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Books

Our Aesthetic  
cAtegOries
by Si a n n e nga i
and

the shApe Of green
by L a nce HoSey
Central Question:  What is the role of the cute in 

contemporary culture? 

A esthetics is a strange double branch of philosophy. 
Now understood mainly as the study of art and 

beauty, the discipline didn’t actually take up beauty as an 
object of investigation until the mid-eighteenth century, 
and the beauty of art in particular until even later. But the 
major aesthetic categories we have inherited, the sublime 
and the beautiful, come from a time when viewing art was 
understood to be a transcendent, sacred, theological expe-
rience, entirely separate from and elevated above everyday 
life. Since then, art and aesthetics have been firmly and 
persistently decoupled from morality by philosophy and 
criticism (not to mention art itself); philosophers, decon-
structivists, and media theorists have torn down the mysti-

cal framework of the sublime and the beautiful in art, but 
without creating new aesthetic categories in their place. 

If two very different theoretical books are to be be-
lieved, we ought to start taking seriously the contempo-
rary role of one seemingly trivial aesthetic category: the 
cute. English professor and literary theorist Sianne Ngai 
implicates it as central to current problems in our contem-
porary politics of aesthetics; architect and designer Lance 
Hosey hopes it can save the planet. In both of their argu-
ments, the role of the cute, and its appeal to our instincts 
toward consumption and caring, helps answer the question 
of art’s potential role now that it has left the realm of the sa-
cred and become part of everyday life. 

Ngai points out, early in Our Aesthetic Categories, that 
art is now both desacralized and everywhere, resulting in 
what she calls a “dialing down of one’s affective response 
to novelty” and, by extension, to art. She identifies three 
major trends that call for new categories: the blurring be-
tween art and commodity, the bleeding of work into play, 
and our increasing tendency to share art and aesthetic ex-
periences using information-exchange networks. These re-
spective trends have resulted, she claims, in the dominance 
of several trivial or “minor” aesthetic categories: the “zany,” 
the “interesting,” and the “cute.” (For “zany” think of Lucille 
Ball’s frenetic housewife in I Love Lucy; for “interesting” 
think of John Baldessari’s “pointing” pictures.)

The cute, for Ngai, is embodied in seductively dimin-
utive commodities, like squishy bath toys: things that cre-
ate simultaneous feelings of tenderness, affection, and help-
lessness and pity bordering on disgust. The cute capitalizes 
on its own weaknesses, providing a perfect model of how 
retail logic takes up one of our deepest instincts—to nur-
ture—and, by aestheticizing it, turns it into consumerism. 
It is thus, Ngai argues, a logical conclusion par excellence to 
Marx’s commodity fetish. The concept of cuteness rounds 
out Ngai’s trinity of cultural production, circulation, and 
consumption, which has much to say about the aesthetic 
importance of our daily experience in the world. The zany 
manifests in the ways we’re all so tired of performing all 
the time, the interesting in our constant pressure to share 
things that will hold others’ attention, and the cute in a so-
cial-media culture awash in kittens, re-pinned photos of 
lattes, and limp memes. 

r e v i e w S

Instances of cuteness ana-
lyzed in Our Aesthetic Catego-
ries: Takashi Murakami’s DOB 
doll, bath toys for babies, an an-
thropomorphized cookie as de-
scribed by Walter Benjamin, 
Gertrude Stein’s Tender But-
tons,  avant-garde poetry; Car 
Lance Hosey claims is even 

cuter than the VW Bug and the MINI Cooper: his own Smart car, which 
strangers tell him “reminds them of an automotive puppy”; Number of Face-
book “likes” of the pomeranian Boo, also known as “the world’s cutest 
dog”: 5,248,932; Year of the first literary instance of the word cute: 1756, 
in William Toldervy’s The History of Two Orphans: “‘You may think as you 
please,’ said parson Drill; ‘but I take him to be a very cute one.’”
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In The Shape of Green, Lance Hosey is as utopian as 
Ngai is grimly materialist about the cute and its effect on 
us. If we make ethical consumer options more appealing, 
he explains—in his book, such options amount to sustain-
able design—those things stand a better chance of achiev-
ing widespread popularity, since we care for that to which we 
are drawn aesthetically. Hosey describes how the cute and its 
aesthetically pleasing counterparts act on us through what 
he calls “the aesthetic imperative”: we treat things with more 
tenderness and thoughtfulness when they appeal to our in-
stinctual desire to seek beauty and, in the case of the cute, to 
nurture. He doesn’t argue that everything should “look like 
babies and puppies”; he merely calls for design that instills 
“greater attention, fondness, and respect for our surround-
ings” in order to “bring out the caretaker in all of us.” 

