most likely map onto purely
formal concerns. Indeed, Kantian aesthetics is arguably the fundament of purely
formalist aesthetics. But I insist on the presence of determinative judgment (i.e. what a
thing is) as often prefacing reflective judgment, but also having a large role to play in
aesthetic judgments. For Kant’s system this would be the demesne of ‘impure’ aesthetic
judgment – the object of my interest here. All this to say, the terms are taken from the
Kantian discourse but used in a mildly transgressive manner.
26
27

247

Texts which compile writings by artists are gaining in popularity.
As noted in Ch.6, EAA had a long tradition of collating artist’s insight.29
Giorgio Vasari also supplied the West with artist’s records in his
Renaissance Lives of Artists.30 But extended collections of the writings of
artists or artists themselves are relatively rare. John Constable’s lectures
were mentioned in earlier chapters, in which he gave his opinion on
ugliness.31 Wassily Kandinsky, the father of true abstract expressionism,
touches on part-whole relations in his treatise, Concerning the Spiritual in
Art.32 After much theorizing on the spiritual nature of formal elements he
defines “pure artistic composition” as having “two elements:”
1. The composition of the whole picture. 2. The creation of the
various forms which, by standing in different relationships to
each other, decide the composition of the whole. Many objects
have to be considered in the light of the whole, and so ordered
as to suit this whole. Singly they will have little meaning, being
of importance only in so far as they help the general effect.33

But there is no need to ‘hunt and peck’ for artistic adages about
part and whole importance. Recent texts are accumulating and indexing
artists’ statements about aesthetic issues. Some of these are collections of
pithy (and occasionally vapid) quotes for browsing (e.g. Art is the Highest
Form of Hope & Other Quotes by Artists34), while others go a step further in
categorizing the type of aesthetician (e.g. the series The Architect Says,35 The

E.gs. Hsieh (2015), or Guo Xi in Clewis (2018).
Vasari (1996).
31 In Leslie (1951).
32 Kandinsky (2005).
33 Kandinsky, (2005), p.36. Kandinsky here is being mainly prescriptive rather than
descriptive, but his prescription is predicated on the assumption that the whole is where
the overall aesthetic effect resides. He adds a note which further emphasizes how the
parts, interesting though they may be, ultimately serve (or undermine) the whole: “The
general composition will naturally include many little compositions which may be
antagonistic to each other, though helping – perhaps even by their antagonism – the
harmony of the whole.” Ibid.
34 Bader (2016).
35 Dushkes (2012).
29
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Designer Says,36 etc.). But not only do these conjure Socrates’ concern,37 the
contributors are often giving the gleanings of their unique career, without
systematically telling the foundational steps by which their works (and
careers) were built. Instead, textbooks or guidebooks to aesthetic
principles are more valuable for providing these insights. Here I sample
the continued use of gestalt notions in one such text.
The Universal Principles of Design is meant by its’ authors “to assist
designers with [research] challenges, and reduce the effort required to
learn about the key principles of design across disciplines.”38 Their book
presents 100 principles of good design across a variety of applications.
Although some principles apply to textual and conceptual issues, most
also have application to aesthetic experiences. Like Arnheim, their design
principles are based not only on phenomenological experience, but also
studies in cognitive science. Each entry is usually accompanied with one
or more references to a relevant study (e.gs. from Journal of Experimental
Psychology, International Journal of Man-Machine Studies, Mind, et al.) as
well as an analysis of why the principle obtains in experience. Under the
indexical heading “Gestalt Principles” are eight entries (leading to over 10
related principles).39 Here are a few samples:
“Figure-Ground Relationship” – “Elements are perceived as
either figures (objects of focus) or ground (the rest of the
perceptual field).” This describes the way in which we mentally
arrange pictures in relation to a foregrounded and

Bader (2013). Others in the series are The Filmmaker Says, The Chef Says, no doubt with
more to follow.
37 In the Apology Plato records Socrates as observing, wryly, that because artists knew one
thing well, they thought that meant they knew all things well. “Finally then I went to the
hand-workers. [22d] For I was conscious that I knew practically nothing, but I knew I
should find that they knew many fine things. And in this I was not deceived; they did
know what I did not, and in this way they were wiser than I. But, men of Athens, the
good artisans also seemed to me to have the same failing as the poets; because of
practicing his art well, each one thought he was very wise in the other most important
matters, and this folly of theirs obscured that wisdom…” Taken from
www.perseus.tufts.edu (last accessed 7/6/2018).
38 Lidwell et al. (2003). P.10.
39 Ibid., p.212.
36
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backgrounded arrangement (as seen in the ‘Rubin vase’, puzzle
pictures, and ‘horizon’ lines). 40
“Good Continuation” – “Elements arranged in a straight line
or a smooth curve are perceived as a group, and are interpreted
as being more related than elements not on a line or curve.”
Examples given here are the camouflaging lines of zebra herds,
or the perception of speedometer ticks as a continuous circle.41
“Law of Prägnanz” – “A tendency to interpret ambiguous
images as simple and complete, versus complex and
incomplete.” This is demonstrated when people seem to see
human faces in objects (whether text emojis :-) or Martian
landscapes) – “Humans tend to add order and meaning to
patterns and formations that do not exist outside their
perception.”42
“Proximity” – “Elements that are close together are perceived
to be more related than elements that are farther apart.”43
“Similarity” – “Elements that are similar are perceived to be
more related than elements that are dissimilar.” The flexibility
of this principle is shown with various clusters of shapes. In the
first, squares and circles of the same color seem part of a group;
in the second, squares and circles of similar size seem to belong
to a group; in the last, squares and circles of uniform size and
shape seem to belong according to shape.44
“Uniform Connectedness” – “Elements that are connected by
uniform visual properties, such as color, are perceived to be
more related than elements that are not connected.”45

There are others, but these are indicative of the types of
relationships among formal features and clusters of objects which inform
the judgment of the whole. While these appear to deal exclusively with
visual inputs (‘proximity’ being the exception, as it could apply to
auditory experience as well) gestalt concerns with holistic relations apply
across the arts. The reason why writers like Arnheim (or kindred-spirit

Ibid., pp.80-81.
Ibid., pp.98-99.
42 Ibid., pp.120-121.
43 Ibid., pp.160-161.
44 Ibid., pp.184-185.
45 Ibid., pp.200-201.
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Ernst Gombrich46) incorporate art examples into their own studies of
composition is because similar principles are repeatedly evidenced.47 But
since these principles are derived by observation of aesthetic judging
behaviour (around ten journal articles or books on cognition were
referenced in the above), they are concerned with perceptive behaviour of
observers. As such, they apply to our aesthetic experience of nature as
well. What I have been attempting to show is that artistic practice and
studies in aesthetic judgment concur that aesthetic experiences are
processed in reference to the relation of parts within a whole.
The necessity of identifying this feature of aesthetic judgment will
become clearer in the next chapter. Before leaving the topic it should be
noted that for me (and for Arnheim, Prall, Gombrich, and many others)
the notion of gestalt considerations extends to wholes composed not only
of aesthetic-formal elements, but also of associative-content elements.
Redeploying Kant’s terms, these are both reflective and determinative
elements. While Kant (and formalists after him) held that the most proper
domain of discourse about aesthetics was reflective judgment only, he did
participate in discourse on ‘impure’ judgments. In these, concepts or ideas
creep in and inform our aesthetic judgment. These are the types of
judgment which I am concerned with, as well as being those which I

E.g. Gombrich (1972). Mentioning Gombrich is a good opportunity to acknowledge
that psychological studies are neither sacrosanct nor non-revisable. John Hyman, in
Objective Eye (2006) points out how persistent incorrect assumptions, even those based
on research available at the time, can lead to mistaken ideas in aesthetics. Gombrich’s
discussion of perception is one which comes under review by Hyman. Caution should
be taken with any of the assertions if they are buttressed solely on the supposed
mechanisms of a clinical finding, as time may prove it wrong (or wrong-headed). But in
cases of repeatedly recorded phenomenological observance, verified over time and
geography (as is in the case of several gestalt principles), I think the footing is surer.
47 When I first read of the “Figure-Ground Relationship” as described in Lidwell et al.
(2003), pp.80-81, I was amused to see the supporting clinical research for horizon lines
dated 2002 (“Lower Region: A New Cue for Figure-Ground Assignment” by Shaun P.
Vecera, Edward K. Vogel, and Geoffrey F. Woodman, Journal of Experimental Psychology:
General, 2002, vol.131(2), p.194-205)! Artists have long (or forever?) known that lower
horizontal lines (or breaks) on the picture plane are perceived as being nearer and
representing ‘grounding’ areas for the upper, distant regions. Along with shading, hue,
relative size, and occlusion, this forms one of the key artistic tools for creating depth.
46
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believe most of our aesthetic experiences are concerned with.48 Knowing
what a thing is affects our holistic judgment, as well as how certain things
relate to us (their associations). Arnheim addresses this truth with these
words:
It will be seen that the subject matter of the picture is an integral
part of the conception. Only because shapes are recognized as
head, body, hands, chair, do they play their particular
compositional role. The fact that the head harbors the mind is
at least as important as its shape, color, or location. As an
abstract pattern, the formal elements of the picture would have
to be quite different to convey a similar meaning. And the
observer’s knowledge of what a seated, middle-aged woman
signifies contributes strongly to the deeper meaning of the
work.49

Both formal elements and associated content inform our aesthetic
judgment. The latter obviously contains a subjective element, but not
necessarily entirely.50 The former (formal element) may also be thought to
be just as subjective – but the contribution of gestalt studies of aesthetic
behavior, confirmed by aesthetic practice around the world, demonstrate
a measure of objective predictability in experience. For example, deep
distances (say of a mountain range) may mean different things to different
peoples, but shapes (mountainlike or not) which seem to overlap one
another by occlusion mean depth regardless of culture. This is rooted in
our perceptive apparatus (wedded to learned depth-perception, no
doubt), and reliably employed in artistic practice.

Notice that I say ‘most’ and not all, as I wish to make space for pure aesthetic
judgments (of the sort Kant is after) happening in some sort or another.
49 Arnheim, (1967), p.26. For a recent defense of these notions see Sauchelli (2013).
50 Culture and personal development can heavily inform associations, but there are also
universally normative associations among humanity. All the necessities of life (their
fulfillment or denial) normally engender natural affinities (or aversions, in the case of
danger). These can also have moral factors which exist across cultural lines. Note I have
said ‘normative’ and ‘normally’, because there can be exceptions due to unusual cultural
or personal development – but this does not remove the normal expectations and
reactions. Further, artistic abilities and enduring appreciation of ‘classic’ works
worldwide are testaments to this largely shared bank of associative notions.
48
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Anticipating concerns with the claim that aesthetic judgment is
essentially holistic, a few issues may need brief clarification. Firstly, as
noted above, to assert that aesthetic judgment is made with reference to a
composite whole is not to assert that aesthetic judgment ignores the
composing parts. Individual parts of an experience may be assessed and
analyzed, but assessment is influenced by external (adjacent) and internal
elements. In a complex experience, say of a Constable landscape or a
pénjǐng landscape, an individuated paint-stroke or rock-wrinkle can be
singled out and focused on. But it is situated in and influenced by other
elements which serve both to identify and influence the impression the
individuated element provides.51 Only via mental exercise or actual
cropping would we be able to view such an element in isolation, and
doing so would only direct our attention to the aesthetic relations
obtaining within the new aperture of attention (e.g. the variance of hue
within the paint-stroke, or the texture of its application; the depth or
shallowness of the rock’s facet, or the sediment of its surface). Though
there are elements which we could isolate in this way which lack internal
relations – say an entire visual field of red, or a pure musical note – but
such a case would become what artists call ‘grounding,’ and the lack of
other stimuli would supply/suggest the association of absence (think
Cage’s 4’33”).52 Even with such abstracted aesthetic elements (say a red
square in a Mondrian or a cello note in Bach’s Cello Suite No.1) are

That nearby elements ‘influence’ other elements is a foundational claim of gestalt
principles in aesthetics. I recommend Lidwell et al. (2003) and the studies contained
therein for readers looking for the empirical studies demonstrating the veracity of this
claim. Alternatively, Arnheim (1967) provides a more engaging demonstration via visual
examples (although Lidwell et al. has several) of many such influencing relationships.
52 By ‘grounding’ I refer to the indication (usually in visual arts, but I think the idea
exists in other aesthetic experiences (e.g. music) as well) that a region/setting/expanse is
the basic background against which elements will be placed, or upon which they will be
arranged. It is that which is present in an aesthetic experience but may be said to
‘recede’, while playing a foundational role. Allowing ourselves to imagine a sense-filling
(i.e. unbounded) singular aesthetic element would become a grounding, at best, leading
to inquisitiveness (or fear) at the absence of anything else. Normal focus on a singular
part or minute aesthetic element is always situated by contextual elements.
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interpreted by their place within a composition, even if they seem to lack
internal complexities.
A second concern may arise from the conviction that aesthetic
judgments deal most properly with formal aesthetic elements, and while
these may be adjudicated as a gestalt, allowing associations (what the
forms express or connote) or attributions (what the forms describe or
depict) into the judgment removes it from the domain of aesthetics. While
I agree that much of what is most interesting about aesthetic discourse is
focused on the formal elements alone, it seems impossible to claim that
aesthetic experiences are devoid of content and context. The kinds of
aesthetic experiences which interest us most (and those which aesthetic
philosophy historically pursued – beauty and sublimity) in either art or
nature interest us because of their formal aesthetic elements, but not
merely. Picasso’s Guernica may arrest us visually, but its impact grows
from knowing its historical message. Ironically, while abstract
expressionism may exercise our attention without explicit content, it
creates associative content (such is the meaning of expression – see
Kandinsky (2005)) and is presented contextually (as art, rather than an
artist’s leftover palette – or a toddler’s plate).53 Not only does awareness
of content (and intent) enrich experience, non-formal ideas seem
intractably linked to aesthetic experiences. I maintain this is the case for
nature as well. While associated content in nature often differs (Kant said
mountain crags were detestable, Chinese philosophers found them
noble), determining judgment – of what the thing or event in nature is –
provides content and context which can’t be done without. Again,
knowing a particular knob is a burl on an oak doesn’t necessarily enrich
our entrancement with its undulating form, but knowing that it’s a burl
on a tree and not a boil on toad does affect our entrancement.
Although I do not think George Dickie’s enduring institutional definition of art (e.g.
1984) is extensional enough, in the case of ‘high arts’ like abstract expressionism aims to
be, his theory can help demonstrate that even the most supposedly formal works are
framed by contextual (here, sociological) cues.
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Thirdly and finally, perhaps another concern about holistic
judgments emerges from critics distracted by concerns with causation.
What causes our minds to judge holistically? I (and the gestalt theorists)
claim that judgments are made with reference to the relations of parts
within a whole, but I haven’t claimed an explanation for why our minds
judge in this way. Gestalt theorists do sometimes make suppositions as to
the benefit of these judgments (e.g. its role in threat detection, or spatial
awareness) and no doubt such explanations could proliferate. Both the
psychological studies and the art criticism accounts are most interested in
the what and how of judgment – the phenomenon of our aesthetic
experience. This is also my interest, and I make no claims as to subperceptive levels of causation. While the notion that judgments are gestaltoriented makes a soft claim of determined responses (in that human
aesthetic judgments are reliably predictable in the way perceptions are
processed), ironically this is not a determinism which extends to the
whole of an aesthetic experience. Importantly, while there are reliable
principles of how aesthetic elements are perceived, the perception of the
whole of an aesthetic experience is determined by subjective responses to
additional aspects. Although there is an abundance of determinably
reliable aesthetic responses (which may be discussed objectively), this
does not entail uniformity or determinism in judgment. The fallacy of
composition is avoided (in part) because non-determinate elements
accompany determined ones; the fallacy of division is avoided (in part)
because the unpredictably subjectively perceived whole contains
elements which are predictably objective.
7.3.2. Immediacy in Judgment – Momentary Considerations
Under the heading of holistic judgment I also included the idea of
‘immediacy’ in judgments.54 This is potentially more misleading than the
foregoing notion of gestalt, but thankfully it can be described much more

Here I find that my sentiments resonate with those of Carolyn Korsmeyer (2011), Cf.
pp.126, 177. Discussed above, §5.4.1.
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briefly. The reason it may seem misleading is because I am not denying:
(i.) that aesthetic experiences involve the passage of time during
contemplation; (ii.) a feature of many aesthetic experiences is their
fixating nature; (iii.) aesthetic experiences are more than momentary (i.e.
singular) events. Rather, what I wish to express by immediacy is that we
perceive and judge the gestalt of an experience as a unit in an experiencedefining moment. The whole of an aesthetic experience (like all things)
can be composed of many such moments. That the latter is true does not
disallow the truth of the former.
This may be demonstrated by considering a form of art which is
known for its time element – music. Apart from the passage of time (the
passing of moments) a work of music would not unfold. If only one note
was heard there would be no progression; if every note was played
simultaneously (momentarily or continuously) it would be cacophonous.
But the progression of a piece of music, the passing of moments, is
perceived moment by moment. Yes, the whole experience will be built up
of these moments, but each moment in the experience is encountered as a
unit.55 This instantaneity or immediacy of aesthetic judgments (which will
affect the whole of an experience, even if supplemented by other
moments) is what I wish to recognize. It is a recognition that aesthetic
experience ‘strikes us’, ‘hits us’, ‘occurs to us’, and so forth.56

One of the recordings of the London Philharmonic I have listened to repeatedly has a
score in which amidst one of the soft sweeping movements of the woodwinds someone
squawks – cringingly – setting teeth on edge. I know the recording by its signature
squawk (having listened to it several times), but the encounter with the squawk always
occurs at a certain moment in time.
56 Immediacy in aesthetic discourse can refer to the ‘striking’ nature of an experience.
E.g., sometimes people claim that an aesthetic experience had a great ‘sense of
immediacy’, by which they indicate that the experience was engrossing – in theatre
terms we might say that there was a ‘suspension of disbelief’ – allowing for an
immediate (without mediating disbelief or distance) impediment. My use of the term
immediacy here is aimed at the discreteness of a moment of aesthetic judgment rather
than this other meaning of the term. That being said, immediacy1 (discrete, complete
moment of presentation) does not preclude immediacy2 (engrossing nature of an
experience), nor does immediacy1 produce immediacy2.
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Instantaneity or immediacy as described above does not mean a
moment is reduced to simplicity via its singularity. Cain Todd’s chapter,
“Attention, Negative Valence, and Tragic Emotion”, provides helpful
discussion of how rich a “first-order” response may be.57 Although I
would modify Todd’s claim there distinguishing artistic and natural
experiences, he explains that our views seem (and are) complex, yet are
not as complex as we might describe them upon reflection (or in my
system, upon tallying up all moments).58 I take it that Todd’s ‘first-order’
experience is akin to what I am herein describing as the immediate
experience:
There can seem to be a paradox here when one pays undue
attention to, or reflects post facto on, our first-order experiences
and their content, but the first-order tragic experience itself is
not necessarily or even primarily like this [his account of
accompanying “awareness of non-actuality and artistic
intensions”]. Nor is the nature of this inflection overly
cognitive in the way that other philosophers’ reliance on metaresponses and higher-order value supposes. For the
modification of valence by attention need not be, and generally
is not, itself a matter of first-order attention.59

I have brought up Todd’s quote because it arrives at the end of his
introducing a few aspects which affect a ‘first-order’ experience. Yet he
wishes to make clear that such judgments are not “overly cognitive” nor
are they necessarily attended-to in our aesthetic attention. This is a part of
my point in immediacy – that while it may be rich in inferences or
judgments, the subject need not be mindful of such complexity.60

In Levinson (2004), pp.224-245. See also Korsmeyer (2011), p.126.
My disagreement is mainly in his arguing (around §12.4.) that only in art are we able
to have a special form of “seeing-in” which is “necessarily inflected by an awareness of
formal features.” (p.240) He uses Van Gogh’s boots as an example. I agree that it is most
likely for persons to have such an experience with art, rather than nature – however – I
believe Todd has neglected the case of artists. Van Gogh, I aver, possessed the ability to
see such formal features and present them to his audience. To do so, the artist must
attend to such things in this special way. Such was a central lesson of Van Gogh and the
impressionists.
59 Ibid., p.241.
60 Here is Arnheim (1988) in a similar vein: “We need to remember here that perception
does not consist in the mechanical scanning of the infinitely many details of shape and
57
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In drawing attention to what I am calling holistic immediacy, I am
also trying to prepare the way for the aspectual nature of judgment. A
recognition of immediacy in judgment both (i.) encourages properly
complex understandings of perspectives while (ii.) delimiting overly
complex understandings of perspectives. As to the former (i.), in the
immediacy of the holistic judgment there may be numerous simultaneous
considerations.61 As to the latter (ii.), a moment of immediacy may refer to
only so many aspects, and thus its potential enrichment awaits further
attention and contemplation – additional moments with their additional
perspectives.
As discussed below, this twofold consideration helps explain the
puzzling nature of the paradox of negative emotion (ugliness and its
bedfellows).62 It also clears up a concern that this latter claim of
color projected upon the retinas of the eyes. In order to be biologically useful, vision
must be geared to grasping coherent units and segregating these units from one another.
Neither humans nor animals would be much helped by being made aware only of the
hundreds of nuances that constitute the optical image of say, an apple and continue
beyond the apple to its environment; what needs to be primarily perceived is the apple
as a thing. That this is a thing of a given shape and color is what is needed to identify the
object as an apple.” P.222.
61 I explicate these in §2.3. & 3.2 below, but obviously these will include object-centric
formal aesthetic concerns, and some minimal subject-centric associative/content
concerns. For example, if we are arrested by the beauty of a rose on the roadside the
arresting experience may initially be one of attention to the exuberance of the things
color and shape, along with the recognition of it as a rose, and one which is so
provocative as to call out our attention. In a negative reversal, perhaps our eye is caught
by a man’s bulbous goiter, whose glossy sheen and protuberant shape transfix us while
the unseemly projecting placement on what should be the neck’s sloping hollow
disturbs. There is, I claim, a lot going on here, even in the opening moment(s) of the
experience.
62 It also avoids a possible fear of explanatory spiraling – an analytical tailspin in which
why leads on to why (apologies to Robert Frost). In such spiraling we claim that some
aspect of a thing was ugly because of, say, its unsettling look; why? It’s linear
composition; why? The jumbled nature of the lines; why? Some of the lines misled the
eye; why? There were some which ‘made sense’ in the composition while others ran
afoul of the scheme; why? The offending lines lacked internal consistency and deviated
from both the others and their own integrity; why? Their trajectory was ruined by
multiple deviations; why? Perhaps the author’s hand was shaky, her brush dry, or her
attention lapsed; so on and so forth. All of this may be quite true, but in the immediacy
of an aesthetic moment the thing strikes us as a whole and our thoughts are expressed
somewhere along this ranking of explanations (probably that it had an ‘unsettling look’)
and not with a genealogy of explanation. These are quite possible post facto, but the
prima facie concern is more compact. See Arnheim’s (1967) introduction as to how
education can enhance our post facto explanatory ability.
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immediacy in a holistic judgment undercuts the former claim of relational
unity in a holistic judgment. This concern may be that the former claim
emphasized relation, while this one seems to emphasize isolation. But as
shown in the preceding paragraph the isolation in my claim of immediacy
admits of gestalt relations, and any isolation is only in reference to
subsequent moments.63 As stated, these subsequent moments will be
incorporated to the whole of the entire aesthetic experience, but each
moment occurs with immediacy.
7.4.

