
 

Wassard Elea 

Rivista 
 

III, nº 2; 15 maggio, 2016 

 

 

Indice 
 

6
th

 Wassard Elea International Conference: 

 

On Ugliness (etc.) 
 

 

Richard Herriott ”Accounting for Ugliness in the Aesthetics of Automotive 

Design” …. 55 

 

Jonathan Johnson “Understandings of Ugliness in Kant‟s Aesthetics” .... 84 

 

Received .... 103 

 

 

 

 

 



54 

 

© Wassard Elea 2016 – René L. Aa. Mogensen. 

Editors: Lars Aagaard-Mogensen et al. 

 

Wassard Elea 

Elea Arte Club onlus 

 

Via La Chiazzetta 27 

I-84046 Ascea (Sa) 

Italia 

 

 

WER no. 17 

 

 

This journal is, like everything else in the world, overpriced, but unlike most 

other things only modestly so; it is sold, rather than free, to contribute to 

improving conditions for guests, namely artists and scholars, at Wassard 

Elea. 

 

Readers, furthermore, shall have to tolerate, like the rest of the world, many 

languages. Likewise they shall have to tolerate many types of content; the 

pages are open to the great variety of all the arts and sciences. Your 

submission of articles, short notes, discussions and reviews, is invited. 

 

Permission to reprint is readily obtainable on request. 

 

Ads may be accepted if accompanied by a suitable donation. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Single issues: 5,00 EUR; 4 issues: 20 EUR 

 

Please remit in cash to: Wassard Elea Fond at address above – receipt is 

subsequently mailed. 

  



55 

 

 

 

Accounting for ugliness in the aesthetics 

of automotive design 
 

Richard Herriott 

(Design School Kolding) 

 

David Hume wrote that beauty, “is no quality in things themselves: it 

exists merely in the mind which contemplates them; and each mind 

contemplates a different beauty”. 

“Beauty is not just a simple social construct – attractiveness appears to 

be ingrained in our biology”, (Little et al). 

The nature of this discussion demands that it treats three large areas 

of thought, two of which have been the subject of continuous examination 

by numerous significant writers. Those subjects are aesthetics (how we per-

ceive), ugliness (a negative quality of an object‟s appearance) and automo-

tive design. In order to understand ugliness one must also have a notion of 

beauty, another subject of long-standing interest in literature. The function 

of this essay is narrow: to see what consequences a consideration of ugliness 

in automotive styling has for the theories of three writers on aesthetics in de-

sign. As such, the concepts of beauty and ugliness will be treated in brief be-

fore moving on to look at an outline of the three aesthetic theories in relation 

to car design. 

My starting point is that aesthetic theory is founded primarily on 

this idea: if we explain what it is to experience beauty then we will under-

stand aesthetics. The literature of aesthetics is populated with examples of 

the beautiful and the correct. The three theories of aesthetics that I will dis-

cuss refer to the Piazza San Marco in Venice (Weber, 1995:167), the Abbey 

Church, Grüssow (Scruton, 1979:128) and the Caol Isla Distillery (Pye, 

1978:96). There is a very high probability that most people whether inform-

ed or not on the subject of aesthetics would strongly agree these examples 

embody a quality commonly referred to as beauty in some form. 

I would like to ask if the three theories can account for the aesthetic 

experience of examples chosen for their ugliness. For this discussion I have 

picked examples from automotive design about which there is considerable 

consensus on their lack of aesthetic appeal. The reason for this is to extend 

to product design or industrial design the kind of attention previously paid to 

nature and art. 
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I have chosen three authors who have considered aesthetics with a 

focus on design or architecture. Ralf Weber, Roger Scruton and David Pye 

concentrate their attention on specific types of the artificial. By this I mean 

not art but the buildings and the things inside them, products. Traditional 

aesthetic theory tends to distinguish between nature and the artificial; in 

considering the artificial examples tend to focus on forms of art; further 

focus is on the arts of sculpture and painting. Weber, Scruton and Pye are of 

particular interest because they attempt to account for the aesthetic experi-

ence of objects that are not natural but which have an explicit purpose. In so 

doing they deal with a class of objects that are like nature and art in that they 

are not intended to convey information, but differ in that they are made with 

a functional purpose in mind. Nature has no designer and art is, by defini-

tion, useless. I will use these to examine if Weber, Scruton and Pye´s aes-

thetics apply as to the experience of ugliness as the experience of beauty. As 

a by-product this focus attempts to see where ugliness resides in the form of 

unsuccessful design. 

X.O Ugliness 

Happy families are much the same but there is an old saying that 

every family is dysfunctional in a unique way. By analogy, beauty tends to-

wards a few ideals but ugliness comes in many forms. Another way of put-

ting this is that there are far fewer right answers than wrong answers. 

One can begin by proposing that beauty consists in the simultane-

ous achievement of a number of subsidiary ideals. There is no opposite cor-

ollary for ugliness. If we consider attractiveness in a human face, there are 6 

measurements needed to define it (Cunningham, 1986). All of them have to 

be in the right range. If one is outside the accepted range, that face in all 

likelihood will not be perceived as lovely. It is possible that one “wrong” 

parameter might look even better than complete conformity: think of the 

famous mole on the face of the model, Cindy Crawford. Bosanquet (1896) 

addresses this concept when considering how apparent ugliness might con-

tribute to a higher level of beauty known as character. Or is that deviation 

from the ideal actually not beauty but interest? 

Ugliness is more than the absence of beauty. There are objects 

which are neither beautiful nor ugly but which are what one might call 

neutral. A disposable plastic cup serves its purpose well but gains no credit 

for so doing. Nor, in isolation, does it encourage our displeasure. Most ob-

jects dwell in a neutral position on the spectrum from beautiful to ugly. It is 

when we turn our specific attention to them that we might begin making 

value judgements. At other times ugliness, like beauty, can leap out at us 
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and demand our attention. It might consist of one detail in an otherwise 

satisfactory scene or it might be the totality of the scene that strikes us. 

Before moving on, it is necessary to state that this text relies on the 

assumption that ugliness is that which is visually unpleasant and has no 

redeeming quality. Bernd Becher and Hilla Becher (2002) have explored the 

aesthetic qualities of disused industrial structures. Their photography cap-

tures what one might call “ugly” or “boring” yet the objects are clearly not 

ugly in a way that provokes revulsion so much as nostalgia or melancholy. 

For the moment, the working understanding used here is ugliness that corre-

sponds to a negative response in the viewer. 

At this juncture it seems apparent that attempts to adequately articu-

late what ugliness might be turn into general discussions of aesthetics. That 

field is a well-explored one and so, rather than wrestle with the subject of 

aesthetics, I would like to start from the point of some established views of 

aesthetics and see if we can use these to understand the aesthetics of ugli-

ness. The resultant question posed is whether these established frameworks 

manage to accommodate generalisations about ugliness. 

Thereafter, I would like to apply what has been proposed by Weber, 

Scruton and Pye, and relate it to a branch of industrial design not custom-

arily troubled by deep contemplation, automotive design. In so doing this 

paper results from a number of decisions. First, I have selected the work of 

writers whose concern has not been nature, but the products of human crea-

tive activity. Second, I am selecting not art but objects intended primarily 

for some practical purpose. Weber, Scruton and Pye concern themselves 

with buildings and industrial design. Third, my selection will not deal with 

buildings or the majority of industrial design´s output. It focuses on automo-

tive design while assuming that the analyses made in the context of architec-

ture have some validity for automotive design. Fourth, the field of designs 

for vehicles can be subdivided into concept cars and production cars. The 

rationale for choosing production cars instead of concept cars will be 

discussed below. 

In brief then I have set out to review the intellectual frameworks for 

aesthetics provided by Weber, Scruton and Pye. There is a subject to which 

it can be applied: production cars which are held to be aesthetic failures. 

Can Pye, Weber and Scruton account for ugliness in these cases? 

2.0 Kant´s Aesthetics and ugliness 

In order to constrain the scope of this essay I have decided not to 

conduct a further discussion of ugliness beyond noting that Kant addressed 

the matter of ugliness with insufficient regard leading to a discussion of 
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whether Kant can or cannot accommodate pure judgements of ugliness in 

his aesthetic theory (e.g. McConnell, 2008). Kant argued that aesthetic de-

termination depended on a disinterested consideration of form. His exam-

ples of ugliness were harmful things and had some moral content (e.g. wars, 

violence, plagues) to render them ugly and as such were therefore not pure 

aesthetic judgements. McConnell summarises Kant´s position on ugliness as 

follows: “The ugly object … exhibits a unifying rule, it too seems designed 

or purposive to our cognitive machinery, it too exhibits finality, but does not 

realize wholly the unifying rule it exhibits, it does not express the aesthetic 

idea properly … thus we can judge an object beautiful or ugly by the same 

cognitive mechanism and without appeal to any determinate concept” (p. 

224). McConnell develops the ideas to note that while beauty is an all or 

nothing quality, ugliness can be said to vary by degrees (p. 225). This is an 

explanation, then of what we perceive when we perceive ugliness. The rest 

of Kant´s explanation of aesthetics then accounts for how we perceive it. 

1. Positive Aesthetics of Weber, Scruton and Pye 

In the following I attempt to summarise the elaborate arguments made 

by Weber, Scruton and Pye.
1
 As with McConnell, I aim to present explana-

tions of aesthetic perception as it relate to design and to see whether or not 

these explanations can account for ugliness. These accounts generally treat 

the nature of aesthetic perception in the positive sense, namely the agreeable 

perception of pleasing forms. From this general account, my intention is to 

discover if these can make any positive statements about what form ugliness 

takes in design. 

2.1 Ralf Weber on the aesthetics of architecture 

Ralf Weber (1995) begins his discussion on the aesthetics of architec-

ture with a set of questions. He asks what it is about Tuscan temples, the 

skyline of Prague or Italian streets that “provokes the sense of profound ex-

perience”. He asks if these examples share common qualities that trigger 

similar experiences and judgements (p. 1). In this manner he sets out to use 

positive examples of what provokes, or can be the subject of, an aesthetic 

experience. Weber continues with a historical survey of the main approaches 

to aesthetics. In Weber´s view there has been a notable shift from objective 

to subjective theories of aesthetics. In architecture, argues Weber, the view 

                                                 
1 It is ironic that in an essay about aesthetics, these authors´ texts have been subject to 

some considerable violence. There is considerable aesthetic merit in the writing style of the 

three authors. Each of these texts can be read for their own sake such is the high quality of the 

writing. It is with regret my own presentation and paraphrasing of them fails to capture any of 
the elegance of the authors´ prose. 
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is that there is no accounting for taste (p. 3). Weber´s contention is that 

whether the primary stimulus of aesthetic judgements is the object itself or 

the viewer´s disposition, the object itself must still in some way serve a 

stimulus for these experiences. The object is involved somehow, even if one 

takes the Humean view that beauty (or ugliness), „is no quality in things 

themselves: it exists merely in the mind which contemplates them; and each 

mind contemplates a different beauty‟. Having dismissed functionalist, 

semantic and metaphysical theories of aesthetics (pp. 9-36), Weber proposes 

that a complete theory of how we look “must take into account both the 

experiencing subject and the experienced object: it must account for the 

process by which the visual environment is experienced, and it must concen-

trate on properties of the perceived environment which are not extramor-

phic”, (p. 37). 

By „extramorphic‟ Weber means any attribute assigned an object 

“through associative cognitive functions” (ibid.). That means one does not 

include personal associations, for example. Weber sets out an argument 

concerning form and its perception and arrives at the following conclusions. 

