
Philosophical reflection on bodily beauty has been fairly neglected within 
the aesthetics tradition. How do we understand what it is for someone to be 
beautiful? This issue warrants more attention, and one of the more preva-
lent concerns of bodily beauty is that it is a source of great distress and op-
pression to people whose bodies do not conform to standard ideals of beau-
ty. This paper looks at some recent philosophical work on bodily beauty that 
seeks to respond to these concerns. It argues that these oppressive problems 
of bodily beauty are not merely moral or political problems but are also aes-
thetic problems. Our appreciation of bodily beauty is too shallowly visual. It 
then argues that an understanding of bodily beauty that sees it as beautiful 
bodily expression is more likely to overcome these problems than existing 
solutions.
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Bodily Expression: Toward a Deeper Appreciation of Bodily 
Beauty

Sherri Irvin has sparked some debate in aesthetics recently regarding 
the nature of, and appreciation of, bodily beauty (Irvin, 2017; Irvin, 2026; 
Protasi, 2017; Frazier, 2022; Ravasio 2023; Zhao, 2024). At least partially 
motivated by moral concern, she argues that we should replace our 
existing practices of the appreciation of human bodies. They cause 
significant harm to people, especially those who are the most vulner-
able in society. Instead, she argues, we need an exploratory approach 
to bodily beauty. I agree with Irvin that our aesthetic practices around 
bodily beauty need to shift and change, but I do not think her explora-
tory approach captures the best way to respond to the moral and politi-
cal concern of existing human body appreciation. For our bodily beauty 
practices to address these concerns, we need to see the object of bodily 
beauty appreciation not just as a visual exploration of a body, but as a 
body that expresses.

The Problem: Moral and Aesthetic

Bodily beauty presents a case where an aesthetic concern comes in con-
flict with moral values. Human bodies are objects of aesthetic appreci-
ation. We judge them as beautiful, ugly, graceful, clunky, and powerful. 
Yet, there are people behind these bodies, people who have desires, 
hopes, dreams, and emotions. People are not the appearance of their 
bodies, and yet people often are judged, valued, helped, or outcast by 
their appearance. To make matters worse, not everyone is expected to 
conform to the same standards. It is more difficult, if not impossible, for 
some groups to satisfy beauty standards, such as those with disabilities 
or minorities, with some groups held to higher standards than others. 
Bodily beauty standards are used and manipulated to reinforce social 
and economic hierarchies, leaving some behind, and others ahead. The 
problem is how commonly people use someone’s physical beauty as a 
measure of someone’s worth. Irvin’s earlier article provides a compre-
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hensive overview of this problem: from how perceived attractiveness 
influences the attention and support infants receive to the hiring pro-
cess (Irvin, 2017).

I support Irvin in thinking that the negative moral and political effects 
of our aesthetic human bodily practices warrant shifting our aesthetic 
practices to counteract those effects. However, one might think this is 
overstepping. This is part of the core of Matteo Ravasio’s objection to 
Irvin’s view (Ravasio, 2023). Why should we change our beauty prac-
tices just because they have terrible moral and political consequences? 
Moral and political problems should have moral and political solutions. 
It is not beauty’s fault if people mistakenly conflate bodily beauty with 
moral worth. So, we should allow bodily beauty to be itself, and if we 
want to solve the moral problem associated with bodily beauty, we 
should teach people not to conflate the two. Another option Ravasio 
presents is that society could redistribute wealth so that people have 
more opportunities to have access to plastic surgery to “improve” their 
bodily beauty. Irvin responds to Ravasio with moral considerations: it 
is unlikely that these interventions will work (Irvin, 2015). I agree with 
Irvin on this, but I think there are aesthetic considerations for revising 
our bodily beauty practices as well. To see that there are aesthetic prob-
lems with our existing bodily beauty practices, it is important to explain 
more explicitly what they are.

