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I .  I NTRODUCT I ON 

This paper exami nes evide n ce from late-Medieva l/ear ly­

Re naissan ce Eng land in order to determ i ne whether the Eng lish 

e conomy suffered a secular de c line after the first outbreak of 

p lague, in 134 8 - 51 .  The ma jor con c lusion of this ana ly sis is that 

the plague did not cause an eco nomi c depression in En g la nd . 

I nstead, economi c data--such as food pri ces, wages, and trade 

figures-- i ndi cate that the economi c we lfare of the survi vi  n g  

E n g lish population improved i n  the post-p lague era. Th e severe 

a nd repeated population de c lines during the post-p lague period 

a ppear to have bee n ge nerated wholly exoge nously . The economi c 

improveme nt was not universal .  Wh ile the peasants and art isans 

were better off in the post-p lague era, the upper c lass suffered 

from th e rise in wage rates and the fa l l  in land re nts . 

The con c lusions rea ched here co ntradi ct those of ma ny other 

e conomi c historians . Th e disagreeme nt has two basic sour ces . 

First, when the population leve l fa l ls drastically ,  total and per 

capita eco nomi c activity may mo ve in op posite directions . Ma ny 

e conomi c historians, most notab ly Miskimi n and Lopez , have looked 

at trade figures for this period in aggregates, ign ori ng changes 

i n  pop ulat ion (see 19, 20 , 21, 22). Such pra ctices im p li cit ly 

re ly on Ma lt husian th eories of endoge nously ge nerated changes in 

population . The prob lems with applying the Malth usian population 

th eory to this time period are dis cussed be low in greater detai l .  

For now , suffice it to say that population de c line may be 

exoge nous or may be affected by economi c activity in other than 



cayita 

the usua lly expected way s.  Be c ause th e issue of aggregate versus 

p er capita data h as bee n mish a nd led by many writers, it is 

ne cessary to define economi c depression pre cise ly .  I n  this paper, 

the term "e conomi c depression " de notes a ge  nera l de c li ne in 

p er e co nomi c a ctivity . Wh ile this may seem a simp listic 

poi nt, confusion ove r this co n cept ch ara cteriz es the debate a bout 

e conomi c tre nds during the Midd le Ages and the Re naissance.  l 

Se cond, severa l scholars dis cuss the effect of th e plague on 

Western Europe as a who le . B y  co ntrast, this study on ly considers 

E n g l  a nd .  Th e a n a ly sis prese nted here cannot nec essari ly be gener­

a lized to Fr e n ch, Ita li a n, or oth er contine nta l Europea n econom i es 

o f  the period . Cir cum sta n ces in other nations differed gre atly 

from th ose in Eng l a nd .  Eng la nd bad no armies batt ling o n  her 

soil; she was not a city-st ate easi ly starved out by a bad lo c a l  

h arvest or a siege . Wh ile recurrent epidemi cs and the ensuing 

popula tion de c line were the domi n a nt themes in Eng lish history of 

th e period, war and fami ne took a greater to l l  on the Co ntine nt. 

Stude nts of medieva l Fr a n ce h a ve con centrated on th e Hu ndred 

Years ' War rath er th an buboni c plagu e as the ch ief cause of th at 

n a  tion's misfortunes. Ot h er Continent a l  nations fa ced a simi lar 

m u  ltitude of prob lems . With so ma ny factors differing betwee n 

England and oth er cou ntries, any comp arison must be drawn with 

great care. 

1 Unfortunate ly , there are ve ry l i ttle tota l- or per- capita­
output data from this period for any sector except th e textile 
i ndustry . Most ava i la b le data are for fa ctor paym e  nts . This 
m ak e s  change s in th e distribution of in come a re leva nt 
co nsideration .  
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The d i f  ferences between the Eng l i sh and the Co nt inental 


e xper i e  nce fol low i ng the Black Death, wh i ch swept al l of Europe 

between 134 8 and 13 51, po i nt out that the econom i  c trends in 

Eng land dur i ng the 14th and 15th ce ntur ies are not un iquely deter­

m i ned by the o c curren ce of plague, nor by the subseq uent loss i n  

populat ion. The Eng l i sh exper ience, as exam i ned here, is pro bab ly 

m ost interest i ng as a counterexamp le to Ma lt hus ian theory, that 

populat ions grow unt i l  they are unab le to support themse lves .  

The theory predi cts that on ce th is oc curs, economi c and populat ion 

d e c  l i ne fo l low .  2 

Th is paper starts w ith a short presentat ion of ear l i er 

research on the post-Black Death era. Re cent stud i es of the pre­

134 8 Eng li  sh economy are then re vi ewed . Be cause the nature of the 

d i  sease itse lf has economi c sign i f i  cance other than s imp ly 

i n  creas i ng th e mortal i ty rates, the ep idem iolog i  cal character­

i st i cs of the plague are d i scussed br i efly . The im med i ate and 

l o ngrun dynam i  c paths of ad justme nts of the economy fol low i ng the 

p lague are exam i ned us i ng wage, pr i ce, rent, and export data. 

These data are exam i ned w ith i n  chronolog i  cal categor ies.  The last 

se ction of the paper compares the pre-plague and post-p lague 

e conomi es. 

2 Modern economi c demographers embraced Ma lt husian theory in a 
re lat ive ly sop hist i cated form . I n  ge nera l, the re lat ionship 
Ma lthus found ho lds so we ll for pre i ndustr ial so c i et ies that 
evidence show i ng a cha nge i n  one var iab le (say, populat ion) can be 
used to pred i  ct a change in the other (say , econom i  c we lf are) , i f  
i ndependent data are absent. 
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I I  . SUMMA RY OF PA S T  RE SEARCH AND EV I D  EN CE 

This section contains a short presentation of other views on 

the sub je ct and a description of the nature of supporting evi­

d ence. Within the past century, economi c historians have vastly 

a ltered their view s on the trends in economi c a ctivity and in 

p op ulation le ve ls during the centuries surrounding the Bla ck 

Death. Some turn-of -the-century writers hypothesiz ed that pop ula ­

tion must have in creased throug hout this period, with on ly a brief 

inter lude of de c line during the plague years 134 8 - 51. These 

a uthors saw a continuous trend of progress and in creasing economi c 

a ctivity running from the 11th century to modern times. 3 Tharold 

Rogers, for exam p le, cited Eng land ' s  economi c hea lth and ever-

in creasing trade activity during this period as eviden ce that the 

population grew without serious interruption, from the 12th 

century to modern times (quoted in 27, p. 221). Today, virtua lly 

a l l  scholars argue that the plague depopulated Europe and that 

recovery was far from immediate. 

Unfortunately for researchers, the exa ct pop ulation and leve l 

of economi c activity in medieva l En g land are unk nown. The Eng lish 

did not keep National In come ac counts during the midd le ages. 

On ly two inde pendent sour ces of nationa l population figures exist 

for the entire medieva l period. These are the Domesday book of 

3 For ful ler descriptions of turn -of-the-century view s on 
medieva l Eng land, see Bridbury (3) and Postan (27). 
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10 8 6  and the Po l l  Tax of 1377. Eve n these are only surveys of 

househo lds in certain sectors of the population. The total 

population estimates made from these figures depend critica l ly on 

assumptions about depende n ce rates, tax in cide n ce, and tax 

e vasion. Estimated population f igures for the three ce nturies 

spanned by these two pieces of data depend quite heavi ly on 

assumptions about ferti lity and mortality rates. 4 There are some 

trade data, most notab ly exported c l  oths and sack s of raw woo l, 

but most tre nds in output (particularly in the agricultura l 

se ctor) must be proje cted from se lected ma noria l ac counts 

reporting a creage de voted to various crops, and from changes in 

prices. These estimates are of course highly se nsitive to 

assump tions about changes in tastes, in come, and factor pri ces. 

Si nce Wor ld War I I  , aerial surveys of the Eng lish country 

side and archeol ogi cal studies of Eng lish towns have produ ced 

unde niab le evide nce of drastic population redu ctions in the 14th 

ce ntury. The aerial photos re veal hundreds of aba ndoned 13th- and 

14  th-century vi l lages and fields, while the archeol ogi cal studies 

4 Comparing two estima tes based on these sour ces shows the 
se nsitivi ty of such estimates to various ass umptions. Russe l l  
postulates that the population peaked i n  134 7, that morta lity from 
the plague was 20 per cent, that tax evasion was 2. 5-per cent, and 
that depende n ce rates were 35 perce nt. This gives a peak 
population of 3. 7 mi l lion (32). Assumi ng a population peak in 
1315 (the date of the Great Fami ne), a 10-percent net de c line in 
popul ation between 131 5 and 134 8 ,  a 50-percent plague mortality 
rate between 134 8 and 1377, a 4 0 -percent depende n ce rate, and a 
25-per cent tax evasion, Postan arrives at 8 mi l lion as the peak 
population figure (27, p. 37). 



show that i n  ma ny Eng lish tow n s  , outer wa l ls exp a nded during the 


13th ce ntury proved adeq uate to hou se the tow n population until 

well into the 16 th century (11, p. 175) . These findi ngs , together 

with co ntemporary chronic le s of the fami ne of 131 5-19 and of the 

B lack Death, present co nvi ncing evidence of a dra stic population 

decline i n  the 14 th century . P lague chronic le s and epidemi olog ­

ica l studies prov i de evide nce that the population dec li ned between 

20 and 40 percent due to the Black Death alo ne, with further 

reduction caused by subs equent outbreak s. 5 By mos t accounts, the 

E n  g li s h  population at the begi n ning of the 15th century stood at 

not more than 50 perce nt of it s peak leve l, reached some time 

betwee n 127 5 and 131 5. 

