
era of democratic backsliding and authoritarian resurgence
(Inglehart & Norris, 2017). Recognizing conflicts between our
moral intuitions and liberal ideals, and refining our understand-
ing of the situational and ecological contexts in which puritanical
intuitions are more readily indulged, may improve our grasp of
the conditions that enable our authoritarian impulses and those
that reign them in.
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Abstract

Self-control provides one cooperative explanation for “purity.”
Other types of cooperation provide additional explanations. For
example, individuals compete for status by displaying high-value
social and sexual traits, which are moralised because they reduce
the mutual costs of conflict. As this theory predicts, sexually unat-
tractive traits are perceived as morally bad, aside from self-control.
Moral psychology will advance more quickly by drawing on all the-
ories of cooperation.

“Purity” – a heterogeneous set of phenomena encompassing
health, sexuality, and self-control – has been an anomaly for

cooperative theories of morality (Gray, DiMaggio, Schein, &
Kachanoff, 2022). Hence, Fitouchi et al. have done a great service
in providing a cooperative explanation.

According to their account, many aspects of “purity” can be
understood as cues of self-control, and self-control is moralised
because it predicts a person’s likelihood of reciprocating in a
social dilemma (whereas impurity can be understood as a cue
of a lack of self-control, which predicts a person’s likelihood of
cheating in a social dilemma). We agree.

However, social dilemmas are not the only type of cooper-
ative problem, and reciprocity is not the only solution. There
are other types of cooperation (kin altruism, mutualism, con-
flict resolution), that explain other types of morality (family
values, solidarity, heroism, deference, fairness, and property
rights) (Curry, 2016; Curry, Mullins, & Whitehouse, 2019).
These other types of cooperation may explain other aspects
of “purity” that are not explained by Fitouchi et al.’s self-
control theory.

Take conflict resolution. Organisms often come into conflict
over food, territory, mates, and other resources (Huntingford &
Turner, 1987). Contestants have a common interest in minimising
the mutual costs of conflict – time, energy, injury – hence these
interactions are modelled as non-zero-sum hawk–dove games
(Maynard Smith & Price, 1973). One strategy for minimising
costs is to engage in “ritual contests”: contestants display conflict-
winning traits (that indicate their probability of winning the con-
flict were it to escalate); contestants with inferior traits defer to
those with superior traits, and withdraw from the contest
(Maynard Smith, & Parker, 1976). In stable social groups, these
contests lead to the formation of dominance hierarchies
(Preuschoft & van Schaik, 2000).

Many organisms, including humans, engage in such con-
tests and form hierarchies (Mazur, 2005). The traits humans
display in contests include: strength, health, beauty, bravery,
generosity, intelligence, skill, industriousness, and coalition
size (Buss et al., 2020; Gintis, Smith, & Bowles, 2001;
Riechert, 1998). Emotions are important regulatory mecha-
nisms in these contests. For example, people are proud of,
and motivated to display, superior traits; and they are ashamed
of, and motivated to conceal, inferior traits (Sznycer et al.,
2016, 2017). (One function of shame, then, is to motivate peo-
ple to withdraw from contests they have little chance of
winning.)

This conflict-resolution theory predicts that these superior and
inferior traits will be moralised because they help to solve a coop-
erative problem – they help to minimise or forestall conflict –
quite apart from any other function they might perform (Curry,
2007). This theory predicts that superior traits will be considered
morally good – honourable virtues, worthy of respect. And infe-
rior traits will be considered morally bad – dishonourable vices
that degrade those who possess them by lowering their social
value in the eyes of others.

This theory can explain why, for example, cues of high and low
mate-value have been considered morally good and bad, “pure” and
“impure.” People compete for mates by signalling cues of high
mate-value that are attractive to the opposite sex (such as fertility,
fidelity, chastity, beauty, industry), and concealing cues of low
mate-value that are unattractive (such as infertility, infidelity, promis-
cuity, poor health, a history of failed relationships). Sexually attractive
traits will be considered morally good, sexually unattractive traits will
be considered morally bad.
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As an initial test of this hypothesis, we asked an online sample
in the United States (MTurk; n = 98; 66% male; mean age = 33
years) to rate the degree to which 20 “impure” traits
(including promiscuity, masturbation, laziness, and drinking
alcohol): (1) indicate a lack of self-control; (2) are sexually unat-
tractive; and (3) are morally bad (1–100). We regressed “moral
badness” onto “lack of self-control” and “sexual unattractiveness”
using a mixed model, with traits nested within participants. (All
materials, data and analysis are available on OSF: https://osf.io/
g52w6/.)

