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1. Introduction 

character? "Ordinary" moral beliefs are divided on the issue. On the one hand, affirmation of an 

appearance-character connection is thought to lead to injustice, such as when it abets racism or 

sexism or stigmatization of the physically unattractive. On the other hand, affirmation of the 

same connection is thought to facilitate justice

r his  

about the appearance-character connection in legal contexts as well, e.g., can a "threatening" or 

"menacing" appearance trigger probable cause, or justify self-defense?  And likewise in social 

contexts: when does ? When, if ever, 

 attire justifiably thought to be immodest  or otherwise 

morally problematic?  

 Reflection on common discourse suggests that people make such inferences more often 

than they like to admit. The psychological literature gives more rigorous empirical support to the 

latter observation, but gives conflicting advice as to its normative significance.1 As for the 

normative issues themselves, philosophers are divided about them. At one extreme, we might 

                                                 
1 -Analytic and Theoretical 

Psychological Bulletin 126:3 (2000), pp. 390-423. See also Nancy Etcoff, Survival of the 
Prettiest: The Science of Beauty (New York: Anchor, 2000), and Deborah L. Rhode, The Beauty Bias: 
The Injustice of Appearance in Life and Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
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say, with Alasdair MacIntyre, that there is no significant connection between appearance and 

character, so that we "need to learn how to dissociate the evaluation of personal qualities and of 

reasoning from physical appearance and manner of presentation."2 At the reverse extreme, we 

might claim, with Colin McGinn, that many "terms of moral appraisal...have a strongly aesthetic 

flavor" that is made apparent in sensory perception, so that we can, in some way, judge a 

person's character by his physical appearance.3 In short, the question is both significant enough 

and confusing enough to demand philosophical clarification. 

 In this paper, I offer the first tentative step of an inquiry into the subject its erotetics. 

That is, I merely aim to clarify the question that needs to be asked at the outset of the inquiry, 

and needs to be answered by its terminus. Ideally, my efforts here should yield a clearer and 

more determinate version of the question than the one with which we began, and a clearer sense 

of the sort of inquiry required to answer it.   

 

2. Some preliminaries 

Broadly speaking, we need to formulate a question that leaves open the possibility of a 

connection between appearance and moral character without either affirming or denying it. We 

also need a question that neither pretends to false neutrality about its presuppositions, nor biases 

the inquiry in any question-begging direction. Prima facie, our opening question seems to fit the 

bill: 

                                                 
2 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the Virtues (Chicago and 
LaSalle, IL: Open Court Press, 1999), p. 136. For related treatments of the same topic, see MacIntyre's 
"Hegel on Faces and Skulls," and "What Is a Human Body?" reprinted in Alasdair MacIntyre, The Tasks 
of Philosophy: Selected Essays, Volume 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 74-85 and 
86-103. 
3 Colin McGinn, Ethics, Evil, and F iction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 92, and generally 
ch. 5. See also the discussion in McGinn's Moral Literacy (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1993), ch. 8.  
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her moral character? 
 

Since question (1) is at one level an epistemic one, it seems clear that its meaning will vary with 

variation in the epistemic commitments of the person asking the question. A questioner with a 

conception of epistemic justification, J, will be asking a different version of the question than 

one with a conception J*. To avoid overcomplication, I want to bracket questions about the 

general nature of epistemic justification, and focus specifically on questions of moral 

epistemology. So for present purposes, I'll stipulatively adopt a broadly evidentialist conception 

of justification. Our question, then, becomes: 

adequate evidence for 
judgments about her moral character?  
 

Question (2) is thus intended to be neutral as between evidentialist conceptions of justification, 

but (ex hypothesi) exclusive of non-evidentialist ones. To give it more determinate content, 

however, we need to fix the conceptions of moral character and physical appearance it involves. 

 

3. Moral character 

Given question (2), it seems obvious that claims about physical appearance could only provide 

adequate evidence for judgments about moral character if character were the sort of thing that 

could somehow be inferred from physical appearance. That claim by itself might strike some as 

prima facie implausible, and its outright falsity is certainly a possibility worth considering. 

Unless our inquiry is to grind immediately to a halt, however, we need an account of moral 

character that indicates how it's possible for appearance to reveal something significant about it. 

Our account cannot literally be neutral between all possible conceptions of moral character; there 

are too many incommensurable accounts to be unified by a single neat summary. But it can't, 
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without begging the question, be idiosyncratically rigged so as to lead to some particular answer 

on the appearance-character relation. So we need to make assumptions about moral character that 

lie in the mean between total neutrality and outright partisanship.  

