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Abstract: : If economic historians are currently having an inward reflection about the precarious state of 
the field in recent years, then the overall decline in fortunes can be doubled for medieval economic 
history. In this paper, it is suggested that one way of reviving the flagging field is to more explicitly link 
up with hypotheses posed in other social sciences. The historical record is one ‘laboratory’ in which 
hypotheses posed by sociologists, economists, and even scientists of the laboratories can be explicitly 
tested, especially using the dual forms of geographical and chronological comparison. More specifically, 
the paper goes on to make the case for medieval economic history being stimulated by the field of 
‘Disaster Studies’. Historians have failed to interact with ideas from other disciplines such as Disaster 
Studies, because of the general drift away from the social sciences by the historical discipline, but also 
because there has been a twin conception that the anthropocene is vastly different to the medieval 
disaster context and that medieval coping strategies were in any case hindered by providence, 
superstition, fear and the unknown. These are refuted. In the final stages of the paper, we suggest that 
medieval economic historians should have more confidence in making a real contribution to big 
historical narratives of our time: issues such as climate change and inequality. Our contribution can be in 
(a) offering reconstructions of recovery of societies over the long-term (moving disaster studies away 
from instant impact focus) and (b) contextualising new quantitative datasets produced by historical 
climatologists, bioarchaeologists, economists, and so on, in this era of ‘big data’.  
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1. The precarious state of medieval economic history 

The so-called ‘cultural’ or ‘linguistic’ turn that history took around the end of the 1980s 
ultimately pushed social and economic historians to the side-lines of the discipline. Social 
history was the first to have an extreme inward reflection of the state of its own field. In the 
same way that social historians of the Annales School in the 1960s had taken to task 
‘traditional’ history based on military and political events and ‘great men’ and ‘elites’, social 
historians were challenged by a new post-modernist line of thinking which questioned some of 
the previously accepted definitions and processes of categorisation commonly employed. 
History suddenly became an ‘undecidable infinity of possible truths’.1 The field of economic 
history had a somewhat lesser amount of inward soul-searching: what became clear was that 
economic historians were increasingly starting to retreat away from the other fields of history, 
and find a ‘safer haven’ in the grounds of econometrics. Although the cliometric approach to 
economic history had taken root in the 1960s,2 its popularity soared from 1990s onwards – 
made feasible by the ability to compile large amounts of data and perform quicker calculations 
through the wider access to computers. It was actually only this turn towards greater reliance 
on econometric methods, rather than the initial ‘cultural turn’ of the historical profession as a 
whole, that in the end stimulated some sort of inward reflection from economic historians 
about what they were actually doing and the state of the field as it was in the early 2000s. It 
may also have been that they were experiencing some sort of rejection from both ends: from 
the other fields of the historical discipline, but also ignored from the mainstream of the 
economics discipline.3 In recent years this lack of consensus on the position and direction of 
economic history has come to a head: an issue of the journal ‘Historically Speaking’ in 2010 
devoting passionate contributions from some of the top names in the field discussing the ‘The 
Neglected Field of Economic History’, while the appearance of the book ‘The Poverty of Clio’ by 
Francesco Boldizzoni in 2011, directly challenging the apparent hold of cliometrics over the 
profession, provoked extreme reactions in both praise and (oft-entertaining) rebuttal.4 

Ultimately the overall decline (or perhaps lack of acceptance) of the discipline of economic 
history can be revealed by the flagging number of articles on economic themes that have been 
accepted into the premier general history journals. In Past and Present, for example, economic 
history articles are at their lowest percentage than they have ever been since the journal’s 
inception in 1952.5 In the 1970s and the 1980s, economic history was a key component of the 
journal’s reputation for strong and vigorous debate, as seen in clashes over the role of agrarian 
capitalism (the Brenner Debate) and the ‘Crisis of the Seventeenth Century’. Even in the 1990s, 
economic issues (partially) took a prominent role in the debates over the ‘Feudal Revolution’. 
Since 2000, however, economic history has offered no such contribution to significant debates 
in the journal, and if it were not for a special issue in 2007 dedicated to Rodney Hilton, the 
percentage of articles devoted to economic history would have been much lower than the 
18.2% recorded below. 

                                                           
1 N. Vaughan-Williams, ‘International Relations and the ‘Problem of History’,’ Millennium: Journal of 
International Studies 34 (2005): 129. 
2 On its early achievements see D. McCloskey, ‘The Achievements of the Cliometric School,’ Journal of 
Economic History 38 (1978): 13-28. 
3 J. Mokyr, ‘On the Supposed Decline and Fall of Economic History,’ Historically Speaking 11 (2010): 23-5. 
4 F. Boldizzoni, The Poverty of Clio: Resurrecting Economic History (Princeton NJ, 2011). See the reviews 
of D. McCloskey, ‘The Povery of Boldizzoni: Resurrecting the German Historical School,’ Investigaciones 
de Historia Económica 9 (2013): 2-6; E. Jones, ‘Review,’ American Historical Review 117 (2012): 157-8. 
5 The categorization of ‘economic history’ articles is not straightforward, since many Past and Present 
articles transcend a number of sub-fields. Articles, therefore, have been classified as ‘economic history’ 
when the main subject relates to trade and commerce, population, human capital and knowledge, 
money, finance and banking, business history, and industry. 
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Whatever decline in fortunes that economic history now faces, however, can be doubled in the 
case of medieval economic history. Indeed, the fact that the mainstream of the economic 
history discipline has taken refuge in (a) econometrics and (b) the compilation of enormous 
digital datasets, this has had a negative knock-on impact for those economic historians of the 
Middle Ages because, quite simply, these kinds of methods are less suitable for research into 
the medieval period. Data is not only much scarcer, but is often not as readily quantifiable, 
making it difficult to fit into the basic tenets of the ‘big data’ model that most of the economic 
history journals either follow, or are beginning to follow. The continuing move towards the 
‘macro’ and, more specifically, the desire to offer reconstructions of, for example, GDP across 
large parts of the globe going back in time, not only works generally to the disadvantage of the 
study of the medieval period, but furthermore privileges a small island in Europe which has the 
good fortune to have manorial accounts at its disposal, to the detriment of all those places in 
Europe (the majority) which do not.6 Elsewhere the recent OECD report on ‘How was Life?’ 
makes the positive move away from the reliance on traditional economic indicators of well-
being to offer massive global datasets on living standards across the globe between 1820 and 
2000,7 and yet, we have to wonder how many of these same indicators can be reconstructed 
going back much further in time – all the way to the Middle Ages? Very few, in all likelihood, 
and ultimately this always will lead to privileging of the recent centuries over the distant past. 
The recent ‘History Manifesto’, as a call to arms to historians interested in promoting the role 
of history for contemporary society, is very positive about the association between new forms 
of digitalised ‘big data’ and our ability to eschew short-term approaches to the past in favour, 
once again, of the longue durée – essentially laudable sentiments.8 And yet we have a paradox 
that many of these ‘big data’ approaches are not altogether employable for periods as far back 

                                                           
6 See of course the recent S. Broadberry, B. Campbell, A. Klein, M. Overton & B. van Leeuwen, British 
Economic Growth, 1270-1870 (Cambridge, 2015). 
7 J.L. van Zanden, J. Baten, M. Mira d’Ercole, A. Rijpma, C. Smith & T. Marcel (eds), How was Life? Global 
Well-Being Since 1820 (OECD Publishing, 2014). 
8 J. Guidi & D. Armitage, The History Manifesto (Cambridge, 2014). 
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as the Middle Ages – and when they are, only for limited parts of the world. Big data and the 
long term do not go as seamlessly hand-in-hand as Guidi and Armitage tend to suggest. 

 

 

If we look at the fortunes of medieval history since the 1940s in the top two economic history 
journals, the Journal of Economic History and the Economic History Review, we can easily trace 
a diminished role over time. In the Journal of Economic History this is less clear since, quite 
simply, the medieval period has never really taken an important position within the journal – 
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often taking up less than 5% of the total published output per decade. In the Economic History 
Review, however, this trend of diminished importance is very clear – in the heydays of the 
1960s, the medieval period took up almost a fifth of the total published output, but since the 
1990s, this has dropped to just a tenth. While in the 1960s one could expect at least one 
medieval article in the journal per issue, nowadays it is more like one article per 4-issue 
volume. If one does appear, it is often on England or Britain. Elsewhere, in newer forums such 
as the European Review of Economic History, things are not so different: just over 5% of the 
articles published in this journal since its inception in 1997 have been dedicated to the 
medieval period. Furthermore, in specifically medieval forums for published research, there is 
barely one article per 4-issue volume devoted to economic concerns appearing now in the 
Journal of Medieval History, while the journal Speculum has all but abandoned any kind of 
economically-oriented topic. 