One, perception is autonomous of cognition but “they are paired phenome-

nally; that is objects are perceived and identified as meaningful in the same 

event”, (p. 63). Two, biological structures explain similarities in the cogni-

tive development of different people and specific knowledge may be incor-

porated into cognitive structures. Thus there is room for a lot of shared 

values on aesthetic matters but reasons there might be differences. Three, 

“all judgements about perceivable things must partly be constrained by 

properties of form. In other words, all impromptu judgements about objects 

must contain aesthetic judgements”, (p. 74). 

2.2 Roger Scruton on the aesthetics of architecture 

Weber´s line of reasoning is echoed in Scruton (1979) who writes that 

“the first task of aesthetics must lie in the correct understanding of certain 

mental capacities – capacities for experience and judgement”, ( p. 1). In this 

it is necessary to understand that there is an object in the environment 

causing the aesthetic stimulus: ”It is impossible to describe or understand a 

mental state in isolation from its object”, (p. 3). Developing this further, 

Scruton explains that “aesthetic pleasure is not immediate in the manner of 

the pleasure of the senses”, (p. 72). 

Scruton argues that considering the aesthetics of architecture also re-

quires “an enquiry into the nature and significance of architecture”. Addi-

tionally and pertinent to my topic is that Scruton argues that there is 

something about the aesthetics of architecture which general aesthetics does 
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not account for. General accounts of aesthetics, writes Scruton, are based on 

the idea that the type of interest one has in painting, drama and poetry are 

somehow different from the non-representational forms of music and archi-

tecture. Architecture stands apart from the other arts because it is not rep-

resentational (p. 5). I will note here that what is true of architecture in this 

regard can be taken to apply to industrial design in that it too is not repre-

sentational (though it may contain signs). I will return to this point, which is 

how one deals with non-representational, non-natural things. It raises a point 

about intention which causes some difficulties with Weber´s contention that 

the aesthetic experience should not take extramorphic aspects into account. 

Cars come with an intention. Scruton argues that while one does not need to 

think to enjoy a meal, for example, one does actively consider an object aes-

thetically. There is an internal process where one recognises the sensory 

input and then one is aware of one´s thoughts about it: “In the case of archi-

tectural enjoyment some act of attention, some intellectual apprehension of 

the object, is a necessary part of the pleasure: the relation with thought is an 

internal one and any change in the thought will automatically lead to a re-

description of the pleasure”, (p. 73). The concept of active consideration 

points toward there being a three-way relationship in aesthetic experience: 

the viewer, the object and the idea of the object. 

 
Figure 1. Illustrating Scruton´s model of seeing. 

 

Scruton makes clear an important distinction between the way one 

might engage with a sensual pleasure and an aesthetic pleasure. It is in view-

ing something one has the possibility to see it in a variety of ways, a mode 

he calls imaginative looking as opposed to literal perception. When having a 
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bath (which is pleasant) one doesn´t sense the bath as anything else; a glass 

of wine is not experienced as another drink although one can spot similari-

ties of flavour with non-wine substances. Parallel to that, we can look at 

something with the fundamental aim of determining what it is. And once 

this knowledge is established (it´s a tree, it´s a house, it´s a woman) one 

can´t change that belief. “What I see is inextricably entwined with what I 

believe”, (p. 87). But, “if I can see the tree „as‟ a face, say, while still believ-

ing it I to be a tree, I have … stepped outside the realm of literal perception 

into that of imagination. I am seeing imaginatively”, (ibid.). 

Scruton´s foundational argument can be reduced as follows: there 

is a literal and an imaginative way of seeing and they are radically different; 

the experience of architecture (and by extension, design) belongs to the 

active not the passive part of the mind. Having established these points, 

Scruton writes that “there can be no experience of architecture that is not 

also an exercise of taste” (p. 103). As we will see in the next section, Scru-

ton´s setting out of the role of taste in aesthetics parallels the discussion of 

taste by David Pye. Before concluding this overview of Scruton´s thinking, 

the following remark is worth noting regarding taste that it impinges on the 

moral aspect of aesthetics: “Our preference means something more to us 

than mere pleasure or satisfaction. It is the outcome of thought and educa-

tion; it is expressive of moral, religious and political feelings, of an entire 

Weltanschauung”, (p. 105). 

2.3 David Pye on the aesthetics of design 

Pye (1978) approaches the topic of aesthetics by arguing initially 

that there are no objective means to express what beauty is. It is a problem 

of language that it does not map accurately onto the phenomenon in ques-

tion: “… there can be no onomatopoeic words for nuances of shape and 

colour”. This point is relevant when one considers that the first director of 

General Motors‟ styling department, Harley Earl, was known for his use of 

coined words to suggest design features without being explicit (Tovey, 

1992). He goes on to say that aesthetic awareness is not a sensation but “a 

memory compounded from a long series of sensations … if a single sensa-

tion like taste is indescribable how can we expect to describe sensations 

compounded?” (p. 101). 

Pye concludes a pragmatic, empirical discussion of the perception 

of beauty by saying that beauty is an escape: “We are all imprisoned by the 

unremitting pre-occupations and drives of living: we are full of care. To 

know beauty is to escape from that prison into serenity, if not often and not 

for long, still to escape”, (p. 107). 
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Pye is not explicit about what the aesthetic experience is but in-

stead asks the reader to consider that we have senses and use them to engage 

with other people; it is uncontroversial to say life is given meaning by 

relations with other people that are ends in themselves. By extension, Pye 

implies that we use the same senses to engage with the world or objects in it 

for their own sake. If we can understand that one can have a rapport with a 

person for no further purpose, then it is possible to understand one can have 

a rapport with an art object or some aspect of nature on the same grounds. 

Pye´s argument is that we are disposed towards an aesthetic understanding 

(to greater and lesser extents perhaps) as a result of our capacity and need to 

relate to people. The aesthetic sense is also an extension of the way we ex-

pect the world to look based on the inherent visual consistency of the natural 

world. 

The next part of Pye´s argument is to find a reason to value art 

objects. This is also a reason for why objects tend to be styled or, in Pye´s 

words, why we do a lot of “useless work” in tidying, polishing and finishing 

forms. “Beauty is not of value because it gives pleasure any more than 

friendship is” (p. 108). Pye cites warm baths, the finding of a truth, and mut- 

ton chops as sources of pleasure. The prime value of those things is not that 

they give pleasure, though they can. The pleasure is incidental and it is also 

immediate. A similar incidental association applies to that which is beauti-

ful. The object might be useful but we take pleasure in it for its own sake. 

Art is located firmly in the territory where communication is incidental to 

the aesthetic quality. The value of art is not about telling a story or convey-

ing a message. It is in that “it makes us know beauty” (ibid.). 

The remainder of Pye´s discussion of aesthetic perception deals 

with how one actively toggles between modes of looking (p. 121). For gen-

eral purposes we ignore much of what passes before our eyes. We filter out 

and discard all but the most essential information, which is quite enough for 

us to, for example, spot the train has arrived but “the appreciation of beauty 

and the creation ... of art depends on not ignoring. It depends on looking … 

and the more you look the more you see. What you see, in anything beauti-

ful, is not only all the features of it but also all the visible relations between 

them”, (p. 121). 

2.4 Moving on from Weber, Scruton and Pye 

At this point it has been established in broad terms where these 

authors„ views on the aesthetic are situated. The three take different posi-

tions about defining the aesthetic: Weber insists on the constraining effect of 

form; Scruton notes that designed objects have form but are not representa-
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tional; Pye situates designed objects close to art objects but tries to separate 

out formal content from the functional. Interestingly he expresses what is 

tantamount to a moral position on beauty, asserting its value by analogy to 

human relations which are also ideally not end-directed. It is valuable for its 

own sake. They come to some general agreement that aesthetic experience 

requires a certain way of looking, it involves active engagement with the 

object and that secondary (associative) aspects of the thing must be kept 

segregated from the aesthetic experience. The next task is to apply these ar-

guments in a new context. They are derived from examples of positive aes-

thetic experience and the question is whether they retain meaning when the 

aesthetic experience is negative or “ugly”. 

3.0 Automotive design 

In order to advance towards a contemplation of ugliness in automo-

tive design it is necessary to understand the aims of designers. Automotive 

design is driven by a number of considerations: functional, practical, com-

mercial and aesthetic. It can be taken for granted that apart from unknown 

cases of industrial sabotage, every vehicle is intended at a minimum to look 

acceptable to the customer. Acceptability takes into account the price of the 

vehicle and the use to which it is expected to be put. Thus the standards for 

acceptability of a service vehicle are very different from the standards appli-

ed to a formal saloon or a two-seat sports car. Even then, service vehicles 

are the subject of considerable “useless work”, to use Pye´s term. While not 

beautiful, most service vehicles look correct. 

A note is needed on the word functional. Jan Michl has argued 

quite convincingly that functionalism´s assumed objectivity rests on the 

term “function”. Functionalism as a design approach can be very broadly 

and loosely interpreted, with the form following any specified function. It is 

a style like any other, the style without ornamentation. In a positive sense, 

the relation of function to form is, as argued also by Weber (pp. 10-21) and 

Scruton (p. 10), not strong. In this discussion that broader philosophical 

critique of functionalism will be put aside. Functional here refers to a de-

signed object performing its expected duties: conveying people and their 

luggage at adequate speeds with due regard to economy and safety. The 

sense here is of narrow functional necessity rather than the “necessity” that 

the car looks attractive to customers, for example. Thus understood no dis-

tinction can be made between a Rolls-Royce and a pick-up truck for the 

purpose of conveying a person a given distance. Both are functional. 

These four areas (the functional, commercial, practical and aesthet-

ic) overlap. Functional requirements are related to practical requirements of 
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production in that cars are usually constructed from quite cheaply available 

materials which must be assembled with the maximum of ease; the assembly 

method must allow for durability and safe performance. Commercial re-

quirements demand that the vehicle must be produced at a reasonable price, 

again determining the materials and methods of construction. The vehicle is 

required to accommodate its target user group (physically and cognitively) 

in an ergonomically efficient manner. Finally, commerce and aesthetics 

(meaning the appearance) overlap in that the vehicle must appeal to custom-

ers and must be visually compatible with the existing product range. 

Pye notes that the complex requirements for any device necessitate 

a degree of inherent failure “either because they flout one or other of the re-

quirements or because they are compromises, and compromises imply a 

degree of failure … It follows that all designs for use are arbitrary. The de-

signer or his client has to choose in what degree and where there shall be 

failure”, (p. 70). This applies to the appearance as well as the function. To a 

large degree the automotive stylist´s job is to make those compromises ac-

ceptable by managing the resultant form. 

This then outlines the nature of the general inputs affecting a 

vehicle´s appearance. 

3.1 Specifics of Vehicle Design 

A cursory review of the factors particular to vehicle design is re-

quired as the above list of requirements is generally applicable to most if not 

all designed objects. These particulars are related to how a car functions and 

the parts of which it is made. The understanding of these particulars informs 

how the viewer understands the object. 

The form of the motor car has changed dramatically since the in-

vention of the first horseless carriage at the end of the 19
th

 century. During 

this time the norms of what is acceptable aesthetically have changed too. 

However, the underlying principles appear to be relatively constant. 

