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Introduction 
This chapter addresses the issue of when appearance discrimination is morally wrong, and what makes it so. It is an exercise in moral and political philosophy rather than empirical social science. By a person’s appearance we shall understand ‘the way (or ways) in which the attributes of his or her body, and how it is adorned or modified, are (or would be) perceived visually under standard conditions by those who possess normal visual capacities together with any relevant cultural knowledge’ (Mason 2023: 6).
We do not assume or argue that appearance discrimination is always wrong. But certain forms of discrimination are widely, and in our view, rightly, condemned, in part because they involve differential treatment of a systematic sort which often harms and sometimes demeans individuals that share certain traits. Paradigmatic examples include discrimination based on sex and race (or racialized traits). We argue that when differential treatment harms and/or demeans its victims, then there are grounds for maintaining that it is morally wrong, but when it doesn’t do so, then it is generally morally unobjectionable. 
In the last twenty years or so moral and political philosophers have thrown important light on the wrongness of discrimination, including lookism. Differential treatment based on people’s looks or attractiveness plays an important role in a number of spheres, including education, politics, the criminal justice system, employment, and personal relationships; and it comes with morally regrettable features of the kind that are associated with the more familiar forms of morally objectionable discrimination. 
In this chapter we focus on two contexts in which appearance discrimination occurs, namely, employment and personal relationships, and consider when (and why) appearance discrimination in them is morally objectionable. Since we approach the topic from within the field of moral and political philosophy, we partly focus on the conceptual question of what (appearance) discrimination is, and partly on the issue of what characteristics make appearance discrimination wrong when it is.[endnoteRef:1] Concerning the normative question of wrongness, practitioners in our discipline seek to develop principles that may underlie our concrete moral judgments. Both real-life (e.g. legal) cases and hypothetical cases are used. In some of them we feel certain in our judgement that this is a case of morally problematic discrimination, e.g. when a selector takes an applicant’s skin color to count against hiring them. In other cases—for example when a selector for a fashion brand selects candidates in part based on their body types or other aspects of their appearance—we are less certain. And precisely in such cases we stand in need of principles that may guide us, that is, assist us in making correct assessments, identifying instances of wrongful discrimination, and thus aiding our struggles to combat morally problematic forms of it. [1:  The qualification ’when it is’ is meant to signify the point mentioned above that we do not assume that discrimination is always wrong. ] 

We begin by presenting a general theoretical background. Next, we consider appearance discrimination and when it is wrong, beginning with appearance discrimination in employment, followed by discrimination in personal relationships. Finally, we conclude and point to new directions for research on appearance discrimination. 