Aspectual Judgment – Levels of Perspective and Attention

It was necessary to extensively develop the holistic nature of
aesthetic judgment above, in part because the remaining sections appear
focused on parts. As I present my opinion of the aspects of aesthetic
judgment, the foregoing should be considered the encapsulation of the
following. Although there is an enumeration of particular levels of
judgment, this is not meant to claim all such levels are actively present in
every experience.64 It is also not meant to indicate that our judgments
appear fractious. Just as awareness of a cake’s recipe (or the chemical
make-up of cake) does not necessarily ‘deconstruct’ the holistic aesthetic

Why I have said subsequent moments rather than surrounding (i.e. precedent and
antecedent) moments. I think this can be illustrated in the following way: As with music,
poetry or other forms of literature crucially depend upon the passage of time in order for
parts of experience to be built up into a concluding whole or oeuvre. But (the mystery of
linguistic expression aside) these works of literature are built up with expressed
moments, which we encounter and adjudicate discretely. They incorporate content
associations from preceding information (as would our awareness that a beautiful rose is
a rose and not a carnation), but they exist independently from them inasmuch as they
have their own identity. Else nothing ‘new’ would be introduced. More obviously they
also exist independently from the subsequent moments.
64 Some levels (some aspects) no doubt are present and affecting the subject in an
experience without their awareness. In such cases we might describe these as
unconscious or subconscious factors in a judgment. But I do think that there are
numerous elements which may be present which we may be unable to articulate if
asked. There are interesting attendant questions here about what relation articulation
has to consciousness, but I do not have an interest in answering them in this thesis. I am
here only committing myself to the intuition that there is more conceptual activity in our
aesthetic judgment than we can articulate.
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experience of such a cake, nor should the following recipe be taken as
destroying an aesthetic moment’s simplicity.65
In both the preceding discussion of holistic judgments and the
following discussion of aspectual judgment, I am committed to the
presence of arranged qualities in aesthetic objects/events and to our
internal arranging ability. In aesthetic experience we (the subject) focus on
a portion of the perceived world (the object of our experience) and pass
judgment upon it. In the words of D.W. Prall, the type of experience I
discuss here are those which are:
…limited to such complex unities of visual and auditory
elements as the fine arts define and specify in their works, or as
nature offers to perception in configurations and natural
compositions appreciated as beautiful only so far as we can mark
them off by the discriminating and unifying activities of
apprehension itself.66

Having taken the ‘marking off’ Prall mentions as a given,67 the
“discriminating and unifying activities of apprehension itself” are
involved in the following. Discrimination was partly in view when I
discussed immediacy in judgment above, and unification is obviously at
play in the gestalt considerations mentioned above. What remains to be
said – below – is what sorts of things are being unified. These are the
aspects which inform our perspective.
It should be apparent why I have chosen the terms aspect and
perspective, aspectual and perspectival to describe the levels of

Two points to note from this sentence: Firstly, aesthetic education (or existential angst)
can diminish the immediacy2 of an aesthetic experience – but it still has immediacy1 and
is adjudicated with its own gestalt. Simply put, the complications of sophistications (or
sophistry) simply forms one of the ‘Subject-Centric Aspects’ (cf. §2.3.2.). Secondly, a
word about cake. I believe the senses can (and do) mingle in a number of our aesthetic
experiences. Obviously we often aim to direct our senses or single out a sense (vision or
hearing, usually) for digesting an aesthetic experience, but I aver our other senses often
attend and contribute. This ought to be one of the happy effects of the growing
popularity of recognizing embodied experience. See Korsmeyer (2008) & Telfer (2008).
66 Prall (1967), p.319. Italicized emphasis mine.
67 To say such a demarcation is a given is not to deny its interest or the complexity of the
act. It is simply beyond the purview of my topic.
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judgments which I describe below. 68 I present several levels at which we
may judge an experience (an object, event or even an idea69), ranging from
basic formal elements to associated content.70 These are the aspects of an
aesthetic experience – the ‘views’ a thing presents. I also call them levels
of perspective because they are our ‘views’ of such a thing. This indicates
the balance I have tried to maintain in accounting both for object-centric
qualities and subject-centric qualia in a robust account of aesthetic
judgments (including ugliness).71 Although the terms can be
interchangeable, I follow the convention of calling the levels ‘aspects,’
upon which we have perspectives. The word ‘level(s)’ is meant to indicate
the range from simple to complex and object-centric to subject-centric. It
is not necessarily meant to indicate a genealogical or causal chain.72
Below are the broad categories of concerns which I claim constitute
our aesthetic judgments. The overarching division is between objectcentric and subject-centric. In neither section do I claim to provide all
aspects related to the aesthetic object or the aesthetic subject. The
following aspects are meant to typify the many elements which compose
I am ambivalent as to whether what follows is more properly called ‘aspectual’ or
‘perspectival.’ I have affinities for both but recognize that aspect may connote properties
of the object more strongly than perspective, which naturally points toward the viewer’s
position. Yet aspect also contains (even etymologically – ‘spect’) connotations of the
spectator, and I use them interchangeably. Stephen Palmquist’s recognition of
perspectives in various arenas (e.g. 1993, 2011) is a welcome introduction of the serious
recognition of vantages. While I follow Siegel’s (2010) main argument, my use of
perspective and perspectival is different from her more technically precise sense of the
viewers perspective on an object. While I agree with her sense of “perspectival
connectedness”, I also use the term per depicted perspectives and worldviews.
69 I say ‘idea’ not only to point towards the entity which exists in our imagination whilst
digesting literature, but also to indicate that we view ideas themselves aesthetically.
70 Those familiar with Sibley (1965) will find that I have included (and overlapped) his
nonaesthetic properties with aesthetic properties at the lower (formal) level of my
system of aspects. Understandably the nonaesthetic is earliest, and relational (more
likely aesthetic in his account) are higher, and several of his notions of associative or
informative concern are given in the levels of content. The same goes for Walton (1970).
71 For an example of subject-centric aspects of art, see Sircello (1978), ch.2, “The Mind in
Art.”
72 Possibly we may wish to ascribe genesis or causation to the lower-level elements for
the resulting higher-level concerns, but higher-level concerns can be brought into
aesthetic judgment. Artistic creativity (e.g. Constable’s ugly-blindness) or morality (my
shudders at violent Ukiyo-e-in ch.6) enters a judgment to affect the lower-level concerns,
even if we might expect that the other way round. More on this at §2.4.
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our aesthetic judgments, and also to provide vocabulary which will be
employed in the next chapter’s application to ugliness. An ungainly
feature of the following two sections is that both object-centric and
subject-centric categories contain aspects which may be grouped
thematically. This is alleviated somewhat by sorting them according to 4
levels of perspective. An alternative way of reading the remaining
material is to skip to 7.5.2. and return to 7.4.1.-7.4.2. for explanation of
terms. A final note: these two sections are rather terse, assertoric listings
of aspects of aesthetic judgment. Though some may be unfamiliar in
philosophical discourse, they are givens in aesthetic criticism or art and
design textbooks, and I relate them as labels of phenomenon rather than
arguing for each.
7.4.1. Object-Centric Aspects
The simplest object-centric aspect might be that of demarcation,
referring to something being set-off-from or set-apart-from another thing.
It is wedded to the gestalt relation of grounding (fore- and back-).
Although this can be accomplished by a number of aesthetic elements (a
marking, a change in hue, an audible note, etc.) it is at core a contrast of
one thing from another. In the neighborhood is delineation, by which I
mean a line or a continuous point. This is easily understood visually, but
it has existence audibly in the sustained note or tactilely in the unbroken
surface. It has the effect of directing the attention spatially (or temporally
in music), whereas demarcation need not.
Shape utilizes demarcation (and sometimes delineation) to
describe an entity which has self-consistence – in other words it is
identifiable as a unit. Most languages have names for ‘shapes’ (i.e.
triangle etc.) but I mean the term in its broadest, potentially amorphous
sense.73 Color may constitute a shape but it also may exist as a field or

Wassily Kandinsky’s (2005) On the Spiritual in Art claims that certain shapes (triangles,
squares, etc.) communicate certain ideas expressly, and works like Arnheim (1967) seek
to lend credence to similar ideas by grounding shape-associations in our physiological
perceptions of our environment.
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region. Color itself exists in a diversely gradated range (of hues), though
this diversity should (at this level) be kept distinct from heterogenous
‘colors’ in which there is perception of multiple colors (which is a case of
demarcation and not a singular color).74 It seems (oddly) natural to
consider audible notes in coloristic manner, as may be seen in the dualapplication aspect of tone. In visual forms tone refers to the relative
brightness or darkness, but in audible forms to the pitch and vibration.
Although demarcation is a form of contrast, another contrast1 is
that which occurs at the formal level between the relation of the foregoing
elements. Various hues contrast one another (the complementary colors
especially), various arrangements of linear forms, and various notes.
Contrast is mentioned again further down the list, but already among the
most basic elements this contrast (and it’s relative, complement75) can
occur.
Another term with multiple meanings is that of completion1, here
in a formally-basic sense as the idea of the development of demarcation,
delineation, or shape. Closely akin to demarcation, it is the state of
accomplishment or failure in the connoted form.76 Composition1 at this
level refers to the arrangement of the above formal aspects and is the
proper level at which complex gestalt relations begin to obtain. It is the
effect of the interrelation of lines, shapes and colors. Even at the barest
As mentioned elsewhere, color has been oft-maligned as a classic example of the nonexistence of aesthetic properties or qualities. Color, we are told, is no such thing but
qualia in the mind. But I feel that the rudiments of this argument also apply to all
aesthetic experience, which we do not normally believe non-existent. John Hyman’s The
Objective Eye provides (in my opinion) a satisfactory case for the belief in the commonsensical objectivity of color (2006).
75 Contrast and complement are interesting formal phenomenon. They may be observed
in music in the case of chords which resonate harmoniously (complement) and chords
which are unsettling (cacophonous). But the term contrast is the more encompassing, for
notes can contrast while being agreeable. The oddity of contrast is seen even more
readily in color theory, wherein complementary colors (which agreeably accent one
another) also provide the starkest contrast in relations. Contrast can be complementary,
though complementary elements need not be opposing or contrasting (e.g. tertiary colors
or neighboring notes).
76 Implicit in this idea of completion is that the demarcation, delineation, or shape
(perhaps color as well) has enough presence to be identifiable, or enough presence to be
identified as being incomplete.
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level (demarcation) composition is at play – it may consist of the relation
of two discrete elements in the aperture of attention. The compositional
relations generally advance in complexity (and potential reference) with
the increase in formal elements. A near-synonym is that of arrangement,
but I include it to gesture towards placement on a surface or field rather
than ‘compositions’ etymological sense of posing-together compositing.
At play in delineation is the aspect of linear movement or simply
movement. As mentioned, it is natural here to include music as having
movement, but in a temporal rather than spatial sense (although music
seems to move in the spatial sense ideationally77). Movement can be
singular in a line or varying sound, but it can also be composite due to
multiple shapes or lines. Color relations are also basic object-centric
aspects. Some colors are perceived as cool (blues and greens) and some as
warm (reds and yellows), the former receding from the viewer and the
later approaching the viewer.78
With multiple elements into relation, I may add variation1 as
another aspect relating to object-centric formal features. Like movement
and color relations, variation refers to the relative comparison among
formal entities (e.g. lines, shapes, colors, notes). In variation there is a
recognition of clustering or identifying relation (due to similarity),
attended at the same time by difference which is significant enough to say
the forms vary, but not to the degree of being unrelated or exhibiting
contrast1. Ironically drawing on the distance introduced by variation (or
contrast1), harmony1 refers to the way in which formal elements seem to
match, fit, resonate, or generally agree with one another.79 The relative
Samuel Barber’s Adagio for Strings feels undeniably ascending, as (more literally) does
Vaughan Williams The Lark Ascending.
78 No doubt these associations are rooted in our experience of the natural world. Notice I
am not here bringing in color-associations of the cultural sort, which do of course occur.
Again, Kandinsky (2005) – like many artists – feels that certain colors always connote
certain feelings or ideas. Cf. Birren (1978).
79 Two notes: Firstly, words like ‘seem’ remind us that our judgments here are subjective
in the sense that a subject is the one adjudicating the experience, but I insist that the
object-centric nature of that judgment is not destroyed thereby. Secondly, recurring
aesthetic scenarios in nature and artistic practice both depend on the objectivity of these
77
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paucity or presence of aesthetic elements (their density) as well as the
relation of their impression of movement affects what we can describe as
a thing’s activity (or busy-ness).
More formal aspects could be enumerated, but these suffice to
demonstrate the rich bank of considerations attending an aesthetic
judgment. Still in the arena of object-centric aspects, the next few
examples deal with conceptual associations. We are moving from mere
form to content. Depiction (or imitation) is a classic concern of aesthetic
experience, sometimes claimed (e.g. certain strands of Greek philosophy)
as being the only concern of art. It is fascinating to consider that there are
many examples of imitation in the natural world as well.80 Preceding
depiction should probably be a more basic term referring to
representation or instantiation – though I am not satisfied with either
term as gesturing towards the what-ness of an object. This is of course
bound-up in the old Platonic/Aristotelian chestnut as to how all instances
of a horse (or etc.) belong to the idea of horse. In any case, both nature
and art have identity1 as a constituent aspect of their experience.81

aesthetic qualities. In this case (harmony), artists know well which elements will
harmonize, and are able to imbue their works with it. That I’ve marked this formal-level
harmony as “harmony1” indicates that the term will occur again at higher (or more
conceptual) levels.
80 The appearance of a Leafwing Butterfly (Zaretis Itys), or the success of the
Hummingbird Hawk Moth (Macroglossum stellatarum) remain, in my estimation,
befuddling for merely naturalistic accounts of origin. In both cases, replicating complex
forms is the obvious end of the appearance. But ‘ends’ raises the specter of Aristotelian
purposes, which the mechanics of natural selection do not account for. Allowing the
basic understanding of selection (via thriving and breeding) of presently (in-situ)
beneficial features, the forms of these insects are mass complexes of aesthetic features
needing to be composed of selected-for-features, which at the time of their individual
presentation are not towards (not purposive) the ultimate, contemporary end. I believe
that Kant’s recognition of this Gordian knot from mere materialism as related to
teleology (in his third Critique), remains the most precise rendering of the problem. I am
indebted to Steve Palmquist for introducing me to this important portion of CPJ.
81 Some appeasement to aestheticians concerned with mere reflective judgment (in the
pure, Kantian sense of a special aesthetic attitude and judgment) can be made by
admitting that such judgments are (i.) the most interesting aspect of aesthetic discourse;
(ii.) the most idiosyncratic aspect (i.e. in which we do/experience things which we don’t
elsewhere), without insisting that other aspects do not inform aesthetic judgments.
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Variation2 enters at this level, set apart from its simpler version by
referring to varying things (parts) in a thing (whole). A painting or piece
of music may easily be understood to contain this aspect (e.g. faces of the
men in Rodin’s Burghers of Calais), but nature partakes as well. Clouds in
the sky, which obviously are the same things, vary amongst themselves
(this is partly a build-up of variation1 but includes identity and other
aspects). Speaking of variation2, such aspects can contribute to another
object-centric notion of perspective1. The variation2 of size (itself
established in gestalt relation) is a cue to both depth and presence
towards or away from the viewer (in visual scenes). Relative volume
(quietness/loudness) in auditory experiences are probably analogous in
some cases. Perspective is also affected by arrangement (relative position
in a viewpoint) and occlusion.
Lastly, many other object-centric aspects may proliferate when we
consider how a thing (artificial or natural) may be adjudicated – even in
the immediate moment of judgment. Setting addresses the presented
situatedness of a thing, even though the primary focus may make this
aspect (literally) peripheral. The framing of a painting, the proscenium of
a play, the mountain crag from which a pine grows, all of these exemplify
setting. Under headings previously mentioned (e.g. representation) are
other aspects (e.g. history, version, class or type) which are more precise
variations of identifying aspects. They also begin to veer close to the
middling ground in which subject-centric concerns (e.g. awareness of
versions, oeuvres, scientific facts) merge seamlessly with object-centric
aspects. I now turn to these more obviously subject-centric aspects of
aesthetic judgment.
7.4.2. Subject-Centric Aspects
As stated previously, in my thesis subject-centric concerns are
those which we most easily recognize as being ‘brought to’ the aesthetic
experience by the experiencer. In other words, it is at a more conceptual
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or associative remove from our simpler perceptive cognition.82 While
aesthetic practice and phenomenological observations have demonstrated
that basic perception is quasi-objectively predictable, the aspects to which
I turn to now are more idiosyncratically subject-centric. Although the
previous section built up from rudimentary to complex aspects, this
section is less structured. Most of the following deal with contentconcerns, rather than formal-concerns – though the former depends on
the latter in aesthetic experience.
Harmony2 or (Resonance1) refers to the subject-centric impression
that that the things depicted or present in an experience are agreeable –
not only with one another (as in harmony1), but with the subject
themselves. But there is another type of agreeability (harmony3) in which
an aesthetic experience contains elements (or things) which communicate
or express something well. Of course, communication and expression are
‘vasty fields’ (see Ch.2 for discussion), but we adjudicate them at least
partly on our subject-centric impression of their success or failure. As will
be seen in the next chapter, harmony3 can be declared even when the
communication or expression is not positive/pleasant.
Both communication and expression are affected by concerns of
intention, whether or not authorial-skeptics like it.83 Communication will
be concerned with the ideas that are present, and expression’s more
broad scope may incorporate feelings as well as ideas. Insights can come
Perception is not simple, and the gestalt aestheticians helped to demonstrate the
arranging and associative powers of our ‘mere’ perception. But though these are rooted
in the subject, they appear to be rooted foundationally in every subject – making them
what Fritz Heider (1958) called “inter-subjective” and what Kant (drawing from the
views of his predecessors) called sensus communis (1987). Chaffee (1997) Describes
perception as being “engaged in three distinct activities: 1. Selecting certain sensations to
pay attention to [;] 2. Organizing these sensations into a design or pattern [;] 3.
Interpreting what this design or pattern means to you”. P.157.
83 Giving the lie to the unlivable absence (or ‘death’) of the author is the practice of
approaching works of art for engagement, criticism, riffing, and etc., even apart from
interest in the author – the very fact that such a thing has been selected for attention of
this kind indicates that the intention of the author to create a contemplated (or
expressive) object has been both communicated and appreciated by the observers. It is
also a question of how much importance is placed on intention, but I say the above to
note there is almost never a total absence of consideration of a creator.
82
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from both of these, and there is a happy ambiguity in the term that may
mean the observer senses an insight in the objects of experience (i.e. the
painter’s insight, or even that of nature in a spirit-stone for the EAA
petrophile), or that the experience has given the observer a new insight.
Although the above subject-centric aspects are concerned with
thought or feeling, and deals with the transference of ideas, some subjectcentric concerns are more grounded in the realm of the object’s existence.
For example, cohesion or consistency is the aspect which considers how
well an experience ‘holds together.’ When an experience is typical (e.g. a
natural scene or a Constable landscape) this is easy. But it can be a greater
subject-enabled feat. There is a sense in which we don’t want to claim
harmony2 for Picasso’s Guernica, but it certainly has coherence1 or
consistency, in that it is internally all ‘of a piece.’ In the limited realm of
that aesthetic experience, the parts agree with the whole – regardless of
the whole (or parts) agreement to perceived reality or preferred
alternatives.84 Related to such an idea is the aspect of
comprehensibility1,2, which we may allow to refer to either (i.) the
subject’s ability to ‘make sense of’ what a thing is, or (ii.) the ability of the
subject to ‘take in’ an experience. In sense (i.), the aim is a type of
knowing, wrapped up with concerns of identity, communication,
expression, and etc. In sense (ii.) the aim is mere perceptive digestion,
related to the unique experience as described in the Kantian sublime.
Already implicit for many of these aspects to function is a revision
of one of the object-centric aspects. Identity1 had been given to refer to a
simple level of ‘what-ness,’ but obviously even such low-level
identification depends largely on the subject’s conceptual vocabulary
(what is a ‘chair’ to someone who has never seen any chairs?). The ability
for such an aspect to be highly subjectively determined leads me to make