I follow a long-standing Aristotelian tradition in conceiving "moral character" as a 

relatively stable psychological state (hexis) constituted by traits that are controlled and fashioned 

by the agent himself. So conceived, moral character has three interacting sources--genetics, 

environment, and rational agency. Both genetic and environmental factors generate what might 

be called the raw material of character: the unreflective tendencies for desire, emotion, choice, 

and action that from infancy constitute an individual's temperament or personality. Rational 

agency, initially under the strong influence of these external factors, eventually brings these 

unreflective tendencies, or at least some of them, under the control of principles endorsed by the 

agent. Eventually, a person of mature moral character comes to govern the external influences on 

him, and so, to govern himself and his life.4  

When a person's propensities for action become relatively determinate and 

counterfactually stable, we can say that he acquires "traits" of moral character.5 "Virtue" names 

the traits that promote the agent's well-being or flourishing, while "vice" names the traits that 

subvert it. "Moral character" names the sum of factors under the agent's control that motivate 

him to action, inclusive of both virtues and vices, but exclusive of factors out of his control, 

whether genetic or environmental. The genetic/environmental factors are a matter of luck, 
                                                 
4 The locus classicus is Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics II.1-6. For further elaboration, see Terence Irwin's 
glossary entry on "state" (translating hexis), in his translation of the Nicomachean E thics (Indianapolis: 
Hackett Publishing, 1999), p. 349. 
moral  

5 For present purposes, I take the existence of so-called "robust traits" for granted, and ignore skepticism 
about their existence. For a skeptical view, see Gilbert Harman, "Virtue Ethics without Character Traits," 
in Alex Byrne, Robert Stalknaker, and Ralph Wedgewood, Fact and Value: Essays on E thics and 
Metaphysics for Judith Jarvis Thomson (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001), pp. 117-28. 
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whether good or bad, and are both external to moral character and excluded from judgments 

about it.6    

It follows on a view of this sort that judgments of moral character are ultimately 

judgments about an agent's possession or exercise of the virtues or vices. Such judgments fall 

into two rough categories. On the one hand, we can judge someone's actions as expressive of 

virtue or vice, hence as right or wrong, such as when we judge Smith's lie to be wrong because it 

expresses dishonesty. On the other hand, we can judge someone's moral character as virtuous or 

vicious, hence as good or bad, such as when we judge Jones's (moral) character to be dishonest, 

because he lies so often. I'll call judgments of this sort judgments of morally verdictive 

relevance. 

This very simplified account of moral character provides enough information to indicate 

the sort of evidence that would be needed to vindicate or refute the appearance-character 

connection. A defender of the connection would have to show that physical appearance provided 

evidence of the existence of stable psychological state(s), good or bad, that were under the 

agent's control, and of verdictive relevance. A critic would have to be able to deny this. The 

preceding analysis, then, yields a question like the following: 

ppearance ever yield adequate evidence about 
determinate and counterfactually stable traits of moral character with morally verdictive 
relevance, exclusive of genetic or environmental factors out of his control? 
 
The last clause of (3)--"exclusive of genetic or environmen --

                                                 
6  (Nicomachean E thics I.8). 
Aristotle takes extern
to be an object of moral judgment. As should become clear in the following, none of the questions in the 

itself the object of moral judgment. On external goods in 
Reason and Emotion: Essays on 

Ancient Moral Psychology and E thical Theory (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), ch. 13, 
especially p. 295.   
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needs more clarification.7 There is a crucial but difficult distinction to be drawn between those 

aspects of a person's appearance that derive from factors outside of his control and those that 

derive from his choices to look a certain way. In some respects, this distinction may seem too 

obvious to belabor, but the more one presses it, the harder it gets to draw clearly. 