1. Theories of what discrimination is and what makes it wrong 
Disrespect and Demeaningness (Alexander, Hellman and Eidelson)
When is discrimination wrongful and what makes it so? One view is that it is wrongful when the person who discriminates does so because she has a disrespectful belief, namely, the belief that her victims are of lesser moral worth. Consider the following statement from Larry Alexander: ‘[w]hen a person is judged incorrectly to be of lesser moral worth and is treated accordingly, that treatment is morally wrong regardless of the gravity of its effects’ (Alexander 1992: 159). So Alexander’s view is that discrimination is wrong, when it is wrong, because of the beliefs of the person engaged in it; in particular, the person’s belief that those she is discriminating against are morally inferior. But is it plausible to suppose that the wrongness of discrimination has its basis in the discriminator’s beliefs?
Kasper-Lippert Rasmussen has a counter-example that casts doubt on this, which we are going to adapt (Lippert-Rasmussen 2006: 182-184). Imagine a racist society in which there’s a drug testing programme that’s unregulated. One scientist, A, tests the drugs he is developing on the members of a racial minority, without them being provided with adequate knowledge of the risks involved, because he believes they are inferior so it is morally permissible to test drugs on them without their proper consent. Another scientist, B, believes that members of this racial minority are of equal moral worth, their lives count for the same, but nevertheless tests drugs on them without adequate consent because he is prepared to act in accordance with the racist norms of his society. If what matters for the wrongness of discrimination is people’s beliefs about moral worth, and in particular moral inferiority, it would seem that what scientist A does is worse than what scientist B does. But actually it seems the other way round. It doesn’t seem that there’s any way in which what A does is worse than what B does.
Does that mean that this kind of approach, which focuses on the way in which discrimination may involve attributing less moral worth to its victims, is misconceived? Not necessarily. This approach has been developed in plausible ways by other thinkers. For example, Deborah Hellman’s account of what makes discrimination wrong (when it is wrong) is similar in some respects to Larry Alexander’s. But for Hellman the problem arises not when discrimination occurs because of beliefs in moral inferiority, or indeed as a result of any intention to treat victims as morally inferior; instead, her concern is with the meaning of discriminatory behaviour, that is, what it expresses. She thinks that discrimination can sometimes express the idea that the victims have lesser moral worth, even if the person doing the discriminating doesn’t hold that belief and doesn’t intend to treat them as having lesser moral worth. Consider again the case of the two scientists, one of whom believes that the members of the racial minority are of lesser moral worth, whilst the other doesn’t, but both test their drugs on them. Hellman would say that both are behaving wrongly, because the behaviour of each sends the message, or expresses the view, that members of this racial minority are of lesser moral worth.
Hellman’s view is grounded in a commitment to the fundamental equal moral worth of all persons. This is really a combination of two ideas. First, the idea that persons have moral worth, that is, their lives matter morally. Second, the idea that they have equal moral worth, that is, their lives matter equally from a moral point of view. The thought is then that people are demeaned whenever they are treated as if they have lesser moral worth, that is, as if their lives matter less than the lives of others. She writes: ‘To demean is to treat another as not fully human or not of equal moral worth. To demean therefore is partly an expressive act. One’s action expresses that the other is less worthy of concern or respect’ (Hellman 2008: 35). So how and when do one’s actions, such as an act of discrimination, treat another as morally inferior?
Hellman thinks that two factors are crucial. First, a history of mistreatment that has resulted in the victims suffering from disadvantage or possessing a lower social status. Without an inequality of this kind, a discriminator will not have the power to demean a person or put them down (Hellman 2008: 35ff). Second, the discriminatory behaviour must have a conventional meaning such that it expresses the idea that the victims of it are of lesser moral worth. Sometimes the bare meanings of the words may be enough, whereas at other times the context may be crucial in determining what is expressed by a person’s behaviour. Identifying its message may involve complex interpretive judgements (Hellman 2008: 41). 
There are other theories that also focus on the character of the act of discrimination rather than its consequences. (These theories in effect all hold that discrimination may be non-contingently wrong, that is, wrong independently of its consequence, in contrast to theories that maintain that when discrimination is wrong, it is wrong only because of its consequences, i.e., that it is contingently wrong.) Benjamin Eidelson’s account of what makes discrimination wrong starts from much the same point as Hellman’s, namely, the idea that there is a value we have in virtue of being persons and that we necessarily have equally (Eidelson 2015: esp. chs. 3-4). In Eidelson’s view, this value is rooted in our nature as autonomous beings, that is, our possession of a capacity for self-determination through which we can make our lives, in significant part, our own. In his view, to treat persons with respect, that is, to give them the recognition to which they are entitled, we must treat them as autonomous beings that are of equal value. So, for example, if we treat a person’s interests as less important because she is a woman or a member of a racial minority, we are failing to treat her with respect. For Eidelson, unlike Hellman, the wrongness of discrimination is not fundamentally about social meanings. It’s about a failure to give due or appropriate weight to a person’s moral status in our deliberations. 
Let us return to the cases that create a problem for Alexander’s account and consider how Eidelson’s account deals with them. Recall that there are two scientists, A and B. A believes that members of a racial minority are morally inferior and tests a drug on them as a result, whereas B believes that members of that group are moral equals, but nevertheless tests a drug on them because he acts from racist social norms. What would Eidelson say about them? He would say that in both cases, the scientist is acting disrespectfully, because he is failing to give due weight to the moral status of the members of the racial group on whom he is testing the drug. A doesn’t realise that he is failing to do so. And even if B does realise he is doing so, he is nevertheless not giving the weight he should to their actual moral status. Which is worse? That depends. Is A’s ignorance culpable? Is B culpable for slavishly following social norms? Is he suffering from some sort of weakness of the will that means he doesn’t have the courage of his conviction that members of the racial group are equals? Eidelson wants to say that some elaborations of the example will involve regarding B as showing contempt for the members of the racial minority, rather than mere disrespect. Contempt involves not just disrespect but also wilful defiance, a wilful refusal to give respect (Eidelson 2015: 105).