This is another aspect which is strongly object-centric, and yet the subject’s ability to
find cohesion/consistency will depend in large measures upon their idiosyncratic ability
to deduce the arrangement and unity among parts.
84
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a place-holder identity2 by which I refer to the type of knowledge which
is not just broadly categorical (recognizing a thing as a chair), but
idiosyncratically determinative (recognizing a thing as an 1859
Chippendale Straightback or, my grandmother’s rocker). I mean this to point
towards the identifying aspects which are heavily loaded with
information brought into the identification.85
Other subject-centric aspects which refer chiefly to the object are
ones like completion2, where we adjudicated whether a piece, or thing is
finished. Michelangelo’s unfinished Rondanini Pietà could be mistaken
either as a work of modern art or the result of poor artistry, but (via a
number of attendant consideration) we judge it to be unfinished. I am
noncommittal as to whether this applies in describing experiences in
nature where we struggle to understand what we are
hearing/seeing/feeling. They affect identify1 (and identity2), but they
may involve aspects of completion, comprehensibility, or others.
Engaging many of the earlier aspects is composition2, by which I
mean the judgment dealing with what an experience is ‘made of,’ or
‘composed of.’ Whereas composition1 dealt with the combination of
formal elements, composition2 involved identity, communication,
expression, etc. In nature this could involve an awareness of the Grand
Canyon’s cliffs, river, and sky – each composed of multiple formal
features.86 Or in art, hearing the drum, piano, saxophone, and bass in
Dave Brubeck’s Take Five. This aspect has a range as well.87
I do not wish to diminish the amount of information being ‘brought into’ even the
simplest identification (e.g. native American’s believing horses were large dogs upon
first sight) but to recognize a kind of second-order identification which some persons
possessing many other proper basic categories of concepts lack, and others possess, due
to greater insight or education.
86 See the discussion of how knowledge may (or may not) influence appreciation of
nature in Neil (2008).
87 Depending on the subject’s knowledge, in the examples above a viewer might
instantly know names for the shades of striation in the cliffside, their geological titles, or
the titles of various outcroppings; further they might know immediately whether the
river is especially dry or full (based on past or evidentiary markers); they might notice
that the sky is glowering or clear, full of cumulus or cirrus clouds, or painted by the
sun’s setting or rising. Although it is unclear to what extent these particulars are
85
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Though the above are indeed subject-centric in their determinacy,
they maintain vocabulary largely related to the concreteness of the object.
But some are highly belief/opinion nuanced, referring more to associated
ideas. These also have the strange quality of being those subject-centric
aspects which are felt most objectively, or most passionately. For example,
association is a powerfully affective aspect, but one which is highly
subject-centric. Here I do not mean association in the senses of identity1 or
identity2, although they are necessarily involved, but what the experience
is associated with in the heart-mind of the subject. For example, I
associate the aforementioned Guernica by Picasso partly in a humorous
connection, although in another sense it is even for my distant self a
sobering piece. As I digested more and more of Picasso’s work, Guernica
struck me as being the piece in which his unique manner and style finally
came ‘into its own’ – or in other words, when form and content, manner
and message synchronized. Now Guernica is much more than this imagine the associations of a villager whose home and farm were
destroyed in Guernica viewing the piece88. Aesthetic experiences of
nature also abound in examples of association. Flowers, trees, landscapes,
stars, and countless others are all ‘read’ as being significant in various
ways to various subjects. This sort of aspect is one in which ‘what we
bring to’ the piece affects our judgment. Terms like memory and
experience probably are best nested under association.
Another subject-centric aspect has duality beyond its being used
in the object-centric section. There I mentioned perspective1 (literal
appearance the viewpoint of spatial qualities, real or artificial), but here I
mean perspective2 in a different sense. This sense is synonymous with

immediately presented in the experience, it is clear (due in part to focus) that all of these
may have greater or lesser precision (and presence) in awareness. Cf. Budd (2008).
88 It is reasonable to assume that many a Spanish farmer in that era would not have
instantly understood Picasso’s then somewhat avant-garde depiction of the horrors of the
bombings. But, patience permitting, if a critic were to explain the piece to the affected
villager, we might expect a deeper significance and resonance to obtain than in our own
cases.
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viewpoint, worldview, or outlook, all of which mean more than the
position of observation on/in an aesthetic experience. This sort of
perspective2 is the way in which reality and concepts within reality are
seen. Not just how we view something, but how we view everything –
our perspective2 on life. I said above this term has a duality in that we
may judge an aesthetic experience in light of a concern for the creator’s
perspective2. Philip Larkin’s Aubade would be judged differently if we
were under the mistaken notion that the poet was a preachy moralizer,
reassured by a belief in the afterlife. But knowing the degree to which he
disbelieved such ideas, a judgment of the work’s perspective is
shudderingly authentic.89 But of course the other side of perspective2 is
that of the viewer. As a person given to moral sentiments and as the
father of a (presently) young daughter, I cannot enjoy Balthus’
provocative works. As an artist, I can appreciate the formal qualities, but
the expressed content is beyond my ken or enjoyment.
This moves me to the last of the subject-centric aspects I highlight,
which already falls under the world-encompassing breadth of
perspective2. That is the aspect of belief, conviction, or morality.
Although these are subsets within perspective2 I trust drawing them out
will lend greater specificity in the closing two chapters. If a person
believes, as Kandinsky seemed to do, that various formal qualities (colors)
and arrangements (shapes and compositions) speak objectively of higherorder concepts, not only will his works be imbued with very specific
meaning, but we suspect he (as a subject) viewed aesthetic experiences
quite differently (and more vividly) than others. This is again, as noted
earlier, another case of ‘reading in’ to the experience. Perhaps someone
(like Chairman Mao90) has the conviction that art is a tool to accomplish
Authenticity should be easily understood, but not underestimated. It is a kind of
resonance2 which lends great perceived force to a work of art. Consider Kathe Kollwitz’
lived experience alongside of her art as one example.
90 See, for example, the fascinating text in which Chairman Mao draws on Lenin and his
own thought to insist artists determine the course of their creations according to the
party’s perspectives – and most importantly – the party’s immediate goals (1956).
89
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certain utilitarian goals. This will affect the judgment of existing works
and the creation of new works. From iconoclasm to the Third Reich’s
‘Degenerate Exhibition,’ such beliefs or convictions can dramatically
affect perspectives on aesthetic experiences. They don’t always (or
perhaps often) have such dramatic results, but what a subject thinks,
believes, feels, or has an opinion about will influence their judgment. A
morality which includes belief in the sanctity of human life (or even
sympathy for human experience) will look with umbrage (or horror) at
Un Chien Andalou, or the fetus feast of Zhu Yu (朱昱), just as the faithful
believer in amorality will claim to relish the educative and provocative
scene.91
7.5.

Conclusion – Construction of Framework for Critique

Having set forth my view of aesthetic judgment’s holistic nature
(including gestalt relations and immediate units of perception), as well as
its aspectual nature, I here note its more salient commitments and provide
the thematically organized framework of aesthetic experience.
7.5.1. Summary of Claims
In the above I have presented what I believe takes place in an
aesthetic experience, which I have described as the situation of aesthetic
judgment. Most obviously it is situated in the judging subject, but it
passes judgment upon an aesthetic object. The two features of such a
judgment which I claim are most helpful for elucidating ugliness are that
(i.) aesthetic judgment is holistic and that (ii.) aesthetic judgment is
aspectual. In (i.), holism refers to the subject’s concern with gestalt
relations of parts within a whole, as well as its unity as an immediate
moment of presentation. In (ii.), aspectual features refer to the various
Apart from the obviousness that a person’s convictions affect their judgments, I
maintain that no is/ought fallacy should be implied here. Although I would argue this
from a standpoint of shared morality (e.gs. Kant, Mengzi, St. Paul), I am sure there can
be a psycho-somatic basis for revulsion to the observation of injury to humans (or many
other animals as well). Whether grounded in metaphysics or natural responses
‘designed’ to protect the species (or genetic material), that reversal of norms can and does
happen, doesn’t mean it ought to happen. That there was a Donner Party doesn’t imply
we should have a party and eat the Donners.
91
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details or aspects of an object of experience which the subject attends to.
Below I present this range of aspects (levels of aesthetic judgment) in a
condensed form.
Though these are presented positively, it should be apparent that
many aspects can be adjudicated positively or negatively. Importantly,
the nature of our aesthetic judgment in each level (when it adjudicates
rather than withholds judgment) is that of an ought or ought-not.92 Thus
those looking for ‘pleasure’ or ‘approval’ as an aspect will not always find
them in my account, as they may (or may not) be a verdict at various
levels. These verdicts are revisited in the next chapter. While I have
enumerated several facets of a judgment, my prefacing focus on the unity
and immediacy of our holistic judgments demonstrates that these facets
can be simultaneously present. Nor is the subject necessarily aware of the
aspects of judgment which may be in play.
7.5.2. Scaffold of Experience - Resulting Framework
Themes are bold, object-centric aspects are unitalicized, subjectcentric aspects are italicized.
I.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.
II.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

Formal
Demarcation
Delineation
Shape
Color-Hue
Tone
Contrast1
Complement
Completion1
Harmony2/Resonance1
Contextual
Composition1
Arrangement
Linear Movement
Color relation
Variation1
Harmony1

Usually such language is reserved for discussions of ethics and morality, but I aver it
has analogy in aesthetics as well. This insistence is unfolded in the following chapter.
92
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g.
h.
i.
j.
k.
l.
m.
n.
o.
III.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.
j.
k.
IV.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

Activity
Perspective1
Size
Depth/Presence
Volume
Setting
Cohesion
Consistency
Comprehensibility2
Conceptual
Identity1
Representation/Depiction
Variation2
Harmony3
Communication
Expression
Intention
Idea
Feeling
Insight
Authenticity
Residual
Comprehensibility1
Identity2
Completion2
Composition2
Association
Memory/Experience
Perspective2
Beliefs
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Chapter 8 – Finding a Place for Ugliness
8.
Overview: A Place for Ugliness
Now that the schema of my view of judgment in aesthetic
experience has been arranged, it is time to address the collated
conceptions of ugliness (SX, FX, PX). Until now, the broadest attempts to
engage ugliness comprehensively have either merely collated concepts
(e.g. Eco, Bailey, Henderson) or described a thematic tree of ugliness (e.g.
Rosenkranz). In this chapter I provide a method for describing the myriad
forms of ugliness as sharing a common root. This common root is
basically simple, but diversity occurs through application to various
aspects of aesthetic judgment.
In this chapter I first address the main concerns which affect my
explanation of ugliness. This involves an explanation of the common core
of ugliness as an aesthetic ought-not, and an explanation of its application
across our aesthetic perspectives. Next, I take the previous chapter’s
framework and ‘negate’ it, naming ugliness for each aspect. I follow up
my presentation of the framework with attention to solving the features
of ugliness (FX).1 I then review the driving concerns behind the experience
of ugliness, before closing with a summary of the benefits of my
approach.
8.1.

Core Concerns: Intersubjective Validity of Ought-Not
The subtitle for this section reverses a key phrase from

psychologist Fritz Heider’s discussion of value judgments.2 Whereas he
speaks of the “intersubjective validity of ought” I here discuss the
intersubjective validity of ‘ought-not.’ When language of ought and
ought-not occur in philosophical discourse, the usual context is that of
ethics or morality. Whether in that discourse or in our ordinary English
usage, the terms ‘ought’ and ‘ought not’ carry with them a strength of
declaration which goes beyond the idiosyncratic subjective. It is a
1
2

Species (SX) and problems (PX) are dealt with in the next chapter.
Heider, (1958), p.222.
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confident conclusion, which points to a belief that such a verdict should
be held by others besides ourselves. Such confidence seems out of place in
a discussion of aesthetics – which we expect (not only due to Hume3) to
involve claims of taste, and not of truth.
Though our personal experience of subjective differences in
aesthetic judgments point us towards the assumption that such
judgments are merely (or mainly) subjective, that is not how we
personally feel about aesthetic experiences. The aforementioned Heider
recognized that there are many situations in which we behave as if other
individuals share our valuations. He says this sentiment “can be
represented as a cognized wish or requirement of a suprapersonal
objective order which has an invariant reality, and whose validity
therefore transcends the point of view of any one person.”4 It is unclear to
me how this manifests as a “wish,” but the “requirement” aspect is
readily seen. In aesthetic judgments we feel that our opinion “transcends
the point of view of any one person.”5 Whether or not we believe this to be
in reference to “a suprapersonal objective order which has an invariant
reality” our sentiments or expectations in judgment arise as if in reference
to an objective reality shared by other viewers.
All of this should sound quite familiar to those aware of Kant’s
writings on “subjective universality” in the third Critique, especially in his
foundational explanation of aesthetic judgment (e.g. §§6-8). After clearing
away red herrings of agreeableness, interest, or concepts in aesthetic
judgments,6 Kant finds it rational that we would expect others to agree
with such verdicts. “It follows that, [212] since a judgment of taste
involves the consciousness that all interest is kept out of it, it must also
Cf. Hume (1985).
Heider (1958), p.222.
5 Here I am making a claim about our natural dispositions and sentiments. People may
be educated into thinking that their aesthetic judgments are merely expressions of taste,
and therefore may label their views as merely idiosyncratic. But I believe our natural
sense is to assume our judgments are also held by others.
6 All of these are used by Kant in a particularized sense which often does not exactly
correlate to normal usage.
3
4
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involve a claim to being valid for everyone, but without having a
universality based on concepts. In other words, a judgment of taste must
involve a claim to subjective universality.”7 The reason such universality
is subjective, for Kant (and nearly everyone since), is because it is
grounded in the internal reflective judgment of the individual. Despite
this, our practice (and the phenomenon of the aesthetic experience) is that
a viewer “will talk about the beautiful as if beauty were a characteristic of
the object and the judgment were logical…”.8 Kant is pointing out the
oddity that we consider our subjective aesthetic judgments to have
objective force – in Heider’s terms – as an ought. As Kant says, the person
“will talk in this way because the judgment does resemble a logical
judgment inasmuch as we may presuppose it to be valid for everyone.”9
Kant is famously terse about wholly negative aesthetic judgments (e.g.
ugliness) as compared to his discussion of beauty and sublimity.10 But in
his discussion of our assuming a universality to our judgments (in spite of
knowing we often disagree), he does mention aesthetic displeasure:
But surely there is something strange here. In the case of the
taste of sense, not only does experience show that its judgment
(of a pleasure or displeasure we take in something or other)
does not hold universally, but people, of their own accord, are
modest enough not even to require others to agree (even
though there actually is, at times, very widespread agreement
in these judgments too). Now, experience teaches us that the
taste of reflection, with its claim that its judgment (about the
beautiful) is universally valid for everyone, is also rejected
often enough. What is strange is that the taste of reflection
should nonetheless find itself able (as it actually does) to
conceive of judgments that can demand such agreement, and
that it does in fact require this agreement from everyone for
each of its judgments. What the people who make these
judgments dispute about is not whether such a claim is possible;

Kant (1987).
Ibid.
9 Ibid.
10 See Johnson (2016a, 2018).
7
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they are merely unable to agree, in particular cases, on the
correct way to apply this ability.11

In summary, both the psychologist Heider and the philosopher
Kant are describing a recognizable facet of aesthetic judgment: while we
recognize difference of opinion, we expect – we feel – that others should
hold the same opinion. This holds for beauty (pleasure) and ugliness
(displeasure). The following two scenarios are equally plausible. Imagine
there are two of us riding the train together, and I ask you if you’ve
noticed the new advertisement in the carriage. When you ask me to be
specific, I say, ‘The red one’, which will allow you to recognize which
advert I meant. A few moments later I ask if you’ve noticed the unusual
man in the corner. Again, asked for specification I say, ‘The ugly (or
handsome) one.’ In both cases my expectation is that you will recognize
the object of attention by the quality I have indicated, whether descriptive
(red color) or evaluative (ugly appearance).
There are various ways to account for this expectation. Among
Kant’s explanations which I have already mentioned is the notion of a
sensus communis – something like our shared aesthetic sense, which we
presuppose in communicating aesthetic judgments.12 Our belief that
others for the most part share our cognitive make-up will lend itself to the
expectation that they will see things as we see them.13 I think the
commonsensical view of the objectivity of the external world (including
consistently observable qualities in that world) plays as much a role in
our expectations as does our thoughts about the similarity of our coviewers. That being said, I have no present interest in providing an

Ibid., §8.
This is my gloss of the unglossable §§20-22, which see.
13 In the first flush of Enlightenment materialism there was an Empiricist assumption
that our physiological (and even racial) differences were the source of our aesthetic
disputes. See the entry on eyes and perception in vol.15 of the 1765 edition of the
Encyclopédie. Although Kant may be claimed by both Rationalists and Empiricists, there
are hints of admitting physiological difference at the level of the eye in his first Critique
(e.g. CPR (1987), pp.161-162, A30).
11
12
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explanation for why we have such expectations, but rather wish to
reassert that we do have such expectations.
8.2.

Prefacing Concern: Ugly as Ought-Not
As stated, there is some ambiguity in what I mean by ought and

ought-not which I must clear up. In one sense, the idea of “intersubjective
validity of ought” (Heider) or the “subjective universality” (Kant) implies
that others ought to agree with my judgment, and ought-not disagree. This
is not what I mean by ugliness as ought-not. My claim is that our
judgments themselves are made as ought and ought-not statements. In
other words, they are statements of approval and disapproval regarding
the appearance of some aesthetic thing. When something is found to be
beautiful, we hold that it looks (at the least) ‘as it ought’ – even if we have
never encountered the thing before.14 Likewise, when something strikes
us as ugly, we hold that it ought-not appear as it does. At its core, the
concept of ugliness is an aesthetic verdict of ought-not.15
There are two topics here which also need clarification. Firstly,
words like judgment, verdict, approval, disapproval, et al. may engender
the notion of deliberation and the attendant notion of delay. I attempted
to defuse this in the previous chapter by recognizing the relative
immediacy of aesthetic judgment, which refers to the momentary nature
of our judgments. Yes, these moments may accumulate to form a larger
judgment, and we may deliberate on an experience, but such deliberation

There is a sense where something being normal looks ‘as it ought,’ and this does not
necessarily mean that it is beautiful. But when we encounter something beautiful it
strikes us with a strange approval, even a rapturous attention, in which we may never
have known something could look like that, but having seen it, we could say it ought.
15 An implication in the use of ought-not might bring the reader back to concerns laid out
in chapter 3. In that section on negation I introduced (via Horn (2001) the commonplace
belief that a negative statement (¬B) implies a prefacing knowledge of the corresponding
positive. In other words, if I say something ought-not look as it does, then that means I
know how it ought to look. This is true, I maintain, only in the sense of knowing that
there is indeed a way such a thing should look, without actually knowing what that
‘should’ looks like. We must admit ugliness’ ability to be a creative provocateur,
preempting a specific knowledge of propriety in new cases. This points us to an innate
sense within ourselves which judges experiences aesthetically as regards their teleology
(whether that is internally or externally referential).
14
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is composed of those more immediate impressions. As highlighted earlier,
we describe aesthetic encounters as ‘striking’ us or ‘dawning’ upon us,
seeking to convey the momentous nature of these encounters. That we are
adjudicating them as ought and ought-not does not necessarily imply a
delayed deliberation.
Secondly, and more importantly, it may be remembered that large
swathes of definitions of ‘ugliness’ relate it to various forms of
displeasure. Isn’t ugliness more of a feeling than a judgment? Or put
differently, might the feeling be our prima facie response and the judgment
be our a posteriori assessment? Here my answer is that the two – feeling
and judgment – are intrinsically related. The reason for my belief is
connected to the (often) unobserved complexity of aspects involved in
aesthetic experiences. This is meant to be demonstrated by the
enumeration of the aesthetic framework (revisited below, §3). The
enumeration itself isn’t the explanation, but it is necessary for drawing
attention to the diversity of details which are involved in the explanation
of aesthetic experiences.
Since these aspects are involved in aesthetic experiences, that
means that our experiences are about some thing and its aspects. That
these largely go unnoticed in no way precludes their contribution to our
experience. Digging deeper into the levels of aesthetic aspects also
indicates that the normal way we would describe what is taking place is
that of an analysis or judgment, be it ever so swift. For example, my
dislike of the curtains in my borrowed room may seem to be an
instantaneous negative impression of displeasure. It would make sense to
say I feel that I don’t like them, or that they displease me. But when
equipped with the ability to describe the aesthetic experience in its
various aspects, I can say that the drapes’ two colors are too similar in
both hue and tone to be easily distinguished. They make the eye work to
separate them. But they are separate enough to be form a repetitious
pattern, especially since the size of their stripes (from here) is at the
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threshold of blurring. That their stripes are horizontal gives no rest,
offering a horizon of blur rather than a column to another focal point.
Sharing a hue (red), but tinted with white (to make pink) and blue (to
make mauve-ish grey) makes them uncommitted partners. Further, the
color and size contribute – most importantly – to give the impression of
that odd phenomenon when you’ve rubbed your eyelids (or ocular
nerves) too hard and see ruddy stars. The attendant feeling in the above is
simple – displeasure. But what is going on, and what my displeasure
arises from, or is reference to, is a disapproval at various levels.16
I expect someone may assume that I have crafted the explanation
to suit the experience, and that the description is drummed up to account
for the displeasure. But my suspicion is that such an assumption is driven
largely by the fact that most people do not articulate (or cannot articulate)
what is taking place in an aesthetic experience. For example, I am only a
tea-drinker and not a tea-expert, and so it is tempting for me to say I like
Oolong tea better than Puer tea because one tastes better. It just pleases
me more. But given the tools to describe the taste and pleasure, I might be
able to identify what it is that pleases and affects me.17 Because our
aesthetic experiences (i.) occur so immediately, and (ii.) are often attended
by pleasure and displeasure, we may think they are just pleasure or
displeasure. But this is not the case. At the very basest level, there must be
a recognition of there being some thing there for us to be displeased with
in order for the displeasure to arise. Modern neurological science and the

