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Abstract: Flanagan (1991) was the first contemporary philosopher to suggest that a modularity of 
morals hypothesis (MMH) was worth serious consideration by cognitive science.  There is now a 
serious empirically informed proposal that moral competence is best explained in terms of moral 
modules-evolutionarily ancient, fast-acting, automatic, emotionally-based reactions to particular types 
of socio-moral experience (Haidt & Joseph 2007).  MMH fleshes out an idea, which is nascent in 
Aristotle, Mencius, and Darwin.  We discuss the evidence for MMH, specifically an ancient version, 
"Mencian Moral Modularity," MMM, which claims four innate modules, and "Social Intuitionist 
Modularity," SIM, which claims five innate modules.  We critically compare these two moral modularity 
models; discuss whether the postulated modules are best conceived as perceptual and Fodorian or 
emotional and Darwinian; and discuss whether assuming either version of MMH true, MMM or SIM, has 
any normative ethical consequences whatsoever.  Advocates of MMH can be read as making several 
distinct normative ethical claims, among them, that accepting MMH provides reason for greater moral 
tolerance, and possibly that we might wish to conceive of a well-developed moral agent as someone 
who tunes in a moderate way-but does not turn off-all four (plus or minus a few) innate moral modules.  
The discussion of MMH re-connects the cognitive science of morality with normative ethics in a 
particularly vivid way that involves the reassertion of the "is-ought" problem.  We explain in a new way 
what this problem is and why it won't yield.  The reason does not have to do with the logic of "ought," 
but rather with the plasticity of human nature and the realistic options to "grow" and "do" human 
nature in multifarious legitimate ways.
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What does the Modularity of Morals have to do with Ethics?

Four Moral Sprouts Plus or Minus a Few

Owen Flanagan & R. A. Williams

Duke University

Moral Modularity

In Varieties of Moral Personality (1991), Owen Flanagan argued that an hypothesis of 

the modularity of morals, MMH, was worth serious consideration by cognitive science on the 

grounds that (some aspects of) morality seems to be adaptive, possibly even a biological 

adaptation, and in addition morality seems to involve multifarious competencies suited to 

different social ecologies (or different aspects of a single social ecology) rather than a unitary 

competence. Specifically, the argument was that virtues such as justice and benevolence have 

different emotional bases, domains, and learning histories, and thus possess characteristics of 

other skills that have been profitably modeled modularly, such as face recognition, language, the 

senses, and the basic emotions. 

There is now, a decade and a half later, a serious empirically informed proposal put

forward by social intuitionists, which claims that moral competence and moral performance are 

best explained in terms of intuitional moral modules.1 Social intuitionism is the name for the 

view that certain adaptive social challenges are governed by evolutionarily ancient, fast acting, 

affect programs, and are directed and leveraged more by the emotions and less by cognition or 

reason than most think.  Morality is a matter more of “knowing how” than “knowing that.”  

Furthermore, the “know how” involved is less like the “know how” of an expert gymnast than 

the “know how” involved in walking and talking–something primitive and natural.
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example, to grow and develop all four limbs?  To answer these questions it will be helpful to line 

up the two sets of modules, classical MMM and contemporary SIM:

Table 2

Assuming that moral modules (sprouts in Mencius), pick out a small set of universal phenotypic 

traits that are adaptationshistorical one might expect the MMM list and the SIM list to be the same.  

The reason is that smart people can see adaptations without knowing anything about the 

Darwinian theory that explains what an adaptation is, how one works, and so on.  But, the lists 

differ and not just because Mencius has only four, not five sprouts as SIM does.  Mencius does 

not have a sprout for justice/fairness.  This, of course, doesn’t mean that Mencius doesn’t 

recognize some such moral competence or universal feature of moral life (showing that he does 

or doesn’t would require deep textual exegesis, which we do not engage in here).  That said, 

justice as fairness is not marked off and treated much, nor is it considered a major virtue in 

classical Chinese philosophy.  But, if there is a justice/fairness sprout in human nature (as there 

is among capuchins or canines) but it shows up neither as a sprout nor a virtue, we are owed an 

explanation as to why it wasn’t seen in the 5c. BCE by Mencius. One might look for 

justice/fairness in Mencian righteousness (yi), but this will be difficult since the virtue of yi is 

rooted in the sprout of purity/shame, which according to SIM is a whole different deal–it 

supports not judgments of fairness but judgments about whether marrying first cousins or being 

an atheist makes one dirty or yucky.  Furthermore, although MMM, has an up-down module in 

“deference,” the sprout for propriety, which maps nicely on to the authority/respect/hierarchy 

module of SIM, there is no sprout that maps onto the ingroup-outgroup module of SIM.  Then, 

again, one could make a plausible (but not decisive) argument to the effect that the Chinese 

tradition makes much ado about filial piety (xiao) which is a paradigm case of an ingroup virtue–
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then the whole Mencian analogy between the four sprouts and the four limbs starts to come 

undone, or at least begins to show the limits of its usefulness.  If wisdom (zhi) is a meta-skill, a 

principle, a heavily cognitive competence, or a set of skills for utilizing the core cardinal virtues 

(now three) and if benevolence and righteousness trump propriety in importance, then the 

analogy with growing and coordinating all four limbs breaks down, unless, that is, some limbs 

are to be stronger (or longer) than others and one limb (wisdom) is less like a limb than like the 

mind. Wisdom on the meta-skill or rule view is more like motor cortex or even PFC (prefrontal 

cortex), which controls the limbs (via motor areas) than like one of the limbs themselves (now 

three). 

If one attraction of the MMM is that it seems to maintain a smooth relation between “is” 

and “ought,” between description and normativity, then in fact upon reflection it doesn’t do this.  

