FOR SOLACE FROM CORONAVIRUS, LOOK TO BLACK DEATH
By John Aberth and courtesy of The World History Bulletin
The current coronavirus pandemic has everyone spooked and a little on edge.  After all, the death rate from COVID-19 is estimated to be 1-3 percent, 10-30 times higher than that from seasonal flu.  But try a death rate of 50-60 percent: In other words, half or more of the population—every other person around you—dying from the disease.  That is what happened during the Black Death, or “Great Mortality,” that swept Europe between 1347 and 1353.  And while 80 percent of those infected by coronavirus are expected to suffer only mild symptoms, try reversing that for plague, the disease that caused the Black Death, which had a pre-modern case fatality rate of 80 percent, making it one of the deadliest of all diseases known to man.
	For those seeking a little solace from their worries about coronavirus, it may be comforting to know that it could be, and has been, worse, a lot worse, during pandemics of other diseases such as plague, which human society nonetheless survived.  Plague, of course, is a different disease than COVID-19, caused by a bacterium, Yersinia pestis, instead of a virus.  Bubonic plague is not spread person-to-person at all; rather, fleas that normally feed on animal hosts, such as rats, will bite and infect humans once all the rats have died of plague (i.e., an epizootic).  Modern studies of plague conducted in India and Egypt during the early years of the twentieth century demonstrated that dozens or even hundreds of infected fleas could be released once an epizootic ran its course in order to accomplish the zoonotic transfer of plague to humans within the typical peasant hovels of the Middle Ages.  One form of the disease, pneumonic plague, is transmitted directly from person-to-person through droplet infection, much like how the coronavirus is communicated.  But bacteria, being about 1,000 times larger than viruses, are less easily passed down the trachea airway to the lungs, and the narrow window of time for symptomatic contagion, coupled with the necessity for close personal contact, meant that any pneumonic outbreaks were much more localized and limited in scope compared to bubonic ones.
	Nonetheless, contemporaries were convinced that plague was very contagious and was primarily spread person-to-person.  Doctors and priests on the front lines of the disease were warned to practice their own form of “social distancing,” i.e., to not get too close to sick patients and to not speak or even look at them directly.  Sick rooms were also to be “disinfected,” in the manner of warding off bad miasmas by lighting fumigating fires, spraying cooling, cleansing liquids such as vinegar, and by ventilating the room with fans.  Since contemporaries understood disease as communicated via “stenches” or bad smells and foul vapors, municipal efforts were made to clean waste and garbage from city streets, while guards were posted at city gates to keep  out infected persons and their goods.  None of this worked, because plague was spread primarily by infected rats and their fleas, who entered unseen in grain cargoes that nearly every community needed to feed their populations and survive.  Although certainly the modern world is more interconnected globally than ever before, the Middle Ages did have its global trade networks, which is how plague migrated from endemic centers in Central Asia to the West: along the Silk Road whose terminus was on the Black Sea in the Crimea, where maritime powers such as Genoa and Venice had local trading factories to facilitate transport of commodities such as grain, and now disease, back home to Europe.  Trade, by both ship and land transport, was also how the Black Death spread throughout Europe once it arrived.  This spread, however, appeared very haphazard to contemporaries, skipping over whole regions only to hit them later and changing direction arbitrarily, as if the disease behaved like a player “in a game of chess” or else was being “propelled by winds in the airy regions.”  It was not knowing where or when the plague would strike next that contributed greatly to the terror it inspired.
	As the coronavirus is now, the Black Death caused tremendous economic and social upheaval.  Europe in the Middle Ages had what is called a manorial economy and feudal social system, whereby serfs owed dues and services to their lords and were not free to leave the village of their birth, a condition that applied to a greater or lesser degree to the entire peasant population (many of whom were “free”) on the eve of the Black Death, depending on region.  But the entire manorial system was thrown into chaos by the plague, which created enormous “demand” and “supply-side shocks” due to the massive mortalities in the population.  Simply put, there was now a steep shortage of available workers to till the lord’s land, and far fewer consumers to buy their goods, which in terms of the economic laws of supply and demand meant that lords now had to pay much higher wages, or else make other concessions, in order to keep what labor they still had, and could expect much lower prices for the largely agricultural goods they produced, meaning that expenses threatened to outstrip income.  In the meantime, these conditions proved a boon to the peasant laborers themselves, who could now expect higher standards of living and status owing to higher real wages and more cheaply available land.  As a matter of fact, the Black Death was perhaps the best thing to have happened to the European peasantry (for those who survived), a kind of “silver lining” or “Golden Age” that nonetheless did not extend to all aspects of society.  It was largely because of the Black Death that serfdom, the institution that had oppressed peasants for centuries, died out by the end of the Middle Ages.  This was in spite of labor laws that attempted to turn the clock back to before the Black Death in terms of wage rates, prices, and freedom of movement that were enacted by nearly every country in Europe.  Even if some estates weathered the storm of the first outbreak of the plague, the Black Death returned at periodic intervals to keep population, and therefore supply and demand, at its new, low level for at least a century after 1348.  Much as lords hoped the “world would amend” after the first plague, it didn’t.
