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What Effect did Religious Attitudes of 14th Century Europe have on the Advancement of Disease Understanding and Treatment During the Black Death?
The Black Death in Western Europe was the most destructive plague of all time, no other epidemic was quite as devastating in the Western world.[footnoteRef:1] Mortality was typically 30-50% in most affected areas of Europe[footnoteRef:2], with England’s population depleting by 65%.[footnoteRef:3] A lack of scientific reasoning lead to answers being sought elsewhere with a large emphasis placed of religious justification. The loss of the majority of Greek and Roman medical knowledge lost during the fall of Alexandria in 643AD only went to support this sentiment.[footnoteRef:4] Divine punishment was believed to be a key reason for the cause of the Bubonic Plague in the Middle Ages, and religious attitudes had a great effect on the advancement of disease understanding and treatment. To provide a greater understanding of religious attitudes one must draw comparisons to other epidemics throughout history; the Justinian Plague of 541AD and the Great Plague of London in the 1660s, as well as modern epidemics such as the AIDS crisis of the 1980s and the Ebola outbreak of 2014-16 will all be used to help an understanding of the religious attitudes and their affect on the treatment and understanding of disease during the Black Death. [1:  Ferngren 2014: 108]  [2:  Green 2015: 101]  [3:  Roberts and Cox 2003: 226]  [4:  Roberts and Cox 2003: 249] 

Philip Ziegler suggests that when ignorant people are overcome with matters that they cannot comprehend nor control, anything within their immediate grasp and understanding will be used as an explanation.[footnoteRef:5] Religion often provides answers in times of such desperation, giving a meaning to life and death, this was an advantage for Christians in the face of sudden peril.[footnoteRef:6] Muslims, like Christians, viewed the plague outbreak as God’s punishment. Procopius states that the Bubonic Plague was what devastated the Justinian Empire in 541AD, attributing the plague to the unpredictable will of God. [footnoteRef:7] Similarly, Darrel W. Amundsen explains that in the 1980’s, the belief of divine punishment can be seen in the AIDS crisis; the punishment was for low standards of sexual morality such as homosexuality, this highlights how religious beliefs have shaped the attitudes towards even modern ‘plagues’.[footnoteRef:8] Astrologers and physicians at the University of Paris taught that divine will was physically manifested during the conjunction of the planets, bringing plague and pestilence.[footnoteRef:9] This was believed by the masses, seeking to exterminate the plague through prayer.[footnoteRef:10] From this is can be suggested that attitudes towards disease were largely shaped by religious fear and reverence. However, unlike Christians, Muslims rejected the idea of contagion because it gave disease a cause that was not in the direct agency of God, refuting divine law.[footnoteRef:11] Muslims saw the plague as a mercy and a martyrdom which was eradicated through prayer, processions, and funerals; events such as this continued even at the height of the plague despite many Christian communities prohibiting this.[footnoteRef:12] Christians often dissociated themselves from the community by gathering into houses avoiding the sick. They would rejoice in song and sniff herbs and spices believing that this was the most efficient remedy against evil.[footnoteRef:13] Johannes Jacobi stresses that flight from the plague is best, however, for a physician and the duty of care. This need for care developed prophylactic medicine; for example, the soaking of bread, a cloth, or a sponge in vinegar to be carried in the open.[footnoteRef:14] In the 1660’s, individuals were enlisted as Plague Doctors, wearing protective clothing with herbs stuffed into the nose of a bird-like mask; this development in protective clothing shows an understanding of contagion. Such an understanding is evident in the 2014-16 Ebola outbreak in Western Africa, and their use of biohazard suits; this shows how the Bubonic Plague helped the development of the understanding of contagion and possibly helped to put in to affect the preventive methods of disease spread in disease outbreaks that followed. Knowledge of contagion shows large development in medical understanding along with the grasp that measures were needed to prevent infection. With today’s scientific technology it is easy to determine effective prophylactic treatment, but Medieval Europe did not have such advantages even though they were moving forward in understanding disease pathology.  [5:  Ziegler 1969: 97]  [6:  McNeill 1976: 121-22]  [7:  Wills 1996: 55]  [8:  Amundsen 1996: 22-23]  [9:  Gummer 2009: 231]  [10:  Aberth 2005: 97]  [11:  Aberth 2005: 96; Aberth 1969: 115 (Lisān Al-Dīn Ibn Al-Khatīb: A Very Useful Inquiry into the Horrible Sickness (1349-1352))]  [12:  Aberth 2005: 96]  [13:  Ziegler 1969: 46-47]  [14:  Amundsen 1996: 296] 

