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From Marketplace to Cosmos

The Emergence of a New Model of Balance and its Impact
on Thought, 1250-1375

Joel Kaye

My talk centers on the role that balance has played and continues to play in the

history of ideas.1

We speak today of balanced performances, balanced tastes, balanced mental

states, balances of power - the balance of nature itself. In all these cases, balance

holds a valence so positive that it approaches an unquestioned ideal. The sense

we have of its presence or absence in large measure determines our judgment of
what is right or wrong, ordered or disordered, beneficial or dangerous. Its opposite,

imbalance, almost invariably signals sickness and malfunction. When we

stop to think about it, we can recognize the enormous breadth of meaning we
attach to our sense of balance, but we might also recognize, with some surprise,

just how little we actually do think about it.
The same was true for the Middle Ages. Despite the central place that the ideal

of balance occupied in virtually every area of medieval thought, it was almost

never questioned or problematized as a topic in itself. And this raises a question:

Why did it, and why does it still, remain almost invisible as a subject of historical

analysis? I will suggest two reasons. The first is that our recognition of
balance's great importance to our psychological, intellectual, and social life tends to

encourage a biological and hence essentialist understanding of it. Balance is

balance: we all know what we mean by it; we all trust our sense of it; we never
imagine that it is changing, or even that it can change. For this reason, it is difficult
for us to think of it as developing within specific cultural contexts, or as changing
in form over historical time.
The second reason, equally relevant, is that balance lies beneath the level of
conscious awareness. It is tied to a generalized sense - a general feeling for how

objects and spaces are or ought to be arranged - a wordless grasp of how things

properly work together or fit together in the world, extending all the way down to

our discomfort when we see a picture hanging unevenly on a wall.
For this reason, rather than serving as the subject of thought, balance has

traditionally served as the unworded but pervasive ground of thought, exercising its

great influence beneath the surface of conscious recognition. This does not, however,

lessen its importance in any way. Rather (to repeat), the sense of its près-
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ence or absence underlies the most crucial of human judgments: what is productive

or destructive, beautiful or ugly, healthy or sick. For the historian who has

become aware of balance as an historical subject in itself, the first problem, then,
is how to recognize the changes that have occurred to and within this un-worded

sense over time; and the second is how to uncover the profound intellectual
effects these changes have made possible.

My presentation comes out of my recent book: A History ofBalance, 1250-1375:
The Emergence of a New Model of Equilibrium and Its Impact on Thought.2 In

it, and in my talk, I hope to provide evidence for a series of claims: that the sense

of what constitutes balance assumes different forms in different cultures at

different times; that these forms of balance are composed of assumptions and intuitions

that are linked together into a cohesive whole, and as such are open to being
analyzed and modelled; that the ideal of attaining and maintaining balance lay
at the core of intellectual disciplines over the whole of the medieval period; and

that between approximately 1250 and 1350 a manifestly new sense and model of
balance and its potentialities emerged within university culture - one that
represented a momentous break with the intellectual past.
From this base, I will propose, first, that transformative developments in
economic life over the twelfth and thirteenth centuries played an essential role in

shaping the new model of balance and determining the constellation of elements

that defined it. And second, that due to the utter centrality of balance as an
intellectual ideal in this period, profound changes in its modeling had the effect of
opening up striking new vistas of imaginative and speculative possibility.
The group of medieval thinkers whose speculations most clearly reflected the

new model of balance occupied the very pinnacle of their intellectual culture -
brilliant innovators whose ideas, viewed in retrospect, stand out today for their
boldness and their forward-looking elements. But though the scholars who
shared in the new model all wrote in the century between 1280 and 1380,1 want
to suggest, here at the beginning of my talk, that the strong links I discuss

between rapid and substantial changes to the urban economic environment over this

period, and the consequent emergence of a new model of balance within this
intellectual culture, are applicable not just to the medieval past, but to most if not
all of the many cultures and time periods represented by the Swiss historians here

in this room today, right up to the present.
I speak of "models of balance" because even though the complex sense of
balance remained unworded in the pre-modern period, it was far from unstructured.
To the extent that this compound sense can be analyzed, disambiguated, and

described, it is open to being modeled. As I've come to imagine and apply them,
models of balance are composed of a cluster of interlocking assumptions,
perceptions, and intuitions, characterized by a high degree of internal cohesion and 43
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interior reflectivity. What I've found is that at any given period in history, they

possess a degree of internal order and organization sufficient to allow them to

be experienced as coherent unities, which, in turn, adds greatly to their potential
to influence the thinking mind. Indeed, in the period I study, where the expectation

and requirement of balance provided the ground of speculation in discipline
after discipline, the cluster of linked elements that constituted the new model of
balance exercised remarkable power - nothing short of the power to determine

the possibilities - as well as the limits - of what could be imagined, envisioned,

comprehended, and thought.