There is, to begin, a basic distinction of relevance to my appearance between what I 

control Sartorial choice provides a clear example of the former 

category. Of the five shirts in my closet, I directly control the choice to attend to the five and to 

think about the choice between them. I likewise directly control the choice of one shirt from 

among the five as well. At some level, I likewise control the act of reaching for one of the five 

shirts and putting it on. Call such facts chosen. At the other extreme, however, many facts about 

or relevant to my appearance are completely out of my control. Call such facts given, and 

distinguish at least three species of givenness. At one level, there is the biologically-given, i.e., 

those aspects of my appearance (or facts relevant to producing my appearance) that arise from 

level, there is the socially-given, i.e., those aspects of my appearance (or facts relevant to 

producing it) that arise from social processes beyond my control, e.g., facts about the sorts of 

clothes available in markets accessible to me, facts about their pricing, facts about the social 

appropriateness of various sorts of attire in my cultural milieu, etc. At a third level, there is the 

environmentally-given, i.e., those aspects of my appearance (or facts relevant to producing it) 

that arise from non-social and non-biological processes beyond my control, e.g., weather and 

                                                 
7 
and denies the existence of so- Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy online version). This is, admittedly, a controversial assumption, and one that biases the 
envisioned inquiry in a specific direction. My preferred argument against moral luck is the so-called 

Journal of 
Philosophical Research 25 (2000), pp. 149-72.  
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climate.8   

On standard assumptions about moral responsibility, moral responsibility presupposes 

agent control. Given this, I can only be held morally responsible for those aspects of my 

appearance that I control the clothes I select from the sartorial choices available to me, 

say, but not my inherited eye color. But the sum total of facts about my appearance arises in a 

complex way both from facts that I control and from  There is no easy way to 

disentangle the chosen from the given in a specific case. 

9{Take, for example, obesity. Obese people usually appear obese, and are often morally 

stigmatized for appearing as they do.10 But obesity is a causally complex phenomenon. To some 

degree it may arise from a genetic predisposition to the condition (biologically-given). To some 

degree it may arise from socio-economic facts that predispose the obese person to a certain diet 

or lifestyle (socially-given). To some degree it may arise from something as mundane as the 

                                                 
8 Philosophers sometimes describe physical appearance as a consequence of what Rawls calls "the natural 
lottery," but to my mind, Rawls's conception of the natural lottery conflates the chosen and the given in 
problematic ways. The natural lottery for Rawls involves "the initial distribution of assets for any period 
of time," where the initial distribution is "strongly influenced by natural and social contingencies" (John 
Rawls, A Theory of Justice, Revised Edition [Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 1999], pp. 62ff, my emphasis). Thus on a Rawlsian view, if physical appearance were a 
consequence of the natural lottery, it would involve a "distribution" of both naturally-determined and 
socially-influenced traits. Apart from difficulties about what "distribution" is supposed to mean in this 
context (who or what is distributing what and how?), it seems to me that Rawls's conception fails to 
distinguish sharply enough between what part of the agent's appearance is up to agent, and what part is 
not, and among the parts that are not, what parts might derive from  agency and what parts do 
not. Unfortunately, Nozick's competing terminology  an organism's 
inheritance of its natural endowments--including its appearance-relevant ones to be an "invisible-hand 
filter process," but in my terminology, that only accounts for biologically-given factors (Anarchy, State, 
and Utopia [New York: Basic Books, 1974], pp. 20-22).  
9 I this bracketed section at Felician, but comments/questions welcome.  
 
10 Cf. R.M. Puhl and K.D. Brownell, "Psychosocial Origins of Obesity Stigma: Toward Changing a 
Powerful and Pervasive Bias," Obesity Reviews 4 (2003), pp. 213-227. See also Rebecca Puhl and 

Obesity 17 (2009), [need pages]. 
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weather (environmentally-given).11 And to some degree it arises from choices about how one 

chooses to deal with the given factors. Moral judgments about a person based on his obesity 

presuppose specific claims about the complex interaction of the chosen and given factors. One 

is obesity. But the etiology is 

crucially relevant.}   

The more general point about the appearance-character connection is this. As a 

metaphysical point, every choice I make about my appearance is one made in virtue of given 

factors that are ontologically and temporally prior to the choice. Metaphysically, there may well 

be facts of the matter about which morally relevant aspects of my appearance I control and which 

. Epistemically, however, that priority will often be difficult to discern by 

appearance, and sometimes difficult to discover by any means.  

It's hard to summarize all of the preceding in a single neat clause, but perhaps we need to 

modify (3) as follows: 

(4) C
determinate and counterfactually stable traits of moral character with morally verdictive 
relevance, exclusive of genetic or environmental factors out of his control, while 
accounting for the complexity of the interaction between chosen and given? 
 
One last point is worth mentioning, applicable to (4) as a whole. The preceding account 

of moral character abstracts from at least four complexities of potential relevance to our inquiry. 

