
Most objections to current body aesthetic practices target their moral consequenc-
es. This paper proposes a new critique: these practices are also bad as aesthetic 
practices. The “beauty” standards they enforce are detached from beauty itself, 
in ways that partly explain what makes them morally problematic. Taking this 
aesthetic critique seriously can both strengthen the case against current practices 
and inform how we move forward.
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As the literature moves away from the problems with beauty standards, 
we’ve been watching pop culture return to it with more vengeance 
than before. In the classical form of a Carrie-like revenge fantasy, the 
audience is showered with blood for their “innocent” aesthetic amuse-
ments in The Substance. They are mocked for their fixation on strict 
physical criteria in their search for romantic partners in Materialists. 
Even if the harm caused by beauty standards is apparent to everyone, it 
is ultimately shrugged off as something that cannot be helped because 
beauty standards are too deep-seated to just be walked away from. If we 
are going to make room for new aesthetic practices, we need a decisive 
case against beauty standards—an execution in the public eye. 

Sherri Irvin’s discussion urges us to relinquish our old practices by 
showing us there are other aesthetic practices available that wouldn’t 
be similarly harmful. She is not alone in the literature in wanting to be 
forward-looking, and it is helpful that more alternatives are being put 
on the table, so we can realize that giving up on our current practices 
doesn’t mean giving up on body beauty entirely. But the mistake, as I see 
it, is in conceding that the way we currently engage in body aesthetics 
can amount to an aesthetic practice in the first place. Our current prac-
tices are not simply an option to be nudged away from because of moral 
consequences. They are not an option at all, because “beauty” standards 
have never been about beauty. 

I begin by looking at the nature of beauty standards to show that they 
are incompatible with genuine aesthetic appreciation. This means two 
things: the moral promise we associate with the appreciation of beauty 
simply does not translate to the case of body “beauty,” and the rigidness 
of these standards is what makes them objectifying, unlike true aes-
thetic appreciation. Beauty inspires openness, but body “beauty” does 
not, and what stands in the way are morally problematic ideas that have 
shaped our practices. The hope is that seeing the moral and aesthetic 
failures internal to our current practices can demonstrate that the need 
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to walk away is, if anything, overdetermined.

*

What is a beauty standard? It should be telling in the first place that 
even though “beauty” and “standard” are two very familiar terms, the 
combination only brings to mind human bodies. We don’t talk about 
the beauty standards for paintings, poems, or nature—there are beau-
tiful instances of each, but we would never think that the beauty is 
produced by its conformity to a set standard. A “standard”, after all, 
implies rigidity: we have standards for building constructions and cita-
tion practices, not for art. We have theories of what makes something 
beautiful in art, sometimes we call them “principles”, like harmony and 
balance, but those are always ambiguous enough to allow for room, and 
sometimes it is the very breaking of the principle that can make some-
thing beautiful.

Consider what it would mean, for example, if we had analogous beauty 
standards for paintings. If we all agreed to like square frames most of all, 
some thick lines with curvature, whites and reds dominating the scene, 
or if we all had types, where I could reliably tell you that I’d like a paint-
ing with a tall skinny frame with monochromatic colours and minimal 
blemishes—in what sense would that be an aesthetic practice at all? 

The difficulty is that we want to be inclusive about what beauty is and 
what constitutes an aesthetic practice or experience (in fact, this is 
another thing we are hesitant to impose standards upon), which makes 
it difficult to exclude something like a conventional beauty standard 
from the aesthetic domain. My suggestion is to look at what beauty is 
and how we expect it to act upon us, to see that our current aesthetic 
practices with bodies don’t even get us close. I focus on three features in 
particular: mystery, the need for acquaintance, and disinterestedness. 
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While it is not easy to agree on what exactly beauty is, there are some 
characteristics commonly attributed to beauty across the literature. As 
Richard Moran explains, “beauty is commonly associated with mystery, 
as something that beckons but also withdraws and withholds, some-
thing whose nature belongs with appearing but that also presents itself 
as containing in itself more than is apparent” (Moran, 2012: 300).

The mystery of beauty can manifest in different ways. Mary Mothersill 
notes, for example, that we might be inspired to question why we have 
the reactions that we do—what about the work moves, pleases, or 
affects us? (Mothersill, 1984: 72, 172). We might also be curious about 
the thing itself, wondering how we should interpret certain facts about 
it. Standing in front of the Mona Lisa, for example, we might wonder 
why she has that particular expression or grips her wrist in that way. We 
might also be so astonished as to feel disbelief, as Nick Riggle notes, ask-
ing how it is possible for something to be so remarkable (Riggle, 2022: 
17).