Having said this, I quickly add that while medieval Latin contained the word bi-

lancia, it referred solely to the actions of the two-panned mechanical scale and

did not express the complex sense of balance that is the subject of this talk. In

order to come close to expressing this sense, pre-modern thinkers most often

employed the word aequalitas - "equality" - a word that conveyed a range of
meanings in pre-modern culture that it no longer does today, especially in its

capacity to express the idea of proportionality. For example, they applied the word

aequalitas to the complex proportional balance maintained within the multiple
working parts of the human body; to the political ideal of civic balance, sought
between multiple competing groups and interests in the civitas\ to the proportional

balance achieved between buyers and sellers in the marketplace; and even,
as we will see, to the balanced order of earthly nature and of the cosmos itself.
Over the medieval centuries, the central importance of balance!aequalitas as an

ideal within scholastic thought, remained unchanged. What changed within the

culture of scholasticism between 1280 and 1380 was the way aequalitas was

modeled - the range of possibilities and potentialities that were attached to the

sense of what balance is and can be. And the change was profound.
Among an elite group of university scholars, the new modeling of balance

encompassed - for the first time in the long medieval centuries - the idea that the

created world was composed of a series of complex working systems, each

capable of ordering and equalizing itself, in the absence of any overarching ordering

and directing Intelligence, and merely through the dynamic interaction of its

ever-shifting parts. From what I have been able to tell, this particular model of
balance represents the earliest anticipation of our modern understanding of the

word "equilibrium", and hence I refer to it in my book and in this talk as "the

new model of equilibrium".
In the introduction to my book, I list more than two dozen constitutive elements

of this "new model of equilibrium".3 Here, and in the appendix, I offer what I
think are ten of its most characteristic and impactful components:
1. Where formerly balance had been viewed as a pre-condition of existence,
instilled into Creation by a creating God, or built into Nature in the Aristotelian
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universe, now the focus shifted to the visualization and exploration of complex
functioning systems in which balance!ciequalitas was imagined as an aggregate

product, resulting entirely from the interior interaction of multiple moving

parts.
2. The very concept of fully systematic self-ordering and self-equalizing
becomes thinkable.
3. Within the newly conceived self-equalizing system, values and natures

formerly fixed in their place by Nature or by God were now assumed to be fluid and

changeable, ever-shifting in relation to their shifting position and function within
the systematic whole.
4. As this occurred, in what represented a huge intellectual break with the
medieval past, relativity replaced hierarchy as the key to comprehending order and

identity. The working system was reconceived as a fluid relational field, with no
fixed top or bottom, beginning or end.

5. In the new imagination of the working system, expanding and contracting
lines replaced points, and the concern with the details of motion and change

replaced the search for essences and perfections.
6. As points were replaced by expanding and contracting lines, the underlying
mathematics of equalization moved from addition to multiplication, and from
arithmetic to a form of applied geometry.
7. Given the recognition of the system's ever-moving and ever-shifting parts, the

goal of full knowledge was abandoned in favor of estimations and approximations.

Indeed, those who shared in the new model often noted that estimation and

approximation were now the only ways that entities undergoing continual change

can be measured and known.
8. The inescapable indeterminism of the new relational model opened the door

to reasoning in terms of probabilities.
9. In judging the systematic whole, good function became a primary value and

consideration in itself. Indeed, as we will see, the mere recognition that a system
functioned well, could compel the revaluation of traditional judgments and
beliefs that the system either ignored or transgressed.
10. And my final element here: As fixed natures and hierarchies were replaced

by ever-shifting relational fields, individual parts that were once greatly feared

as being inescapably »«equal or /«(balanced or disordered in their natures, were

now open to being integrated into the larger equilibrium of the systematic whole.
What I hope to convey through this abridged listing, is just how complex and

many-faceted models of balance are on close examination, and how utterly
intertwined are their elements. I believe this is true not only for the new model of
balance/equilibrium that emerged in this period, but for every model of balance,
in every culture and period that they are found. 45
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When a constellation of intellectual elements link to form a meaning-web of
such complexity and reflectivity, its weight and potential impact is multiplied
far beyond the sum of its parts. The model becomes more than a collection - it
becomes, in medieval terms, a "unity" (unitas), which is to say, a coherent and

cohesive whole. As such, it possesses a characteristic feel and a characteristic

rhythm, which can be literally sensed, even if it remains beneath the level of
consciousness - especially so (and this is important to stress) by the most perceptive
thinkers within any intellectual culture. It is, I would argue, the sensual presence
of models of balance that allows them their great weight and sway in the realm of
thought. Over the period 1280 to 1380, those intellectuals who came to sense and

then apply the new model of equilibrium to their speculations, could see things,

imagine things, and speculate on things that those who had not could not.