Even when the motor car was a novelty its purpose was understood 

by on-lookers: a means of transport. Attendant with that was the expectation 

that the vehicle moved at a reasonable speed. This assumption affects how 

one interprets the form of the vehicle: a certain height and length, the rela-

tionship of the passenger cell to the engine and the placement of the engine 

relative to the body and the wheels. Secondary to that were expectations 

about the means of assembly and materials used. Originally this was based 

on experience of how carriages were made. Later, it was based on the devel-

oping methods of mass production devised by the Ford Motor Company in 

the US, among others. These expectations are thus extramorphic factors dis-
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cussed by Weber and to which I will return. In contrast, Scruton develops a 

point that appreciating architecture (and by extension, design) depends on 

knowledge of it: “one has to know the Orders in order to take full pleasure 

in Roman buildings; one has to know the meaning of the sculptural details to 

take pleasure in the North Porch of Chartres; one has simply to know the use 

of a building if one is to enjoy it properly. There is no such thing as a pure, 

unmediated, sensuous pleasure in buildings”, (p. 72). This argument has an 

analogy in the argument that one has to know how a car works and some-

thing of its construction to appreciate it aesthetically. The strength of this 

argument as it applies to motor vehicles is open to dispute and the subject 

will be dealt with later. For now, the point stands that some understanding 

informs the way we respond to designed objects. 

As stated, there are expectations of what a car is for. These form 

the basis of the norms of vehicle design. Those norms are thus specific inter-

pretations of good proportion and detailing and a proper level of finish. The 

proportions are determined by dynamic and static factors. The vehicle´s di-

rection of travel (forward) places a rearward bias on the main masses. The 

need for the vehicle to be stable at speed implies that a lower height is desir-

able and that there is an outward bias on the width as seen from front or rear 

(the track). There are numerous other elements of vehicle proportion which 

will not be detailed here such as wheel diameter and wheel base. Regarding 

detailing, I am referring to the graphic elements such as the shape of the 

radiator grille, headlamps and window outlines to name three out of another 

long list. Finally, there are the materials and the standard of finish. 

For a vehicle, the expectation of a certain level of finish results in 

norms regarding the exact way in which the components of the car are fitted 

together as well as the materials selected and the coatings used to protect 

them. Pye makes an important point about the significance of the manner of 

treating joins between parts and the quality of surfaces. In “The Nature and 

Art of Workmanship” Pye sums up this in the adage that: “Design proposes. 

Workmanship disposes”. Pye writes that “the quality of the concert does not 

depend wholly on the score, and the quality of the environment does not 

depend on its design. The score and the design are merely the first of essen-

tials, and they can be nullified by the performers or workmen”, (p. 16). Later 

Pye sums the relationship between design and craftsmanship as follows: “a 

design is in effect a statement of the ideal form of a thing to be made, to 

which the workman [or production process] will approximate in a greater or 

lesser degree”. In the case of a well-made thing, the object´s appearance cor-

responds closely to the apparent idea of the thing. This level of considera-
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tion is where some of the positive aspects of cars‟ appearance resides. The 

1975 Mercedes W-123 sedan is considered to be a good car but not a beauti-

ful car, in part because it was made of the best materials available and as-

sembled to the highest standards. However, a careful examination of the car 

shows numerous areas where the manner in which the parts are joined falls 

short of good practice. Counter-examples can be found on the car´s contem-

poraries. 

These general aspects of design taken together with the class-spe-

cific aspects sum up the norms for the appearance of acceptable cars. I shall 

now turn to cases where some or all of these norms were not fulfilled. 

4.0 Applying the aesthetics of Weber, Scruton and Pye 

The question now is to determine if, on the basis of Weber, Scruton 

and Pye´s aesthetics, we can account for ugliness and, if so, to see where it 

resides. 

4.1 Weber applied to ugly cars 

Weber distinguishes between perception and cognition but says 

that “they are paired phenomenally; that is objects are perceived and identi-

fied as meaningful in the same event”, (p. 63). In the case of an ugly object 

it is perceived and also the meaning is determined: this is an object, its 

purpose is to convey people. At this level, the ugliness or otherwise of the 

car depends on how Weber defines “meaningful”. Taking the example of a 

vehicle with poor proportions (too high, too short) one apprehends the in-

tended meaning of the car and at the same time the conflict between the 

general aims of designs and the example under consideration. The ugliness 

is perceived as the difference between the actual car and how this or a car 

could be. Weber says the existence of biological structures explains simil-

arities in the cognitive development of different people and specific knowl-

edge may be incorporated into cognitive structures. This part explains how 

the car is recognised in its surroundings as a result of the physical structures 

of the optical system allied to the analytical capabilities of the brain. The 

part about specific knowledge refers to the fact that the viewer has learned 

how to interpret objects. There is specific knowledge about the class of 

object which is taken into consideration when viewing the car. The optical-

cognitive system produces value-free information about the surroundings; 

experience adds to this the means to interpret the surroundings. Thus the 

shiny, larger object is identified as a car. Its component parts are subject to a 

similar analysis: a door is identified and then placed in relation to the larger 

whole. A final level is that learned knowledge must eventually include that 

which is personally as well as culturally specific. The final part of Weber´s 



67 

 

aesthetic requirement is that, “all judgements about perceivable things must 

partly be constrained by properties of form. In other words, all impromptu 

judgements about objects must contain aesthetic judgements”, (p. 74). What 

is perceived as ugly is, by this account, related to the specific knowledge of 

the class of object. That knowledge does not reside in the object but in the 

viewer. 

It might perhaps be that it is virtually impossible to have no idea of 

what a thing is for. Anyone who has lived long enough to experience an aes-

thetic awareness will have a stock of knowledge that informs how they in-

terpret their surroundings. Attempts to argue that we can discount our ac-

cumulated experience before activating the aesthetic sense seem to require 

we forget what we have learned. Another way of looking at it is that things 

may come to be viewed as ugly the more time we have to compare them to 

our stock of knowledge. Weber does not address this matter. 

With reference to car design, the initial impression of the car may 

be as the designer intends. Further analysis might lead one to another 

conclusion even if the vehicle and the viewer are the same. Scruton (cf. 

below) refers to this as redescription. To take an example, the 1996 Lancia 

Kappa is a well-made car with acceptable detail design solutions. At first 

sight it appears adequate. It is however about 2 % too high, a characteristic 

that is not clear on first viewing. The designer wishes one to see the car as 

shown in fig. 2. It is this shifting aspect of aesthetic judgement that the cog-

nitive approach suggested by Weber does not comprehensively address. 

Knowledge of how the car could look (extramorphic) affects one´s later 

judgements of the shape. 

4.2 Scruton´s theory applied to ugly cars 

Scruton has proposed that the aesthetics depend on experience and 

judgement and that “aesthetic pleasure is not immediate in the manner of the 

pleasure of the senses”, (p. 72). This approach can be applied to the consid-

eration of any design. In the case of an ugly object we find that experience 

and judgement are relevant. The understanding of a design is informed by 

experience of previous examples and by understanding the aim of the de-

sign, generally speaking. Where Scruton´s conception seems to run counter 

to the common experience of the ugly is that ugliness has an immediacy to 

it. If we consider examples of ugliness one must note the way in which the 

perception of ugliness has a tendency to be the first quality one is aware of 

(though sometimes it can be a delayed perception). Then one tends to be-

come aware of the ways in which the object is ugly. Thus by Scruton´s ac-

count, ugliness is a displeasure of the senses yet it is also an aesthetic expe-
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rience distinguished from distasteful food (a sensory pleasure) in that one 

can choose to investigate the nature and causes of the ugliness in the way 

that one does not do with distasteful stimuli such as foods, heat sources or 

textures. It is notable here that viscerally disagreeable images such as 

wounds do demand some effort to re-examine them; a disagreeable object 

requires no such over-coming of the will. 

There can be an instructive quality to ugly design. Since an exam-

ination of aesthetics of design is “an enquiry into the nature and significance 

of architecture [or design]”, (p. 5) the examination of ugliness tends also to 

bring with it a form of insight, depending on how much the object deviates 

from the expected norm. Artists and designers can play with this tension to 

make an object visually engaging and their work is informed to some extent 

by shared norms. Citroën cars, for example, derived some of their visual 

interest by reversing expectations of the proportions, e.g. by having a longer 

bonnet ahead of the front wheels. Initial unease upon seeing this is balanced 

by consideration of and knowledge of the fact that the engine´s power was 

delivered to the front wheels and that the engine was set forward and low to 

maximise passenger space. The arrangement is functional but also at odds 

with the norms of rear-wheel drive vehicles. 

As noted earlier, Scruton´s conception of architecture is that it is 

not representational, unlike painting or the natural world. Vehicles likewise 

are not representing anything. The object is itself though elements of it may 

contain signs. At the gross scale, certain aspects of the car´s function may be 

signalled such as the location and size of the engine or the performance 

capability. Initially, the forms associated with certain functions were novel 

but they have become conventions such that a car may have a long bonnet 

even if the car is not fitted with a large or powerful engine that requires such 

space to enclose it. How this relates to ugliness is that the forms may be 

inappropriate. This leads to the observer noting the mismatch between the 

expected form and the actual form. 

In the three way relation between the viewer, the object and how it 

is seen we find that there is the potential to explain the aesthetic experience 

of ugliness. The Ssang Yong Rodius (2004) is a much cited example of an 

ugly car. In contemplating its form, the viewer is able to see the car as it is 

and also to see it as it might have been. This creates a loop of observation, 

consideration and re-consideration. The Scruton quote cited above can be re-

written to account for ugliness (amendments in italic): “In the case of design 

displeasure some act of attention, some intellectual apprehension of the 

object, is a necessary part of the displeasure: the relation with thought is an 
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internal one and any change in the thought will automatically lead to a 

redescription of the displeasure”. Imaginative looking makes it possible to 

see the vehicle as it is and how it ought to have been, based on the norms 

and conventions that have developed. Essential then are the extramorphic 

factors Weber contends are inessential to the aesthetic experience. 

Fig. 4 shows the 2004 Ssang Yong Rodius, a large people carrier 

(essentially a van). The challenge faced by the designers was to disguise the 

van-like dimensions such as the height and the profile of a vertical rear 

hatch. The car is front-wheel drive meaning the bonnet had to be short. The 

designer attempted to emphasise the length of the upper body by making the 

side-glass appear elongated. The appearance of an over-hanging roof at the 

rear was said to refer to the flying bridge of a high-performance speed boat. 

At two levels the car fails: the proportions are still incorrect (at odds with 

the attempts to signal long and low) and the detailing is confusing. The fly-

ing bridge is cut-off from the body by a pronounced groove. In this case, the 

viewer is looking for visual order and clarity and does not find it. Looking 

and re-describing the image only reveals more and more of a mismatch 

between the object and the hypothetical version of it (as it was supposed to 

have been seen, fig. 5). Imaginative seeing, to use Scruton´s phrase, worsens 

the perception that what is there is trying to look as if it is something else 

and not succeeding. 

4.3 Pye applied to ugly cars 

Pye´s introduction to aesthetics, a consideration of beauty, suggests 

that he views it as a culturally defined phenomenon where, through exam-

ples, one gains insights into intersubjectively recognised examples of “good 

design”. In this sense, Pye´s aesthetics rest primarily on a conception of 

taste rather than a philosophically grounded explanation. As such, it depends 

on a shared understanding of the specifics of vehicle design I outlined in 

section 3.0 and 3.1. Further, aesthetic awareness is not a sensation but “a 

memory compounded from a long series of sensations”. What might those 

sensations consist of in the case of the ugly? Pye does not deal with this. 