Harm (Kasper Lippert-Rasmussen)
In contrast to the accounts canvassed above, Lippert-Rasmussen’s account focuses on consequences: ‘an instance of discrimination is wrong, when it is, because it makes people worse off, i.e., they are worse off given the presence of discrimination than they would have been in some suitable alternative situation in which the relevant instance of discrimination had not taken place’ (Lippert-Rasmussen 2014: 154-155). The harm-based view, one may say, denies that instances of harmless discrimination—i.e., discrimination that does not in a relevant sense involve setting back the interests of the discriminatee—are wrong (Feinberg 1990; Slavny and Parr 2015). That discrimination involves harm is, on this view, a necessary condition for it to be wrong (Lippert-Rasmussen 2014: 156). Yet features other than harm (e.g. disrespect) may amplify the wrongfulness of discrimination (Lippert-Rasmussen 2014: 156). 

As indicated by the initial formulation of the harm-based account, ascertaining that a given act is harmful is reliant upon a certain base-line. That is, we need to specify relative to what a person is made worse off following the discriminatory act in question (i.e. we need to fill out the blank in ‘worse off than —‘) (Lippert-Rasmussen 2014: 157-160). There are various proposals. Yet for our purposes here we adopt the so-called ‘straightforward account’ according to which we should simply compare the state of affairs in which an agent is subjected to discrimination with the state of affairs in which the agent is not and everything else remains equal. We are interested in, so to say, the difference (if any) that discrimination makes.  

The harm-based account needs specification in a least one further sense: we need to be able to weigh harms and benefits to different individuals against one another to say when an act is harmful in a way that bears on wrongfulness. Whether it is depends in part on its tendency to contribute to producing an unjust distribution of benefits and burdens. Lippert-Rasmussen adopts a version of prioritarianism due to Richard Arneson (1999), according to which: 
‘An act is morally right if, and only if, it maximizes moral value. The moral value involved in an action depends on three factors: (i) the greater the well-being for individuals affected by the act, the greater the moral value, (ii) the lower the level of well-being of those to whom additional units of well-being accrues, the greater the moral value, and (iii) the more deserving those to whom additional units of well-being accrues, the greater the moral value (Lippert-Rasmussen 2014: 166). 

Specifically, this is a so-called ‘desert-prioritarian’ account because it is rooted in a form of ‘desert-prioritarianism’. The ‘prioritarian’ bit is represented by (ii). It suggests that in contrast to seeking equality we should be concerned with the plight of the worst off and give priority to them by according more weight to benefits to them. The ‘desert’ bit is represented by (iii). It indicates that how (un)deserving people are affects the importance of benefiting them. (i) reflects the plausible view that other things equal, how an act affects the well-being of an individual is an important consideration regarding its rightness or permissibility. 

The desert-prioritarian view has several virtues as an account of the wrongness of discrimination. First, it is capable of accounting for the fact that ‘we tend to consider discrimination worse the more harm it imposes on discriminatees and the worse off they are’ (Lippert-Rasmussen 2014: 168). Second, it justifies our focus on discrimination revolving around certain protected categories (e.g. racialized categories and sex). Such forms of discrimination are typically associated with grievous stigmatic harm (ibid. Cf. Nagel 1979: 102); further, and related, individual acts of discrimination of this sort are the source of cumulative or ‘organized’ harm (Kolodny 2023: 141-142; 183-190; Lippert-Rasmussen 2014: 169).

Deliberative freedom, Subordination, and Basic Goods (Moreau)  
Sophia Moreau presents a pluralist conception of the wrongness of discrimination (Moreau 2020. Cf. Mason 2023: 63-69). She focuses on three features in virtue of which discrimination may be wrong, to wit, discrimination as (i) infringement of certain deliberative freedoms; (ii) subordination; and (iii) denials of basic goods. We present each of these factors briefly below in the stated order. 

