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Although Russell's views varied more with time, he too displayed rational­
ist, anti-empiricist and anti-pragmatist inclinations. In 1903 his Principles of
Mathematics reposed on intuitionism and rejected empiricism, while in 1912
he tended towards rationalism on ultimate questions ([1980], p. 41). The a
priori knowledge accepted by Russell at the time embraced the propositions of
logic and of mathematics, the basic propositions of ethics, and the inductive
principle. The resulting philosophy was a modified rationalism based on the
idea that while limits were to be set on its scope, a priori reasoning was
essential to knowledge. And although the later Russell was more sympathetic
to empiricism, he was never able to adopt it entirely. It may have been
unwelcome to him but in ([1950], p. 381) his conclusion was that
'uncompromising empiricism is untenable'. Similarly, in ([1959], pp. 131-2)
he was quite prepared to 'admit at once that there are difficulties in explaining
how we acquire knowledge that transcends experience,' but he thought 'the
view that we have no such knowledge is utterly untenable'. Russell's anti­
empiricist position in this later writings was essentially that if scientific
knowledge is to be justified, acceptance of some synthetic a priori propositions
is forced upon us. 15 Others in Cambridge philosophy such as Whewell,
Sidgwick, Whitehead and Broad also made contributions to rationalism and
intuitionism. Although common, it is far too simplistic a view to identify British
philosophy with empiricism and to place them in opposition to Continental
rationalism. Moore, in particular, was a rationalist and not, as in numerous
asides, an empiricist.

(6) Keynes's View of Earlier Philosophies of Probability. The TP's historical
retrospect of probability theory also conveys the suggestion of a limited but
higher form ofrationalism as the outcome ofmodern philosophy. It opens with
a criticism of the enthusiasm of the 18th century rationalists which pushed
them beyond the bounds of reason into claims which they could not prove
(89-92,266). As his earlier dissertation ([1908], pp. iii-iv) had put it, 'by the
end of the eighteenth century it seemed to enthusiastic Frenchmen that ...
[the Calculus ofProbabilities] might be the means of leading in the Age ofOrder
and Reason.... Its formulae were deemed applicable to all questions alike, to
trial by jury, the perfectibility of the human race or the existence ofGod-to all
those questions. . . which seemed to the French rationalists the most pressing
of their time'. Against these exaggerated claims, two lines of reaction were
detected in the 19th century, one in England leading to the modern frequency
theory (Ellis, Venn, Edgeworth, Pearson), the other on the Continent (von
Kries, Czuber, Sigwart, Lotze). While criticizing the English retreat into 'the
arms of empiricism' for haVing gone 'too far in the opposite direction' (93-4),

15 See Russell ([1948] ch. 10); ([1950], pp. 381-2); ([1944], pp. 683-4); Agassi ([1975], p. 309);
Bamborough ([1970], p. 194); Popper ([1972c], pp. 27-8); Passmore ([1968], p. 238); Jager
([1972], p. 411); and Lakatos [1962].
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Keynes found the German and Austrian logicians more persuasive. Their
constructive proposals might have been inadequate, but they at least saw the
necessity of the principle ofnon-sufficient reason and ofa priori reasoning (94­
9). Thus without resorting to empiricism, Keynes sought in developing his
own theory to tame the extreme rationalism of 18th-century France with
insights drawn from 19th-century German-speaking logicians, the outcome
being a modified and cautious form of English rationalism.

(7) Keynes's Own Characterization. In his 1938 memoir, 'My Early Beliefs',
Keynes wrote of the philosophy of his youth to which he still owed basic
allegiance in his maturity. Drawing attention to its dependence on reason,
intuition, truth and a priori thought, he described the philosophy which so
repelled D. H. Lawrence as 'Cambridge rationalism and cynicism' [X 434]. The
memoir's criticisms and qualifications of this rationalism, moreover, constitute
an immanent critique and not total repudiation.

These seven arguments constitute the main grounds for characterizing
Keynes as a particular kind of rationalist and for rejecting the claim that he
was an empiricist. Further remarks relating to synthetic a priori knowledge
occur in the final section.