For one, it abstracts from a fully worked-out account of the sort of control we exercise over 

ourselves, and thus from an account of the nature of the responsibility we have for character-

formation. Second, it abstracts from a substantive account of the nature of flourishing, and of the 

relation that the virtues and vices bear to flourishing so conceived. Third, it abstracts from an 

account (or list) of the virtues and vices themselves. And fourth, it abstracts from 

                                                 
11 Exercise affects obesity, and climatic extremes tend to discourage exercise.  
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epistemological questions about the precise sort of evidence needed to make judgments about 

virtue and vice, whether of actions or of moral character.  

Both defender and critic of the appearance-character connection would have to 

acknowledge that inquiry into (4) is potentially confounded by the four complexities missing 

from the simplified account. That is, two interlocutors could both ask (4) while having very 

different accounts of the issues involved in the four complexities, and thereby end up asking very 

different, highly equivocal versions of (4).12 For example, both might agree that physical 

appearance is relevant to me only insofar as it is subject to rational control, but both might 

disagree about the extent to which we have rational control over our physical appearance. Both 

might agree that appearance would be relevant to moral character if it (appearance) was 

somehow reliably correlated with some morally verdictive trait, but disagree about whether it 

ever is. Both might well disagree on their preferred list of virtues, or disagree about the 

requirements of a certain (nominally agreed-upon) virtue. Finally, both might agree in principle 

on everything but the precise sort of evidence required to make verdictive judgments on the basis 

of appearance one being an epistemic optimist, while the other was a skeptic.  

To handle these confounding factors, we need a ceteris paribus clause that holds the four 

complexities constant in any inquiry, either presuming agreement on them, or somehow setting 

them aside for purposes of the inquiry. That yields (5): 

(5) Ceteris paribus rance ever yield adequate 
evidence about determinate and counterfactually stable traits of moral character with 
morally verdictive relevance, exclusive of genetic or environmental factors out of his 
control, while accounting for the complexity of the interaction between chosen and 
given? 

 

                                                 
12 Of course, a single inquirer unclear on the four complexities could end up confused about the meaning 
of (4) as well. I don't intend anything to turn on the interpersonally dialectical character of the inquiry.  
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4. Physical appearance 

Taken literally, the phrase "physical appearance" denotes the way a physical object (any physical 

object) is perceived by some sensory organ (any sensory organ). In the present context, of 

course, the term denotes the way one person appears to another (or to herself). Even in this 

restricted context, however, the concept of "physical appearance" needs some unpacking. As I 

see it, minimal clarity requires a three-fold distinction between (what I'll call) the non-visual and 

the visual; within the visual, between the non-focal and the focal; and within the focal, between 

both the facial and the bodily.  

 Given ordinary English usage, it's tempting to assume that a person's "physical 

appearance" refers to her visual appearance: when we think of how a person "appears," we often 

think reflexively of how she looks. But for better or worse, people are frequently judged on how 

they smell and sound, and unsqueamish reflection on sexual preferences suggests that they're 

likewise judged on how they feel. Foul-smelling people are thought culpably unhygienic, grating 

voices are thought to indicate a culpably "annoying" moral character, and sexual desirability (as 

suggested by touch) is often taken as evidence of morally praiseworthy sexual prowess (e.g., 

masculinity, femininity, etc.). For reasons of simplicity, I'll focus here on visual appearance, with 

the proviso that this focus is a mere stipulation, rather than license to conflate "physical 

appearance" with "visual appearance." 

 Suppose, then, that we concentrate on visual appearance. When we look at something, we 

can focus on some specific aspect of it, visually discriminating that aspect from others, or we can 

simply take it in, discriminating the object from its perceptual background, but not 

discriminating any one aspect of the object from others. I'll refer to this as the distinction 
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between focal and non-focal perception, taking them in reverse order.13 

 Aristotle famously opens his Metaphysics with the following words, which I take to 

describe non-focal perception: 

All men by nature desire to know. An indication of this is the delight we take in our 
senses; for even apart from their usefulness they are loved for themselves; and above all 
others the sense of sight. For not only with a view to action, but even when we are not 
going to do anything, we prefer seeing (one might say) to everything else. The reason is 
that this, most of all senses, makes us know and brings to light many differences between 
things.14 

 

Sometimes, this passage suggests, we look at something simply for the sake of looking at it, with 

no further aim or intention than the looking. In such cases, we are seeing for the sake of seeing, 

and in doing so, simply taking in the visual array as it appears to us, for the sake of doing just 

that. 

