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Aesthetics of Ugliness:
Methodological Challenges in
the Definition

Abstract:

The history of art and especially its later periods has witnessed many works
of art with such subjects, content, materials and work processes that they
were considered ugly in the conventional perception and aesthetic tradi-
tions of the past. Regardless of the intentions and functions of ugliness in
these works, there have been discrepancies in the definition and nature of
ugliness, at least in the production of some works, so that many of their pro-
ducers and audiences have challenged the conventional and stereotyped
definitions of ugliness, thereby rejecting to perceive the ugly-considered
elements of such innovations as ugly. The theoretical challenges in stylis-
tics and the criticism of these works have mostly been related to the anal-
ysis of the concept of ugliness and its logical limits. Knowledge of the back-
grounds of the perceptions of ugliness and the evolution of the epistemic
backgrounds of its definitions are prerequisites for rejecting or accepting
the works. This study tried to identify how the backgrounds of the common
perceptions of ugliness led to the emergence of the works and how the epis-
temological developments regarding the definitions of beauty and ugliness
allowed fortheir productionandacceptance.

The traditional theoretical dependence of ugliness on beauty has had many
practical implications in the history of art. The abstraction of the ugly into
a simple set of opposites of beauty has often caused their capacities to be
ignored. This perception of ugliness, along with other presuppositions and
beliefs of traditional discourse, has marginalized it in many works of art. For
example, beauty has often been considered an integral part of artin the tra-
ditional perspective and a major component in the definitions of the nature
ofartand artworks and in aesthetic theories about art. Art has also been de-
fined asthe removal of ugliness from phenomena, and beauty has been con-
sidered anintegral element of every artwork in the modern era. Concerning
the "beauty and art" combination, ugliness is not considered a part of art,
but outside of it and even its opposite. Depicting and reflecting the ugliness
of phenomenachangesworksinto anti-artisticphenomena.

Another traditional combination, at least in the history of Western art,
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has been the "beauty and goodness" combination. Several pre-Christian theological contexts and some Greek streams of

thought have inspired the common Christian thought that creation is good in its totality. In the Old Testament, at the end of

the sixth day of creation, God found everything He had created to be good. Plato also considered this world as an imitation
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andashadow of the perfectand good world of ideas .

Other combinations in traditional aesthetic thoughts have influenced the evolving perceptions of ugliness. For example,
many have confirmed Keats, arguing that "beauty is truth and truth is beauty". Another aspect of the "beauty and truth"
combination is that ugliness, as the opposite of beauty, based on the perspective of absence of ugliness and a justification
like the "beauty and goodness" combination, is devoid of truth and ugly phenomena have no truth. In the new era and
mostly after the intellectual and religious renaissance of the West, there was doubt about traditional combinations such as
"beautyandart", "beautyand goodness", and "beauty and nature", and about many assumptions, beliefs and discourses of
the ancientand Medieval times, and skepticism, relativism, and new pluralism challenged the foundations of art. The objec-
tions of the religious reform movement against the certainties of the church and many common religious norms led to the
revision of the most basic teachings and accepted religious and moral concepts related to art and other cultural activities.
Doubts rose about the dogmatic concepts of "good and evil" and their generally religious definitions, and the duality and
contrariness of "ugly and beautiful", whose definitions and meanings were often dependent on the definitions and mean-
ings of good and evil in previous periods, was also questioned. A serious doubt also rose in the new era in the traditional
premise thatartshould only deal with, reflectand imitate beautiful phenomena.

In most of the definitions and aesthetic theories about the characteristics, processes and mechanisms of perception of
beautiful phenomena, a set of concepts and attributes positive and good in the common perception of the society have
been attributed to beautiful phenomena and conversely, ugly phenomena have been considered symmetrical and corre-
sponding to unpleasant things. For example, "annoyingness" has been considered a common feature of all ugly things and
phenomena, and every ugly phenomenon causes some annoying feeling or perception in humans, just as the Scandinavian
root of the word conveying ugliness conveys the same sense in the modern English (Bayley, 2013: 194). Many of the ug-
ly-considered phenomena have been objects provoking physical and sometimes painful reactions, such as the release of
adrenalineand nausea. Such reactions have sometimes been similarto those occurringin annoying and painful situations.
The recognition and definition of ugliness and beauty also depend on the general perception and common mentality of the
members of the society where the phenomenon under question is considered ugly or beautiful. The relativity of ugly and
beautiful things, and the fact that the criteria for their recognition and definition is conventional often means that they have
been defined by the majority of the society as such, whose opinion and consensus should be considered in the valuation and
perception of phenomenaas ugly or beautiful. Foravariety of reasons, including the request of buyers, the creators of works
of art may have reflected ugly things not considered ugly by everyone, and therefore, the beauty and ugliness reflected in
the works do not necessarily reflect the common opinion of the society.

Ugliness is a relative concept. A large number of phenomena have been considered ugly or beautiful based on the con-
ventions within certain geographical and cultural boundaries, in certain theological and moral systems, or during certain
periodsinthe history of societies. Aestheticindicators are often different from one society to another, and the mentality and
belief of a nation or society may be rejected completely by another nation and society. Darwin also showed that, despite the
similar reactions of the people of different cultures in the face of ugliness, the stimuli that provoke these reactions are rela-
tiveandvariable and differentin different cultures (Bayley, 2013:18).

Ugliness is a graded concept. Every work of art may include many ugly aspects. Rosenkranz has divided ugliness into three
natural, rational, and aesthetic types. In this categorization, natural ugliness is manifested in nature and often evokes similar
reactions of the majority of a group and society who encounter them. However, rational ugliness is manifested in the area
of ethics and aesthetic ugliness is manifested in art and is the result of the ugly combination, depiction and presentation of
phenomena. Aesthetic ugliness is not necessarily a reflection of ugly phenomena and may be related to ugly processing and
depiction of beautiful phenomena. This categorization can be modified into a simpler one where ugliness is divided into two
main categories, namely superficialand ethical.

Keywords: Ugliness And Beauty, Definition of Ugliness, Aesthetics of Ugliness, Art Methodology, History of Aesthetics
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