In any case, what is central to beauty is the felt presence of the 
unknown. To find something beautiful is to be drawn in towards a kind 
of discovery. Without that sense of deficiency in our apprehension of 
the object, we couldn’t come to see the mystery in it, and we wouldn’t 
find it beautiful. 

Alexander Nehamas also emphasizes this aspect when he writes that “to 
find anything beautiful—a person, a work of art, even a landscape—is 
to have a sense that it holds more within it than we have been able 
to see so far, and that what it holds is worth coming to see. Its still 
unknown attractions draw us closer to it. In the presence of a beautiful 
person, I am not happy merely to look (although I will do so, gladly): I 
also want to approach that person, to get to know and spend time with 
them” (Nehamas, 2008: 104).

We only find something beautiful if there is some part of it that escapes 
our grasp. The emphasis is again on the unknown: a thing that could 
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never be listed as part of a set of “standards”. Beauty standards rely 
on the assumption that what makes something beautiful is what is 
apparent, the determinate characteristics that are on the surface, when 
beauty in all other spheres rests in the things to be discovered, which 
pose the mystery central to beauty. 

The mystery of beauty is not the only thing that could never be accom-
modated by a practice that sets predetermined standards. Take the 
acquaintance principle: it is broadly agreed that we should arrive at an 
aesthetic judgment only after interacting with the object ourselves, or 
“on the basis of one’s own direct experience” (Nguyen, 2020: 516). This is 
equally untenable under conventional beauty standards, which assume 
we can write out a list of characteristics that make someone beautiful 
as if we were writing a recipe for a meal, or at least look to Hollywood as 
a determiner of who should be beautiful for us all. Acquaintance is not 
central to what we make of body beauty—even if we look at the par-
ticular person, we look much more to confirm that Hollywood was right 
or that our criteria are met, like confirming that they are our type, than 
to see with genuine openness what kind of reaction we have.

Take, finally, the more general demand for disinterestedness in aesthetic 
appreciation. Again, this is a concept that can be cashed out in many 
ways, but minimally we can say that when we are struck by beauty, our 
response is not due to the way the object satisfies our “desires, needs, or 
worldly projects” (Riggle, 2016: 3). But appreciations of female beauty 
hinge heavily on sexual desire,1 which is clear from the prevalence of 
pornographic depictions in media. As Catherine MacKinnon writes, 
“pornography participates in its audience’s eroticism through creat-
ing an accessible sexual object, the possession and consumption of 
which is male sexuality, as socially constructed; to be consumed and 

1  More specifically, they hinge on sexual desire that is objectifying. It could be pos-
sible to have sexual appreciation of bodies that is compatible with a genuine aesthetic 
appreciation, like the case of the erotic (See footnote 4). 
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possessed as which, is female sexuality, as constructed” (MacKinnon, 
1987: 173). That is, female sexuality has often been tied to what makes a 
woman beautiful in the male gaze, which is at the root of the classical 
feminist critique and motivates the very turn away from depictions of 
female nudes in the literature on body aesthetics (Eaton, 2012). As long 
as simple desires for possession factor centrally into the standards of 
appreciation for bodies, then what we have cannot be a pure appreci-
ation of beauty, since it cannot meet even the minimal requirement of 
disinterest.

*

Here is where we stand: whatever our current practices of assessing 
the “beauty” of bodies are, just the fact that they rely on standards is 
enough to see that they are importantly detached from beauty. This 
means two things. First, the moral promise we typically associate with 
beauty is inaccessible to our practices; second, the moral status of these 
practices is itself dubious. 

Let’s start with the first. That beauty could play an important role in 
our moral lives is a common, and in fact ancient, thought. It has its 
beginnings in Diotima’s ladder of love in the Symposium and extends 
to modern thinking through Kant, finding contemporary expressions 
in thinkers like Iris Murdoch (1998), Alexander Nehamas (2007), and 
Elaine Scarry (2013). One intuition is that beauty can open us up to the 
recognition of something we had not before seen: it is the radiance of 
the beautiful that forces us to attend more closely, and together with the 
curiosity it inspires, beauty can open us up to new realities. But this is 
only possible for the beauty we approach with openness. Checking off 
standards from a list cannot teach us anything of this kind, because it 
only deals with what is already apparent. It is the disinterestedness, or 
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at least the distance from desire and possession, as well as the apprecia-
tion of mystery that can hint to us what is not yet seen. There is a moral 
potential to interactions with beauty, but it rests beyond what can be 
described by beauty standards. 

