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Instability and new ideas: Did the Black Death bring “distinctive benefits for ordinary 

Background information 

The Black Death originated in China in the early to mid-1300s 

and spread along trade routes westward to Northern Africa  

and the Mediterranean.  It reached southern England in 1348 

and northern Britain and Scandinavia by 1350. It was caused 

by the bacterium Yersinia pestis and was transmitted from    

rodents to humans by the bite of infected fleas.  

 

Secondary interpretation/ debate about period 

“Such a dramatic and sustained fall in popula-

tion levels brought distinct benefits for ordinary 

people. On the whole, English men and     

women ate more meat and dairy produce 

than before and, in a rental market that fa-

voured tenants rather than landlords, they 

were able to afford better quality housing. The 

sanitary reforms introduced by urban authori-

ties also made towns and cities cleaner and 

more pleasant places to live – or at least 

aimed to do so.”  Professor Carol Rawcliffe 
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Key knowledge 1: 

What were the  

symptoms of the Black 

Death? 

Key knowledge 2: 

How did people try to cure the Black Death? 

• Cutting their buboes off and draining the pus 

• Smell herbs and spices to get rid of the ' bad air' 

• Allow leaches to suck their blood 

• Flagellants would torture themselves 

• Eat a teaspoon of crushed emeralds 

• Eat ten year old treacle.  

Key knowledge 4: 

How did the Black death Change 

Society? 

• Caused labour shortages– with 

fewer people available for work   

survivors demanded higher 

wages 

• Weakened the Feudal system– 

people no longer feared the 

consequences of disobeying 

their Lord 
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Key knowledge 3: 

What did people think caused 

the Black Death? 

People didn't know the real 

cause of the Plague. Some      

believed it was caused by: 

• God 

• Miasma (in the air) 

• Position of the planets 

• The Jews  