Both “lack of self-control” (β = 0.26) and “sexual unattractive-
ness” (β = 0.25) predicted the “moral badness” of the traits (mar-
ginal R2 = 0.24). The two predictors together explained more
variance in moral badness than either do alone.

These results support the self-control theory; and they also sup-
port the conflict-resolution theory. They show that a broader coop-
erative theory of morality can better explain why traits are
moralised. Future research should develop and test predictions
from all available theories of cooperation when attempting to
explain moral psychology. Advancing in this way, cooperation
may provide a comprehensive explanation of moral phenomena,
including those previously labelled “purity.”
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Abstract

The theory proposed by Fitouchi et al. misses the core of puri-
tanical morality: Cruel punishment for harmless actions.
Punishment is mutually harmful, unlike cooperation which is
mutually beneficial. Theories of moral judgment should not
obscure this fundamental distinction.

One pleasant Sunday, you gather firewood in the morning, dis-
cuss whether God exists over lunch, and later, under the stars,
share a romantic kiss with your spouse in public. When word
of these misdeeds gets out, the Puritans bind your hands and
feet, walk you to the gallows, and put a noose over your head
in front of a crowd. Then they whip you until your flesh is
torn and bleeding. Then they bring a hot iron to bore a hole
in your tongue.

Under Puritan rule in seventeenth-century Massachusetts, you
committed several crimes and received an ordinary punishment
(Merrill, 1945). But why do these tormentors punish harmless
actions so cruelly?

According to Fitouchi et al., your tormentors want to cooper-
ate. The authors propose that “puritanical morality is no excep-
tion to the cooperative function of moral cognition.” Burning a
hole in your tongue is a Puritan’s way of saying they want to
cooperate with you. The hot iron is meant to help you control
yourself, particularly in obedience to Puritan rules.

We do not think the authors’ explanation works. We accept
their first point that cooperation requires self-control. So do
many other social behaviors, including obedience to authority,
loyalty to coalitions, stealth warfare – even skillful lying, theft,
and murder. Cooperation is not special but it depends on self-
control too.

We partly accept their second point that puritan offenses show
impulsiveness. Some do and some do not. Drugs obviously impair
self-control and cooperation. On the other hand, actions such as
masturbation and oral sex could be impulsive or deliberate, and
might appear impulsive only to those who moralize them.
Homosexuality seems unconnected to self-control, yet it is a fre-
quent target of puritanical wrath. Using contraception is rather
controlled and yet still condemned by sexual puritans like the
Catholic Church. Other offenses such as blasphemy, atheism,
and gathering wood on Sunday are more remote yet from
self-control.

However, the authors’ theory does not explain the core of puri-
tanical morality – punishment. Despite the reference to “disci-
plining” in the title, they barely discuss punishment, using the
words punish and punishment only three times in the article.
The authors’ main points, cooperation and self-control, do not

34 Commentary/Fitouchi et al.: Moral disciplining

2 :   /7 7 1  .4 :20/ 7 4 0 . 5. /10 0 : 0::

https://osf.io/g52w6/
https://osf.io/g52w6/
https://osf.io/g52w6/
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000206
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000206
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000206
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/moral-psychology-volume-1
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/moral-psychology-volume-1
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/moral-psychology-volume-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-19671-8_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-19671-8_2
https://doi.org/10.1086/701478
https://doi.org/10.1086/701478
https://doi.org/10.1006/jtbi.2001.2406
https://doi.org/10.1006/jtbi.2001.2406
https://doi.org/10.1177/10888683221124741
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0003-3472(76)80110-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0003-3472(76)80110-8
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1614389114
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1614389114
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1614389114
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1514699113
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1514699113
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1514699113
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5915-8564
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7695-1513
mailto:peter.descioli@stonybrook.edu
mailto:rkurzban@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X22002047

	Moral disciplining: The cognitive and evolutionary foundations of puritanical morality
	Introduction
	The puzzle of association
	The puzzle of morality without cooperation
	The moral disciplining theory of puritanism

	Existing accounts of puritanical morality
	Moral foundations theory and disgust-based accounts
	Self-serving norms and conflicts of sexual strategies

	The moral disciplining theory of puritanism
	People perceive that cooperation requires self-control
	Reciprocal and reputation-based cooperation require delaying gratification
	Cooperation and self-control at the proximate level
	People perceive that cooperation requires self-control

	People perceive that some behaviors alter self-control
	Lay theories of modifiers of state-self-control
	Lay theories of modifiers of trait-self-control

	Puritanism and the moral mind
	The cultural evolution of puritanism as a behavioral technology

