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Seven moral rules found all around 
the world

Oliver Scott Curry
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What is morality? And to what extent does it vary around the world? 
The theory of ‘morality-as-cooperation’ argues that morality consists 
of a collection of biological and cultural solutions to the problems of 
cooperation recurrent in human social life. Morality-as-cooperation 
draws on the theory of nonzerosum games to identify distinct problems 
RI�FRRSHUDWLRQ�DQG� WKHLU� VROXWLRQV��DQG�SUHGLFWV� WKDW� VSHFLĆF� IRUPV�RI�
cooperative behaviour – including helping kin, helping your group, 
reciprocating, being brave, deferring to superiors, dividing disputed 
resources, and respecting prior possession – will be considered morally 
good wherever they arise, in all cultures. In order to test these predictions, 
we investigate the moral valence of these seven cooperative behaviours 
LQ� WKH� HWKQRJUDSKLF� UHFRUGV� RI� ��� VRFLHWLHV�� :H� ĆQG� WKDW� WKH� PRUDO�
valence of these behaviours is uniformly positive, and the majority of 
these cooperative morals are observed in the majority of cultures, with 
equal frequency across all regions of the world. We conclude that these 
seven cooperative behaviours are plausible candidates for universal 
moral rules. Future work will gather new data in contemporary societies 
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ZLOO�WHVW�WKH�SUHGLFWLRQ�WKDW�YDULDWLRQ�LQ�PRUDO�YDOXHV�UHćHFWV�YDULDWLRQ�
in the value of different types of cooperation under different social and 
ecological conditions.

Introduction

)o�Ѵ7��o��u;|�um�-�Ѵov|��-ѴѴ;|�|o�b|v�ub]_��Ѵ�o�m;uĵ��o�Ѵ7��o��
hbѴѴ�-�l-m�|o�7;=;m7��o�u�1o�m|u�ĵ�"_o�Ѵ7��o��Ѵb;�|o�|_;�roѴb1;�|o�
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7bѴ;ll-vĺ�$_;�� -u;� -lom]� |_;�lov|� 1omv;t�;mঞ-Ѵ� 7;1bvbomv�
�;�;�;u�l-h;ĺ�$_;��7;Cm;��_o��;�-u;ķ��_-|�hbm7�o=�r;uvom��;�
�-m|�|o�0;ķ�-m7��_-|�o|_;uv�|_bmh�o=��vĺ��oo7�1_ob1;v�l-h;�o�u�
Ѵb�;v�]o��;ѴѴķ�0-7�1_ob1;v�0ubm]�b|�-ѴѴ�1u-v_bm]�7o�mĺ�"o��_-|Ľv�
|_;�ub]_|�|_bm]�|o�7oĵ��m7�_o��-u;��;�v�rrov;7�|o�hmo�ĵ��o��
7o��;�m-�b]-|;�o�u��-��|_uo�]_�|_;v;�lou-Ѵ�lbm;C;Ѵ7vķ�-m7�
Ѵb�;�;|_b1-Ѵ�Ѵb�;vĵ
ou�lbѴѴ;mmb-ķ� r_bѴovor_;uv� _-�;� v|u�]]Ѵ;7� bm� �-bm� |o� -mv�;u�
|_;v;� t�;vঞomvĺ� $_;�� _-�;� 1u;-|;7� -� 0Ѵb��-u7� o=� ļbvlvĽ�
-m7� ļoѴo]b;vĽ� ŋ� ;loঞ�bvlķ� ;�ru;vvb�bvlķ� 1o]mbঞ�bvlķ� momŊ
1o]mbঞ�bvlķ� u;-Ѵbvlķ� -mঞŊu;-Ѵbvlķ� bm|�bঞombvlķ� 7;om|oѴo]�ķ�
1omv;t�;mঞ-Ѵbvlķ� 1om|u-1|-ub-mbvl� ŋ� bm� -m� -�;lr|� |o� l-h;�
v;mv;�o=�o�u�lou-Ѵ�|_o�]_|v�-m7�=;;Ѵbm]vķ�o�u�ub]_|vķ�7�ঞ;v�-m7�
o0Ѵb]-ঞomvĺ� ��|� r_bѴovor_;uv� vঞѴѴ� 1-mĽ|� -]u;;� om� |_;� 0-vb1vĺ�
$_;��7omĽ|�hmo���_-|�lou-Ѵb|��bv�ou��_;u;�b|�1ol;v�=uolĺ�$_;��
1-mĽ|�7;1b7;��_;|_;u�lou-Ѵb|��bv�bmm-|;�ou�-1t�bu;7ķ�v�0f;1ঞ�;�
ou�o0f;1ঞ�;ķ� �mb�;uv-Ѵ� ou� 1�Ѵ|�u-ѴѴ�� u;Ѵ-ঞ�;ĺ�$_;��7omĽ|� hmo��
�_-|ķ� ou� _o��l-m�ķ� lou-Ѵ� �-Ѵ�;v� |_;u;� -u;ĺ� �m7� |_;�� 7omĽ|�
hmo��_o��|o�l-h;�-�lou-Ѵ�7;1bvbomĺ�
"ol;� _-�;� -u]�;7� |_-|� lou-Ѵb|�� bv� m-|�u-Ѵ� ŋ� |_;� ruo7�1|� o=�
bmvঞm1|v�rѴ-1;7�bm��v�0��m-|�u-Ѵ�v;Ѵ;1ঞomĺ��|_;uv�_-�;�-u]�;7�
|_-|� lou-Ѵb|�� bv� Ѵ;-um;7� ŋ� =uol� r-u;m|vķ� rub;v|v� -m7� roѴb1;�
oL1;uvĺ�"ol;�_-�;�-u]�;7�|_-|�lou-Ѵv�-u;�v�0f;1ঞ�;�ŋ�-�l-�;u�
o=�7;vbu;�ou�ru;=;u;m1;�ou�|-v|;ĺ��|_;uv�_-�;�-u]�;7�|_-|�lou-Ѵv�
-u;�o0f;1ঞ�;�ŋ�|_;u;�bv�-�=-1|�o=�|_;�l-�;uķ�-m7�vol;�-1ঞomv�-u;�
ub]_|�ou��uom]�buu;vr;1ঞ�;�o=��_-|��;�lb]_|�|_bmh�ou�=;;Ѵ�-0o�|�
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|_;lĺ�"ol;�_-�;�-u]�;7�|_-|�lou-Ѵv�-u;�1�Ѵ|�u-ѴѴ���mb�;uv-Ѵ�ŋ�
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ঞl;�-m7�rѴ-1;ķ�v�1_�|_-|�|_;u;�bv�mo�o�;u-ѴѴ�v|-m7-u7�o=�ub]_|�
-m7��uom]ķ�-m7��o��1-mĽ|��v;�|_;�v|-m7-u7v�o=�om;�vo1b;|��|o�
f�7];�-mo|_;uĺ�"ol;�_-�;�-u]�;7�|_-|�|_;u;�bv�omѴ��om;�o�;uŊ
-u1_bm]�lou-Ѵ��-Ѵ�;�Őv-�ķ�|_;�ruoloঞom�o=�_-rrbm;vvőĺ��|_;uv�
_-�;�-u]�;7�|_-|�|_;u;�-u;�l-m��lou-Ѵ��-Ѵ�;v�ŋ�_om;v|�ķ�f�vঞ1;ķ�
1olr-vvbom�ŋ�mo|�-ѴѴ�o=��_b1_�1-m�0;� ļu;7�1;7Ľ�|o�_-rrbm;vvĺ�
"ol;�_-�;�-u]�;7�|_-|�l-hbm]�-�lou-Ѵ�7;1bvbom�bv�-�t�;vঞom�
o=� 1omv;t�;m1;v�ŋ� |_;� ub]_|� |_bm]� |o�7o� bv� |_-|��_b1_�0ubm]v�
-0o�|�|_;�0;v|�o�|1ol;vķ�bm�|;ulv�o=�v-�bm]�|_;�lov|�Ѵb�;vķ�ou�
ruoloঞm]�|_;�l-�bl�l��;ѴѴŊ0;bm]ĺ��|_;uv�-u]�;�|_-|�lou-Ѵb|��
bv�-0o�|�vঞ1hbm]�|o�-�C�;7�v;|�o=�u�Ѵ;v�Őļ7;omvĽőķ��_-|;�;u�|_;�
1omv;t�;m1;v�ŋ� ļѴ;|� f�vঞ1;�0;�7om;�|_o�]_�|_;�_;-�;mv�=-ѴѴĽĺ�
�m7�o|_;uv�-u]�;�|_-|�lou-Ѵb|��bv�mo|�-�l-�;u�o=�1omv;t�;m1;v�
ou�C�;7� u�Ѵ;vķ� 0�|� bv� bmv|;-7�-0o�|�0;bm]� -�r-uঞ1�Ѵ-u� hbm7�o=�
r;uvomķ�o=�1�Ѵঞ�-ঞm]�-m7�7bvrѴ-�bm]�r-uঞ1�Ѵ-u�ļ�bu|�;vĽĺ
)_-|� bv� |_;� u;v�Ѵ|� o=� -ѴѴ� |_bv� 1om=�vbomĵ� �v� |_;� r_bѴovor_;u�
��� �ub1_-u7� �uo|;� bm� ƐƖƐƑ� ľ|o� lov|� v|�7;m|v� o=� �ou-Ѵ�
�_bѴovor_��|_;u;�1ol;v�-�ঞl;��_;m�|_;��=;;Ѵ�-��-]�;�v;mv;�
o=� 7bvv-ঞv=-1ঞom� �b|_� |_;� �_oѴ;� v�0f;1|ĺ� �m7� |_;� v;mv;� o=�
7bvv-ঞv=-1ঞom� |;m7v� |o� ]uo�� u-|_;u� |_-m� 7blbmbv_ĺ� �|� bv� mo|�
vo�l�1_� |_-|� |_;�rovbঞomvķ� -m7� vঞѴѴ�lou;� |_;� -u]�l;m|vķ� o=�
r-uঞ1�Ѵ-u� |_bmh;uv� v;;l� �m1om�bm1bm]ķ� |_o�]_� |_bv� bv� |u�;ĺ�
�|� bv� u-|_;u� |_-|� |_;� -bl� o=� |_;� v�0f;1|� 0;1ol;v� bm1u;-vbm]Ѵ��
o0v1�u;Ŀ�Ő�ub1_-u7ķ�ƐƖƐƑőĺ� �b|;ĺ��mv|;-7�o=�_;Ѵrbm]��v��b|_�o�u�
ruo0Ѵ;lvķ�lou-Ѵ�r_bѴovor_;uv�_-�;�Ѵov|�|_;lv;Ѵ�;v�bm�Ѵ-0�ubm|_v�
o=�|_;bu�o�m�l-hbm]ĺ
��1hbѴ�ķ� |_;u;� bv� -mo|_;u� �-�ĺ� ou� bm� u;1;m|� �;-uv� |_;� v|�7��
o=�lou-Ѵb|�� _-v� 0;1ol;� -� v1b;m1;ķ� ;m1olr-vvbm]� u;v;-u1_� bm�
]-l;�|_;ou�ķ�;�oѴ�ঞom-u��0boѴo]�ķ�];m;ঞ1vķ�-mbl-Ѵ�0;_-�bo�uķ�
rv�1_oѴo]�ķ�m;�uov1b;m1;�-m7�-m|_uoroѴo]�ĺ��o|�omѴ��1-m�|_bv�
v1b;m1;� -mv�;u� -ѴѴ� o=� o�u� lou-Ѵ� t�;vঞomvķ� bm� l-m�� 1-v;v� b|�
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-Ѵu;-7��_-vĺ�ou�|_bv�v1b;m1;�v-�v�|_-|�|_;u;�bv�mo|_bm]�l�v|;ubo�v�
ou�l-]b1-Ѵ� -0o�|�lou-Ѵb|�ĺ��ou-Ѵb|�� bv� l;u;Ѵ�� -� 1oѴѴ;1ঞom� o=�
1oor;u-ঞ�;�u�Ѵ;v�ŋ�u�Ѵ;v�|_-|�_;Ѵr��v�];|�-Ѵom]ķ��ouh�|o];|_;uķ�
h;;r�|_;�r;-1;ķ�-m7�ruolo|;�|_;�1ollom�]oo7ĺ

The roots of a revolution

�_-uѴ;v�	-u�bm� 7;v;u�;v� |_;� 1u;7b|� =ou� hb1hv|-uঞm]� |_bv� m;��
v1b;m1;� o=� lou-Ѵb|�ĺ� 	-u�bm� -u]�;7� |_-|� lou-Ѵb|�� v_o�Ѵ7� 0;�
v|�7b;7�ļѴbh;�-m��o|_;u�0u-m1_�o=�m-|�u-Ѵ�_bv|ou�Ľ�ŋ�-m7�|_-|Ľv��_-|�
_;�7b7�bm�_bv�ƐѶƕƐ�0ooh�$_;�	;v1;m|�o=��-m�Ő	-u�bmķ�ƐѶƕƐőĺ�
	-u�bm� -u]�;7� |_-|� _�l-mv��;u;� vo1b-Ѵ� -mbl-Ѵvķ��b|_� bmm-|;�
vo1b-Ѵ� bmvঞm1|v� |_-|� ;l;u];7� ;-uѴ�� bm� bm=-m1�ĺ��;� vr;1�Ѵ-|;7�
|_-|�|_;v;�vo1b-Ѵ� bmvঞm1|v� bm1Ѵ�7;7�r-u;m|-Ѵ�-@;1ঞomķ� Ѵo�-Ѵ|�ķ�
o0;7b;m1;ķ� -m� -rr;ঞ|;� =ou� ]Ѵou�ĺ� �m7� _;� -u]�;7� |_-|� |_;v;�
bmvঞm1|v� ]b�;� ubv;� |o� �_-|� �;� 1-ѴѴ� lou-Ѵb|�� ŋ� ľ|_;� voŊ1-ѴѴ;7�
lou-Ѵ�v;mv;�bv�-0oub]bm-ѴѴ��7;ub�;7�=uol�|_;�vo1b-Ѵ�bmvঞm1|vĿĺ�
!;1;m|� -7�-m1;v� bm� o�u� �m7;uv|-m7bm]� o=� m-|�u-Ѵ� v;Ѵ;1ঞom�
v_o��|_-|�	-u�bm��-v�ub]_|ĺ
��oѴ�ঞombv|v��;u;�om1;�-|�-�Ѵovv�|o�;�rѴ-bm��_��ou]-mbvlv��;u;�
;�;u� mb1;� |o� om;� -mo|_;uĺ� "�u;Ѵ�� m-|�u-Ѵ� v;Ѵ;1ঞom� bv� -� m-v|��
1olr;ঞঞ�;�ruo1;vv�|_-|�1-m�ruo7�1;�omѴ��m-v|��1olr;ঞঞ�;�
bm7b�b7�-Ѵvĵ��[;u�-ѴѴķ�;�;m�];m;v�-u;�ļv;ѴCv_Ľ�Ő	-�hbmvķ�ƐƖƕѵőĺ�
);ѴѴķ��;vķ�];m;v�-u;�v;ѴCv_ĺ���|� ļv;ѴCv_m;vvĽ� f�v|�l;-mv� ļv;Ѵ=Ŋ
u;rѴb1-ঞm]Ľĺ��m7��;�mo��hmo��|_-|��_bѴ;�];m;v�1-m�u;rѴb1-|;�-|�
|_;�;�r;mv;�o=�o|_;u�];m;v�Őbm�o|_;u�bm7b�b7�-Ѵvőķ�|_;��1-m�-Ѵvo�
u;rѴb1-|;� bm�1om1;u|��b|_�o|_;u�];m;v� Őbm�o|_;u� bm7b�b7�-Ѵvőĺ� �m�
o|_;u��ou7vķ�];m;v�7omĽ|�f�v|�1olr;|;ķ�|_;��-Ѵvo�1oor;u-|;ĸ�-m7�
bm�ru-1ঞ1;ķ�1oor;u-ঞom�_-v�ruo�;7�|o�0;�-��bmmbm]�v|u-|;]�ĺ�
$_bv�bv��_��;�oѴ�ঞom�_-v�=-�o�u;7�1oor;u-ঞom�vbm1;�|_;��;u��
oub]bmv�o=�Ѵb=;�ŋ��_��];m;v�|;-l;7��r�|o�=oul�1;ѴѴvķ��_��1;ѴѴv�
|;-l;7��r� |o� =oul� bm7b�b7�-Ѵ�ou]-mbvlvķ�-m7��_�� bm7b�b7�-Ѵv�
|;-l;7� �r� |o� =oul� vo1b;ঞ;v� Ő�-�m-u7� "lb|_� ş� "�-|_l࢙u�ķ�
ƐƖƖƔőĺ



ƔƐ

)_-|Ľv�lou;ķ�|_;�l-|_;l-ঞ1v�o=�1oor;u-ঞom�ŋ�|_;�|_;ou��o=�
mom�;uov�l�]-l;v�ŋ�|;ѴѴv��v�|_-|�|_;u;�bv�mo|�f�v|�om;�|�r;�o=�
1oor;u-ঞomķ�|_;u;�-u;�l-m��|�r;vĺ�$_;u;�-u;�l-m��1oor;u-ঞ�;�
ruo0Ѵ;lvķ� -m7� l-m�� 1oor;u-ঞ�;� voѴ�ঞomvĺ� ";�;m� |�r;v� o=�
1oor;u-ঞom� _-�;� 0;;m� b7;mঞC;7� |_�v� =-u� Őv;;� �o�� Ɛőĺ� �bm�
v;Ѵ;1ঞom�bv�|_;�|_;ou��|_-|�m-|�u-Ѵ�v;Ѵ;1ঞom��bѴѴ�=-�o�u�];m;v�
|_-|�_;Ѵr�1orb;v�o=�|_;lv;Ѵ�;v�|_-|�u;vb7;�bm�o|_;u�bm7b�b7�-Ѵvķ�
|_-|�bv�bm�];m;ঞ1�u;Ѵ-ঞ�;vĸ�b|�;�rѴ-bmv��_��l-m��ou]-mbvlv�-u;�
7;vb]m;7� |o� 7;|;1|� -m7� 7;Ѵb�;u� 0;m;C|v� |o�l;l0;uv� o=� |_;bu�
=-lbѴb;vĺ���|�-Ѵbvl�bv�|_;�|_;ou��|_-|�bm7b�b7�-Ѵv�o[;m�7o�0;�;u�
�ouhbm]� |o];|_;u� |_-m� 0�� ]obm]� b|� -Ѵom;� ŋ� |_;u;� bv� v|u;m]|_�
-m7�v-=;|��bm�m�l0;uv�ŋ�-m7�_;m1;��_��-mbl-Ѵv�=oul�v1_ooѴvķ�
v_o-Ѵv�-m7�_;u7vĺ�"o1b-Ѵ�;�1_-m];�bv�|_;�|_;ou��|_-|�0��|u-7bm]�
=-�o�uv�ŋ��ĽѴѴ�v1u-|1_��o�u�0-1hķ��o��v1u-|1_�lbm;�ŋ�bm7b�b7�-Ѵv�
1-m�0o|_�1ol;�o�|�-_;-7ķ��_b1_�;�rѴ-bmv��_�� vol;�-mbl-Ѵv�
l-h;�=ub;m7v�-m7�-ѴѴb-m1;vĺ��m7�1omYb1|�u;voѴ�ঞom�bv�|_;�|_;ou��
|_-|ķ� b=� bm7b�b7�-Ѵv� 1-m� u;voѴ�;� 7bvr�|;v� �b|_o�|� 1olbm]� |o�
0Ѵo�v�ŋ�0��;v|-0Ѵbv_bm]�7olbm-m1;�|_uo�]_�ļ_-�hbv_Ľ�7bvrѴ-�v�
o=�ro�;u�-m7�ļ7o�;Ŋbv_Ѵ�Ľ�7;=;uubm]�|o�7olbm-m|�bm7b�b7�-Ѵvķ�0��
7b�b7bm]�u;vo�u1;vķ�ou�0��u;vr;1ঞm]�rubou�o�m;uv_br�ŋ�|_;��1-m�
0o|_�-�ob7�|_;�1ov|v�o=�-�7u-�mŊo�|�C]_|�Őu;�b;�;7�bmĹ���uu�ķ�
ƑƏƐѵőĺ�
"o�mo��;�oѴ�ঞombv|v�_-�;�-m�-0�m7-m1;�o=�|_;oub;v�|o�;�rѴ-bm�
mb1;m;vv� bm� m-|�u;�ŋ��_��0;;v� v-1ubC1;� |_;bu� Ѵb�;v� |o� 7;=;m7�
|_;bu� vbv|;uv� bm� |_;� _b�;ķ� �_�� r;m]�bmv� _�77Ѵ;� |o];|_;u� =ou�
�-ul|_ķ� �_�� u-|v� u;|�um� =-�o�uvķ� �_�� v|-]v� v;�Ѵ;� 7bvr�|;v�
0�� 0;ѴѴo�bm]� u-|_;u� |_-m� 1olbm]� |o� 0Ѵo�vķ��_�� vঞ1hѴ;0-1hv�
7b�b7;�7bvr�|;7�|;uub|ou��=-buѴ�ķ�-m7��_��0��;uYb;v�u;vr;1|�;-1_�
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Human morality
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Making a science of morality
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Box 1: Seven Moral Rules
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