Language, Rules and Behavior (rules as something which can be shared but not communicated)

We have interpreted the notion of real connection in terms of the conformation rules of languages. We thus make real connections, so to speak, entirely immanent to thought. They are the shadows of rules. What sense, then, can there be to a distinction between real connections which are known and real connections which are accepted but not known? The answer, as I see it, is to be found along the following lines. Modern man has been constantly modifying the rules of his language, and this resulted in an awareness of alternatives which keeps the reflective person from saying that he knows. Now, these modifications have occurred chiefly in a mid-region between two extremes which I shall now characterize. On the one hand, at least until recently, certain very general structural features of the axiomatics of our language have persisted through the changes due to the advance of science. Indeed, in spite of the dramatic changes of the past few decades, the axiomatics of the language has retained certain structural features from earlier science and even from common sense. These common features -- and the extent to which there are any can easily be exaggerated -- represent one portion of that which people are tempted to think of as real connections which are known, and which the rationalist claims to be synthetic a priori knowledge. These are features for which most of us have not yet been led to seek alternatives. Yet to the extent that one seriously looks for alternatives, they lose the feel of the "unconditionally known" and acquire a "hypothetical" character which is perfectly compatible with their performance of the a priori role which the regulist conceives them to have. As a matter of fact, then, the contemporary philosopher of science sees in this direction only structural features of our language for which we are more or less willing to consider alternatives.

In the other direction, however, we find those rules which even the most startling advances in science have not tempted us to abandon, rules which one who pays out any rope at all to the rationalistic doctrine of cognitive awareness will end by claiming to express insight into objective real connections. I have in mind the rules which concern those symbols which not only function in the language as rule-regulated symbols, but also are elements in the tied sign behavior of the organism, and which, by playing this dual role provide the link between language and the world. Here the rules mirror, so to speak, the structure of learned sensory discriminations and associated tied sign behavior. It is these rules that most forcefully present themselves to us as having no serious alternatives. Here is the locus of the most tempting claims to synthetic a priori knowledge.

Now it is one thing to recognize that these rules are causally in a privileged position, and quite another to make any concession to pseudo-psychologies of "seeing the universal in the particular" or of "intuitive induction." Here again we find rationalistic smoke which only the empiricist (regulist) can turn into illuminating fire. A useful test of one's thought in this connection is to ask oneself what happens when a person who has been blind from birth gains vision and, never having heard color words used, develops his own language about color experiences. Does one think of him as apprehending the universals Red, Green, etc., and as more or less deliberately fitting symbols to these universals and giving these symbols rules which correspond to the structural properties which these universals are apprehended to have? This is the way in which many philosophers would seem to think of the matter. And, of course, there is as much sense to it as there is to speaking of intuiting universals, apprehending meanings, envisaging possibilities, etc. It is a metaphorical way of speaking which, provided it is not taken to provide an analysis of the learning of rules relating to the use of sense predicates, is both useful and proper. Taken to be an analysis, on the other hand, it is one more example of rationalistic pseudo-psychology.

 

In the course of our argument we have analyzed the moral "ought," the logical "must" and even real connections or physical necessity in terms of the concept of rule-regulated behavior. The question arises, in each of these areas, "Why one set of rules rather than another? How is the adoption of a set of rules itself to be justified?" I should like to be able to say that one justifies the adoption of rules pragmatically, and, indeed, this would be at least a first approximation to the truth. The kinship of my views with the more sophisticated forms of pragmatism is obvious. Yet I should like to close on a note of caution. The more I brood on rules, the more I think that Wittgenstein was right in finding an ineffable in the linguistic situation, something which can be shared but not communicated. We saw that a rule, properly speaking, isn't a rule unless it lives in behavior, rule-regulated behavior, even rule-violating behavior. Linguistically we always operate within a framework of living rules. To talk about rules is to move outside the talked-about rules into another framework of living rules. (The snake which sheds one skin lives within another.) In attempting to grasp rules as rules from without, we are trying to have our cake and eat it. To describe rules is to describe the skeletons of rules. A rule is lived, not described. Thus, what we justify is never a rule, but behavior and dispositions to behave. The "ought" eludes us and we are left with "is." The skeletons of rules can be given a pragmatic or instrumentalist justification. This justification operates within a set of living rules. The death of one rule is the life of another. Even one and the same rule may be both living as justificans and dead as justificandum, as when we justify a rule of logic. Indeed, can the attempt to justify rules, from left to right, be anything but an exhibition of these rules from right to left? To learn new rules is to change one's mind. Is there a rational way of losing one's reason? Is not the final wisdom the way of the amoeba in the ooze, the rat in the maze, the burnt child with fire? The convert can describe what he was. Can he understand what he was? But here we are on Wittgenstein's ladder, and it is time to throw it away.
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