At the moment, medieval economic history is in grave danger of disappearing almost entirely. 
In many history faculties in universities around the world today, social and economic history 
departments are often separate from medieval history departments, which are more likely to 
be interested in medieval culture, art and literature under the broader umbrella of the term 
‘medieval studies’. What is more worrying is that the most prominent names in medieval 
economic history, those that have been flying the flag for the past 25-30 years or more, are 
becoming increasingly noticeable by their absence. In the UK alone, a place with a fine record 
of medieval economic history, we have seen in recent years the retirements from official 
academic duties of top scholars such as Christopher Dyer, Bruce Campbell, John Hatcher, and 
Richard Smith, as well as the passing of Richard Britnell. In recent times we have also lost 
Canadian medievalist, John Munro – sadly indirectly relating to another trend: economic 
historians outside of Europe are very rarely looking to study European medieval history. In the 
past this certainly was the case: Zvi Razi, Israeli expert of late-medieval rural economy and 
society, or Yoshiko Morimoto, the Japanese expert of Carolingian economy, being two good 
examples. Indeed, out of hundreds of sessions over 5 days at the recent World Economic 
History Congress in Kyoto, Japan, only a handful of sessions could be found with an explicitly 
medieval topic. This is, of course, the logical effect of the ‘provincialization of Europe’ and 
increasing scientific globalization, which has had knock-on effects for chronology: ‘medieval’ is 
generally a relevant concept for Europe – increasingly problematic to apply to the Middle East, 
and almost redundant to apply to parts of the world even further away.9 

Such a decline in the fortunes of medieval economic history has come at a particularly bad 
time, because the severe economic downturn we have faced over the past number of years 
has created restrictions on the amount of research that can be funded, creating 
unprecedented levels of competition between scholars, not only within disciplines, but 
between disciplines. Indeed, this level of competition does not just apply for the extremely 
large research grants from the European Research Council (ERC), where the success ratios are 
known to be as low as 5% in the humanities and social sciences, but also for early career 
scholars looking for independent research fellowships – in 2015 nearly 1000 scholars applied 
for the 45 fellowships offered by the British Academy for Humanities and Social Sciences. The 
difficulty for medieval historians then is pronounced by the fact that funding bodies are 
increasingly asking scholars to be very explicit in the ‘social relevance’ of their research: direct 
deliverables, valorisation, and knowledge utilisation. As one can imagine, these kinds of things 
are not always the hallmark of medieval historical research. Medieval historians do not solve 
contemporary societal problems, even if the evidence they produce might allow us to view or 
approach contemporary problems in new ways. 

                                                           
9 Despite the positive emergence of new academic forums such as ‘The Medieval Globe’ journal in 2014, 
its first issue devoted to the global impact of the Black Death. 
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Of course some medievalists will see this as a sad state of affairs, and outright reject what 
could be considered a crass utilitarian view of education, or denounce the commercialisation 
and commodification of the research process itself. But putting such disappointments aside, is 
this really the right way to go? Will this kind of attitude invoke any change for the better? 
Rather than taking a defensive stance against the increasing need to offer some sort of ‘social 
relevance’ as ‘justification’ for our research, perhaps medieval economic historians should 
start exhibiting some greater levels of confidence in demonstrating exactly what makes our 
research so significant for contemporary societies? Rather than putting up a wall against the 
outside, we should be openly flaunting our qualities that can help contribute to furthering real 
scientific debates with relevance for the present – a sentiment shared in the recent ‘History 
Manifesto’. In the remainder of this paper, it is suggested that one way of doing this is for 
medieval economic historians to take one foot out of the archive (at least partially), and focus 
less on description and more on analysis by linking up more explicitly with ideas, theories and 
hypotheses taken from other disciplines of the social sciences, and perhaps also interacting 
more explicitly with the kinds of data produced from the more laboratory-based disciplines of 
the natural sciences. Indeed, one of those fields that medieval economic history may be 
invigorated by is the blossoming sociological field of Disaster Studies. This field has in recent 
years posed a number of interesting hypotheses as to why some societies cope more 
effectively in the face of exogenous shocks and hazards, some of which are being tested on 
contemporary societies, and yet these new trendy ideas have barely filtered on through to the 
traditional historical disciplines. Nonetheless, this could be a highly profitable future avenue 
for medieval economic historians to go – particularly since some high-profile historical works 
such as Geoffrey Parker’s book on global climatic crises of the 17th century and Bruce 
Campbell’s 2010 Tawney Memorial Lecture on the climatic instability of the 14th century have 
tried to assert the role of the environment and climate in stimulating major economic, societal, 
and political change as a real historical protagonist, though always working in tandem with 
endogenous societal characteristics.10  

The remainder of the paper is then divided up into the following sections: in section two the 
field of Disaster Studies is briefly introduced, with a discussion of why these ideas have not 
filtered through into the traditional historical discipline. Then in section three, it is shown why 
the Middle Ages are a good ‘laboratory’ for further research into societal and economic 
responses from severe environmental shocks and hazards, with a particular emphasis on (a) 
the capacity to perform new kinds of comparative experiments and assess economic and 
societal change and continuities not just in the immediate aftermath of shocks but over very 
long chronologies, and (b) to demonstrate that in this era of ‘big data’ and digitalisation, 
whatever new figures might be uncovered over the long term, for example from the 
burgeoning fields of historical climatology going back into the Middle Ages, this data will only 
make sense and have value by being assessed within very specific historical contexts – the 
kinds of contextual conditions that medieval historians in particular have a very good 
understanding of. 

2. Disaster Studies and its lack of translation to history 

Academic and non-academic interest into hazards and shocks, and the disasters that can 
ensue, has never been stronger. Books focusing on the collapse of whole societies and 
civilisations under environmental strain have achieved international best-seller status,11 and 
this is perhaps unsurprising given that such dangers have not dissipated with time – if 

                                                           
10 B. Campbell, ‘Nature as Historical Protagonist: Environment and Society in Pre-Industrial England,’ 
Economic History Review 63 (2010): 281-314; G. Parker, Global Crisis: War, Climate Change and 
Catastrophe in the Seventeenth Century (New Haven, 2013). 
11 J. Diamond, Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed (New York, 2005). 
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anything, the transition to ‘modernity’ and ‘cosmopolitanism’ has made many of our lives 
inherently more ‘risky’ if Ulrich Beck is to be believed.12 In academia, this broader interest has 
been translated into a thriving field of ‘Disaster Studies’ – emerging from its early roots as a 
facet of the natural sciences into a discipline more in line with the social sciences. In fact, 
under the early guidance of one of the discipline’s true pioneers, Henry Quarantelli, ‘Disaster 
Studies’ scholars have now iterated that environmental hazards cannot be seen as merely 
‘natural occurrences’,13 but as social, cultural and political processes that test the capacity of 
societies to organise themselves, limit the initial destabilisation, and then move onto a stage of 
recovery.14 In effect, some societies, just in the way they are set up, ordered, or arranged, can 
be more capable of dealing with shocks and hazards than others. Although material aspects 
such as technology, wealth, and infrastructure are still often invoked as explanatory factors in 
the differential capabilities of societies to deal with shocks and hazards, with an essentialist 
approach towards disaster proposing solutions and technologies applicable regardless of social 
and historical context,15 recent failures of even the wealthiest and most technologically-
advanced countries in the world has also instructed us that technical knowledge and economic 
resources do not inevitably lead to more effective short-term responses or long-term 
recoveries,16 but rather more important is the institutional and cultural framework that 
channels their use.17 

A shift away from the ‘natural environment’, the catastrophic ‘event’, and technocratic 
ideology, together with a heightened focus on the intrinsic qualities of societies themselves, 
should be good news for historians. However, despite a disparate body of literature dealing 
with ‘historical disasters’, very little of this work has, as of yet, explicitly linked up with the 
more sociological and theoretical ideas put forward in the contemporary ‘Disaster Studies’ 
discipline. While a broad range of social science fields have actively attempted to try and 
define and measure different elements of ‘risk’, ‘resilience’, and ‘vulnerability’, and offered up 
new kinds of hypotheses to test relating to the coping capacity of different societies, such 

