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The Modern Obsession with Rules and Procedures
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Modern moral philosophy speaks almost only in the language of rules. (Anscombe, 1958, pp. 1-19) It starts with obligations, duties, permissions, and prohibitions. It presents moral life as a checklist of requirements to apply. This procedural posture claims to be sober, rational, and mature. It says it protects ethics from dogmatism by removing substantive visions of the good. On this view, moral reasoning means correct application, not meaningful orientation. What matters is not why a form of life is worth sustaining, but whether an action conforms to a rule everyone agrees on. As a result, ethics gains technical clarity but loses existential depth. It grows detached from how people actually experience moral demands in their lives.

This obsession with procedure stems from the traumas of modernity—wars driven by religion, violence fueled by sectarianism, and the fear that strong moral convictions often result in coercion. (Foucault's Interpretation of Modernity, 2012) In reply, modern ethical theory aimed for neutrality, replacing concrete visions of the good with procedural norms. The goal was to govern plural societies without invoking divisive moral commitments. ("Secular Clinical Ethicists Should Not Be Neutral Toward All Religious Beliefs: An Argument for a Moral-Metaphysical Proceduralism" 2020, 533-548) However, this shift changed the nature of moral reasoning: ethics began to focus not on what makes a life good or meaningful, but on which rules could be justified to everyone. As a result, the moral life was reimagined as compliance within a procedural system rather than as the pursuit of purpose in a moral landscape.

As procedures increased, something subtle was lost. Moral language began to flatten. Words like honor, nobility, degradation, and fidelity were excluded from philosophical discourse. The vocabulary of rights, violations, and entitlements replaced them. ("Moral Articulacy: An Essay on Charles Taylor's Critique of Modern Moral Philosophy" n.d.) This was not only a language shift. It changed moral sensibility. Ethics now addresses external behavior but ignores inner orientation. It could regulate actions but could not address aspiration, shame, or moral failure (Dang, 2023). As a result, moral reasoning worked well as a form of social arbitration. But it did not guide people in living.

In daily life, moral experience does not start with rules. People face moral demands through attachments that come before reflection. They feel loyalties that are non-negotiable. Betrayals wound the self. Sometimes, one knows an act is unworthy even without a rule against it. Such experiences do not come from procedures, but from a sense of what matters. People do not keep promises simply because a rule says so. Breaking a promise can fracture a key part of their self-understanding. Procedural ethics can describe the violation, but it cannot explain the full moral weight of the loss. ("Moral Articulacy: An Essay on Charles Taylor's Critique of Modern Moral Philosophy" n.d.)

By starting with rules, modern ethics reverses how we make sense of morals. It treats obligation as basic and meaning as secondary. In fact, obligation gets its force from earlier orientations to the good. A rule only binds because it connects to a deeper evaluative background. This makes some actions worthy, and others contemptible. When this background is left unsaid, obligation grows brittle. It relies more on enforcement than commitment. It depends more on external sanctions than on internal allegiance. Under these conditions, moral life becomes fragile and easily worn out. (Herstein and Malcai 2024)

This fragility shows in today’s moral discourse. Appeals to duty often fail to persuade. This is not because people reject morality itself. They no longer see themselves in the moral language used. Procedures resolve disputes but leave people morally empty. People comply without conviction, or rebel without direction. Ethical debate swings between legalism and subjectivism. It shifts from strict enforcement to expressive self-assertion. Both share a common problem: they lack a rich account of moral meaning (Taylor 2025).

For Taylor, this lack shows a deeper philosophical error. Refusing to talk about moral sources does not make them disappear. It only pushes them out of sight. Every moral framework assumes a vision—often hidden—of what is worthy of respect, admiration, or sacrifice. Procedural ethics hides its fundamental moral ontology behind claims of neutrality. It appears minimal, but actually depends on strong values like autonomy, dignity, and agency. If it avoids examining these values, modern ethics weakens its own understanding. ("Reclaiming human dignity: a critical review of contemporary theories in light of ontological foundations" 2025)

In this framework, the modern moral subject is seen as a chooser. They stand before options, guided by rules, but shaped by no deep commitments. Identity is made morally incidental, to be set aside instead of examined. This view does not match real moral agency. People do not simply choose. They judge themselves while making choices. They measure actions against standards already woven into their sense of self. (Taylor 1989)

This is why fixation on procedures does not last. Procedures can organize social life, but cannot provide moral depth. They tell us how to avoid wrongdoing, but not how to live well. They offer fences rather than maps, and constraints rather than guidance. In moral crisis—when rules clash, institutions fail, or identities fracture—procedure offers little help  (Monaghan 2022). That is when we must return to the question ethics tried to skip: the question of meaning.

