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John Aberths’ Black Death is a compelling testament to religion’s effect on public health, specifically during outbreak of the plague; it further reveals viewpoints held towards those who suffered such illness {and the correlation between illness and sin). It informs the reader of the response by those practicing religion such as the priests when the epidemic broke, as well as leading to how well the religion did impact public health in a positive or negative way. Analysis of select passages from The Black Death, The Great Mortality of 1348-1350 will consider specifically the role and contribution of the flagellants during plague towards public health. 
The flagellants were a group of people, whose identities were unknown, who would whip themselves in hopes of repenting for whatever sin they had committed.[footnoteRef:1] However this could have had a negative impact on public health. John Aberth reports that  [1:  Aberth, J., 2005. 118, Horrox, R. ed., 1994.  150] 

Given the prevalent Christian belief that the plague was a righteous scourge sent down by God in retribution for man’s wickedness and sin (chapter 5), it was perfectly logical for people to want to try to avert or atone for God’s extraordinary wrath by performing an extraordinary penance.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Aberth, J., 2005. 118] 

In this case the penance was to whip oneself.  However, whether this could also have had a positive contribution to public health is a debated matter’. According to Aberth ‘some medieval eyewitnesses, such as Heinrich of Herford (Document 31) and Giles li Muisis (Document 33) testify to the exceptional emotion, even hysteria, the ceremonies could arouse in both participants and spectators’[footnoteRef:3], a thought that is agreed upon by scholars and Jeffrey R. Wigelsworth. It is difficult to argue against this belief, as during times of crisis hysteria is usually a common factor. Hysteria is defined as being an ‘exaggerated or uncontrollable emotion or excitement’[footnoteRef:4] which could in turn cause harm.  If the emotion felt was extreme anger or upset, the repercussions could be wide.  There are three major examples of hysteria during the time of the plague possibly getting out of control, all of which are discussed in Aberths’ source: [3:  Aberth, J., 2005. 118]  [4:  Hobson, A. ed., 2004. 214] 

1. The believed prosecution of Jews by flagellants
2. Resistance to Clerical authority
flagellants being copied by others who were not supervised’ In times of plague there would be a constant amount of blame placed on others. Aberth suggests that the flagellants were believed to have placed that blame upon Jews as ‘Some medieval chroniclers also charged flagellants with being responsible for pogroms against the Jews.’[footnoteRef:5]. This could be due to the fact certain churches did not agree with the flagellants’ methods and found it disturbing[footnoteRef:6], and as such they strived to spread negative propaganda about the group. This is supported by claims written within the source listing key church figures who also used these claims against the flagellants, such as Pope Clement VI and Gilles li Muisis[footnoteRef:7]. It is not difficult to believe that these accounts are but fabrication. However, the persecution of Jews during this time did occur, although whether this persecution was a result of the flagellants is debatable, and nonetheless they were still used as a source of propaganda against the Jews by many. In his work Aberth references a Benedictine monk named Jean de Fayt who apparently ‘alleged that “everywhere {flagellants] strive to kill Jews, thinking that it pleases God to exterminate them.”’[footnoteRef:8]. Whether this quote is based on fact is uncertain however, and for it to have been used during time of immense hysteria it would not have had a positive effect on public well-being and health. Fear was already a highly prominent emotion during the plague and the ideas of the murder of vast numbers of people only served to cause more chaos: ‘the horrors of the time were further heightened by the fearful persecutions to which the Jews were subjected’[footnoteRef:9].  The overall public health was therefore at risk in two diverse ways. On one side there was the effect upon the Jewish community, and the other was the ways in which it affected the Christian community.  [5:  Aberth, J., 2005.  119]  [6:  Joseph P. Byrne Ph.D. 2012. 143]  [7:  Aberth, J., 2005. 120]  [8: Aberth, J., 2005. 119]  [9:   Chambers, E., 1870. 131] 