                                                           
12 See the classic U, Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity (London, 1992). 
13 H. Quarantelli, ‘Disaster Studies: An Analysis of the Social Historical Factors Affecting the Development 
of Research in the Area,’ International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 5 (1987): 285=310. 
Also R. Dynes, ‘The Comparative Study of Disaster: A Social Organizational Approach,’ Mass Emergencies 
1 (1975): 21-31. And more recently in O, Cardona, ‘The Need for Rethinking the Concepts of 
Vulnerability and Risk from a Holistic Perspective: A Necessary Review and Criticism for Effective Risk 
Management,’ in Mapping Vulnerability: Disasters, Development and People, eds. G. Bankoff, G. Frerks 
and D. Hilhorst (London, 2004), 37-51; T. Steinberg, Acts of God: The Unnatural History of Natural 
Disaster in America (Oxford, 2000). 
14 P. Blaikie, T. Cannon, I. Davis and B. Wisner, At Risk. Natural Hazards, People’s Vulnerability, and 
Disasters (London, 2004 [1994]); K. Tierney, ‘From the Margins to the Mainstream? Disaster Research at 
the Crossroads,’ Annual Review of Sociology 33 (2007): 503-25; M. Pelling, The Vulnerability of Cities: 
Natural Disasters and Social Resilience (New York, 2012 [2003]). 
15 See the debates laid out in S. Revet, ‘Penser et affronter les désastres: un panorama des recherches 
en sciences sociales et des politiques internationals,’ Critique Internationale 3 (2011): 157-73. A feature 
of this technocratic view is often the optimistic notion that the ‘invisible hand’ of the market would 
always ensure technoogical innovation to meet with climate change problems ; N. Shafik, ‘Economic 
development and environmental quality: an econometic analysis’, Oxford Economic Papers 46 (1994) 
757-73.  
16 C. Hartman and G. Squires, There is No Such Thing as a Natural Disaster: Race, Class, and Hurricane 
Katrina (Abingdon, 2006). 
17 E. Ostrom, Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action (Cambridge, 
1990); A. Sen, Poverty and Famine: An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation (Oxford, 1988); D. Hilhorst, 
‘Disaster, Conflict and Societies in Crises: Everyday Politics of Crisis Response,’ in Disaster, Conflict and 
Societies in Crises: Everyday Politics of Crisis Response, ed. D. Hilhorst (London, 2013), 9-11. 
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ideas have hardly filtered on through to elements of the traditional historical discipline.18 
Evidence for this lack of integration can be found in the fact that well-established journals such 
as ‘Disasters’ and the ‘International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters’ have an 
absolute paucity of articles devoted to disasters before the 20th century. In a recent overview 
from an important ‘Disaster Studies’ handbook, fields as diverse as sociology, law, 
anthropology, environmental sciences, demography, geography, economics, development 
studies, media studies, psychology, and public administration are mentioned, but history is 
entirely absent.19 

Such lack of integration may partially be down to some level of resistance on the Disaster 
Studies side, but more than likely, it is the opposite that is to blame. The discipline of history 
has up to now not been able to sufficiently directly contribute to and integrate itself with some 
of the main ideas discussed by scholars of contemporary disasters, a blossoming area of social 
sciences research, because of the regrettable move away from the social sciences by the 
traditional historical profession.20 Now it seems more than ever that historians are convinced 
that the past in itself cannot be used to establish regularities, patterns, and certainly not laws, 
and to identify and test these through comparative analysis. One thing the historian fears 
more than anything is to be accused of being ‘deterministic’, and despite being well dismissed 
back in the 1960s and 1970s with the rise of new forms of social history, it seems that ‘events’ 
and ‘narrative’ have made a partial revival in the mainstream of the historical discipline. Back 
in the 1960s and 1970s, historians were using historical perspectives as actual material for real 
public reform – scholars such as Eric Hobsbawm argued for the liberating use of history as a set 
of past precedents for contemporary change,21 and even earlier than this, Richard Tawney 
placing 20th-century struggles around peasant land seizures, expropriation, and landlordism in 
a deeper historical context going back to the early modern period.22 Nowadays in contrast, it 
has become difficult to use historical data and evidence in any kind of comparative way to test 
coherent theoretical models and frameworks, the sad state of affairs summarized in the 
following statement: ‘political [and social] scientists are more likely to be interested in past 
events for their own sake. […] [F]or the historian, the goal of theory building and testing is 
secondary – the past interests for itself’.23 As a result, the shifting position of history away 
from the social sciences has meant the ‘past’ has failed to be used as an adequate ‘laboratory’ 
for testing ideas and hypotheses with social relevance for the present – surely one the most 
important functions of history.24 As argued in the recent ‘History Manifesto’, long-term history 
should be a tool for understanding modern institutions, for rendering utopian schemes 
comprehensible, and for rendering revolutionary programmes for social change thinkable.25 

                                                           
18 U. Lübken & C. Mauch, ‘Uncertain Environments: Natural Hazards, Risk and Insurance in Historical 
Perspective,’ Environment and History 17 (2011): 4; G.J. Schenk, ‘Historical Disaster Research: State of 
Research, Concepts, Methods and Case Studies,’ Historical Social Research 32 (2007) 9-35; D. Curtis and 
B. van Bavel, ‘Better Understanding Disasters by Better Using History: Systematically Using the Historical 
Record as One Way to Advance Research into Disasters,’ International Journal of Mass Emergencies and 
Disasters (forthcoming 2016).  
19 D. McEntire, ed., Disciplines, Disasters and Divergence of Concepts, Issues and Trends from the 
Research Literature (Springfield CO, 2007). 
20 B. van Bavel, ‘History as a Laboratory to Better Understand the Formation of Institutions,’ Journal of 
Institutional Economics 11 (2015): 69-91. 
21 E. Hobsbawm, ‘The Social Function of the Past: Some Questions,’ Past & Present 55 (1972): 3-17; On 
History (New York, 1997). 
22 R. Tawney, A Memorandum on Agriculture and Industry in China (Honolulu, 1929); Land and Labour in 
China (London, 1932); The Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century (London, 1912). 
23 C. Elman and M. Elman, ‘Negotiating International History and Politics,’ in Bridges and Boundaries, 
eds. C. Elman and M. Elman (Cambridge MA, 2001), 7. 
24 J. Diamond and J. Robinson, eds., Natural Experiments of History (Cambridge MA, 2012). 
25 Guidi & Armitage, History Manifesto, 24. 
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Many scholars have recently lamented the fact that this seems to be epitomised in a drifting 
apart of social science and the humanities,26 but it is argued in this paper that the contribution 
of medieval economic historians (or even economic historians in general) may be to reverse or 
halt this growing chasm somewhat – instead forging a bridge between the social sciences and 
the humanities, which will be a difficult but likely valuable process – and one that can be 
initiated through the ‘arena’ of a more coherent agenda and approach to the study of 
historical disasters. 

A second more specific block to the study of historical disasters, particularly for those working 
in the Middle Ages, has been the notion established that the Anthropocene, a new age of 
human-induced climatic, biological, and geophysical change, is far different to the ‘disaster 
context’ seen in the pre-industrial period. Apparently the roots of the Anthropocene cannot be 
traced further back in time than the Industrial Revolution and the transition from solar energy 
to fossil fuels, and even then, the global environment only changing profoundly after great 
acceleration in the post-2nd World War period.27 Much of this flies in the face of William 
McNeill’s proposition that the major turning-point regarding globalisation, and its 
environmental impact, came not in the modern age, but around 1000CE when new trade 
routes permitted a deeper pattern of global exchange.28 Furthermore, the work of Ulrich Beck, 
already mentioned, by establishing ‘risk’ as a logical bi-product of technological and 
intellectual modernity, with the artificial separation of nature and culture only being 
attributable to the Scientific Revolution of the 17th and 18th centuries, has in the process made 
us question the actual relevance of studying pre-modern disasters at all.29 This view has been 
further entrenched by a past tradition of cultural historical research into disasters focusing on 
‘popular mentality’ and ‘perception’ that has cultivated an image of the medieval period, in 
particular, as a time of superstitious hysteria and hopelessness, with fear, the ‘unknown’ and 
faith being considerable barriers to both hazard mitigation, risk management, and long-term 
recovery. While scholars have come to question the somewhat arbitrary distinction between 
what is generally seen as the ‘medieval period’ and the ‘early modern period’,30 very persistent 
is the notion that the ‘pre-industrial’ or ‘Ancien Régime’ world had very little to compare itself 
with the modern age following the French Revolution. 