In my search for the factors underlying the new model's emergence in this

period, I found four to be of primary importance: the influence of authoritative

texts, the influence of particular educational settings, the influence of major
technological developments, and the lived experience of rapidly changing socio-economic

environments. Today I only have time to discuss what I consider the most

important of these in the period under consideration — the factor sine qua non -
and that is the rapidly changing reality and perception of economic life in the cities

of thirteenth century Europe.

Indeed, I have come to believe that the intellectual attempt to make sense of
the complex processes of equalization taking place in the urban marketplace in

this period, following a century of unprecedented economic expansion on many
fronts, almost required the imagination of new forms of balance and equilibrium.
The first writings I have found in which the new model of equilibrium appears

nearly fully-formed, are late thirteenth-century scholastic attempts to comprehend
the logic of commercial exchange in the urban marketplace. But again, rather than

this being unique to this time period, I strongly suspect that in every culture and

every historical period - including today - dominant forms of economic exchange

shape the cultural modeling of balance on the deepest level.

Living as we do in the world of late capitalism, where profit - a species of
inequality - is understood to be the root and goal of economic exchange, one might
well wonder why balance and equilibrium would be so central to the understanding

of economic exchange in the medieval period. This would only make sense

if economic attitudes and ideals were very different back then: and indeed they

were.
In virtually every philosophical, theological, and legal text on the subject written
in the Middle Ages (and for centuries following), the required goal of all forms

of economic exchange was defined as the establishment of an equality between

exchangers, even as they recognized that mutual bargaining from self-interest
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was one way of achieving this goal. Writers termed this required goal aequali-

tas, but the identification of this word with the ideal of balance is fully apparent
in the metaphors they applied. In short, scholastic writers universally identified
the process of economic exchange as a process of balancing toward the goal of
equalization.

By this same logic, the production of a manifest inequality in exchange was
associated with the sins of thievery and usury and explicitly condemned. This
remained the case over the entire medieval period, despite huge advances, over the

course of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, in the areas of monetization,
commercialization, urbanization, and market development - an advance so profound
that modern historians now routinely use the term "Commercial Revolution of
the Middle Ages" to refer to it.
The persistence of the usury prohibition in medieval economic thought is often

taken as a sign that churchmen of the period were ignorant - even willfully
ignorant - of the details of economic life in their society. The truth is far more

interesting. The vehemence of the Church's condemnation of usury had the effect

offorcing Christian theologians and legal scholars to become expert in the ways
of the marketplace. Only in this way could they manage the enormous resources
held by ecclesiastical institutions in an age of multiplying credit transactions and

financial complexities; and only in this way could they hope to recognize usurious

transactions and root them out.

Those clerics who undertook this task were gradually brought to recognize - and

more often than not, to accept - that economic life functions according to its own
rules and its own principles - principles that were often distinct from, and even
at odds with, principles defining the Christian life. They came, for example, to

recognize that economic truths are at best provisional and approximative, rather

than absolute; that economic judgment revolves around unavoidable risks and

probabilities rather than certainties; and (perhaps above all) that economic value

is ever-shifting with respect to ever-changing contexts and ever-changing human

needs, and as such, is fidly relativized, rather than fixed and ordered to any
hierarchy recognizable within God's plan.
Yet despite their recognition of the disparities between Christian values and market

values, theologians and canon lawyers remained confident that they could

carry their exalted ideal of balance!aequalitas into the marketplace as the

essential test of licit exchange. As a totally unintended consequence, however, the

ever-multiplying speed, volume, and complexity of commercial and market

exchange over the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, had the historic effect of
pressuring, stretching, and ultimately reshaping the modeling of balance itself.
One can see this clearly toward the end of the thirteenth century, at a time when it
had become evident to virtually all observers that prices shift continually relative 47
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to shifting contexts and needs; that all economic exchanges involve risks, doubts,
and inescapable uncertainties; and consequently, that all economic values are
unstable and in flux, including the value of money itself. Inescapable uncertainties,
in turn, vitiated the possibility that a clear one-to-one equality between exchangers

could ever be truly known or established. And yet, the traditional requirement
for ciequalitas remained wholly intact.