If another attraction of MMM is that it anticipates the modern modularity view, SIM, then in fact 

in doesn’t do that either.  There is not a match between the list of philosophy’s first great moral 

modularist and its 21st century mate–between MMM and SIM.  In the end, Mencius is not, a full-

fledged modularist, because he sees the need for–or even if he doesn’t see the need for it, he 

imports–a meta-skill, namely wisdom (zhi), for cognitive control or orchestration of the first 

order virtues, whatever the number and nature of these might be.  This can be plausibly read as 

an important, even if inadvertent, insight about the need for and role of non-modular elements 

for successfully negotiating the socio-moral domain in most actual worlds. The upshot is that 

MMM does not succeed, upon close scrutiny, in describing moral competence as fully modular, 

nor does a credible moral analogue of the normative four limb analogy emerge.  

Putting aside the special problem due to the non-modular aspects of Mencian wisdom 

(zhi), one way of explaining the lack of fit between the two lists, or of explaining it away, 
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requires particular attention to the normativity issue.  Perhaps Mencius was noticing the sprouts 

that his culture valued, idealized, and amplified but not all the sprouts available for valuing or 

amplification, in which case Mencius makes no contribution to ethics as such–if there be such a 

thing–but only to ancient Chinese cultural anthropology or ancient Chinese moral psychology.  

This suggests the possibility that if there are moral modules and they are comparable to limbs, 

then they are comparable to the limbs of a creature that has no determinate number of limbs but 

some range that constitutes normalcy.  Imagine that an octopus, now a ‘ploctopus’, can have 

anywhere from four to twelve limbs depending on the local ecology. The right number is 

determined relationally in terms of what number of limbs is best suited to the environment or, 

what is utterly different, what number the environment happens to serendipitously select for.

A similar problem arises when considering SIM’s modules as both descriptive and 

normative, as containing information about both what the innate moral dispositions are and what 

the extended competence is supposed to be. Recent work indicates that the morality of American 

Liberals rests primarily on considerations of harm and fairness whereas the morality of American 

Conservatives rests on considerations corresponding to all five SIM modules (Haidt and Graham 

2007, 13). Cultures or, as in this case, even subcultures “can specialize in a subset of human 

moral potential” (Haidt 2001, 827). SIM theorists are not explicit about whether the difference 

between Liberals and Conservatives is one of privileging certain modules over others when there 

are conflicts, whether some modules are simply set relatively lower or higher in one group than 

the other, or whether (for Liberals) some modules are tuned so low as to be functionally in the  

“off” position. According to SIM, divergent conceptions of the appropriate boundary conditions 

(domains) of the modules, divergent relative priority among the modules, or over- or under-

development of the modules would each deliver us divergent moralities, which are nonetheless 
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built from the same suite of possible modules.  So, what is the right way to grow and/or tune the 

modules? If the answer is not in the modules where–if anywhere–is it?  We return to this 

question in the final section. But first, we try to explain more precisely what kind of modules

moral modules are if, that is, there are any.

Fodorian Modules or Darwinian Modules?

If there are modules that serve as the sprouts upon which morality is built, it would be 

good to know what kind of modules they are.  We distinguish between Fodorian modules and 

Darwinian ones. Fodorian modules have proved extremely useful in modeling sensation and 

perception in the sensory modalities. Darwinian modules are helpful for modeling the handful 

and a half of universal basic emotions, especially those that yield characteristic facial expressions 

(Darwin 1872; Ekman et al. 1985; Flanagan 2000, 2003, 2009).  So as not to keep things 

mysterious, moral modules, if there are any, are not Fodorian. If Darwinian modules are the only 

other kind, then moral modules are Darwinian.  The reason is that Darwinian modules are 

affectively loaded, Fodorian ones are not. 

In The Modularity of Mind (1983), the seminal contemporary work on modularity, Jerry 

Fodor lays out the properties characteristic of modular systems such as reflexes, face recognition, 

and the five senses. The five sensory input systems have most or all of the following features: 

they are domain specific, mandatory, involve limited central access, are fast, informationally 

encapsulated, produce shallow outputs, operate on fixed neural architecture, are open to 

characteristic and specific breakdown, and demonstrate a characteristic pace and sequencing in 

ontogeny.  Input systems differ from central systems in that the latter can pull on any relevant 

information and confirmation of their input is sensitive to the entire belief system.  Thought and 





MMM         SIM

Sympathy-Benevolence (ren) Harm/Care

Deference-Propriety (li) Authority/Respect

Shame/Disgust–Righteousness (yi) Purity/Sanctity  

Approval/Disapproval-Wisdom (zhi)

Fairness/Reciprocity 

Ingroup/Loyalty

Table 2: Relationship between Mencian modules and social intuitionist modules
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conversational challenge.  Nothing is deduced.  The view is usually described as a kind of non-cognitivism, which is 

�P�L�V�O�H�D�G�L�Q�J���V�L�Q�F�H���³�L�W���P�D�N�H�V���V�H�Q�V�H���W�R���B�B�B�B�B�´���M�X�G�J�P�H�Q�W�V���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H���E�H�O�L�H�I�V���D�E�R�X�W���Z�R�U�O�G-norm pairs. 

24 Of course, gaining this knowledge (even of the modules) requires central processing.  
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example, to grow and develop all four limbs?  To answer these questions it will be helpful to line 

up the two sets of modules, classical MMM and contemporary SIM:

Table 2

Assuming that moral modules (sprouts in Mencius), pick out a small set of universal phenotypic 

traits that are adaptationshistorical one might expect the MMM list and the SIM list to be the same.  