Because economi c data from this period are scanty , ma ny 

eco nomi c his torians have tried to piece together a picture of the 

era using population estima tes to pos tulate probab le eco nomic 

co nditions. 6 This method produces sce narios that accord we l l  with 

traditiona l as s umption s about the correlation between economic 

activi ty and populat ion but fa l l  apart if this corre lation is 

q uestioned. Applyi ng the Ma lthus ian law to 14 th- and 15th-century 

population data has led ma ny hi storians to claim that the po st­

5 Postan es timates the death to l l  by 1351 at 4 0  perce nt, with a 
tota l reduction of 50 perce nt from a l l  outbreak s (2 6 ,  p. 32). 
Ru s s  ell puts the increa se in morta lity at 20 perce nt, or a death 
to l l  of 25 perce nt in th e 3- year period (32, p. 55). Mi s kim i  n 
quotes 25 percent by 1351, with an equal amount every 10 years 
thereafter (21, p. 27). 

6 See Bea n (2) or Sa ltma rsh (35) for examp les of such theorie s .  
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1 34 8  era was character i z  ed by econom i c  depre s s  ion. They draw 

f urther support for the ir cla im s  from the lack of a quick 

p opulat ion recovery . The weakne s s  i n  th i s  argume nt l i es i n  the 

l ack of independe nt subs tant iat i ng econom i c  ev i de nce, as we l l  as 

o utr ight co ntrad i ctory ev i de nce, such as improved d i et, shelter, 

a nd cloth i ng amo ng the urba n work i ng c la s s .  7 

Rece nt ly , Thrupp gathered i ndependent ev i de nce of pop ulat ion 

d ecli ne in ma nors w ith i ncreased econom i c  act iv i ty by stud y  i ng 

prev i ou s ly unexam i ned ma nor i a l  account s and i nher itance records . 

Her work and that of stude nts of med i eva l ep idem i o logy poi nt to 

a utonomou s ly i ncreased mortality rates and decrea sed replaceme nt 

rates in the late 1 4th and 1 5th centuries . The outbreak of plague 

w a s  not on ly as soc i ated w ith an i ncreased death rate; it may als o 

have been the ma jor force beh i nd decreased replaceme nt rates, 

because it caused ster i  lity in ma ny surv iv  ors and struck dow n a 

d i sproport i onate number of ch i ldren and young peop le i n  the 

period i c  pos t- 1351 outbreak s (2, p .  431). 8 Wh i le a ma l nour i s  hed 

populat ion i s  more suscept ible to d i  sease than a we l l- fed one, the 

a utoma t i  c as sociat ion between high death rates and Malthus ian 

7 Br idbury (3) prov ides a ful l d i  scu s s  ion of change s in  the 
peasant '  s standard of livi  ng fo l low i ng the plague. 

8 Shrew sbury (37) agrees that plague causes ster i  lity but 
co ntends that survi vors hip doe s not prov i de immu n  ity from subse­
quent attack s .  He v i ew s  the higher mortal i ty rates amo ng the 
young as ev i de nce that these ep idem i cs mu st have been caused by 
other d i  seases . Th i s  v i ew is not w ide ly shared . 
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overpopulation is not alway s appropriate. I ncreased trade and 


commu nication s  are a ls o  causes of heighte ned incidence of di sease. 

Outbreak s of plague depend on the bio logica l cyc le s of rats and 

f leas as we l l  as hum a  ns. The evide nce for a cau sa l con nection 

from economic hards hip to increased mortality rates is not over­

whe lmi ng in the medica l ly un sophisticated society and ge nera l ly 

u n  sanitary conditions of medieva l Eng la nd (4 1,  p. 1 52}  . 

To te st the Malthusian hypothesis for the pop ulation decline 

of the late 1 4 th and 1 5th centuries and to deve lop a reference 

point for mea suring the economic hea lth of the Eng li sh eco nomy 

during this period, it is neces sary to look at the population and 

economi c tre nds in pre- 134 8 Eng la nd in some detai l before movi ng 

o n  to the plague period it self and fina l ly to the pos t-plague 

era. 

I I I  . ENG LAN D B E FO RE TH E PLAG U  E 

K now ledge of the Eng li s h  eco nomy before the Norma n Co nq uest 

of 10 6 6  is almo s t  nonexi s tent. There is virtual co nsensus, 

however, on the nature of Eng li s h  deve lopment between the Co nque st 

and the end of the 1 3th century . During this 250- year period, the 

population grew steadi ly , at approximately 3. 8 per mi l le per an num 

( 2 6 ,  p. 33). The amou nt of land under cultivation increased by 

hu ndreds of thou sands of acres. Network s of sma l l  and large 

vi l lage s sprang up and covered the cou ntry side. These vi l lage s 

were inhabited by the 90 percent of the pop ulation direct ly or 

indirect ly invo lved in agriculture (1  1 ,  p. 1 6 7). 
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Des pite the overwhelmi ng ly rura l character of medieva l 

E ng la nd, tow n s  and cities continued to gr ow and increase in 

imp ortance as centers of economic activity. No nagricultura l goods 

a nd services were mostly produced by individual artisans or 

mi niscule cottage indu s tries. 9 The ro le of guilds in tow n life 

a nd the regu lation of commerce is we l l  documented. The pre sence 

of these carte ls and the ge nera l lack of social mobi lity in the 

s ociety part ly exp lain the differential between livi ng standards 

of tow n re side nts and thos e of pea sants. 

The 250-year period fo l low ing the Norma n Co nq uest was marked 

by treme ndou s in novation in agricultura l techniques. In the 1 1  th 

ce ntury , the preferred areas of sett leme nt were on ligh t ,  loamy 

soil suitab le for intermi ttent cultivation with a light plow . By 

the 13th ce ntury , two-field or three-field sy stems of crop rota­

tion were universal. The three-fie ld system was a particu lar ly 

s ign ificant in novation because it al lowed the grow ing of bar ley 

and oat s, which provided fodder for hors es. The hor se, together 

with the four-whee led wagon with a pivoted front ax le, provided a 

improved and le s s  expensive tra ns portation, which aided the 

expansion of ca sh crop s, such as wheat and woo l, by making more 

regions acce s sib le to markets. The deve lopme nt of the stiff 

co l lar enab led a sing le hor se rather than three oxe n to be used on 

the heavy plow , reducing the amou nt of capital inve s  tme nt in 

9 Homa n s  (1 6 )  and Chambers (4 ) di scu s s  medieva l production and 
marketing tech niques in detai l. 



live s tock needed for peasant commu ne s to farm heavy and rocky 


soil. 10 These improveme nts in tech no logy , together with the 

rec lamation of mar s  hla nd, greatly increased the food supply (22, 

p .  34). This, in turn, al lowed the Eng lish country side to support 

a larger population. 

One of the unans wered questions of the period is why know n 

techniques did not spread more rapid ly . He l leiner hypothesiz es 

that in novation took place in re spon se to population pre s s ure and 

that it was the agricultura l crises in the late Midd le Age s  (i. e. , 

fo llowing the plague) that eve ntual ly compe l  led lords to adopt 

s omew hat more experime ntal attitude s towards inherited agricu l ­

tura l practices (12, p. 36 9). 

The exp la nation that cri sis lead to in novation runs counter 

to the obs erved behavior of pea sant populations in modern deve l­

oping nations. On the other hand, however, Po stan compares 

i n  novation on freeho ldi ngs to that of peasant com mu ne lands , and 

finds no subs tantiation for the modern hypothesis that change is 

ge nera l ly initiated by nonco nformi st individua ls and hence stifled 

by communal orga niz ation (29 , p. 34 2). I n  fact, many of the 

i n  novations of thi s period, particu lar ly the use of the heavy 

plow, were we l l  suited to a communal setting, where capita l equip­

m e nt and live s tock could be ea sily shared or where inve stme nts 

10 Higde n '  s work (1 4 )  traces the spread of tech no logy within the 
British I s les. White (41, p. 39) discu s  ses the nature of impor­
tant in novations and their effect on society . 
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could be made by a large landowner, although the change s often 

neces s i  tated the red i s  tribut ion of land (1 2, p. 36 9). 

There i s  a more appea ling exp lanat ion for the s low spread of 

le s s  labor- intens ive methods of cult ivat ion. The three-f i  eld 

s y  stem of crop rotat ion, for examp le, req uires much le s s  fa llow 

acreage to be plowed annua lly and thus i s  land- intense, but labor 

s av i ng. However, in pre-plague Eng land , labor was in such 

abundant supply that any substitut ion of scarce land for plent iful 

labor wa s econom i ca l ly irrat ional. Wh i le more acre s of crop s can 

be grown us ing th i s  techn iq ue, fewer of tho se acre s can be de voted 

to the high -ca lor ie spr ing- p lanted cerea l staples, wh ich mig ht 

a lso make three-f i  eld cult ivat ion le s s  attract ive when land i s  

the scarce factor. 

Evidence show s that by the late 13th century , exces s i  ve 

growth wa s caus ing overpopulat ion. There i s  l i  ttle doubt that the 

populat ion grew fas ter than the num ber of acre s under cult ivat ion. 

Between the 11th and the 14th centur ies, plot s i z  e fe l l  and 

dependence rates increa sed (2 8 ,  p. 227) . The hypothes i s  of a 

chang i ng land/ labor rat io i s  supported by exam i n  ing both manor ial 

account s and graveyards. Land shortages were severe. Queu ing for 

vacant hold ings became common pract ice, and landowner s ra i s ed 

entry fees (4 , p. 13). Tran sfer s of land by sa le rather than 

i nher itance became more co mmonplace (27, p. 34). The price of 

arable land, the ob l i  gat ions of serf s  , and money rent s of tenants 

a l l  continued to r i s  e in the 13th century . Land le s s  fam i  li  es 
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became more numerou s; and with the increa sed avai labi lity of hired 

labor, the rea l wage fe l l. l l  

Compoundi ng the problem of an ever-i ncreasing population wa s 

the los s of productivity of new ly reclaimed la nds . Much of this 

land was margi nal at be st, req uiri ng freq uent fa l low ing and heav y 

fertiliz ation to retai n it s fertility (2 6 ,  p. 4 0). But hungry 

peop le cannot alway s afford to take the land out of production, 

eve n when they kn ow it is neces sary . With inadeq uate husba ndry , 

the margi nal lands proved ever more inadeq uate to feed the 

population. l2 

In classic Ma lthusian style, overpopulation broug ht forth it s 

own solution- -depopulation--throug h ma l nutrition, ri sing morta lity 

rates, and dec li ning marriage and birth rate s ( 6 ,  p. 523). 