However, it is consistent with his idea of the “long series of sensations” to 

propose that Pye would account for ugliness by describing it as a memory of 

a long series of unpleasant sensations. This parallels Scruton´s idea of de-

scription and re-description. One looks at the ugly object and re-looks, as 

one attempts to find order in the shapes and colours. I contend that Pye´s 

conception of the aesthetic also depends on a moral dimension which 

Scruton alludes to (cf. above). In this light, ugliness is also a moral failing. It 

fails to bring us closer to beauty and instead confronts us with the opposite, 
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a thing we do not wish to see. Rewriting Pye (amendments in italic): “We 

are all imprisoned by the unremitting pre-occupations and drives of living: 

we are full of care. To know ugliness is to be reminded of that prison …, if 

not often and not for long, still to be reminded”. 

If beauty allows us to have a rapport with an object, ugliness must 

be the marked failure of a rapport at best. At worst, it is a coercion into a 

negative rapport. From this one can understand the strong feelings engen-

dered by poor design. It is most strongly expressed where one has no choice 

but to interact with or experience the object. Buildings, being public, partic-

ularly provoke this sense of outrage, of beauty denied. Automotive design 

also provokes strong reactions when it is negative, in part because it is also a 

public phenomenon though comparatively ephemeral and smaller in scale 

than architecture. The ugly is a confounding of expectations (again we find 

that Pye, like Scruton, depend on extramorphic aspects to understand ugli-

ness). This explains why inexperienced designers or primitive makers of ob-

jects can produce ugly or naïve forms. They have not had the opportunity to 

gain insight into what is intersubjectively held to be positive form. We find 

then that not only can Pye account for ugliness on two grounds, shared taste 

and the moral, but that Weber´s conception seems to eliminate the possibil-

ity of explaining the design of the inexperienced or primitive. 

Pye refers to the concept of useless work which is that work re-

quired to change the appearance of an object from brute functionality to 

acceptability and on to a state of refinement known as beauty. Interestingly 

and perhaps paradoxically in the case of car design all the cases of accepted 

ugly designs show evidence of useless work. The Ssang Yong Rodius has 

industry standard materials and finishes and a detailed inspection of the 

body reveals no eccentric lines. The craftsmanship is entirely consistent with 

the norms of the industry; as a counter-point there are examples of vehicles 

that demonstrate a lack of useless work and which are still deemed beautiful 

(many British cars). What we learn from this is that Pye´s aesthetics can ac-

count for why an object is “good design” at the gross scale but is inadequate 

in expressing how, for example, a poorly finished Alfa Romeo of the 1970s 

(fig. 6) could be beautiful and the much-better finished Ssang Yong is ugly. 

It is possible on Pye´s account to understand how we might see that 

which is ugly as well as that which is neutral and that which is beautiful. 

Particularly appropriate is the concept of toggling between modes of look-

ing, or taking in as much information as possible and “the visible relations 

between them”, (p. 121). It depends on looking and not ignoring. What is 

interesting is that Pye´s account can explain why much design fails to en-
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gage us and points to the only possible use of ugliness. Two classes of car 

design (beautiful and ugly) receive most of the attention but make up only a 

small proportion of the total number of products released. The first is the 

obvious case of the very striking cars. The second is the case of the unsuc-

cessful or ugly ones. The class of neutral designs evades attention partly be-

cause, following Pye´s explanation, the relation of the elements is neither 

more nor less than what we expect. It is the bare minimum of useless work 

and the elements are without accent or deviation being the shortest path be-

tween points. 

Fig. 7 shows a neutral design, a 1982 Nissan Cherry. Nearly all the 

main lines and edges are without any apparent curvature. None of the angles 

of the silhouette deviate from what is expected. A consideration of ugliness, 

derived from Pye´s aesthetics, allows us to explain why this design´s neu-

trality discourages prolonged consideration. The shape is not suggesting an-

ything in addition to what is there. One cannot imagine it is something else 

(as per Scruton) and one finds no barrier to seeing the relation of the parts to 

each other (as per Pye). 

Turning to the case of an ugly design, we can apply Pye´s concep-

tion to this and see that as one shifts from detail to overall view, and from 

detail to proportion, the eye is confronted by confounded expectations. 

These would not be problematic if one was able to ignore the “noise” and 

simply regard it as a whole. 

Following Pye´s account, we find this design ugly because the de-

tail execution (matters of taste) are inadequate and because the car´s design 

intent does emerge from the noise as one but perhaps two distinct themes. 

The actual car is shown in fig. 8. 

Here we find the limits of ugliness too, according to Pye. If a third 

theme was introduced the design might merely be perceived as unresolved. 

What we actually see in this design are two design themes with the possibil-

ity of resolution and neither is dominant. Fig. 9a and 9b shows two possible, 

but conflicting themes (two sets of coherent elements) making up the front 

end of the car. The themes are superimposed. Following Pye, the viewer 

looks at the mass of information and is unable to determine which theme is 

dominant and whether the aligning principle is horizontal or vertical. 

Fig. 10 attempts to show how these themes can be disentangled. It 

shows the apparent horizontal division of the car into an upper theme and a 

lower theme, divided by the line A-B. 

There are elements of the design´s craftsmanship that add to the 

uncertainty, (fig. 11). The diagonal line (A) from the front wheel to the indi-
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cator on the wing crosses three horizontal features. The body panel shut line 

(D) between the wheel arch and the body interferes with the reading of a 

flare in the wheel arch lip. There are what appear to be two thick panel gaps: 

one (C) runs under the badge and one (B) connects the indicator lamp to the 

top air intake. Since both are the same thickness both suggest they could be 

the bonnet panel gap. Only the upper one is. The lower one is where the up-

per and lower bumper moulding are joined. 

5.0 Conclusion. 

Weber, Scruton and Pye offer explanations of the aesthetic experi-

ence that can account for the phenomenon of ugliness. Weber´s account is 

the weakest on the grounds that he rules out what he terms extramorphic 

factors which can be interpreted to involve matters of taste, which evolves 

from prior experience. There is ambiguity in his account in that he accords 

meaning an important role in the aesthetic experience and meaning is de-

pendent on experience. Properties of form are given a central role in his 

account. It is upon these objectively existing elements that the attention of 

the viewer rests. The remainder of his account then draws upon Gestalt 

theory to explain how one analyses the forms as they appear. Gestalt theory 

is useful in understanding the relation of edges, groups, and lines. Since cars 

are partially composed of these elements, Weber´s theory is partially able to 

explain how one perceives visual ambiguity. The case of the 2001 Pontiac 

Aztek demonstrates a design that fails due to an excess of ambiguity. How-

ever, Weber´s explanation seems unable to get beyond describing that there 

is ambiguity and does not positively describe why a given car might be ugly 

or how it is seen to be so. Rather it focuses on how a design might be per-

ceived to be satisfactory. Weber´s account seems to underplay the role of the 

internal, subjective state of mind, referring primarily to biological and cog-

nitive structures which are common to individuals. Weber´s account can ex-

plain the experience of attractive or beautiful designs as abstractions but is 

not equipped to explain the experience of ugly vehicles since it discounts or 

appears to discount the learned or extramorphic aspects upon which judge-

ments of ugliness rest. 

Scruton and Pye´s accounts are more complete and internally con-

sistent. They both make use of the concept of imaginative looking and allow 

for learned experience to play a role in their explanations. That is, that look-

ing is an active process of toggling between various mental states (how the 

object is and how it could be seen). They also include taste in their explana-

tions of why a design might be perceived as ugly. There exists in both 

explanations the idea that the viewer is looking outward at the object but 
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also looking inward to a model of the object which is dynamic while also 

referring to what one might call the Platonic idea of such an object. Ugliness 

by these accounts is the experience of a disjunction between what is seen 

and how the object might otherwise look based on learned knowledge. This 

relates to prior examples of the type and an understanding of materials and 

their performance. From a philosophical viewpoint, the inclusion of taste in 

an explanation of aesthetics is only a partially successful strategy since it is 

a stratagem that attempts to incorporate the aesthetic judgements of others 

into an objective reference. It externalises the problem but does not elimi-

nate it. An explanation of the aesthetic experience of ugliness should reduce 

the system being explained to the object and the observer. Reference to taste 

brings in a third element, intersubjective values, and these reside not in the 

object or the observer but all the other observers and their knowledge. From 

whence does that arise? 

If we exclude taste but not the individual´s understanding of mate-

rial and function from Scruton and Pye´s explanations of aesthetics and 

apply them to the phenomenon of ugliness, these accounts indicate ugliness 

is experienced as a form of excessive ambiguity; it is also a mismatch be-

tween the observed form and knowledge of how that form (isolated from 

previously experienced counter-examples) might otherwise be. It would ap-

pear that the experience of ugliness is related to knowledge of objects in the 

class under consideration. What is experienced as ugliness in nature, art or 

architecture is different from what is experienced as ugliness in car design 

since that field has its own characteristic set of demands. 

In introducing the topic of ugliness in automotive design, the ques-

tion arises of whether ugliness is a mass of particulars or whether it is a gen-

eral phenomenon. A tentative answer is that ugliness in automotive design is 

a phenomenon arising from innumerable instances at a wide range of scales. 

It may be immediate or delayed. 

Both Pye and Scruton suggest a moral quality to beauty and, as a 

corollary, there is also an element of moral failure in ugliness. Weber´s cog-

nitive account of aesthetics does not address this whereas Scruton and Pye 

leave open the path to explain why a car design might be technically correct 

but still viewed as ugly. This would be on the grounds of excess, where rath-

er than failing to meet a required standard, the form exceeds expectations in 

some way such as scale or opulence. It is primarily a moral objection that 

colours our aesthetic perception of grandiose vehicles rather than a failure at 

the level of craftsmanship or proportions. 
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These accounts don´t address the middle ground of designs that are 

not beautiful but which are often termed “good” design. The 1974 Volvo 

200-series, 1983 Citroën BX and 1995 Fiat Multipla (fig. 12a, b, and c) are 

often cited as cars that do not meet customary expectations of beauty and yet 

are regarded as good design. This matter points towards the aesthetics of car 

design as being in a particular territory where instantaneous judgements of 

appearance are heavily qualified by subsequent reflection and value judge-

ments which depend on knowledge of the object. Aesthetic judgements are 

unstable. While the mode of the experience of the object is uniform, the way 

in which the object is viewed alters over time and objects that were deemed 

ugly become included in the set of non-ugly objects. 

This is helpful in making a distinction between the ugly and the un-

familiar. The two have common territory in that the perception of ugliness 

requires that the object as seen is not like the set of previously experienced 

objects. However, further exposure to the object allied to an increased data 

set means the initial judgement may alter, at least to shift the judgement 

from one of ugliness to one of acceptability. 

A final question regarding ugliness in automotive design. Design at 

its best produces objects of visual interest and there is a quite long list of 

vehicles which achieve this standard. These are objects worth a long look 

and which reward the viewer at many levels. Most cars don´t achieve this 

and seem to reside in a class which Weber´s aesthetics can allow for: the 

visually unexceptional. Weber´s aesthetics indicates what one must avoid in 

order to look incorrect but does not suggest how one can design something 

exceptionally good. Objects in this class are not worth looking at for very 

long, being neither beautiful nor interestingly wrong. 

The 1993 Toyota Carina E (fig. 13) is technically correct and one 

may consider it aesthetically in the manner outlined by Pye of toggling 

between a general and particular focus. It is here, in between ugliness and 

beauty that the real challenge to theories of the aesthetics of design reside. 

The 2001 Pontiac Aztek is ugly yet also interesting. Does that mean it is not 

truly ugly? It seems that in the realm of design, ugliness comes with a de-

gree of interest. Or is it that the class of truly ugly things is small if ugliness 

must mean unacceptable but also lacking visual interest. 
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Figure 2: 2000 Lancia Kappa (modified by the author) 

 

 

 
Figure 3: 2000 Lancia Kappa, as designed. 
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Figure 4: 2004 Ssang Yong Rodius. 
 