Note I have nowhere in this description denied my own subjectivity, but also that I am
relating it in terms of how object-centric qualities relate to elicit a subject-centric
response. Some of these are purely formal – and more universally predictable (e.g. that
such colors in such an arrangement ‘vibrate’), and some are more associative (e.g. the
type of impression being shared with an experience others may not have encountered –
the rubbed-eye stars).
17 Although I don’t know all there is to know about Chinese tea, I know that some
Oolongs can have mild floral notes (without the addition of actual flowers, as in jasmine
tea) and that Puer often has a strong, acrid taste full of woody tannins. I imagine this
arises from the chemicals affected my taste-buds and scent. But my subjective judgment,
which can be expressed simply (‘I like it’ or ‘I don’t like it’), is about object-centric
qualities which are complex.
16
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continuous endeavor to improve visual recognition software have taught
us that what we may have assumed to be simple – perception – involves
an incredibly complex array of functions, at incredibly fast speeds. But
phenomenologically, we simply ‘see.’ Likewise, it is no surprise (to artists,
designers, and critics) that though we simply ‘feel’ certain ways about
aesthetic experience, such pleasures or displeasures are born out of
complex judgments, arrived at within a moment.18
8.2.1. Perspectival Concern: Situating Ugliness
Having clarified what I mean by ought and ought-not, I may now
focus on the negative verdict. Saying that something is ugly implies that it
ought-not exist as it does. In aesthetic experience, when something ought
not sound, ought not look, ought not feel, ought not taste, ought not smell
a certain way, we judge it to be ugly. Not only might we think (internally
or externally) that an ugly thing ought not to be as it is, we may feel as if
it ought not to be. We can express it mildly (“I’d rather it not look like
that”) or strongly (“It shouldn’t look like that”), but the negative sentiment
is the same. There is something about the experience which we judge to
be wrong.19

I do not believe that it is necessary to separate out judgment and feeling, and I think it
is helpful to address the two in tandem (Cf. Paris (2017)). However, I think there may
also be cases in which we have found something to be ugly with the attendant feeling of
displeasure, but upon review or recollection we maintain the judgment without the
feeling of displeasure. If the word ‘feeling’ is taken to mean emotion, I don’t think we
necessarily maintain such an emotion – nor does the absence of such an emotion mean
the thing is no longer ugly. We might encounter a disfigured person whom we find to be
ugly, but through our relationship to the person come to love them and ignore their
ugliness (or become used to it). It need not necessarily be that what we found ugly about
the person is no longer found to be ugly, but rather than other aspects of our judgment
(even our aesthetic judgment) of the person re-informs our perception. Our holistic
judgment is different, because the leading theme in the judgment is in reference to a new
aspect – our love for the person. Back to the meaning of ‘feeling’: if it is not primarily
emotional, and more cognitive (i.e. it references disapproval rather than displeasure), then
I aver this should be folded into the element of judgment.
19 Just because there are various forms of oughts and ought-nots in morality doesn’t
mean there is no common conception of a moral right/obligation/duty; just because
there are various beneficial things (e.g. food, shelter, rest) doesn’t mean there is no
common conception of good. The concern of whether I am idealizing or reifying these
notions by a shared usage is a different topic altogether. The phenomenon of our
experience is the presence of the good, the right, the beautiful. Both in language and in
lived-experience, they exist.
18
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Following Heider and Kant, I have made my claim that this
sentiment is interesting because we do not always consider it to be
entirely idiosyncratic. We expect that others will find ugly what we find
to be ugly. Part of the seeming hopelessness which so many have
recognized is that often these expectations are disappointed. The person
beside us doesn’t think the thing is ugly – perhaps even one or two finds
it to be beautiful. Unlike Heider and Kant, I think much of this seemingly
hopeless disagreement can be allayed by specifying what it is, precisely,
that we find to be ugly. When we situate our encounter with ugliness in
the various aspects of aesthetic judgment, we also may identify where our
experience diverges from that of others. It is my belief that most of the
time we are not disagreeing about the same thing at the same time in the
same way, but rather are talking at odds with one another about ugliness.
The perspective from which we view ugliness is crucial both for
accounting for our own judgments and their divergence from the
judgments of others.
8.3.

An Ugly Framework: Negative Aesthetic Judgment
8.3.1. Names and Species
In this section I use last chapter’s framework to situate ugliness. To

do so I have ‘negated’ the framework as it appears in the previous
chapter. Herein each aspect is expressed negatively, by choosing a term or
phrase which would indicate the target aspect along with a negative
judgment associated with it. Of course, many of the challenges described
in chapter 4 attend this practice, but for the sake of clarity it may be
assumed that here “not” or “un-/in-“ indicates a polar opposite and not
just the absence of the positive (e.g. not neutral). In most cases I have had
to spell out multiple negative possibilities for various aspects (e.g. linear
movement may be ‘erratic’ or ‘interrupted’), but not comprehensively.
Alongside of these are pegged the various species of ugliness (SX).
This indicates that such conceptions of ugliness were only somewhat
correct, in that they identified a kind of aesthetic ought-not judgment or
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feeling, but incorrect in that they failed to account for all levels or aspects
of an aesthetic judgment. Understandably, many of these will be placed at
more than one aspect.20
8.3.2. The Ugly Framework
I.

Formal
a. Indistinction1
b. Linear Deformity1
c. Shape Deformity2

d. Muddy Color;
Repulsive Color
e. Too Dark; Too Light
f.

Indistinction2 ;
Confusion1
g. Clash; Conflict1
h. Incompletion1
i.

Disharmony2;
Dissonance1

II.
Contextual
a. Discomposition1;
Confusion2
b. Improper Placement1
c. Erratic Movement;
Interruption;
Distraction1
d. Wrong Color
e. Indistinction3;
Monotony1
f. Disharmony1; Jarring

S6 N – Lack of distinction
S2 UNP – Failure to achieve proper form
S7 DSP – Displeasing line
S1 OP – Malformity
S2 UNP – Failure to achieve proper form
S6 N – Absence of expected/desired form
S7 DSP – Displeasing form
S1 OP – Unlikable/Offensive color
S2 UNP – Failure to achieve proper value
S6 N – Absence of distinction
S7 DSP – Displeasing combination
S2 UNP – Failure to achieve expected form
S6 N – Lack of full formation/completion
S1 OP – Opposite of beautiful harmony
S3 B – Challenging dissonance
S6 N – Lack of harmony
S7 DSP – Displeasing dissonance
S3 B – Challenging composition
S6 N – Lack of composition
S7 DSP – Displeasing composition
S2 UNP – Failing to place correctly
S2 UNP – Failing to move smoothly
S6 N – Lack of direction
S7 DSP – Disappointing path
S2 UNP – Failing to have proper hue
S6 N – Lack of variation
S1 OP – Opposite of beautiful harmony
S6 N – Lack of harmony

Deflationary or comprehensive accounts of ugliness, which I admire but disagree with
(e.g. Paris (2017)) will be addressed in the chapter’s conclusion.
20
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j.

S7 DSP – Displeasing jarring/dissonance
S6 N – Lack of activity
S2 UNP – Failure to achieve proper
perspective
S2 UNP – Failure of proper sizing
S2 UNP – Failure of proper depth

l.

S2 UNP – Failure of proper volume
S2 UNP – Failure of proper placement

g. Monotony2; Deadness
h. Wrong Perspective1;
Wrong Placement2
i.

Too Big; Too Small

Too Shallow; Too
recessed; Diminished;
Aggressive
k. Too Full; Too Scant
Poorly Situated; Out
of Place; Misplaced
m. Incoherent; Disunified

S6 N – Lack of coherence
n. Inconsistent; Misleading S12 CONF – Confusing via inconsistency
o. Incomprehensible2;
S2 UNP – Failure to be comprehended
Unfathomable; Vague;
S12 CONF – Confusing through inscrutability

Indistinction4
III.
Conceptual
a. Unidentifiable1

b. Misrepresentation;
Poor Depiction;
Unlikeness
c. Monotony2; Boring;
Repetitious
d. Disharmonious3;
Unsettling; Disturbing1

S6 N – Lack of identity
S2 UNP – Failure to achieve a likeness

S2 UNP – Failure to contain variety

S1 OP – Opposite of form & content
beautifully wed
S3 B – Dissonant form & content
S7 DSP – Displeasing difference in form &
content
S12 CONF – Confusing relation of form &
content
e. Failing to Communicate; S2 UNP – Failure to communicate
Garbled; Senseless;
S4 AA – Antipathy towards lack of content
S5 FE – Failure to express due to lack of
content
S6 N – Lack of communicated content
S9 CUL – Cultural desire for communication
f. Inexpressive; Insipid;
S1 OP – Opposite of beautiful human
Pointless; Boring2;
expression
Banal
S5 FE – Failure to be expressive (S2 UNP)
S4 AA – Antipathy towards banality
S6 N – Lack of expression
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g. Pointless2; Accidental;
Random; Arbitrary
h. Wrong Idea; Incorrect;
Untrue
i.

Offensive1; Hurtful;
Painful

j.

Idiocy; Stupidity;
Shallow; Blasé

k. Inauthentic;
Hypocritical

IV.
Residual
a. Incomprehensible1
b. Indistinguishable;
Unidentifiable2
c. Incompletion2;
Unfinished; Failure
d. Confusion3

e. Bad/Negative
Association; Wrongly
Suggestive;
Bad/Negative
Connotation

S2 UNP – Failure to convey intent/meaning
S4 AA – Antipathy towards arbitrary
randomness
S6 N – Lack of correct idea
S9 CUL – Cultural desire for agreement
S10 OTH – Dislike of differing idea (S4 AA)
S3 B – Challenging emotionally
S6 N – Absence of pleasant feeling
S7 DSP – Displeasure in emotions
S13 IMM – Emotionally Offensive
S4 AA – Antipathy towards
shallowness/kitsch?
S5 FE – Failure to provide insight
S6 N – Lack of insight
S2 UNP – Failure to be genuine/authentic
S4 AA – Antipathy towards inauthenticity
S5 FE – Failure of sincere expression
S6 N – Lack of authenticity
S9 CUL – Cultural preference for
honesty/earnest
S12 CONF – Comprehension is confused
S2 UNP – Failure to be special
S12 CONF – Provenance or uniqueness
uncertain
S1 OP – Opposite of beautiful consummation
S2 UNP – Failure to achieve
S6 N – Lack of completion
S3 B – Challengingly chaotic
S6 N – Lack of distinguishable order
S12 CONF – Confusing/Confounding
S1 OP – Opposite of beautiful association
S3 B – Challenging association/connection
S4 AA – Antipathy for troubling associations
S7 DSP – Displeasing
connotations/associations
S9 CUL – Cultural expectation of propriety
S10 OTH – Foreign or strange association
S13 IMM – Immoral/evil association
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f.

Bad/Negative Memory;
Painful Association;
Poor Comparison;
Failure of Standard

g. Wrong Perspective2;
Complicity;
Propagandistic;
Indifference
h. Evil; Wrong; Bad

S4 AA – Antipathy towards painful
memories
S7 DSP – Displeasing reminders/thoughts
S9 CUL – Cultural preference for peaceful
thought
S10 OTH – Presence of unwelcome memory
S10 OTH – Dislike of differing idea (S4 AA)
S7 DSP – Displeasing view/opinion
S9 CUL – Cultural desire for agreement
S11 CONS – Belief in ugliness
S13 IMM – Presence of corrupt view/opinion
S1 OP – Opposite of beautiful conceptions
S3 B – Challenging deeply-held beliefs
S6 N – Lack of proper belief
S7 DSP – Displeasure in the beliefs expressed
S9 CUL – Cultural desire for shared beliefs
S10 OTH – Dislike of different belief (S4 AA)
S11 CONS – Belief in ugliness
S13 IMM – Presence of evil/deceit/harm

8.3.3. Features from the Framework
There are issues made noticeable by designating species of ugliness
at the various aspectual levels of judgment. I address them here, before
going on to reintroduce the features of ugliness (FX) below. Firstly, the
repetition of several species of ugliness raises the question of
equivocation. Does the recurrence of kinds of ugliness mean that their
designation (e.g. ‘Unpurposive Ugliness’ S2) is rendered meaningless?
No, because they designate a singular conception which is being applied
to multiple aspects. The attachment to an aspect provides further
specification of the species/type, and this is a positive feature of the
framework. For example, failure to achieve a likeness (S2 at III.b.) and failure
to achieve completion (S2 at IV.c.) may both be called ugly. Further, the kind
of ugliness is blamed on failure. But the aspects in which a thing’s failure
is viewed are different. It is likely that where one viewer considers a piece
ugly because of its failure to render a likeness (say Francis Bacon’s
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triptych Three Studies for a Portrait of Henrietta Moraes), another may
consider it not to be a failure due to its level of completion. Repetition in
reference to disparate aspects is not, in itself, a case of equivocation, but
rather a demonstration of how different kinds of ugliness exist at different
levels.21
Secondly, many species of ugliness are determined by what is
meant by their positive referent. This is indicative of the long-standing
claim that ugliness is the opposite of beauty, and that ugliness is
necessarily referential. This is easy to see in many cases.22 But the
opposition is not always (i.) symmetrical nor (ii.) resultative. As to (i.),
consider that beautiful colors need not refer to anything – they may
simply be beautiful – yet ugly colors (S1 at I.d.) seem to occur through
impurity (muddied via heterogeneity) or association with repulsive
things.23 As to (ii.), we may encounter ugly instances without previous
reference to the positive counterpart and without a conscious conception
of what would be beautiful in such a case. This is demonstrated especially
by artists or designers who arrange their elements until they look as they
‘ought’ to look. All this to say, a relation of opposition does not imply that
the negative will be a mirror-image, or generated by a known-positive.24
Thirdly, not all species were indicated at every aspect. I only
placed types of ugliness that I felt were most salient for the level. For
Although equivocation may be out of view for the moment, profligacy of description
might be a concern. But the branching of description is rooted in the common notion of
an ought-not judgment. This can be shown (cumbersomely) as follows: In this
paragraph’s examples, there is an aesthetic judgment of ugliness which is that some
thing ought-not to have failed, either (a.) in achieving a likeness; or (b.) in achieving
completion. The judgment occurs as a recognition of failure, which involves the verdict
that the thing ought-not be as it is. There is a common conceptual core which is specified
by its application.
22 E.g. Linear deformity (S at I.b.) becomes clearest when successful lines are present.
2
23 I don’t think colors which are prima facie disliked contradict the associative judgments I
am claiming for ugly-colors. We are often able to provide rationale for our disliked
colors upon a bit of introspection (e.gs. overuse, visceral response, or various
associations).
24 There is an interesting sense in which wrestling with ugliness (or ought-not
experiences) is preparatory, or productive of beauty. Most artists have had the feeling of
not knowing what a piece should be like (how it ought-to-be) until trial and error (the
occurrence of ought-not experiences) they arrive at the unknown destination.
21

288

example, ugliness as disapproval (S8) could potentially be ascribed at
every level (though the immediacy of judgment downplays the idea of
deliberation). Displeasure (S7) might be another likely candidate for
universality, but I (perhaps like Constable) deny that all uglies must
emotionally displease.25 My revision of the collated species occurs in the
next chapter.
There are other implications from my arrangement of the
framework, but these should become apparent in the course of the
following discussion and conclusion.26 Having presented species of
ugliness in relation to aspects of judgment, I believe that it is easier to
make sense of the features of ugliness (FX). Although there may be other
features of ugliness which I have not explored, through the course of my
survey I gathered 15 features. These are listed and explained below,
making use of the above framework and demonstrating the advantage of
viewing ugliness as an aspectual unit.
•

F1 MULT – Multiplicity of Ugliness: The multitudinous nature of
ugliness is due to the variety of aspects which may be judged as ugly.
Because the aspects of an experience may be multiple, the assignations
of ugliness may also be diverse. While this gives the appearance of
ugliness being multiple, it is rather one concept (ought-not) having
multiple instantiations.27 (See F11)

•

F2 RSP – Responsive Nature of Ugliness: Because ugliness refers to
various aspects, the nature of these aspects determines a person’s

If displeasure simply means disapproval or recognition of deviation from a norm, it is
about judgment (disapproval or discernment) rather than about pleasure. There may be
a concern that for us to say something ‘looks wrong’ we must be displeased with the look
of it. But because our aesthetic judgments are holistic (as I am arguing) something may
‘look wrong’ at one level, in one aspect, and yet be pleasing at the level in which the
overall judgment is made.
26 For example, the framework presents the necessity of cross-level or multi-aspectual
relations and assumes a terminus of selective judgment.
27 Consider analogies with other values (or virtues). Equity may have one common
conception, akin to fairness via the dispensation of appropriate deserts. But obviously
equity has a variety of applications, whether it be a split cookie for children or a
sentencing for a serial killer. Equity is one, but its applications are many.
25
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response. At the formal level, certain gestalt arrangements naturally
(perceptually) seem wrong.28 At the conceptual level, responses may
occur due to associations (object-centric or subject-centric).29 Yet
ugliness isn’t referred to a response, it refers to the perceived qualities
of an object of experience as ascribed to that object.30
•

F3 BD – Beauty-Determinedness of Ugliness: Ugliness need not be
phenomenologically determined by beauty. Ugliness may occur in
reference to beauty (e.g. due to absence or failure), but it may occur
independently of concurrent or precedent reference. Beauty and
ugliness may exist simultaneously in an experience due to their
presence at different aspects.31 (See F4)

•

F4 POL – Polarity of Ugliness: Ugliness has a common linguistic usage
as the opposite of beauty, occupying the negative pole position of a
scale or range. Though the terms are often used as polar opposites,
they are not necessarily symmetrical due to the variety of aspects to
which either may refer.32 (See F5)

Certain arrangements of aesthetic elements jar or confuse all perceivers.
Examples of object-centric response would be a compositional or representational
disapproval (e.g. of a tangent or misplaced eye); examples of subject-centric response
would be a disdain for propaganda or association with a painful memory.
30 This holds for colors to compositions to concerts. An apple’s redness is not my
response, it is a quality of the apple. To recognize that this quality is encountered via
human perception (with its embodies, cognizing processes) need not imply that we
speak (and think) wrongly when we claim it as adhering or subsisting in the object. Even
in differences of responses at the higher levels of aesthetic judgment (II-IV), the
respondents speak and think in reference to the object. None of this denies to subject’s
role in perception and judgment, but it does insist on the provocative presence of the
object and its qualities.
31 This may be perceived as conflicting, as in the case of the paradox of negative emotion.
I also maintain that beauty and ugliness do not exist in reference to the same aspect at
the same time in the same way.
32 E.g., a thing may be a beautiful imitation but exemplary of an ugly belief (e.g.
propaganda) or an ugly rendering but a beautiful composition. The terms are not
necessarily being used equivocally (see §4.3), but rather refer to different aspects of the
same thing at the same time. Further, not-beautiful (¬B) does not necessarily equal
ugliness. That which is not beautiful may be neutral, and we should allow for greater
and lesser beauties (or uglies) on a scale of approval.
28
29
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•

F5 MUT – Mutability of Ugliness: By the attention to, or preference for,
one aspect rather than another, a judgment of ugliness may be
changed or reassessed.33

•

F6 OBJ – Objectification of Ugliness: Ugliness is a holistic judgment
made in reference to various aspects of an experienced object. Some of
these aspects are especially object-centric (formal features and higherlevel concerns with the object’s internal features) while others are
subject-centric (e.g. concerns of association or identification which are
personal), but all are occasioned by an object of experience.

•

F7 EPD – Epistemologically-Determined: It is descriptively true that
explanations of ugliness will arise due to the underlying
epistemologies of the describer. However, the phenomenology of
ugliness exists independently of explanations of epistemology and
may be judged according to how well the epistemology accords with
the phenomenological ontology of ugliness.