It is well documented that during plague those that were Jews were persecuted in the belief that the plague was their fault: ‘The people rose to exterminate the Hebrew race, of whom, in Mayence alone, 12,000 were cruelly murdered.’[footnoteRef:10] Whether such attacks did occur and others like it as mentioned by Aberth[footnoteRef:11] is uncertain. It is unfortunate that in Aberth’s text there is a clear absence of response from the flagellant group to these claims, as there is in many scholarly works. Though scholars such as Louise Chipley Slavicek[footnoteRef:12] and Anna Foa[footnoteRef:13] do provide evidence of the persecution of Jews in correlation to the Black Death, they however do not demonstrate within their texts whether the flagellants were in fact involved. Aberth states ‘neither Fayt nor the Pope cite specific evidence of a connection between this movement and the anti-Jewish pogroms’[footnoteRef:14]. This lack of evidence makes it difficult to ascertain whether the flagellants made a positive or negative contribution to public health. However, if it was in fact true that they did support the persecution of Jews, it shows a negative contribution towards public health.  [10:  Chambers, E., 1870.  131]  [11:  Aberth, J., 2005.  120]  [12:  Slavicek, L.C., 2008.58]  [13:  Foa, A., 2000. 15]  [14:  Aberth, J., 2005.  120] 

 If in fact flagellants were involved in the persecution of Jews in this time it could have contributed to a negative effect upon public health for the Jews in terms of adding to their fears. However, for those of different religion it would have also unfortunately ended with a negative effect. The reasoning is that the Jews were reported to be responsible for the plague in a way that would have caused irrational fear, and actions which would have contributed to poor public health in the end. It is reported ‘that flagellants accused the Jews of well poisoning’[footnoteRef:15]. In the modern age it is now well known what caused the plague, however in the past this belief could have and did have disastrous effects. It must be remembered however that it is uncertain whether the flagellants did in fact believe and state this to the public. Unfortunately, due to those who were telling these fabrications being of higher authority, the belief that it was true was widespread, causing a negative impact on public health. This is because ‘To aggravate the pestilence, the poison-panic made the people shut up their wells’ which in turn could only contribute to more issues. Though this action may not have been as widespread throughout the entire of Europe, a lack of water use from wells would have meant the amount of illness increasing, not just from plague but perhaps even other illnesses going as far as perhaps dehydration. This also reveals a widespread panic involving other religions and an attempt to find a source for what caused the illness that perhaps negated oneself being part of the blame. Though it cannot be entirely blamed on the flagellants specifically due to the fact it is uncertain if they were involved, it was still centred around their movement and no doubt spread alongside them as they moved across Europe. Aberth does state that ‘One can also attribute opposition to flagellants to the fact that an initially broad-based, disciplined movement…later developed into unruly mobs.’[footnoteRef:16]. From this it can be attributed that flagellation was not a welcome practice in a few places and could also lead to a decline in public health through fighting, which also in turn could lead to death. The fact the Church did not agree to their movement, but yet they continued, also would not have aided public health in the long run. [15:  Aberth, J., 2005.  120]  [16:  Aberth, J., 2005. 119] 