The reason is that smart people can see adaptations without knowing anything about the 

Darwinian theory that explains what an adaptation is, how one works, and so on.  But, the lists 

differ and not just because Mencius has only four, not five sprouts as SIM does.  Mencius does 

not have a sprout for justice/fairness.  This, of course, doesn’t mean that Mencius doesn’t 

recognize some such moral competence or universal feature of moral life (showing that he does 

or doesn’t would require deep textual exegesis, which we do not engage in here).  That said, 

justice as fairness is not marked off and treated much, nor is it considered a major virtue in 

classical Chinese philosophy.  But, if there is a justice/fairness sprout in human nature (as there 

is among capuchins or canines) but it shows up neither as a sprout nor a virtue, we are owed an 

explanation as to why it wasn’t seen in the 5c. BCE by Mencius. One might look for 

justice/fairness in Mencian righteousness (yi), but this will be difficult since the virtue of yi is 

rooted in the sprout of purity/shame, which according to SIM is a whole different deal–it 

supports not judgments of fairness but judgments about whether marrying first cousins or being 

an atheist makes one dirty or yucky.  Furthermore, although MMM, has an up-down module in 

“deference,” the sprout for propriety, which maps nicely on to the authority/respect/hierarchy 

module of SIM, there is no sprout that maps onto the ingroup-outgroup module of SIM.  Then, 

again, one could make a plausible (but not decisive) argument to the effect that the Chinese 

tradition makes much ado about filial piety (xiao) which is a paradigm case of an ingroup virtue–
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that starts with one’s parents, older siblings and which then generalizes to other elders inside 

one’s culture.10  This, if true, might lay the basis for an argument to the effect that the 

ingroup/outgroup module is a subspecies of authority/respect/hierarchy, or vice versa.  But, it 

will take work, and all these mapping problems might make one worry about the intuitiveness of 

the intuitional modules themselves.

Furthermore, when the two lists of modules, MMM and SIM, are lined up, Mencian 

“wisdom” (zhi) stands out as a loner and the reason is informative.  Mencian wisdom (zhi) 

appears to be a largely cognitive meta-skill akin to Aristotelian phronesis, practical wisdom, 

which involves the abilities to read other people’s character and to skillfully coordinate means 

and ends, to apply a principle of the mean, and so on (Van Norden 2007, 123).  Wisdom (zhi) is 

not like the other modules because it does not have the property of being rooted in the emotions, 

being fast acting, or automatic. But one can see its usefulness: A standard difficulty for virtue 

theories is to break ties: what should I do when I am called upon to be just and compassionate at 

the same time or when my powerful (purity) desire to ostracize the slimy scum bag conflicts with 

my impulse to be compassionate?  Which is trump?  It is not clear how modules solve such 

problems among themselves except by sheer strength.  A practical general reasoning ability (zhi) 

could help here, especially if it held a trump rule to the effect that if/when there is conflict 

between, say, the purity and compassion modules, the latter (or former) is trump.  Indeed, a close 

reading of Mencius indicates that he in fact endorses such trump rules. For Mencius, 

benevolence (ren) and righteousness (yi) are the two most important virtues, more important than 

propriety (li) (Van Norden 2007, 273).11  How did Mencius, or does anyone, gain this ranking 

hierarchy?  The best answer is that the hierarchy among his intuitive modules, now three

(subtracting wisdom (zhi)), is discovered or seen by wisdom (zhi). And if this is right (and it is), 
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then the whole Mencian analogy between the four sprouts and the four limbs starts to come 

undone, or at least begins to show the limits of its usefulness.  If wisdom (zhi) is a meta-skill, a 

principle, a heavily cognitive competence, or a set of skills for utilizing the core cardinal virtues 

(now three) and if benevolence and righteousness trump propriety in importance, then the 

analogy with growing and coordinating all four limbs breaks down, unless, that is, some limbs 

are to be stronger (or longer) than others and one limb (wisdom) is less like a limb than like the 

mind. Wisdom on the meta-skill or rule view is more like motor cortex or even PFC (prefrontal 

cortex), which controls the limbs (via motor areas) than like one of the limbs themselves (now 

three). 

If one attraction of the MMM is that it seems to maintain a smooth relation between “is” 

and “ought,” between description and normativity, then in fact upon reflection it doesn’t do this.  

If another attraction of MMM is that it anticipates the modern modularity view, SIM, then in fact 

in doesn’t do that either.  There is not a match between the list of philosophy’s first great moral 

modularist and its 21st century mate–between MMM and SIM.  In the end, Mencius is not, a full-

fledged modularist, because he sees the need for–or even if he doesn’t see the need for it, he 

imports–a meta-skill, namely wisdom (zhi), for cognitive control or orchestration of the first 

order virtues, whatever the number and nature of these might be.  This can be plausibly read as 

an important, even if inadvertent, insight about the need for and role of non-modular elements 

for successfully negotiating the socio-moral domain in most actual worlds. The upshot is that 

MMM does not succeed, upon close scrutiny, in describing moral competence as fully modular, 

nor does a credible moral analogue of the normative four limb analogy emerge.  

Putting aside the special problem due to the non-modular aspects of Mencian wisdom 

(zhi), one way of explaining the lack of fit between the two lists, or of explaining it away, 
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requires particular attention to the normativity issue.  Perhaps Mencius was noticing the sprouts 

that his culture valued, idealized, and amplified but not all the sprouts available for valuing or 

amplification, in which case Mencius makes no contribution to ethics as such–if there be such a 

thing–but only to ancient Chinese cultural anthropology or ancient Chinese moral psychology.  

This suggests the possibility that if there are moral modules and they are comparable to limbs, 

then they are comparable to the limbs of a creature that has no determinate number of limbs but 

some range that constitutes normalcy.  Imagine that an octopus, now a ‘ploctopus’, can have 

anywhere from four to twelve limbs depending on the local ecology. The right number is 

determined relationally in terms of what number of limbs is best suited to the environment or, 

what is utterly different, what number the environment happens to serendipitously select for.