 
 

Figure 5: 2004 Ssang Yong Rodius, reproportioned. 
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Figure 6: 1976 Alfa Romeo GTV. 

 

 
 

Figure 7: 1982 Nissan Cherry. 
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Figure 8: 2001 Pontiac Aztek. 

 

 
 

Figure 9a: One theme in the 2001 Pontiac Aztek. 
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Figure 9b: One more theme in the 2001 Potiac Aztek. 

 

 
 

Fig. 10: A horizontal line divides the upper and lower sections of the car. 

 



81 

 

 
 

Figure 11: 2001 Pontiac Aztek´s shut line 

 

 
 

Figure 12,1: Volvo 200-series. 
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Figure 12, 2: Citroën BX. 

 

 
 

Figure 12,3: Fiat Multipla. 
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Figure 13: 1993 Toyota Carina E. 
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Understandings of Ugliness in Kant’s Aesthetics 
 

Jonathan Johnson 

(Hong Kong Baptist University) 

 

„Uglifying‟ Kant‟s Aesthetics. The focus on beauty for most of the 

history of aesthetics may be largely to blame for the dearth of writings on 

ugliness. But new explorations of the „ugly in itself‟ have started to make up 

for this historical lack. Some recent offerings explore the range of grotes-

query through collecting instances of ugliness, as does Umberto Eco‟s en-

cyclopedic On Ugliness,
2
 or selecting cultural conceptions, as Gretchen E. 

Henderson‟s Ugliness.
3
 Yet it is enticing to look back to more systematic 

treatments of aesthetics for glimpses of ugliness as situated in larger con-

texts. Works that methodically describe ugliness are notoriously scarce, be-

cause when discussion of ugliness arose in these contexts it was usually 

wedded to beauty. As Ronald Moore notes in his entry “Ugliness” in the 

Oxford Encyclopedia of Aesthetics: “As nearly everyone agrees, the 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”. But there are a few extensive explorations, as in Edmund Burke‟s 

A Philosophi-cal Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and 

Beautiful
4
 and Karl Rosenkranz‟ Aesthetics of Ugliness.

5
 More often the 

search for ugliness in aesthetic systems requires us to try and reconstruct 

what a writer might have thought about the disconcerting experience. 

Looming large on the list of systems from which scholars have 

tried to tease out a notion of ugliness is the writing of Immanuel Kant. Much 

of Kant‟s system of aesthetics is contested, not only in its intricacies but also 

in its tenor (Adorno once claimed “Hegel and Kant were the last who, to put 

it bluntly, were able to write major aesthetics without understanding any-

                                                 
2 Rizzoli 2007. 
3 London: Reaktion Books 2015. 
4 Oxford UP 2008. See also Longinus‟ treatment of the sublime, which with Burke 

and Kant sets out the negative features of types of sublime experiences. 
5 London: Bloomsbury 2015. Written in the early 19th century, this German work 

only recently was translated into English by Andrei Pop and Mechtild Widrich. 
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thing about art”),
6
 and yet Kant‟s writings inarguably changed the course of 

aesthetic discussions. As a small example, we may find much of the modern 

focus on subjective response rather than objective phenomena as the results 

of Kant‟s system. Writing on how Kant‟s thought affected the history of art 

and art philosophy, Mark Cheetham notes that “his experimental supposition 

„that objects must conform to our knowledge‟ … established the mind‟s ca-

pacities as constitutive of the only reality we can know – while positing the 

necessity of a noumenal thing-in-itself – it follows that his will always be an 

aesthetics of reception, of how mind shapes its world”.
7
 If Kant‟s writings 

helped to set up this divide between the knower and the known, it also rein-

forced the idea of not only beauty, but ugliness also being merely „in the eye 

of the beholder‟. 

Further, giving an account of ugliness, or negative aesthetic judg-

ments in Kant‟s mature system of aesthetics (as found in the Critique of the 

Power of Judgment)
8
 is desirable for a number of reasons. An ability to ac-

count for such judgments would tie up some loose ends for readers of the 3
rd

 

Critique. To begin with, Kant himself seems to make mention of such nega-

tive judgments alongside of positive judgments (CPJ Introduction VII and 

§1) without full elaboration. Yet he also makes claims which might be taken 

as disallowing any negative aesthetic judgments (e.g. seemingly linking re-

flective formal judgments with only pleasure and beauty in Introduction 

VII). There are also varieties of judgment which come tantalizingly close to 

the borders of negative aesthetic judgments such as in the discussions of 

what Kant calls adherent/dependent beauty (e.g. §16) and the sublime (e.g. 

§27), without fully answering the problem of ugliness itself – what Kant 

would have called “pure” ugliness (as counterpart to “pure” beauty).
9
 Out-

side of these internal questions, some scholars have said Kant‟s entire ac-

count of aesthetics hinges on his allowance for these types of judgments. 

Henry Allison states that “the inclusion of space for such negative judg-

ments is criterial for the adequacy of an interpretation of Kant‟s theory of 

                                                 
6 Adorno, Th. Aesthetic Theory, Minnesota UP 1997. 
7 Cheetham, M.A. Kant, Art, and Art History, Cambridge UP 2001. 
8 Herein I abbreviate this work as CPJ, and – where possible – refer to the sections 

(“§“) rather than pagination which varies among translations; I use the translation of 

Werner S. Pluhar, Cambridge: Hackett 1987, rather than Paul Guyer‟s Cambridge 

edition, 2000. If citing an author's quote of CPJ I leave the quote as given in their 

translation. This paper limits its scope largely to CPJ though Kant wrote a number of 

other treatises touching on aesthetic concerns. 
9 Kant‟s notion of purity in aesthetic judgments is explained in the next section. 
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taste”.
10

 Others note the modern use of explicitly negative aesthetics in the 

arts and seek to reconcile this with Kant‟s aesthetics.
11

 Finally, the puzzling 

nature of ugliness in Kant‟s framework has given rise to literature debating 

its place, and by doing so prompted detailed discussion of what exactly Kant 

entails in a number of the most foundational sections of CPJ. 

For all of these reasons it has behooved many writers to try and 

parse ugliness and negative judgments in Kant‟s aesthetics. In examining 

those scholars who have made the attempt I contend that we also find 

valuable conceptions of ugliness that either arise from the existing Kantian 

framework or impose themselves as necessary to any satisfying account of 

ugliness, Kantian or otherwise. My objective in this exploration is not to 

solve the question of ugliness in Kant, but rather to view the literature as 

evidence of ugliness' multifaceted nature. As such my focus will be on 

presenting their take on Kant‟s aesthetics, rather than Kant‟s aesthetic itself 

– although much comes through in their writings. I shall first discuss ex-

amples of those scholars who hold that Kant either disallows, or cannot 

allow, pure ugliness into his system of aesthetics. Secondly, I introduce a 

number of scholars who contend that Kant does indeed have a place for 

ugliness (pure and otherwise) in his system. For both sets I note the ways in 

which they attempt to place negative aesthetic judgments in Kant‟s system. 

Finally, I enumerate the manner in which these scholars have viewed ugli-

ness itself, and thereby demonstrate how ugliness forces itself into any 

thorough account of aesthetic experience. This exploration shows us some-

thing of the emotional, visceral, and cognitive force of the repulsive, unset-

tling, disgusting, and many other forms of the ugly. Woven through this 

conclusion is the ability of artisans and audiences to tolerate, accommodate, 

and even embrace ugliness in contexts of art and aesthetic pleasure. 

Kant‟s Complexity – Where to Place Ugliness? Before delving into 

those writers who cannot find a place for ugliness in Kant‟s system of 

aesthetics, I would like to say a note about explanations of the system itself. 

Kant‟s writing is notoriously complicated, and even assuming a view that 

the CPJ presents a unified account of our power of aesthetic (and teleolog-

ical) judgment, the experts explaining his account are seldom unified in ex-

                                                 
10 Allison, H.E. Kant‟s Theory of Taste, Cambridge UP 2001. 
11 This is one of the pursuits in Mojca Küplen's “The Aesthetic of Ugliness – A 

Kantian Perspective”, Proceedings of the European Society for Aesthetics 5, (2013). 
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plicating it.
12

 That being the case, I cannot give a gloss of Kant‟s labyrin-

thine system here, but only note a few key points at the onset along with a 

disclaimer. The disclaimer first: those familiar with Kant‟s Critical system 

see that a number of terms from Kant‟s precise technical repertoire develop-

ed in earlier stages of his architectonic are also redeployed in his aesthetic 

writings. But for those less familiar with his system these terms ordinarily 

have far different meanings: words like “intuition”, “imagination”, “sub-

lime”, “pure”, “disinterested” and others mean something different in Kant‟s 

realm than they do in everyday parlance. Where these occur, the context will 

help make sense of their specialized use. 

Further, I intend that the writers surveyed below will themselves 

provide several entry-points for discussion of Kant‟s views, and so I will not 

delve into their complexities before they are presented. Yet I would like to 

cue the reader into important distinctions for Kant‟s study of our judging 

things as beautiful (and by extension, ugly).
13

 Kant spends some time 

discussing types of pleasure which are agreeable (which is akin to satisfac-

tion) and dependent or adherent beauty which for him is in reference to 

concepts or ideas. Both of these judgments are interested, which is not the 

same as „interesting‟, but speaks more to our having a „vested interest' in the 

object. These types of judgments of pleasure are put to use in a variety of 

ways (among them judgments of artistry), but they are not Kant‟s main 

focus in the aesthetic portion of CPJ. Instead Kant is concerned with some-

thing he calls “pure” aesthetic judgments of beauty. There are a number of 

                                                 
12 The complexity has led some critics to find CPJ irretrievably obtuse. Such is the 

case of David Berger, who claims “at times, it appears to be a morass of hesitant 

claims, or worse yet, contradictory ones … Truth be told, there is much in Kant‟s 

aesthetic theory that he did not settle; nor did he pretend otherwise”, (Kant‟s 

Aesthetic Theory, London: Continuum, 2009). While I do not believe that CPJ is so 

inscrutable, such comments do show the degrees of confusion which Kant‟s argu-

mentation can inspire. For digestible treatments of the aesthetics of CPJ, I follow C. 

H. Wenzel An Introduction to Kant‟s Aesthetics, Oxford: Blackwell 2005, H. E. 

Allison op.cit., and J.H. Zammito‟s historical masterpiece The Genesis of Kant‟s 

Critique of Judgment, Chicago UP 1992. 
13 The CPJ is aimed at a treatment of the subject‟s ability and actions in judging, and 

those looking for insight into the objects of aesthetic judgment may find themselves 

stymied. I am exploring some occasions of Kant‟s scant definite treatment of the 

object in another paper comparing Kant‟s mathematical sublime and the Chinese art 

of penjing miniatures. 
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requirements for an aesthetic judgment to be pure, most of which relate to 

Kant's four moments.
14

 Alix Cohen summarizes these as: 

(1) (Quality) Disinterested pleasure 

(2) (Quantity) Universal liking 

(3) (Relation) Purposiveness without a purpose 

(4) (Modality) Necessary liking
15

 

Yet rather than focusing on one of these moments, the judgment of 

taste itself is where Kant scholars tend to place or debar ugliness. For Kant, 

when a subject contemplates input (by means of what he calls intuition) 

there may be a free play of our cognitive powers (namely our imagination, 

which handles the representations, and understanding, which in determining 

judgments processes this information by means of concepts), which is har-

monious and pleasurable. The italicized words and phrases are all key ele-

ments of Kant‟s account of our subjective judging, and among these ele-

ments we will find disagreements over ugliness unfolding. 

