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Description

Introductory description

We generally assume that discrimination is wrong, but when is it wrong and why is it wrong? This 
module explores this question by exploring some philosophical theories concerning what makes 
discrimination wrong and by applying them to some familiar and less familiar kinds of 
discrimination, with a particular focus on appearance discrimination.

People are treated differently as a result of their looks. But when is appearance discrimination, or 
“lookism” as it is often called, morally objectionable? This issue is important for at least two 
reasons. First, the benefits that flow to people who are regarded as visually attractive are sizeable 
and are enjoyed in a number of contexts, including employment, personal relationships, education, 
politics, and the criminal justice system. Second, appearance discrimination is of moral interest not 
only in its own right, but also in terms of its connection to other forms of discrimination. 
Appearance norms, that is, norms concerning how we should look, often place greater burdens on 
disadvantaged groups, such as racial minorities, or disabled people. As a result, discrimination on 
the basis of appearance, when it rewards people who conform to these norms, may involve, or 
interact with, the effects of, wrongful discrimination on the basis of features other than 
appearance, in a way that aggravates existing injustices.

The first half of the module addresses different philosophical theories of what makes 



discrimination wrong, using familiar kinds of discrimination, such as racial discrimination and 
gender discrimination, as test cases. It will then consider how these theories should be applied to 
appearance discrimination, focusing on three contexts in which it occurs, namely, employment 
decisions; the choice of friends or romantic partners; and the everyday practice of judging and 
commenting upon people’s looks.

Module aims

The module provides an advanced introduction to the concepts and debates surrounding the 
morality of discrimination, particularly the morality of appearance discrimination.

More specifically, the principal module aims are:

To introduce students to different notions of discrimination – such as, the notions of direct 
discrimination, indirect discrimination, and statistical discrimination – and the difficulties 
involved in conceptualising them.

•

To consider a range of different theories of what makes discrimination wrong when it is 
wrong, including those developed by, inter alia, Kasper Lippert-Rasmussen, Deborah 
Hellman, Benjamin Eidelson, and Sophia Moreau, using racial discrimination as a test case 
for them.

•

To apply these theories to appearance discrimination, both in the context of appointments to 
jobs and the choices that people make in their personal lives.

•

Outline syllabus

This is an indicative module outline only to give an indication of the sort of topics that may be 
covered. Actual sessions held may differ.

1: Introduction and overview 
2: The nature of discrimination: conceptual and empirical issues. (This session will provide an 
introduction to the different forms that discrimination may take, such as direct discrimination, 
indirect discrimination, and statistical discrimination, debates surrounding how they should be 
conceptualised, and the different mechanisms that may be involved in direct discrimination, 
including stereotyping and implicit bias.) 
3: Why is discrimination wrong? I: Harm and deliberative freedom. (This session will examine two 
theories of what makes discrimination wrong that regard it as contingently wrong in terms of its 
consequences, namely, Kasper Lippert-Rasmussen’s harm-based theory and Sophia Moreau’s 
theory concerning how discrimination may impair deliberative freedom.) 
4. Why is discrimination wrong? II: Disrespect and the denial of moral equality. (This session will 
examine two theories of what makes discrimination wrong that regard it as potentially non-
contingently wrong, namely, Deborah Hellman’s account concerning how discrimination may be 
demeaning, and Benjamin Eidelson’s account of how it may be disrespectful.) 
5. Why is discrimination wrong? III: The meritocratic principle. (This session will examine whether 
the meritocratic principle, viz., that the best-qualified candidates should be selected for positions, 
can help to explain why discrimination is wrong in the context of job appointments.) 
6. Statistical discrimination and racial profiling (This session will consider the issue of when it is 
permissible for statistical generalisations to play a role in decision making, with special reference 
to racial profiling.) 



7. Appearance discrimination and reaction qualifications (This session will apply different theories 
of discrimination to the case of appearance discrimination, focusing in particular on the role of 
reaction qualifications, that is, qualifications that count as such in virtue of the responses of those 
with whom the successful candidate will interact in the course of performing the duties associated 
with a role.) 
8: Discrimination and the personal sphere. (This session will apply different theories of what 
makes discrimination wrongful to the discrimination that occurs when people choose friends, 
lovers and companions. It will focus especially on racial discrimination and appearance 
discrimination in this context, and on the role played by appearance norms, that is, norms 
concerning how one should look.) 
9: Legal regulation of appearance discrimination. (This session will assess the arguments for and 
against regulating appearance discrimination by means of the law, in particular whether 
appearance should be made a protected characteristic within the UK Equality Act.)