New research has shown that, from the very beginning of the first outbreak in 1348-49, plague caused enormous disruptions in grain production, animal husbandry, and rent collection.  Because of all the deaths, lords suddenly found themselves in possession of overwhelming numbers of livestock (i.e., the “heriots” or best beasts paid as death dues) and tracts of tenant land that had to be cared for or maintained and could not easily be turned over.  Those tenants who survived the plague found that they could now enter upon these vacant lands upon vastly more favorable terms than ever before.  Ironically, it was because this redistribution of wealth (primarily in the form of land) played itself out most freely in countries such as England and the Netherlands that allowed them to emerge in a very strong economic position (as measured by GDP per head) by the end of the Middle Ages relative to the rest of Europe (the “Little Divergence”), while Europe itself began to pull ahead economically from other regions of the globe, such as Asia (the “Great Divergence”).  It was the Black Death that laid the foundations for the emergence of a new economic system, capitalism, largely because the new bargaining power wielded by peasant workers enabled them to move freely in a wider market for their services.  Many people today are wondering if the severe economic impact of the coronavirus on modern capitalism will once again inaugurate a transition to a new system, perhaps one that is more “socialized” in order support the millions of workers and businesses affected by the enforced isolation.
Finally, there is the overall cultural impact of the Black Death, which provides some lessons for the modern crisis of COVID-19.  At the beginning of every course I teach on the Black Death in college classrooms, I ask my students to raise their hands if they believe in an afterlife.  Typically, less than half do so.  When probed further, they say they believe there is nothing after death, or they are not sure.  By contrast, there was universal belief in the Middle Ages that death was not the end of a soul’s journey, but merely the beginning.  Dante’s Divine Comedy laid out a whole topography of the afterlife that included heaven, hell, and purgatory, the way-station for the not-quite-as-yet deserving that fueled the whole industry of masses and prayers for the dead that only became more popular in the wake of the Black Death.  Preparations for the afterlife took on a greater urgency when people could not be sure if they could secure the services of a priest or receive a decent burial amidst all the chaos of an epidemic.  The Black Death also presented family members with a wrenching choice: either stay to tend those who became sick and risk contracting the disease themselves, or flee to safety but abandon spouses, siblings, and others to lonely deaths.  The fact that abandonment occurred, even among close family members, was commented upon by chronicler after chronicler throughout Europe.  Such fears of being forgotten as victims were consigned nameless to mass graves may have stimulated patronage of individual portraiture, one of the hallmarks of the Renaissance, as part of a new “cult of remembrance” or commemoration in the wake of the plague.
I firmly believe that medieval assurances of an afterlife gave our predecessors a psychological advantage, a certain degree of resignation, when faced with unprecedented crises like the Black Death.  Petrarch may have questioned why God was allowing his generation to feel so severe a lash as the plague, but he ultimately accepted that God still cared for mortal men, for otherwise “there would be nothing left to sustain us.”  Obviously, we can never recapture the religious faith of our ancestors.  Today, science and medicine are our gods in the fight against coronavirus, and it is well that we place our trust in them, for modern medicine has done wonders in eliminating or at least managing a whole host of diseases, including smallpox, polio, measles, cholera, influenza, AIDS, etc.  There are those who would doubt our modern gods, whether in the form of skepticism of climate change, mistrust of vaccines, or even conspiracy theories that COVID-19 is all a hoax overblown by the media.  This is a suicidal impulse, for the testing, screening, information sharing, hospital treatments and vaccine development are all tools that represent are our last, best hope in the coronavirus crisis.
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