Faced with the continuing question of what might actually constitute aequalitas

in exchange, Godfrey of Fontaines, writing in the 1270s, was one of a number

of theologians coming to a fascinating conclusion. True, Godfrey admits, in

most contracts of buying and selling, neither party can ever know, for certain, the

value of the goods they are exchanging, nor which party might benefit more from
the exchange in the long term. Doubt is inescapable. But Godfrey was suddenly
able to imagine, and to argue, that the very condition of shared uncertainty, in

itself, produced an aequalitas sufficient to render exchanges licit. The unshakeable

requirement for aequalitas in exchange has been met, he argues, as long as there

exists an equal measure ofdoubt between buyer and seller (aequaliter est dubium

ex parte vendentis et emends).4

When the requirement for equality in exchange can be satisfied by the equality

of doubt it contains, and when a sufficient exchange equality is established

by the willingness of all parties to assume a similar doubt at a similar price, we
have achieved a new, protean, and potent understanding of aequalitas, and thus

of balance itself - one that had been vastly expanded over the previous century.
Further expansion soon followed, as evidenced by a remarkable treatise on

usury and contracts of sale authored in the early 1290s by the Franciscan

theologian, Peter of John Olivi. Olivi's treatise On Buying and Selling, On Usury,
and On Restitution (Tractatus de emptionibus et venditionibus, de usitris, de res-

titutionibus, also titled De contractibus) contains literally dozens of prescient
economic insights - so many that his treatise remained unsurpassed in its
economic analysis for more than two hundred years after its composition!5 But even

more remarkable than his individual insights was his unification of them within
an over-arching ratio or rationale - one that was sufficiently capacious, both to

comprehend, and to theologically justify, some of the most dynamic economic

realities of his day.6

Medieval writers employed many rationalizations to condemn usury and to insist
that any violation of equality in the loan is tantamount to a violation of both the

divine and the natural order. Of these rationalizations, the most common one held

that money is inert and sterile by its nature, and, therefore, for money to grow by
itself or to multiply itself represents a clear violation of the natural order. This

understanding, first enunciated by Aristotle, was fully supported by the early
Church Fathers and enshrined in church law. Indeed, Christian theologians and
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lawyers continued to insist that if I lend you a specific sum of money, I can

require only the exact sum I lent you in return. To demand the repayment of even

a single penny more was defined as the sin of usury - the creation of an unequal

excess where none was warranted - a clear violation of aequalitas. In reading

Olivi, however, it soon becomes clear that he has arrived at a new understanding
of the dynamic of monetized exchange in his society, and that at the core of this

new understanding lay a reconceptualization of balance/aequalitas itself.
To illustrate this, I present only one of his exceptional economic insights - his

definition of "capital" or what he calls capitale. In utter contrast to traditional
claims for the sterility of all money, Olivi asserts that money, when in the form of
capitale, is, in its natural essence, fruitful, expansive, and multiplying. When he

first enunciates this principle, he writes: "money, which in the firm intent of its

[merchant] owner is directed toward the production ofprobable profit, possesses

a kind of seminal cause of profit within itself (quamdam seminalem rationem

lucrosi) that we commonly call capitale. And therefore it possesses not only its

simple numerical value as money-measure, but in addition, a superadded value

{valor superadiunctus) ,"7

In Olivi's understanding, capital is money that has "taken on" (assumit) its quality

of fruitfulness and multiplication by absorbing into itself the industry and

commercial know-how of the merchants who employ it. Merchants, he writes,
not only presuppose that this superadded value "truly" exists within capitale as

the "seed" of its fruitfulness (quasi seminaliter), but he recognizes that they are

also skilled in rationally estimating the changing degree of this fruitfulness,
expressible in the rise and fall of price along a continuum, as commercial outlooks

change from day to day. Possessing such probabilistic knowledge concerning
their possibilities for profit, they willingly buy and sell money for a fluctuating
agreed upon price, when they believe the time is right. Furthermore, since Olivi
has come to recognize that it is the very nature of capital to multiply, he judges
that merchants do so without committing a sin against nature, and thus, without

committing the sin of usury.8 That is to say, since it is the very nature of capital
to multiply, even when merchants buy and sell money at ever-changing values,

they are fully satisfying the traditional requirement for aequalitas in exchange -
as Olivi has now come to define it.
Olivi's new thinking in the area of merchant capital can be seen in numerous
other economic areas as well, one of which is directly relevant to the theme of
our meeting: his notably positive attitudes toward merchant profit and commercial

wealth.
His position on mercantile wealth follows a gradual yet profound réévaluation of
the role of merchants and their contributions to society, which proceeded over the

course of the centuries-long "commercial revolution". In its early years, in the 49
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late eleventh and early twelfth century, we find theologians and moralists classifying

merchants as little better than thieves. Their commercial practice of buying
goods at one price and selling them later at an elevated price, without having
improved them in any observable way, was often viewed as the unnatural creation

of something out of nothing - a clear case of inaequalitas - a determination that

caused merchants to be frequently identified as agents of social, economic, and

(in many sermons of the day) even cosmic imbalance.

