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Dedication

To all the ugly-cute souls out there living their best (adorable) lives and who inspired this book.






NOTE TO READERS

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008527051






“I would warn you that I do not attribute to nature either beauty or deformity, order or confusion. Only in relation to our imagination can things be called beautiful or ugly, well-ordered or confused.”

–Baruch Spinoza
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A very optimistic introduction




“Optimism—the doctrine or belief that everything is beautiful, including what is ugly.”

–Ambrose Bierce

From the pug to the anteater, some members of the animal kingdom have, historically, been unjustly labeled as not so attractive. Uncute, even. Or, to put it more unkindly: ugly. These misunderstood creatures have been denied the love and appreciation showered on some of their more adorable counterparts (looking at you, koala bears).

And yet, if there’s anything we’ve learned over the past few years, it’s that we’re all worthy of love, we’re all designed exactly how we were meant to be, and some of us are even pretty darn cute, too (once you take a second look). Perhaps there’s beauty everywhere—we’re just often too judgmental or conditioned by society’s boring, bland standards to see it.

Ugly-Cute will restore these lovable creatures to their rightful place in the animal kingdom, and in our hearts. They deserve it all. All the love, and all the rewards that unchecked consumerism has to offer: stuffed animals, stickers, cartoons, and t-shirts. Soon, if the ugly-cute animals have their day in the sun, you’ll be able to wear a tee that proudly proclaims you’re “Totally Aye-aye,” or tell a grandparent that their face is as cute as that of a blobfish.

There is no true universal beauty standard, of course. We’re all wonderful, beautiful creatures, whether we’re covered in hair or totally hairless, bland and brawny, or colorful and curvy, happiest underwater or baking in the desert sun. We didn’t always think this way, though! We’ve come a long way as a society. These days, thankfully, all the models trying to sell us stuff more often reflect the diversity of our beautiful planet. But we still have a lot to learn, and who better to teach us than the ugly-cute animals who are just waiting for the world to give them a chance? You’ll find that once you do, they have a lot to teach us—and they’re happy to help. They’ve been waiting, after all, for us to open our eyes to their wonderfulness.

So, here we are at last. It’s never too late to learn. Join me, as we explore the wonderful world of ugly-cute animals, and maybe we’ll even learn a little something. And once you’re done reading all about these wonderful, beautiful creatures, consider joining the Ugly Animal Preservation Society. It’s a place full of like-minded folks (blobfish fanatics) who know that our worth isn’t defined by our looks.

From well-known lovable uggos like pugs and sloths, as well as obscure weirdos like the star-nosed mole and the monkfish, enjoy your introduction to these ugly-cute animals and the ways in which we can learn from them!
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What is ugly-cute?

Kama muta and the science behind the ugly-cute attraction




“Like most qualities, cuteness is delineated by what it isn’t.”

–William S. Burroughs

The famous author William S. Burroughs was talking about cats here—animals he most definitely thought were cute. But he’s also correct. You can’t have ugly without the cute. So what is cute exactly?

Cute is something attractive, pretty, or endearing. You know, panda bears. Wide-eyed babies. Baby pandas’ eyeballs—etc. In a study called “Too Cute for Words,” published in Frontiers in Psychology, researchers even have a name for how we feel upon seeing something cute: kama muta. This is an emotional response described as “being moved or touched, heartwarming, nostalgia.” Also known as “the feels,” or “I want to squish your face.” Some languages have a word for this cuteness reaction—in Finnish, it’s heltyä, and in Estonian it’s heldinud. It’s thought that kama muta happens when we’re exposed to tiny helpless things like, well, human babies. This helplessness triggers our caregiver response and we feel protective. No surprises there.

On the flip side, ugly generally means something unpleasant or repulsive in appearance. It’s also suggestive of violence, as in, “Oooh, this situation could get ugly.”

It seems straightforward: Ugly on one end of the spectrum and cute on the other. But how do we really know which is which? Is our response to cuteness hardwired and forever? Or is it socially conditioned? Basically, is it possible that the things we deem ugly one year can become cute the next? Well, yes. Anyone in art and fashion knows this to be true. Remember men’s mustaches? The denim your mom wore? Floral wallpaper? These things went from universally cute to ugly and back to cute again as the decades went by. Their essential properties never changed. Only our view of them did. See how easy it is to gain a new perspective? Just remember everything is fluid and nothing is for certain. And sometimes all it takes is a second look, or a bit of time to appreciate what we’re looking at. So with that in mind, let’s meet some ugly-cute animals.

The rare beauty of ugly-cute

One thing that many of these ugly-cute animals have in common is that they’re found in tiny geographical areas. In one single lake. On one small island. In one bit of swamp on the coastline of a faraway place. That’s neither ugly nor cute—that’s beautiful. Remember, not everything is binary. We contain multitudes.
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