 What applies to perception of things could, at least in principle, apply to visual perception 

of persons. In non-focal visual perception, the observer takes in the whole of the observed 

person's appearance at once, where "appearance" refers indifferently to every perceptible object 

and property within the observer's visual field. In other words, when I look at you non-focally, 

I'm not focusing on any particular aspect of you. I'm just focusing on (what I can see of) you. In 

that case, my observation is not motivated by anything but the desire to see you, full stop. I see 

what there is to see in my visual field, regardless of how it got there, regardless of what is 

revealed or concealed, and regardless of what I wish to see or not to see. Contrary to the 

implication of the Metaphysics passage, non-focal perception can involve delight, but need not 

do so. The paradigmatic motivation is pure visual curiosity, whether delightful or not. 

                                                 
13 My use of "focal" and "non-focal" perception is merely homonymous with Aristotle's doctrine of focal 
meaning; I don't mean "focal perception" to map onto "focal meaning" in any interesting way.   
14 Aristotle, Metaphysics I.1 (980a23-30).  
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 Sometimes however--perhaps more frequently--we look at someone for the sake of 

obtaining a piece of visual information about her. Call this focal perception. When I look at you 

focally, I focus on the specific aspect or dimension of your appearance that satisfies my need to 

know something about you that can be known by visual perception. In such cases, I focus on 

what is relevant, and abstract visually from what is not. I look at some aspect(s) of you, and 

ignore the rest.15  

  Often, but not always, we identify a person's visual appearance with her facial 

appearance, but a moment's (perhaps non-decorous) reflection suggests that claims about visual 

appearance need not refer exclusively to the observed person's face. There are three obvious 

possibilities here. Sometimes visual appearance is purely facial. Sometimes it's purely bodily. 

And sometimes it involves a combination of the two, the limiting case being a visual focus on the 

whole person, both face and body.  

 16{One clarification is worth making at this point. It's tempting to conflate non-focal with 

focal perception of the whole person, but they are in fact importantly different phenomena. Both 

involve the same object, the whole person. Both may be equally veridical, and neither need 

involve an untoward or morally problematic motivation. But the motivations involved are still 

fundamentally different. When I look at you non-focally, I look at you simply for the sake of 
                                                 
15 I mean the focal/non-focal distinction to be exclusive, but not exhaustive. We can, for example, 
imagine a third category intermediate between the two, involving a subconscious transition from non-
focal to focal perception, which involves elements of both but is reducible to neither. Cf. Iris Murdoch, 
"The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts," in The Sovereignty of Good (New York: Routledge 
Classics, 2001), pp. 82-83. Contrary to Murdoch, I would insist that the relevant distinction is not 
between unmotivated and motivated looking, or even between non-ego motivated and ego-motivated 
looking, but between looking for the sake of looking, and looking for the sake of acquiring a specific sort 
of visual information (cf. Murdoch, Sovereignty of Good, pp. 40, 50-51, 53, 57-58, 62-67, 89, 101). On 
the view I have in mind (pace Murdoch), non-focal awareness is motivated by the desire for visual 
knowledge, a motivation that has its source in what Aristotle calls the agent's nous (arguably translatable 
as "ego," but without Freudian or Murdochian baggage). Thanks to Luis Pinto de Sa for helpful criticisms 
on this issue.  
16  
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looking. If your whole person--both your face and body--are visible, then non-focal perception 

includes perception of both. But it includes them simply for the sake of seeing whatever part of 

you is in my visual field. If I all I can see is your face, non-focal perception will be perception of 

your face. If I all I can see is your body, non-focal perception will be perception of your body. 

The essential point is not that non-focal perception involves perception of the whole person 

(though it may), but that it is motivated by perception of the whole visual array, however much 

of the person appears in it. By contrast, when I look at your face and body focally, I am looking 

at all of you for the sake of obtaining some visual information that goes beyond the desire merely 

to see you.17  

 Consider some examples of the latter. One is recognitional: I'm at the train station, 

looking for someone I don't know very well; I need to figure out whether that person over there 

is the person I'm looking for, and facial recognition by itself is insufficient. I need to see the 

whole person to figure out whether she is the right one. Another is sexual or romantic: I may get 

sexual/romantic pleasure out of seeing someone's face and body at once. A third is aesthetic: I 

may get non-sexual aesthetic pleasure out of seeing the whole person. A fourth may be motivated 

by jealousy: I may wish I looked like someone else, and thus perversely want to look at the 

person to fuel my own feelings of jealousy. A fifth may be judgmental: I may believe that every 