A similar problem arises when considering SIM’s modules as both descriptive and 

normative, as containing information about both what the innate moral dispositions are and what 

the extended competence is supposed to be. Recent work indicates that the morality of American 

Liberals rests primarily on considerations of harm and fairness whereas the morality of American 

Conservatives rests on considerations corresponding to all five SIM modules (Haidt and Graham 

2007, 13). Cultures or, as in this case, even subcultures “can specialize in a subset of human 

moral potential” (Haidt 2001, 827). SIM theorists are not explicit about whether the difference 

between Liberals and Conservatives is one of privileging certain modules over others when there 

are conflicts, whether some modules are simply set relatively lower or higher in one group than 

the other, or whether (for Liberals) some modules are tuned so low as to be functionally in the  

“off” position. According to SIM, divergent conceptions of the appropriate boundary conditions 

(domains) of the modules, divergent relative priority among the modules, or over- or under-

development of the modules would each deliver us divergent moralities, which are nonetheless 
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built from the same suite of possible modules.  So, what is the right way to grow and/or tune the 

modules? If the answer is not in the modules where–if anywhere–is it?  We return to this 

question in the final section. But first, we try to explain more precisely what kind of modules

moral modules are if, that is, there are any.

Fodorian Modules or Darwinian Modules?

If there are modules that serve as the sprouts upon which morality is built, it would be 

good to know what kind of modules they are.  We distinguish between Fodorian modules and 

Darwinian ones. Fodorian modules have proved extremely useful in modeling sensation and 

perception in the sensory modalities. Darwinian modules are helpful for modeling the handful 

and a half of universal basic emotions, especially those that yield characteristic facial expressions 

(Darwin 1872; Ekman et al. 1985; Flanagan 2000, 2003, 2009).  So as not to keep things 

mysterious, moral modules, if there are any, are not Fodorian. If Darwinian modules are the only 

other kind, then moral modules are Darwinian.  The reason is that Darwinian modules are 

affectively loaded, Fodorian ones are not. 

In The Modularity of Mind (1983), the seminal contemporary work on modularity, Jerry 

Fodor lays out the properties characteristic of modular systems such as reflexes, face recognition, 

and the five senses. The five sensory input systems have most or all of the following features: 

they are domain specific, mandatory, involve limited central access, are fast, informationally 

encapsulated, produce shallow outputs, operate on fixed neural architecture, are open to 

characteristic and specific breakdown, and demonstrate a characteristic pace and sequencing in 

ontogeny.  Input systems differ from central systems in that the latter can pull on any relevant 

information and confirmation of their input is sensitive to the entire belief system.  Thought and 
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Washington Bridge. We could have swum, boated, or built any number of other style bridges or 

given up the aspiration to cross the Hudson altogether. Nor does it follow from the fact that 

every person so far has died that you will die.  That is, it doesn’t follow that you are mortal 

despite the fact that all persons who have ever lived before you died.  It does not follow logically 

that you ought to seek to promote the happiness of everyone because you want to be happy and 

so does everyone else. The first (the George Washington Bridge) was a terrific idea and has 

worked out nicely. The second (your mortality) is something that, if you are rational (not 

delusional), you ought to believe in. The third, in the form of the golden rule, is widely thought 

to be a good idea even if not a theorem of any system.  

So, what is the big deal about normativity that is supposed to make naturalists feel 

impotent? There is none.  Most inference is inductive and abductive (inference to the best 

explanation among available ones), not deductive.  When people say that “this follows from that”

they do not mean normally that it deductively follows.  Relax, and certainly do not think qua 

naturalist that you are not allowed to speak about and argue about norms, about better and worse 

practices.  Just don’t talk of derivation and deduction. Morality is a non-mysterious public 

domain (although the mystifiers are a dime a dozen among theists and deontologists), and 

everyone is equally entitled to recommend good ideas for socio-moral practice. Ethics is like 

engineering.  Specify ends.  Talk about whether the ends involve good, worthy goals. Specify 

means, evaluate them in terms of effectiveness, costs, and so on.  Then, do the right thing.  

Supposing SIM is true, are there any normatively useful insights to be extracted?  In 

closing we examine two possibilities.

The Virtue of Tolerance: One normative consequence that SIM theorists suggest follows 

(now in the non-deductive sense) from SIM has to do with the warrant for greater tolerance. By
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recognizing the role played by each of the five modules in morality, but at the same time 

recognizing the indeterminate range of each module and the different degrees of emotional 

tuning (the strength of feelings of “intolerance, indignation, and disgust” that different people 

have to different practices, as Lord Patrick Devlin put it, when speaking about reactions to male 

homosexuality in the UK circa 1959), we can understand more deeply why moral tolerance is 

rational, why tolerance is a virtue, even if it is not particularly well-enabled by any of the 

original modules taken singly. Thus, one lesson to extract from the research discussed earlier 

about American Liberals and Conservatives, which found that Liberals tend to focus on the 

sprouts of fairness/reciprocity and harm/care whereas Conservatives tend to appeal to all five of 

the sprouts and thus moralize manners or class in a way Liberals don’t, might be that we be 

tolerant of these differences in moralizing. Haidt and Graham draw something like this 

conclusion:  “[r]ecognizing these . . . foundations as moral (instead of amoral, or immoral, or just 

plain stupid) can open up a door in the wall that separates liberals and conservatives when they 

try to discuss moral issues” (2007, 113). The idea is that recognition of our shared moral 

psychology in the five modules warrants greater understanding of where others are coming from, 

how they could moralize as they do, and so on. Now there is an interesting and important 

question here as to whether the tolerance warranted is (a) to involve tolerance in the sense of 

understanding where the other is coming from (and how it was perfectly understandable that the 

innate modules could have been grown her way rather than my way and that we both feel 

strongly about the matter at hand–that’s what Darwinian modules are designed to do, to provide 

powerful affective oomph to our socio-moral reactions in their domain), or (b) whether it is 

supposed to involve accepting that her judgment is as good as mine.  If one thinks that morality 

is wholly determined by the modules, whatever they are, in interaction with a form of life, 
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 Modules With and Without Emotional Oomph 