The point here is not to dismiss the significance of the ‘religious’ response to hazards and 
shocks in the medieval period: indeed, it is clear that many responses centred around the 
power of prayer and devotion, charity and piety, the veneration of saints, and the use of relics. 
Much of this was based around the fact that the various religious orders portrayed such 
calamities as acts of divine retribution, and thus some attention was devoted towards 
correcting the social behaviour patterns that may have summoned God’s wrath in the first 
place. Scholars have gone as far as to describe this as a ‘sin economy’, with an emphasis on 
human malfeasance.31 Only by compensating for these sins could human suffering be reduced, 

                                                           
26 D. McCloskey, Bourgeois Dignity: Why Economics Can’t Explain the Modern World (Chicago, 2010); 
‘One More Step: An Agreeable Reply to Whaples,’ Historically Speaking 11 (2010): 22-3. 
27 W. Steffen, P. Crutzen and J. McNeill, ‘The Anthropocene: Are Humans Now Overwhelming the Great 
Forces of Nature?,’ Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences: Ambio 36 (2007): 614-21; F. Oldfield et al., ‘The 
Anthropocene Review: Its Significance, Implications and the Rationale for a New Transdisciplinary 
Journal,’ The Anthropocene Review 1 (2014): 3-7. 
28 W. McNeill, ‘Organizing Concepts for World History,’ World History Bulletin 4 (1986-7): 1-4. 
29 Revet, ‘Penser’. 
30 W. Green, ‘Periodization in European and World History,‘ Journal of World History 3 (1992): 13-53; J. 
Bentley, ‘Cross-Cultural Interaction and Periodization in World History,’ American Historical Review 101 
(1996): 749-70. 
31 W. Behringer, ‘Die Krise von 1570. Ein Beitrag zur Krisengeschichte der Neuzeit,‘ in Um Himmels 
Willen. Religion in Katastrophenzeiten, eds. M. Jakubowski-Tiessen and H. Lehmann (Göttingen, 2003), 
114-6; ‘Weeping in the Snow. The Second Period of the Little Ice Age-type Impacts, 1570-1630,’ in 
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and evidence from prayer after the Black Death of the mid-14th century, for example, shows 
the pleading for mercy in a time of tribulation.32  So in Cologne, Germany, in 1374, the 
lowering of the flood levels was seen as a direct result of increased piety and devotion by the 
citizens,33 while in the early stages of the 1315 famine across many parts of Northern Europe, 
religious figures marched barefoot in the fields in recompense for the failed harvest.34 Later in 
the 15th century, mass processions continued to occur, bearing communal relics through the 
streets, with sermons encouraging congregations to ‘avoid sin’ – the official application of 
collective penitence.35 In numerous cases after severe disastrous occurrences, religious orders 
urged for greater sanctions to reinforce social norms such as the ending of over-indulgent 
celebrations and immodest behaviour.36  

Thus on the surface, it appears that the historical study of disasters in the pre-modern period 
should be seen as quite different to that of modern times – loosening its social relevance for 
medieval economic historians. However, three points should be made in response to this. First 
of all, pre-modern ‘ordinary’ populations did not always simply do what religious or political 
elites told them. Despite the central importance of the Church for many societies in medieval 
Europe, medieval people did not act with one voice. The dominant ‘disaster discourse’ 
asserted by the Church was not always a proxy for wider societal response. To take a relevant 
example from the early modern period in the Northern Low Countries, Leo Noordegraaf and 
Gerrit Valk once argued that the Calvinist Church showed displeasure at acts of mitigation and 
human agency when confronted with terrible shocks such as plague bouts,37 but the point is, 
they actually had something to show displeasure about.38 That is to say, ordinary people, but 
even also priests themselves, did not merely passively accept their fate, but frequently looked 
to potions and cures, and were often found fleeing afflicted towns – escaping into the 
countryside, only to return when the worst effects had subsided. In fact, in direct opposition to 
this notion of increased piety and modesty after such catastrophic shocks, in the attempt to 
appease divine judgement from above, many societies in the wake of harvest failures, 
conflicts, and plagues have been adjudged to have descended into more selfish, self-
preservationist kinds of behaviour such as the increases in petty crimes such as thievery from 
neighbours,39 violent acts and disorder,40 and even infanticide.41 Ordinary people, furthermore, 
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33 C. Rohr, ‘Writing a Catastrophe. Describing and Constructing Disaster Perception in Narrative Sources 
from the Late Middle Ages,’ Historical Social Research 32 (2007): 88-102. 
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did not always just accept the attempts at social control from above through enforced 
modesty and piety: in fact some of the most severe riots and violent uprisings occurred in 
those plague years when local governments (on the advice of religious orders) tried to limit the 
number of participants at funerals and ban the practice of drinking at these events.42 Even 
more than the divine punishment in the form of plague, people had similar kinds of fear for the 
public health restrictions that inevitably ensued, lessening citizens’ freedoms, curtailing their 
ritual engagements, and impinging upon customary community ties and collective practices – 
and thus often being expressed in active or passive resistance to the prevailing discourse.43 It 
was, furthermore, not uncommon for religious interpretations of disasters to co-exist 
simultaneously with quasi-scientific remarks – the connection of events, conditions and 
processes (which while not necessarily being correct), had little to do with superstition. Plague 
was often linked to noxious smells and ‘dampness’, and sometimes also solar eclipses,44 and 
while two different shocks were often seen to be interrelated in some way in the sources, such 
as with the Black Death and earthquakes for example,45 they were also often simply seen as 
just a somewhat unexpected facet of daily life. 

Secondly, religion and superstition did not preclude coping strategies in other ways either.46 
Even if the occurrence of an actual shock or hazard was perhaps ‘out of their hands’ and some 
sort of divine intervention, medieval populations still attempted to mitigate the initial effects 
of an unexpected shock, and furthermore, even used such knowledge in order to reduce the 
risk of financial or human losses in the future. Alongside God’s intervention in human or 
natural affairs, these events also stimulated communal solidarity and neighbourliness, or 
alternatively afforded opportunity to affix blame and responsibility onto negligent neighbours 
or authorities.47 Medieval populations did not merely accept their fate, but actively attempted 
to avoid death by fleeing the scene in the wake of epidemics and earthquakes, and climbing 
onto the roofs of their houses or available boats during floods. In some of the most severe fires 
such as in Lucca in 1346, carpenters and stonemasons were called up to prevent the spread of 
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the flames further by skilfully demolishing buildings.48 In the immediate aftermath (but 
frequently too late), urban governments by the 15th century were quickly drafting new 
legislation such as plague ordinances when confronted with outbreaks of epidemic disease, 
dictating new rules regarding isolation and treatment of the sick, the organisation of urban 
space, public health infringements, and trading practices.49 In times of harvest failure, urban 
governments could lower taxes on importations of foodstuffs, and found ways of negotiating 
or even coercing rural communities into providing the necessary labour reservoir to oversee 
and conduct repairs in times of flood.50 Manorial courts at times offered up modest amounts 
of resources for tenants in need,51 an element of feudal paternalism in practice, while food 
alms were distributed from hospitals,52 and  special donations to the poor during periods of 
severe famine could be traced as far back as the early 11th century in some parts of Europe.53 
Of course to some extent such acts of giving and charity were still tied up in acts of devotion 
and piety, because this was one of the main vehicles through which medieval populations 
could hope to secure ultimate personal salvation – perhaps being spared the ravages of the 
calamity that had just passed.54 This just brings home the duality of coping strategies in the 
medieval period, and that religious and ‘other’ concerns could coexist together – often 
indirectly entwined. Institutional and providential responses to terrible shocks could go hand-
in-hand; absolving states and authorities from questions over their managerial culpability, for 
example.55 

Structural adaptations over the long term also took place, too numerous to list in their 
entirety. People made adaptions to their settlement patterns, locating themselves on higher 
ground or on top of raised mounds to guard against future floods, rebuilt their settlements in 
new places or made adjustments to the settlement plan after earthquakes, or even moved 
towards new concentrated forms of habitation, perhaps fortified and moated, when faced 
with the prospect of conflict.56 Other societies developed new technologies in order to create 
new defensive structures such as dikes and ditches, and such water management systems 
often expanded from very localised networks to much more broader regional cooperation 
between communities further apart, reliant on new forms of financing and new forms of 
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labour contribution.57 New forms of formalised corporate collective action were not only 
instigated by, but moulded and shaped by interactions with strong exogenous pressures from 
outside.58 Elsewhere, open fields may, to some extent, already have been one way of medieval 
rural communities predicting and anticipating future harvest failures – taking advantage of 
their risk-limitation facets through the scattering of parcels.59 Medieval producers also mixed 
their seeds in some cases; though lowering overall total yield, it would guard against the total 
failure of a harvest in a particular year.60 Some scholars have even argued that significant 
shocks such as the initial bout of Black Death in the mid-14th century brought with it long-term 
structural shifts in the practice of medieval medicine and provision of healthcare, perhaps 
even instigating the ‘modern psychology of the Renaissance’.61  

And of course, a curious element to all this is that these coping mechanisms and adaptations 
were never universal and were connected to very specific contextual conditions: a point of 
further research is to understand why some medieval societies also failed to establish or enact 
these solutions, or rather their solutions took very different forms and manners. So, for 
example, it has been recently said that repeat occurrences of severe shocks over time, rather 
than one-off unheard of catastrophes, tended to reinforce, furthermore, a more sophisticated 
array of coping mechanisms and organisation based on applied knowledge.62 Cultural memory 
has now been regarded as a fundamental component of coping and learning from previous 
hazards.63 Scholars, therefore, have talked about particularly accomplished ‘aquatic cultures’ 
or ‘amphibious cultures’ in those regions prone to persistent floods,64  or ‘irrigation cultures’ in 
the case of those societies subject to the opposite trend of drought, erosion and lack of 
water,65 while the ‘seismic cultures’ term has been applied also to those societies that 
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experienced frequent earthquake damage.66 Most pre-modern societies experienced hazards 
and shocks as part of their frequent and recurring ‘life experience’,67 even if this state of 
‘preparedness’ was never constant and likely changed over time.68 