The Shape of Green is an attempt to bring into being 
and to organize a coherent set of rules for a category not 
yet in existence: an aesthetics of sustainability, as it might 
be used in the fields of architecture and design. More than 
just bringing style to the green movement (which is seen 
in those fields as dowdy and unglamorous) through “green 
bling” like planted rooftops, Hosey would have us use the 
power of aesthetic experience to bolster our relationship to 
nature and take more responsibility for it, the way we would 
for other things that are cute, ergo vulnerable and relatively 
powerless compared to us. 

But as The Shape of Green shows, being uncritically pos-
itive about the cute and its power over us can hide—and 
create—real political problems. To wit, many of Hosey’s 
calls to action are abstract and slippery; even his defini-
tion of sustainability drifts between real ecological commit-
ment and a more metaphorical ecology, such as when he 
argues that built environments and the natural one are at 
equal risk of devastation, or that cities ought to grow organ-
ically rather than being planned. Sometimes he seems al-
most deliberately wide-eyed, like when he calls for an end to 
the planned obsolescence of laptops without addressing the 
imperative of capitalism to keep innovating and produc-
ing new things. Green design cannot be immune from this 
drive, after all, and thus The Shape of Green serves, some-
times naïvely, as a counterpoint to Ngai’s deeper criticism 
about how deeply markets drive into aesthetics today. The 
cute can be a magnet for better choices, but it’s still funda-
mentally based in a politics of consumerism. 

Indeed, cuteness in contemporary culture can be used 
to harness the deeply ingrained instincts that draw us to 
grasp that which is vulnerable, weak, and sweetly appealing; 
whether this emotional-aesthetic complex of reactions will 
create ambivalent experiences or meaningful political choices 
is a matter of context. While Ngai argues that the cute, as an 
aesthetic category, lacks “any of the links to morality—indirect 
or direct—repeatedly ascribed to the judgment of the beau-
tiful,” Hosey gives at least one way in which the cute can be 
part of an ethical politics. But, for better or for worse, the di-
alogue between their ideas shows that even trivial categories 
are surprisingly revealing of art’s role in our social and polit-
ical decisions, and vice versa.                          —Monica Westin

MoveMent

the new Aesthetic
by Ja m e S br idL e et a L
Central Question:  How can we see the digital past in our 

future?

A s fascinating as its name is bland, “the New Aes-
thetic” refers to a website launched in 2011 by the 

London-based artist, designer, and writer James Bridle; to 
the many images archived on that site; to Bridle’s argument 
about the sensibility that those images share; to the inter-

Central site: new-aesthetic.tumblr. 
com; James Bridle on the New Aes-
thetic: riglondon.com/blog/2011/ 
05/06/the-new-aesthetic; Bruce 
Sterling on the New Aesthetic: 
wired.com/beyond_the_beyond/ 

2012/04/an-essay-on-the-new-aesthetic; Responses to Sterling, defenses 
of Bridle: thecreatorsproject.com/blog/in-response-to-bruce-sterlings- 
essay-on-the-new-aesthetic; Also created by Bridle: a seven- thousand-
page book of all the changes to the Wikipedia entry “Iraq War,” “Robot  
André Breton,” a semi-pornographic parody of the IKEA catalog; Other art-
ists represented in the New Aesthetic: Nicolas Nova, Jonathan Rennie, 
Adam Harvey, many pseudonymous Flickr contributors, 3-D printers, and 
Louis Vuitton; Non-image content encompassed by the New Aesthetic: 
collated news articles, robotically altered text, essays, Twitter feeds, videos