The typical approach to bodily beauty is to search for singular or mul-
tiple ideals by which all people are compared.1 This might include 
straight white teeth, clear unblemished skin, symmetrical well-propor-
tioned limbs, and a certain percentage of body fat. Other possibilities 
include but are not limited to pale skin, “healthy color”, the thickness, 

1  Protasi (2017) identifies the typical approach as searching for a singular ideal and 
then sees the multiple ideal approach as better, though not the best way out of oppres-
sion. I have my reservation in thinking that there has ever been a singular ideal for a 
beautiful body. At the minimum, there have been different ideals for different genders, 
and I suspect that there are many more ideals at play in society at a given time.
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length, texture, and color of one’s hair, eye color, face shape, body hair 
(or lack thereof), the use of glasses to see, one’s muscle mass, and one’s 
foot shape. In short, perhaps the (classic white) Barbie doll represents 
the beauty ideal for women and the (classic white) Ken doll represents 
the beauty ideal for men. Of course, some might have different ideals 
than others, but they nonetheless apply their ideals and judge people in 
relationship to them.

According to this typical view, everyone exists in an ordered relation-
ship with these ideals, and perhaps no one embodies them in their 
entirety. I do not look like Ken, and if I strove to pursue the Ken beauty 
ideal, I would probably need a haircut and shave. I would need a full 
body wax, a tattoo removal, a gym membership, and undergo years of 
consistent exercise and dieting. Even then, I would probably fall short. 
I do not have Ken’s jawline, nor do I have his eye color. The list of alter-
ations is long, and on top of this, I would have to fight against aging. To 
get myself to look like the exact image of Ken, I would have to change so 
much of how I look, spend significant amounts of money, and spend my 
entire life constantly maintaining the ideal. This is all true even when I 
exist as a non-disabled body of the dominant race, culture, and gender. 
This description is not to draw sympathy for any plight I experience. It 
is to highlight just how impossible the standard is to attain and main-
tain. While I am in some way harmed by beauty standards applied to 
me, the order of magnitude for that harm does not approach the harm 
that results from beauty standards applied for people of other genders, 
races, cultures, and disabled bodies. For many of them, their appear-
ance becomes a matter of survival.2

This highlights Irvin’s moral response to Ravasio. The demands of meet-
ing and maintaining bodily beauty standards are exorbitant and impos-
sible to satisfy. But there is an aesthetic problem with these practices 

2  For a comprehensive overview of these problems, see Irvin’s original article (Irvin, 
2017: 3-6).
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too.3 It seems that appreciating someone’s body as their ability to meet 
some ideal is limited in its aesthetic value. It sounds almost as if we 
have found a beauty ruler, and we measure people to see if they live up 
to the ruler. This type of appreciative practice is inconsistent with pretty 
much all the literature about aesthetics I know of. Part of the difference 
between judgements about beauty and judgements about the length of 
my desk is that there is no ruler. You cannot just apply some objective 
standard to something and determine its beauty. The appreciation of 
beauty is less obvious than that. And if this description of typical bodily 
beauty practices is accurate, then it seems that bodily beauty practices 
are missing the true beauty of bodies. To see the real beauty there, there 
needs to be something more than matching bodies to preconceived 
ideals. 

This is true even when there are feelings of beauty attached to the 
ideals. People might have what they consider a “10” because it provides 
them with the most feeling of beauty compared to other body types. It’s 
not just that they match up to the ideal; it’s that the ideal itself, when 
represented, is beautiful. This is still not right. The manifestation of 
beautiful ideals is beautiful. But I believe that beauty is more than that. 
This way of approaching bodily beauty is a particularly shallow form 
of appreciation. It is akin to finding a particular shade of blue beautiful 
and enjoying blue objects to the extent that they match that color. I 
would be remiss to look at a painting that uses many different shades of 
blue that I do not like and be disappointed because my favoured beau-
tiful shade is not there. I would miss out on the beauty of the painting 
that would likely be more beautiful than if I saw a canvas that was just 
painted with that one favoured blue shade. I am missing out on beauty 
because I am fixated on what I like, and I am not appreciating the 
beauty of the whole painting. The problem with standard bodily beauty 

3  Irvin (2026: 23-24) notes that there are aesthetic reasons for preferring the explor-
atory approach compared to the typical ones, but not that there’s a problem with the 
way we are appreciating the body aesthetically. 
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aesthetic practices is that we have an idea of what we find beautiful and 
judge others on whether they meet our idea of a beauty. We miss out on 
so much bodily beauty, and this likely means our bodily beauty prac-
tices as they are, are impoverished from the perspective of beauty.