Fami ne s became more freq uent, caused both by increa sed depende nce 

o n  margi nal lands and by a wor s ening c limate. l3 Undoubted ly , much 

of the pop ulation lived very close to the subsistence leve l, 

11 Postan presents evide nce that the rea l wage in 1320 was 
between 25 and 4 0  perce nt les s  than the rea l wage in 1210 , 
a lthoug h, due to price inf lation, the money wage was approximately 
co nstant (27, p. 232). 

12 Bridbury claims that the severity of the fami ne s is probab ly 
some what exaggerated becau se they hit variou s parts of the cou ntry 
with very differe nt intensities (3, p. 577). 

13 Duby reports 10 years of universal fami ne in Europe between 
1270 and 1335: 1272, 1277, 128 3, 1292, 1311, 1315-19 , and 1333, 
which, he claims , is co nsiderab ly more freq uent than in earlier 
periods . I n  addition, mos t  cou ntries had loca l fami nes during 
this period (9, p. 18 3). Ru s sell and Genicot both cited 
geologica l evide nce that there wa s g loba l coo ling between 127 5 and 
130 0 (32, p. 55; 10 , p. 673). 
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vul nerab le to the s lightest reduction in the avai lab le food 

s upply . Eve n  sma l l  ri ses in the price of grain during this period 

w ere associated with increased death rates .  There i s  some 

e vide nce that fami nes were fo l lowed by increa sed rea l wage s, as 

the stock of land les s  workers was temporari ly dep leted . 

There is virtua l agreeme nt amo ng modern economic his toria ns 

that by the begi n ning of the 14th ce ntury , mo s t  of Europe- -Eng la nd 

i ncluded- - had ceased to ad va nce . Co loniz ation stop ped . Popula­

tion le ve ls stayed co n s tant or fe l l .  Bad weather and exhau sted 

s oil preve nted the rea li z ation of agricultura l surp luses . 

The overpopulation and repeated fami nes of the late 13th and 

early 14th centuries cul mi nated in the great fami ne of 1315-19, 

which deva s  tated a l l  of Europe. The severity of this natura l 

di saster is indicated by the treme ndou s ri se in crop price s, to 

leve ls greater than thos e seen again for at lea st a century and a 

half , whether mea sured in shilli ngs or grains of silver (30 , 

p .  56 5, tab le V). Writings from the period from every Europea n 

cou ntry te l l  horrib le stories of peop le eating the flesh of dead 

kin .  Cipo l la estima tes the magn itude of the death to l l  for these 

4 years alone at between 15 and 20 percent of the population (7, 

p .  8 8  ). 

The fami ne decreased the proportion of la nd le s s  poor for two 

reason s .  Fir st, this cla s s  re lied more heavi ly on the avail­

abi lity of grain in the marketplace and were therefore harder hit 

by fami ne. Seco nd, as landed pea sants died of fami ne, the land­

l e s s  poor rushed to take up vacant ho ldi ngs . The ma s s  ive exit 
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of wage laborers had repercu s s  ion s i n  the mark etplace. Neverthe­

le s s, the change i n  the la nd/ labor rat io d i d  not cause nomi na l 

rents to fa l l, althoug h the ir r i se wa s halted (3, p. 577). 

There i s  l i tt le doubt that Eng la nd '  s populat ion d i d  not aga i n  

rega i n  its pre-131 5 peak unt i l  we l l  i nto the 1 50 0 '  s .  However, 

there i s  no ev i de nce that the fam i  ne caused ma jor social and 

econom i c  upheava ls . Rather, the dec l i  ne of the ma nor i a l  s ystem 

d i  d not begi n to ga i n  force unt i l  the 136 0 '  s and 1370 '  s (3, 

p. 57 8). 

A fter the fam i  ne, rea l wage s ros e s harp ly (28 , tab le I ). 

Land pr ices rose le s s  steeply than before. Wh i le some scholars 

( n  otab ly Postan) see th i s  as an ear ly s ign of econom i c  decli ne ,  

others (such a s  Br i dbury) have recent ly argued that the cou ntry­

s i  de was so overpop ulated at the t ime of the fam i  ne that the 

decrease in pop ulat ion had a purgat ive rather than a tox i c  effect 

(3, p. 58 7). Th i s  second schoo l of thoug ht subs cr ibes to the 

hypothes i s  that i n  early 1 4  th-century Eng la nd, the margi na l 

product of labor wa s close to zero and that the va lue of labor i n  

product ion was not s ign if icant ly i ncrea sed by local lo s ses of 25 

to 35 percent i n  populat ion ( 9, p. 20 0). 

The support for the v i ew that the cou ntry s ide suffered 

extreme overpop ulat ion has been pieced together from several 

s ources. These i nc lude ev i de nce of high dependence rates and 

large hou sehold groups fou nd i n  the exam i nat ion of ma nor ial 

a nd mo naster ial records (1 6 ,  p. 420 ) .  Together w ith contemporary 

source s te lli ng ta le s of un imag i nab le rura l poverty, these data 
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sketch a picture of a peasantry so destitute, so hungry for la nd, 

that eve n large reductions in the population by fami ne or di sease 

I 

did not significant ly affect the number of tenants and wage 

earners worki ng on des irab le estates. Ho ldi ngs on ma nors suffer­

i ng heavi er-than-average los s  es did not remain vacant lo ng. l 4  

The fami ne of 131 5- 19,  which wiped out approximate ly 1 5  per­

cent of the nationa l population, repre sents a Ma lthusian suppre s­

s ion of a pop ulation that has grawn beyond its outer limit s of 

s ubs istence. While 4 co n secutive years of very bad weather wa s 

the immediate cause of the di saster, there is much evide nce that 

the rate of pop ulation gr owth had previou s ly s lowed dow n because 

the food supply could not be increased as exhau sted soi l yielded 

less and le s s. 

Po stan pre sents evide nce that the pop ulation wa s cut back 

s ufficiently by the fami nes to begi n once again to gr ow .  (27, 

p. 4 1  ). After this deva s tation, marriage and fertility rates 

agai n rose. Bridbury poi nts out that the standard of livi ng 

improved somew hat, at least if we lfare is mea sured by the avail­

abi lity of an adeq uate food supply (3, p. 58 2). A lthoug h the 

cou ntry side again teemed with peop le,  it is clear that the popula­

tion did not reachieve it s 131 5 peak in the pre-p lague period . 

I n  134 8 ,  on the eve of the B lack Death, Eng land wa s a cou ntry 

rebou nding from recent pop ulation decreases. Many author s 

1 4  This also indicates that medieva l Eng land '  s pop ulation wa s 
more mobile than is usually supposed. 
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represent Eng land at that time as a cou ntry slowly regaining its 


feet, when the plague sent the eco nomy divi ng into depression. 1 5  

Accord i ng to Bridbury , there is every indication that while 

Eng land was not quite in the state of overpopulation it had bee n 

i n  two decades ear lier, the cou ntry side sti l l  had an abu nda nce 

of huma n life at the time the plagu e struck (3, p. 57 8). Never-

the less, he agrees with the vast ma j ority of economic historians 

that the outbreak of plague represented a Ma lthusian check . 

I V  . TH E PLAG UE AN D ITS I M  ME D I ATE EFFECT S  

The outbreak of plague i n  Eng land in 13 4 9  was part of a 

European and Oriental pandemic that lasted in the British Is les 

until 16 6 5. 1 6  A pa ndemi c is characteri zed by an initia l exp l osive 

outbreak of plague that decimates the rat and flea pop ulations 

necessary for the spread of the disease. Successive outbreaks are 

of reduced severity , both because the huma n pop ulation gai ns 

( limited) immu nity to the disease and because plague breaks out 

w henever the rat and flea pop ulations reach a thresho ld we l l  

be low the origi na l leve l. Outbreaks become increasing ly freq uent, 

loca liz ed, and less severe. B y  the late 15th century , plague had 

1 5  See Lopez and Miskimi n (20 ) for an examp le of this view . 

16  There have bee n three such pandemics in recorded history : the 
first bega n in Con stantinop le arou nd 50 0 A . D ., the second outbreak 
bega n with the Black Death years of 134 8 -51, affecting both Europe 
a nd the Orient; the third, the Great Eastern Plague, started 
around 18 00.  
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ceased to be a rura l phenomenon in Eng la nd. The la st several 

outbreak s in the 17th century were a lmo s t  entire ly confined to 

Lo ndon. The Great Fire of 1 6  6 5  wiped out plague in Eng land 

e ntire ly , probab ly becau se it de s troyed the woode n bui ldi ngs in 

w hich the plague-carry ing fleas and their rats lived. l7 

Mortality rates amo ng plague victim s vary wide ly , dependi ng 

upon the form co ntracted. The mo s t  com mo n  a nd lea st virulent 

vers ion of plague is the bubonic form, which depends upon the rat 

and flea to spread the infection. l 8  Without antibiotics , the 

bubonic version is fatal in ma n approxima tely 6 0  percent of the 

time . 