Added to this, it soon became quite clear that commerce and speculation were

capable of multiplying wealth in a way that traditional land ownership and land

management could simply never keep up with. Text after text expresses anger
and disgust that low-born parvenus were converting their liquid wealth into
social status and rising rapidly in the urban hierarchy. It was in this atmosphere,
that newly acquired wealth and money were commonly viewed as powerful
forces of social, moral, and political corrosion, capable of dissolving and

overturning all traditional values and hierarchies.

From the mid-twelfth through the mid-thirteenth century, we can see these

attitudes slowly moderate. As the commercial revolution began to hit its stride, and

as the benefits of commerce became ever clearer to observers, especially within
the rapidly growing towns and cities of the period, the fear and anxiety concerning

the "unnatural" multiplication of money and commercial wealth diminished

considerably.
At the same time, we can see a new understanding emerging across urban

Europe over the thirteenth century: while individual merchants might well be guilty
of usury and excessive greed, and might well present threats to the social and

political order, the perception grew that the presence and activity of merchants

as a group, almost invariably contributed to the common wealth of the civitas -
that with all their push for self-interested acquisition, and with all the potential
social dangers they presented, nevertheless, where merchants were present, the

city flourished.
When we jump ahead to Olivi at the end of the thirteenth century, we can see that

he takes yet another major step toward integrating the merchant and merchant

wealth into the natural order of civic life. He accomplished this, in large part, by

explicitly recognizing their role in serving the bonum commune - the Common

Good - which had become an ideal of immense importance over the course of the

thirteenth century, and which, for Olivi, represented the highest and most perfect
of all socio-political goods.9

As its name implies, the bonum commune represents a coherent aggregate
whole - the sum of its moving, acting, and intersecting parts, which in this case

are the citizens of the civitas, including the citizen-merchants who supply its tan-

50 gible needs. Olivi argues that the function that merchants serve is as productive



Kaye: From Marketplace to Cosmos

and deserving of reward as the labor of the farmer or the artisan. In order to
establish the right of merchants to charge for their services, he notes the expenses

they incur in their initial investments, the considerable dangers they face and the

risks they assume in their journeys, and the physical labor they perform in their
act of transportation. But he then goes further than his contemporaries in arguing
that merchants deserve still extra recompense for the notable mental and
intellectual qualities they bring to their work. He cites their highly developed skills in

estimating prices and values, their capacity to anticipate future conditions and to
calculate probabilities, and even the long training that their challenging profession

requires, all of which add to the value of their labor.10

Still, if Olivi is to legitimate the considerable commercial profits and wealth that

merchants acquire, which was unavoidably apparent in the communes he himself

inhabited, he must go one step further: He must explain why merchants can

multiply their wealth as no other laborers can - why remuneration of commercial

labor exists, and even must exist, in the super-added realm of multiplication,
while in almost all other areas of labor, it rests in the realm of addition, tied to

wages that are regular and relatively fixed. His explanation here is clear and

direct. By recognizing that the primary role of the merchant is "to buy and transport

great amounts of merchandise and precious goods", he can then argue that

in the absence of such multiplication, merchants would simply be unable to
accumulate the wealth necessary to fulfill their proper role in service to the Common
Good.11 In short, even though the accumulation of merchant profits and wealth

might well appear excessive and out of balance to urban observers and to many
Christian moralists, Olivi, the rigorist Franciscan theologian, can judge it
positively, as both rational and beneficial, by viewing it in terms of its contribution to
the larger systematic order and balance of the Bonum Commune}2

What I'd like to underline here is how closely Olivi's legitimization of
merchant profit and wealth mirrors his legitimization of commercial capitale
mentioned earlier. Both concepts are situated squarely in the realm of multiplication
rather than addition; both assume and legitimate as natural the production of
"super-added" value (valor superadiunctus); both are thus essentially open-ended
and resist integration into traditional notions of balance. Yet rather than fearing
or condemning the runaway potential attached to each of these characteristics -
as virtually all thinkers of previous generations had - Olivi is able to rationalize
and naturalize them. He can do this because he has grasped both their necessity
within the dynamic system of economic exchange, and, equally so, their necessity

within the order of the Bonum commune, the ultimate standard of systematic
order in the civitas.
Olivi's revaluation of merchant capitale and merchant wealth represent only
two examples out of many in the Tractatus, in which he stretches the bounds 51




