This is the space where Sherri Irvin’s suggestions for a new aesthetic 
practice can be instructive, as well as the shift towards sensuality 
communicated by Céline Leboeuf (2019) and Madeline Martin-Seaver 
(2019). If there is space for genuine aesthetic appreciations of bodily 
beauty, it rests in attending to the particular without searching for a 
standard, in being open to what is beyond appearance. What might 
then happen, as Paul Taylor explains, is that “we find ourselves to some 
degree opened to the personhood of the other. […] We might see the 
other not just as sarx but also as soma, as an embodied presence; not 
just a bearer and object of aesthetic value but also a creator and subject 
of that value” (Taylor, 2016: 125). While we might have individual expe-
riences of seeing another’s humanity through attending to their beauty, 
this is still an aspirational domain for our social practices. 

This brings us to the second question: what is the moral status of our 
current practices? As might not be surprising from the previous discus-
sion, I take most of our current practices of body aesthetics to be objec-
tifying. But what is surprising is to see that they are objectifying pre-
cisely due to the deficient qualities that also exclude them from being 
an aesthetic practice. 

The openness we have when we approach beauty, which is what moti-
vates us to see the mystery, to truly get acquainted and not rush to pos-
sess it, is what saves beauty from being objectifying. But beauty stand-
ards eliminate this openness. They instead reduce a person to beautiful 
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or ugly bodily features to be assessed in light of our standards.2 

This is the crucial point: attention to body beauty is not necessarily 
objectifying. But when it narrows into the superficial attention of our 
current practices, which look only to appearance, it inevitably is. 

As Nehamas explains, “to be attracted simply to the appearance of 
something is to set in advance a limit to the features of something that 
are relevant to me. A person’s appearance is exhausted by what lies 
already before me, and therefore the desires it provokes are for ends I 
can specify in advance—sexual pleasure, social advantage, or another 
well-defined benefit” (Nehamas, 2008: 104). In other words, when we 
are attracted to the appearance of someone, we’ve already determined 
what it is we want from them. This is what makes attraction to appear-
ance morally problematic: it approaches the other only to satisfy those 
predetermined desires. 

A true aesthetic practice could not be problematic in the same 
way. Attraction to beauty entails a radical openness to what the other 
might show you, since it entails an admission of ignorance in the face 
of mystery. “If what I want from you depends just on your good looks,” 
Nehamas writes, “I already know what it is, and I know (or I think I 
know) exactly who I shall be as a result. But when I am attracted to your 
beauty, however certain I am that what you will give me will make my 
life better in some way, I am also aware that I do not know either what 
it is or what will become of me as a result” (Nehamas, 2008: 104). Attrac-
tion to beauty, in short, does not objectify, and therein lies the potential 
for an ethical body aesthetics. 

The problem with our conventional beauty standards, to bring it all 
together, is that they force us to fixate on appearances at the cost of 

2  These problems become especially salient in discussions of fetishes, where Asian 
women, for example, are made to question whether they are liked only for fitting a cer-
tain phenotype, generating the fear of being homogenized and, therefore, replaceable 
(Zheng, 2016: 407).
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appreciating the beauty of a person. Beauty can allow us to attend to 
particulars without reducing them to physical features, but the superfi-
cial “beauty” of our current practices cannot, and so we are right to feel 
wronged by the kind of attention it encourages. The space for a genuine 
and ethical body aesthetics depends on seeing this distance between 
these two kinds of beauty. We don’t have to turn away from our bodily 
presences, as Irvin also warns us against. We just have to turn towards 
them more fully, seeing that they can be sources of the kind of beauty 
that has been valorized since the beginning of philosophy. There are 
already thoughtful suggestions of new aesthetic practices we can adopt 
that would get us closer, including Irvin’s “aesthetic exploration” (Irvin, 
2017), so instead I conclude by considering what seems to stand in the 
way of us moving toward a genuine appreciation of beauty. 

*

Let’s return to Plato’s Symposium. The person who wishes to be initi-
ated into the rites of love, Diotima explains, must begin by devoting 
himself to beautiful bodies in his youth. He should first love one body 
and eventually, if he “is to pursue beauty of form”, Diotima continues, 
“he’d be very foolish not to think that the beauty of all bodies is one and 
the same. When he grasps this, he must become a lover of all beautiful 
bodies” (Plato, 1989: 209E-210E).

The language of “force”, of shoulds and musts, repeats throughout the 
description of the ladder. The lover is not forced literally, as if someone 
is dragging him up the steps, but it is not a mere option either. Diotima 
accuses the lover who gets stuck of being “very foolish”—a foolishness 
that is partly intellectual, since the lover who stands still would be 
failing to grasp the truth. But there is another part too: the foolishness 
of resisting a current that will push you toward important discoveries. 
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Beauty is a kind of force that compels us to go forward, to look beyond 
what we can readily see, and the person who doesn’t let beauty act on 
them is the fool who misses out on everything beauty can reveal. 