Further demonstration of the development of the understanding of contagion is seen in 1377 with the designation of lazarettos,[footnoteRef:15] as well as the transformation of leprosaria into sick houses.[footnoteRef:16] From this we can infer that there was a growth in understanding how disease spread. Furthermore, the quarantine of the affected in the 1660’s Great Plague of London[footnoteRef:17] shows that after the Black Death, disease understanding did advance, with religion helping this medical field. However, Amundsen argues that the Church overruled physicians and their immediate assistive care with organised mass processions that pleaded God’s forgiveness.[footnoteRef:18] On the other hand, religion’s contribution in founding the first hospitals and medical care institutions[footnoteRef:19] shows religion’s help in developing disease understanding. By externalising the love of God so that he could help the healthcare needs of humans, Christian teachings of love and charity were upheld; in this case religion helped the development of care of the sick, although it did not help develop the treatment of the Black Death. Despite this, what one can deduct from the 14th and 17th century quarantine is that it has established a medical procedure that is used in modern day epidemics, the largest and most complex Ebola outbreak of 2014-16 in West Africa is a prime example of such extensive quarantine measures.[footnoteRef:20] [15:  Ferngren 2014: 108]  [16:  McNeill 1976: 175]  [17:  Slack 1977: 6-7]  [18:  Amundsen 1996: 208]  [19:  Levin 2016; Roberts and Cox 2003: 319]  [20:  World Health Organisation 2017.] 

Religious dependence can be seen in the chronicle of Michele Da Piazza where it explains that Christians depended on their religion so much that in the city of Messina, they believed the mere presence of relics would eradicate the plague.[footnoteRef:21] Cults such as that of Sebastian the plague saint emerged, the reasoning behind Sebastian being the focal point of this cult is not evident to historians as there is nothing to suggest a link between the saint and the plague. A potential reason could be that his miracles of healing and exorcism were most likely favoured as many saw the plague as a demon possessing the animals and the people.[footnoteRef:22] Henry Sigerist suggests that the cult of Sebastian was established as a conversion of the cult of Apollo who both gives and takes pestilence from the people.[footnoteRef:23] Others took refuge in Satanism and alternative cults[footnoteRef:24] questioning whether God even played a role in their lives.[footnoteRef:25] This emphasises how religious attitudes hindered the understanding and advancement of disease treatment; faith was blinding their view and their search for a legitimate cause. Furthermore, 14th century people regarded doctors the same way people of the 21st century would regard a priest,[footnoteRef:26] meaning to say that the dependence on doctors today, is the equivalent of the dependence on priests in the Medieval World. Physicians of the Middle Ages believed that Galen’s work was complete and that no further research was needed in the medical field.[footnoteRef:27] Galen’s teachings were accepted by the church as the balancing of the humours coincided with the supernatural and witchcraft;[footnoteRef:28] the church also controlled physicians, the priest came first with prayer, and the physician second.[footnoteRef:29] It was considered a serious folly to neglect one’s duty to God by turning to medicine,[footnoteRef:30] the soul was worth more than the body.[footnoteRef:31] Further emphasis of religion’s hinderance on the development of disease understanding and treatment can be seen with the Montpeiller Medical School. Due to the Church’s control on education, a practical anatomy lecture was held once every two years.[footnoteRef:32] Acting as God’s mediator and controlling all aspects of life, the Church had a decided hold on medical education[footnoteRef:33] and a definite hinderance on the advancement of disease understanding and treatment in 14th century Europe. The belief that medicine could be used for sinful ends would no doubt have impeded the work for medical advancement, [footnoteRef:34] Tatian dictates that when curing a god sent disease by taking medicine, doing so makes you an atheist.[footnoteRef:35] [21:  Aberth 2005: 101 (Michele Da Piazza: Chronicle (1347-1361))]  [22:  Marshall 1994; Aberth 2005: 102 (Michele da Piazza Chronicle (1347-1361))]  [23:  Marshall 1994.]  [24:  Ferngren 2014: 109]  [25:  Aberth 2005: 94 ]  [26:  Ziegler 1969: 77]  [27:  Ziegler 1969: 69]  [28:  Gummer 2009: 194]  [29:  Ziegler 1969: 70]  [30:  Amundsen 1996: 205 ]  [31:  Amundsen 1996:167]  [32:  Ziegler 1969: 70]  [33:  Ziegler 1969: 70]  [34:  Amundsen 1996: 7]  [35:  Amundsen 1996: 10] 