•

F8 UT – Utility of Ugliness: Because ugliness may occur in reference to
one aspect of an experience while positive aesthetic judgment may
occur at another level, ugliness may serve various roles without
derailing the whole of the experience. For example, at some levels
ugliness may attract attention, it may challengingly engage
comprehension, and it may heighten emotional or cognitive tension.34

•

F9 PL – Pleasure of Ugliness: Due to the multifaceted nature of
aesthetic judgments, various aspects of an experience may be

This explains both the change in judgment of an experience over time and creative
artists or critics’ ability to render different judgments of the same piece or experience.
34 Among the most powerful uses of ugliness is when it harmonizes with various other
aspects. An example of this may be Kathe Kollwitz’ wartime drawings, which may be
judged ugly at the formal level (of line and shape), the conceptual level (representing
emaciated, maimed, or dead persons), and at the associative level (the horrors of war).
Since the form and content resonate with one another the pieces are powerfully
expressive and communicative – the level and aspects at which they are deemed
beautifully successful.
33
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genuinely ugly while other, more heavily-weighted aspects are valued
positively.35 (See F8)
•

F10 ANT – Antagonism of Ugliness: Because a negative aesthetic
judgment has multiple aspects, it may make use of ugliness in an
overall positive experience (See F8, F9). Further, an overall experience
of ugliness (in which ugliness is a leading theme) may be used for
pragmatic purposes, in which aspects like communication (III.e.) or
belief (IV.h.) make ugliness’ presence in other aspects a positive
feature.36

•

F11 PLYS – Polysemous Nature of Ugliness: As shown in the framework
of aspects of negative aesthetic judgment above, there are a variety of
terms which can refer to the various instances of ugliness. This means
that ‘ugliness’ appears polysemous, despite having a common
meaning. It is described via numerous synonyms which can help
identify what aspect of judgment is being referred to.37 (See F1)

•

F12 PART – Particularity of Ugliness: Though all ugliness contains an
aesthetic ought-not judgment, due to its referral to various aspects of
an aesthetic experience it may seem to be singularly particular to
individual instances. But higher-level associations and some lower-

The experience of pleasure in ugliness is likely to occur when the identification of (or
judgment related to) ugliness obtains at the first two levels (e.g. form or representation),
while higher-level and more impactful (e.g. expression or belief) aspects are judged
positively.
36 I aver that in such selection, the selector or creator of the ugly experience must make a
positive value judgment which leads to their selection or creation. It may be that such a
person (or persons) claims to have selected the experience because it is ‘entirely ugly,’
but their use of it is deemed desirable (or some other synonym which is positive). This
doesn’t deny the gross ugliness of the experience, but rather indicates why it would be
selected at all.
37 This is an important hint from the nature of negative aesthetic language which points
to aspectual aesthetic judgment. Gruesome, offensive, disgusting, and kitschy are among
the synonyms used to flesh out ugliness. Yet they also indicate various aspects and levels
of judgment. Gruesome may refer to aspects of identification of an ugly wound (III.a.;
IV.e., f.); offensive may refer to aspects of affronted morality (IV.h.); kitschy may refer to
aspects of artless or tastelessness (IV.i.-k.).
35
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level deviations (e.g. jarring chords) judged as ugly will reliably
extend beyond instances.38
•

F13 HUM – Humor of Ugliness: Because ugliness in one aspect or level
does not necessarily derail positivity in another, it can contribute to a
humorous experience. (See F1, F8) Additionally, ugliness may heighten
tension which is later released in comedic resolution. It also
contributes to distinguishing a character (comical), thing (scatological),
or event (farcical) whose identifying features are ugly in various
aspects.39

•

F14 NEC – Necessity of Ugliness: Because aesthetic experiences contain
multiple aspects which contribute to a diverse whole, such
experiences can be highly nuanced. Often the most authentic,
memorable, meaningful, or challenging are those whose aspects create
tension across levels of judgment (e.g. realism, tragedy, horror,
sublimity, guài). Ugliness, or negative aesthetic judgment, will be
necessarily present as a constituent feature of such experiences.40

•

F15 IDIOS – Idiosyncrasy of Ugliness: Perhaps the ultimate in subjective
claims, (cf. ch.3) this assertion was that the individual’s physiology
(eyes, brains) or psychological makeup determines what is ugly.

The experienced phenomenon of ugliness is particular in that it always refers to a
particular instance. There may be multiple ways to ascend (or descend) via the particular
instances of ugliness towards a more idealized notion of ugliness: perhaps via
recognizing the identity of certain ugly arrangements (e.g. S13 IMM at IV.e., aesthetic
conveyance of immorality (assuming the person has morals)); or by identifying a
commonality among formal features. But I still aver the marrow is instantiated
wrongness. Cf. my discussion of Plato & Kant in ch.4.
39 This is only scratching the surface of the diversity of ways in which ugliness intensifies
some sorts of humor. Think of the odd tickle of seeing a companion step in cow dung,
heightened by the felt (perceptually, but thankfully not tactilely) disgust of the
experience, with the accompanying relief that it was their sandaled feet and not your
own. Consider the old convention of the deformed (and perhaps deranged) court jester
whose odd appearance plays the foil to his comedic triumph over the courtesans and
royalty. The role of negative aesthetics in humor is ripe for research. Cf. Cohen (1999),
Smuts (2010).
40 The return value of such experiences is probably adversely affected by repetition, or at
least changes the nature of the experience. E.g., watching the tunnel-boat-scene of the
original Willy Wonka movie to the point of surfeit may take the edge off the experience,
but the formal features (crafted with disconcertion as their intention) will remain,
though attendant associations or memories may anesthetize us to their effect.
38
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Arising after the Enlightenment, this view was reductive and racial –
based on awareness of physical differences and differences in cultural
preferences. It fails to explain for the enormous amount of shared,
cross-cultural awareness-of and playfulness-with ugliness. Upper
level associations (involved in culture and beliefs) affect our ‘view’ of
ugliness, but lower-level formal reactions are shared across humanity.
8.4.

Ugly Associations: Figurative Language and Non-

Aesthetic Use of Ugliness
Although my concluding chapters are focusing specifically on the
experience of ugliness in aesthetic engagements, a comprehensive
treatment of ugliness must address what appears to be a non-aesthetic use
of the term ugly. By this I mean the use of the term ‘ugly’ (or its
synonyms) in phrases like, “what an ugly thing to say,” “he is a
disgusting fellow,” “there’s something dissonant about her behavior,”
and etcetera. While my thesis is not especially focused on this sort of
deployment of ‘ugliness’, it is worth addressing briefly.
One very important use of the term ‘ugly’ is also nearly related to
my description of aspectual judgment. This is the overarching judgment
of an entire experience (a work of art or scene in nature) as a failure – or
perhaps more strongly – as ugly. This is the negative parallel to someone
stating that a work of art or scene is beautiful. It is what Roger Scruton
means by parsing a form of beauty as referring to a kind of artistic
success, rather than mere formal beauty.41 It seems best to say that this
use of the word ugly is that of a final judgment regarding the entirety of a
work or scene. It is an admittance of the balance of aesthetic aspects being
found, in the main, negative. In the preceding chapter I had pressed for a
recognition of the immediacy in judgment, but there I also sought to make
room for the sum of many aesthetic moments. For example, we judge a
piece of music at every moment of its hearing but also and finally at its
conclusion. All works are like this, and ‘ugly’ is the term we use to
41

Scruton (2009). See chapter 4 for discussion.
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describe those which are particularly bad or offensive.42 In this use of the
word we are describing the sum of our impressions or the most salient
impression in the encounter.43
But sometimes language borrows aesthetic terminology to apply to
situations which do not appear to be aesthetic. In other words, terms like
‘beautiful’ and ‘ugly’ are applied when embodied perception does not
seem to be involved at all.44 It is a kind of figurative or perhaps
metaphorical use of the word ugly. Such tendencies add to the concern
that ugliness is insolubly equivocal. But this habit, I believe, is both
understandable and defensible. It is understandable because the nature of
aesthetic experience (as I have presented it) includes higher-level
concerns such as belief, feeling, communication, ideas, expression, et al.
What appears to be lacking in some instances of the claim of ugliness are
formal aspects (lines, colors, sounds, or other sense impressions –
composite or singular). Actually, it is not entirely correct to say such
judgments involving a figurative use of ugly are bereft of formal elements
– after all, there must have been some object or set of objects which
conspired to create the content of the experience. But the formal aesthetic
features are not chiefly in view. Consider the phrase mentioned above:
“What an ugly thing to say!” Of course the sounds, words, prose, and
other aspects of the said thing have formal aesthetic features, but they

I say particularly, because of course there are many experiences which are neither
beautiful nor ugly, but simply fail to move or interest us. Beauty and ugliness are poles
on a scale, admitting lesser and greater variations of each, as well as more neutral
medians.
43 Someone might protest that when we make such a pronouncement without specific
reference to formal features of an experience, we have left the realm of aesthetics and
moved into something else: perhaps ethics, sociology, or epistemology. But my claim has
been to insist that such concerns almost always inform our aesthetic judgments. Yes,
some people can narrow the aperture of attention to focus only on formal features (and
everyone may experience this in the twilit moments of sorting out what an unknown or
indistinct thing is), but normative aesthetic experience involves higher-level conceptions.
It may even be argued that in those moments of merely formal contemplation, a higherlevel conception (such as belief that criticism or appreciation resides only at the formal
level) still informs such a judgment.
44 See examples given in Sibley (2001); Henderson (2015) is an example of the common
inclusion of this broader use in recent art-historical accounts of ugliness.
42
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usually aren’t the focus of the verdict of ugliness in such a case. But such
a case is one in which we are assessing various aspects of an experience
and coming to a conclusion based on the appropriateness of the whole
and arriving at an ought or ought-not verdict. Thus, we naturally use
terms belonging to aesthetic judgment, even if the aspect in focus is one
which admits other more appropriate terminology, and no one is
confused by this usage.
For instance, if what was said was ‘ugly’ because it was offensive
to cultural sensibilities, we might’ve said, “That was inappropriate!” or if
what was said was insensitive of the feelings of someone, we might’ve
said, “That was inconsiderate!” and so on and so forth. In the various
cases, what was said ought-not to have been said, and this judgment was
made via a consideration of the holistic nature of the case, judged in that
moment in respect of its aspectual features. Seen in this light, it should
also be apparent why this usage of the term is defensible. There is a way
in which such judgments so nearly parallel (or overlap) the nature of
aesthetic judgments as described above, that our conclusions in these
cases will naturally sound aesthetical. In fact, when we borrow terms of
aesthetic value (or disvalue) we are indicating that an experience has
impressed us via its appearance, another indication of our judgment being
a holistic assessment of multiple aspects – including form and content.
We may speak of ugliness figuratively, but such a practice is so prevalent
as to be conventional and is readily understood. Our ability to do so
indicates that it is an appropriately comprehensible use of the term.45
Another linguistic nuance to our common use of ugliness is our
ability to soften or strengthen the conception. Sometimes this is done
using synonyms (e.g. Eco (2007)). Softening can occur through the use of
euphemisms (e.g. “plain” or “undistinguished”) or idiomatic mollifiers

As noted, my opinion here is based in part on my insistence on aesthetic judgment
includes more than mere attention to form, whose other aspects easily speak to
figurative uses of ugly terminology. See note 42, above.
45
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(e.g. “ugly duckling” or “leaves room for improvement”). But usually it is
done through adjectives that reduce or intensify the description.
Something may be “so ugly,” “very ugly,” or “terribly ugly,” which
indicates the certainty of our verdict and the impact of the experience. We
also soften through phrases like “a bit ugly,” “somewhat ugly,” or
“almost ugly.” In these cases we wish to express our recognition of the
negative aesthetic aspect or whole, but perhaps recognize that the thing is
not as bad as it could be. It ought-not be as it is, which means we can
imagine it being better, but we can also imagine it being worse. This
corresponds with my observation that though ugliness is considered a
pole-position on a scale of aesthetic value (opposite beauty), such a scale
has gradations.
8.5.

Ugly Examples – Case Studies in Differing Judgments

I believe it is helpful to provide a few examples of how we might
encounter an aesthetic experience using my explanation of ugliness as
situated in a holistic, aspectual aesthetic judgment. I first discuss a subgenre of art, then a scene in nature, and finally a motif in architectural
design.46 Essentially these are exercises in aesthetic criticism or ekphrasis,
with special attention on the role of ugliness in these encounters.
8.5.1. Death as Art: Photographs of Violent Deaths
Artistic pictures of dead people are a likely location for finding
ugliness. Ideas of death and decay are readily associated with ugliness,
not to mention the attendant horrors (for many) of gazing on the gravest
eventuality. Narrowing the scope to violent deaths increases our
anticipation of finding something ugly, as wounds and deformations of
trauma are reliably ugly. Although there are numerous photographs
which fall into the sub-genre of being both (i.) of deceased people and (ii.)

I say sub-genre because I wish to discuss more than one work of art or design which
are related to one another but do not encompass an entire style or medium. My meaning
should be apparent in the examples at 4.4.1. and 4.4.3. Chapter 9 also has a few examples
of ugliness, but those are built on the exercises here and the explanation of the two
chapters preceding them.
46
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considered as artistic, I think I can cover the desirable points of discussion
with two examples. I have selected these due to the interesting way in
which ugliness appears or disappears based on the nature of the work
and the reaction of the viewer. One is Andy Warhol’s Death and Disaster
series and the other is a journalistic shot of Evelyn McHale’s suicide.
Warhol’s artwork, as I have argued elsewhere,47 is hard to
disconnect from the artist. Of course, this is only true for those who have
read about Warhol’s life and his own statements. Viewers unaware of his
role in the Pop Art movement and his enigmatic statements about
commercialization and the mass production revolution in art may be able
to encounter his works with a certain innocence towards intentionality. It
is unclear whether Warhol would’ve cared if his audience now took him
into account or discarded him. But most art historians will at least admit
that his work was – ironically – a highly personalized expression of how
he styled himself.48 I say that to preface Warhol’s intriguing involvementin and detachment-from his artworks. Perhaps nothing had been so selfdetached as his use of reproduced Campbell Soup advertisings, or Brillo
Boxes, but these became symbolic of his artistic identity.
Equally iconic are Warhol’s reproductions of photographs of
famous figures, like Marilyn Monroe, or Chairman Mao. Like his advert
reproductions, these are embellished by the artist in ways that disturb the
image (through smudging, poor registration, dissolution) but also
embellish (through vivid colors and variations of themes). Lesser known
are Warhol’s car crash scenes, known as the Death and Disaster Series.
Take for example, the high-selling Silver Car Crash (Double Disaster), Green
Car Crash (Green Burning Car I), or especially Orange Car Crash Fourteen
Times, all from 1963.
Johnson (2016b).
This is ironic because a recurring theme of Warhol’s work is an artificiality through
repetitive reproduction, as in his Brillo or Campbell Soup series. These touch on themes
of capitalism and materialism, but the divide between artwork and artist is blurred in
that Warhol presented himself (and his work) as an example of embracing capitalistic
materialism, albeit with an air of cynicism.
47
48
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Formally, these works are less interesting than his other
photographic-inspired series. These are also embellished, but without the
internal variety of his Monroe or Mao series. In the main, these formal
aspects – the color, linear qualities, composition, et al. – are
unproblematically described as holistically ugly. It may be that someone
could consider a field of color, or a contrast in tone within the photos to
be visually arresting and attractive, or perhaps the variation among
versions holds interest. But in the main, they could easily be called ugly.
Allowing ourselves a comparison with his other photo series reinforces
this verdict. Conceptually, we encounter several elements that contribute
to our judgment of the work. On the one hand, we are gazing upon scenes
of carnage and senseless death. It is unclear to what degree certain photos
involved immediate or later views, but the event is taken from life. It is a
chance to indulge in the odd feeling (which in aesthetics has been called
‘disgust’) in which we are strangely attracted to the scene – in this case
due to morbid curiosity.49 True, the unnatural colors dull the scene, but in
the end we are a kind of gawker, once-removed.
Allowing ourselves to take Warhol’s intention and individuality to
factor into the work brings more potential negativity into the experience.
It is certainly not for pathos that Warhol presents his portraits. Framed
within the broader context of his avowed interest in being commercially
successful, we are led to read these images as pragmatically avant-garde,
serving the purpose of shocking the audience into admiration (or
endowment) of the artist. Of course the contemporary world of art has
marched on far past Warhol, and artists like Damien Hirst (YBAs) and

I reckon that in other cases of disgust, though we are initially motivated by curiosity,
we maintain the gaze due to either the intrinsic thrill of seeing that which is out of the
ordinary and extraordinarily informative, even if attended with horror or visceral
revulsion. In some odd cases (or perhaps in many cases at an odd level) there may also
be a fascination with the formal features of the scene, which are either engagingly
unique (the appearance of viscera is unusual for most of us) or ironically beautiful (i.e.
the formal aspects of the scene, if our aperture of attention is narrow enough, are
approved as pleasingly agreeable).
49
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Zhu Yu (朱昱) have drawn new lines for transgression. But taken in their
time, Warhol’s wreck scenes were pushing boundaries.
All this being said, I imagine that average viewers – especially
those uninitiated to the conventions of modern art – will find the images
ugly. Their judgment will be in reference to several levels, lower (formal)
and higher (content). The formal aesthetic elements are inharmonious,
confusing, repetitive, and a host of other aspectual ought-nots. There may
be ways to limit the aperture of our attention and approve of the
narrowed scope, but on the main the result is ugly. It is likely Warhol
wanted the work to be so. Whatever statements (or non-statements) he
wished to make required his selection and embellishment of the elements
in this way. Recognizing ugliness at this level, in this case, is giving the
artist credit. Yet the typical viewer will ostensibly not find Warhol’s
intention or expression plausibly rectifying enough to pass a positive
judgment on the whole of the work. Provocation (not to mention the
possibility of profiteering), for most, will not redeem an ugly work of art.
On the other hand, the acculturated esthete may well find a way of
denying ultimate ugliness to the work. They can choose to focus on one
formal element of the work which interests, or recognize the work’s
historical significance, or affix some redemptive meaning to the piece.
Note how the resulting judgment will relate to which aspect, and which
level, is deemed to be foremost. Notice too that two individuals (say, a
gallery owner and an art-uninformed passerby) may be in agreement
about the majority of aspects, and yet come to differing conclusions
(positive and negative) due to focusing chiefly on different aspects and
levels.
Having presented one type of artistic photo which delivers a
reliably ugly judgment (with exceptions noted), I now turn to another
photo of a violent death which has nearly the opposite effect. This is the
1947 photo, taken by Robert Wiles, of a woman who leapt to her death
from the Empire State Building. In the tragic scene, Evelyn McHale lies
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peacefully, as if at rest, atop a crumpled black car. Some have called the
photograph “the most beautiful suicide.”50
Unlike Warhol’s photos, in this singular work the formal aesthetic
elements are positive – we might say beautiful. The interplay between
tones, ranging from deep darks to bright whites gives contrast and
variety. The linear forms lead the eye yet contain enough diversity in
direction to not restrict. In both overall composition and in selected focus,
the arrangement feels right. What about our identification of the object of
focus? Its rendering and portrayal? We know straightaway it is a person,
and what appears to be a beautiful one. The features are distinct, but soft
enough to hide any blemishes. In fact, if we already know the nature of
the case, we are surprised to see the form not deformed, but as if at rest.
At this point concepts and associations begin to creep in. The pose and
repose of the woman speaks of peace. The idea is furthered by the
softened shape of the forms around her, which then are jarringly
remembered to be a car, smashed into a form-fitting caress by the impact
of the woman’s body. At this level tension enters in with force: how can
we be thinking these thoughts, and having these positive appraisals over
the scene of a suicide? How can we consider beautiful the ugliness of a
life cut short by hopelessness? Are we gawking, or admiring? The
convention of suicide engenders notions of trauma and grotesquery, but
here our cultural conventions relate ecstasy51 or tranquility.52
In such an odd case, I think most people would be willing to admit
(perhaps with some clarification needed) that the picture is beautiful. At
the same time, for those who have fore-fronted in their mind that it is an
actual suicide, their emotions and beliefs will militate against this
judgment. The scene, the idea, the truth, is ugly, but the picture beautiful.