Disallowances of Ugliness – The Unthinkably Ugly. Foremost 

among those refusing to find a place for ugliness in Kant‟s system is Paul 

Guyer. In a provocative article Guyer tackles the question of whether or not 

Kant can countenance pure ugliness, and answers with a resounding „No‟.
16

 

What makes his article especially provoking is that he argues the concerns 

causing ugliness to be rejected as a pure aesthet-ic judgment extend to 

beauty as well, and Kant‟s pursuit of even pure beauty is seen as impossible. 

In a sense Guyer's pursuit of pure ugliness ends up de-stroying pure beauty 

as well. But how does this happen in his account? 

Guyer examines part of what sets aesthetic judgments apart from 

other types of judgment. Kant holds that aesthetic judgments (judgments of 

taste) are a species of reflective judgment as distinguished from determin-

                                                 
14 See especially CPJ §s 1-22, or the concise treatment of Kant's "Moments" in 

Wenzel's Introduction, op.cit. 
15 A. Cohen "Kant on the Possibility of Ugliness" (cf. section IV below), Essays in 

Kant‟s Aesthetics, eds. T. Cohen & P. Guyer, Chicago UP 1982. I have removed 

Cohen's italicization emphasizing the positive aspects in judgments of beauty (pleas-

ure, purposiveness, liking). 
16 P. Guyer “Kant and the Purity of the Ugly”, Kant e-Prints, 3,3 (2004). Along with 

Wenzel, whose writing I examine below, Guyer's article serves as a 'roll call' for 

writers on Kant and ugliness; he references Hud Hudson, Henry Allison, Reinhardt 

Brandt, Miles Rind, David Shier, C.H. Wenzel, Christian Strub, and Dieter Lohmar; 

but does not include the writings of Mojca Küplen, Alix Cohen, Garrett Thomson, 

Theodore Grayck, or Sean McConnell which I also explore. 
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ing/determinative judgments. The latter are involved in our more routine 

cognitions, in which we receive sensory input and make sense of them. 

Without going into details which would demand a review of the 1st 

Critique, Guyer finds it impossible that we would consider an ugly object 

(or any object) without determining what it is first – if we are to have re-

flecting aesthetic judgments about a thing we must have a sense of what the 

thing is. At the risk of oversimplifying a nuanced argument, Guyer disbe-

lieves we can have reflective judgment pure from (i.e. free of) determining 

judgments. Along the way Guyer (perhaps taking a cue from Wenzel) notes 

Kant's earlier writings gave ugliness more meaning than a simple lack (or 

privation).
17

 As on a mathematical scale or line, Kant seems to say beauty 

lay at one end along the line, from whence one could pass to neutrality, and 

on to ugliness, which was not simply beauty's "contradictory opposite".
18

 

Guyer also gives an enlightening exploration of how we might arrive at 

varieties of indifference or displeasure (pp. 1-5), but his strongest claim is in 

denying Kant any recognition of pure ugliness, and by extension questioning 

pure beauty. Here is Guyer's conclusion: 

while Kant obviously recognizes the existence of ugli-

ness, he does not hold that our experience of ugliness is a 

pure aesthetic experience. The ugly is what we find physi-

cally disagreeable or morally offensive, and although the 

latter experiences place limits on the freedom of our imag-

ination in its play with the understanding, they are not 

themselves pure aesthetic experiences. ... In the end, all of 

our experiences of such harmony ["between imagination 

and understanding"] are also associated with ideas of rea-

son with ideas through the intermediary of aesthetic ideas, 

and thus our experiences of beauty, just like those of the 

ugly and the sublime, are impure rather than pure.
19

 

Moving from what we might call Guyer's strictly cognitive con-

cern, there are refusals of Kantian ugliness based on a mixture of cognition 

and emotion. Such is the case for David Shier, who locates the dilemma in 

                                                 
17 Kant's essay Attempt to introduce the concept of negative magnitudes into philoso-

phy, 1763. As Guyer notes, the importance of this essay is also emphasized by Alli-

son and Wenzel in their texts I reference. 
18 Kant as quoted by Guyer, p. 3. 
19 Guyer, pp. 20-21. 
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the aforementioned harmony in aesthetic judgments.
20

 On his way to his 

conclusion Shier summarizes many crucial points well, among them Kant's 

self-inflicted mystery of ugliness by means of incompleteness and failure to 

address a point that Kant himself raised (by reference to "pleasure or pain," 

"satisfaction or dissatisfaction.").
21

 Shier also gives concise summaries of 

the "two faculties involved in cognition". Although the outcome (and pro-

cess) is different in determining and reflecting judgment, the 'set pieces' are 

the same: "the imagination, by which the manifold of intuitions is assembled 

and apprehended; and the understanding, by which the intuitions are united 

by means of concepts. In judgment, these two cognitive faculties are related 

to each other".
22

 

In reflective judgment the subject isn't determining things, but is 

experiencing harmonious free play of the above faculties. Shier notes many 

things about this harmony, but his point of emphasis is on its pleasing na-

ture. His argument might be described as follows: 1) All judgments of taste 

have harmonious free play; 2) harmonious free play is pleasurable; 3) 

negative judgments of taste about free (pure) ugliness are impossible. (3) 

results because for Shier any judgment of taste would lose its purity/freedom 

if it was displeasurable – which for Shier means disharmonious. But does 

ugliness, or a pure negative judgment of taste have to be pegged at dishar-

mony? This question will be taken up by Wenzel in the next section. Shier 

does try to imagine where else negative elements might fit in Kant's pure 

aesthetic judgments,
23

 but several factors convince him that judgments of 

taste always involve pleasure. Therefore, for Shier‟s account of Kant, ugli-

ness is not a judgment of taste. Shier recognizes the oddity of such a con-

clusion yet insists it is how Kant must be read: "within Kant's aesthetics, and 

contrary to the obvious fact of the matter, negative judgments of taste about 

free beauty are quite impossible".
24

 

                                                 
20 "Why Kant Finds Nothing Ugly”, British Journal of Aesthetics 38, 4 (1998). To 

which Wenzel reponded a year later in his quizzically titled article "Kant Finds No-

thing Ugly?", Ibid. 39,4 (1999), cf. below. 
21 Shier, p. 412, in reference to CPJ sections such as §13. 
22 Shier, pp. 413-414. 
23 Such as in a failure "to excite ... harmonious free play", or in something that can 

"actively thwart this state of mind”, Shier, p. 417. 
24 Shier, p. 418. It is worth noting that Shier often intones "negative judgments of 

taste" as being in reference to "free beauty", and the reader may sense from this a 

vestigial view of ugliness necessarily in reference to beauty. 
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Another writer disallows Kantian ugliness through a complex link-

age with Kantian morality, by means of teleology. Garrett Thomson sets out 

to prove that if Kant admitted pure ugliness (impure is allowed) the entire 

aims of CPJ would be derailed.
 25

 In pursuing this aim Thomson immedi-

ately claims that pure ugliness would be a simple reversal of pure beauty: 

"the feeling of ugliness is a pure and disinterested disgust, and when we 

judge something to be ugly we speak in a universal voice, implying that oth-

ers ought to agree with us".
26

 While Thomson's assertion of pure ugliness' 

disharmonious nature has been explored by others, the force of his argument 

rests on the perceived consequences for Kant if pure ugliness exists. Thom-

son informs his readers that the CPJ aims to "bridge the theoretical and 

practical realms" – by which he refers to the first and second Critiques, with 

their respective interests in reason and morality. Drawing from the teleolog-

ical sections of CPJ (especially §61 onwards), he explains Kant's position 

that we must view nature as understandable, and in doing so regard it tele-

ologically.
27

 Finding something purely ugly and located in the natural world 

of experience would contradict this assumption of purpose (telos), and thus 

also undercut what Thomson holds to be the endeavor of CPJ in bridging 

understanding and morality. Simply – if unconvincingly – put: "ugliness 

precludes morality or ... if there is pure ugliness, the Third Critique fails to 

bridge the theoretical and practical". Whether or not the argument holds, 

Thomson's writing does point the reader towards implications for morality 

bound up in beauty and ugliness. 

Other rejections of pure ugliness or pure negative aesthetic judg-

ments in Kant find their objections in the shared or communicable nature of 

judgments of taste. While many writers refer to Hannah Ginsborg's writings 

                                                 
25  "Kant's Problems with Ugliness” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 

50,2 (1992), pp. 107-15, which Guyer systematically (though briefly) rebutted 

"Thomson's Problem's with Kant: A Comment on "Kant's Problems with Ugliness", 

idem., 50:4 (1992), pp. 317-19. 
26 Thomson, p. 107; his use of disgust is perhaps a misstep, as writers like Mojca 

Küplen "Disgust and Ugliness: a Kantian Perspective", Contemporary Aesthetics 9 

(2011), and Carolyn Korsmeyer Savoring Disgust, Oxford UP 2011, highlight that 

Kant holds a specifically dismissive opinion of disgust as disparate from other forms 

of ugliness. See the interesting subject at §48. 
27 Thomson, pp. 109f. Both Kant and Thomson are clear that this is not necessarily a 

claim of how things are, but rather how we judge them to be in order to understand 

them. 
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on Kant,
28

 Allison mentions that in unpublished correspondence Ginsborg 

had emphasized that for Kant "universal communicability" is itself pleasur-

able, so "universally communicable displeasure" has "no place".
29

 Taking 

Kant's description that this communicability is linked with pleasure, 

Ginsborg seems to say that ugliness' obviously displeasing nature precludes 

it from being a pure judgment of taste. While we might avoid this conclu-

sion by unlinking communication from that which is communicated, such a 

suggestion provokes thought about ugliness' communicability or expecta-

tions or such.
30

 

In a different light but still in reference to Ginsborg, Berger gives 

what appears to be his own claim that judgments of taste are so individual-

ized that a universally descriptive system (even one as subjectively ground-

ed as CPJ) probably cannot provide an account for ugliness in its necessari-

ly autonomous actuality. 

Taste, I argue, manifests a robust individualism and auton-

omy that cognitive and linguistic norms lack. Thus, any 

interpretation that seeks to forge a fundamental connection 

between cognitive and aesthetic normativity faces a dilem-

ma: either it loses its grip on the role that cognitive norms 

play in the everyday activities of human beings, or it is 

forced to take an analogous conception of general human 

agreement as part of the very idea of taste.
31

 

Berger's claim is an example of skepticism of the CPJ system al-

together, and while it fails to account for how Kant might have viewed pure 

negative judgments of taste (having rejected Kant's view of judgments of 

taste altogether) it does demonstrate how a concern for displeasure and 

                                                 
28 See e.g. Ginsborg "Aesthetic judging and the intentionality of pleasure", Inquiry 

46,2 (2003), pp. 164-81. 
29 This is Allison's summary of Ginsborg's position. He disagrees, saying "there is 

nothing inherently problematic in a universally communicable state of displeasure”, 

op.cit., p. 115. 
30 Thomson notes Meerbote (in Cohen & Guyer, eds. Essays) has a similar reason for 

disallowing pure judgments of taste: if they are universal they refer to something 

"invariant between people". Thomson states Meerbote viewed this as the categories, 

and this reference disallows pure ugliness, ibid. 
31 Berger, op.cit., p. 21. 
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distaste forces a reconsideration of Kant's aesthetic.
32

 Coleman also critiques 

the system itself, and says that Kant ought be as suspicious of a “pure” aes-

thetic judgment (negative and positive) as he is suspicious of our ever acting 

perfectly morally.
33

 If we can never know ourselves in the latter, how could 

we in the former? In a similar vein of system-dismissal, the mid-19th centu-

ry explorer of ugliness Karl Rosenkranz felt that Kant's aesthetic would not 

admit of a convincing account of ugliness. 