Learning outcomes

By the end of the module, students should be able to:

Demonstrate knowledge of different forms of discrimination, the various ways in which they 
can be conceptualised, and the advantages and disadvantages of different definitions.

•

Demonstrate knowledge of a range of theories of what makes discrimination wrong when it is 
wrong.

•

Apply different theories of what is wrong with discrimination to specific kinds of 
discrimination, including racial discrimination and appearance discrimination.

•

Demonstrate enhanced key skills such as written and oral communication skills, problem 
solving, working with others, and information technology skills.

•

Construct and substantiate a comprehensive and sophisticated argument in response to a 
pre-approved essay question, or a question of the student’s choice in consultation with their 
seminar tutor.

•

Indicative reading list

Reading lists can be found in Talis

Subject specific skills

Ability to apply key normative theories and concepts relating to discrimination and 
appearance.

1. 

Ability to analyse, develop, and critically assess normative arguments using theories and 
concepts introduced and discussed in the module.

2. 

Transferable skills

Critical thinking1. 
Communication of complex ideas - written and verbal2. 
Working effectively with others3. 

https://warwick.rl.talis.com/


Information literacy/research skills4. 
Time management and organisation5. 

Study

Study time

Type Required

Lectures 9 sessions of 1 hour (6%)

Seminars 9 sessions of 1 hour (6%)

Private study 57 hours (38%)

Assessment 75 hours (50%)

Total 150 hours

Private study description

Reading for seminars 
Preparation for seminars - answering set questions 
Further reading for summative work 
Preparation and writing of summative work

Costs

No further costs have been identified for this module.

Assessment

You do not need to pass all assessment components to pass the module.

Assessment group A2

Weighting
Study 
time

Eligible for self-
certification

Students will be required to select an essay title 
from a pre-approved list.

80% 60 hours Yes (extension)

Students will be required to write a summative essay related to the module content.

Book review 20% 15 hours Yes (extension)

Students will be required to write a 750 word book review, selected from pre-approved list of 
possible books.



Assessment group R2

Weighting
Study 
time

Eligible for self-
certification

Students will be required to select an essay title 
from a pre-approved list.

100% Yes (extension)

Students will be required to write a summative essay related to the module content.

Feedback on assessment

Essay feedback and feedback on the book review will be returned within 20 working days of essay 
submission 
Essay grading and grading of the book review will conform to marking criteria established by the 
Department (PAIS) 
It will give extensive comments on comprehension, analysis, critique and presentation as well as 
overall comments and suggestions for improvement. 
A standardised sheet on which the mark and constructive comments are entered will be provided 
as feedback to students. 
Students are entitled to request further feedback/clarification from the marker if they have 
questions about the written feedback they receive regarding coursework.

Availability

Courses

Course availability information is based on the current academic year, so it may change.
This module is Optional for:

Year 3 of UPHA-V7ML Undergraduate Philosophy, Politics and Economics•
Year 3 of UPOA-M100 Undergraduate Politics•
Year 4 of UPOA-M101 Undergraduate Politics (with Intercalated Year)•
Year 3 of UPOA-M169 Undergraduate Politics and International Studies with Chinese (3 
year)

•

Year 3 of UPOA-M164 Undergraduate Politics, International Studies and German•
Year 4 of UPOA-M167 Undergraduate Politics, International Studies and Quantitative 
Methods (with Intercalated Year)

•

This module is Unusual option for:

UPHA-V7ML Undergraduate Philosophy, Politics and Economics
Year 3 of V7MR Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Bipartite with Economics Major)○

Year 3 of V7MP Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Bipartite)○

•

UPHA-V7MM Undergraduate Philosophy, Politics and Economics (with Intercalated year)•



Year 4 of V7MS Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Bipartite with Economics Major) 
(with Intercalated Year)

○

Year 4 of V7MQ Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Bipartite) with Intercalated Year○

Year 4 of V7MM Philosophy, Politics and Economics (Tripartite) (with Intercalated year)○

Year 3 of UPHA-V7MW Undergraduate Politics, Philosophy and Law•
Year 4 of UPHA-V7MX Undergraduate Politics, Philosophy and Law (with Intercalated Year)•

This module is Option list A for:

Year 3 of UPOA-M16A Undergraduate Politics and International Studies•
Year 4 of UPOA-M16B Undergraduate Politics and International Studies (with Intercalated 
Year)

•

Year 3 of UPOA-M16H Undergraduate Politics, International Studies and Hispanic Studies (3 
year degree)

•


