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SMALL DIFFERENCES AND CRITICAL
JUNCTURES: THE WEIGHT OF HISTORY

Tue WorLD THE PLAGUE CREATED

N 1346 THE BURONIG plague, the Black Death, reached the
port city of Tana at the mouth of the River Don on the Black Sea
“Transmitted by leas living on ras, he plague was brought from China
by traders traveling along the Silk Road, the great trans-Asian com
mercial artery. Thanks to Genoese traders, the rats were 500 spread-
ing the fleas and the plague from Tana o the entire Mediterrancan,
By early 1347, the plague had reached Constantinople. In the spring
of 1348, it was spreading through France and North Africa and up the
boot of ltaly. The plague wiped out about half of the population of
any area it hit,Its arival in the Italian city of Florence was witncssed
frsthand by the Htalian writer Giovanni Boccaccio, He later recalled: |

In the face of its onrush, all the wisdom and ingenuity
of man were unavailing ... the plague began, in a ter-
rifying and extraordinary manner, (0 make its disas-
trous effects apparent. It did not take the form it had
assumed in the East, where if anyone bled from the
nose it was an obvious portent of certain death. On
the contrary, is earlest symptom was the appearance.
of certain swellings in the groin or armpit, some of
which were egg-shaped whilst others were roughly
the size of a common apple .. - Later on the symptoms
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of the discase changed, and many people began to
find dark blotches and bruises on their arms, thighs
and other parts of their bodies ... Again: these mala-
dics ... Al the advice of physicians and all the power
of medicine were profitless and unavailing ... And in
most cases death occurred within three days from the
appearance of the symptoms we have described.

People in England knew the plague was coming their way and
were well aweare of impending doom. In mid-August 1348, King Ed-
ard Il asked the Archbishop of Canterbury to organize prayers, and
many bishops wrote leters for priests to read out in church to help
people cope with what was about o hit them. Ralph of Shrewsbury,
Bishop of Bath, wrote to his priests:

Almighty God uses thunder, lighteniag Isic, and other
blows which isue from his throne 1o scourge the sons.
whom he wishes to redeem. Accordingly, since a cata-
swophic. pestilence ‘from the East has arrived in 4
neighboring kingdom, it s 10 be very much feared
that, unless we pray devouty and incessanly, a
lar pestience wil strtch its poisonous branches into
this tealm, and strke down and consume the inhabi-
tants, Therefore we mustall come before the presence
of the Lord in confession, recting psalms

I didn't do any good. The plague hit and quickly wiped out about
hulfthe English population. Such catastrophes can have a huge effect
on the instittions of socicty. Peshaps understandably, scores of peo-
ple went mad. Boceaceio noted that “some maintained that an infal-
lible way of warding offthis appalling evil was to drink heavily, enjoy
lfe o the full, go rotnd singing and merrymaking, graty all one’s
cravings whenever the opportunity offered, and shrug the thing off as
an enormous joke ... and this explains why (hose women who re-
coveed were possibly less chaste in the period that followed. Yet the
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plague also had a socially, economically, and politically transforma.
tive impact on medieval Buropean societies.

At the turn of the fourteenth century, Europe had a feudal order,
an organization of society that first emerged in Western Europe afier
the collapse of the Roman Empire. It was based on a hierarchical re.
Jationship between the king and the lords beneath him, with the peas.
ants at the bottom, The king owned the land and he granted it 10 the
ords in exchange for military services. The lords then allocated land
to peasants, in exchange for which peasants had to perform extensive
unpaid labor and were subject to many fines and taxes. Peasants, who
because of their “servile” status were thus called serfs, were tied 1o the
land, unable o move elsewhere without the permission of their lord,
who was not just the landlord, but also the judge, jury, and police
force. It was a highly extractive system, with wealth flowing upward
from the many peasants  the few lords. £

The massive scarcity of labor created by the plague shook the
foundations of the feudal order. It encouraged peasants o demand
that things change. At Eynsham Abbey, for cxample, the peasants
demanded that many of the fines and unpaid labor be reduced. They
got what they wanted, and their new contract began with the asser-
tion *At the time of the mortality or pestilence, which occurred in
1349, scarcely two tenants remaincd in the manor, and they expressed
their intention of leaving unless Brother Nicholas of Upton, then
abbot and lord of the manor, made a new agreement with them."
He did.

What happened at Eynsham happened everywhere, Peasants
started o free themselves from compulsory labor services and many
obligations to their lords. Wages started to rise. The government tried
to put a stop 1o this and, in 1351, passed the Stawte of Laborers,
which commenced:

Because a great part of the people and especially of
the workmen and servants has now died ia that pesti-
lence, some, seeing the straights of the masters and
the scarcity of servants, arc not willing 1o serve unless
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they receive excessive wages ... We, considering the
grave inconveniences which might come from the lack.
especially of ploughmen and such lsbourers, have
seen it 1o ordains that every man and woman of our
kingdom of England ... shall be bound to serve him
who has seen fit so to seck after him; and he shall take
only the wages liveries, meed or salary which, in the
places wherdthe sough (0 serve, were accusiomed (o
be paid in the twentieth year of our reign of England
[King Edward T1l came to the throne on January 25,
1327, 50 the reference here i t0 1347) o the five or six
common years next preceding.