                                                 
17 Granted, non-focal perception can become focal when the observer picks something out of the visual 
field that for some reason has moral or some other sort of salience. What I want to insist on is that non-
focal perception is a form of perception not connected with moral judgment, or indeed with judgment of 
any kind. Thanks to Carrie-Ann Biondi for a very helpful conversation on this topic, and to Luis Pinto de 
Sa for helpful criticisms.  
 Being and Nothingness, Sartre seems to distinguish 
between observing someone as a mere object and observing them as a possessor of consciousness. I find 

-focal 
awareness simply look at a person without thinking of them as conscious, but one might deliberately 
(hence focally) look at a person while viewing them in a clinical or behaviorist fashion that denied their 
consciousness (cf. Being and Nothingness, III.1.4). 
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aspect of a person's appearance says something about her moral character, and I may want to 

look at her to confirm my judgment. A sixth might be medical: I may be a chiropractor, and think 

that someone's face and body in combination provides clues as to the postural defects from 

which she suffers. In all six cases, I'm looking at (all of) someone, but in none of them am I 

looking just for the sake of looking. In focal perception, I'm looking as a means to some inquiry 

that has a goal not determined by the requirements of mere visual observation (aka "idle 

curiosity"). In non-focal perception, by contrast, sheer visual observation constitutes the whole of 

the perceptual act.18} 

Though it's clear {from these examples} that not all focal perceptions are morally 

verdictive, it's clear that focal rather than non-focal perception will be relevant to verdictive 

judgments of moral character. If perception is ever relevant to moral judgment, the observer will 

have to be trained to focus in a highly discriminating way on what features of physical 

appearance are relevant to moral character, and to tune out what is not. In particular, focal 

awareness will somehow have to be trained to distinguish the given from the chosen.19 Similarly, 

the observer will have to know in a given case whether moral judgment requires a focus on the 

                                                 
18 The focal/non-focal distinction is perhaps harder to convey in English than it is in other languages. The 
closest approximation in English may be the distinction between "seeing," "looking at," "observing," and 
"scrutinizing," but no pair in that set quite captures the distinction I have in mind. In Urdu, however, there 
is a perfectly familiar colloquial distinction between dekhna (simply looking at) and ghawr karna 
(literally, "visually focusing," i.e., focally observing) which comes much closer to the focal/non-focal 
distinction (without, I suspect, quite nailing it).  
19 One of the defects of Hume's and Adam Smith's (very similar) discussions of the appearance-character 
connection is their insensitivity to the fact mentioned in the text. Both Hume and Smith seem to have 
thought that naive, untrained perceptual judgments were somehow adequate to judging moral character 
without having to distinguish the chosen from the given. See Hume's Treatise of Human Nature, II.1.2, 
II.1.8-10, II.2.5, III.2.12, and III.3.1, and Smith's Theory of Moral Sentiments, IV.1-2 and V.1-2. See also 
Alasdair MacIntyre's trenchant criticisms of Hume in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1988), pp. 290-95, and of Smith in Dependent Rational Animals, pp. 2, 
7. The Romantic literary tradition is arguably heir to the same insensitivity. See, on this, Lucy Hartley, 
Physiognomy and the Meaning of Expression in Nineteenth Century Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006).  
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observed person's face, body, or both. She will have to know both the extent and limits of 

physical appearance in making verdictive judgments, and know her own liabilities to error in 

using appearance to make such judgments.  

Perceptual judgment on this view will turn out to be an art (techne) involving skills 

analogous to those possessed by, say, the pathologist, the art historian, the air traffic controller, 

or the fire inspector.  But the skill will have to be governed by a conception of the good via the 

intellectual virtues, notably practical reason (phronesis). It will in other words require skilled 

perception guided by good judgment (sunesis) about what to look at or for, what to ignore, and 

why. In legal contexts, it may involve some version of what Aristotle calls equity (epeikes), the 

virtue that guides us to correct decisions where the law is insufficiently determinate to provide 

clear guidance on its own.20    

Once again, much of the preceding material is difficult to capture in a crisp set of 

formulations, but nonetheless, our question ought somehow to reflect it. Here's a proposal: 

(6) Ceteris paribus, can judgments about a person's visual appearance, based on focal 
awareness, duly regulated by the good and sustained by truth-conducive intellectual 
virtues (e.g., phronesis, sunesis, epeikes), ever yield adequate evidence about the 
relevantly determinate and counterfactually stable traits of moral character with morally 
verdictive relevance, exclusive of genetic or environmental factors out of her control, 
while accounting for the complexity of the interaction between chosen and given?  