Because the flea '  s reproductive cyc le is extreme ly sensitive 

to climate change s, the bubo nic form is characteriz ed as a warm- , 

but not hot-weather di sease. The outbreaks of 134 8 - 51 continued 

year-round becau se the epidemi c deve loped a pneumo nic form. I n  

this form, the bacteria ca n be tra nsmitted throug h the air from 

pers on to pers on. This form is high ly contagi ou s and is fata l in 

1 7  Between 134 8 and 1 4  8 5  there were 19 years when plague infected 
most of Eng la nd : 134 8 - 51, 136 1- 6 2, 136 9, 1375, 1390, 1398 - 1 4  0 0 ,  
1 4  0 7, 1 4  13, 1 4 38 -39, 1 4 6 5, 1 4  71, and 1 4  79. P lague infected 
s ectors of the cou ntry in 138 9, 1 4 0 6 ,  and 1 4 4 0 .  Lo ndon alone 
s uffered in 1 4 0 5, 1 4  13, 1 4 34 ,  1 4 39, 1 4 6 4  , 1 4 70 ,  and 1 4  8 4- 8 5  ( 4  , p. 
1 3  2) . 

1 8  The black rat '  s fleas are the preferred hos t  of the para site. 
These f leas wil l  not bite ma n or other mam ma ls until the rat 
population is decima ted. Once the rats are ki l led off, its fleas 
then bite other mam ma ls (huma ns being a preferred victim ), and 
regurgi tate the infected rat '  s b lood into the new hos t  (37, 
p. 10). 
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a lmo st 10 0 percent of it s victim s if treatme nt is not quick ly 


admi nistered. The third form of the di s ease, septaemetic plague, 

i s  the most dead ly but als o  extreme ly rare, eve n in ma s sive out­

b reak s (1 , p. 4 0 3-7) . 1 9  The chronic le s of the Black Death years, 

1 3  4 8-51, make it clear that plague was pre sent in all three of it s 

f orrns. 

While the black rat is a weak creature that likes to share 

huma n habitation, its i nabi lity to migrate ha s been undu ly 

exag gerated by some scho lars, who refuse to accept the pos sibi l i ty 

o f  a 25-to-40  -perce nt death rate. I ndeed, it appears that this 

w eak creature moved acros s the sea and from city to cou ntry side 

q uite ea sily ,  becau se it wa s the com mo n  ship rat, and it  also 

l ived in grain stores and in the wood and thatched cottage s 

t y pica l i n  the 14th ce ntury (35, p. 1 1  4 ). While not more than 

1 0  percent of the pop ulation inhabited urba n centers and ma j or 

market tow n s  in 134 8 ,  virtually the entire pop ulation lived in 

v i l lage s with between 1 0  and 4 0 0  fami lies (22, p. 1 9). There 

were few iso lated hou seholds in medieva l Eng li s h  society . 

1 9  Septaemetic plague is transmitted when a person ' s  b lood is so 
i nfected that when one of his fleas bites another pers on, it 
carries such a toxi c leve l of the di sease that the second vict im 
dies within a matter of hours. Few plague victim s ca n incubate 
the infection to such a point without dying, and at death, fleas 
abandon the body ; so the opportunitie s for this type of plague to 
deve lop are extreme ly rare. I n  addition, the tra nsmi s s  ion had a 
low probabi lity of occurri ng in the Middle Ag e s  becau se plague 
victims were freq uent ly aba ndo ned (1  , p. 4 0 3). 
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The incide nce of plague in vi l lage s is as high as that in the 

towns,  accordi ng to comparisons of ma noria l accounts and town 

records (2, p. 42). In both, the death rate wa s high ly variab le. 

Some loca lities had a s  much as 6 5  percent of the population die in 

i nitia l outbreak s. Others were pas sed over more light ly .  

Reviewi ng contemporary accou nts and avai lab le records , it is not 

difficu lt to be lieve that at lea st a quarter of the population 

perished from plague between 134 8 and 1351. 20 Exposure of eve n 

remote regions sugge s  ts that medieva l Eng la nd wa s a society we l l  

con nected by many internationa l and domes tic trade routes and 

market s. 

Hi storians present co nf licting reports of economic conditions 

during and im mediate ly fo l lowing the Black Death. This is not 

s urpr ising- -first, becau se the p lague did not afflict all 

v i l lage s and towns uniform ly ,  and second, becau se information 

about this 3- year period comes from chronic lers, suppleme nted by 

inve s  tigation s of ma noria l records .  Chronic lers primari ly use 

20 Cipo l la notes that fami nes elimi nating 1 0  to 20 percent of the 
loca l population were not uncommo n (7, p. 8 9). A s  Bridbury poi nt s 
out, every thing in the behavior of co ntemporaries leads one to 
be lieve that plague was far deadlier (3, p. 58 7). 
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anecdota l evide nce, tendi ng to exaggerate and overemp ha size the 

m ore dramatic aspect s of a period . 21 

B y  far the mos t  important mea sure of year-to-year change s in 

medieva l we lfare is the pre sence of adeq uate food supplie s .  

Studie s on the relative supply and dema nd for grai n im mediately 

precedi ng the plague are co ntradictory . Bridbury claims that the 

21 One theme repeated by many chronic lers is the change in 
co ns umption patterns during the Black Death and subseq uent plague 
years . Peop le appear to have had one of two ba sic reaction s  to 
the threat of death all around them . The firs t reaction wa s an 
i ncrea se in re ligiou s fervor, accompa nied by the dive sting of 
word ly goods , in order to live the life of prayer and devotion . 
The second and apparently more commo n  reaction was an indulge nce 
i n  wor ld ly plea sures, characterized by increased co n s  umption of 
luxury goods . ( See No h l  (24 )  for writings from the period 
de scribi ng the change in livi ng pattern s .  ) 

This phenomenon needs little exp la nation if medieva l ma n '  s 
co ns umption pattern conformed to the life-cyc le hypothesis . The 
s pree of spendi ng reported by the chronic lers is predicted by the 
theory , give n (1 ) decreased life expectancies, as death by plague 
becomes more immi nent; (2) an increase in as set s  per capita, as 
i n  heritance conce ntrated wealth in fewer and fewer hands ; and 
(3) an increased abi lity to satisfy ba sic human needs ,  so that the 
i ncrease in co ns umption primari ly affected the dema nd for luxury 
goods . 

A n  additional exp lanation for the often-reported consumption 
of previ ou s ly unattainab le luxury goods by the com mo n  peop le is 
that ma ny luxury goods were durab le and survived their ow ners ' 
d eath. Si lk , furs, and de licate furniture came into the hands 
of serva nts and thos e who pi lf ered the home s of the dead (24 , 
p .  10 6).  Today there is no way of kn owing the perva sive nes s of 
co ns umption of lux ury goods by commo n fo lk . However, the number 
of extensive comme ntaries on the sub ject provide evide nce that the 
avai labi lity of the se com modities to the urba n shopkeepers and 
artisans repre sented a cha nge from the ordi nary . Some crude 
mea sure of the previ ou s di stribution of purchasing power by cla s s  
i s  sug ge sted by the emphasis o n  the co n s  umption of luxury goods by 
thos e outside the upper c la s s  es as an upheava l in the socia l order 
a nd the apparent restriction of this phenonme non to urba n 
s ettings . It als o  provide s a point of compari son for later 
periods . 
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Black Death hit Eng la nd after severa l fair ly good harve sts { 3, p. 

5 8  9). Ba sed on accounts from the estates of the bi s hop s of 

Wi nches ter, it appears that in 134 8 ,  on the eve of the Black 

Death, grain price s were at their 130 5-10 leve l, we l l  be low the 

1315-19 high but above their 1333-4 5  leve l { 27, p. 26 4 ). This 

rise in grain price s in the years immediately precedi ng the plague 

exceeded the increase res ulting from the gr owth in the per capita 

mo netary stock alo ne. 22 This ana ly sis leads to the conclu sion 

that grain was relative ly scarce im me diate ly before the plague 

s truck , but that the scarcity was not near ly as severe as during 

the 1315-19 fami ne. 

While it appears that grain was not in particu lar ly ple ntiful 

s upply im mediately before the plague struck, the years before the 

p lague do not seem to have been years of severe hunger, either. 

This evidence fit s Bridbury ' s  characteriz ation of the pre-plague 

Eng li s h  country side as still overpopulated but not sufferi ng from 

the same degree of rura l poverty as had been com mo n  before the 

Great Fami ne. 

Grain appears to have been in ple ntiful supply during the 

first epidemic. The three years of the Black Death had Indi an 

s ummers. This both pro longed the plague and a ls o  al lowed amp le 

time for survivi ng peasants to harve st the crop s (3, p. 57 8 ) .  

The year 1352, however, was a year of fami ne { 3  , p. 590). The 

22 Cipo l la (5) agreed that bul lion did not increa se by enoug h to 
accou nt for the change. 
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surp lu ses made avai lab le by the dra stic drop in population gave 


out. Both the weather and the harve sters seem to have fai led. 

This sequence of plague years fo l lowed by fami ne years occurred 

s eve ra l time s in the late 14th and 15th centuries (4 2, p. 32). 

I t  is not known whether it was caused by labor-market di s loca­

tion s, output ad justme nts, or ear ly winters simultaneou s ly ending 

that episode of plague and destroy ing the crop s. 