The statute in effect ried to fix wages at the levels paid before the
Black Death. Partcularly concerning for the English elte was “entice-
ment," the attempt by one'lord to atiract the scarce peasants of an-
other. The solution was to make prison the punishment for leaving
employment withou{ permission of the employer:

And if a reaper or mower, or other workman or ser-
van, of whatever sanding or condition he be, who is
retained in the service of any one, do depart from the
said service before the end of the term agreed, with-
out permission or reasonable cause, he shall undergo
the penalty of imprisonment, and let no one . .. more-
over, pay or permit 0 be paid to any one more wages,
Livery, meed or salary than was customary as has been
sai

The attempt by the English sate 0 stop the changes of instutions
and wages that came in the wake of the Black Death didn't work. In
1381 the Peasants’ Revolt broke out, and the rebels, under the leader-
ship of Wat Tyler, even captured most of London. Though they were:
ulimately defeated, and Tyler was executed, there were no more
stempts (o enforce the Statute of Laborers. Feudal labor services
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dwindled away, an inclusive labor market began o cmerge in En.
gland, and wages rose.

‘The plague seems to have hit most of the world, and everywhere.
a similar fraction of the population perished. Thus the demographic
impact in Eastern Europe was the same s in England and Western
Europe. The social and economic forces at play were also the same.
Labor was scarce and people demanded greater freedoms. But in the
East, a more powerful contradictory logic was at work. Fewer people
meant higher wages in an inclusive labor market. But this gave lords
4 greater incentive o keep the labor market extractive and the peas-
ants servile. In England this motivation had been in play, 100, as .
flected in the Statute of Laborers. But workers had sufficient power
that they got their way. Not 50 in Eastern Europe. After the plague,
Eastern landlords stated to take over large tracts of land and cxpand
their holdings, which were already larger than those in Westers Eu.
rope. Towns were weaker and less populous, and rather than becom-
ing freer, workers began o see their already existing frecdoms
encroached on.

The effects became especially clear after 1500, when Western Eu-
rope began to demand the agricultural goods, such as wheat, rye, and
livestock, produced in the East. Eighty percent of the imports of rye
into Amsterdam came from the Elbe, Vistula, and Odier river valleys.
So0n half of the Netherlands' booming trade was with Faster Fu-
1ope. As Wester demand expanded, Bastern landlords ratcheted up
their control over the labor force (o expand their supply. It was to be
called the Second Serfdom, distinct and more intense than it original
form of the early Middle Ages. Lords increased the taxes they levied
on their tenants' own plots and took half of the gross output. In Kor-
czyn, Poland, all work for the lord in 1533 was paid. But by 1600
nearly half was unpaid forced labor. In 1500, workers in Mecklenburg,
in eastemn Germany, owed only a few days' unpaid labor services a
year. By 150 it was one day a weck, and by 1600, three days per
week. Workers' children had to work for the lord for fice for scveral
years. In Hungary, landlords took complete control of the land in
1514, legislating one day a week of unpaid labor services for each
worker. In 1550 this was raised to two days per week. By the end of
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(he century, it was three days. Serfs subject to these rules made up 90
percent of the rural population by this time.

Though in 1346 there were few differences between Western and
Fastern Europe in terms of political and economic insttutions, by
1600 they were worlds apart. In the West, workers were free of feudal
dues, fines, and regulations and were becoming a key part of a boom-
ing market economy. In the East, they were also involved in such an
cconomy, but as coercéd serfs growing the food and agricultural
goods demanded in the West. It was a market economy, but not an
inclusive one. This institutional divergence was the result of a situa-
{ion where the differences between these areas initally seemed very
sanall in the East,lords were a lite better organized; they had slightly
more rights and more consolidated landholdings. Towns were weaker
and smaller, peasants less organized. In the grand scheme of history,
these were small differences. Yet these small differences between the
East and the West became very consequential for the lives of their
‘populations and for the future path of insttutional development when
the feudal order was shaken up by the Black Death.

‘The Black Death is a vivid example of a critical juncture, a major
event or confluence of factors disrupting the existing economic or
political balance in society. A critical juncture is a double-edged sword
that can cause  sharp wr in the trajectory of a nation. On the one
hand it can open the way for breaking the cycle of extractive institu-
tions and enable more inclusive ones 1o emerge, as in England. Or it
can intensify the emengence of extractive institutions, as was the case
with the Second Serfdom in Easter Europe.

Understanding how history and critical junctures shape the path of
economic and political instinutions enables us to have 2 more com-
plete theory of the origins of differences in poverty and prosperity. In
addition, it enables us to account for the lay of the land today and
why some nations make the transition to inclusive economic and po-
liical institutiorls while others do not