Additionally, we must also realise that the impact of shocks and hazards during the medieval 
period was also mediated and filtered to some extent by the existence of cultural values and 
institutions that had nothing to do with disasters per se, but existed regardless.69 Rural 
societies’ response to shocks and hazards was dictated to some extent by deep-lying structural 
conditions such as the distribution and access to property.70 In times of harvest failure, those 
small peasants able to control their own food supply through autarky may have been able to 
fare better than those landless agricultural labourers more exposed to the vicissitudes of the 
market and had to buy their bread. In times of flooding in contrast, those small peasants with 
access to a piece of their own land may have been more vulnerable in the sense that their 
whole livelihood was tied up in the preservation of their land, whereas agricultural labourers 
may even have benefited from the increased work that was available in the reconstruction 
process. And of course, the capacity for medieval societies to use certain institutions to 
mitigate the effects of severe shocks and hazards was dictated to some extent by the precise 
contexts in which these institutions were embedded. The extent to which a medieval producer 
could look to the market to save them in times of hardship was dependent on the precise 
terms by which they could conduct trade: taxes and extra-economic burdens could prove to be 
powerful dissuaders. Similarly, the extent to which medieval societies could rely on taking 
resources from the commons often depended on the extent to which rights and privileges 
were bestowed down through the social hierarchy,71 while the extent to which rural producers 
could rely on systems of credit, insurance or support to ease their way through floods, periods 
of conflict, or harvest failures, was also dependent on the precise nature of reciprocal 
networks between groups and individuals at a very micro level.72 In the context of the Great 
Famine of 1315-7, it recently has been argued that the ‘generalized trust’ that was 
characteristic of trade in ‘normal’ years between strangers was broken, and accordingly, 
buyers and sellers had to switch to alternative reliable ‘particularized trust’, limited to small 
groups of local or regional communities based on personal networks of trust and reputation.73 
In some cases wealthy creditors could take advantage of their less prosperous neighbours 
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during periods of sudden hardship, but in other cases, creditor-debtor relations was more 
reciprocal and less uni-directional.74 

Thirdly and finally, it must be briefly noted that while religion and superstition may have been 
guided some of the coping responses that medieval societies took when faced with extreme 
shocks and hazards, we should not necessarily see this as an absolute contrast with modern 
society. In fact, understanding the duality of views, comprising on the one hand of a 
supernatural force and on the other hand a more ‘natural’ explanation, may be a good way of 
understanding these simultaneous pressures that govern many disaster responses by societies 
in the most economically underdeveloped parts of Africa or South America today. Indeed, 
some of the most extreme shocks and hazards do actually occur today in places with similarly 
high levels of religious or supernatural reverence.  

3. Medieval economic history and disaster research: its contribution 

So far it has been argued that one way in which the flagging fortunes of medieval economic 
history could be revived is to act almost a bridge between the humanities and the social 
sciences, which have in recent years drifted further apart. This could be achieved within the 
fertile setting of taking on ideas and methodologies from new social science disciplines such as 
Disaster Studies. Although one potential stumbling block may be the prevailing idea that 
medieval conceptions of hazard and shock response had very little in common with the ‘risk 
society’ that apparently governs modernity today, this paper has suggested that this idea has 
been forged on the back of privileging too much religious ideology and religious institutions in 
the pre-modern period. In the following section, two elements are discussed where medieval 
economic historians can make a real contribution to furthering our knowledge about how 
different societies dealt and deal with hazards and shocks in both the immediate aftermath 
and the long term. 

A: The possibilities for spatial and chronological comparison 

Comparative analysis, both spatially and chronologically, is the main tool we can employ for 
both description and explanation, and medievalists in particular know how to use such 
analytical tools to their maximum potential. Accordingly, medieval economic historians can 
also bring some of the benefits of the comparative method to the study of historical disasters – 
benefits which are specifically (or mainly) attributable to the almost ‘special’ laboratory of the 
Middle Ages. 

Indeed, one element that medieval economic historians can benefit from is their capacity to 
offer up all kinds of different comparisons, made easier by the flexibility with which we move 
between dependent, independent and control variables. This is helped by the fact that one of 
the most devastating mortality crises, in the process completely shifting the balance between 
people and resources in very short space of time, occurred in the Middle Ages – that is of 
course the Black Death. The Black Death naturally offers up its own potential for comparative 
research, but also facilitates the creation of other comparative experiments focusing on other 
shocks and hazards that would be difficult to perform in other periods. By drastically changing 
the demographic regime of most European regions in a rapid movement, this offers a rupture 
point through which population pressure can be invoked as a significant control variable and a 
significant independent variable, when testing the coping capacity of different medieval 
societies. Thus, first of all, comparative research can be performed when holding population 
pressure on resources constant. Comparing the response of a number of different societies to 
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Great Famine of 1315-17 makes sense when all societies are experiencing extremely high 
pressure on resources – perhaps even coming close to the natural Malthusian limits. Similarly 
comparing the response of different societies in the late 14th-century and 15th century also 
makes sense because it is very likely that population pressure is being held constant as a 
variable – although the Black Death did not exactly strike every region with the precise same 
intensity and chronology, in general its large demographic impact was widespread enough to 
mean that if one is comparing flooding or famine between a number of different societies in 
early 15th-century Europe, it will likely be between societies all experiencing a demographic 
regime of very low intensity.  

In contrast, the devastating shock of the Black Death in the mid-14th century also allows the 
Middle Ages to be an excellent laboratory for testing the effects of population pressure on 
resources as an independent variable in societies’ capacity to cope with hazards and shocks. 
Indeed, it has often been suggested that famines such as the Great Famine of 1315-7 were so 
severe ultimately as a result of the strong pressure on finite amounts of resources that many 
European societies were experiencing at the time.75 Land morsellation and incessant 
fragmentation into tiny plots made the consequences of the Great Famine worse.76 And yet, 
this kind of hypothesis, though intuitively logical, has barely been subject to any kind of formal 
test. Those focusing on the Great Famine have tended to only approach the subject in 
isolation,77 likely on account of fascination with its overall extremity. What the Black Death 
allows medieval economic historians to do is compare dearth, harvest failure and famine 
responses of the same society, but under very different demographic regimes – because of 
course, famine in Europe did not begin or end with 1315-17, but continued intermittently 
through the Middle Ages into the early modern period and beyond.78 So, how did societies 
react to harvest failures in times of resource scarcity, and how did they react to harvest failure 
in times of resource plenty? Are there any differences in the mechanisms and institutions 
involved? Of course the comparison both pre- and post-Black Death with an explicit test on the 
impact of population pressure needs not be restricted to episodes of harvest failure but can 
also apply to other shocks such as floods and seismic activity. 

Furthermore, one of the flaws in the current Disaster Studies literature is that it almost entirely 
concentrates on short-term impacts. This is understandable when most of the Disaster Studies 
scholars tend to focus on contemporary shocks and hazards, or at least those occurring in the 
20th century – the historical record is simply not there to carry out time series analysis over 
long periods. So, for example, in a recent review by Dell et al. of economic literature on the 
impact of fluctuations in temperature, precipitation and storminess, only a few studies are 
mentioned which concentrate on the medium- or long-term impact of hazards and shocks 
beyond 5 or 10 years, and indeed, this is explicitly marked out as a major gap in the existing 
economic and institutional literature on disasters.79 One of the real advantages that medieval 
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economic historians then have is the actual richness of the historical record itself. Historians 
can stand back, free from thinking about the direct policy implications of their work, and give 
an important long-term perspective to changes in our economy and society that have been 
forged through sharp rupture points caused by hazards and shocks.80 As many medieval 
economic historians know, it takes the view of centuries, not decades, to observe more clearly 
the fundamental economic change in its true guise. Top economic historian Jan de Vries once 
claimed that ‘short-term climatic crises stand in relation to economic history as bank robberies 
to the history of banking’ – thereby diminishing the long-term structural impact of 
environmental catastrophes by highlighting its apparently random and insignificant nature.81 
But as Mark Overton also once retorted, bank robberies can still be the proximate causes of 
changes in the banking system; structural responses which outstrip the actual economic effect 
of the individual bank robbery in question.82 