Deliberative freedom ‘is the freedom to deliberate about one’s life, and to decide what to do in light of these considerations, without having to treat certain personal traits, or other people’s assumptions about them, as costs, and without having to live one’s life with these traits always before one’s eyes’ (2020: 77). Freedom of this kind is arguably an important aspect of autonomy (cf. Moreau 2010). It is aptly illustrated by Moreau’s lead case, that is, Craig v. Masterpiece Cakeshop (Moreau 2020: 82). In this case, Jack, the owner of a cake shop in Lakewood, Colorado, refused for religious reasons to create a cake for a homosexual couple, Craig and Mullins, for their wedding reception. By virtue of this denial Craig and Mullins were arguably forced to see their sexuality, or others’ (in this case Jack’s) assumptions about their sexuality, as a cost. These assumptions made Jack disinclined to provide them with a cake; something he would not have declined to do had Craig and Mullins been straight. Denials of deliberative freedom of the kind Craig and Mullin faced here are, according to Moreau, what is at issue in many cases of discrimination, serving in part to account for their wrongfulness. 

Let’s turn now to ‘subordination’. According to Moreau, ‘[w]hen we disadvantage some people relative to others on the basis of certain traits, either through practices that explicitly single them out or through practices that indirectly disadvantage them, we often seem to be failing to treat them as the equals of others in the sense that we are unfairly subordinating them to others, putting them beneath others’ (Moreau 2022: 39. Emphasis in original). As Moreau convincingly brings out, subordination of this kind captures a paradigmatic and disconcerting sort of discrimination (ibid. Cf. Beeghly 2018; Kolodny 2023: 141-142; 183-190). Moreau connects patterns of subordination to what she refers to as ‘structural accommodations’ where these should be understood as ‘policies, practices, and physical structures that tacitly accommodate a more privileged group’s needs at the expense of the subordinate group or groups’ (Moreau 2020: 42). Sexist and racist structures are cases in point.  

The third source of wrongful discrimination is as mentioned the denial of access to goods that are appropriately considered basic (Moreau 2020: ch 4). The goods in question are basic in the sense that they are necessary for people’s ability to participate fully and equally in society and to be seen as full and equal participants in it. Moreau’s leading example is indigenous populations in Canada that are in various ways denied access to safe drinking water or such access is not facilitated for them while it is for other groups in society. 

Although Moreau’s view is pluralist in the sense that it emphasizes the three sources of wrongful discrimination mentioned, the sources in question should, according to Moreau, be seen as various ways in which people’s (equal) moral worth is not recognized. Moreau’s theory shares this feature with the non-contingent wrongness-accounts of Alexander, Hellman, and Eidelson. 

2. Appearance discrimination in employment.
There are many contexts in which appearance discrimination takes place. We are going to focus on two such contexts, namely, employment and personal relationships. This section will examine employment, in particular the process of selecting people for jobs, and will explore what role appearance features may legitimately play in the decisions that are made during this process.
Selection processes generally affect those who occupy at least one of the following roles: (i) prospective candidates for jobs deciding whether to apply; (ii) potential future work colleagues with whom the successful candidates will interact; (iii) employers, i.e., those who enter into an employment contract with the successful applicant; (iv) selectors, i.e., those charged with the responsibility of deciding who should be employed; and (v) customers or clients who purchase the goods or services that are produced or provided by the company who employs the successful candidates. More than one of these roles may be occupied by the same person: for example, one and the same person may be the employer, the selector, a prospective work colleague, and a customer or client. But we can ask how selecting on the basis of appearance features affects people in each of these roles, and whether their interests are promoted or adversely affected by such a practice.
In order to draw out the complexities involved, we shall focus on a set of difficult cases, namely, when employers are seeking to express certain values by selecting on the basis of particular appearance features. These values might be aesthetic, or they might be moral or political, or they might be religious (or they might fall into more than one of these categories). Employers might embrace such values on their own merit. Alternatively, they might be committed to these values simply on economic grounds, because they want to maximise their profits and believe that they have identified a group of customers or clients who are wedded to these values and would be likely to purchase goods or services that are marketed in a way that promotes these values.
These are the four cases that we shall consider:
1) The Unmodified Body. A company markets clothes to women who as a matter of moral and political principle are opposed to body modifications, including cosmetic surgery, minor cosmetic interventions (such as Botox injections), and even the wearing of make-up. As a result, they do not employ women who have had breast enhancements, buttock lifts, face lifts, or lip fillers, nor women who are unwilling to eschew make-up.

