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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  chapter four The (Re)Balance of Nature, ca. 1250–1350 Joel Kaye My purpose in this essay is to provide evidence for a series of claims: that balance has a history; that between approximately 1250 and 1350 a markedly new sense of what constituted balance emerged within the discipline of scholastic natural philosophy; and that by the end of this period this new sense of the form and potentialities of balance underlay the most innovative and forward-looking university speculations on nature.1 Over this time period, medieval natural philosophers , working primarily from an Aristotelian inheritance, developed a conception of nature as a richly complex, interconnected whole—a meta-system composed of numerous interconnected subsystems , each, in turn, composed of numerous functioning bodies and parts, moving and ﬁnding meaning in relation to each other and to the functioning whole. Central to this conception was the belief that each system and subsystem (from nature as a whole to the smallest constituent functioning bodies) maintained itself in what we would today term a state of “balance” or “dynamic equilibrium.” I stress today because medieval thinkers never used the terms for balance and equilibrium in this way. 85 For medieval thinkers the words “balance” and “equilibrium” (bilanx , aequilibrium, and their cognates) rarely escaped or transcended their original ties to the common mechanical scale (Lat., bilanx) and the simple equalities (two balanced equal weights) that the scale was designed to measure.2 In the medieval period the terms had not yet gained the metaphorical and mathematical breadth they enjoy today when we routinely speak of ﬁelds, systems, or multiple forces “in balance ” or “in equilibrium.” From the evidence of the Oxford English Dictionary , it is only long after the medieval period (primarily in the last two centuries) that the words “balance” and “equilibrium” have commonly come to describe a dynamic state in which multiple objects and forces are systematically ordered and integrated within a relational ﬁeld.3 Both the phrase and the concept of a “balance of nature,” so common in the present day, were unknown in the period 1250–1350. The ﬁrst English use of this phrase (as cited in the OED) occurs surprisingly late, in 1909. The ﬁrst use that actually conforms to our modern sense is found in 1923, by H.G. Wells, and even then it appears in the context of science ﬁction.4 And yet I want to argue that the sense conveyed by the phrase “balance of nature” was very much alive and active in scientiﬁc speculation, avant la lettre, from the ancient world through the premodern period. With the terms “balance” and “equilibrium” expressing little more than the notion of a simple equality between two weights, and in the absence of any direct equivalents, Latin thinkers used a cluster of related words and terms centered on notions of equality and equalization (which I deﬁne here as the process of attaining or maintaining equality) to convey many (although not all) of the meanings we today attach to the word “balance.” Belonging to this cluster are medium, medietas , mediocritas, aequalitas, aequitas, aequus, aequare, aequabilis, aequivalentia , adaequatio, adaequare, proportionalitas, proportionare, and related forms.5 The frequency and plasticity with which these words were used indicates that the absence in the medieval period of speciﬁc terms to carry the rich meanings of our modern “balance” and “equilibrium” in no way speaks to the parallel absence of many of the senses now captured by these words. But it is not only the meanings and uses of the word “balance” that have changed. This is true for countless other words. Balance, I want to argue, is different, and positing its change over time poses unique 86 Joel Kaye [100.24.99.210] Project MUSE (2024-03-20 10:38 GMT) problems and questions. For one thing, in our common understanding , balance is tied to a generalized sense —our physical awareness of our bodies and selves within our environment—a sense that seems to exist beneath consciousness and thus resists the notion that it might be historically or culturally modiﬁed. Similarly, balance is often used to designate a larger feeling for how objects and spaces are or ought to be arranged, for how things properly ﬁt and work together in the world. This last usage extends to an exceedingly wide range of subjects but is particularly central to discourses on politics, ethics, aesthetics, and the analysis of nature. It extends from profound speculations on the cosmic order down to our... 

			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
      

			
			
			
						
			
				
					collapse
				
				
					
					You are not currently authenticated.
									
					If you would like to authenticate using a different subscribed institution or have your own login and password to Project MUSE

					Authenticate
				

			

			
			
			
    	

    	
    	




	
		

		

		
		

		

		
    
    
	  Share


    
      
      
        

      
               
      
  		
  		
    

		
    
		

		
			
			
		

    


	





    	
    	
    	
    	
    	




    	
	
		
			Additional Information

		

				
			
			
							
			
				
					ISBN
				

				
					9780268081638
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Related ISBN(s)
				

				
					9780268030834
				

			

			
			
			
			
				
					MARC Record
				

				
					Download
				

			

			
            
			
			
				
					OCLC
				

				
					694144464
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Pages
				

				
					248
				

			

									
			
			
				
					Launched on MUSE
				

				
					2012-01-01
				

			

			
			
			
			
				
					Language
				

				
					English
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Open Access
				

				
					
					No
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
		

	

	
		
		
			Purchase

		

		
			
			
			
			
			Buy This Book in Print

		

		
		

		

	






		
			
				
					
						Project MUSE Mission

						Project MUSE promotes the creation and dissemination of essential humanities and social science resources through collaboration with libraries, publishers, and scholars worldwide. Forged from a partnership between a university press and a library, Project MUSE is a trusted part of the academic and scholarly community it serves.

					

					
						
					

				

			

			
			
				
					
						
							
								About

									MUSE Story
	Publishers
	Discovery Partners
	Journal Subscribers
	Book Customers
	Conferences


							
							
								What's on Muse

									Open Access
	Journals
	Books
	The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot
	MUSE in Focus


							
							

						

						
						  
								Resources

									News & Announcements
	Email Sign-Up
	Promotional Materials
	Presentations
	Get Alerts


							
							
								Information For

									Publishers
	Librarians
	Individuals
	Instructors


							
							

						

					

					
						
							
								Contact

									Contact Us
	Help


									
											
	
	


									


							
							
								Policy & Terms

									Accessibility
	Privacy Policy
	Terms of Use


							
							

						

						
							
								2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland, USA 21218

								+1 (410) 516-6989

								muse@jh.edu

								©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.

							

							
								Now and Always, 
The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								
								
								
								
								

								Now and Always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus

							

							

						

					

					

				

			

			
				Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus
		
				©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.
			
			
		
		

		
		
		
		
		
			Back To Top
		

		
		
		
		  
		
		
		
			
				This website uses cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website. Without cookies your experience may not be seamless.

				Accept
					
						
								
						
						
						

				

			

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	