Though Rosenkranz was not interested in interacting with the 

constraints of pure versus dependent judgments (perhaps by dint of his being 

in favor of realism (objectivism) contra the subjectivism of the CPJ), his 

assertions do speak to notions of purity in ugliness. Though Rosenkranz 

confused (intentionally?) Kant's use of interest with its more common use, 

he first seems to hint at elements of a pure Kantian ugly before voiding it by 

highlighting ugliness' association with concepts of beauty. As in pure judg-

ments: "Kant says with justice that the beautiful is what without interest is 

liked universally; the ugly, then, is what without interest is disliked univers-

ally".
34

 The foregoing seems aimed at fitting Kant's requirements, but the 

following might not: "All determinations of ugliness as reflective concepts, 

contain in themselves a comparison with those positive concepts of beauty 

that they posit negatively".
35

 Kant would have us view reflective judgment 

apart from definite conceptions, and Rosenkranz here says we may only 

have negative judgments of taste in relation to preconceived standards. 

Most of the deniers of pure ugliness in Kant's CPJ would admit 

that Kant could concede ugliness in various kinds of judgments (disagree-

ableness, or dependent ugliness). But Kant's real interest is in his conception 

of pure beauty, and pure judgments of taste. This is why the above writers 

have focused on the purity of such judgments and why they have found such 

rigorous standards as Kant's to be too stringent for a pure ugliness. Interest-

ingly, many have felt the whole enterprise flounders by failing to account 

                                                 
32 In the pages preceding the above quote Berger examines disagreements over taste 

as regards agreeableness, dependent beauty, and pure judgments of taste, ibid., pp. 

14-16. 
33

 Coleman, F.X.J. The Harmony of Reason: A Study in Kant‟s Aesthetics, Pittsburgh 

UP, 1974, pp. 80-84. 
34 Rosenkranz, op.cit., p.83. 
35 Ibid. p. 235. It is interesting to note that Rosenkranz clearly holds that we might 

naturally take Kant's identifications of agreeable, beautiful, and sublime and reverse 

them to find ugly negations of each (pp. 116f). Cohen's paper provides an interesting 

exercise in such an endeavor. 
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for concerns raised in examining this sort of ugliness. The authors I describe 

below are just as individualistic in their approaches, but they argue there is a 

place for pure displeasure, or pure negative judgments of taste in Kant's 

aesthetics. Following that survey I will collate insights from both the nega-

tive and the positive views of Kant's reckoning with ugliness. 

Allowances of Ugliness – The Diversity of Ugliness. A number of 

the positive accounts of Kant's ability to accommodate a pure ugliness came 

about in response to the articles of dismissal mentioned above. This will 

form a partial structure to my ordering of the following authors. Hence, I 

first examine responses to Guyer's seminal article "Kant and the Purity of 

the Ugly", but as many writers on Kantian ugliness refer to Guyer‟s conten-

tions there is a variety to choose from. I would like to start with Cohen's 

"Kant on the Possibility of Ugliness", not only because it substantively 

interacts with Guyer's concerns, but also because it ties up a number of loose 

ends that I have left undone until this point. 

Cohen begins with two helpful distinctions: 1) "that ugliness 

should be defined as the contrary of beauty", and 2) "Kant's account of 

aesthetic judgement commits him not only to the existence of the ugly, but 

to the distinction of two kinds of ugliness".
36

 The latter concerns the pure 

and impure, which though many other writers recognized, Cohen provides a 

most elaborate explanation of. She enumerates examples of impure ugliness, 

and the ways in which they are impure. I italicize the words indicating Kant-

ian 'impurity': 

1) "Conceptual Ugliness" – which is "the contrary of adherent 

beauty ... it fails to meet the criteria spelt out by the concept that specifies 

how it ought to appear". 

2) "Emotional Ugliness" – which "contravenes our emotional 

interests", by means of "the negative feelings associated with [the object]”. 

3) "Distasteful Ugliness" – in which we cannot differentiate "be-

tween the representation of the object and the object itself". Further, "I can-

not adopt a disinterested perspective on it and judge the work of art aesthet-

ically". 

4) "Disgusting Ugliness" – in which "I believe I ought not to ap-

prehend it aesthetically ... from a moral standpoint". 

                                                 
36 Cohen, op.cit., p. 199. In a footnote Cohen also refers to the "threefold distinction 

be-tween the beautiful, the ugly, and the aesthetically indifferent". The "distinctions" 

mentioned in her introduction go beyond this scale. 
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This listing of the varieties of impure ugliness helps us to focus on 

what exactly Kant would not be considering if he were to consider an im-

pure ugliness. While these four distinctions are indeed helpful, I feel that (3) 

and (4), upon examining CPJ §48 may actually be the same judgment.
37

 

Having cleared the ground of impure ugliness, Cohen can now de-

scribe her Kantian account of pure ugliness. As she does so she also answers 

Guyer's concern by contending that we may "simultaneously" have cogni-

tive harmony (determining judgments) and aesthetic harmony (reflective 

judgments).
38

 In this way we are able to see an object, know what it is and 

still have an aesthetic experience in the encounter. This "multitasking" helps 

ease readings of much of CPJ (e.g., §16) and avoids Guyer's collapsing of 

the reflective into the determinative. It also allows Cohen to make her own 

claim that pure ugliness is a case of "aesthetic disharmony [in which] I 

would be experiencing foul play rather than free play between imagination 

and understanding".
39

 Her innovation is in the coinage of the term 'foul 

play', which – somewhat like free play – is only ever defined by Cohen as a 

feeling. Whereas free play is a feeling of pleasure, foul play is a feeling of 

displeasure. In conclusion she rehearses the other forms of ugliness (listed 

above), and by elimination identifies a left-over displeasure whose only 

explanation can be a foul play of the faculties. Following Kant's four mo-

ments (cf. above) she describes this ugliness as: 

(1') Disinterested displeasure 

(2') Universal validity 

(3') Counterpurposiveness without a purpose 

(4') Necessary disliking 

Though these definitions still leave much room for investigation, 

they do point at more ways which ugliness might appear (for Kant) in a pure 

aesthetic judgment. 

Like Guyer, the next scholar I will consider has done a great 

service in reviewing not only most of the literature on ugliness and negative 

judgments in Kant, but also explaining the various ways in which the riddle 

                                                 
37 See Küplen "Digust and Ugliness" for an interesting treatment of disgust itself, not 

only in a Kantian but also phenomenological, psychological, and sociological sense. 

Küplen highlights the sensory nature of disgust (as does Korsmeyer) which I believe 

explains how (3) and (4) in Cohen's account can be singular. 
38 Cohen, pp. 205-206. 
39 Cohen, p. 206. My emphasis. 
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might be solved.
40

 Without re-sketching all of the possibilities that Wenzel 

introduces, I will simply touch on the solutions he proposes for placing pure 

ugliness in Kant. Like Cohen and Guyer, Wenzel alerts us to the three po-

tential verdicts in judgment of taste (beautiful, neutral, and ugly). But unlike 

Guyer, Wenzel differentiates between cognitive and aesthetic harmony. He 

also sets up a threefold distinction in types of purposiveness: 1) “in the rela-

tion of the objects to the faculties of imagination and understanding”; 2) “in 

the relation of these faculties to each other while contemplating the object”; 

3) “in the relation of this very relation to cognition in general”.
41

 In his dis-

cussion of purposiveness he also disputes Hudson‟s emphasis on “contrapur-

posiveness” as distinguishing ugliness.
42

 Likewise in another article Wenzel 

(by way of Guyer) lists the possible ways in which we cognize, or have har-

monious play of the two faculties.
43

 

All of this parsing and division is done by Wenzel in order to make 

room for a pure judgment of ugliness to be found in disharmony. Whereas 

Shier had claimed that the „free play‟ and „harmony‟ needs to be pleasur-

able, Wenzel contends for a “free disharmonious play of imagination and 

understanding” in which “their disharmonious relationship is not suitable for 

the possibility of subsuming the representation of our imagination (intuition) 

under a concept of the understanding”.
44

 As Cohen earlier reminded us, the 

feeling of pleasure (or in ugliness, displeasure) does maintain a bellwether 

role in Kant‟s judgments of taste – though the depth of discussion of cogni-

tion may cause us to forget this. Wenzel does not see the displeasure as 

destroying the free play or the judgment. But I will note here that Wenzel‟s 

                                                 
40 See, e.g., especially Wenzel's “Do Negative Judgments of Taste Have a priori 

Grounds in Kant”, Kant-Studien 103 (2012), pp. 472-493, which while surveying 

much groundwork he laid earlier (1999, 2005), provides a roll-call of ugliness (and 

negative judgment) investigators enhancing Guyer‟s list (cf. note 16 above). 
41 Wenzel “Kant Finds Nothing Ugly?”, op.cit., which, as the title suggests, responds 

to Shier. Particularly interesting is Wenzel‟s citation of many passages outside of the 

CPJ where Kant discusses ugliness (p. 418). While Wenzel's argument does find a 

believable place for ugliness, in the section above it is not clear that Wenzel's divi-

sion entirely addresses Shier's claim about “cognition in general” (e.g. Shier, p. 416). 
42 Addressing Hudson, op.cit., Wenzel says Hudson dealt with levels (“degrees”) of 

“attunement”, and ugliness would be the “worst” of these. The idea of degrees is 

shared with McConnell, cf. below – though McConnell focuses Hudson‟s idea of 

counterpurposiveness. 
43 Wenzel, 2012, pp. 483-484. 
44 Wenzel, 1999, p. 421. 
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account – and some of the accounts below – being focused on the interaction 

of the faculties does engender the idea of confusion also attending ugliness 

(i.e. as being “unsuitable for cognition”).
45

 

The next scholar blends both an exploration with Kant‟s system 

alongside a phenomenological account of experiences of ugliness. Mojca 

Küplen notes that ugliness is beauty‟s opposite, but also provides a con-

structive account of how ugliness – even in Kant‟s restrictions – is a rich 

aesthetic experience.
46

 As noted above, Küplen pays careful attention to 

Kant‟s special treatment of disgust as being impure in a very particular way, 

but like Wenzel she holds that the place for a pure ugliness is in disharmony. 

But she builds upon this premise in an attempt to solve “the paradox of ugli-

ness” in which “we can like, attend to, and value something that we prima 

facie do not like, find positively displeasing or even repellent”.
47

 Unlike 

Cohen, Küplen says that our aesthetic judgment is “subsequent” to normal 

determining cognition (p. 267), and also that aesthetic judgments of taste 

about an object are made “regarding its form” (p. 269). While Küplen makes 

other distinctions (such as differentiating between aesthetical and logical 

reflective judgments), her aim is to explore why we choose to interact with 

disharmonious ugliness, and does so by means of emphasizing free play (in 

her terms, “free imagination”): 

The feeling of displeasure in an ugly object depends on 

the experience of a disharmony between the free imagina-

tion and understanding. But if the attention to ugliness 

depends on the free play of imagination itself, regardless 

of whether this imagination is in disharmony with the un-

derstanding, then one can explain the concurrence of dis-

pleasure at an ugly object and continued attention to it … 

So while displeasure by itself would cause us to withdraw 

our attention from the cause of the displeasure, the degree 

of free play produced by an ugly object nevertheless holds 

our attention.
48

 

                                                 
45 Ibid., p. 422. 
46 I here focus on Küplen “The Aesthetic of Ugliness – A Kantian Perspective”, 

op.cit. Also useful is “Disgust and Ugliness”, op.cit. Recently Küplen has published 

a book-length discussion of Kantian ugliness: Beauty, ugliness and the free play of 

imagination: An approach to Kant‟s aesthetics, Cham: Springer, 2015. 
47 Küplen, 2013, p. 261. 
48 Ibid., p. 276. 
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One of the strengths of Küplen‟s approach is that it helps explain 

the conundrum of common aesthetic encounters with types of ugliness. 