Severa l commentators have noted that price s for agricultura l 

a nd ma nufactured goods ros e during and fo l low ing the first 

epidemic of plague, with the price s of ma nufactured goods ri sing 

m ore (3 4 ,  p. 4 51). This seems to have als o  occurred to a 

les ser ext e nt during subs eq uent vi sitation s  of the di sease (12, 

p. 375). The phenome non ha s two causes --the monetary cause (a s 

bul lion per capita ros e) and the rea l cause ( which ha s more 

comp lex origi ns). 23 Undoubted ly , the dra stic drop in population 

cau sed severe labor-market di s locations, with variou s vi l lage s and 

vocatio ns havi ng suffered differentia l effect s of the plague. The 

geographic mobi lity of pea sants increased in the ge nera l tum u  lt, 

with la nd lords lowering entry fee s and e limi nating traditiona l 

ob liga tions in an attemp t to attract an adeq uate labor supply (22, 

p. 29) . Sma l l  land lords als o pre ssed for the enactme nt of the 

Labor Legi s lation of 13 51, which (un succe s sful ly )  sought to 

preve nt large and powerful land lords from attracting away their 

23 For a di scu s  sion of monetary is sues as s ociated with the growth 
a nd dec li ne of the medieva l population, see Cipo l la (5) and 
M i sk imi n ( 2 3) . 
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labor supply (22, p. 1 0 3} . Both the pressure for such legi s lation 


a nd its failure to thwart the offering of incentive s to workers 

and tenants show that mobi lity was increasing . 

I t  is not c lear that the Black De ath and the a s sociated 

d e  cli ne in pop ulation immediately raised the margi nal product of 

labor. A large proportion of the capital in medieva l agricu lture 

was in the form of live stock , which was sub ject to anima l murrai ns 

as we l l  as to bubo nic plague it self. These di s ea ses cut into the 

live s tock population between 134 8 and 1 351 (22, p .  57). I n  addi­

tion, thi s period was not long enough to allow read justme nts in 

techno logy to take adva ntage of change s in the land/ labor ratio. 

The increase in pea sant mobi lity immediately fo l low ing the 

B lack Death was not confined to interma norial moveme nts and to the 

e ntry of previ ou s ly la nd le s s  pea sants into deme s ne farm i ng. The 

migration to the tow n s  als o increa sed (1  1,  p. 1 6  4). The rapid 

recovery of hard-hit town population s argues that the we lfare of 

the pop ulation in urba n Eng la nd increa sed as we l l, becau se 

migrating peasants alway s have a ba se leve l of subsistance on 

which they can re ly (4 0 ,  p. 23 4 }  . 

C hambers reports that text ile workers were particu lar ly hard 

hit by the plague becau se they worked in close proximity to rats ' 

ne sts (4 , p. 8 9  } . Other indoor workers were als o  hard hit. The 

guilds ' abi lity to co ntro l ent ry into these and other profes sions 

broke dow n in the aftermath of the plague. Apprentice ship s were 

s hortened , as those with eve n mi nima l trai ning moved quickly up 

the ra nks so more pos itions opened up at the bottom ( 4 2, p. 233 }  . 
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This phenomenon, which wa s part of the ad ju stment proce s s  after 

each ma j or outbreak of p lague, provides additional evidence that 

the surviving members of the lower c la s  ses of society bettered 

their live s in the aftermath of the p lague. 

The increase in the re lative price s of manufactured goods 

fo llowing the B lack De ath probab ly stemmed from severa l comp le­

m entary causes. First, medieva l crafts were manufactured throug h 

very labor-intens ive proces ses. Un like a farmer, who can produce 

m ore with two acre s of land than with one, an arti san is not 

s ignificant ly more productive with two sets of too ls than with 

one. Thus, there is no rea son to be lieve that the margina l 

product of labor increased due to a higher capita l/ labor ratio as 

the number of arti sans fe11. 2 4  Second, the output per worker of 

manufactured goods probab ly fe l l  as human capital was de stroyed by 

the p lague. Ap prentice s, suddenly catapulted into the position s 

of ma sters ,  had not refined their s kills and probab ly worked more 

s l  ow ly .  The quality of goods probab ly fe l l  for the same reason. 25 

Equiva lent qua lity goods probab ly commanded a higher price in the 

market ( 22, p. 8 7). Third, as per capita income ros e, a sma l ler 

prop ortion of that income had to be spent on basic foods tuff s. 

24 This, of cour s e, as sum e s  that prior to the Black Death, there 
were not more arti sans than too ls . 

25 The los s  of human capital wa s a seriou s problem in a l l  of the 
fine and decorative art s. The growth and deve lopment of pers pec­
tive and rea lism were stunted by the premature deaths of the ma j or 
proponents and their di sciple s. While Ita ly was the center of 
artistic deve lopment, the los s of teachers pre sumably affected 
Eng land as we l l. 
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Thus, an increa se in per capita income probab ly lead to a re lative 

increa se in the demand for manufactured goods and hence a ri se in 

price. 

I m  mediately fo l lowing the fir st epidemic, the rura l sector 

appears to have lo s t  pop ulation re lative ly as we l l  as abs o lute ly . 

The land le s s  pea sants took up vacant ho ldings and the entire rura l 

population began to mo ve to the more de sirab le land ( 9, p. 212). 

The aggregate demand for ba sic foods tuffs fe l l, part ly compens ated 

for by a ri se in the demand for nonba sic agricultural product s. 

The margina l product of labor in the nonagricu lt ura l sector fe l l  

o r  at lea st stayed the same, whi le the demand for manufactured 

product s increased. The effect on the margina l product of labor 

in the rura l sector is uncertain. 

The medieva l Eng li s h  economy undoubted ly took some time to 

ad ju st to the differentia l effect s of the plague in variou s 

sectors. It appears, however, that the lower cla s s es in society 

improved their pos ition by taking up vacant ho ldings and entering 

apprentice ships in previou s ly res tricted profes sions. Land lords , 

faced with vacant ho ldings , lower agricultura l product price s, and 

higher wage rates, had their profit margin s further eroded, as 

they were forced to lower rents and entry fees to retain tenants 

or attract new ones. Attemp ts to legi s late wage ceilings and to 

prevent peasant mo vements were singu lar ly un succe ssful. The 
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econom i c  pos it ion of la nd lords bega n to deter i orate a s  the ir 


factor--la nd--became more abu nda nt re lat ive to labor. 26 

V. TH E LONGRU N  EFFECT S  OF TH E PLAG U E  AND TH E DYNAMI C S  OF ADJ USTMENT 

The los s  of 25 to 40  percent of the populat ion cau sed d i s ­

locat ions to which the med i eva l Eng l  i s  h eco nomy could not immed i -

ate ly ad just. Every sector of the Eng l i  s h  economy was affected by 

the dec li ne i n  populat ion. The equ i  libr i  um amo ng i ndu strial areas 

was thrown off because labor '  s sud de n  scarc ity affected each 

s ector d i  fferently. The eq ui libr i  um amo ng geographic regi ons was 

unba la nced both because the i ncide nce of plague var i ed from place 

to place and becau se the shift i n  the land/ labor rat io changed the 

des irab i  lity of var iou s  locat ions. 

B y  look i ng at tre nds from the la st ha lf of the 14th century 

to the m i  d-15th century, it i s  pos s ib le to trace the dynam i c  path 

of the eco nomy as it ad justed to the dec l i  ne i n  the populat ion and 

to the recurr i ng shock s from sub s eq uent outbreaks of plague. The 

2 6  Wh i le the above paragraph i s  ba sed on eve nts d i  rect ly 
fo l low i ng the Black Death, the ent ire descr i pt ion i s  appl i cab le to 
eve nt s  fo l low i ng other ma jor outbreak s of plague. The area s 
affected by the plague var ied and the i nten s  ity of subs equent 
outbreak s was much d i m i  n i s  hed, but the later ep idem i cs st i ll 
had d i s  locat i ng effect s on the economy . A lt houg h the tone of the 
d i  scu s s  ion of dynam i c  ad justme nts i s  as if there had been one shock , 
i n  reality there wa s one ma j or shock fo l lowed by a seq uence of 
sma l ler per iod i c  shock s occurr i ng over the next 20 0 years. 
However, the i ntens ity of the ep idem i cs wa s reduced, and there i s  
s ome ev i de nce (part icularly from c loth and export data) that 
output and product ion were not s ign if icantly affected by the later 
outbreak s (2, p. 434). 
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pos sibi lity of a pos t-plague economic depres sion can be addre s sed 


by exami ning this dy namic path. Whi le this is a very long period 

of time from the modern view point, and one in which there were 

undoubted ly ma ny up s and dow n s  , it is not too long when one 

co nsiders the mag n itude of the initial s hock and the regu larity of 

s ubsequent shock s. 

The mo s t  obvi ou s effect of the Black Death wa s its dra s tic 

a ltering of the land/l abor ratio. Eng land was primari ly an 

agricultura l society. Prior to the plague, land had been the 

s carce input. Therefore, it is not surprising that this change in 

re lative factor scarcities sent numerou s  reverberation s  throug hout 

the Eng lish eco nomy . Hence, the natura l place to begi n a di scus­

s ion of the effect s of the plague is with the agricultura l sector. 

Population was dra stica l ly reduced in every area of the 

country , but the proportion of the population dying off varied 

from region to regi on. Whi le the variation in the mortality rate 

from regi o n  to regi on may not have been pure ly random, 

i nve s  tiga tions have shown little corre lation with the eco nomic 

hea lth of the area { 38 ,  p. 24 2). 

A s  landed pea sants died of the plague, they left vacant 

ho ldi ngs . Land lords with more productive la nd or with more 

profitab le ma nors cou ld lower entry fee s or decrea se rents more 

easily without being squeez ed out of bu sine s s. In  addition, their 

lands were more attractive to potentia l pea sants. The more 

productive land and the more attractive terms cou ld a ls o  induce 
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peasants to migrate from inferior holdi ngs . Thus, the remaining 

population probab ly shifted to the more productive land, and 

s ubs equent population patterns were probab ly not deeply inf lue nced 

b y  the geographic pattern of morta lity from the plague. 

There is much evide nce to support this scenario . Lowered 

e ntry fees and reduced rents are reported in ma noria l accou nts (3 , 

p. 50 9). Aerial photographs and archeo logica l inve stiga tions show 

that the ma nors de s erted during this period were mo s t ly on 

recently co loniz ed land, which probab ly had the lea st desirable 

soil and terrain (ll,  p. 16 6). 