Despite the opposition raised by church authorities it is well documented that the flagellants continued their practice[footnoteRef:17] across Europe regardless of the fact that ‘From the very beginning, it seems, opinion was divided about the flagellants’[footnoteRef:18]. This shows a key resistance to authority figures as well as a reliance and dedication on the part of the public to flagellation despite that ‘nearly all medieval chroniclers, members of the church establishment whom the flagellants allegedly opposed, were hostile observers’[footnoteRef:19]. Of course, the source voids all voices that were not part of the clergy. According to Robert S. Gottfried many people welcomed the flagellants to their towns, regarding their appearances as an honour[footnoteRef:20] and some ‘even drew on public funds to help them’[footnoteRef:21].  It was believed they could help cure those ill and although this has never been stated or even proven to be true, as shown previously mere belief can have an astounding effect and possibly helped public health improvement if only by lifting the spirits and giving hope to those affected[footnoteRef:22].  However, this hope also caused anger amongst the clergy as they ‘had lost control of penance’[footnoteRef:23] and it meant that there was ‘resistance to clerical authority’,[footnoteRef:24] something a few scholars such as Susan Fadler[footnoteRef:25] agrees with. This reveals a clear worry on the part of the church regarding their own ways being usurped and ignored, however in the face of public health it also could be considered a danger. Due to the fact the church’s influence was wide, and their instructions usually followed, with the movement of the flagellants it can be reasoned from the text that such instructions were then ignored.  This could have then led to a faster spread of plague through their wanderings as well as inciting others to also ignore the church’s wishes, which sometimes did not benefit the health of the public. This part of Aberths’ primary source shows however also shows that during disease, reliance on the main church officials can become redundant to the public, as opposed to those who seem to be doing something such as the flagellants who to the public seemed ‘honest, novel and pure of heart’[footnoteRef:26]. [17:  Aberth, J., 2005. 119.]  [18:  Aberth, J., 2005.  120	]  [19:  Aberth, J., 2005. 120]  [20:  Gottfried, R.S., 2010. 71]  [21:  Gottfried, R.S., 2010. 71]  [22:  Joseph P. Byrne Ph.D. 2012. 143]  [23:  Byrne, J.P., 2004. 81]  [24:  Aberth, J., 2005. 118]  [25:  Fadler, S., 2017. 27]  [26:  Fadler, S., 2017. 71] 

With such praise and respect, it is not surprising that the public would therefore follow their example.  Those who would watch would sometimes became ‘so overwhelmed that they joined the band of flagellants on their pilgrimage of penance’[footnoteRef:27], Rosemary Horrox states ‘a man would need a heart of stone to watch this without tears’[footnoteRef:28]. Revealing a strong belief in the flagellants’ movements. However, this could have also strived to create issues amongst the health of the public as the ‘in particular, concerning the salutary power of the flagellants’’ extraordinary penance – and lack of ecclesiastical guidance and authorization’[footnoteRef:29]. This lack of guidance may have caused damage to those who suddenly follow the flagellants’ teachings by whipping themselves. The damage itself stemming from doing it wrong, having no one treat your wounds and becoming ill. Of course, despite all this there is something to be said by the mental aid they gave towards the public that in the long run could have helped them feel better. As the actions of the flagellants possibly helped public health improvement if only by lifting the spirits and giving hope to those effected. Michael Wenkart states ‘the movement did provide some comfort to people who felt powerless in the face of inexplicable tragedy’[footnoteRef:30] which would more than likely go along way in aiding the public not only feel better but have something to look forward to and a reason to keep going in a time where for many it would seem easier to die. Therefore it stands to reason that the contribution of flagellants had a positive impact in at least some ways.  [27:  Logan, F.D., 2012. 285]  [28:  Horrox, R. ed., 1994.  151]  [29:  Aberth, J., 2005.  118]  [30:  Wenkart, M., 2014. 142] 

The fragment on the flagellants is lacking in detail and has a distinct lack of voice from those who followed the practice, instead focusing on the rumours and beliefs forged by the high church officials. In fact, it would have mainly served the major churches opposing flagellants than any and not those who believed in flagellation. As such it is difficult to ascertain whether the flagellants were a danger to public health or not. From what little information is available as well as comparison to other scholars’ findings, it can be attributed that in the mental capacity of public health the flagellants did indeed have a positive contribution, having a strong role of bringing the idea of hope through repentance to the towns they visited. However, on a more physical level their actions inflicted self-harm on the participants and brought dangerous ideas to those not part of the group, ideas that could alone have dire repercussions such as blood loss or even infection, two very dangerous adversaries to someone’s health at that period specifically.  That being the case, i despite lack of complete historical evidence, overall it can be argued that they had a positive role and contribution to the public health of those living through the Black Plague, being a source of hope and relief from the daily trials of the plague itself. This in turn can teach modern day readers that there is more to health then just physical well-being but also mental and that a mental capacity as well as want to keep going whilst having some hope despite how limited or even in many modern-day viewers eyes debateable it may be goes a long way to contributing a positive impact on public health.  
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