 
 
5. Some meta-level complications21  

Even if we consider ourselves done as far as preliminaries are concerned, however, two difficult 

meta-level questions require acknowledgement, whether or not they find their way into our initial 

question. I merely mention them here for completeness, leaving their fuller development for 

                                                 
20 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics VI.4, VI.5, VI.10, and V.10. 
 
21  
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another occasion.22 

 A first question pertains to the object of perception. The object of focal awareness is, ex 

hypothesi, a physical object or property. But our inquiry is primarily concerned with moral 

judgments. An inquiry into our question will not get very far until it clarifies what relation 

physical properties bear to moral ones. This last formulation is itself ambiguous as between a 

metaphysical and an epistemic interpretation. On the metaphysical interpretation, the question is:  

6a. What is the metaphysical relationship between the physical properties we see and the 
moral ones we judge (e.g., identity, constitution, supervenience, etc.)?  

 

On the epistemic interpretation, the question is:  

6b. How exactly does evidence about physical appearance bear on morally verdictive 
claims? 
 

Both questions need an answer before the inquiry into (6) gets very far.  

 A second pertains to the mode of perception. I mentioned that focal perception must be 

guided by a conception of the good and regulated by intellectual virtues. But how exactly do 

virtues and skills guide sensory perception? On a direct realist model of perception, we non-

inferentially perceive what is "really" there; our conceptions and virtues help pick out what is 

relevant, but don't play any autonomous cognitive role in the perceptual act. On a theory-laden 

conception of perception, by contrast, our conceptions and beliefs constitute the content of 

perception itself. The distinction makes a difference. A direct realist account makes our 

confrontation with the perceptual evidence direct, but leaves a long story to be told about how 

we get from perception to moral judgment. A theory-laden account has a shorter distance to go 

from perception to moral judgment, but leaves a long story to be told about truth about the 

relation between our perceptions and a mind-independent reality. In any case, this meta-level 

                                                 
22 Thanks to Ari Schulman for pressing me to clarify my views on these issues. 
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dispute would need resolution before progress on (6) can be made.23      

6. Parting thoughts 

rogress between questions (1) and (6), we should now have a 

question in hand that while not quite neutral, sets the agenda for a potentially fruitful inquiry 

about the appearance-character connection, one that allows for a focused inquiry without literally 

dictating the answer. Holding some conception of moral responsibility and moral character 

constant, and having some specific list of the virtues and some account of "adequate evidence" 

before us, we need to ask how and when expression of the virtues and vices presents itself to 

focal visual perception. We also need to ask about the virtues required of the truth-conducive 

moral observer. And we need to consider the very real possibility that despite the work we've 

done to refine the question, the answer to (6) might well be (and on some conceptions is)24 "no." 

In any case, though the process of getting an answer is likely to be slow going, the form of the 

question suggests that we have the hope of getting one.25  (Version: April 17, 2012) 

                                                 
23 These meta- -  
interpret. In E thics, Evil, and F iction

-
perceptual connotations (p. 92)  treatment of these terms equivocal. In some cases, 

physical or perceptual appearance, so that the perception at issue is not sensory perception at all (Ethics, 
Evil, and F iction, pp. 97- -aesthetic terms in 
question are predicated of physical properties accessible to visual perception (see, e.g., the overtly 
physiognomic discussion in Moral Literacy, p. 97). The result, it seems to me, is systematic unclarity 

 
 
24 Mikeal C. Parsons, Body and Character in 
Luke and Acts: The Subversion of Physiognomy in Early Christianity (Baylor, TX: Baylor University 
Press, 2011). After 
Virtue, MacIntyre seems to endorse a form of physiognomy that he repudiates in Dependent Rational 
Animals (Contrast After Virtue, 2nd ed., [Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984], p. 189 with 
Dependent Rational Animals, p. 136.) 
 
25 Thanks to Carrie-Ann Biondi, Luis Pinto de Sa, and Ari Schulman for extensive discussion and 
comments on an earlier version of this paper, and also to an audience at the International Society for 
MacIntyrean Enquiry at Providence College (July 2011) for helpful discussion. 