Thrupp reports that the number of runaway serf s increased 

treme ndou s ly during this period. Whi le that fact alone is 

ambiguou s ,  because serf s cou ld have been ru nning either away from 

i ncreased hards hip or tow ards increased opportunity , Thrupp 

points out the pos sibi lity that the tumult fo l lowi ng the plague 

may have increased the pea sant ' s  opportunity to escape hi s duties 

a nd ob ligations , and to better his life els ew here (37, p. 11 4 ). 

A l l  evide nce from the pos t-134 8 era poi nts to increased 

mobi lity withi n the agricu ltura l sector. La nd lords tried both to 

tie their ow n serf s more firm ly to the la nd and to attract others 

to their ma nors. Upon appea ls from landow ners, Par liame nt enacted 

s evera l law s tying pea sants to the land and keeping dow n the wage 

bi ll. None of this legi s lation appears to have bee n succe s sful; 

land lords acting in their ow n individua l interests tried to 
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attract labor with higher wage s and other forbidden tacit s ,  thu s 


undercutting the intere sts of their own cla s s. 

A s  long as the drawing power of land lords was pos itive ly 

corre lated with land quality, the new pos t-p lague eq ui librium 

would be characterized by the be st land being sett led and the 

worst land being vacated. This is so whether population los s  es 

were pos itive ly , negative ly ,  or not at al l corre lated with land 

quality . The three pos sib le cour ses differ on ly in the amount of 

time needed for the ad ju stment. 

Pos tan and severa l other economic hi s torians have ba sed their 

discu s  sions of thi s period on the a s s  um p  tion that the margina l 

productivity of land did not change as a res ult of the population 

lo s s  (27, p. 32; 22, p. 25). Logically ,  however, there is little 

reason to suppose that this propos ition is true , nor is it 

s upported by the evidence. In 1 34 8 ,  labor was in plentiful supply 

in the Eng li sh country side. The change s in productivity immedi ­

ately fol lowing the Black Death and subs eq uent outbreaks of plague 

have already been di scu s  sed. Whi le the simultaneou s outbreak of 

cattle murrain s prevents our drawing any definite conc lu s ion about 

the change in margina l productivi ty of labor immediately fo l lowing 

the plague, it seems like ly that per capita agricu ltura l output 

increa sed ,  for two rea sons. Fir st, proportionately more non­

workers (the elder ly , the infirm and children) appear to have died 

of plague. Se cond, city dwe l lers and workers in nonagricultura l 

indoors occupation s suffered higher incidences of plague because 

they were more freq uent ly exp osed to rats (37, p. 10 3). 
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Therefore , fo l low ing the initial outbreaks, it is like ly that the 

population contained a higher prop ortion of agricultura l workers . 

Whether or not the margi nal product of labor in agricu lture 

ros e in the short run, there are four reasons to be lieve that it 

did increase in the long run, as the agricu ltura l sector ad justed 

s imu ltaneou s ly to the change in the land/ labor ratio and to shi fts 

i n  dema nd . First, the moveme nt by pea sants appear to be from le s s  

productive to more productive land . While this redi stribution of 

the population may have bee n thwarted or eve n temp orari ly reversed 

by subseq uent outbreak s of plague, the evidence indicate s that 

the population wa s s low ly movi ng away from the margi na l area s 

co lo niz ed in the 13th ce ntury . 

Second, the trend of wage s in the agricultura l sector 

provide s corroborating ev ide nce . Wh i le the price s of agricu ltura l 

commodities stayed con s tant or fe l l  in rea l terms , the rea l wage 

paid to hired agricu lt ura l laborers ros e  from 134 8 unti l about 

1 4 6  0 ,  co nsiderab ly after the population had reached its lowest 

point (1 0 ,  p. 6 8 21 28 , tab le I ). 

A third rea son to suppose that the margi na l productivity of 

labor increa sed i s  that improper care of the soi l  is a rea son 

often give n for the low leve l of product ivity of Eng li s h  agricu l­

ture i n  the ear ly 1 4  th century . With the increa se in the land/ 

labor ratio and the increa se in the acreage held by the average 

peasant fami ly , pea sants cou ld more ea sily keep more land out 

of product ion on a regu lar basis without seriou s ly reducing their 
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total harvest (1 4 ,  p .  20 5). This increase in regu lar fal low ing 

would improve the productivity of soi l .  

Fourth, prices of agricu ltura l products fe ll  and remained low,  

in both rea l and nomina l terms (1 0 , p. 6 8 2) .  Since the wages paid 

to agricultura l workers rose at the same time, this im p lies that 

the marginal productivi ty of labor increased . People were not 

starv i ng. With a sm a l  ler proportion of rura l peop le land less, a 

sma l ler proportion of society re lied on the market for its basic 

food supply (3 5, p. 112) . 27 

In the long run, the output per capita of basic agricultural 

products probab ly dec lined over its initial post- Black Death high, 

but crop prices remained be low pre-p lague leve ls . For peop le 

spending a large enoug h proportion of income on food, a drop in the 

price of basic food items constitutes a large increase in real 

income . With basic food supplies costing less as a proportion of 

income, peop le could afford more lux ury food items , suc h as cheese, 

27 Whi le this era, like any other in the pre-industrial age, was 
m arked by periodic famines, they were infreq uent and less severe 
than those of the 50 years before the Black Death. In genera l, the 
famines that occurred are attributable either to particu lar ly bad 
weather, or else fo l lowed a year of plague. Why plague years 
tended to be followed by famines is not clear. Whether the plague 
ki l led and sickened en oug h workers to cause ma j or disruptions in 
harvesting and/or sowing, or whether the plague caused disruptions 
in the marketplace or in transportation to the market to cause 
famine is not kn own. Data on the wool trade show that the plague 
did not interrupt shipments overseas in that industry (2, p. 4 34 ). 
That, combined with the fact that plague outbreaks some times 
continued severa l years and that on ly the last year was genera lly 
fol lowed by famine, points to the possibi lity that the same weather 
cyc les that ended the plague outbreak may have diminished the 
harvest. 
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meat, and beer. Co nsumption of such items ros e  and the proportio n 


o f  land devoted to nonedib le agricult ura l products such as woo l 

a lso increased (22, p. l32i 9, p. 214 ). 

The increa se in acreage devoted to sheepherdi ng is primari ly 

i nferred from the increase in the amou nts of raw woo l and finis hed 

c loths exported and from the decrease in imported c loths. The 

s izab le increase in exports ca n not be wholly accou nted for by the 

d ecline in the domes tic pop ulation. A s ide from thi s, virtua l ly 

nothing is know n  for sure about domes tic co n s  umption of woo l 

d uring this time period. Mi s kimi n hypothesiz e s  that domestic- wool 

cons umption in Eng land decreased becau se with a ri se in income, 

co ns umption of luxury goods such as silk increases re lative to 

the co nsumption of ba sic com modities such as woo l (21, p. 93). 

While there are few fact s to substa ntiate either side of the 

argume nt, Mi s kimi n '  s reasoning seems imp lausib le ,  since (a s 

Miskimin him s e lf poi nt s out) the increased income was mo stly in 

the hands of the poorer c la s s  es. The land lords were squeez ed from 

a l l  directions and were the one cla s s  of society whose we lfare 

unambiguou s ly dec li ned during the period. With increased income , 

peasants were more like ly to increase their expenditure s on wool 

than to subs titute silk for woo l, whether for everyday or eve n for 

fa ncy clothing. Therefore, it stands to rea son that dome s tic per 

capita woo l co n s  umption increased a s  we l l. Ho wever, without any 

data for pre-p lag ue vers us pos t-p lague domestic- woo l co nsum ption, 

the hypothesis that the amou nt of domes tica l ly co nsumed woo l plus 
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exported woo l increased after the plague cannot be substantiated 


or refuted. 

Miskimin, as a supporter of the theory of a post-p lague 

depression, has some interesting co mments about the we lfare of 

peasants before and after the plague. He argues that the change 

in the land/ labor ratio most severely affected the sma l l  land­

ho lder. According to Miskimin, before the p lague, when labor was 

p lentiful, these landho lders often had servants and hired hands 

to he lp them , even on very sma l l  plots. After the plague, the 

inabi lity to hire help put an upper limit on the exp ansion of 

fami ly plots, as land became more readi ly avai lab le (22, p. 57). 

While it is difficu lt to disagree with this argument as stated, it 

has little we lfare content, for two reasons. First, labor was 

scarce after the p lague precisely because those who were once 

laborers (or their descendants) were now the farmers who wou ld 

have liked to hire labor, had it been avai lab le. Since hired 

workers were in such high demand, the we lfare of these individua ls 

must have been increased by ho lding land, or they wou ld have left 

the land to again become land less laborers. Second, whi le there 

may not have been sufficient labor avai lable in the post-B lack 

Death era for peasants to expand their ho ldings above some maximum 

amount farmab le by the fami ly, the average holding was larger than 

had been in the pre-p lague era (12, p. 371). Since the poorer and 

land less peasants were more common in the pre-p lague era, it seems 

that the we lfare of the typica l peasant increased rather than 

decreased, even thoug h the position of a few wea lthier peasants 



wor s e ned with the unavai labi lity of land le s s  labor and the 

a s sociated decreas e  in the market for cas h  crop s .  28 

Th e la nd lord ' s  position clear ly wor s e n  ed in the post-plague 

period . Hi s pos ition was e ncroach ed upon from all side s, as re nts 

f e  l l, wage s ros e, and the price of output declined . Owners of 

margi nal lands could no long er earn a livi ng off their estate s, 

a nd ma ny others had co n s  iderab le difficulty maintaining anyth i ng 

approaching their forme r standards of livi ng . The declining 

positio n of the landed ge  ntry and their comp laints are more 

care ful ly docum e nted than is the ri sing posit ion of the peasant 

(36,  p. 76). Unti l rece ntly, the plight of the land lord receive d 

m ore atte ntio n from his torians . Combi ned with the confusion ove r 

aggr egate ve rsus per capita data, this appears to be the ma j or 

re ason the his torians have characterized the pos t-plagu e era as a 

period of economic hards hip . 29 

The population lo s s  as sociated with the plagu e not on ly 

cau sed an imba lance amo ng variou s agricultura l regions of Eng land ; 

it also caus ed an imbalance betwe e n  the urban and rura l s ectors of 

the Eng li sh economy . A s  the agricultura l s ector mo ved to a new 

equilibri um ,  margi nal lands were abandoned and the us e s  of inputs 

changed . The moveme nt to a new equilibrium amo ng the urban and 

28 Mi s kimi n  ' s argum e nt on the we lfare of pea sants vi s -a-vis labor 
appears co ntradictory to hi s argum e nt for an increase in the 
d e  ma nd for silk and a decreas e  in the dema nd for woo l .  