Sometimes we attend to those experiences which ostensibly are repellent. 

Allison comes to an opposite conclusion, though by nearly the 

same means. I have already noted Allison‟s insistence that negative judg-

ments of taste must be, and can be, accounted for in Kant‟s system of aes-

thetics. The strength of Allison‟s writing on the subject (like Wenzel) is that 

he systematically treats the issues at hand. Like Wenzel and Küplen, he 

claims a pure ugly would be related to disharmony – though in a sense of 

failure or frustration. For Allison, reflective judgment “can issue in either a 

disinterested liking or disliking”, of which the latter is when said judgments 

“fail to produce a harmonious relation of the faculties”. A free play is still 

involved, but is in “a state of disharmony, where the faculties hinder rather 

than help one another in their reciprocal tasks, thereby producing a mental 

state of disinterested displeasure and a negative judgment of taste”.
49

 If all 

of the above sounds stultifying for the experience, it seems that such an 

impression is part of Allison‟s aim. Although his emphasis on disharmony is 

shared with Küplen, she sees the free play as engaging (and somewhat en-

during) and Allison instead finds the ugly forcing an end to the experience: 

“the endeavor of the mental state to preserve itself in its free play is frustrat-

ed, and instead of lingering in contemplation, the activity is abandoned”.
50

 

A different kind of abandonment takes place in Grayck‟s account 

of ugliness.
51

 He suggests that aesthetic judgments involve a kind of passage 

of time, in which the viewer is processing the form – or formlessness – of 

the representation. For those familiar with the CPJ the term formlessness 

might connote Kant‟s sublime (a type of two-step judgment which is initial-

ly negative but ultimately felt positively), and Grayck does contend that sub-

limity occurs when a judgment of formlessness is rescued from the unpleas-

ing lack of organization and purposiveness in such an experience. He states 

that “judgments of sublimity are a method of compensating for formless-

ness. … I take it that cases where no such compensation occurs are simply 

judged as cases of ugliness”.
52

 In addition to his focus on “formlessness” (to 

partially explain displeasure) and “time-order” (to help explain how two 

                                                 
49 Allison, op.cit., pp. 116-117. 
50 Ibid., p. 131. 
51 Theodore A. Grayck “Sublimity, Ugliness, and Formlessness in Kant‟s Aesthetic 

Theory”, The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism XLV (1986), pp. 49-56. 
52 Ibid., p. 52. 
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subjects at two moments in time might disagree), Grayck also has an idea of 

ugliness as degrees of conformity to unity.
53

 The ugly thing must have “min-

imal unity” to be an object, but either doesn‟t go beyond such minimality, or 

is “accompanied by non-unified elements which are just too obtrusive to al-

low continuous apprehension of the formal connections which are pres-

ent”.
54

 As we have seen in others, this kind of ugliness is contingent on our 

inability to make sense of the experience. 

Lastly I will mention McConnell, whose article “How Kant Might 

Explain Ugliness” echoes others in retaining free play, but seems to also re-

tain the harmony. Playing off of Shier and Wenzel‟s dispute, one might re-

name McConnell‟s article „Why Kant finds almost everything Ugly‟, for he 

seems to have the broadest placement of ugliness surveyed. Though one of 

McConnell‟s stated aims is to “conduct a comprehensive critical review of 

the arguments presented on each side of the debate”,
55

 the novelty of his 

argument is in emphasizing levels/ratios/degrees of judgments. He claims 

that “the harmonious free play of the faculties always has a concomitant 

feeling of pleasure in the sense of a feeling located somewhere on the pleas-

ure scale or continuum”.
56

 

In the course of his article McConnell says that a judgment of 

beauty is per “a wholly unified object, an object that exhibits total realiza-

tion of the indeterminate unifying rule”. Such a high bar means that judg-

ments of beauty are either/or propositions – either something is beautiful or 

it is not. But ugliness has degrees, and is entirely more prevalent: “anything 

else leads to the ugliness rating”.
57

 While he has much more to say in his 

article, this claim of gradated ugliness is interesting, though problematic in 

reckoning with common accounts of ugliness. Among the problems is the 

disappearance of neutral judgments, and challenges for beauty when en-

countering a „more beautiful‟ experience. In any case, McConnell‟s view 

lies at one end of the spectrum of Kantian placements of ugliness. I have 

                                                 
53 Ibid. Both “formlessness” and “time-order” are treated especially in pages 51-55. 
54 Ibid., 55. Grayck actually concludes that for Kant, all objects are beautiful. How-

ever, we “fail to maintain a constant state of aesthetic pleasure due to our human 

finitude”. 
55 S. McConnell “How Kant Might Explain Ugliness”, British Journal of Aesthetics, 

(2008), p. 205. 
56 This was noted above (footnote 41) in regards to Hudson, but McConnell cites 

Gracyk as his starting point in this discussion (pp. 217-218). 
57 Ibid., p. 220. 
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noted those who found no place for such judgments, and now closed with a 

view which finds them nearly everywhere in the realm of taste. 

Conclusion – Kantian Portraits of Ugliness. Having reviewed both 

sides of the divide regarding the possibility of Kant‟s view on pure negative 

judgments of taste, I may readily compile the insights these writers give us 

into perceptions of ugliness. Some of these writers have been led to fashion 

ugliness strictly within the boundaries of Kant‟s system, while others have 

decided the Kantian mold (as they conceived it) must be broken to accom-

modate ugliness. Others aimed at both, and attempted to square Kant‟s aes-

thetics with the undeniable experience of ugliness. Here are their gleanings, 

and the interesting views of ugliness they provoke. 

First, many writers emphasizes the disharmonious nature of ugli-

ness (Küplen, Wenzel, Allison, Shier, et al.), but did so in various ways. For 

these ugliness speaks to an experience which seems out of tune with the 

manner in which our minds process aesthetic experiences. In the words of 

some, this disharmony signals that cognition would fail (Wenzel). But is 

such a cognitive concern really the source of what we feel in ugliness? Ugli-

ness seems more than incomprehensibility. Others found this disharmony so 

disconcerting that we cannot “linger” on the experience (Allison). This does 

resonate with some forms of ugliness. But strangely, we often find ourselves 

engaging with (or enjoying?) ugly forms. Writers like Küplen held that our 

aesthetic taste still relishes the free play that even ugliness can inspire. Other 

writers claimed that these types of judgments in general are not black and 

white, but can be „more or less‟: Wenzel, Guyer and others presented a 

range from beautiful to neutral to ugly. This seems truer than a distinct alter-

native. Yet others who did take the idea to the extreme distinctions said that 

most of our judgments of taste should come up with an ugly verdict 

(McConnell). On the other hand some said that aesthetic judgment itself 

(according to Kant) would always have to be pleasant (Shier). These some-

what unbelievable positions do lead us to ask certain questions about ugli-

ness: Is there a way to contemplate anything and make it beautiful (or ugly)? 

Perhaps an aesthetic attitude which can positivize or problematize any expe-

rience? Are there some people whose cognitive, aesthetic, or moral abilities 

allow them to willfully differ in their aesthetic experience? It seems that 

there are people who can, but perhaps they bring to the experience elements 

which are outside pure consideration of form. This leads us to the next set of 

insights as regards referentiality. 

We were reminded by many writers that judgments of ugliness are 

directed towards objects, though Kant was interested mainly in our judg-
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ment, not the object. Guyer, Cohen, and others might have disagreed about 

how recognizing objects and reflecting on objects happen, but most allowed 

the viewer a chance to know what was ugly. This speaks to the fact that 

(despite CPJ‟s subjective focus) we recognize something in or about the ob-

ject of experience which we do not like – which displeases us. The question 

cannot be escaped: does ugliness come in only by means of form – some-

thing extra or different from what the thing is, or is meant to be? Or is our 

idea of ugliness only by means of such concerns (and thus impure)? 

McConnell mentioned the idea of an artist who strives towards realization of 

beauty (any lack for McConnell is ugly) – perhaps in the artist‟s striving we 

find evidence of a struggle with more purely formal concerns. Further, how 

can an artist intend to use ugliness, whether formal or conceptual, and then 

convey this intent? Clearly many artists can. Does this lead to a need to re-

think Kant‟s discussion of genius along negative as well as positive lines? 

These kinds of questions were helped by writers like Cohen and 

lead to a third set of observations about ugliness: it has a variety of types. 

What were some of the varieties of (impure) ugliness identified by Cohen? 

She noted that ugliness can mean something fails to measure up to what it 

should be, or even to the standard of beauty (Rosenkranz & McConnell). 

Ugliness can mean that we have emotional baggage that causes the associa-

tion to be negative. Ugliness can even strike us so forcefully, and arrestingly 

– as in the case of disgust – that we cannot distinguish between the represen-

tation and the thing itself (Küplen, Korsmeyer & Cohen). Even apart from 

all of these a pure, Kantian ugliness begs for reference to unity (McCon-

nell), „cognizability‟ (Wenzel, Allison, et al.) or some mysterious ought. 

Ideas of „ought‟ led some writers to Kantian morality, which seems 

crucial to the latter half of CPJ and the enterprise as a whole. Is ugliness it-

self immoral? Can entertaining it be immoral (Cohen)? Might ugliness in 

nature cause a teleological view to be impossible (Thomson)? Why are we 

offended by ugliness, and to what is it an affront? Who – in nature – has 

failed, or what has gone wrong in the appearance of ugliness? What does 

this expectation (even in nature) tell us about ourselves as aesthetic beings? 

In a sense ugliness speaks to our community: as with Kantian beauty we feel 

that we should be able to communicate ugliness to others, even though we 

find it to be inexpressible. If there is pure ugliness, it is something that other 

people should judge in the same way, based on our shared sensibilities. 

Writers like Cohen highlighted this truth even while affirming that ugliness 

can also be indefinable. It seems that this communicability should stand 

even with the concerns of precision in judgment. Coleman doubted we could 
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ever know the depth of our aesthetic purity; after all, how often can we say 

precisely what is ugly about a piece or performance? Berger likewise 

thought that each individual with their own experience and personality 

would necessarily have a unique account for beauty and ugliness. 

The large and growing body of literature dealing with Kant and ug-

liness may seem at times to be an example of the subject: confusing, con-

flicting, and at times incomprehensible. But even in this sense it serves as a 

testimony to ugliness‟ undeniability. Allison believed there must be a place 

in Kant‟s system for negative judgments of taste, because the system seem-

ed to demand it. But for aesthetics in general we may say that there must be 

a place in any system for ugliness, because it forces consideration of itself. 

In all the myriad ways we are met with, and meditate on, ugliness, the expe-

rience forms a riddle with which we must reckon. By taking the above liter-

ature into consideration en masse I have shown that ugliness can be describ-

ed as simultaneously stultifying and enlivening, offensive and fascinating, 

and raising as many questions about the experiencer as it does the expe-

rience. 
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