8 THE ROLE OF EXPERIENCE

Within Keynes's rationalism experience is regarded as essential to the
generation of knowledge. It is therefore a mistake to attribute empiricism to
him simply because of his frequent stress on the importance of experience. Nor
should it be imputed because he associates himself in the preface to the TP with
a concern for 'what is matter of fact' (xxv), an expression best interpreted as
'what is true'. The simplest way of capturing his epistemology on this issue is
provided by the phrase, experience is necessary but insufficient. As he himself put
it: 'However essential the data of experience may be, they cannot by
themselves, it seems, supply us with what we want' (94).

Experience is essential because it provides the raw material for the
generation of knowledge. As Russell ([1980], p. 41) noted, 'even that part of
our knowledge which is logically independent of experience (in the sense that
logic cannot prove it) is yet elicited and caused by experience. It is on occasion
of particular experiences that we become aware of the general laws which
their connections exemplify'. But experience alone is insufficient and requires
the additional element of intuition or mental insight. Russell again expressed
the matter neatly ([1980], p. 41): 'while admitting that all knowledge is
elicited and caused by experience, we shall nevertheless hold that some
knowledge is a priori, in the sense that the experience which makes us think of
it does not suffice to prove it, but merely so directs our attention so that we see
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its truth without requiring any proof from experience'. Keynes made a similar
point in a probablistic context: 'The actual constitution of the phenomenal
universe determines the character of our evidence, but it cannot determine
what conclusions given evidence rationally supports' (246). The importance of
mental insight into empirical data is also evident in his [1909] paper, 'Science
and Art'.

[The scientist] is presented with a mass of facts, possessing similarities and
differences, arranged in no kind of scheme or order. His first need is to perceive
very clearly the precise nature of the different details. After concerning himself
with this precise and attentive perception, he holds the details together clearly
before his mind, ... Finally he will with a kind of sudden insight see through the
obscurity of the argument or ofthe apparently unrelated data, and the details will
quickly fall into a scheme or arrangement, between each part ofwhich there is a
real connection.

To Keynes, empiricism rightly emphasized the importance of experience,but
erred in maintaining that experience, without the guidance of intuition or a
priori reasoning, could provide an adequate foundation for knowledge. It is
therefore absurd to hold that Keynes's rationalism requires a dismissive or
cavalier attitude towards empirical data, and Bray's [1977] mistaken claim
that empirical information had no value to Keynes is rightly criticized by Meeks
[1978].

9 PREDICTION AND THEORY CHOICE

Although central to other philosophies of science, prediction is not valorized in
Keynes's. Positivism makes conformity with prediction a vital test of a theory
and Popper emphasizes the confirmation ofnovel predictions derived from bold
conjectures, but Keynes's stance is that such stress on predictive requirements
is exaggerated.

The peculiar virtue ofprediction ... is altogether imaginary.... the question as to
whether a particular hypothesis happens to be propounded before or after [the]
examination [of instances] is quite irrelevant. ... It is the union of prior
knowledge, with the inductive grounds which arise out of the immediate
instances, that lends weight to an hypothesis and not the occasion on which the
hypothesis is first proposed. (337-8, emphasis added)

To avoid misinterpretation, it requires noting that Keynes is not arguing that
prediction has no value whatsoever, nor is he contending that rational persons
should ignore novel facts. His position is rather that no special importance
belongs to the arrival times of hypotheses and facts. Popper's ([1972a], p. 272;
[1972b], p. 247) claim that Keynes takes the value of predictions to be
'imaginary' is thus erroneous. What is of imaginary value in Keynes's view is
the 'peculiar virtue' ofa prediction that it necessarily precedes its confirmation
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or refutation. Since logical relations between propositions are timeless entities,
they are unaffected by issues of temporal order. The historical question of
whether theory or evidence came first is irrelevant to the logical question of the
probability-relation between them. On this view, rational theory choice
depends on probability comparisons based on the total information available,
such information including the success or failure of predictions. The theory
with the highest probability is always the rationally preferred theory, and
while predictive outcomes enter into the determination ofprobabilities, they do
not directly determine theory choice.

