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The plague would not leave the European continent until the 19th century;1 however, the lasting 

impacts of this multi-century pandemic would and still are felt in the social, political, and 

economic realms of our respective societies. Even though we no longer have great and 

devastating outbreaks like the plague in centuries before the disease is still being researched, re-

examined, and experienced by the unlucky few that must suffer from it. The legacy of the plague 

can be seen in the ways that we learn more about it and study other diseases, as the plague’s 

pandemics in Europe gave rise to practices such as quarantining, the scientific study of medicine, 

and scientific treatment. This legacy has also aided in reshaping social stratification into the 

working, merchant, and upper classes that we have today, as well as shaping the social condition 

of women from the 1300s until women’s suffrage in the mid-1800s. The textile industry of Great 

Britain and the wine industry of France were born out of the need of landowners to find new 

ways to use the land beyond the production of grains that had been rendered unprofitable with 

the smaller post-plague population. These various conditions and new changes associated with 

the pandemic would force individuals to adapt, reinvent and re-examine the world around them 

to create the modern societies we live in today.  

 The academic research that I have read has had a greater emphasis on the accounts of 

Great Britain than other nations in the European continent, and for that reason finding 

correlations between the end of the plague and a social and economic revival can be rather easy. 

This cause and effect may not describe the events and circumstances of other nations such as 

France, Russia, and the Ottoman Empire that had to continue to quell the inroads that the disease 
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had made into their territories until the mid-1800s2. Great Britain is an example where the 

waning of the plague lead to rapid economic development that provided higher wages and 

increased mobility for all citizens. Since, “the first half of the fourteenth century led to the worse 

disaster of 1348-9, when about a third, and in some places a half of, the population died in the 

Black Death. Not only was the demand for food dramatically reduced; so was the labour 

available to cultivate the land”3 grain prices plummeted and new industries began to emerge. 

With the case of the English peasants “English wool ranked high in estimation, and so benefited 

from an assured demand, especially overseas in Flanders,”4 which could have been a factor in 

emergence of the British Industrial Revolution five centuries later. A byproduct of the English 

textile industry was that of cheese production. In this case one Ewe would be able to produce 

wool that could then be turned into cloth, and milk that could be turned into cheese.5 Because 

sheep needed large fields for grazing this would impact the way in which the English landscape 

would be used to maximize this production within this agrarian society. The elite of fourteenth 

century English society created rabbit warrens, deer parks among other farming operations for 

the exotic animals of the time. The varying and expansive uses of the English countryside found 

following the plague pandemic was the result of a smaller population, which forced the English 

people to investigate different ways to adapt their industries in response to the changed economic 

landscape.  

 Social changes also accompanied these economic ones. With a greater need for a large 

workforce, women who had largely been pushed away from society were now given a larger but 
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still limited degree of independence. This can be seen in the lower fertility rate found in England 

following the plague as women began marrying at a later age6 and “Further evidence of reduced 

fertility in the post plague population appears in the sex ratios Goldberg [a researcher] 

…calculated that one third of women over fourteen were single, and many would never marry.”7 

One would think that the pressure that women would feel for having a sex ratio of 2:3 rather than 

1:1 or there about would have made their desire to marry much stronger, but this was not the 

case. Because there was a lower population of men to fill the labor market women then had an 

opportunity to make a living for themselves, which gave them options besides marriage for them 

to conduct their lives. An incredible thing about this renaissance of women’s rights is that “by 

the end of the fourteenth century, the independent female worker was probably common in both 

the countryside and in the towns,”8 this level social progress would only be something that one 

would only associate with our contemporary era and not with the middle ages.  