Transforming Bodily Beauty Aesthetics

Our existing bodily beauty practices are impoverished. How can we 
enrich them? Irvin’s view about aesthetic exploration gives us a clue. 
Looking back at the example of the blue painting, using the aesthetic 
ideal of a particular shade of blue limits our ability to appreciate the 
painting. Irvin’s suggestion that we should instead be “…exploring what 
is before us with interest and curiosity, with the specific aim of seeking 
out aesthetic qualities that afford positive aesthetic experiences,” (Irvin, 
2026: 11) provides guidance as to how to proceed. Appreciating the blue 
painting as not attaining a particular colour blue ideal is stunted and 
shallow. While if we take a more searching, explorative approach as 
Irvin suggests, we might be able to uncover more of the beauty of the 
blue painting, perhaps consisting in the ways the different hues play 
with one another, or how they illuminate the subject of the painting. 
Irvin’s suggestion, if applied to art, enriches the appreciation of art, so it 
seems that if applied to the body, it will provide a more enriched appre-
ciation of the body. Aesthetic exploration allows us to see and appre-
ciate more aspects of the body than we did before. Things that used to 
come across as ugly under typical bodily beauty ideals can now afford 
us significantly more aesthetic enjoyment. As Irvin puts it, regarding 
her stretch marks, “There was so much to see, so many unique contours, 
such a richness of texture and shadow. Layered over the ugliness I have 
been taught to assign to such a disruption of flesh was the direct experi-
ence of something fresh and fascinating” (10).

I think we can enrich our aesthetic bodily beauty practices even further 
than aesthetic exploration. When Irvin speaks about aesthetic explo-
ration, her examples are exclusively visual. She notices how bodies 
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change in terms of how they look from an external perspective. But the 
body is so much more than that, and our appreciation of our bodies can 
extend way beyond the visual. The body is not just a painting, nor is it 
a sculpture, so our practices surrounding our appreciation of our own 
and others’ bodies should not be limited to the visual domain, or even 
any specific sensory domain. Our bodies are living, breathing flesh. Peo-
ple exist through their bodies. People smile and cry; they express their 
longings, sufferings, and joy through their bodies. Bodily expression is 
part of bodily beauty. 

To enrich our practices of bodily beauty further, we can see bodily 
beauty as expression. On this conception, one’s body being beautiful 
means that you beautifully embody an expressive ideal. Expressive 
ideals are ways of being in the world that we emulate. You can be grace-
ful, commanding, authentic, caring, professional, easy-going and casual, 
cold, warm, friendly, charismatic, cute, among many others. The focus is 
not so much on someone’s appearance, taken in abstraction from social 
context. It’s not about how closely one resembles some doll or pictures 
on social media, but about how one lives and embodies these expres-
sive ideals through their lives. Appreciation of the body consists in the 
entirety of the body, and a large part of the body is how we use it in our 
lives.