29 Hirs hleifer (1 5, p .  27) i s  one exception to this ge nera l  co n­
s e nsus .  He re vi ew s  po litica l e ve nts as we l l  as economic data and 
a nd co nclud e s  that the plagu e did not di srupt economic life . 
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rura l areas led to a redistribution of income and population amo ng 

these regi ons as we l l .  How the loss in pop ulation affected the 

margi na l productivity of the agricultura l worker has been discussed 

above. The urba n worker ' s  productivity was also affected by the 

p lague. 

The representative post-p lague artisan had less human capital 

than his pre-plague counterpart in a comp arab le gui ld position .  

The average productivity of each artisan probab ly decreased . 

However, the va lue of the margi na l product of labor of an artisan 

with the same skill leve l may have risen, for two reasons. First, 

the prices for ma nufactured goods rose. Second, each art isan 

progr essed more rapid ly up the gui ld struct ure, produc i ng to the 

outer limits of his skills .  

I n  the post-p lague era, the per capita dema nd for manu­

factured goods rose as rea l income increased . With the increase 

i n  the re lative dema nd for ma nufactured goods, a greater perce nt­

age of peop le had to be attracted to tow ns to take these jobs .  

Because wages in agriculture were rising, wages in manufacturi ng 

had to rise faster, to attract enoug h workers to satisfy the 

dema nd . The proportion of the pop ulation in tow ns had to grow by 

a n  eve n greater amount than what was needed to satisfy the agri­

cult ura l workers ' dema nd for ma nufactured goods . It also had to 

i ncrease by enoug h to attract peop le to provide urba n-consum ption 

goods, such as cand les, bread, and furniture, to these new workers . 

As is sti l l  true today, the urba n dwe l lers purchased ma ny items 

that the rural population made at home (3 6 ,  p .  8 4  ) .  
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One of the signi f icant di f ferences between the pre-plague and 

post-p lague eras is that in the post-p lague era, there was little 

ne cessity to expend resour ces on construction. Even thoug h the 

ur ban population grew as a proportion of the nationa l population, 

the absolute num ber of town residents fe l l  ( 3 5, p .  1 1 3). There­

f ore, the num ber of standing houses was more than su f ficient to 

house the urban pop ula ce. Cathedra ls, town wa l ls, and muni cipal 

bui ldings had been constructed during the population peak and 

additiona l faci lities were not needed . In ad dition, the bui lding 

trades were very labor intensive, and thus building was very 

expensive in a period of  rising wages, which (one suspects) made 

the town populations even less eager to erect new edi fices. 

Many scho lars concentrate their attention primari ly on the 

a bso lute loss in the town pop ulation to argue that aggregate leve l 

o f  trade dec lined during the late Midd le Ages and ear ly 

Renaissan ce . However, the more interesting question is what 

happened to the proportion of the nationa l pop ulation living in 

ur ban centers . The authors who dis cuss this question speculate 

that the proportion increased from less than 10 percent to around 

1 2  to 1 5  per cent ( 2 4  , p .  21 5 ;  22, p .  94 } . These f igures, if 

correct, mean that instead of each urban resident being fed by 

more than nine peop le, 7. 5 or fewer peop le were su f ficient . Some 

o f  this change may be attri buta b le to a de c line in dep endency 

rates ( since the old, the chroni ca l ly ill, and the very young are 

particular ly susceptib le to disease) . Still, this change is 

rema rkably large and if true, supports the hypothesis of in creased 
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product iv ity in the agr i cultura l se ctor. It also ind i cates that 


the proport ion of the populat ion susta ined by trade increased. 

The urban/rura l ba lan ce cont inued to change from the t ime of 

the plague unt i l  the 1 5 0 0 '  s, in an irregular pattern. Th is 

i rregular ity was large ly due to the re currences of plagu e and 

fam i  ne. Fam ine in undeve lop ed nat ions typ i cally sends peasants 

stream i ng to the c i t i es in search of food, be cause towns are more 

l i ke ly to have gra in stocks and we l l-organ i z ed mark ets (12, 

p .  36 9) . The later plagu es, wh i ch were pr imari  ly an urban 

phenome non, sent peop l e  runn ing to the country s ide to av o i d  the 

d i  sease (4 1 ,  p. 132). Desp ite these per iod i  c eve nts, the 

proport ion of urban dwe l lers probab ly cont inued to in crease. The 

wage of art isans and laborers in manufactur ing industr i es 

cont inued to r i  se, long after the rea l wag e for agr i cultura l 

laborers stabi li  zed (2 8 ,  p. 22 6). Dea l i ng in perc entages rather 

than absolute terms , these phenomena are hard to recon c i  le with 

the theory that there was an e conom i  c depression. On the other 

hand, they are perf e ct ly cons istent w ith the hypothes is of 

expand i ng e conom i  c act iv i ty dur ing th is per iod. 

Another ma j or p i  ece  of unam b iguous ev i d  ence that Eng land ' s  

e conomy was expand i ng comes from re cords of cloth exp orts. Before 

the Bla ck Death, Eng land was a produc er and exporter of raw woo l 

and a ma j or importer of fin ished c loths (2 1, p. 1 8 7). After 135 1,  

a l l  ev i d ence shows that Eng land ' s  imp orts fe l l  and her exports of 

f i  n ished c loths ros e enormously . 



Innovations in the early 14th century had improved breeding 

techniq ues and the quality of fleece (4 2). As land became more 

readi ly availab le fo l lowing depopulation by the plague, woo l 

production, which is a land-intensive process, became re lative ly 

inexp ensive. Due to c limatic factors, Eng lish woo l was also 

high ly desirab le on the Europ e an market (3 0 ,  p. 19 3). 

I m  mediately fo l lowing the plague years, En g land became the 

m a  jor exporter of raw wool, as landowners increased their sheep­

herding efforts. Thus, while the En g lish weavi ng industry was 

still in its nascent stage, Eng lish landowners began to raise the 

necessary raw material and se l l  it on the foreign mark et. 

Medieva l transportation costs were high, and raw woo l is 

m uch bulk ier than finished c loths. This fact leads Postan to 

specu late that the savings in transportation costs was one reason 

for Eng land '  s comparative advantage in cloth production after she 

became a ma j or woo l  producer (30 , p. 193). 

The transportation costs a lso meant that the c loth trade was 

not concentrated on ly in the larger towns and cities. Instead, 

m uch of the industry deve loped in the sma l l  sheepraising vi l lages 

of the Cotswo lds , which had lost their viabi lity as agricultura l 

market towns. The card i ng, spinning, and weavi ng processes cou ld 

be carried out as easily in the workers ' homes as in work shops. 

On ly the ful ling process req uired much physica l capital, and the 

area '  s streams and rivers, which had once driven the (now ­

abandoned ) grain mi l ls, provideo the perfect sites for ful ling 
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plants (33 , p .  4 50).  Thu s, a few of the area s that had marg i nal 


cropland reta i ned the ir popula t i  on, as the c loth trade pros pered 

a nd they became the centers of the med i eva l text i le i ndu stry . 

The cloth i ndu stry grew very qu ickly i n  the 14th and 15th 

ce ntur i  es , with exp orts leve l i ng o f  f arou nd 14 4 0  and then drop ­

p i ng somew hat, be f ore ri s i ng to a new high i n  14 8 0  (22, p .  94 , 

chart V) . S i  nce almo s t  noth i ng i s  know n  about the dome stic 

m arket, there i s  no way of te l l i ng whether the s lack capac ity of 

approxi mately 10, 0 0 0  cloths an n ually was bought up by the 

d ome stic market . 

Unq uesti onab ly, the En g l i s  h market expanded at the expense of 

other clothmaki ng nat i o n s .  The Fl orent i ne trade shrank to 

pract ically noth i ng, as d i d  the number of exp orted cloths from 

Ypre s (22 , p. 94, chart V) . A compar i s on of total exports for all 

E urope is not pos s  i b le, beca u se data are i ncomp lete. However, 

there i s  con s iderab le evi dence that the tota l leve l of i nterna­

t i  onal trade , on a per cap ita bas i s, d i  d not fall (6 , p .  520 ) .  