2) Sexual Objectification. A café targets heterosexual men who like seeing women in tight shorts and low-cut blouses. As a result, women in customer-facing roles are required to wear such clothes, and will not be selected for such roles unless they are willing to do so and are likely to be judged to look good in them.

3) The Beauty Ideal. A company markets clothes to young people who are slim and have toned bodies with unblemished skin. As a result, they want their sales assistants to have these appearance characteristics as well.

4) Tidy Hair. A business wants its employees to be well-presented with tidy hair. They regard afro hairstyles as messy and unkempt. They think that afro-textured hair should be straightened or cut short and replaced with straight hair extensions. They will not select those with such hair unless they are willing to style it in these ways.
What should we say about these cases?
To many readers, it might seem that (1) involves permissible appearance discrimination. It is hard to see how it could justifiably be regarded as demeaning or disrespectful. And it doesn’t seem to involve reinforcing or promoting an unjust distribution of benefits and burdens: for example, it is consistent with promoting a distribution of benefits and burdens that conforms with desert-prioritarianism. Nor does it seem to involve reinforcing structural injustices (that is, structures that facilitate an unjust distribution of benefits and burdens) or unfairly subordinating a group.
But we should be wary of simply endorsing appearance discrimination rooted in values that we happen to endorse (or to which we are sympathetic even if we don’t share them.) Would we say the same about The Unmodified Body if the company involved was a conservative religious enterprise, run by a group similar to the Old Order Amish but with trading links to the wider world? We think that intuitions even about this case are likely to be similar: appearance discrimination that is grounded in conservative religious values doesn’t seem morally problematic so long as these values don’t involve denying the fundamental moral equality of women. (This is, of course, an important proviso and we might worry about the extent to which it is met when a commitment to the unmodified body is rooted in a conservative religion that attributes less power and social status to women.) Generalising, there seems nothing objectionable about appearance discrimination in selection decisions when it is underwritten by a company’s reasonable values, or their customers’ or clients’ reasonable conceptions of how to live, where ‘reasonable’ plays the minimal role of picking out normative commitments that do not deny the fundamental moral equality of any group of persons.
What about (2)? Sexual Objectification does seem to involve morally objectionable appearance discrimination. It involves condoning the disrespectful attitudes and demeaning behaviour displayed by customers who objectify the waiters who serve them. The employer may not share these attitudes. They may too regard them as abhorrent but simply be trying to earn a profit from a business where the competition from other cafés makes it hard to do so. But by giving weight to the disrespectful attitudes and demeaning behaviour of their customers in deciding who to employ as waiters, they are condoning these attitudes and behaviour.
Not only are the attitudes and behaviour of the customers who frequent the café demeaning and disrespectful, they also contribute to the production of an unjust distribution of benefits and burdens between men and women, or reinforce the structures that facilitate the creation of such a distribution and thereby subordinate women. That gives us a further reason to condemn selecting waiters on the basis of these appearance features.
The customers’ disrespectful attitudes and demeaning behaviour turn the possession of bodies that look good in tight shorts and low-cut blouses, along with a willingness to wear such clothes, into what is called a reaction qualification. A reaction qualification is a genuine qualification. It equips a person to do a job, or to do it well or more efficiently. But it does so in virtue of the attitudes and behaviour of those who will come into contact with her while she is performing the activities that are part of the job (Wertheimer 1983). The feature that is the basis of the reaction qualification makes a candidate more suitable for the job in question because it is regarded favourably by those the candidate will interact with, or, at least, they will have a positive response to it. 
Although reaction qualifications are genuine qualifications, some are illegitimate, in the sense that there is a strong moral reason not to count them when making hiring decisions (cf. Mason 2017; Mason 2023: ch. 5). That is, there are relevant moral constraints on whether employers, or selectors on their behalf, may take into consideration in their hiring decisions qualifications of this sort. For example, in a racist society whose members would prefer not to be served by Black sales assistants, there would be a strong moral reason for not counting this preference when making appointments to that position, that is, a reaction qualification rooted in these preferences would be illegitimate. 