Furthermore, it is explained by Alfonso de Córdoba, that enemies of the Christian faith were those responsible for the outbreak of the Black Death[footnoteRef:36]. The Interrogation of the Jews of Savoy, details the accusations of Jewish well-poisoning, attempting to destroy the entire Christian religion.[footnoteRef:37] This is a hinderance towards the development of the treatment of the Black death as it put the cause of the disease into superstitious reasoning. Jews and Lepers were a convenient minority to accuse of involvement in the propagation of the plague[footnoteRef:38], even rivalling for the most popular scapegoat; in Languedoc, 1321, lepers were burnt on suspicion of well poisoning claiming that the Jews were bribing them to do so.[footnoteRef:39] The image of Jews as the antichrist was very common in the Middle Ages[footnoteRef:40]; seen as Christ killers, Jews were frequently attacked by Christians[footnoteRef:41]. In most cities, it was at the height of the plague when the massacres of the Jewish population took place with the first persecutions taking place in 1348 in the South of France; in other places, just the mention of the approaching plague was enough to send the population into hysteria.[footnoteRef:42] Excavations in Tàrrega, Catalonia have brought to light the brutality of violence that Jews suffered[footnoteRef:43]; material evidence of such violence can also be found in the chronicle of King Pedro IV of Aragon[footnoteRef:44]. With this material and archaeological evidence, one can see that religious attitudes affected people’s beliefs about the causes of disease causing mass hysteria and no doubt depressing mental health. The flagellant movement is a prime example of the psyche of hysteria as well as the Jewish pogroms; the flagellants attacked the Jews thinking that it pleased God[footnoteRef:45], thinking also, that the pain they caused themselves was reminiscent of the Passion of the Christ[footnoteRef:46]. Despite what has been discussed, it would be ignorant to claim all 14th century Christians were Anti-Semitic, evidence of this can be seen in the account of Konrade of Megenberg. He states that although the Christians ‘justly’ detested the Jewish population, it is not wrong to believe that Jews did not poison wells as so many died during the Black Death.[footnoteRef:47] Likewise, Pope Clement VI, Emperor Charles IV, and the medical faculties of Paris and Montpellier University, maintained that Jews were not the cause of the Black Death[footnoteRef:48], showing that the church did not indoctrinate its followers into eradicating the Jews as Christ killers like the Flagellants. However, John Aberth argues that the ban on Jewish persecution could just be an effort to preserve the Jews as a probable source of tax revenue[footnoteRef:49].These chronicles show that conflicting Christian attitudes were keeping disease understanding and treatment from advancing during the Black Death; despite few saying it was not the Jews, there is no cause given in its place within these chronicles.  [36:  Aberth 2005: 139 (King Phillip of France: Mandate to Suppress the Flagellants (February 15th, 1350))]  [37:  Aberth 2005: 146 (Interrogation of the Jews of Savoy (September- October 1348))]  [38:  Ferngren 2014: 109; Ziegler 1969: 97]  [39:  Ziegler 1969: 97; Aberth 2005: 117]  [40:  Ziegler 1969: 99]  [41:  Aberth 2005: 119]  [42:  Ziegler 1969: 102-03]  [43:  Green 2015: 16]  [44:  Aberth 2005: 145 (King Pedro IV of Aragon: Response to Jewish Pogrom of Tárrega (December 23, 1349))]  [45:  Aberth 2005: 117]  [46:  Aberth 2005: 124]  [47:  Aberth 2005: 157 (Konrad of Megenberg: Concerning the Mortality in Germany (c.1350))]  [48:  Wills 1996: 63]  [49:  Aberth 2005: 141 (King Philip VI of France: Mandate to Suppress the Flagellants (February 15th,1350))] 

