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Fielding, Austen and Disraeli. For him, “animal spirits” may have been some-
thing like a set phrase.
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article by Mr. Roger Koppl on Animal Spirits. Mr. Koppl writes that ‘Before

ssue of the Journal of Economic Perspectives contained an

Keynes applied it to cconomic theory, the phrase “animal spirits” was used in
carly theories of physiology to account for muscular action directed by the
brain. Keynes seems to have borrowed it from Descartes.” (p. 207). The
evidence provided for this assertion is very flimsy indeed: ‘It is not reasonable
to suppose that so scemingly clear and witty an allusion to Descartes would be
merely an historical irony’ (p. 207 nt. 3).

It may be somewhat presumptuous for someone for whom English is not
his mother tongue, but I would suggest that Mr. Koppl is a bit rash in his
conclusions as to the source from which Keynes ‘borrowed’ the term. I spent
the Christmas vacation reading Henry Fielding’s classic Tom Jones, among other
things. In book five, Ch. 9 my attention was drawn by the sentence ‘Jones had
naturally violent animal spirits’ (p. 235 in the Penguin Classics edition), which,
in the context, presumably means that he could be most exuberant. So even in
1749 “animal spirits” was not necessarily used as a technical term from
physiology. This finding led me to look up the Oxford English Dictionary, which
indeed gives three meanings of “animal spirits”: 1. The supposed ‘spirit’ or
principle of sensation and voluntary motion, answering to nerve fluid, nerve
physical or ‘animal’ courage. 3. Nervous
vivacity, natural gayety of disposition, *healthy animalism’. The earliest refer-
ence given for the first sense is 1543, In the second sense the term was used in
the carly 18th century, amongst others by Defoe in his Crusoe, 1719. The

force, nervous action. 2. Nerv

references for the third sense given in the OED are Wesley, 1739, Austen, Pride
and Prejudice, 1813, and Disraeli, Coningsby, 1844 (Fielding is not mentioned).
In the Penguin Classics edition of Pride and Prejudice “animal spirits” enter the
scene on p. 99: ‘She had high animal spirits’.

To interpret Keynes’s use of the term “animal spirits” as a ‘seemingly clear
and witty allusion to Descartes’ looks like mistaken ingenuity. There was much
between Descartes and Keynes and Keynes will certainly have read Defoe,