It seems clear that the appearance discrimination that takes place in Sexual Objectification is morally problematic for multiple reasons. Now consider (3), The Beauty Ideal. The appearance norms that are reflected in the company’s ethos are highly demanding. Their widespread adoption has arguably had extremely harmful consequences, contributing to creating what Heather Widdows has described as an epidemic of body anxiety (Widdows 2018). Of course, it is not merely the presence of the ideal that generates body dissatisfaction but its role in various practices, such as body shaming, and more generally the phenomenon that has come to be known as everyday lookism (cf. Mason 2021).
Recall that on a harm-based account of what makes discrimination wrong merely causing harm is insufficient for injustice. What matters is the contribution that a harm makes to the overall distribution of benefits and burden. And in the case of the appearance norms that are constitutive of the company’s ethos, it is plausible to argue that the harms to which the company contributes by reinforcing these norms are sufficiently great for the appearance discrimination in which they are engaged to be justifiably considered morally objectionable.
We might also think that the appearance discrimination involved is morally objectionable because it contributes to an oppressive practice. The costs of complying with these appearance norms combine with the costs of non-compliance with them to create an oppressive structure from which it is hard to escape, and which impairs the autonomy of those governed by these norms – that is, the vast majority of people, though especially women and young people of both genders.
What about (4)? Tidy Hair draws attention to the fact that many widely shared appearance norms are biased against disadvantaged groups. Norms governing the shape and size of women’s breasts impose additional burdens on women. Norms governing ideal faces place additional burdens on people with certain physical disabilities that affect the symmetry of their faces. Norms that prize wrinkle free unblemished skin are much harder for older people to comply with. Norms governing what clothes are fashionable may place additional burdens on those who are poor or on people who are committed to religious doctrines that involve a conception of modesty that forbids exposing arms and legs. Tidy Hair invokes norms governing what counts as presentable hair in a professional context, and concerning what makes hair messy or unkempt, that place additional burdens on members of racial minorities with afro-textured hair. 
In many cases the explanation for why these norms have been adopted and widely endorsed may involve reference to forms of prejudice such as those that animate ableism, sexism and racism. But that need not be the case. It may be that some of these norms reflect or express dispositions that are hard-wired, for example, dispositions that involve preferring symmetrical to asymmetrical faces may be explicable by reference to the evolutionary advantages these dispositions have bestowed (Etcoff 2011). And it may be that even though some of these norms were originally adopted and widely endorsed because of prejudice of one kind or another, they now float free of those original causes and have been internalised in a way that transcends these origins.
Nevertheless, to the extent that specific dress or appearance codes reinforce or exacerbate disadvantages experienced by groups who are already unjustly disadvantaged in various ways, we might think that appearance discrimination rooted in them is morally problematic because it subordinates these groups. And to the extent that the adoption of these dress or appearance codes is a result of the preferences of customers or clients who are themselves prejudiced against the groups disadvantaged by these codes, then we might think that the reaction qualifications involved are illegitimate, that is, that there is a strong moral reason not to count them.
So applying the theories of what makes discrimination wrong (when it is wrong) that we considered in section 1 shows that in a range of cases appearance discrimination in the context of selecting for jobs is morally problematic, perhaps because it is demeaning or disrespectful, or involves condoning demeaning or disrespectful attitudes or behaviour, or perhaps because it is harmful in a way that contributes to creating an unjust distribution of benefits and burdens or subordinates a group. But there are cases in which it is potentially morally permissible, for example, when it is rooted in a company’s reasonable values or its customers’ or clients’ reasonable conceptions of how to live.