And as medieval economic historians, we can help shift the emphasis of much contemporary 
Disaster Studies literature (focusing explicitly on the economic side) away from a reliance on 
abstract macro values such as GDP, when considering the ‘effectiveness’ or ‘quality’ of 
economic response to severe hazards and shocks. Indeed, partly because there are no real 
sources for GDP in our era (or rather its measurement will always be subject to a lack of 
exactitude),83 we are able to assert a number of other valuable indicators for long-term 
economic recovery of societies after terrible shocks and hazards – perhaps not the amount and 
diversity of indicators suggested in the recent OECD report or the kinds of Human 
Development Indexes established by Amartya Sen, but significant ones nonetheless. Path-
breaking work on the effects of the Black Death has already shown what can be achieved with 
a little ingenuity when working with the sources: not only did the plague of the 14th century 
and its echo epidemics have strong consequences for other quantifiable indicators such as real 
wages,84 living standards,85 agricultural productivity,86 leisure time, diet,87 urbanization,88 and 
the functioning of governments,89 as well as more qualitative indicators such as ‘fear’,90 ‘social 
                                                           
80 G. Bankoff, ‘Time is of the Essence: Disasters, Vulnerability and History,’ International Journal of Mass 
Emergencies & Disasters 22 (2004): 23-42. 
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Journal of Interdisciplinary History 10 (1980): 603. 
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77. 
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British Economic Growth. 
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ed. S. Cavaciocchi (Florence, 2010), 495-527; M. Montanari, La faim et l’abondance. Histoire de 
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2002). 
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cohesion’,91 and ‘freedom’,92 but these changes and effects were not distributed evenly over 
geographical regions of medieval Europe – even when two or more regions were confronted 
with broadly the same intensity and scale of initial shock. And furthermore, some of these 
changes in certain places were temporary or short-term in nature, while others creating lasting 
institutional, environmental, and cultural shifts. 

It is clear that terrible environmental shocks and hazards do not just provide devastating 
amounts of damage to capital goods, the ruination of agricultural lands, or the death of human 
beings, and furthermore, do not merely stimulate or retard economies and societies on an 
aggregate level. Environmental shocks and hazards also have strong powers of redistribution, 
and we as medieval economic historians are in a good position to provide some long-term 
perspective to the issue of whether such short-term shocks can make societies more equal or 
unequal, and whether this is a structural change and made persistent over time. 
Understanding the mechanisms behind different societies’ paths to inequality has been made 
all the more pressing in recent times, as global inequality, as well as inequalities within 
countries themselves, is continuing to grow in the 21st century, and academic and non-
academic interest in this subject can be seen in the international acclaim given to economic 
historian Thomas Piketty’s book, ‘Capital in the 21st Century’.93  

However, despite this renewed interest in distribution in economics and economic history, our 
understanding of the long-term roots of economic inequality – going back into the pre-
industrial period – is still very limited. This is down, first of all, to the lack of empirical research 
attempting to reconstruct distribution of resources (wealth, real estate or land) or income 
prior to the Industrial Revolution. Up until around 2007, most literature still tended to focus on 
inequalities forged from the 18th century onwards,94 as confirmed by the construction of an 
‘inequality possibility frontier’ – a theoretical model tested on the back of just 8 data 
observations between the 14th and 18th centuries.95 Only very recently has there been a spate 
of works based on actual archival evidence to reconstruct long-term trends in inequality,96 yet 

                                                           
91 S. Cohn, ‘The Black Death and the Burning of Jews,’ Past and Present 196 (2007): 3-36; The Lust for 
Liberty: The Politics of Social Revolt in Medieval Europe, 1200-1425 (Cambridge MA, 2006). 
92 S. Cohn, ‘After the Black Death: Labour Legislation and Attitudes towards Labour in Late-Medieval 
Western Europe,’ Economic History Review 60 (2007): 457-85. 
93 T. Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century (New York, 2014). 
94 F. Alvaredo, A. Atkinson, T. Piketty & E. Saez, ‘The top 1 percent in international and historical 
perspective’, Journal of Economic Perspectives 27.3 (2013) 3-20; L. Prados de la Escosura, ‘Inequality and 
poverty in Latin America: a long-run exploration’, in T. Hatton, K. O’Rourke & A. Taylor (eds), The New 
Comparative Economic History (Cambridge MA 2007) 291-315; ‘Inequality, poverty and the Kuznets 
Curve in Spain, 1850-2000’, European Review of Economic History 12 (2008) 287-324; E. Frankema, Has 
Latin America always been unequal? A comparative study of assert and income inequality in the long 
twentieth century (Leiden 2009); ‘The colonial roots of land distribution: geography, factor endowments 
or institutions’, Economic History Review 63.2 (2010) 418-51; F. Alvaredo & E. Saez, ‘Income and wealth 
concentration in Spain from a historical and fiscal perspective’, Journal of the European Economic 
Association 7.5 (2009) 1140-67; C. Morrisson & W. Snyder, ‘The income inequality of France in historical 
perspective’, European Review of Economic History 4 (2000) 59-83; P. Lindert, ‘Three centuries of 
inequality in Britain and America’, in T. Atkinson & F. Bourguignon (eds), Handbook of income 
distribution (Amsterdam 1999) ?. On the 18th century see C. Santiago-Caballero, ‘Income inequality in 
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there is almost nothing from the medieval period, and that which has been produced, is not 
based on databases from extensive archival research but predictive modelling based on small 
samples, and once again, devoted to medieval England.97 Only one pioneering example for 
medieval reconstruction of inequality over the long term can be found in the major journals.98 
Furthermore, those much older works able to reconstruct property or wealth distribution 
further back in time for the Middle Ages have generally only been able to do this for short time 
periods or single dates – often reliant on very exceptional or ‘special’ sources such as the 
Florentine Catasto of 1427.99 Thus, a debate on the establishment of a ‘Little Divergence’ 
across Europe at some point between the 14th and 18th centuries has been offered based on a 
wide range of indicators, and yet, inequality and distribution has been curiously absent from 
this scheme of research.  

But second of all, the main overarching theoretical frameworks for why pre-industrial societies 
became more unequal have in recent times proven to be less convincing. The idea, based on 
the Kuznets Curve, that economic inequality in the pre-industrial period was inextricably linked 
to economic growth, and that this association between growth and inequality would only end 
with the incipient stages of modern industrialisation at a more advanced stage of economic 
maturity,100 has now been revised somewhat. Indeed, recent literature has also shown that 
pre-industrial inequality in the distribution of wealth and land could also take place in 
conditions of overall stagnation and even economic decline.101 What is being suggested now is 
that the roots of modern-day inequality may have very diverse causes, which diverged over 
time and space.102 Furthermore, this process was not one linear development from a 
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heightened state of economic equality to a state of economic inequality – it occurred in 
incipient stages, with greater intensity in some periods and places than in others, and in some 
cases the path towards inequality would retreat, perhaps be reversed over the short term, 
before switching back towards inequality again further down the line. 

The fact that economic inequality in the pre-industrial period was not one consistent process, 
guided by one overarching development (such as economic growth), is perhaps revealing of 
the fact that short-term shocks (such as environmental hazards and calamities) could have a 
substantial redistributive impact for resources, property, and wealth, and furthermore, 
sometimes this could have lasting effects. Medieval economic historians are in a good position 
to contribute to our understanding of this process; in particular, by virtue of our heightened 
tendency to focus in on regional developments, we have an excellent opportunity to begin to 
tease out some of the precise causal mechanisms that give redistributive powers to one shock 
in one particular historical context, and yet a similar shock in another context having little 
redistributive powers, or instead, even the opposite kind of redistributive powers.103  

Thus, for example, a number of medieval economic historians (in the same way as 
development economists of contemporary societies) have drawn a connection between overly 
burdened peasants, distress or panic land sales, and harvest failures and famines.104 Periods of 
dearth apparently helped consolidate the position of large landlords who could manipulate 
markets to the detriment of the poor peasant or agricultural labourer.105 Less clear, however, 
is the extent to which such pressures had persistent and long-lasting effects on the distribution 
of property within societies – were peasants able to regain either their original property or 
other sources of income once negotiating the initial hardships, or did this set into motion the 
first stages of land consolidation and large farm creation? Did famine, or rather fear or concern 
over the threat of famine, induce more urban or central governments in late-medieval Europe 
to invest in the rural property markets as way of securing a steady stream of provisioning from 
the hinterlands,106 or was it in fact the reverse – a weakening of urban investment patterns 
and a greater reliance on establishing more secure networks with long-distance provisioning 
sources?107 And how do these stories about the inequitable impact of subsistence crises in the 
Middle Ages square with other scholars emphasizing the capacity of the pre-industrial market 
to operate just as efficiently in times of crisis as during ‘normal’ times,108 or that the market 
helped increase flexibility of exchange and reallocation of resources from wider areas, 
stimulating investments in protection for the vulnerable?109 