All modules are Darwinian.  That is, if there are any modules at all, they consist of 

universal phenotypic traits that have accrued to our type of animal, that have accumulated to our 

dasein, through the long meticulous process of natural selection and now come with the 

equipment.  Anatomy is a modular field par excellence and the possibility proof that a field can 

study complex integrated systems modularly.18  But the modules anatomy depicts�² kidneys, the 

liver, and so on�² are not mental.  

�/�H�W�¶�V���G�Lstinguish two kinds of psychological modules.  Call one type F-modules in honor 

�R�I���W�K�H���V�R�U�W�V���R�I���P�R�G�X�O�D�U���V�\�V�W�H�P�V���W�K�D�W���-�H�U�U�\���)�R�G�R�U�¶�V���L�Q�L�W�L�D�O���P�R�G�X�O�D�U�L�W�\���K�\�S�R�W�K�H�V�L�V���Z�D�V���P�H�D�Q�W���W�R��

depict.  In The Modularity of Mind (1983), the seminal contemporary work on modularity, Jerry 

Fodor lays out the properties characteristic of modular systems such as reflexes, face recognition, 

and the five senses.  The five senses have most or all of the following features: they are domain 

specific, processing very narrow types of input (eyes, light; ears, sounds), mandatory, involve 

limited central access, are fast, informationally encapsulated, produce shallow outputs, operate 

on fixed neural architecture, are open to characteristic and specific breakdown, and demonstrate 

a characteristic pace and sequencing in ontogeny.  Input systems differ from central systems in 

that central systems are slower and take input in a format that allows computation or deliberation 

over representations in non-modally specific format, in principle, over everything we know.19  So 

we say that thinking and problem-solving can integrate, inter alia, information received from the 

senses plus from previous thinking.  �7�K�H�V�H���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�V���O�H�D�G���)�R�G�R�U���W�R���L�Q�W�U�R�G�X�F�H���³�)�R�G�R�U�¶�V���)�L�U�V�W��

Law of the Nonexistence of Cognitive Sci�H�Q�F�H�´�����³�W�K�H���P�R�U�H���J�O�R�E�D�O�����H���J�������W�K�H���P�R�U�H���L�V�R�W�U�R�S�L�F�����D��

cognitive process is, the less anybody understands it. Very global processes, like analogical 

�U�H�D�V�R�Q�L�Q�J�����D�U�H�Q�¶�W���X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�R�R�G���D�W���D�O�O�´������������������ 
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Some philosophers and mind scientists object to F-modules, but not it seems because they 

really doubt there are F-modules, or what is different, doubt that conceiving of certain systems 

modularly can be useful, but because they believe incorrectly that accepting that there are F-

modules requires accepting much stronger functional and anatomical autonomy claims than they 

in fact require (P.S, Churchland et al.,1993). 

Call another type of module, E-modules�����L�Q���K�R�Q�R�U���R�I���3�D�X�O���(�N�P�D�Q�¶�V���Z�R�U�N���R�Q���E�D�V�L�F���D�I�I�H�F�W��

programs, as, for example, subserve the seven universal facial expressions (Darwin 1871; Ekman 

et al. 1985; Flanagan 2000, 2003, 2009).  We call a module an E-module if it has all the 

properties of F-modules and in addition it necessarily involves powerful affective and conative 

aspects, where the feeling and action tendency have features of automaticity, rapidity, and 

cognitive impenetrability.  So, for example, the feeling of alarm and compassion will be 

experienced when the child is falling into the well.  The action to save the child can be stopped, 

but only by conscious deliberation/veto from central systems.  

 E-modules may�² indeed they seem to�² require input from F-modules, since one needs 

�W�R���V�H�H���W�K�H���F�K�L�O�G���I�D�O�O�L�Q�J���L�Q�W�R���W�K�H���Z�H�O�O���W�R���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���³�D�O�D�U�P���D�Q�G���F�R�P�S�D�V�V�L�R�Q���´�����%�X�W���H�Y�H�Q���L�I���P�R�G�X�O�H�V��

are sometimes layered on top of modules, E-modules are worth distinguishing from F-modules 

upon which they may depend, because they necessarily carry heavy affective components, which 

the five senses or reflexes associated with the ANS, qua modules, do not.  Some F-modules, 

reflexes for example, instigate action tendencies as do E-modules but often or typically (consider 

the knee jerk or pupil contractions or expansions) do so without any emotional involvement.  E-

modules �D�U�H���D�I�I�H�F�W�L�Y�H�O�\���O�R�D�G�H�G���D�Q�G���D�O�Z�D�\�V���P�R�W�L�Y�D�W�H�����E�X�W���G�R�Q�¶�W���D�O�Z�D�\�V���Q�H�F�H�V�V�D�U�Lly produce) a 

bodily response.20  Indeed, every important list of basic moral attitudes (Confucius, Mencius, 

Aristotle, Hume, Darwin, Ekman, Strawson) depicts them as having powerful emotional oomph 



TopI CS �²  Issue on Moral Decision Making    18 

that is not associated necessarily with F-modules.  Of course, moral modules, such as 

�F�R�P�S�D�V�V�L�R�Q�����L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H���F�R�J�Q�L�W�L�Y�H���D�S�S�U�D�L�V�D�O�����³�W�K�L�V���L�V���D���F�K�L�O�G���I�D�O�O�L�Q�J���L�Q�W�R���D���Z�H�O�O���´�����%�X�W�����R�Q�F�H���W�K�D�W���W�K�H��

child falling into the well is perceived, the emotional reaction is automatic, fast-on-its-heels.  