This book begins by claiming that moral philosophy must recover this question, or it will lose credibility. Moral rules do not create moral life. They assume it already exists. Before obligation, there must be significance. Before the procedure, there must be an orientation. To grasp ethics, we must start not with rules, but with the sources from which moral meaning comes.
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Moral obligation is often seen as ethics' firmest starting point because it is clear and actionable. Duties can be listed, violations pointed out, and responsibilities assigned without much ambiguity. Modern ethical theory values this clarity, especially in morally diverse societies. Thus, obligation promises a moral language that requires only agreed-upon rules, not shared visions of the good life (Zimmerman n.d.). Yet this promise hides a shortcut. Obligation feels solid because it relies on sources it does not name. Without those sources, duty is formally clear but lacks real weight.

To experience something as an obligation is to treat it as significant. One does not feel bound by duty just because a rule exists, but because breaking it would betray something important. However, understanding this force of obligation reveals a crucial point: its force is not self-generating. This leads to the next concern: obligation assumes a background in which some actions matter more than others, and where the self feels accountable to standards that go beyond instant preference. Modern moral theory often reverses this, treating obligation as basic and meaning as optional (Alvarez and Ridley 2007, 543-552). This is a mistake; it confuses the outcome for the cause.

When moral reasoning begins with obligation, it silently assumes a subject already capable of recognizing moral demand. But such recognition is not automatic. It depends on a prior formation of the self—a sense of what counts as worthy, admirable, or shameful. A rule can command compliance, but it cannot explain why compliance should matter beyond fear of sanction. Without an articulated account of why obligations bind, ethical theory relies on motivations it does not fully grasp. This difficulty is apparent when obligations conflict or when their authority is weakened. Moral reasons are those reasons for action that people should observe and for which they should incur blame if ignored (Skorupski,  2007).  

In such moments, appeal to duty alone offers little guidance. When two obligations pull in opposite directions, or when institutional rules appear unjust, the agent must turn to deeper considerations to judge which demand has greater weight. These considerations are not moral obligations themselves. They function as evaluations of significance, shaping the kinds of approval or disapproval one experiences. They reflect the sort of person one aspires to be and the type of life one finds worth affirming (Sylvan and Chang 2018). Obligation cannot adjudicate itself without recourse to meaning.

To manage these underlying difficulties, modern ethical systems often address them by creating formal hierarchies of rules or procedural decision methods. Yet these strategies postpone the problem. They explain how to choose between duties, but not why one should care about duty at all. The moral agent then follows procedures whose justification remains opaque. This opacity erodes moral motivation, especially where social enforcement is weak. Duty without orientation can foster resentment, cynicism, or moral fatigue (Bagnoli, 2021).

These challenges highlight the reality that, in real life, obligation is not just an abstract command. It is felt through relationships, practices, and identities that matter to us. One cares for a parent not because of a rule, but because the relationship has weight. Betraying that duty would harm one’s sense of self, not just break a norm. Ethical life is not rule-following with added feeling. It is a value lived out through action.

Building on this lived experience, when moral reasoning starts with obligation, it skews our sense of moral failure. Failure then looks like non-compliance, not a fractured identity. But guilt, remorse, and shame signal more than broken rules. They show that one has failed what one values, and failed oneself and others. Such feelings are not fully captured by obligation alone. They belong to the realm of meaning, not just correctness.

This misrepresentation also shapes how modern societies teach morality. If ethics is just about learning rules, moral development becomes mechanical (Burch-Brown 2021) The deeper task—learning what deserves admiration, calls for resistance, or merits mourning—is left aside as mere opinion ("Moral Reasoning" 2016). This approach makes people competent but shallow, literate but not truly oriented.

For Charles Taylor, this situation reflects a misunderstanding of the moral self. Human beings are not neutral agents to whom obligations are externally attached. They are formed through strong evaluations and through distinctions between higher and lower goods. These give shape to their identity. Obligation gets its authority from these evaluative structures. To ignore them is to hollow out what ethics seeks to explain. (Taylor 1989).

This perspective suggests that reversing the order—putting meaning first—does not eliminate
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