It is difficult to provide a full theory of what this means. There are 
two main questions that need to be tackled: (1) what does it mean 
to embody an expressive ideal? and (2) what does it mean to see an 
embodied expressive ideal as beautiful? Regarding the first question, 
the most robust literature on expression typically centers around inani-
mate art objects (Lipps, 1931; Langer, 1953; Kivy, 1980; Budd, 1985; Davies, 
1994; Ridley, 1995; Matravers, 1998; Robinson, 2009; Trivedi, 2017). It is 
typically asked how can something that is inanimate such as music have 
animate qualities such as sadness, liveliness, and so on. Resemblance 
solutions to this problem presuppose that the human body is expressive 
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(Kivy, 1980; Davies, 1994; Trivedi, 2017). According to this solution, music 
is sad because it resembles the ways in which humans appear. This 
presupposes that humans are expressive of sadness. Persona theories 
do not fare any better, as they think expression is contingent on perso-
nas we see in the art object (Vermazen, 1986; Levinson, 1996; Robinson, 
2009). Thus, people are projected into inanimate objects. It is assumed 
that people, who are animate, have expressive qualities to them, and 
then we see their personas in inanimate objects. Arousalist theories 
are perhaps more promising (Ridley, 1995; Matravers, 1998). Human 
bodies might be expressive insofar as they cause reactions in viewers. 
Seeing someone moving around joyfully might make us joyous. Look 
again at the list of expressive qualities I have in mind: graceful, com-
manding, authentic, caring, professional, easy-going and casual, cold, 
warm, friendly, charismatic, and cute. There are reactions we have to 
the presence of these expressions, but it would be difficult to think that 
all the expressive qualities, such as authenticity, care, easy-going, and 
charismatic, are contingent on the arousal of emotions. 

The foregoing discussion highlights is that the expressiveness of human 
bodies is generally not thought to be controversial or in need of expla-
nation. So, at the very least, even though I do not have a theory of how 
expression is embodied, it does not seem as if it is much of a question. 
The best I can really do is to say that expressive qualities are embodied 
via a combination of how we act spontaneously in life, with the differ-
ent emotions that we experience, and more practiced and imposed, 
“artificial” expressions, such as when we make fashion and makeup 
choices to look certain ways. 

I have less to say about the question of what makes the embodiment 
of expressive ideals beautiful. The best I can do without a full theory of 
beauty is gesture toward artforms where expressive qualities are often 
present and are thought to be beautiful uncontroversially. Expressive 
qualities are qualities of fictional characters, and actors take on those 
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qualities and express them to an audience. There can also be expressive 
qualities of dancers embodying movement. In both acting and danc-
ing, it seems that embodying expressive qualities is thought to be an 
important part of the beauty and value of those art forms. And if there 
is beauty in doing so inside the theatre, it is reasonable to expect similar 
beauty outside of it. Artists try to represent these qualities of character. 
And we can (and often are) artists of our own lives in this way. I imagine 
there being an art form of expressive bodily beauty, an art form that 
reflects what happens in the theatre. After all, techniques that are used 
in the theatre to modify one’s appearance are also used in daily life (e.g., 
make-up, fashion, voice tone, gesture, words, etc.).

There is considerably more richness when it comes to bodily beauty 
when we see it as expression and not just appreciating the body for its 
more isolated visual appeal. There are so many more aesthetic qualities 
to enjoy, be dazzled by, and be engrossed with. However, it is impor-
tant to consider a possible objection: when people typically talk about 
bodily beauty, they do not mean such a rich thing as bodily expression. 
They just mean the body’s physical appearance taken in isolation of 
social context. I do not think that’s true. Sometimes when humans talk 
about human bodies being beautiful or not, they are talking about just a 
pure, isolated visual quality. But most of the time, at least when we are 
not living on social media, we see human bodies in motion, acting and 
living in their lives. And it seems that, to understand the true beauty of 
our bodies, we need to appreciate those aspects even more than a snap-
shot of a picture will tell us.

Enriching Bodily Beauty and Countering Oppression

I believe that a fully enriched practice surrounding bodily beauty will 
include the appreciation of expression in this way. Of course, part of 
that includes aesthetic exploration. There will not just be a precon-
ceived notion of aesthetic expression ideals imposed on others; it 
will be a more open relationship. There are many ways of expressing 
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through our bodies and we are constantly uncovering new ways of 
doing so. I believe my view to be friendly to Irvin’s, even if I think isolat-
ing the body’s visual features is probably not the best way to go when 
we are aesthetically exploring the beauty of the body. 