	Explaining the core features of puritanism
	The praise of temperance and the condemnation of bodily pleasures
	Moralizations of bodily pleasures should be most robustly associated with perceptions that they facilitate social harm
	The more people perceive bodily pleasures as altering self-control, the more they should moralize bodily pleasures
	The perception that bodily pleasures alter self-control should mediate the perception that they affect cooperation

	The praise of sobriety and the moralization of intoxicants
	The praise of piety and ritual observance
	The condemnation of immodest clothing, music, and dances
	The more people perceive male self-control as vulnerable to cue exposure, the more they should moralize immodesty
	Modesty norms should be well designed to prevent cue exposure specifically


	Explaining the fall of puritanism
	Extending and discussing the disciplining account
	Self-control and other moralizations
	Hygiene norms
	&ldquo;Impure thoughts&rdquo; and the moralization of mental intimacy

	Outstanding questions

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	Notes
	References

	Puritanical morality: Cooperation or coercion?
	References

	Don't throw the baby out with the bathwater: Indulging in harmless pleasures can support self-regulation and foster cooperation
	Pursuing harmless pleasures does not necessarily reflect a lack of self-control, nor does it undermine it
	Sharing pleasurable experiences is a way of fostering cooperation in many cultures
	References

	Puritanism as moral advertisement helps solve the puzzle of ineffective moralization
	Acknowledgment
	References

	Moral artificial intelligence and machine puritanism
	References

	Moral disciplining provides a satisfying explanation for Chinese lay concepts of immorality
	References

	Signals of discipline and puritanical challenges to liberty
	Acknowledgments
	References

	A broader theory of cooperation can better explain &ldquo;purity&rdquo;
	Acknowledgment
	References

	Moralistic punishment is not for cooperation
	References

	Purity is still a problem
	References

	Puritanical moralism may signal patience rather than cause self-control
	References

	Evolutionary research confirms that a need for collective action increases puritanism
	References

	Drinking and feasting are perceived as facilitating cooperation
	References

	On cooperative libertines and wicked puritans
	References

	Puritanism needs purity, and moral psychology needs pluralism
	References

	Purity is not a distinct moral domain
	References

	Puritanical moral rules as moral heuristics coping with uncertainties
	References

	Considering the role of self-interest in moral disciplining
	References

	Purity is linked to cooperation but not necessarily through self-control
	References

	&ldquo;WEIRD&rdquo; societies still value (even needless) self-control and self-sacrifice
	References

	Disciplining the disciplined: Making sense of the gender gap that lies at the core of puritanical morals
	References

	Little puritans?
	References

	Is undisciplined behavior antithetical to cooperation, or is it part and parcel of it?
	References

	The evolution of puritanical morality has not always served to strengthen cooperation, but to reinforce male dominance and exclude women
	References

	Are we all implicit puritans? New evidence that work and sex are intuitively moralized in both traditional and non-traditional cultures
	References

	There are no beautiful surfaces without a terrible depth
	Acknowledgment
	References

	Puritanical morality and the scaffolded evolution of self-control
	References

	The many faces of moralized self-control: Puritanical morality is not reducible to cooperation concerns
	References

	Moral emotions underlie puritanical morality
	References

	The puritanical moral contract: Purity, cooperation, and the architecture of the moral mind
	Puritanism and purity: Clarifying explanatory targets
	Can we (please) stop talking about &ldquo;purity?&rdquo;
	Puritanical morality is not purity
	Puritanical morality is not sexual morality
	Puritanical morality is not the morality of the historical Puritans

	Puritanism and the moral mind: One or many moral modules?
	A single computational device -- calculating reciprocal contracts -- explains moral judgments across domains
	The puritanical moral contract
	Fairness, not harm
	A broader theory of cooperation doesn't help explain puritanism

	Puritanism and moral emotions
	Disgust does not generate puritanical moral judgments
	Guilt and shame are involved in, but not specific to puritanical morality


	Puritanism and self-interest: Cooperation or strategic moralizing?
	Puritanical morality is not (only) patriarchal coercion
	Moralistic punishment is for cooperation
	Strategic moralizing only exists because moral judgments encode mutual benefit in the first place

	Puritanism and folk-theories of self-control
	Puritanism depends on beliefs, not that asceticism signals self-control, but that it improves self-control
	When people don't believe that indulgence erodes self-control, they simply don't condemn it
	On the (in)accuracy of puritanical folk-theories
	Why discipline others when disciplining is ineffective?
	Societal implications of folk-psychological beliefs


	Puritanism and moral variation
	Did puritanism fall in economically developed societies?
	Moral variation from universal computations

	Note
	References