See the story told online, both at: http://time.com/3456028/the-most-beautifulsuicide-a-violent-death-an-immortal-photo/ (or)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evelyn_McHale (last accessed 7/26/18).
51 Compare this image with Bernini’s Ecstasy of Theresa.
52 Compare with John Everett Millais’ Ophelia.
50

301

If someone were to approach the image without knowing the nature of
the case we might expect them to have an overall positive response (albeit
one of curiosity as to what the picture was about). This is the case because
so many of the aspects of the experience – especially those of the formal
features – are right, or oughts. Even at higher levels, the look of the
woman and the composition of the scene, are also oughts. Only at the level
of association with beliefs, ideas, expressions, or other higher concerns
will ugliness come to the forefront. Is it an ugly picture? When we
answer, as most would, “Yes and no,” it need not be a matter of
indecision or equivocation. It is beautiful at some levels, and ugly at
others. Which we attend to will determine our verdict.
Now consider the work of Warhol and Robert Wiles in
comparison.53 Initially, we would expect a photo of a violent death to
necessarily be ugly. And inasmuch as death and violence are ugly
concepts, they will be. But it is possible for the relationship among
various aspects to reinforce the idea of ugliness (i.e. Warhol) or create
tension (i.e. Wiles’ shot of McHale). It should be easy to also see why a
work which incorporates a dynamic relationship among aspects could be
viewed as more engaging, more moving, and resulting in greater
contemplation. It is also clear that the relatively few who are able to bring
to the forefront interests which are conceptual or associative are also
those who will view (and value) a work like Warhol’s as being attractive,
despite the preponderance of negative elements.54
8.5.2. An Ugly Tree
Hoping to expand my discussion of aesthetic judgment to that of
scenes in nature, there are numerous examples which could be

Although Warhol appropriated Wiles’ photo for his own rendition (Suicide (Fallen
Body)), I mean I consider the photos here discussed (Disaster Series and the
unembellished Evelyn McHale by Wiles) in comparison.
54 This is a good place to note that, contra Dickie’s et al. view of art as being chiefly
defined as determined by institutional practices, the venerated institutions of art do not
necessarily represent a lay level understanding of what constitutes art.
53
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discussed.55 Ugly fish have formed a recurrent theme in recent literature,
alongside more embodied examples like durian or human excrescence.
But here I discuss a potentially ugly example which may be somewhat
more neglected in ‘western’ aesthetic discourse and yet connects at
several levels to EAA as introduced in chapter 6. This is the aesthetic
experience of a decaying, deformed, or half-dead tree.
Generally, trees provide a positive element to experiences of
nature (and their depiction in art). These aesthetic objects provide visual
pleasure through variegated colors, interesting forms, dynamic
movement, and various positive associations (strength, shelter, provision,
bounty, etc.). Like most scenes or things in nature, our aesthetic
appreciation of them is highly embodied, and engages almost all the
senses (or all, if your particular tree has edible portions). Perhaps because
of our generally positive appraisal of trees in their health, trees which are
deviant – or in decline – are viewed and infused with a mixture of
negative verdicts.
Of the various ways a tree (or trees) deviate from the positive
description above, one is a tree which seems to be deformed from its
normative appearance; another is a tree which is in a state of decay. In the
first case we encounter a tree which has been deformed by the effects of
weather and location. Possibly due to the soil, such a tree could be
dwarfed or have its trunk and roots disproportionate to what a normal
tree of the same type would look like. Perhaps the weather has oppressed
the tree so that its growth is twisted, asymmetrical, and bent. Through
exposure to the elements it may lack leaves or fruits in various places,
giving the appearance of being sparse or balding. Other forces of nature
may afflict the tree without killing it. Molds, parasites, pruning and other
injuries can create bulbous burls and staring hollows. I’ll call this kind of
tree the deformed tree.

Against Constable’s claim or Brady’s (2013) discussion over whether something
natural can be ugly, Sibley (2001) only treats natural ugliness.
55
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Another way in which a tree deviates from the early positive
description is through decay. Most trees live out lifespans, be they ever so
long, which begin to show signs of decline and corruption before the tree
itself falls. The terminal causes may be various – lightning strikes, disease,
or consumptive parasites – but unlike the deformed tree, the declining tree
shows signs of death. Confusing such cases are the ability of some trees to
carry in themselves the workings of death while still clinging to life.
Sometimes they entirely recover and sometimes not, but it is not always
clear when such a partially decayed tree will live. Such trees are the kinds
we see ripped or torn in places, perhaps by storms or lightening. At first
they have the stark (often white or yellow) wounds, which eventually
soften in color and also hardness, letting in rot at the core, while the bark
begins to bulge with scars in an attempt to mend. Others have rips from
the bottom up, where moldy punkwood may lurk inside dark crevices.
Such a vertical bed is often rich with ants or termites busy in their trails,
and beneath the surface grubs and beetles feast. Where damp has taken
hold of trees (vertical, angled, or new fallen) fungus and mushrooms
creep from roots to trunk. Unlike the deformed tree, the declining tree
may even smell of musty decay; those brave enough to reach into the
loamy hollows will find it sickly soft.
In these two cases, we could readily expect someone to say of both
scenes, “now that’s an ugly tree.” But while the same word might be
applied to both, the experience of the two may be encountered differently
for each. As described above, both trees could be considered negatively
due to their looking as they ought-not. But they also differ in the ways in
which they fail to look as a tree ought to look. The holistic aesthetic
judgment is composed of different verdicts at differing levels. Both trees
have formal aspects which are (in close examination) not very ugly. A
close examination of the lines, shapes, colors, and other elements need not
be judged as ugly in themselves.
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But considered regarding what a tree should be, the deformed tree
deviates by having forms which (often interestingly) differ from a normal
tree. If the higher-level aspects like identification or association include
ideas of straightness, lushness, or uniformity, the distorted tree may be
judged negatively at that level. Yet the composite forms of the tree – it’s
composition, internal relations, linear movement, and other mass formal
features – engage the eye and create the impression of movement and
individuality. If the subject experiencing this natural scene is able to
ignore or shift attention from norms in some aspectual features, they can
find the tree as a positive experience. Associations of strength, endurance,
personality are among the ideas which may be found in the experience.
Such interest was not lost among EAA, where guài trees’ symbolic forms
are selected for paintings, furnishings, pénjǐng/bonsai, and other arts.56 Nor
has their interest been lost in the ‘west,’ where artists like Van Gogh took
up their entrancing forms for subject-matter.57 Although some may call
such weird trees ugly, it is equally apparent that many are able to find
beauty in their unusual forms.
The decaying tree may be valenced more negatively even in
associations. Artists like Caspar David Friedrich would use their ominous
images to create a sense of foreboding in works like The Abbey in the
Oakwood (1809-10) or the multiple paintings titled Contemplating the Moon
(1820s-30s). Here their images serve to engender unease. The convention
continues in more recent cinematic works, like frightening forest scene in
Disney’s 1939 Snow White. Although the mass formal features of the
decaying tree may overlap some of those found in the deformed tree

The symbolism of such trees includes longevity (especially pines), vigor, and
spirituality.
57 For example, see his 1888 Orchard in Blossom, or the 1889 View of Arles (Flowering
Orchards). Historians tell us his compositions were influenced by Japanese prints, and it
is tempting to speculate if the guài forms of EAA also were forefronted for Van Gogh by
these sources. At present I do not know of any clear examples, although it is worth
further investigation into potential borrowing of individual forms rather than
composition and coloring, as is normally highlighted. In any case, as an insightful artist,
Van Gogh was recognizing and recreating the interesting forms seen in nature.
56
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(gnarled, twisted, asymmetrical), the dying tree seems to show signs of
terminal illness or rot. Whereas the deformed tree may be considered in
aspectual associations that connote vigorous life amidst hardship, the
decaying tree engenders notions of corruption. These can take place at
lower, more formal aspects, where mold or rot may contain elements
which are easily associated with ugliness (unpleasant colors, textures,
shapes) or disgust (vermin, molds, fungus); they can take place at higher,
conceptual and associative aspects associated with ugliness (trauma,
corruption, infestation). It seems likelier that in such a case a judgment of
ugliness (perhaps attended with sadness, anthropic or altruistic) will
obtain with this tree. But the creativity of human conception need not be
bound by the preponderance of ugly aspects. In EAA there is appreciation
(or perhaps hope) for trees where rot and decay have set in, and yet a
sliver of life remains. Such trees are often selected for in pénjǐng/bonsai.
And we have seen in chapter 6 how a Daoist mindset allows for
acceptance of the natural forms and their cycles. Adopting such aesthetic
attitudes allows for a scene encumbered with ought-nots to be judged,
ultimately, as an ought.
8.5.3. Pierced-Wall Architecture
My last example may seem a bit trivial at first, but I believe it is
illustrative of the nuance which goes into our judgments of ugliness in
daily life. It also touches on a theme introduced by Plato, who posited
that our judgments of ugliness are always relative to some standard. Or
put into the terminology I have introduced here, our aesthetic sense of
ought-not can depend on our ought. During the writing of this thesis I
often pass an unusual bit of architecture on our university campus. While
riding a slow set of escalators, passersby may notice a white wall whose
surface is pierced with a set of rectangular shapes. Irregular in relative
size and placement, it seems simultaneously right and wrong to call them
windows. They do let in some amount of light, though not much, the
greater illumination coming from the top and bottom of the passageway
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(or electric lights at night). Nor do they offer a real view of the outside
world. This is not only because another building blocks much of the view,
but also because the scattered squares are pierced so deeply into the
concrete that their sills are more in sight than their panes.
If they are not exactly windows, what are they there for? I am fairly
confident that they are there as decorations – an architectural
embellishment that is meant to provide interest in the passageway. In this
capacity they do serve to break up the monotony of the wall, and to admit
openings in what would otherwise have felt like an oppressive chute. It
should be added that the light they do admit, variously illuminating their
sills starkly and the surrounding wall softly, create a visually interesting
experience. At this level of appreciation, relative both to the square’s
immediate situation and their formal features, the judgment of the
experience can be positive. While someone’s puzzlement at the pieces, or
a utilitarian expectation of scenic windows may lead the observer to a
judgment of ugliness, a positive appraisal which considers the situated
aesthetic experience need not be ugly.
However, although I appreciate the relative success of the formal
aesthetic features (especially the crispness of their tonal contrast, and
variation in size and placement), I find the passageway to be ugly – it
ought-not look as it does. This is because it always occurs to me (rightly
or wrongly) that the whole wall is a poor impression of Le Corbusier’s
Chapelle Notre-Dame-du-Haut de Ronchamp, a groundbreaking work of
religious architecture.58 Radical for its time, Corbusier’s chapel is a white
monolith of a building, whose heavy form is belied by the gentle upsweep
of its seemingly inverted roof. But the connection to my university’s
pierced-window passageway (modernist generalities aside) is the chapel’s
pierced wall. Both passageway and chapel are starkly white, and both
have a seemingly random arrangement of rectangular windows which are

See pictures and information at http://www.collinenotredameduhaut.com/ or
http://figure-ground.com/ronchamp/ (last accessed 7/27/18).
58

307

too small to serve the purpose of an outward gaze. They both exist to let
in light through a variegated pattern of piercings. Although Corbusier’s
windows include colored pieces of glass in imitation of classical church
windows, their predominant hue is pure, un-tinted light.
There are enough similarities to draw the two scenes together in
the mind of the viewer, but they are disparate enough to highlight
contrasts. These differences are both at higher, more composite levels and
also in the more isolated formal aspects. In the first place, Corbusier’s
work impresses through its overall size. The walls themselves dwarf the
viewers, and the pierced openings (though relatively small in relation to
the wall) also are large in relation to the viewer. Further, the framing of
the space itself lends solemnity and a mood of contemplation to the
chapel. The university passageway, on the other hand, is cramped and
small both in its environment and in the piercings themselves. Far from a
contemplative environment, the escalators are the only way to view the
piercings, and with their mechanical whirring they force the passersby to
only momentarily view the chinks of light. Closer attention to the formal
features also yields contrasts. The surfaces of the chapel may be white,
like the university passageway, but they are also textured. Light catches
the planes softly, doubly diffused by distance and by gently broken
textures. The passageway’s planes are painted smooth, with the
unfortunate side-effect of revealing occasional blemishes and smudges.
The demarcation, lines, and shapes of the chapel piercings are also more
engaging. They are beveled (echoing the butterfly roof) to form
concavities which echo the perceived radiance of light. This shaping has
the additional effect of allowing more of the light to be visible on the sills
before making the sharp turn onto the vertical wall. In the university
passageway the sills are just as deeply recessed, but their cut-away
framing is at 90 degrees to the wall. This means that only one or two
brightly lit sides are ever visible as the viewer escalates.
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In summary, I view our university’s ‘pierced passageway’ as an
ugly imitation of Le Corbusier. I realize for others the design may not be
ugly, and that I and a fellow traveler may thus have differing opinions on
the architectural feature. But the difference does not lie in a set of
mystifying subjectivist predilections. Rather, it lies in my consideration of
other aspects (association, identification, memory, et al.) which are not
forefronted in the judgment of the other person. It is likely that (given a
shared set of vocabulary and conceptions) we can agree on the nature of
most of the aspects as they relate both to the object and to us as viewing
subjects. But because I have been additionally informed by how such a
scene ought to look (being familiar with Corbusier’s chapel) my judgment
as regards ought-not ugliness is also informed. Although judgments of
ugliness can and do arise without initial reference to a specified ought,
the knowledge of an ought-reference will inform our relative appreciation
of an experience. My aim in highlighting this case is to show that often
our variances in taste (from person to person) may be more precisely
identified according to our respective perspectives of aesthetic aspects.59
8.6.

Conclusion and Segue:

The framework described in chapter 7 was meant to indicate the
various aspects and levels of aesthetic judgment. Our aesthetic
experiences are holistic, and engage a variety of relations among parts.
Though each has a role to play, verdicts are arrived at according to which
aspect (or aspects) is considered as being most important or impactful – in
other words, which perspective is most compelling in an aesthetic
experience. In this chapter I sought to show how all iterations of ugliness
have a common conceptual core, which is a verdict of ought-not in
Greater precision does not equal necessary agreement. In the example discussed,
someone may look at Corbusier’s chapel with disapproval. But the point I wish to make
is that such disapproval can probably (with patience and conceptual precision) be
identified in reference to the aspects which compose the holistic judgment. Rather than
dismissing differences of opinion as mere subjective preference, we can go some distance
in identifying how we are affected by certain aspects, thus admitting a higher degree of
objectivity than is may be expected in aesthetic discussions. This happens in traditional
art schools and ateliers as a commonplace.
59
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relation to the aesthetic object.60 This shared concept is expressed
differently according to its reference to various aspects and levels in an
experience. Accordingly, the descriptions of ugliness (species (SX) and
features (FX)) are diverse due to the diversity of application of this
concept. Various species of ugliness described ought-not judgments at
different levels, and some – like failure (S2 UNP) or disapproval (S7 DAPP) –
describe the experience of ought-not across levels. I also demonstrated
how this understanding of aesthetic experiences readily explained the
features of ugliness that others had noticed. Finally, I provided three
examples of how comparisons of ugliness, which served to identify the
utility of speaking in reference to aspects of judgment. The explanation of
features and assignment of species of ugliness in this chapter is meant to
prepare the way for my concluding chapter. There I revise the list of
species individually and also explain how my description of ugliness
answers the various paradoxes (PX) which have been associated with
negative aesthetic judgments.
While others have recognized core concerns in negative judgment,
these have often rested most heavily on the nature of our reaction to
ugliness. Their focus has been the way in which we are affected by
ugliness. Displeasure was the common core in such systems (e.g. Kant,
Paris). While I have made room for recognizing our being displeased
with ugliness, I have given greater attention to the type of judgment
which underlies the affect – in other words, the cause for such
disaffection. Because aesthetic experiences occur in moments of time, our
instantaneous reactions may seem to indicate feeling leads and judgment
follows, but I have sought to explain that our perception of what (and
how) a thing is must necessarily precede our response. Our being
provoked implies an encounter with a provocateur. My explanation of
Here I mean object in the sense of the ‘object of our attention,’ or the focus of the
aperture of attention. It need not be a singular thing (e.g. a rose) but rather indicates that
which is separated-off from the general mass of perceptive experience (e.gs. a view, a
melody, a figure).
60
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ugliness then differs both in the attention to a different core conception,
and attention to the variegated perspectival nature of all aesthetic
judgments.
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Chapter 9 – Incorporating Ugliness
9.
Revisiting the Species of Ugliness
In this final chapter, I conclude my exploration of ugliness by
revisiting the species and paradoxes which were accumulated through
the course of my investigation. The species, or kinds, of ugliness may
have seemed at first to be too diverse to properly belong to the same
conception. The ways in which the word ‘ugliness’ has been used
threatens to run afoul of the most basic rule of thought (the Law of
Identity) and lead us into the minor fallacy of equivocation. It should be
obvious by now that I do not think this is the case, and I reiterate why
below. On the other hand, some species of ugliness were so strident or
encompassing that they seem to reject the kind of diversity in ugliness
that we know to be true by experience. A proper recognition of this
diversity has also been an aim of the thesis, and it also is revisited in this
closing chapter. The two extremes which I believe my thesis avoids, by
situating ugliness in holistic aspectual judgments, are those of definitional
conflation and deflation.
9.1.

Conflation and Deflation

Diversity in the experience of ugliness is a phenomenological fact
which we are all familiar with. Victor Hugo echoed this sentiment when
he said, “Beauty has only one type; ugliness has a thousand.”1 Due to the
diversity of ways in which we encounter ugliness, one challenge in
defining ‘ugliness’ properly is not to merely collate ugly instances as an
explanation of the concept. On the one hand, (even though Hugo may
have exaggerated the case) there are too many to enumerate. On the other
hand, doing so would result in a compendium (e.g. Eco, Bayley) and
apparent conflation rather than a shared definition.2 As with other values
Preface to his play Cromwell (Hugo (2013)). Beauty is not necessarily simple, cf.
Levinson (2014b), but as Sibley (2001) says, it is “ordinarily ideal-related.”
2 By ‘apparent conflation’ I mean that such accounts appear to present disparate cases of
ugliness as somehow the same thing (e.g. difficult beauties, disgusting attractiveness,
ugliness in part vs. ugliness in whole, et al.), without identifying their relation (partaking
of aesthetic ought-not) and uniqueness (discrete recognizable aspectual judgments).
1
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and verdicts, I contend that ugliness can apply to numerous experiences –
each of them unique – while retaining a common conceptual core. I take
this core to be an aesthetic appraisal of ought-not, whose diverse
manifestations occur due both to the diversity of experiences and to the
differing aspects which all aesthetic judgments involve.
But offering a common conceptual core appears to run the risk of
presenting a deflationary account, which seeks to simplify ugliness
beyond its perceived complexity. Chapters 2 and 3 identified many
potential deflationary definitions and supplied the list of species revised
below. Such is the case in Kant’s gesture towards negative judgments as
mere displeasure in the course of a reflective judgment.3 Or more recently,
admirable works by Panos Paris which pegs ugliness at the level of
deformity plus displeasure.4 In both cases displeasure does the work of
identification, but this readmits the thorny Paradox of Negative Emotion
(revisited below) which reminds us that sometimes negative aesthetic
experiences are not entirely displeasing. The aesthetic discourse
surrounding disgust also belies displeasure as the sole arbiter of ugliness.5
Although my own proposal for a common conceptual core – the verdict of
aesthetic ought-not – is potentially more simplistic than the foregoing, it
avoids deflation by insisting that such a verdict is made in reference to a
holistic complex of aspectual features, itself instantiated by the presence
of a unique experience. Individual uniqueness of ugly experiences occurs
through the situatedness of the simple negative aesthetic judgment.
9.2.

Species Explained

Although, as I have argued elsewhere, I believe Kant would have been able to say
much more about pure negative aesthetic judgments had it been his aim, cf. Johnson
(2016a).
4 Paris (2017). As noted in chapter 5, deformity for Paris (with help from Sibley) refers
not merely to a formal aberration but a teleological misstep. I appreciate the introduction
of teleology, as it overlaps with my insistence on ought vs. ought-not judgments, though
I do not think our aesthetic judgments necessarily have a known telos or purpose in
mind – even when we judge something negatively.
5 (2011) Korsmeyer.
3
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In revisiting the proposed species of ugliness as presented by other
thinkers, the avoidance of conflation and deflation is shown, as well as
the value of awareness of the aesthetic framework of judgment. Some
explanations do not depend on my common core conception or the
framework, but are rather conclusions which are compatible with or
follow from my assumptions. It should become clear that most of these
species are compatible and consistent with the explanation of ugliness I
have provided in my thesis.
S1 OP – Ugliness as the Opposite of Beauty: While this view of ugliness
recognizes our common usage of the term ‘ugly’ to designate the negative
pole on the scale of aesthetic judgment (in which beauty is the positive
pole), it does not serve to fully describe the experience of ugliness.6
Beyond the term ‘opposite’ representing the opposition of value,
opposition in the sense of reversal or inversion fails to provide a
comprehensive description of ugliness.7 Thus, it is true that: we define as
ugly (negative value) the opposite of beauty (positive value), but it is not
true that: the description of ugliness (as experienced) consists in beauty’s
(as experienced) opposition or negation.
S2 UNP – Ugliness as Unpurposive, or Inutile: Because ugliness can be
understood as the recognition/feeling of ought-not regarding an aspect of
an aesthetic experience, we often describe such a judgment as a failure on
the part of the object. This failure may refer to a purpose or function, but
it may also be recognized/felt without conscious awareness of the oughtreference. Further, because aesthetic experiences are judged holistically,
the unpurposiveness, inutility, or general failure may be assigned at
levels of form or content via object-centric or subject-centric concerns.