Even King Herod, knowing that the child is a first-�E�R�U�Q���P�D�O�H���-�H�Z�����F�D�Q�¶�W���L�P�P�H�G�L�D�W�H�O�\���R�Y�H�U�U�L�G�H���K�L�V��

impulse to want to save the child.  The feeling of distress and the impulse to save the child will 

happen, and this feeling and the action-�W�H�Q�G�H�Q�F�\���D�U�H���Z�K�D�W���3�\�O�\�V�K�\�Q���F�D�O�O�V���³�F�R�J�Q�L�W�L�Y�H�O�\��

imp�H�Q�H�W�U�D�E�O�H���´�����2�I���F�R�X�U�V�H�����.�L�Q�J���+�H�U�R�G���F�D�Q�����D�V���K�H���G�L�G�����W�K�L�Q�N���L�W���L�V���D���J�R�R�G���L�G�H�D�����D�O�O���W�K�L�Q�J�V��

considered, to kill all the first-born males.  But doing so, especially if the killing is up close and 

personal, will involve overriding powerful impulses not to do so. 

 

Darwin and Moral Modularity 

Was Darwin himself a modularist when it comes to explaining moral sense?  Maybe.  

Here is what he says in the Descent (1871) in his most explicit gloss on human moral 

sense: In order that primeval men, or the ape-like progenitors of man, should become 

�V�R�F�L�D�O�«�W�K�H�\���P�X�V�W���K�D�Y�H���D�F�T�X�L�U�H�G���W�K�H���V�D�P�H���L�Q�V�W�L�Q�F�W�L�Y�H���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V�«�7�K�H�\���Z�R�X�O�G���K�D�Y�H���I�H�O�W��

uneasy when separated from their comrades, for whom they would have felt some degree 

of love, they would have warned each other of danger, and have given mutual aid in 

attack or defence.  All this implies some degree of sympathy, fidelity, and 

�F�R�X�U�D�J�H�«���>�7�@�R���W�K�H���L�Q�V�W�L�Q�F�W���R�I���V�\�P�S�D�W�K�\�«�L�W���L�V���S�U�L�P�D�U�L�O�\���G�X�H���W�K�D�W���Z�H���K�D�E�L�W�X�D�O�O�\���E�H�V�W�R�Z��

both praises and blame on others, whilst we love the former and dread the latter when 

applied to ourselves; and this instinct no doubt was originally acquired, like all the other 

�V�R�F�L�D�O���L�Q�V�W�L�Q�F�W�V�����W�K�U�R�X�J�K���Q�D�W�X�U�D�O���V�H�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q�«�����>�:�@�L�W�K���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H�G���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���U�H�D�V�R�Q�����P�D�Q��

perceives the more remote consequences of his actions, and the self-regarding virtues, 
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�V�X�F�K���D�V���W�H�P�S�H�U�D�Q�F�H�����F�K�D�V�W�L�W�\�����	�F�������Z�K�L�F�K���G�X�U�L�Q�J���H�D�U�O�L�H�U���W�L�P�H�V���D�U�H�«�X�W�W�H�U�O�\���G�L�V�U�H�J�D�U�G�H�G��

�F�R�P�H���W�R���E�H���K�L�J�K�O�\���H�V�W�H�H�P�H�G���R�U���H�Y�H�Q���K�H�O�G���V�D�F�U�H�G�«�8�O�W�L�P�D�W�H�O�\���R�X�U���P�R�U�D�O���V�H�Q�V�H���R�U��

conscience becomes a highly complex sentiment�±originating in the social instincts, 

largely guided by the approbation of our fellow-men, ruled by reason, self-interest, and in 

later times by deep religious feelings, and confirmed by instruction and habit (498-500). 

�7�K�H���I�D�F�W���W�K�D�W���'�D�U�Z�L�Q���X�V�H�V���µ�L�Q�V�W�L�Q�F�W�¶���L�V���S�U�R�P�L�V�L�Q�J���I�R�U���U�H�D�G�L�Qg him as a modularist.  But, the fact 

�W�K�D�W���K�H���D�G�G�V���W�K�D�W���Z�L�W�K���³�L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H�G���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���U�H�D�V�R�Q�����P�D�Q���S�H�U�F�H�L�Y�H�V���W�K�H���P�R�U�H���U�H�P�R�W�H��

�F�R�Q�V�H�T�X�H�Q�F�H�V���R�I���K�L�V���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V�´���L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�H�V���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���³�K�L�J�K�O�\���F�R�P�S�O�H�[���V�H�Q�W�L�P�H�Q�W�´���W�K�D�W���H�P�H�U�J�H�V���L�Q��

actual worlds is a complex, partly cognitively and historically conditioned competence.  This 

seems plausible, indeed it seems obvious.  No sensible student of ethics could think otherwise. 

But if true, it has one possibly worrisome implication for the cognitive science of morality.  

�)�R�G�R�U�¶�V���)�L�Ust Law, recall, claims that we can expect success in the study of a given faculty to the 

degree that it is modular, be the modules anatomical ones, F-modules, or E-modules.  The more 

standard modular properties that a faculty, system, or subsystem has and the greater degree to 

which the faculty realizes these properties, the more we can expect to learn about the faculty.  

Central systems have few of these properties and to a small degree, and thus are likely to remain 

intractable by psychology and cognitive science.21  At least, this is true if we accept that progress 

in studying the moral mind depends on the degree to which it is modular.  How modular is it?  