                                                           
103 D. Curtis, ‘Danger and displacement in the Dollard: the 1509 flooding of the Dollard Sea (Groningen) 
and its impact on long-term inequality in the distribution of property’, Environment & History 
(forthcoming 2015). 
104 B. Campbell, ‘Population pressure, inheritance and the land market in a fourteenth-century peasant 
community’, in R. Smith (ed.), Land, kinship and life-cycle (Cambridge 1984) 132; Schofield, ‘Dearth’; M. 
Davies & J. Kissock, ‘The feet of fines, the land market and the English agricultural crisis of 1315 to 1322’, 
Journal of Historical Geography 30 (2004) 215-30; Kershaw, ‘The Great Famine’, 37-41; Jordan, The 
Great Famine, 91; Campbell, ‘Factor markets’. Leading to a broad distinction between a set of ‘winners’ 
and a set of ‘losers’ from the events of 1315-7; Slavin, ‘Market failure’; B. Campbell, ‘The agrarian 
problem in the early 14th century’, Past & Present 188 (2005) 3-70. 
105 P. Galloway, ‘Basic patterns in annual variations in fertility, nuptiality, mortality, and prices in pre-
industrial Europe’, Population Studies 42 (1988) 277. 
106 D. Curtis, ‘Florence and its hinterlands in the late Middle Ages: contrasting fortunes in the Tuscan 
countryside, 1300-1500’, Journal of Medieval History 38 (2012) 427-99. 
107 G. Alfani, ‘The famine of the 1590s in Northern Italy. An analysis of the greatest system shock of the 
sixteenth century’, Histoire & Mesure 26.1 (2011) 17-49. 
108 C. O Grada, Famine: a short history (Princeton NJ 2009); ‘Markets and famines in pre-industrial 
Europe’, Journal of Interdisciplinary History 36.2 (2005) 143-66. 
109 K.G. Persson, Grain markets in Europe, 1500-1900: integration and deregulation (Cambridge 1999). 



Old and New Worlds: the Global Challenges of Rural History | International Conference, Lisbon, ISCTE-IUL, 27-30 January 2016 

2
1
 

21 

Elsewhere for other hazards and shocks, medieval floods have also been invoked as a way of 
bringing about strong changes in property relations – stimulating peasant property 
abandonment through the lack of capital buffers, or expropriation from the pressures of 
consolidating wealthy urban or elite investors,110 and yet such inequitable consequences were 
never inevitable as other recent literature has shown.111 Focus too can be given to the 
redistributive impact of epidemic shocks such as plague in the medieval period. Over 40 years 
ago now, David Herlihy once made the claim that the Black Death caused a greater equality in 
the distribution of resources in the short term – testament to the prevailing partible 
inheritance practices and splintering of property between sons.112 And yet over the medium- 
and long-term this gave way to greater inequality – testament to new conditions created in the 
land and housing market characterised by speculation and consolidation.113 In recent times, 
however, this interpretation has been turned on its head – showing how the Black Death in 
many parts of Northern and Central Italy led to the establishment of great equality in 
distribution of wealth and property over a number of centuries – only dissipating much later in 
the 16th century.114 Ultimately, the point is this – neither famine, flooding, nor the Black Death 
inevitably produced one particular redistributive trend. While plague led to land consolidation 
in some parts of Europe or the establishment of new social hierarchies within some 
communities, it led to the widespread access to land for previously disadvantaged social 
groups in other parts. Medieval economic historians are in a good position to contribute to 
debates on the long-term redistributive impact of hazards and shocks, in particular, because 
they are able to systematically take apart and compare a wide range of specific historical social 
contexts into which the redistributive effect of shocks and hazards are filtered. And given the 
recent calls for historians to rewrite the big-picture stories about climate change and 
inequality, medieval historians should have added incentive to use their skills and training to 
help shape these long-term arguments.         

B: The possibilities to contextualise ‘big data’ 

‘Big data’ approaches to historical research have taken off in recent years, a trend which has 
found overwhelming support in the 2014 ‘History Manifesto’ as a potential platform for 
returning to ‘big questions’ and ‘longue durée’ approaches to the past.115 The digital age has 
enhanced our capacity in economic history to produce bigger datasets than ever before, with 
national and international research money being increasingly made available to develop large-
scale data-infrastructure to produce more and more quantifiable figures and numbers for 
different indicators in historical societies. However, as noted in a recent retort to the ‘History 
Manifesto’, there has been far too much uncritical acceptance and trumpeting of the big data 
phenomenon, without careful understanding of its costs and benefits, opportunities and 
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limitations.116 How do we quantify and put a figure on important concepts such as ‘hatred’ and 
‘fear’ for historical societies, for example, and if we cannot put a figure on these concepts, 
does this mean that research funding, which is already seen to be supporting the big-data 
infrastructure, will not reach scholars focusing on these kinds of concepts? In any case, with 
explicit regard to historical disasters, much of this new quantifiable data now being uncovered 
is being produced in interdisciplinary and multi-disciplinary teams, often not by historians 
themselves but by teams of economists, paleo-climatologists, biologists, or bio-archaeologists. 
Some of this data is extremely valuable, but what is argued in the following section is that 
medieval historians still have an important role in adding further value (and caution) to the 
figures by reconsidering the sources being used to compile such data and by assessing these 
numbers within very specific historical social contexts.  

One good example of this process in action can be found in the new exciting scientific research 
being performed on historical diseases, in particular plague. Medieval economic historians can 
get inspiration from the ways in which social and cultural historians of the Middle Ages have 
continued to make their disciplines relevant. Much of this is not on ‘big data’ per se, but 
instead new laboratory-led approaches to uncovering new data about the past. Indeed, 
ground-breaking scientific research in the past decade or so using whole genome sequencing 
procedures have brought us to the conclusion that Yersinia pestis was the culpable causal 
agent for both medieval and early modern plagues of the 2nd Pandemic, and for plagues of the 
late 18th- and 19th centuries that hit places such as India and China in the 3rd Pandemic.117 
Many of these papers produced by micro-biologists and bio-archaeologists are very forthright 
in confidently asserting this fact with titles such as ‘Distinct clones of Yersinia pestis caused the 
Black Death’ and ‘Genome sequence of Yersinia pestis: the causative agent of plague’. The 
significance of these very recent findings is that they should be considered in the context of a 
long and often heated argument over whether Black Death was actually ‘plague’ or some other 
disease – an number of alternatives over the years have been offered such as anthrax, forms 
of Ebola, or mistaken identity for typhus.118 For the scientists producing these remarkable 
results then, this evidence should end the discussion once and for all. 

And yet, what medieval historians are now doing, inspired predominantly by the work of 
Samuel Cohn, is to use their expertise with different forms of historical evidence to open up 
new problems and questions for microbiologists, geneticists, and others in the scientific 
community. Historians are able to inspire, redirect and stimulate cutting edge research 
produced in the laboratories.119 Indeed, even with scientific evidence in hand, historians have 
still challenged some of the recent findings. Cohn, for example, has argued that while DNA 
evidence points to Yersinia pestis as the causative pathogen, this brings up new exciting and 
curious questions which remain unanswered such as why the plagues of the 3rd Pandemic 
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exhibited features quite different to the plagues of the 2nd Pandemic – the more recent one of 
the late 18th- and 19 centuries being less quick to spread across areas, less severe (with regard 
to mortality rates), and offering different seasonality of mortality and no kind of human 
developmental resistance, in contrast to the earlier one.120 The questions go on. For example, 
how does the transmission of the Yersinia pestis pathogen to humans via the bites of fleas 
feeding on infected rodent hosts (the interpretation favoured by those promoting the Yersinia 
pestis genome evidence) is able to square with plague epidemiology of the 14th-17th centuries, 
where infection spread so quickly and to the most isolated communities? Why, if the rat and 
flea were so important in causing and spreading this epidemic disease, did contemporaries 
barely mention rats and fleas in the literature? In the meantime, other scholars are suggesting 
that the rapidity of spread may be accounted for via human to human transmission via an 
insect vector such as the human flea.121 And historical evidence on contagion patterns is 
helping support this idea that plague was likely passed between humans too,122 and that is 
without considering the prevalence of the pneumonic form of plague spread airborne via 
coughing and sneezing. Medieval historians are showing that one of the distinguishing features 
of the plague vis-à-vis other diseases may have been its exceptional contagiousness, and it is 
clear from historical evidence that late-medieval and early modern societies had become 
preoccupied with isolation of the afflicted. As summarised recently, however, not all these 
different factors necessarily discounts the other: the aetiological cause of the Black Death still 
can be Yersinia pestis, wild rodents and their fleas can still preserve the disease in its epizootic 
state, and bubonic plague can still spread quickly because the main vectors between humans 
were the human flea and louse – ‘because of the efficacy of large numbers of vectors, as much 
as the virulence of the strain or strains,  death rates could be very high’.123  