Superstition obscured the search for a natural cause of the Black Death; the belief that hell-fire, heavy mists, falling stars, comets,[footnoteRef:50] and demons[footnoteRef:51] along with earthquakes, were said to bring the plague[footnoteRef:52]. Medieval man believed that the church had let him down, the plague was God’s work which the church believed was man’s liability[footnoteRef:53]; it was “the quivering spear of the Almighty, in the form of the plague”[footnoteRef:54]. These attitudes no doubt hindered the advances of disease understanding and treatment of the Black Death as it distracted from the search for a natural cause; by discovering a natural cause, one would be able to concoct a remedy that would be more effective for physical recovery than prayer. Despite this, with the recurrence of the plague, physicians were making efforts to identify and test for cures against the disease[footnoteRef:55]. This can be seen in the use of juniper, ash, rosemary, and other herbs and spices[footnoteRef:56]; the belief in miasma causing disease and the prescription of these aromatic substances show that medicine was advancing despite the tension with the church. Additionally, blood-letting was encouraged as well as cutting open and cauterizing the buboes[footnoteRef:57]. However, the method of blood-letting for humoral balance had been around for centuries so no advances were made in the treatment of disease, just an advance in the application of knowledge to a new and mostly unknown disease. Other cures were fashioned from an ounce of gold, 110ozs of quicksilver, and 47ozs of water of borage, this concoction was to be drunk until cured, or in the most likely case, death transpired.[footnoteRef:58] With the benefit of hindsight one can see the fault in such a medicine, but it does however, show that physicians were trying to advance the treatment of the Bubonic Plague. [50:  Ziegler 1969: 35-37]  [51:  Aberth 2005: 102 (Michele Da Piazza: Chronicle (1347-1361))]  [52:  Wills 1996: 62]  [53:  Ziegler 1969: 260]  [54:  Aberth 2005: 99 (Gabriele de Mussis: History of the Plague (1348))]  [55:  Gummer 2009: 369]  [56:  Ziegler 1969: 73; Gummer 2009: 192]  [57:  Ziegler 1969: 76]  [58:  Ziegler 1969: 76] 

Astrology, also hindered the advancement of disease understanding. At its peak in the 14th century, Arabic astronomers created the theory that planet alignment or movement shaped humanities future; for example, the conjunction of Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn would spread pestilence and cause a cataclysmic epidemic.[footnoteRef:59] Despite the obvious hinderance these ‘causes’ had on understanding and treating disease, there is also likelihood of help; physicians gave astrological as well as medical reasons for the plague showing that religion did not fully stop medical progression. Miasma (bad vapours released during earthquakes during the Black Death[footnoteRef:60] is similarly believed during the Justinian Plague as well as the terrestrial force of famine[footnoteRef:61]. From this one can infer that investigating famine as a cause of disease was a logical theory. Famine as a cause of disease shows that, even though Procopius credited this outbreak as God’s work, there were advances in understanding disease causation in the sixth century as it was logical to suggest disease as a product of famine. The World Health Organisation reveals that disease nearly always accompanies a severe lack of food; cholera, diarrhoeal diseases, measles, malaria (also transmitted through an insect), and pneumonia are all examples of such connections.[footnoteRef:62] The immune system is critically weakened by malnutrition, making an individual more susceptible to catch disease.[footnoteRef:63] During the Black Death when people were too ill to farm the lands and people starved, black rats would have entered houses and buildings, bringing the Yersinia Pestis bacillus found on the fleas, spreading disease to the malnourished.  Therefore, one can determine advances in understanding the causes of disease were made despite European piety.  [59:  Ziegler 1969: 37-38]  [60:  Ferngren 2014: 108]  [61:  Nutton 2004: 25]  [62:  World Health Organisation 2017.]  [63:  World Health Organisation 2017.] 

In summary, Christian attitudes have had an immense influence of the advancement of disease understanding and treatment. Piety has hindered advances as it was believed to be God’s doing, his divine punishment upon man. Mass hysteria during the Black Death produced bizarre practices like public flagellation that relayed centuries of Jewish hatred, this encompasses the ignorance of disease causation; fear and reverence of God hindered advances as well as the fear of disobeying God by turning to atheist medicine, thus affecting the progression of disease understanding and treatment. However, one can confidently assume that logical causes of disease were in circulation. The search for treatment through herbs and efforts to prevent the spread of plague through quarantine, show advances in disease understanding. One example would be the correlation between famine and disease, epidemics of the modern day can attest to such a correlation. Despite this, one must discourage the advances made in disease understanding, for example the application of quarantine, and conclude that during the Black Death, the lack of advances in the medical field was undoubtedly hindered by religion. The belief that the soul came first meant that prayer was believed more effective than medicine, the restriction of one practical anatomy lecture every two years Montpellier University, the superstition of divine will, planets, and the Jewish all have had a profound impact on the advancement of medical treatment and disease understanding during the Black Death.
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