3. Appearance discrimination in personal relationships
We turn now to consider what role appearance features may legitimately play in personal relationships. By personal relationships we shall mean, for example, ‘sexual, romantic, or marital’ relationships (Emens 2009: 1312). Discrimination in such relationships – the so-called private sphere – is traditionally regarded as being less problematic than it is in other spheres, including in employment (Alexander 2008; Blake 2006; Eidelson 2015; Khaitan 2015; Lazenby and Butterfield 2018; White 1997). 
Yet scholars of discrimination have recently argued that appearance discrimination in the private sphere may also be wrong. For example, a preference for attractive partners may be associated with a range of significant harms: ‘research in social psychology consistently finds that less attractive people have reduced access to satisfying romantic and sexual experiences, and they are consequently more lonely and less happy with these aspects of their lives’ (D’Alessandro 2022: 339. Cf. Minerva 2017). In addition, the reduction of welfare you face by virtue of the feature in question is in the standard case undeserved: the degree to which you can affect your own attractiveness is limited, and it is not as if you yourself have engaged in discriminatory behaviour that reduced your deservingness. 
Further, it seems clear that being the victim of appearance discrimination could appropriately be seen as one important way in which one may be treated as an inferior or be subordinated to others in a wrongfully discriminatory manner. That is, it is arguably also problematic from the perspective of Moreau’s pluralist account. 
Despite sharing apparently problematic features with other forms of discrimination, many scholars persist in thinking that private discrimination is comparatively unproblematic. A case in point is Eidelson. While holding that principles of anti-discrimination apply to the intimate sphere, he emphasizes that they are appropriately abrogated more often here than they are in other spheres (Eidelson 2015: 123). Specifically, the requirement that we should give due (i.e. equal) weight to the interests of members of various groups is, Eidelson suggests, effectively side-lined with regard to an important set of intimate cases, including friendship and romantic, sexual, and marital relations (ibid.) He focusses on cases where (a) people’s differential treatment is not based on stereotypes or generalizations regarding the discriminatees, and (b) where the differential treatment is not based on animus or outright contempt. His lead case is Michelle who prefers seeing a female gynaecologist ‘simply because of her own discomfort or self-consciousness when being examined by a man’ (Eidelson 2015: 121). With respect to Michelle, Eidelson claims the following: 

‘what is at issue here is not the weight Michelle gives to the interest of other people, but how she “spends” the weight properly given to her own interests; and within that sphere she does not fail to recognize the equal value of others by giving effect to her genuine preferences, whatever their consequences for their objects, unless the preferences are themselves somehow rooted in a denial of the values of the others. Put another way, no part of being a person is being desirable as a gynaecologist, so Michelle does not reveal a failure to recognize a male doctor’s standing as a person simply by failing to desire him as a gynaecologist, even if that is because of his sex’ (Eidelson 2015: 121-122). 

Eidelson submits that his considerations regarding Michelle generalize to, for example, the question of ‘whom to date or marry’ where people may act on their preferences such that they differentiate among partners based on, for example, ‘body-type’ and ‘race’ (Eidelson 2015: 123). Should we agree with Eidelson here? We make three points that put into question Eidelson’s rationale. 

The first point pertains to Eidelson’s own favoured disrespect-based account of the wrongness of discrimination. Eidelson might be right that a male gynaecologist’s standing as a person is not being misrecognized by Michelle when she does not find him desirable as a gynaecologist. Yet it is much less clear that someone who faces a pattern of rejection related to features of their appearance does not in a relevant way face misrecognition as a person. If one is consistently written off as a viable candidate for sexual or romantic relationships because of a certain trait one has, there is a genuine sense in which one does not enjoy equal recognition as a person. One is stigmatized in an important respect. Consider Goffman’s case of the girl Domenica to this effect: 

I think the first realization of my situation [being blind], and the first intense grief resulting from this realization, came one day, very casually, when a group of us in our early teens had gone to the beach for the day. I was lying on the sand, and I guess the fellow and girls thought I was asleep. One of the fellows said, ‘I like Domenica very much, but I would never go out with a blind girl.’ I cannot think of any prejudice which so completely rejects you. (Goffman, 1990: 47. Emphasis added).
To be sure, it would be implausible to suppose that we owe others recognition in the form of dating them; yet one may reasonably think that it is incumbent upon us not to write off others as potential dates on the basis of an appearance feature or a disability (where ‘write off’ here means taking an appearance feature or disability to silence reasons that speak in favor of dating the person) (cf. Midtgaard 2022; Degn 2023).

