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Most historians have long been reluctant to view historical developments from a psychological perspec-
tive. In recent decades historians have been challenged to apply psychological insights to history. In 1957 
William L. Langer, then president of the American Historical Association, issued such a challenge to 
historians in his presidential address to the annual convention. In the following selections from that 
address, Langer suggests how modern psychology might be used to interpret the Black Death and related 
developments. 

CONSIDER: How a psychologist might explain various behaviors related to the Black Death; how visual 
sources (e.g. the The Triumph of Death fits with this interpretation. 

The Black Death was worse than anything exper-
ienced prior to that time and was, in all probability, 
the greatest single disaster that has ever befallen 
European mankind. In most localities a third or 
even a half of the population was lost within the 
space of a few months, and it is important to 
remember that the great visitation of 1348-1349 
was only the beginning of a period of pandemic 
disease with a continuing frightful drain of 
population. 

At news of the approach of the disease a haunting 
terror seizes the population, in the Middle Ages 
leading on the one hand to great upsurges of 
repentance in the form of flagellant processions and 
on the other to a mad search for scapegoats, 
eventuating in large-scale pogroms of the Jews. 
The most striking feature of such visitations has 
always been the precipitate flight from the cities, in 
which not only the wealthier classes but also town 
officials, professors and teachers, clergy, and even 
physicians took part. The majority of the 
population, taking the disaster as an expression of 
God’s wrath, devoted itself to penitential exercises, 
to merciful occupations, and to such good works as 
the repair of churches and the founding of religious 
houses. On the other hand, the horror and confusion 
in many places brought general demoralization and 
social breakdown. Criminal elements were quick to 
take over, looting the deserted houses and even 
murdering the sick in order to rob them of their 
jewels. Many, despairing of the goodness and 

mercy of God, gave themselves over to riotous 
living, resolved, as Thucydides says, “to get out of 
life the pleasures which could be had speedily and 
which would satisfy their lusts, regarding their 
bodies and their wealth alike as transitory.” 
Drunkenness and sexual immorality were the order 
of the day. “In one house,” reported an observer of 
the London plague of 1665, “you might hear them 
roaring under the pangs of death, in the next 
tippling, whoring and belching out blasphemies 
against God.” 

The age was marked, as all admit, by a mood of 
misery, depression, and anxiety, and by a general 
sense of impending doom. Numerous writers in 
widely varying fields have commented on the 
morbid preoccupation with death, the macabre 
interest in tombs, the gruesome predilection for the 
human corpse. Among painters the favorite themes 
were Christ’s passion, the terrors of the Last 
Judgment, and the tortures of Hell, all depicted 
with ruthless realism and with an almost loving 
devotion to each repulsive detail. Altogether 
characteristic was the immense popularity of the 
Dance of Death woodcuts and murals, with appro-
priate verses, which appeared soon after the Black 
Death and which, it is agreed, expressed the sense 
of the immediacy of death and the dread of dying 
unshriven. Throughout the 15th and 16th centuries 
these pitilessly naturalistic pictures ensured man’s 
constant realization of his imminent fate. 
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The origins of the Dance of Death theme have been 
generally traced to the Black Death and subsequent 
epidemics, culminating in the terror brought on by 
the outbreak of syphilis at the end of the 15th 
century. Is it unreasonable, then, to suppose that 
many of the other phenomena I have mentioned 
might be explained, at least in part, in the same 
way? We all recognize the late Middle Ages as a 
period of popular religious excitement or 
over-excitement, of pilgrimages and penitential 
processions, of mass preaching, of veneration of 
relics and adoration of saints, of lay piety and 
popular mysticism. It was apparently also a period 
of unusual immorality and shockingly loose living, 
which we must take as a continuation of the 
“devil-may-care” attitude of one part of the 
population. This the psychologists explain as the 
repression of unbearable feelings by accentuating 
the value of a diametrically opposed set of feelings 

and then behaving as though the latter were the real 
feelings. But the most striking feature of the age 
was an exceptionally strong sense of guilt and a 
truly dreadful fear of retribution, seeking 
expression in a passionate longing for effective 
intercession and in a craving for direct, personal 
experience of the Deity, as well as in a corre-
sponding dissatisfaction with the Church and with 
the mechanization of the means of salvation as 
reflected, for example, in the traffic in indulgences. 

These attitudes, along with the great interest in 
astrology, the increased resort to magic, and the 
startling spread of witchcraft and Satanism in the 
15th century were, according to the precepts of 
modern psychology, normal reactions to the 
sufferings to which mankind in that period was 
subjected. 

 