No one knows yet.  Then again, one could plausibly conclude that if the explanatory value of 

cognitive science ends where the story of moral modularity ends, then social psychology, 

sociology, and anthropology are nicely poised to take over the explanatory work.  Suppose we 

continue to gain more and more clarity and depth in understanding and explaining human moral 

psychology as well as the structure and texture of moral life across the earth, do we also deepen 
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our understanding of what is really good?  The psychobiological idea of moral modularity is 

�S�H�U�K�D�S�V���E�H�V�W���H�[�S�U�H�V�V�H�G���L�Q���T�X�R�W�H�V���D�V���W�K�H���³�P�R�U�D�O���P�R�G�X�O�D�U�L�W�\�´���K�\�S�R�W�K�H�V�L�V�����Z�K�H�U�H���W�K�H���P�R�U�D�O���P�R�G�X�O�H�V��

refer to the equipment in human first nature that can be grown, moderated, modified, and/or 

suppressed (usually some of each) to become what a particular community deems a good person.  

What is the relation between �E�H�L�Q�J���G�H�H�P�H�G���D���³�J�R�R�G���S�H�U�V�R�Q�´���D�Q�G���E�H�L�Q�J���D���J�R�R�G���S�H�U�V�R�Q���Z�L�W�K�R�X�W���W�K�H��

�T�X�R�W�H���P�D�U�N�V�"�����2�U�����W�R���S�X�W���W�K�H���P�D�W�W�H�U���D�Q�R�W�K�H�U���Z�D�\�����D�V�V�X�P�L�Q�J���W�K�H�U�H���D�U�H���³�P�R�U�D�O���P�R�G�X�O�H�V�´���Z�K�D�W���L�V���W�K�H��

right way to tune them so that they become or undergird true virtue, so that they support the 

moral personalities of genuinely good people?  This is the problem of normativity. 

 

 

Normativity 

 David Hume, himself a great naturalist who saw the basis for all legitimate moralities in 

human nature and human social life, taught us that there is a problem �D�E�R�X�W���³�R�X�J�K�W�V���´��

�V�S�H�F�L�I�L�F�D�O�O�\���W�K�D�W���\�R�X���F�D�Q�¶�W���G�H�U�L�Y�H���³�R�X�J�K�W�V�´���I�U�R�P���³�L�V�¶�V�´�����V�R�P�H���D�G�G���W�K�D�W���I�R�U���V�L�P�L�O�D�U���U�H�D�V�R�Q�V���\�R�X��

�F�D�Q�¶�W���G�H�U�L�Y�H���Y�D�O�X�H�V���I�U�R�P���I�D�F�W�V��������After the famous passages in which Hume depicts the fallacy, he 

continues making normative judgments about moral means and ends for well over one hundred 

�P�R�U�H���S�D�J�H�V�������:�D�V���+�X�P�H���L�Q�F�R�Q�V�L�V�W�H�Q�W�"�����1�R�W���D�W���D�O�O�������+�X�P�H�¶�V���Z�L�O�G�O�\���P�L�V�X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�R�R�G���S�R�L�Q�W���L�V���W�K�D�W��

one ought (rationally) beware people, especially religious types, who claim to have demonstrated 

that it is morally necessary that you ought to �M because it is the moral law (or divine law).  What 

Hume established is that one (rationally) ought not claim t�R���K�D�Y�H���G�H�U�L�Y�H�G���D�����P�R�U�D�O�����³�R�X�J�K�W�´ from 

any set of facts, even allegedly transcendentally true ones.  �7�K�L�V���L�V���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���³�R�X�J�K�W�V�´���D�U�H���R�Q�H��

�D�P�R�Q�J���W�K�H���L�Q�Q�X�P�H�U�D�E�O�H���N�L�Q�G�V���R�I���W�K�L�Q�J�V���W�K�D�W���F�D�Q�¶�W���E�H��derived = demonstrated = deduced from 

�S�U�R�S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�V���W�K�D�W���G�R�Q�¶�W���D�O�V�R���F�R�Q�W�D�L�Q���Z�R�U�G�V���O�L�N�H���µ�R�X�J�K�W�¶�������7�K�D�W���\�R�X���R�X�J�K�W���W�R���H�D�W���E�U�H�D�N�I�D�V�W���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W��
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Charles Goodman a wise comparative philosopher writes to us: “Mencius very clearly reasons in accordance with 

ingroup/outgroup although he has no special sprout for it.” See 3A5: "Does Yi Tzu truly believe ... that a man loves 

his brother's son no more than his neighbor's new-born babe?"  See also 4B29: "Now if a fellow-lodger is involved 

in a fight, it is right for you to rush to his aid with your hair hanging down and your cap untied.  But it would be 

misguided to do so if it were only a fellow-villager.  There is nothing wrong with bolting your door."

  Perhaps Mencius doesn't have a separate sprout for ingroup/outgroup because he thinks it's relatively easy to 

develop the relevant attitudes.  It seems more likely that he sees an appropriate degree of partiality for those close to 

you as included in some or all of the other sprouts.  This point is stated, perhaps even more strongly than Mencius' 

other views should justify, at 4A27:  "The content of benevolence is the serving of one's parents; the content of 

dutifulness is obedience to one's older brothers; the content of wisdom is to understand these two and to hold fast to 

them; the content of the rites is the regulation and adornment of them; the content of music is the joy that comes of 

delighting in them."  

11 Van Norden (2007, p. 352) suggests that the four Mencian sprouts govern four parts of life, where e.g. propriety 

(li) would not even match Haidt’s hierarchy/respect since it is all about beauty.  On this interpretation, benevolence, 

ren, would be the only good match between MMM and SIM.

