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William L Langer (1896-1977) was a historian and professor, renowned for his vast knowledge in the subject. He is described as being a “world-famous scholar”, and “generally regarded as America’s leading historian of modern Europe history”[footnoteRef:1]. He taught at Harvard University and was said to have been incredibly popular with his students due to his exceptional teaching methods. In 1694 he published an article titled “The Black Death” in Scientific American, which delved into the 1300’s plague that killed an estimated 1/3 of the world’s population. The article was published in Scientific American. Founded in 1845, it is the “oldest continuously published magazine in the United States’, covering advances in “research and discovery”. It covers science and society and claims to reach “more than 10 million people worldwide”[footnoteRef:2]. The paper and its articles are credited as being “well written, carefully edited” and “solidly based on scholarly research”[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  https://www.thecrimson.com/article/1964/6/9/historian-langer-enters-retirement-after-37/]  [2:  https://www.scientificamerican.com/page/about-scientific-american/]  [3:  https://www.britannica.com/topic/Scientific-American] 


Langer begins the article by stating that the intention was to “shed life on human behaviour under conditions of universal catastrophe”. It’s written in the format of a newspaper article and begins with facts about the volume of deaths caused by the worst plague in history. He then goes on to inform the reader that, although it is more or less eradicated in most parts of the world, it still exists and kills in the Far East and Africa. Langer provides the reader with the scientific background of the disease, by sharing its origin, how it was transmitted and how it was transmitted. However, he clarifies in the article that it is “concerned not with the medical but the social aspects of the Black Death”.

Focusing mainly on how Europe was affected by the plague, the article contains very little information about other countries around the world. Langer provides perspective on “demographic, economic, psychological, moral and religious impact the disease had on life in the 1300s, explaining the shift in human and working rights, the downfall of the hierarchy structure, and the consequences faced by landowners, categorizing it as “social decay”. He also discusses the “apocalyptic mood” that was shared throughout the continent, and despite the fact, there is no one alive to corroborate this, it is most likely to be true, given the severity of the situation.

Religion is also discussed in his paper, with Langer commenting on the persecution faced by Jewish communities, along with people accused of witchcraft. Christians believed that the plague was the doing of enemies who wanted to see the fall of the Religion, and this resulted in the murder of both Jews and ‘Witches’. They were accused of “poisoning water supplies” and, as a result, were faced with painful deaths. One example that Langer uses is that the French would stone people in the street, going on to say that In the 1500’s John Calvin, a “scholar and theologian”, theorised that a “group of male and female witches, acting as agents of Satan, had brought the plague to Geneva”. 

Throughout the article, there are graphs, referenced quotes, imagery and even a map that documents the chronology of the plague’s travels. This includes secondary images of what life looked like during the pandemic, how and where it travelled to, a graph showing the impact of the population and an image of a village that was deserted as a result of the Black Death. This offers the reader a visual aid, in which we can see the impact, rather than just read about it. As it’s a magazine article there are also, inevitably, advertisements scattered throughout. 

Interestingly, he includes two primary sources in the article, which give us a glimpse into life during the period. Firstly, he quotes theologian John Wycliffe who “survived the Black Death", as well as quoting chroniclers that lived throughout the epidemic. The author does his best to give the reader a glimpse of life at the time of the plague. 

The article concludes on a positive note, Langer claims that although there was a “mood of despair”, the plague resulted in changes for the greater good, suggesting that there was a “long-lasting change in religion”, as well as “in the moral and religious life of Europe”. He also adds that “forces that make the change were undoubtedly strengthened and given added impetus by the Black Death”. 


Informative and well written, the article is interesting, worded well and easy to follow. Whilst it contains some formal terminology, the language is fairly easy to understand. Readers who have no previous knowledge of the incident will certainly learn a lot from this article. The information included is very detailed and unbiased. He does not put his own opinion across or debate, just simply stated facts. His take on the subject in unbiased, and whilst he agrees that the plague was a result of poor hygiene, living standard and information at the time, it is agreed that it was inevitable, given the way in which people were forced to live in Medieval Europe. He also touches upon the fact that there was no way in which this plague could have been prevented, as even the rich were existing in substandard living conditions. The purpose of the article was to look into the pandemic and determine what caused is, as well as what could have prevented it, and Langer certainly accomplished this. He is a very articulate and interesting writer, and the reader gets a sense of life in this depressing era. 
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