Most of us are, I take it, foolishly stuck precisely because of this reason. 
Our appreciation of the few beautiful bodies approved by our stand-
ards is already deficient. And even if we did have a natural inclination 
to follow beauty, it has been heavily counteracted by our acceptance of 
the standards and exclusivity of “beauty”. If we consider what has closed 
us off from true beauty, which I’ll now turn to, we might finally come to 
agree with Diotima “that this wild gaping after just one body is a small 
thing and despise it” (Plato, 1989: 210B).

While it is true that beauty can open us up to the personhood of others, 
it is also true that an appreciation of the personhood of others can open 
us up to their beauty. If the personhood attributed to women is limited 
in a patriarchal society, then so will be the depth of “beauty” that peo-
ple in that society are capable of appreciating. As Simone de Beauvoir 
writes, “the ideal of feminine beauty is variable; but some requirements 
remain constant; [. . . ] Her body is grasped not as the emanation of a 
subjectivity but as a thing weighted in its immanence; this body must 
not radiate to the rest of the world, it must not promise anything but 
itself: its desire has to be stopped” (De Beauvoir, 2015: 176-7).

It makes sense that some openness is a prerequisite since beauty does 
not just rest on the surface, and so it doesn’t always immediately strike 
us. Sometimes we discover it after an initial suspicion that there is 
something worth attending to. This is why the idea of a ladder is so 
accurate to our experience: small appreciations3 lead to bigger ones as 
we see that there is more beauty to be discovered at each stage. This 

3  The Platonic picture extends this possibility to sexual appreciation too, and there is 
no reason to think this couldn’t be the case. If we think it’s possible to have sexual rela-
tions that don’t objectify the other, we can also think there is aesthetic appreciation that 
is mixed with sexual appreciation that doesn’t objectify. The openness, however, would 
still be a necessary part. 
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means that, initially, we might only have the testimonies of others to 
figure out what is worth attending to, and if conventional beauty stand-
ards exclude some people from the start, we might never look in their 
direction. 

The problem deepens once we recognize that our attention was not 
allocated in a morally neutral way. Irvin writes that “people deserve a 
full measure of respect regardless of where they fall on the spectrum 
of bodily beauty,” which is a recognition that can be made more acute 
“when we note that conventions of beauty have regularly been deployed 
to support violent regimes of white supremacy, patriarchy, cisheteronor-
mativity, antifatness, and ableism” (Irvin, 2026: 14). But it is important 
to note that beauty standards have not only been deployed in support 
of these discriminatory practices, they have also been shaped by them, 
especially by their failure to extend humanity to others. 

Recent research suggests, for example, that anti-fat sentiments like dis-
gust are motivated by seeing obesity as a moral failing (Ringel and Ditto, 
2019) and a similar thing can be said historically about race. White 
gazing is a historical achievement, George Yancy explains, that contains 
the lie that “the Black body is night, doom, darkness, and danger; it is 
deceptive and devious; it is a site of vice and moral depravity”, while 
instituting whiteness as un-raced and universal, fungible with daylight, 
truth, and virtue (Yancy, 2016: 245). These are not simply moral evalua-
tions, but can feature in perceptual experience through mental images 
(Clavel-Vázquez, 2023), influencing the aesthetic qualities we attribute 
to black bodies. 

If someone finds it easier to see elegance, grace, purity, or beauty more 
generally in white bodies, that is not a morally neutral coincidence or a 
mere preference. We need an openness to what is beyond the surface to 
appreciate beauty. It is therefore not surprising that a failure to extend 
humanity to another also excludes the ability to find them beautiful, 
which gets embedded in our practices when the same institutions 
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determine the beauty standards we adopt moving forward. 

Beauty is central to our lives, both in informing how we see others and 
in determining how we are seen. Irvin already emphasizes that a neg-
ative judgment of beauty shouldn’t be a “reason receive lower quality 
health care, less recognition for their professional achievements, or a 
harsher prison sentence” (Irvin, 2026: 14). But we need to also under-
stand that these negative consequences are not tangential to our cur-
rent beauty practices. They are the manifestations of an already fraught 
cultural practice. Turning to beauty again and seeing how the “beauty” 
of beauty standards falls short can be a starting point to understanding 
the deficiencies of the latter. Afterwards, it will be much easier to see 
the space and need to cultivate new aesthetic practices. 
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