
Born Limerick, Ireland, 18 March 1919

Entered Oxford as a student at St. Hugh’s 
college in 1938

Began studying Catholicism immediately, 
converted shortly thereafter

Moved to Cambridge in 1942, where she 
met Ludwig Wittgenstein
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Died 5 January 2001 



“MODERN MORAL PHILOSOPHY”



Our focus today—theses two and three:

1. Moral philosophers ought to stop talking about 
“the moral sense of  ‘ought’”

2. Most English-language moral philosophy 
since the 1870s is basically the same

Anscombe coined a term for what unites them: 
consequentialism



Thesis 2: On the moral sense of  ‘ought’  

‘Ought’ is a modal verb that we use in a variety of  different ways, 
which Chrisman calls “flavors” of  ‘ought’

• Epistemic – states an expectation of  something to happen: “The 
package ought to arrive tomorrow”

• Teleological – describes something as good/essential for some 
completable goal: “You ought to use Genovese basil if  you want to 
make an authentic pesto”

• Prudential – describes something as a good/essential for 
producing a good ongoing state: “You ought to quit smoking”

• Moral - describes something as morally good/essential: “You 
ought to tell the truth and help those in need” 



Thesis 2: On the moral sense of  ‘ought’  

‘Moral ought’ - describes something as morally good/essential: 
“You ought to tell the truth and help those in need” 

• This is obviously a circular definition – can we improve on it?

• Anscombe: what ‘moral ought’ intends to convey is the idea of  an 
obligation: if  we morally ought to do something, then we are 
obliged to do it

• Moreover, this sort of  obligation is distinctive – it is different 
from, e.g., legal obligations or contractual obligations

• So, what is the source of  these special obligations?



Thesis 2: On the moral sense of  ‘ought’  

General claim: obligations are generated either by 
agreements or commands
• Codes and systems of  morality present moral obligations, not as 

the product of  agreements, but as rules and laws
• Even social contract theories have to answer the question, “Why 

keep our promises?”, and these inevitably turn into a story about 
following some kind of  law

• So: where do these special laws come from, that bind people in 
this special way that can be at odds with a state’s laws or the terms 
of  a contract?

• If  you are a member of  an Abrahamic religion, the answer is easy: 
God

• But, what if  you’re an atheist?
• Anscombe: for atheists, who recognize no divine lawgiver, saying 

someone ‘morally ought’ to do something is empty, meaningless



Thesis 2: On the moral sense of  ‘ought’  