Defining ugliness as the opposite of beauty, or as negative aesthetic value works and
will continue to serve referentially.
7 By comprehensive I mean that that reversing someone’s description of experienced
beauty will not necessarily result in a full description of experienced ugliness.
6
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S3 B – Ugliness as Beauty (Beauty Which Challenges): This description of
ugliness is a recognition that experiences which are judged negatively in
many (or even most) aspects can also contain positive aspects. The tension
created by competing or conflicting aspects can make the holistic
experience more intense, memorable, or otherwise engaging. The ability
to forefront positive aspects enables a subject to consider seemingly ugly
experiences as challengingly beautiful.8
S4 AA – Ugliness as Aesthetic Antipathy:9 This description of ugliness was
given to describe the risk of delinking ugliness from a tightly symmetrical
relation to beauty. The implication was that doing so made ugliness a
‘catch-all’ category of whatever people dislike. This idea has both truth
and error to it. It is true that countenancing other inputs beyond simple
negations of beauty means we have to take account of “the vagaries of
taste, intuition, and ideology.”10 But it is phenomenologically obvious
that such items of “aesthetic antipathy” do inform our aesthetic judgments
of ugliness. The fear of equivocation, as ugliness might just mean these
other non-aesthetic ideas, is allayed by the insistence that ugliness is in all
cases a verdict of ought-not. Because aesthetic experiences are insolubly
holistic and aspectual, antipathies will inform ugliness, but they are not
merely synonymous.11

This subject-centric ability to adopt a positive perspective on a straightforwardly (i.e.
predominantly) negative experience can appear arbitrary or artificial to other subjects.
And it is likely that sometimes people falsely claim to see beauty where ugliness
prevails. But these don’t disallow the possibility of strong attitudes (e.g. religious or
metaphysical commitments) or abilities (e.g. artistic attention to formal features)
converting judgments. Likely this is what Constable was getting at with his denial of
ever seeing ugliness.
9 This phrase taken from Moore (1998), see ch.2 for discussion.
10 Ibid.
11 For instance, although my presentation of aspectual aesthetic judgment admits the role
of various antipathies, it also recognizes that these need not be the terminus of a
judgment (or experience). Dynamic works of art (or scenes in nature, as in Burke/Kant’s
sublime) can draw on our dislikes, disapprovals, or fears, while simultaneously
presenting a redemptive aspect(s) which allow for a positive overall conclusion (e.g.
difficult or challenging beauty). Further, Moore’s doubt of our delinking ugliness from
beauty would to fail to account for formally beautiful experiences which we find to be
ugly, and strongly so, due to attendant antipathies (e.g. propaganda, kitsch, surfeit).
8
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S5 FE – Ugliness as Failure of Expression: Distinct from S2 UNP due to the
focus on communication of ideas or feelings, this type of ugliness
describes our judgment of ugliness when these failed aspects
predominate. Understandably, those theorists who believe that the
highest aim (or achievement) of art is to communicate or express will hold
both that success therein is the greatest artistic beauty and failure the
severest artistic ugliness. Yet admitting this as a conventional use of
ugliness need not lead to a neglect of accounting for the numerous other
situations in which we sensibly apply the term ugliness.
S6 N – Ugliness as Nothing (Lack/Privation): This view of ugliness as
privation is often predicated on an existing reference of what beauty is
(e.g. Aquinas’ wholeness, harmony, clarity). But in my account of
aspectual holistic aesthetic judgment this view of ugliness may be held as
descriptive throughout the range of levels and aspects (like S2 UNP in this
regard). A recognition of a lack or absence may be perceived (felt/judged)
in many ways, which is a manifestation of an ought-not conclusion. I also
maintain that there is no necessary prerequisite that the observer be
consciously aware what the positive ideal (which is felt to be lacking)
would or should be.12
S7 DSP – Ugliness as Displeasure: This description of ugliness may be
largely accepted as describing a feature of ugliness, but it cannot be
accepted as a deflationary definition of what ugliness is. We may accept it
as frequently (but not necessarily) attending ugly experiences. Certain
aspects judged as ought-not (subject-centric concerns like belief,
communication, et al.; object-centric concerns like identification,

Again, the creative process of creators is a demonstration of this truth. A common
experience of persons attempting to give birth to a product that they encounter multiple
points in the process in which they know the thing ‘isn’t quite right,’ often without a
clear idea of what will be right in that particular case. As only one example, the idea of a
sculptor ‘liberating’ forms and figures from stone must include this idea, for there will
be countless moments in the subtractive process in which the block is not right (oughtnot), until at last the right (ought) is realized.
12
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harmony) can elicit feelings/responses of displeasure. But not all
experiences of ugliness (both in whole or part) elicit displeasure.13 Here I
am taking the term ‘displeasure’ to indicate a feeling or emotion; if the
term is meant by theorist to indicate disapproval, it belongs to S8 below.
S8 DAPP – Ugliness as Disapproval: This description of ugliness is nearest
to my own explanation of the common conceptual core of negative
aesthetic experience. The disapproval consists in a verdict of ought-not,
but severally in variations relating to the aspects of a holistic judgment. It
should be noted that usually a negative aesthetic experience is not merely
disapproval, because among the consideration of various aspects there is
likely to be at least one or more which can be viewed positively (as
ought).14
S9 CUL – Ugliness as Cultural Repository: The proposal of this
explanation of ugliness is aimed at dismissing the reality of ugliness as a
quality of objects, rather claiming it as exclusively belonging to the
subject. In that sense it is subjectivist. But it also moves beyond a singular
subject to imply that the cultural milieu in which a subject is situated will
inform or inspire the aesthetic values which are read back into an
aesthetic experience. This seems partially, but not entirely true, nor a
satisfying description of all experiences of ugliness. My framework of
holistic aspectual judgments makes room for higher-level aspects (such as
belief, perspective, association, et al.) that are informed by culture. But

A pug dog or a telescope-eye (出目金) goldfish may both be ugly in some (similar)
aspect, but neither necessarily is accompanied with displeasure. There can be either an
initial absence of displeasure, or gradually through a change in perspective. A reversal
of this would be the development of displeasure as a revisited experience transforms from
positive to negative (in the case of over-familiarity, surfeit, changing subject-centric
concerns, or new standards of reference).
14 Surely there are some experiences which seem to be entirely (on the main) negative
‘from stem to stern’ due to the preponderance of negative aspects. Stepping barefoot
into a ‘cow pie’ might be one, or Cecilia Gimenez’ restoration of a fresco of Christ in
Borja, Spain. Over against this, if we allow for the ability to adjust our aperture of
attention to either minute formal details, subsidiary compositional relationships (both
perhaps what Constable was getting at), or other positively appraised (ought) concerns,
most (if not all) experiences can include a sliver of approval somewhere.
13
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lower level aspects are related to our embodied perceptive powers and
cognitive functions, which are demonstrably trans-cultural. The gestalt
cognitive studies (and art critics) demonstrated that even the relationships
among the parts of experience elicit non-culturally determined responses.
Allowing for an aspectual aesthetic experience, as I propose, allows for
the recognition that higher-order concerns can affect how we encounter
other levels (i.e. culture can inform our natural responses), but it guards
against the unconvincing ascription of every ugly thing to culture.15
S10 OTH – Ugliness as The Other: Like the foregoing, my aspectual
framework of aesthetic experience makes ample room for recognizing a
fear or loathing of ‘The Other’ can impact our recognition of ugliness. But
while it can serve as a broad description of why we dislike various
experiences (especially where a subject-centric aspect or level is
forefronted), it fails to describe the lower level negative verdicts which
need not represent that which is foreign to us.16 See S9 CUL.
S11 CONS – Ugliness as Construct: This description of ugliness is similar to
the two preceding definitions (S9, S10) but more far-reaching in that it
undercuts the idea of aesthetic-valuation itself. It is a claim that ugliness
(and beauty) have no independent existence at all. It may be tempting to
admit a subject-centric subjectivist sense of this claim (i.e. values as a kind
of quale and not quality), but even this runs into some non-

‘Unconvincing,’ because many experiences of ugliness relate to not only our
physiological (visceral) perceptions of ugly things, but also our cognitive (teleological)
determinations of how holistic entities ought (and ought-not) be. That culture can highly
influence these basic ‘settings’ of the human subject is different from claiming culture is
the origin of them.
16 Often for a thing to be recognized as ‘Other,’ in all the various permutations of what
that may mean, it must partake in successful constitutive elements to convey the idea or
impression of that which would threaten or discomfit us. Ontologically, if we take a
disgusting amorphousness in experience as presenting to us that which we are not, but
will be – the embodied experience of the ultimate otherness which threatens existence –
we may still recognize a seemingly perverse fascination with it. This touches on the
classical discussions of disgust and the mixture of higher-order ought beliefs (e.g.
Aurelius’ Stoicism) or lower-order formal interest (consider still lives of butchery).
15
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anthropocentric hurdles.17 Recognizing that aesthetic values are human
values does not provide much explanatory assistance, and runs the risk of
highlighting only the higher-level aspectual concerns (subject-centric)
rather than recognizing the embodied actuality of lower-level formal
(object-centric) concerns which are not invented. Because of the
ineluctable universality of aesthetic perception and judgment, it seems
better to clarify that ugliness is a human concept, and not a construct. It is a
way in which we think, rather than an artifact of thought.18
S12 CONF – Ugliness as Confusion/Confounding: This attempted
definition of ugliness, like S5 FE, makes the error of mistaking a part for
the whole. It is an ought-not judgment regarding an aspect of
identification, communication, composition, or any other area addressing
what or why a thing is. Some experience can certainly be ugly chiefly
through its being confusing or confused.19 But plenty of experiences
confuse without being ultimately ugly. This is because while ought-not
judgments obtain in aspects which indicate confusion, other aspects may

One such hurdle is the presence of ugliness in nature which is not directed at human
observation or avoidance. There are fungi, plants, bugs, and creatures whose appearance
is negative – ugly, horrifying, loathsome – and serves some teleological purpose in
systems which are not human-oriented. A way to leap the hurdle is to recognize that in
many cases we are reading negativity into the ugliness which another animal would not
(e.g. foul smell attracting pollinators). But this doesn’t cover all cases (in which the
appearance is meant to deter, rather than attract). To say that such ugliness is not
human-ugliness says something, but not much. Importantly it does not undercut the
assembly of aspects into a whole which is recognized (in some non-human way) as
predominantly negative. Cf. Brady (2013).
18 I hope that my earlier emphasis on the momentous immediacy of our holistic
judgments clarified this notion. The recognition of aspects as represented in a holistic
framework should not give the impression that we are slowly building a conclusion
(deliberation), but rather a recognition of the complexity of our immediate judgments.
Here the science of perception and cognition does aesthetic discourse a real service in
demonstrating the inherent complexity of even the ‘simplest’ function of our perception.
Without claiming to understand the entire architectonic of Kant’s epistemology, it seems
to me this is also a strength of his account of cognition, in that it highlights the inherent
(yet instantaneous) complexity of our judgments (whether determinative or reflective).
That thought is complex does not mean that we are perplexed by our thinking, or that
every thought creates a complex.
19 Again, consider Cecilia Gimenez’ Christ fresco, some of Picasso’s portraiture, or
Francis Bacon’s triptychs.
17
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be positively appraised and are weighted with more importance or
impact in the whole of the judgment.
S13 IMM – Ugliness as Evil/Immoral: As with other kinds of ugliness
represented above, this definition commits something like a fallacy of
composition. While it is true that ugliness can be appraised regarding
belief, memory, association, or other highest subject-centric levels in an
aesthetic experience, this does not explain ugliness at all levels or in all
experiences. A verdict of ought-not can apply to several aspects (e.g.
formal features like color or line) without attendant belief in evil or
immorality (of intention or result). While the idea of ought-not brings us
very close to the language of ethical behavior (ought and ought-not), the
former does not necessarily imply the latter, though they can inform one
another.20 Since moral belief is a foundational element of human
experience, it is understandable that ugliness associated with this element
would be experienced as the most compelling of all aspects or levels of
ugliness (e.g. Rosenkranz’ placement). While this is true, a moral-oughtnot is not attached to every aesthetic-ought-not at every aspect.21
9.3.

Revisiting the Paradoxes of Ugliness

Just as the preceding section sought to demonstrate that the
various species of ugliness could be subsumed by my proposed
explanation of ugliness, so I believe that this section can provide a
satisfying resolution to the various paradoxes associated with ugliness.
9.3.1. Paradoxical vs. Puzzling

The two can be related, in that they both speak of the undeniability of our inborn
teleological and moral senses. Just as Kant placed great weight on the certainty of our
moral intuition, I believe there is a degree of certainty in our aesthetic intuition, which in
turn has reference to teleological intuition. I don’t think that mere material explanations
of the origin of either set of intuitions (e.g. morality via animal or genetic altruism;
teleology via pattern-recognition, threat-detection, et al.) are enough to explain the
presence of such cognitive ‘certainties,’ especially as they would refer to a telos which
cannot be presupposed either for onset or onward embellishment.
21 Further complicating the relation of evil and ugliness is the common religious or
metaphysical notion of aesthetic ought-nots resulting from the presence of evil in the
world, which has marred all aspects of lived experience.
20
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My use of the word ‘paradox’ follows that of Levinson and others
as not indicating a rigorously unacceptable combination, but rather as
indicative of an especially puzzling situation.22 What makes these
situations seem paradoxical is that two things or ideas are simultaneously
held which would seem to contradict one another. Some are more
straightforwardly problematic than paradoxical, but all have presented
obstacles to previous studies of ugliness. A number of these have arisen
in the orbit of ugliness, and I briefly address these below. But in so doing
I wish to make it clear that like any good puzzle or riddle, finding out
how or why something puzzles will not necessarily remove the curiosity
of the experience. This means that a good explanation of the phenomenon
is possible, without changing the experience of the phenomenon. This is
the case below in P3 DISS, P5 PDX, P7 SYMP. I am not attempting to remove the
experience of paradoxes, but rather to offer an explanation of them.23
9.3.2. Paradoxes Explained
P1 CHAR – Problem of Characterization: This challenge arises due to the
diversity of experiences of ugliness. Since ugliness can occur in so many
different ways, in so many different environments, perhaps there is no
commonality shared by a singular conception. Against this recognition of
apparently irreconcilable differences is the fact that humans
unhesitatingly apply the term ‘ugly’ to this large and diverse range
without much confusion as to its applicability. The common
characterization across the range of aesthetic experience is that something
looks, sounds, feels, tastes, smells, or in combination of these, generally
seems wrong. The aesthetic judgment of wrongness is an ought-not
Cf. Levinson (2014a) and my review in chapter 5.
Such caveats should extend to most explanations of puzzling phenomenon or
philosophical riddles. Even when theorists believe they have proffered a viable solution
to various long-standing problems, there should be accompanying recognition of why
we continue to perceive such cases as puzzling – their phenomenological endurance
beyond explanation. Drawing an analogy from ugliness to evil, theodicies and
explanations of the ‘Problem of Suffering/Evil’ only offer explanations of how (and
potentially why) negative things occur, but they do not remove the presence and
experience of those negative things.
22
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verdict, and this common core applies across all aesthetic experiences.
The reason for the diversity attending this commonality is that the
aesthetic judgment is holistic, incorporating a variety of aspects which
concern both the object of experience and the experiencing subject.
Ugliness is irreducibly diverse, but it arises out of a certain type of
judgment.24
P2 REF – Problem of Referentiality: There are two ways in which
referentiality seems problematic for understanding ugliness. The first way
is essentially a restatement of P1 CHAR, in that ugliness seems to be able to
refer to anything, so it can’t mean anything in-and-of itself. I have already
addressed this by saying a variety of references (i.e., referring to a variety
of aspects in a holistic judgment) need not preclude there being one thing
(i.e. an ought-not verdict concerning appearance) referred. A second way
in which referentiality seems problematic is that in some accounts
ugliness, as a negative judgment or statement, depends in reference to the
positive instance which it negates. In the case of ugliness this has
traditionally been assumed to be beauty. The issue of negative claims
assuming known positive was addressed in chapter 4 and is taken up at
length by Laurence Horn.25 Two phenomenological observations go
against this idea: firstly, beauty and ugliness are not mirror images of one
another (beyond their sense of polar values) and differ in experienced

There are innumerable things which are blue. Blue skies, blue seas, blue berries, blue
flowers, blue eyes, etc. Within this short list are innumerable sub-sets. Blue skies can be
clear, deep, star-pierced, blended, and include numerous variations in hue and tone. A
visit to a specialized paint store reveals how many thousands of ‘blues’ there are. But
there is an objective (read, object-centric) common quality which is shared in all
instances. Further, we use the term ‘blue’ in English to refer to sad states, and the color
(and term) has been associated with other ideas and other cultures. Probably there is
some linkage with blue’s recessive quality (representative of depth and coolness
pictorially) and association with natural elements, where it preponderates in depths (sky
and sea) and yet is scarce in minute forms (jewels and flowers). After walking through
these considerations, we could claim that this listing is simply too diverse for there to be
any one such thing as blue. And yet we all know blue when we see blue. The same goes
for ugly. There may be debates about why someone sees ugliness where another does
not (as in the case of blue), but diversity does not equal absence of commonality.
25 Horn (2001).
24
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qualities (see S1 above and Ch.4). Secondly, we often are aware of a
negative quality (i.e. judging something to be ugly) without conscious
reference to what the positive reference would be. In other words, we
often know that something ‘doesn’t look right’ without simultaneously
knowing what ‘right’ in that case would look like. The problem of
referentiality may be helpful in pointing to the necessarily referential
nature of ugliness (i.e. it is always about something) without forcing us to
think ugliness is always in reference to a known standard (i.e. we don’t
always know what beautiful or even not-ugly in every ugly situation
would look like). The phenomenological fact is that ‘we know ugly when
we see it.’
P3 DISS – Problem of Disappearance: This problem refers to the fact that
sometimes ugliness either diminishes or disappears over time, and some
people even deny the presence of ugliness in some (or all) situations. It is
particularly noticeable in the case of ugliness, but it is not unique to
ugliness. The reason it is noticeable with ugliness is because we find it
surprising that something so impactful could be diminished, or that
others could deny such an experience. But other values (and disvalues)
can undergo the same transformation.26 As explained in the preceding
two chapters, I maintain that an overall verdict of ugliness – finding
something to be ugly – can be rejected by attention to an aspect or aspects
which are positive. The aperture of attention (for some people) can be
narrowed to focus on something which is interesting or appealing even
when ugliness is found at other levels. This is an avoidance of ugliness
via focus on object-centric interests. Alternatively, associations or beliefs
may make higher-level concerns foregrounded to the point that aspects
E.g., we may find a food to be delicious upon first taste, merely good upon the
hundredth, and perhaps disgusting if forced to eat it to the point of surfeit. Probably
most, on the other hand, have had the experience of tasting something initially noxious
which becomes delicious over time (coffee?). A scene in nature may be entrancing, but
over time grow boring or tedious. In reverse, a scene in nature may grow to be beloved
either through new perspectives on the already-present details, or associations which
make the view fonder.
26

323

judged negatively are diminished. This is an avoidance via focus on
subject-centric concerns. Although it is true to say that the overall
judgment of an experience is thereby not, or no longer, ugly, it may only
be true from that person’s individual perspective in that moment.27
Further, I would expect a person with perspectival flexibility to also be
able to find how an experience might be judged ugly, if viewed with
certain aspects foregrounded.28 These two caveats mean that it is not
necessary to deny that a thing is ugly, but rather that any ugliness may be
overlooked.
P4 LOC – Problem of Location: Underlying the foregoing issue of
disappearance (P5) and aesthetics as a whole is the question of where
aesthetic values are located, or rather, whether they occur at (or in
reference to) the perceived object or perceiving mind. This problem is
much larger than aesthetics (encompassing epistemology and
metaphysical views of reality), but of course it affects our view on the
existence of ugliness. I have proceeded with my explanation without
preferencing either ugliness as a quality or a quale, because my
description of aesthetic experience emphasized both object-centric aspects
and subject-centric aspects. Although it is a perceiving subject which
adjudicates the experience of ugliness, there must be some gestalt
arrangement in an object (the area of focus) which provokes the
experience. I take it as a phenomenological given that such features
remain in objects, independently of the viewing subject, and compose the
lower-level aesthetic formal features. These may be encountered in
nature, but they may also be imparted to material by creative acts. An
ugly feature or arrangement may in this way exists as a quality of an
Repeated returns to an experience are each unique moments, and by their
accumulation comes increasing familiarity with an experience. They may also enable
greater exposure to other aspects which might be able to ameliorate the negative effect of
other aspects. Additionally, repeated exposure may allow some previously negative
aspects (e.g. confusion) to be viewed less negatively.
28 I mention this because a creative aesthetic thinker should be able to not only deny the
presence of ugliness, but also imagine how ugliness might arise in a situation.
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object. It also exists as a quale, a perceived value in the considering
subject. These need not be inimical to one another, and the fact that
ugliness is only called ugliness by humans doesn’t mean that the thing(s)
which we call ‘ugliness’ do not exist.29 Beyond this, the recognition that
aesthetic value can be composed of subject-centric sentiments has been
shown in preceding chapters to not be the entire substance of ugly
experiences.
P5 PDX – Paradox of Ugliness: This paradox expressed the oddity of our
liking what would seem to be an ostensibly unlikeable thing. This has
been discussed at length in literature related to the paradox of tragedy,
but the paradox of negative affect is the more general issue.30 This is one
of the problems which is most easily resolved by my proposal that
ugliness relates to an ought-not verdict referring to a holistic aspectual
judgment. The preceding chapters presented my claim that many aspects
in an experience may be judged negatively, giving the impression of
ugliness, while another aspect or aspects redeem the experience by their
being judged positively. Often these redeeming qualities are related to
higher-level aspects (such as communication, expression, belief, et al.),
but not always. For instance, some versions of disgust may draw their
unique phenomenology by the appreciation of formal features despite
recognition of ugliness at higher levels.
P6 VV – Problem of Vestigial Values: Although chapter 6’s exploration of
EAA views of ugliness did not address the problematic claim that we
have moved beyond beautiful and ugly (as well as good and evil), it did
offer considerations that help to address it. Firstly, it showed that the
phenomenon of ugliness is transcultural, and while it is also universally