For example, let A and B be competing theories of equal probability on
existing information. A prediction, subsequently confirmed, is made by the
adherents of A. Their opponents respond by showing that B also conforms to
the new evidence, so that the updated probabilities of the two theories remain
equal. Does the fact that prediction preceded confirmation for A while the facts
arrived prior to theoretical accommodation for B indicate that A is rationally
preferable to B? Keynes thought not; only the logical probability-relations
mattered and no special power could be attributed to the chronology ofevents.
Suppose now a second example in which an established theory with an
initially substantial probability on existing data confronts a bold conjecture
with a low probability on the same data. The predictive ability ofeach theory is
put to the test for the same event, the established theory being judged a failure
and the conjecture a success. The result is that the probability of the former
theory is reduced, that of the latter increased. Since it is the relative
magnitudes of the probabilities that counts for Keynes, theory choice is
determined by the updated logical relations between the theories and the
expanded evidence. No general rules can be laid down here, for such situations
are totally context-dependent. To sum up: Keynes's position is that prediction
has some value because of its ability to provide new information, but that no
value resides in its unique property of preceding its confirmation or
confutation. In his theory it is always a probability-relation which ultimately
matters-such relations include, but are not displaced by, the results of
forecasting.

Given Popper's long opposition to Keynes's type of philosophy, it is
instructive to juxtapose their stances regarding discrimination between
theories. Clarity on this issue, however, requires that Popper's distinction be
borne in mind between the potential satisfactoriness of a theory and its actual
satisfactoriness (or acceptance} and acceptance2 on Bar-Hillel's [1974]
terminology). While Keynes and Popper clash on the former, they are
considerably closer on the latter. On the criterion of potential satisfactoriness
(acceptance}) the rationally preferable theory has the highest degree of
empirical content, testability or falsifiability, this being equivalent to the
theory with the lowest logical probability. This is the opposite of Keynes's
criterion that higher probability implies higher acceptability. But as regards
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actual satisfactoriness (acceptance2), Popper selects the theory which has
withstood severe testing and made successful predictions. For Keynes, such
developments would result in a significant increase in this theory's probability
on the new evidence, possibly raising it to the head of the list. Thus instead of
both potential and actual satisfactoriness varying directly with logical
improbability, a point Popper insisted on for many years, only the former
always does so; the latter, by contrast, may move in the same direction as
probability. 16

10 SENSES OF OBJECTIVITY

Two senses of objectivity are used in the TP. On the one hand, the objectivity
that Keynes claims for his probabilities derives from logic, from a timeless
realm independent of individual psychology. On the other, Keynes links
objectivity to reality, probabilistic reasoning being viewed as the foundation of
all knowledge about the world, including science. Implicitly, however, he
conflates these two senses, and implies some unspecified connection between
logic and reality. An identical ambiguity surrounds the term 'real'. This sliding
between senses may be illustrated as follows.

We believe that there is some real objective relation between Darwin's evidence
and his conclusions, which is independent of the mere fact of our belief, and
which is just as real and objective, though of a different degree, as that which
would exist if the argument were as demonstrative as a syllogism. (6)

So in the case ofprobability we may believe that our judgments can penetrate into
the real world, even though their credentials are subjective. (56, emphasis added)

The implication is that probable knowledge is real and objective, both in
reference to logic and in reference to the world. This provides additional insight
into Keynes's epistemology. Since probability-relations are a priori logical facts
that cannot be refuted by empirical data, and since science involves
probablistic reasoning, at least some synthetic knowledge is grounded in
probabilities or a priori propositions. Some link between the a priori and the
synthetic seems to be implied, for, in the absence of such a connection, how
can intuition, a form of intellectual insight into logical relations, possibly
'penetrate in to the real world'? This represents a further ground for believing
Keynes to be committed to the rationalist doctrine of synthetic a priori
knowledge.

16 On Popper's theory, see his ([1972a], Chapters 6, 10, Appendix *ix); ([l972b], Chapter 10);
([1972c] Chapter 1); Bar-Hillel [1974] and Lakatos [1968J. Popper later modified his views
([1972a], pp. 414-15, 418-19) and accepted a severely restricted form of convergence
between actual corroboration and logical probability; see also his ([1983], p. 346). Musgrave's
[1974] useful distinction between 410gicaI' and 4historicaI' approaches to confirmation neatly
captures the contrast between Keynes and Popper on prediction.
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