Second, we may focus on reasons pertaining to consequences or harm. Note that Eidelson does not reject the relevance of such reasons, his claim is merely that discrimination is ‘not only contingently…condemnable’ (Eidelson 2015: 72). Now, even if we, as Eidelson does, limit our focus to discrimination that is not based on generalization and is not contemptuous, it is striking that the harms to which D’Alessandro gestures persist. The harms are tied to the goods or valuable relations that being dis-preferred as such prevent an unattractive person from gaining access to. Thus on a harm-based account it is difficult not to see the discrimination in question as harmful (and hence potentially wrong). To be fair Eidelson is not insensitive to such consequences. For example, he says that: ‘Writ large, private discrimination has tremendous consequences for social stratification and economic equality’ (Eidelson 2015: 125). Yet Eidelson is keen to stress that while there are morally worrisome consequences of private discrimination of this kind, and that they should in various way be addressed, there’s nothing even contingently wrong about the private discrimination at issue here. 

This brings us to our third point. If the adverse consequences Eidelson focuses on were attributable to structural forms of discrimination relevantly unconnected to individual acts (cf. Glasgow 2009: 71-77; Young 2006), the view that there is nothing even contingently wrong about the latter may appear reasonable. Yet his focus is different. He is clear that the structures he is concerned with supervene on a multitude of acts of private discrimination. Once this is our focus, the plausibility of regarding the acts in question as morally innocuous is unclear (cf. Cohen 1997). They are constitutively and causally related to harmful patterns of the kind Eidelson mentions—harms that may plausibly be associated with discrimination and its wrongness;[endnoteRef:2] accordingly, the acts themselves seem wrongfully discriminatory. This leaves open, though, the extent to which people can be blamed for engaging in them (cf. Cohen 1997).  [2:  Some, including Eidelson, may, we should say, prefer to associate the consequences in question with injustice or oppression, not with discrimination strictly speaking. See, e.g., Altman (2020: sec. 3). ] 


The upshot is that there are apparently compelling arguments for regarding at least some appearance discrimination in the context of personal relationships as morally wrong. Yet, there are two important caveats regarding exactly what we are (not) arguing for. First, our key question in this section and throughout is ‘when and why is discrimination wrong?’ This is a different question from, for example, ‘what should the state do?’ The answer to the latter question hinges upon a number of practicalities that we do not consider here. Second, we do not suggest that people have a moral duty to date those regarded as unattractive or that certain groups that feel slighted in the dating world can demand that others date them. This would be obviously intolerably intrusive, and moreover it is hard to see what good it would promote. What we are saying is that there are grounds upon which one may reject others in the dating sphere that are relevantly similar to grounds for rejection that we would elsewhere have reasons to find morally problematic. Accordingly, those grounds are (also in the dating sphere) at least prima facie[endnoteRef:3] morally problematic.     [3:  This is a term of art suggesting that at first sight or initially something (e.g. a certain act) seems wrong. Yet it is an open question whether it on reflection (or all things considered) is so. Somewhat stronger one may speak about something being pro tanto wrong. This implies that there is one valid reason for finding it so, leaving it open that other reasons may pull in the other direction (making the act not wrong, all things considered).  ] 


4. Conclusion and new directions 
We have explored how appearance discrimination especially in the contexts of employment and personal relationships can be wrong. It can be so, inter alia, because it is demeaning (Hellman); disrespectful (Alexander and Eidelson); because it involves denial of basic goods or deliberative freedom or because it subordinates (Moreau); and, finally, because it is harmful in a way that contributes to creating an unjust distribution of benefits and burdens (Lippert-Rasmussen). In employment, appearance discrimination is morally objectionable when it, for example, involves sexual objectification, revolves around demanding beauty ideals, and relies on prejudices. Yet it need not be problematic when, for example, it responds to the reasonable conceptions of how to live that are endorsed by customers or clients, including those that value the unmodified body. In personal relationships some believe that discrimination is comparatively less problematic. We have given reasons to doubt that this is the case. 
The questions that the tradition of moral and political philosophy can most fruitfully provide answers to are conceptual and normative (i.e. not empirical). Yet the increasing interest in appearance and appearance discrimination both in philosophy and in empirical disciplines provides an apt opportunity for cross-fertilization. For example, concerning the question of reaction qualifications one relevant factor in assessing the legitimacy of them concerns the degree to which recipients can control their reactions (Mason 2017). In that regard insights from empirical studies relating to the psychological sources of our reactions to how people appear are obviously important. 
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