12 Fodor is not trying nor does he believe it is possible to give a definition of ‘modules’ in terms of necessary and 

sufficient conditions.  Although the nine characteristics of modules would seem to give us clear-cut ways to 

distinguish between modular input systems and general purpose central systems, the case is not so clear-cut.  The 

problem here is two fold.  First, Fodor’s conception of modules allows for degrees with regard to the above listed 

nine properties of input systems.  Some will be more encapsulated than others both informationally and 

morphologically (mutatis mutandis for the rest). Second, input systems need not have all of the nine properties but 

all such systems will have most of these properties. Rather, the sine qua non of input systems, and what prevents 

central processes from counting as modular, is the informational encapsulation of the system. Throughout the work, 

Fodor points out that we have made a great deal of progress in understanding input systems (sense modalities, 

reflexes, and language mechanisms) but very little progress in our attempts to understand more general cognitive 

processes.

13 Of course, gaining this knowledge (even of the modules) requires central processing.
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The Virtue of Tolerance: One normative consequence that SIM theorists suggest follows 

(now in the non-deductive sense) from SIM has to do with the warrant for greater tolerance.  By 

recognizing the role played by each of the five modules in morality, but at the same time 

recognizing the indeterminate range of each module and the different degrees of emotional 

�W�X�Q�L�Q�J�����W�K�H���V�W�U�H�Q�J�W�K���R�I���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V���R�I���³�L�Q�W�R�O�H�U�D�Q�F�H�����L�Q�G�L�J�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�����D�Q�G���G�L�V�J�X�V�W�´���W�K�D�W���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���S�H�R�S�O�H��

have to different practices, as Lord Patrick Devlin put it, when speaking about reactions to male 

homosexuality in the UK circa 1959), we can understand more deeply why moral tolerance is 

rational, why tolerance is a virtue, even if it is not particularly well-enabled by any of the 

original modules taken singly.  Thus, one lesson to extract from the research discussed earlier 

about American Liberals and Conservatives, which found that Liberals tend to focus on the 

sprouts of fairness/reciprocity and harm/care whereas Conservatives tend to appeal to all five of 

the sprouts and thus moralize manners in �D���Z�D�\���/�L�E�H�U�D�O�V���G�R�Q�¶�W�����P�L�J�K�W���E�H���W�K�D�W���Z�H���E�H���W�R�O�H�U�D�Q�W���R�I��

these differences in moralizing.  Haidt and Graham draw something like this conclusion:  

�³�>�U�@�H�F�R�J�Q�L�]�L�Q�J���W�K�H�V�H������������ foundations as moral (instead of amoral, or immoral, or just plain 

stupid) can open up a door in the wall that separates liberals and conservatives when they try to 

�G�L�V�F�X�V�V���P�R�U�D�O���L�V�V�X�H�V�´�������������������������������7�K�H���L�G�H�D���L�V���W�K�D�W���U�H�F�R�J�Q�L�W�L�R�Q���R�I���R�X�U���V�K�D�U�H�G���P�R�U�D�O���S�V�\�F�K�R�O�R�J�\��

in the five modules warrants greater understanding of where others are coming from, how they 

could moralize as they do, and so on.   

Now there is an interesting and important question here as to whether the tolerance 

warranted is (a) to involve tolerance in the sense of understanding where the other is coming 

from (and how it was understandable that the innate modules could have been grown her way 

rather than my way, and that we both feel strongly about the matter at hand�² �W�K�D�W�¶�V���Z�K�D�W��

Darwinian (E-)modules are designed to do, to provide powerful affective oomph to our socio-

Table 1





MMM         SIM

Sympathy-Benevolence (ren) Harm/Care

Deference-Propriety (li) Authority/Respect
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conversational challenge.  Nothing is deduced.  The view is usually described as a kind of non-cognitivism, which is 

�P�L�V�O�H�D�G�L�Q�J���V�L�Q�F�H���³�L�W���P�D�N�H�V���V�H�Q�V�H���W�R���B�B�B�B�B�´���M�X�G�J�P�H�Q�W�V���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H���E�H�O�L�H�I�V���D�E�R�X�W���Z�R�U�O�G-norm pairs. 

24 Of course, gaining this knowledge (even of the modules) requires central processing.  
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Table 1.  The five foundations of intuitive ethics (Haidt and Joseph 2007, 392).

Harm/Care Fairness/
Reciprocity

Ingroup/ 
Loyalty

Authority/ 
Respect

Purity/ Sanctity

Adaptive 
challenge

Protect and care 
for young, 
vulnerable, or 
injured kin

Reap benefits of 
dyadic 
cooperation with 
non-kin

Reap benefits of 
group 
cooperation

Negotiate 
hierarchy, defer 
selectively

Avoid microbes 
and parasites

Proper domain 
(adaptive triggers)

Suffering, 
distress, or threat 
to one’s kin

Cheating, 
cooperation, 
deception

Threat or 
challenge to 
group

Signs of 
dominance and 
submission

Waste products, 
diseased people

Actual domain 
(the set of all 
triggers)

Baby seals, 
cartoon 
characters

Marital fidelity, 
broken vending 
machines

Sports teams one 
roots for

Bosses, 
respected 
professionals

Taboo ideas 
(communism, 
racism)

Characteristic 
emotions

Compassion anger, gratitude, 
guilt

Group pride, 
belongingness; 
rage at traitors

Respect, fear Disgust

Relevant virtues 
[and vices]

Caring,
kindness,  
[cruelty]

fairness, justice, 
honesty,  
trustworthiness 
[dishonesty]

Loyalty, 
patriotism, self-
sacrifice [treason, 
cowardice]

Obedience, 
deference 
[disobedience, 
uppitiness]

Temperance, 
chastity, piety, 
cleanliness [lust, 
intemperance]
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