Ultimately, historians are now showing that despite advances in our knowledge about the 
association of Yersinia pestis and the Black Death, this information in isolation will not allow us 
to solve the riddle of one causative pathogen but very sharply divergent epidemiological 
regimes – not only between the 2nd and 3rd Pandemics, but within geographical regions 
afflicted by the 2nd Pandemic itself.124 And while scientists have suggested that Yersinia pestis 
bacteria had abilities to supress and avoid normal immune system responses such as 
phagocytosis and antibody production,125 historians are now showing evidence to suggest that 
humans during the late Middle Ages were at this time still able to somehow display higher and 
differential resistance to the disease.126 New fascinating questions are now being posed, often 
by interdisciplinary teams including historians, on the issue of immunity: whether the virulence 
and severity of the 1347-52 bout was due to hitting societies with no chance to build up 
immunity (compared to later bouts), or whether the high levels of stress on human 
populations in the late 13th- and early 14th centuries leading up to the initial plague played a 
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role?127 Some scholars have suggested that societies feasibly carried greater immunity from 
greater exposure to the microbial regimes over time, while others arguing for an inherent 
resistance based on other environmental, dietary and economic factors.128 The astounding 
advances in bio-archaeological techniques are now being put to effective use, asking whether 
certain bouts of plague affected women more than men, children more than the middle-aged 
or elderly, or those with poor health more than the healthy.129 Ultimately, medieval historians 
using ‘traditional’ forms of evidence, with trained eyes for careful source criticism, are shaping 
and will continue to shape important scientific research on diseases of the past, that have 
exceptional relevance for disease regimes of the present and future – particularly given 
contemporary concerns over terrorism and the potential harnessing of bacteria as weapons.  

Another aspect of disaster studies research that medieval economic historians can profitably 
contribute to is on the historical climate. Alongside the development of inequality, climate 
change was earmarked in the ‘History Manifesto’ as one of the main areas in which historians 
can help build a convincing long-term narrative.130 Indeed, historians are increasingly being 
included as part of international and multi-disciplinary teams of paleo-climatologists, in 
particular for the crucial 1000-1750 CE period, before the advent of instrumental data. Most 
interest lies in the compilation of massive datasets such as those produced and published on 
‘Euroclimhist’ or ‘tambora.org’, the statistical production of clear and reliable signals out of 
huge numbers of individual series, but medieval historians are in a good position with their 
training in source criticism to bring out some of the flaws in this process. So just to focus in on 
one example, scholars in recent years have tried to reconstruct the frequency and levels of 
storms impacting upon the North Sea coast line from the late Middle Ages to the 18th 
century,131 employing the same kinds of data that has been produced on historical climatology 
projects such as the tamborg.org, and looking to see how they correlate with the large 
databases of flooding we now have for certain parts of the North Sea area. Yet the problem 
with these reconstructions is that they are not based on actual data for storm surges per se, 
but what has ‘perceived to have been’ a storm by contemporary commentators, often in 
chronicles. It is clear that these commentators would have been more likely to actually only 
refer to and document those storms which caused some form of damage or impeded or 
inflicted upon human beings in some way. Ultimately it is impossible to separate from their 
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view, an assessment of storm occurrence and the impact it had for societies.132 And so despite 
their entry in climate data forums such as the tambora.org (whose goal is to reconstruct 
climatic trends from all ‘man-made’ sources), we still do not know whether levels of historical 
storminess over time was actually differing variations in storms per se, or instead variations in 
the capacity for certain societies to deal with storms. The flaws in this data can be further 
highlighted by turning to criticism of the medieval sources: many of the so-called storms and 
resultant ‘flood disasters’ referred to by chroniclers, particularly in the medieval period, turned 
out to be over-exaggerations, suffered from severe imprecision in timing and geography, or 
were even complete myths.133 In fact reliance on these kinds of sources has led to an over-
estimation of the frequency and intensity of medieval floods in comparison to the 16th- and 
17th centuries, when browsing through some of the regional gazetteers.134 What medieval 
historians can do for ‘big data’ datasets produced in the field of historical climatology, is 
provide assurances and caution about the types and use of documentary sources – especially 
in light of the increasingly popularity of digital databases such as tambora.org. 

Furthermore, most climate scientists are hardly interested in the inconclusive 
contextualization of possible climate signals, and the question why climate played a significant 
role in a particular context. What many historical climatologists have failed to realise, or rather 
care enough about, is that similar or even the same climatic changes have very different 
meanings, impact and consequences between different historical societies. Although recent 
books such as Geoffrey Parker’s on the 17th-century ‘crisis’ have perpetuated a view, based on 
the cherry-picking of supportive cases, that phenomena such as the Little Ice Age created 
disruption on a global scale,135 regardless of where and how one lived, it is clear that climatic 
instability and the potential environmental hazards that ensued were not the same 
everywhere. Careful comparison of data on prices and mortalities would show us that even in 
regions very close together, harvest failures such as that of the early 1690s did not produce 
equivalent effects.136 The consolidation of all this new data on the climate, in some cases going 
back into the Middle Ages, is a positive development – but the challenge for medieval 
historians now is to take some of these state-of-the-art datasets on, for example, historical 
grape harvests, and assess what they meant for specific historical societies. Big data can of 
course allow us to create ever larger narratives talking about ever longer time spans, but this 
should be combined with formal comparative testing at the other end of the small scale too. 

4. Conclusion 

This paper has identified two main changes in the way mainstream economic history is 
conducted nowadays – the greater reliance and prevalence of econometrics and the move 
towards the ‘big data’ phenomenon in the digital age. This has had knock-on effects for the 
discipline of medieval economic history, apparently less suited to these methods, and at 
present it would be fair to say that medieval economic history is not in the best state. The 
main argument of the paper is that to reinvigorate the discipline, medieval historians would do 
best to take less precedence on the archive, and more on developing analytical approaches 
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and interacting with theories, ideas and hypotheses developed in other social science fields. In 
fact, a relevant function of medieval economic history could and should be to empirically test 
hypotheses and assertions made by other social sciences such as sociology and economics, and 
even by natural scientists such as biology.  

One potential forum through which medieval economic history could stimulate itself is through 
closer interaction with the new burgeoning discipline of ‘Disaster Studies’. Although ‘Disaster 
Studies’ ideas have filtered on through to a number of other social science disciplines, 
however, very little has reached historians. First of all, we suggest that this is due to the shift 
of history away from the other social sciences in recent years, but also secondly, on 
emphasizing the distinctiveness of the Anthropocene and how the modern age has little in 
common with the medieval. We suggest that this has been exacerbated by the over-privileging 
by cultural historians of the religious and ‘supernatural’ responses to terrible shocks and 
hazards, without recognition that (a) medieval people did not merely accept any imposed 
religious disaster discourse, (b) religious or spiritual responses to hazards and shocks did not 
preclude other coping mechanisms, and (c) even today terrible shocks and hazards occur in 
highly religious cultural settings. We suggest that the specific contribution that medieval 
economic historians could make is two-fold. First of all, by offering up new possibilities for 
spatial and longitudinal comparisons, either through the flexible manoeuvring of dependent, 
independent and control variables or through offering a much needed long-term perspective 
(on important developments such as the roots of inequality). Second of all, by acting as a place 
to contextualise large datasets, often produced by those outside the historical discipline in the 
era of big-data. Medieval economic historians can learn from their colleagues in social and 
cultural history about using their expertise to redirect and shape scientific research (such as in 
the study of historical diseases), and furthermore, use their own training to provide much 
needed source criticism and contextual background to forge new narratives based on the pool 
of historical climatological data now being uncovered. 

As a final point, we should perhaps be more confident in asserting the relevance of the 
medieval period as a source of inspiration for policy-making today, especially when looking for 
unconventional solutions. Next to the pronounced regional variations in coping mechanisms, 
the combination of global capitalism and state power, has exercised a kind of uniform 
influence. Something that became very apparent in the 18th and 19th centuries was a powerful 
centralization of response to hazards and shocks, a turn to the technocratic solutions (often 
energy and capital intensive), standard procedures of relief and solidarity, a disrespect for 
regional variation, and a stronger belief in the absolute control of risk (with Beck’s risk society 
as a historical epoch). Some of this predates the 18th century, but it becomes more generalized 
in line with the Industrial Revolution. Only in the last decade, in the epoch of climate change, 
have policy makers and environmental scientists realised that these solutions do not always 
work, and are looking for alternatives. Out of any period in European history, the medieval 
period has alternative solutions, which were through time disregarded as antiquated, 
dysfunctional, and not able to guarantee absolute protection. But when admitting that 
absolute protection is maybe not possible, these solutions could inspire policy again. Only in 
recent years are we becoming aware of how the ways in which medieval peasant communities 
dealt with flood plains could offer inspiration for coastal realignment policies for example. 
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