If the human identification and labeling of ugliness precludes it from being thought of
as having existence, all other objects in our perceived reality would be likewise
disestablished. Revisiting the Zen kōan (公案): not only would the forest’s falling tree not
make a sound, it would neither fall nor have existence.
30 See Moore’s mention (1998) and especially Levinson (2014a).
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manipulated, its origin is deeper than a mere cultural construct or
convention. This undermines the idea that ugliness is only a leftover
value from a particular era.31 Secondly, expanding our investigations into
values outside of ‘western’ contexts demonstrated that certain narratives
(like the historical progression of aesthetic behaviour as exemplified by
art institutions) are only that – narratives. Belief that opinions held by
esthete elites today are representative of the overarching zeitgeist is not
only unlikely, it is demonstrably false. The majority of humanity has not
moved on beyond aesthetic values. Lastly, even though some artists or
critics in the artworld may believe (and create works) as if they have not
only transgressed, but also abandoned old values, their attention to
notions of transgression betrays a commitment to the existence of that
which is transgressed. Ugliness remains a basic and universal
phenomenon.
P7 SYMP – Problem of Sympathy: This problem derives from the
observation that ugliness sometimes creates sympathy, even though as a
negative concept we might expect otherwise. Most conceptions of
ugliness would lead us to believe that the aesthetic experience of
something as repulsive would not encourage emotional engagement. Like
P5 above, allowing that our aesthetic experiences involve holistic
aspectual judgments enables us to see how ugly things can also have
individual elements or even overarching levels which counteract a merely
negative appraisal. Ugly things may conjure associations and
identifications which affect us emotionally, and beliefs which are brought
into the experience can influence our perspective on ugliness. In this way

It may be supposed that humanity is on a developmental path in which we are
progressing beyond our former need to ascribe passé valuations to experience. But this is
not evident in our common aesthetic experience, nor proven by historical diminishing of
our proclivity for experiencing values, which seems cyclical rather than exponential.
31
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we may have quixotic encounters: commiseration with confrontational
things.32
P8 AFF – Problem of Affect: This problem is posed by those who feel that
ugliness (or some varieties of it, like disgust and horror) are so affecting
that they preclude us from having a true aesthetic experience with the
ugly object. Ugliness may be too mystifying, engrossing, repulsing,
threatening, etc. Ostensibly these objectionable elements enter into
aesthetic experiences via associations. For some theorists, aesthetic
engagement occurs in its purest form when only the play and interest of
formal aesthetic features are attended to. Such contemplation does not
admit of other judgments which sully or derail the experience. I have
given my reticence of this being either possible or preferable, as most (if
not all) of our aesthetic experiences (even of the most meaningful) partake
in numerous aspects – not all of which are purely formal features. But
although ugliness can be powerfully affecting (occasionally to the point of
derailing the experience33), that does not mean that ugliness disallows
proper aesthetic contemplation. Firstly, I have argued that ugliness can be
present even in very low-level formal aspects. Because many of these (i.e.
composition, movement, et al.) exist in gestalt relations, they are already
self-referential and liable to ought-not verdicts. Thus ugliness can creep in
even with formal concerns. But secondly, holistic aspectual judgments can
involve affective awareness of higher-level concerns (e.g. a dead child in a
Kathe Kollwitz drawing) but still include aesthetic appreciation of the sort

I have given the general structure of how this experience works in an aspectual
judgment, but it is easily possible to give more specific examples of how and why such
moments occur. For example, identification of a human form, which has been marred by
injury and surrounded by destruction (say, the iconic imagery of wartime photography)
may elicit sympathy for the plight of the human depicted – even though the formal
elements are incredibly ugly. Further, ugliness may create tension of repulsion and
attraction which causes the viewer to introspectively puzzle over her reaction and allows
for pity or introspection which leads to empathy/sympathy.
33 I cannot (or, more honestly, will not) attend to certain works of art which are
gratuitously torturous and violent. In such cases I adjudicate the holistic experience to
not include enough positive aspects, or to allow me to foreground a redeeming positive
perspective in order to appreciate (or even stomach) the experience.
32
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formalist critics are interested in (e.g. the qualities of line, shape, and
composition in a Kathe Kollwitz drawing). While it is true that some
ugliness can derail meaningful aesthetic engagement, not all ugliness
does.34
P9 POP – Problem of Popularity: Like P6 VV, this problem is only
descriptive of a segment of aesthetic discourse in the world. Originating
in postmodernist ‘western’ societies and the increasingly interconnected
cosmopolitan world-cultures, there is a sense that beauty and
traditionally positive aesthetic values are passé.35 But unlike P6, this is a
more demonstrable case that for some section of world society, the
formerly negative aesthetic value (ugliness) has become the positive
aesthetic value (beauty?). The ascendance of ugliness in today’s avantgarde can be addressed in three ways: Firstly, it is unlikely that the
popularity of ugliness equates to a new equilibrium in history. The idea of
a fin de siècle era in art periods is well documented. Ugliness and the
transgressive being fascinating is thus nothing new. Secondly, the
inclusivist interests of today’s esthetic elites (as represented by
cosmopolitan art institutions) should be committed to the incorporation
of the authentic works from the greater populace still enamored with
beauty in all its approximations.36 Lastly, the attraction to ugliness often
relates to higher-order concerns, which I have already shown do not
undercut or deny the reality of ugliness at lower levels. Like a person
whose taste has become inured to common things and so seeks out
In all but the strictest formalist accounts, ugliness can be a valuable tool to heighten
aesthetic experiences. See the Arnheim’s connection of tension and expression (1976)
p.376.
35 By ‘postmodernist’ I refer to the view that society has moved beyond the optimism of
modernism and entered into a period which is simultaneously skeptical of certainty and
embracing of multiplicity. I also mean the term ‘cosmopolitan’ to modify ‘worldcultures’, as a phrase to indicate the zeitgeist which is mutually informed via consumer
entertainment and media, and whose current course was charted by ‘western’ notions
(e.g. American popular culture and European intellectualism).
36 Although clearly some examples of kitsch, like baroque before them, are so outrageous
that even an artistic layman recognizes something being off-kilter, it is equally true that
some (or much) ‘low-brow’ art that strives for beauty is still appreciated in ways that
would astonish and stymie persons of more ‘refined’ taste.
34
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spicier, tangier, or otherwise more extreme experiences, so the esthetes
whose artistic taste is benumbed. The preference for ugliness may seem
odd, but it is understandable for those who value it for its potential for
great interest, tension, and representation of transgression.
9.4.

Ugly Conclusions:

To end my thesis I have three short conclusions: First, I review
where this journey through studies of ugliness has taken us. Secondly, I
reprise the major findings which affect the qualified existence of ugliness
in experience, nature and art. Lastly, I draw attention to the mystery in
ugliness that remains, even after its definitional riddle has been solved.
9.4.1. End of an Ugly Journey:
The course of this journey in search of understanding ugliness has
traversed two different tracks. On the one hand is the relatively lightlytrod path of analyses of ugliness, and on the other, the crowded and wellbeaten road of collations of ugliness. While the two trails do overlap
(analysts included surveys, and encyclopedists offered opinions), they
roughly divide into analytical or narrative approaches to aesthetic
philosophy. Seeing the utility of both approaches, I have tried to chart a
course which mapped both insights into ugliness’ true location.
To do so, I began by staking out my terminological conventions
and revealing a few foundational aesthetic premises (Ch.1). Next, I
presented my methodology of surveying the relevant literature on
ugliness with the aim of collating species (SX), features (FX), and problems
of ugliness (PX) to resolve them in closing chapters. To demonstrate this
approach and to introduce basic conventional notions in the discourse on
ugliness, I closed my methodology chapter with articles typical of the
divided field (Ch.2). Because ugliness is a neglected topic (relative to
beauty) I began my survey by insightful mentions found in discussions
only tangentially related to ugliness (Ch.3). Since many theorists only
treat ugliness as the opposite of beauty, I explored the inherent challenges
and ultimate failure to describe ugly experience as beauty’s negation or
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opposite (Ch.4). I then turned to the dedicated treatments of ugliness to
see if they offer a satisfactory solution to the diversity found in ugliness
and the disagreements over its nature (Ch.5). Though these were greatly
helpful, I did not find that they set forth the same solution as my own
proposal. The last survey was the largest, in which I aimed to introduce to
a wider audience some of the conceptions of ugliness found in East-Asian
aesthetics (EAA), with an emphasis on Chinese arts (Ch.6). This not only
introduced novel forms of ugliness and new discourses on the topic, it
also reassured that certain basic notions of ugliness appear universally.
I began tying together the loose ends from these surveys in the
system of chapters 7-9. First, I introduced what I believe is a helpful way
to view aesthetic experience (Ch.7). This was to present the case that all
aesthetic experience involves a judgment which is holistic and aspectual.
In a moment of time it refers to gestalt and cumulative concerns, which I
described as aspects of the experience. These aspects themselves may
range in levels from formal aesthetic features all the way up to associative
considerations. As such, they include views which are affected by objectcentric and subject-centric concerns. These were displayed in a
framework of the types of aspects considered in such an aesthetic
experience. In the next chapter I explained how ugliness occurred in
perspectives on these various aspects (Ch.8). I argued that ugliness may
be understood as a judgment of an aesthetic ought-not, made in reference
to some aspect or aspects. I listed how various aspects can be described
negatively by changing the framework to reflect negative judgments and
gave examples of where various species (SX) might reside. I also showed
how situating ugliness within my proposed framework could clarify the
diverse features (FX) which theorists have ascribed to ugliness. This
chapter finishes the application of my view of aesthetic experience to
ugliness by reexplaining the supposed species of ugliness and also
resolving the paradoxes and problems of ugliness. The closing remarks
demonstrate that though I believe my situation of ugliness in a holistic
330

aspectual framework offers great explanatory power, it does reduce the
experience to a formulaic recipe.
9.4.2. Existence of Ugliness:
An old association of ugliness and evil raised the possibility that
neither have independent existence. Rather, they could be viewed as
simply being the absence of beauty or goodness. Analyses of ugliness
may have moved beyond this religiously-rooted idea, but not far beyond
the view of negative aesthetic judgment as mere negation of a positive. In
this sense ugliness has continued to be linked chiefly with beauty, always
trapped in the liminal space of nonexistence. But what phenomenological
exploration has shown is that ugliness does exist in our experience of life,
and it has its own multifaceted identity independent of beauty. Here I
note three forms of ugliness’ existence.
9.4.2.1. Phenomenological Persistence
My assertion that ugliness is a holistic aspectual judgment allows
for the multifaceted nature of ugliness to be explained without
oversimplifying the concept. But the assertion that it is a simple judgment
of ought-not in reference to these aspects may appear to reintroduce the
idea that ugliness is no-thing other than a negation. Might the experience
just be the opposite of beauty after all - especially if beauty is thought of
as an aesthetic ought? While this can be true in the sense of definition, or
overall success and failure (e.g. beauty as a type of success, ugliness as a
type of egregious failure or error), it is not true in lesser ‘doses’ – for
things can be as they ought without them being beautiful.37 Further, as
noted elsewhere, the fact that our judgment is a negative does not mean
that we necessarily have the positive reference in mind. Ugliness can be
encountered on its own, without our conscious awareness of what an

Beauty in its more powerful forms is a point beyond just ok-ness. Ugliness it seems,
doesn’t have this extremity as readily-attached, although – as mentioned – there are
startlingly ugly instances.
37

331

experience ought to have been.38 This ability on our part is linked to the
capabilities of our aesthetic cognition; it also speaks to the
phenomenological presentation of ugliness itself. Although we may be
tempted to blame our minds, ugliness presents itself to us as existing in
lived experience.
9.4.2.2. Artistic Ugliness:
Strengthening the case for accepting some sort of existence for
ugliness is its perceived presence in works of art. Critics of art and artists
themselves recognize ugliness in both form (lower-level, object-centric
aspects) and content (higher-level, subject-centric aspects). When ugliness
is found in aspects related to formal features it is easy to identify the
specific aesthetic components and composites which ought-not appear as
they do – perhaps to the surprise of those who supposed ugliness was just
a subjective projection of non-formal (i.e. higher-level) concerns. But as
demonstrated, both gestalt perceptive studies and the long-standing
practice of artists and designers are evidence that we aesthetically
adjudicate at this level. Not only do they assess what is wrong (ought-not)
in aesthetic creations, but they also create works by avoiding (or
including) elements of ugliness at the formal level. This means that
ugliness in these more basic aspects exist as qualities of the aesthetic
object. It is easier to recognize ugliness has some kind of existence at the
higher-levels, where subjective aspects affect how we see what we see.
But even in those levels and their aspects (e.g. identification, belief) it is
odd to say that ugliness there is merely an ascription. Often there is a
specific ought-not which underlies the aesthetic presentation of this truth.
At both lower and higher levels, ugliness is not considered as only being a
projection of displeasure, but rather a phenomenon perceived as a quality
of the object of experience.

This is not to deny that we can arrive at the ‘ought’ after the experience, but rather that
such references are not always (or often) in view when we encounter ugliness. This
indicates the capacity of our aesthetic adjudicating faculties, which are able to make
something like aesthetic-teleological judgments regarding indeterminate experiences.
38
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9.4.2.3. Natural Ugliness:
Beyond the undeniable phenomenological existence of ugliness, we
recognize ugliness in places where we also find great beauty – in nature.
Ugliness in art may arise (in part) by human touch, but the experience of
ugliness in nature is just as prevalent. It also speaks more powerfully of a
type of existence independent of our bias. As mentioned above, often our
recognition of ugliness (aesthetic ought-not) resonates with other
judgments of ought-not which are naturally accurate. For example, if a
stranger turns his face to reveal a massy tumor, we identify the deformity
(and perhaps its cause – a malignancy via genetics or disease) and
perhaps feel a mixture of revulsion (based on appearance) and pity (based
on a concern for the person). There actually is something wrong, or which
ought-not-be on the face of a healthy person. Ugliness is the aesthetic
encounter we have with the presentation of this truth. This is not to deny
that there are plenty of ugly forms in nature which are only ugly ‘to us’
(to humans) without having any underlying fault or aberration.
Mushrooms that both reek and look of rancid flesh have their own appeal
to pollinators, and Voltaire reminds us that a toad may think his mate a
perfect beauty.39 I think it likely that in these cases we are not only
bothered by the formal look of a thing (whereas it is perfectly natural),
but we also associate it with the egregious things which it undeniably
looks like (e.g. there’s a reason mushrooms like clatters columnists are
sometimes called ‘dead man’s fingers’). There are then at least two
overarching categories of ugliness in nature: one in which our judgment
of ugliness agrees with an underlying ought-not-ness in a separate realm
of judgment (purpose, function, health, etc.); another in which
associations with the same presentation (as in the first category) result in
a verdict of ugliness regardless of purpose. Like its recognition in art,

“Ask a toad what is beauty, he will answer that it is his female, with two large round
eyes sticking out of her little head.” From Voltaire’s entry on ‘Beauty’ in Philosophical
Dictionary (1764), quoted both by Ruth Lorand (2000) and Gretchen Henderson (2015).
39
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both categories of ugliness in nature are centered on the object of
experience, and not only on our subjective concerns.40
9.4.3. Mystery of Ugliness:
A final word about the mysterious nature of the ugly. In the
closing chapters of my thesis I have attempted to explain the concept of
ugliness in a way that is both simple yet sufficient for the diversity of
negative aesthetic judgment. The latter was provided for by insistence on
aesthetic experience having reference to multiple aspects in a holistic
moment. The former was given as our verdict of an ought-not in reference
to one or more of these aspects. Together they form our perspective on
ugly experience, accounting both for conflict within our own opinion and
disagreement with those of others. But this attempt at a sufficiently
simple explanation is not meant to (nor can it) detract from the abidingly
challenging nature of ugliness.
Ugliness is challenging in that it often appears in unexpected
presentations, where an experience provokes us to react to the wrongness
of what we are exposed to. Aesthetic flexibility (a combination of control
over the aperture of attention and appreciation of aesthetic detail) and the
rehabilitating powers of associative thinking (e.g. beliefs or perspectives
which redeem or reconcile the offensive) can both be caught off guard –
or even overwhelmed – by the presence of ugliness.41 This is one of the
This is not to say that our subjective concerns don’t inform the judgment; showing the
ways in which they do forms a large portion of my proposed framework of aesthetic
judgment. But the focus of our ugly judgments is usually on the object of experience.
Further, these are not usually glossed as ‘ugly to me’ verdicts, but as ‘what an ugly
thing’ verdicts, in which something wrong is felt to be manifested in the object. The
enduring questions associated with the habit of our human perspective infusing the
perceived world with meaning of all sort (value, identity, individuation, significance,
etc.) is far broader than aesthetic values. They are habits of our phenomenological
experience even in scientific endeavors. Questions of the nature and legitimacy of our
signifying behaviour aside, the focus of our signific gaze is the external world of objects.
It is an object-centric interest (though subjectively interpreted) attended by more
objectivity than might be assumed. When we identify objects in nature by their qualities
which we observe by active attention, individuation, and composition, aesthetic
judgments have their role in revealing demonstrable facts about the object. That they are
also meaningful for us does not negate this.
41 I easily recall an aesthetic experience in which I had volunteered to serve with church
members in a congregation I visited on their regular charity outreach. They were
40
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reasons why it seems right to ascribe some sort of existence to ugliness. It
presents itself to us no matter our level of aesthetic sophistication,
regardless of our disbelief in it.
The presentation of ugliness, and the powerful way in which it can
affect us also presents a challenging question. Humanity is able to see
purpose and beauty in the world around us, from people to places, in the
systems of a cell to the starry skies above. By beauty we transcend the
materiality of existence, by means of the appearance of that very
materiality. Our wonder at the world is an avenue of hope – whether of a
meaning in our fleeting moments, of a greater beauty beyond these yet to
be.42 In these glimpses of beauty we find something which is not only
right (as it ought be), but a special sort of right – a way of being which is
better than we would have expected from what we normally know of the
world.43 But this is precisely the great challenge of ugliness. And its
challenge is twofold.
A reason why beauty can sometimes feel so rare and unexpected is
because there is so much in our experience which is downright ugly.
Surely great swathes of existence are made up of the humdrum and

performing health checks, well-being assessments, and providing food and vitamins for
migrant workers living in relative poverty. Amidst the flurry of activity we were
arranging supplies, eyes on the materials before us. One of the members passed along an
item and suddenly a presentation of ugliness caught me off guard: the man’s hand,
momentarily in my field of vision, included a thumb which was actually two, but not
two – a strange deformity caused by a birth defect. It was as if someone had taken a wax
version and melted, or stretched the thumb into a two-headed version, present with the
surface and bony features evident. It only took a moment to calm my distraction, and of
course the steady clip of busyness prevented dwelling on the oddity, but the startling
image lingered (and lingers) still.
42 “He hath made every thing beautiful in his time: also he hath set the world in their
heart, so that no man can find out the work that God maketh from the beginning to the
end.” Ecclesiastes 3:11.
43 Here is Arthur Conan Doyle’s distillation of the idea, in the voice of Sherlock: "There is
nothing in which deduction is so necessary as in religion. It can be built up as an exact
science by the reasoner. Our highest assurance of the goodness of Providence seems to
me to rest in the flowers. All other things, our powers, our desires, our food, are all
really necessary for our existence in the first instance. But this rose is an extra. Its smell
and its color are an embellishment of life, not a condition of it. It is only goodness which
gives extras, and so I say again that we have much to hope from flowers." From the story
“The Naval Treaty” in Doyle (1927).
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nondescript, but an honest assessment would find plenty of ugly
blemishes throughout.44 And beyond this general malaise are the
occasional moments – in both art and nature – in which we are astounded
by ugliness. Just as great beauty can amaze and ennoble us, great ugliness
can transfix and horrify us. In such cases we reach for terms like
‘revolting’, ‘grotesque’, ‘disgusting’, and others to convey our offense. If
beauty assures us that something is right (and better than right) in the
world, ugliness reminds us that something is wrong (and terribly wrong)
with existence.
But this sign of ugliness is just as much a mystery as that of beauty.
There is within each human an abiding sense that our world contains too
few slivers of the beauty which ought to be: “Beauty is unbearable, drives
us to despair, offering us for a minute the glimpse of an eternity that we
should like to stretch out over the whole of time.”45 There is also in each
of us a sense that manifestations of ugliness ought not to be. In a world of
chance and entropy, we feel that ugliness is the aberration, when it
should be regarded as the norm. This mystery of ugliness is the
appearance of the problem of suffering in our world. As ugliness can be
employed, diminished, reappraised, ignored, so too can the persistence of
suffering be negotiated. But it, and ugliness, are facts of existence no
matter how we negotiate them. The problem of suffering and of ugliness
are not only for those who feel beauty is the truth behind appearance. It is
also a problem for those who feel, because of evil, that beauty is the lie.
The fact that we recognize ugliness, even without the belief in ugliness,
points to more in this world, and in us, than meets the eye.

Note here that I am not countenancing the aesthetic sense of a Constable, nor the
redemptive faith of the saint, but rather the honest (or lazy?) gaze which admits to
seeing things ‘as they appear to be.’
45 Albert Camus.
44
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