Even though there was this level of economic liberalism, social liberalism and individual 

mobility new institutions and legislation would emerge that would hinder the rising status of 

peasants and women. One account of the nostalgia of the times before the plague and the 

“luxury” enjoyed by the peasants was written in a poem by John Gower who stated, “The 

labourers of olden times were not accustomed to eat wheat bread; their bread was made of beans 

and of other corn, and their drink was water. Then cheese and milk were as a feast to them; 

rarely had they any other feast than this. Their clothing was plain grey. Then was the world of 

such folk well-ordered in its estates.”9 Regardless of gender all workers during this post plague 
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period enjoyed better, but still meager working conditions that allowed them to live and enjoy 

some comforts such as cheese and milk. This progress would eventually end when the Royal 

Government instituted a more ridged caste system to ensure that those who were not of noble 

heritage would not be allowed to rise to another class, which hampering this new level of social 

mobility. In the “sumptuary statues in 1363 and 1436 understood social climbing, as manifested 

by dressing and eating above one’s station, as a threat to society. The legislation tried to restore 

society by legislating lifestyles for each estate.”10 This type of legislation and change in the 

society’s approach to women manifested itself in a strengthening of the English patriarchy, 

which in turn resulted in a greater level of oppression towards women. For example, in the, 

“ecclesiastical courts, from between 1353 and 1530, women made of between 65 and 93 percent 

of the scolding prosecutions.”11 Scolding prosecutions were used to silence women that 

expressed their opinions which was one part of a narrative about the deviant nature of women, as 

“women’s speech movement, and sexuality were all bound together in a belief that all made 

women promiscuous.”12 The types of legislation, new social norms, and rhetoric that came out of 

this period all helped set contemporary social stratification and gender norms, that continues 

oppress individuals to this day.  

The effects of the plague on European society were tremendous; however, without the 

end of the pandemic none of these cultural and economic shifts could have come to fruition. 

Individuals that have studied the plague tend to believe in two different scenarios that could have 

unfolded to have allowed for the end of the disease. The first scenario tends to focus on 

environmental and biological reasons for why the plague began to vanish, and the second one 
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tends to describe human responses to the plague that could have prevented its spread.13 Examples 

of environmental factors include, the little ice age that could have killed off rats that would have 

spread the plague14 and a change in the type of rat that carried the plague.15 As critiqued by 

Byrne, both of these environmental theories do address a possible decline of the bubonic plague 

in Europe; however, they do not provide a reason for a decline of the pneumonic plague that was 

passed from person to person.16 One biological theory that has been suggested is that humans 

eventually gained immunity to the plague. While Byrne certainly refutes this theory recent HIV 

research has examined the relationship between the Black Death and mutations that grant 

immunity to the plague, and to HIV. Even though this mutation is not prevalent everywhere, “it 

[has] [been] found in up to 14%, in certain northern populations of Eurasia and more recently 

this figure has been estimated to be as high as 18%,”17 which could show some degree of 

evidence for a biological development in certain populations had in response to the plague. More 

promising theories for the end of the plague are found in human developments such as, “better 

nutrition that built up people’s immune systems,”18 the, “use of harsh soaps to cleanse their 

bodies”19 and the, “use [of] white arsenic as rat poison.”20 These practices along with 

administrative protocols such as quarantines all are good steps to ensure that the population is 

healthy and the spread of the disease is kept to a minimum. Nevertheless, a successful treatment 

for the plague was not found until the twentieth century and to this date we do not have a 

definitive reason for why this pandemic came to an end.  
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Disease is something that creates disaster, the terrors of the 1300s are something that 

would be terrible to experience, with death rates in some regions of more than fifty percent. Such 

a pandemic would have affected the population, society, and culture of the those that had 

survived it. It is challenging to find a disease that is a similar magnitude as the plague. This 

disease has shaped and molded various institutions, ideas, and customs that still exist to this day 

such as the methods that governments use to treat epidemics, the way in which western medicine 

is conducted, the practices behind modern industry, and gender relations, who can all find their 

roots in these horrid times. For that there is certainly a cultural contribution that these time have 

given to western society and its story has continued to haunt us to this day. One recent article by 

Vox shows the concern that individuals such as Bill Gates have for the possibility of the 

emergence of another pandemic in a time of greater transportation and communication.21 Today 

we are better suited for such an outbreak than those of the 14th and 15th centuries by virtue of of 

our medical advancements, but if it had not been for the legacy of this disease and others such as 

Small Pox, Malaria, and the Spanish Flu our interest in medicine and the policy surrounding it 

would probably have not existed. Within those grave times advancements did emerge; those 

advancements helped push humanity to answer questions and reexamine itself in order for us to 

grow and progress to where we are today.  
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