Language, Rules and Behavior (rules and ‘tied behavior’)

I suspect that my trouble with the concept of a rule is in large part due to my ignorance of the psychology of the higher processes. Yet certain things seem clear. In the first place, we must distinguish between action which merely conforms to a rule, and action which occurs because of a rule. A rule isn't functioning as a rule unless it is in some sense internal to action. Otherwise it is a mere generalization. Thus, if I train an animal to sit up when I snap my fingers, the animal's behavior conforms to the generalization "This animal sits up when my fingers snap," but we should scarcely say that the animal acts on the rule of sitting up when I snap my fingers. Clearly the type of activity which is rule-regulated is of a higher level than that which is produced by simple animal learning procedures. One way of bringing this out is to say that most if not all animal behavior is tied to the environment in a way in which much characteristically human behavior is not. Certainly, we learn habits of response to our environment in a way which is essentially identical with that in which the dog learns to sit up when I snap my fingers. And certainly these learned habits of response -- though modifiable by rule-regulated symbol activity -- remain the basic tie between all the complex rule-regulated symbol behavior which is the human mind in action, and the environment in which the individual lives and acts. Yet above the foundation of man's learned responses to environmental stimuli -- let us call this his tied behavior -- there towers a superstructure of more or less developed systems of rule-regulated symbol activity wrhich constitutes man's intellectual vision. It is in terms of such systems of rule-regulated symbol activity that we are to understand an Einstein's grasp of alternative structures of natural law, a Leibnitz' vision of the totality of all possible worlds, a logician's exploration of the most diversified postulate systems, a Cantor's march into the trans-finite. Such symbol activity may well be characterized as free -- by which, of course, I do not mean uncaused -- in contrast to the behavior that is learned as a dog learns to sit up, or a white rat to run a maze. On the other hand, a structure of rule-regulated symbol activity, which as such is free, constitutes a man's understanding of this world, the world in which he lives, its history and future, the laws according to which it operates, by meshing in with his tied behavior, his learned habits of response to his environment. To say that man is a rational animal, is to say that man is a creature not of habits, but of rules. When God created Adam, he whispered in his ear, "In all contexts of action you will recognize rules, if only the rule to grope for rules to recognize. When you cease to recognize rules, you will walk on four feet."

If what I have just said appears to be rhetoric and not philosophy, I can only plead that it ought to be psychology, but that if an adequate psychology of rule-governed symbol behavior exists, I have not yet made its acquaintance. This, however, may well be just another example of the philosopher's characteristic ignorance of the science of his day (as opposed to the science of yesterday, with which he is notoriously well acquainted). But if what we have been saying belongs to psychology, then, once again, we must ask, "How does it concern us, who are philosophers and not psychologists?" What would be the relevance of an adequate empirical psychology of rule-regulated symbol activity to the task of the philosopher? Now, that psychology is neither the whole nor even a part of philosophy is granted. Yet bad psychology may give aid and comfort to bad philosophy. This is most clear in connection with the rationalistic pseudo-psychologies which we shall be criticizing in a moment. I want now to point out that if there is any truth in what we have said, then much of what (among philosophers) passes for tough-minded psychology is an over-simplified extension to the higher processes of the dog--fingersnap--sit-up--sugar schema of tied responses to environmental stimuli. Not that I should deny for one moment that animal learning theory provides the key to all psychological phenomena. On the contrary I am convinced that this is the case. And not that I should deny that the laws of animal learning (if we had them) would explain even the mathematician's behavior in developing alternative postulate sets for n-dimensional geometries. I am even prepared to endorse this promissory note. Yet the fact remains that the distinction between tied behavior and free, rule-regulated symbol activity, whatever they may have in common, is a fact of experience, one that the philosopher cannot afford to neglect.

We distinguished above between action which merely conforms to a rule and action which occurs because of a rule and pointed out that in so far as actions merely conform to it, a rule is not a rule but a mere generalization. On the other hand, we must not say that a rule is something completely other than a generalization. The mode of existence of a rule is as a generalization written in flesh and blood, or nerve and sinew, rather than in pen and ink. A rule, existing in its proper element, has the logical form of a generalization. Yet a rule is not merely a generalization which is formulated in the language of intra-organic process. Such a generalization would find its overt expression in a declarative sentence. A rule, on the other hand, finds its expression either in what are classified as non-declarative grammatical forms, or else in declarative sentences with certain special terms such as "correct," "proper," "right," etc., serving to distinguish them, from generalizations. What do these special features in the formulation of rules indicate? They give expression to the fact that a rule is an embodied generalization which to speak loosely but suggestively, tends to make itself true. Better, it tends to inhibit the occurrence of such events as would falsify it -- if it weren't already false, that is, for the generalizations which lie at the core of rules are rarely if ever true, and unless they could (logical or physical possibility) be false, they could scarcely function as rules. Thus, consider the moral rule, "One ought to tell the truth." The core-generalization on which this rule is built is "People always say what they believe" which is, of course, false. 
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