The question is: have we achieved what we set out to do? Our goal with 
this discussion is not just to enrich our appreciation of the human body, 
but to overcome moral failings of human society: bodily beauty is used 
as a tool to raise some and to oppress others, without real consideration 
of the person behind the body. Does seeing bodily beauty as expression 
help us dismantle these problems? 

I think that participants in these discussions typically think there are 
two main ways that reconceiving bodily beauty might help overcome 
this problem. One way is by building self-confidence and comfort with 
one’s own body. The typical approach to bodily beauty conflates bodily 
appearance with personal worth. It can lead to a tortured relationship 
with one’s own body, because one is judged by how they appear. This 
is apparent in Irvin’s account because many of her personal examples 
have to do with her experience of aging. She can either accept the 
judgement of convention that as she grows older, she’s growing more 
flawed, or she can explore the new opportunities for aesthetic pleas-
ure that comes from her body changing as she ages. The latter creates 
a more life-affirming and perhaps empowering relationship between 
oneself and one’s body. This is also present in Madeline Martin-Seaver’s 
and Céline Leboeuf’s views (Leboeuf, 2019; Martin-Seaver, 2019). Their 
approach to bodily beauty is to think of bodily beauty as mainly about 
what it feels like to be in one’s body. We engage in bodily practices 
which emphasize our experience in our own bodies, and we can culti-
vate satisfying relationships with our own bodies that are empowering, 
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rather than alienating or disheartening.4

Another way these discussions hope to alleviate the problem of beauty 
oppression is by helping viewers reconceive of the way in which they 
engage in their appreciative practice of human bodies. Do not just 
say, “This is what I find beautiful,” and then see if people fit into that 
description. You should explore more possibilities. Seeing more beauty 
and more possibility of beauty in the human body will combat the ways 
in which society has come to judge people for their appearance. 

I think my account utilizes these two strategies. Thinking of the beauty 
of our body as our expression through our body can help us create a 
healthier relationship with our own bodies. It’s not just about looking at 
our flaws in the mirror and trying to cover them up or change them. It’s 
about learning to embody ourselves more fully and to express ourselves 
in ways that people around us will appreciate, or that are appropriate 
to the context. It might even include the kinds of bodily practices that 
Martin-Seaver and Leboeuf speak about. It’s more difficult to express 
ourselves beautifully if we have a tortured relationship with our appear-
ance and how we present ourselves. Also, as has already been men-
tioned, perceivers of bodily beauty now have many more possibilities 
of beauty to encounter. This view encourages people to get out of their 
preconceived understandings of bodily beauty and engage in a way that 
sees beauty as much more than fitting into an ideal.

I think that there is an additional way that my account of bodily beauty 
helps fend off oppression. It provides people with tools that they can 
use to resist the oppressive practices of typical bodily beauty. One lim-
itation of these existing strategies is that they do not really tackle the 
problem that, no matter how much you accept yourself, and no matter 

4  Sara Protasi (2017) thinks that bodily beauty consists in being the proper subject to 
the loving gaze. I take it that what she thinks is oppressive about bodily beauty ideals is 
that people are taught that they’re not loveable and not of value, and through under-
standing that they are in fact loveable, they can overcome this. I take it that this is a 
similar approach to creating a healthier relationship to ourselves and our bodies. 
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how much we try to train people to see people in a more aesthetically 
worthwhile way, people are still going to be judged for their conforma-
tion to chosen beauty ideals. Irvin’s aesthetic exploratory view requires 
aesthetic education to be able to see the beauty of others. While aes-
thetic exploration might seem readily accessible to those of us who 
contemplate beauty and art on a regular basis, it is less common with 
society at large. One benefit to thinking that bodily beauty is beautiful 
bodily expression is that it is more transparent and easily grasped by a 
less aesthetically sensitive viewer, while also giving people the tools to 
express themselves more beautifully. You can be graceful, command-
ing, authentic, caring, professional, easy-going and casual, cold, warm, 
friendly, charismatic, cute, and dramatic. These are qualities people reg-
ularly detect in each other without much effort, and they are things we 
can, as individuals, have some control over through the ways in which 
we inhabit our bodies.
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