Rath er, the balance o f  trade between En g land and the Co nt i nent 

s h i  fted , with En g land ga i n i ng at the expense o f  the Flem i  sh and 

Italian s .  What Lopez and Mi  skim i n  ident i f y  as the sym ptoms of 

i nternat io nal recess ion are actually the sym ptoms of a change in 

comparat ive adva ntage s, i n  stigated by the ma j or shi ft i n  relat ive 

co sts. The decli ne i n  econom i c  act iv i ty was reg i ona l rather than 

u n  iver sal. The En g l i s h  economy dur i ng the same per 1 od was 



expanding, and other European countries had exp eriences different 

from the Ita lian one. 3 0  

V I .  THREE PRO BL E  MA T I C  I S  SU ES 

There are three ma jor issues to be reconci led with the hy­

pothesis of post-p lague economic exp ansion in Eng land. The first 

is the apparent lack of innova tion in manufacturing or agricul ­

tura l techniques during the peri od. Hogden • s  study of the 

geographic spread of innovation revea ls that very litt le new 

techno logy was deve loped or emp loyed during this period (1 4 ,  

p .  179). Althoug h students of post-industrial economi es tend to 

identify innovation with economi c hea lth, the theory that 

innovation is a form of inve stment may not apply to the Midd le 

Ag es and the early Renaissance . Instead, the lack of innovat i on 

may have resulted from the loss of human capital in the craft 

professions . It may also lend support to He l leiner •  s previ ously 

mentioned hy pothesis that, in pre-indu stria l societies, innovation 

occurs when peop le are desperate. 

A second ma jor issue is presented by the fact that the 

population did not recover quickly --in clear contradiction to 

demographic theory , which predi cts that when economic we lfare 

3 0  One reason these two economic historians describe the late 
Midd le Ages and early Renaissance as a period of depression may 
wel l be that they are prima rily scho lars of Ita lian economic 
history and the Ita lian city -states were hard hit by the ir loss 
of the woo l-c loth trade . 
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in cre ases, the popul a tion wi l l  grow . Whil e  Bean c l  aims that 

th ere may have been some popul ation growth tow ards the end of the 

1 5th century, by 1 5 0 0  the Eng lish popul ation was stil l below the 

pre-B l a ck De ath l e ve l { 2 ,  p .  4 2 5). The static l e ve l of population 

is on e of the m a j or reasons many historians are convin c ed that the 

e conomy must have been suffering a c entury-l ong depression. 

How e ver, there is considerab l e  e vid ence of autonomously in cre ased 

d e ath rates and de cre ased fertility rates in this period. 

Throughout this period , there were repeated outbre aks of 

p l agu e. There were at le ast 30 pl agu e years fo l l  owing 134 8 -51, 1 9  

of which affected the entire country {see  footnot e 1 5). Whi l e  the 

e a  rly pl agu es had high er morta lity rates, the l ater pl agues also 

had a de vastating effect on the chi ldbe aring capacity of the 

popul a tion. Th e vi ctims of the pl agues after 1351 were disporpor­

tionate ly chi ldren and young peop l e, especia l ly those who had been 

born sin ce the l ast m a j or outbr e ak. Both the high de ath rates in 

this group and the tendency tow ards steri lity among adults 

surviving the pl agu e significantly de cre ased the abi lity of the 

popul a tion to re coup its losses. 31 

In addition to pl agu e, the Eng lish popul ation suffered epi­

d emi cs of typhus, cho l era,  sm a l lpox , and dysentery during this 

Hirshl eifer (1 5, p. 2 2  ) asserts that peop l e  a lso had l ess 
in c entive to be ar and raise chi ldren be c ause periodi c re currence 
of the pl agu e lessened the chan ce that these chi ldren would grow 
to adulthood. This hypothesis a lso fits the evidence , but, given 
the primitive know l edge of birth contro l te chniques at the tim e ,  
it is a more comp li cated exp l anation of th e obs erved phenome non. 
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per iod (4 , p. 21). Furthermore , ep idem i o log i ca l  histor ians 

repor t that many new d i  seases were introduced to the Eng l i sh 

popula t ion in the 14 th and 15 th cen turies and they were tak ing an 

e xpected ly heavy to l l  (37, p. 76) . 3 2  New ty pes of infect ion are 

a lway s dangerous. In a soc iety w i  thou t ad vanced med i cal 

know ledge, a high inc idence of d i  sease is no t necessar i ly an 

i ndicat ion of economi c depr i va t i  on. Wh i le f i lt h  and un i versal ly 

i nadeq uate san i  tat ion me t hods may aid in incuba t ing bac teria, 

perhaps the ma jor mechan isms for spread i ng infect ion are trave l, 

trade, and commun ication. Thru pp sugges ts tha t when peasan ts and 

c raftsmen increase the ir mob i l i ty ,  increased inc idence of di  sease 

i s  a na t ura l conseq uence (38 , p. 10 6). Af ter careful exam i na t  ion 

o f  late 14 th- and ear ly 15th-cen tury manor ial records, she con-

e ludes tha t low replaceme n t  ra tes and high mor tali ty rates were at 

l eas t as common on the mos t prosperous es tates as on those su ffer­

i ng econom i c  hards hip. She repor ts unusually low replacemen t  

r a  tes on manors in the 139 0 '  s, a decade par t  icular ly no ted for i ts 

i ncrease in econom i c  act i vi ty (38 , p. 10 9). Thru pp ' s  ana lysi  s may 

po int the answer to the q uandary economi c  histor ians have faced in 

t ry ing to reconc i le a fa l l i ng or stable pop ula t  ion w i t  h evi dence 

of increased economi c ac t i vi ty in an unde ve loped na t ion. The 

prob lem was more probab ly a cr isis in pub l i c  hea lth caused by 

3 2  Chambers repor ts ep idemi cs of nonp lagu e d i  seases in 14 years 
be tween 138 0 and 14 8 0 :  14 33-34 , 14 4 4  , 14 4 6  , 14 4 8 ,  14 4 9-52, 
1 4  53- 54,  14 6 5, 1476, and 14 78 ( 4  , p. 58 } .  
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biologica l fact ors and aggravated by increased trave l ,  trad e, and 

c ommunications than an economica l ly induced s lum p in population. 3 3  

The third ma j or issue to be re conci led with the hypothesis of 

e conomic hea lth is that land l ords were c lear ly worse off. Th e 

wage s they paid out rose and the rents they received fe l l. 

Whether their income from marke ting agricultura l products went up 

or down is unkn own . Howe ve r, it se ems safe to assum e that their 

o verall position had worsened , because many landed fami lies were 

f orced to se l l  their estates--when buyers were avai lab le 

( 12, p. 375). 

B ecause the income of land l ords fe l l  whi le the income of a l l  

o t  her gr oups rose, n o  de finitive statement can be made about rea l 

p er capita income or about the economic we lf are of the population. 

The existing chronic les of this period were main ly written by and 

a b out the upper c lass, which constituted a sma l l  p ercentage of the 

t ota l population , and this has co lor ed history ' s  vi ew of the 

p e riod as a depressed on e. How e ve r, while there is no way of 

v e  rifying that rea l per capita income did in fact rise, on e should 

r ememb er that the vast ma j ority of the population was made up of 

p easants and urban work ers who benefited from the new scarcity of 

labor . 

3 3  Shrew sbury { 3 6  , pp. 3 3- 3 6  ) points out that b lack rats are less 
like ly to live in the stone houses of the rich than in the 
thatch ed huts of the low er classes. In th e past , the low er 
m ortality rates among th e wealth have been misinterpreted by some 
scho lors as supporting the hypothesis that economic hards hip 
(rather than th e construction of dwe l ling units) increased 
susceptibi lity to the plague . 
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V I I .  SUMMA RY 


The plague affected every aspect of the En g lish economy. 

C hange occurred in the rural, urban , and internationa l trade 

sectors. A comp arison of the Eng lish economy in the mid-1 5th 

century to the economy before the 134 8 epidemic serves to sum ma ­

rize the changes and the evidence arguing that the economic hea lth 

of En g land improved during this period. 

Looking at Eng land in the mid-1 5th century , one finds a much 

sma l ler population, sti ll on ly about 50 to 70 percent of its peak 

leve l. Rura l pove rty was less preva lent. The land less rural 

population was neg ligib le, where it had once been quite large. 

Workers in a l l  sectors of the econo my earned high er wages in both 

rea l and nomina l terms , with the largest increases going to 

artisans. Inf lation had a lso he lped the peasants, who were net 

d ebtors, in reducing the burden of their ob ligations to their 

landowners. The mobi lity of workers and the pop ulation as a who le 

had increased, and the land lords ' abi lity to keep labor tied to 

the land had waned. 

The cities were less crowded, but they he ld a larger propor­

tion of the country ' s  pop ulation. Tr ade towns and vi l lages 

connected with the new textile industry had begun to grow . 

However, 4 0 0  or more vi l lages had been or were in the process of 

being deserted because they were no longer viab le agricultura l 

com munities. Notab ly, almost all of these abandoned com munities 

were the 13th- and 14 th-century co lonies where famines had been 

co mmon and the soi l poor. 
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Throug hout the country , rents fe l l  and many land l ords fai led 


to keep sufficient tenants to keep their estates. They began to 

grow less labor-intensive crops. 

The dema nd for grain fe l l, because the population was both 

sma l ler and wea lthier. The Eng lish peop le cons umed more meat, 

cheese, and hop s (22, p. 8 7). They also cons umed more manu­

factured goods, and imported more silk and other luxury items 

(22, p. 1 1  8 ). Evidence of an increased si lk trade suggests that 

an urban class may have taken the place of the landed gentry in 

demanding luxury items . A l  l the evidence together points to a 

re lative ly wea lthy Eng land, with a more equal distribution of 

income . 

The success of Eng land ' s  new textile indu stry in the inter­

nationa l market during this period is particularly impressive . 

The success resulted from changes in factor prices, aided by the 

sav i  ngs in transportation costs by exporting c loths rather than 

wool. Whi le the Eng lish success undoubtedly occurred at the 

expense of Ita ly and the Nether lands, it is important evidence 

that an economic depression during this time period was not 

universal and not a direct conseq uence of the loss of pop ulation. 

Instead, it appears that the post-B lack Death era was a period of 

redistribution of income , in which Eng land improved her position 

in the European economic com munity and en joyed a considerab le 

improvement in her economic hea lth. 
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