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Rules

This was our paradox: no course of action could be determined by a rule, because every course of action can be made to accord with the rule.
One follows the rule mechanically. Hence one compares it with a mechanism. ‘Mechanical’ – that means: without thinking. But entirely without thinking? Without reflecting?
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations

When I respond in one way rather than another to such a problem as ‘68 + 57’, I can have no justification for one response rather than another. . . . Indeed, there is no fact about me that distinguishes between my meaning a definite function by ‘plus’ (which determines my responses in new cases) and my meaning nothing at all. 
How can I justify my present application of such a rule, when a sceptic could easily interpret it so as to yield any of an indefinite number of other results? It seems that my application of it is an unjustified stab in the dark. I apply the rule blindly. 
			Saul Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language	


I

No simple matter, following a rule.
You say 'rule n+2, no scope to stray,
Just follow teacher, as you did in school'.

Yet maybe someone wants to play the fool,
Or starts a new game, or declines to play.
No simple matter, following a rule.

Why lay it down that ‘n+2’ unspool
Exactly as the rule-enforcers say?
'Just follow teacher, as you did at school':

No doubt wise counsel, but the sort that you'll
Find otiose come rule-recension day.
No simple matter, following a rule.

Maybe there's some smart kid who thinks it cool
To take instruction in a different way;
Just ‘follows teacher’, as you did at school,

But sees it as his big chance to re-tool
The whole +2 numerical array.
No simple matter, following a rule.

Just look at those big-breakthrough guys like Boole;
Hardly the kind of precept they'd obey,
'Just follow teacher, as you did at school'.

They're more the types who'd turn your ridicule
Right round, leave you with demon doubts to slay:
No simple matter, following a rule.

All pedagogues can do is join the pool
Of communal math-wisdom, come what may:
Just follow teacher, as you did at school.

Not getting far beyond the vestibule
Of Hilbert's grand hotel’s the price you pay.
No simple matter, following a rule;
Just follow teacher, as you did at school.



II

Some rules there are that ought to see us through.
Can't all change constantly as time goes by.
Things don’t add up? It must be down to you.

How cope if five's the sum of two plus two?
Arithmetic's one place where rules apply!
Count on, and count on it the rails run true.

How think at all if thinking's apt to slew
Off momentarily on some blue-sky
Diversion so that logic goes askew?

Blame it on Wittgenstein; it's he who drew
The crazy inference: no reason why
All those rule-followers reason as they do.

Maybe a thing that loner never knew
Was just how far such sceptic doctrines try
The faith of trusting types like me and you,

Those who depend on promises or who,
If the signs point that way, opt to rely
On love's shared indices as they accrue.

Let's not pretend we'll never misconstrue
The signs, or have a motive to deny,
In light of some unlooked-for après-coup,

The pertinence of rules that self-renew
Or stay in force however far a cry
Time present seems from that set-fair debut.

Yet, equally, let's give the credit due
To players by the book who’d still fight shy
Of saying ‘rules are there to break’, or sue

For breach of trust if promises outgrew
The context of their making, or defy
The sceptic’s rule of constant rule-review.

For as with maths, so here: there's cause to rue
That quick-shift way with rules that has them fly
The very thought of outcomes bang on cue

Or thrill to think that somewhere in the queue
Of numbers, out of sight to the mind's eye,
There lies in wait an unknown Waterloo.

The task of heading off that rendezvous
With destiny must be what keeps them spry,
Those rule-deniers keen to bid adieu

To any system where the fixed taboo
On innovation tends to cut-and-dry
Live thoughts into a robot retinue.

Still there's another side of it: take too
Relaxed a line on rules and you'll untie
Too many bonds and leave yourself with few

Real chances for the sorts of jamais-vu
Yet rule-based inference that no wise guy,
Like Wittgenstein's rule-bender, should eschew
Lest numbers, words and lives all go awry.



III

That rules change constantly some rule decrees,
Some meta-rule that changes with the rest.
Still let's not think we change them as we please.

Forget the maths case; he was out to tease,
That wise-guy kid, not out to pass the test,
Though rules change constantly, some rule decrees.

If Wittgenstein picked up that number-wheeze
And ran with it, let's not be too impressed,
Nor think to change the rules just as we please.

He merely deals in null hypotheses,
In claims devoid of consequence at best,
Though rules change constantly, some rule decrees.

For it's elsewhere, not in the realm of these
Conundrums, that the upset's manifest,
For us who can’t change rules just as we please.

That they could change must leave us ill at ease,
Or anxious that this knowledge be suppressed,
That rules change constantly; some rule decrees

It must be so, though still the thought may seize
Us unawares at times, no longer blest
By that good thought: can't change rules as we please!

Rules are like locks to which we've lost the keys
Yet think they'll close or spring at our behest.
The rules change constantly, some rule decrees.

Partly they feed our hopes, partly appease
Our darkest fears; yet never on request
Since we can't change the rules just as we please.

Still it's the thought of rule-change tends to freeze
Our waking thoughts and leave us dream-distressed:
The rules change constantly, some rule decrees.

That thought's the one that brings us to our knees
In the small hours, by rule-change fears obsessed,
Since we can't change the rules just as we please.

But that's the thing: no depth of expertise
In rule-change method helps us hopers wrest
Control back; constant change, some rule decrees.

Best policy: I'll back the rule that she's
Now backing, one in which we joint-invest
Since we can't change the rules just as we please.

Won't have them say I can't see wood for trees;
It's woods of ours these termite doubts infest.
The rules change constantly, some rule decrees.

A handy rule: 'misfortunes come in threes',
They say, though 'count to three' seems risky lest
We think to change the rules just as we please.

Now thoughts of rule-change re-exert their squeeze
[bookmark: _GoBack]On hopes sprung lately in the human breast
Where rules change constantly, some rule decrees.

So here we are, all ready to reprise
The repertoire by which we second-guessed
This truth: no changing rules just as we please.

Rather they shift unnoticed, by degrees,
As rights and wrongs are over time redressed.
The rules change constantly, some rule decrees;
Still let's not think we change them as we please.
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