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 In Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year, he writes, “… the People, 
from what Principle I cannot imagine, were more addicted to Prophesies, 
and Astrological Conjurations, Dreams, and old Wives Tales, than ever 
they were before or since…” (Defoe 2003). When examining documents 
during the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries about the plague, one can 
see that there was a variety of explanations regarding who or what was to 
blame for disease. Although the idea of contagion was just beginning to 
HPHUJH�DQG�FLUFXODWH� LQ�VFLHQWL¿F�FRPPXQLWLHV��D�SURPLQHQW� LGHD�DPRQJ�
many, as seen in Defoe’s quote, is the idea that humanity itself is to blame 
for the Black Death. In this paper, I will argue that many believed humanity 
was so sinful that God either was the cause of the plague or was simply 
letting it happen, and therefore humanity needs to do penance for their sins 
to end the spread of disease. I will explore Defoe’s book A Journal of the 
Plague Year as well as fourteenth-century documents from John Aberth’s 
The Black Death: The Great Mortality of 1348-1350 that demonstrate how 
SHRSOH�ZHUH�GHWHUPLQHG�WR�¿QG�³VLJQV´�LQ�WKH�VN\�RU�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�DURXQG�WKHP�
that showed that the end was near, as well as how they decided to commit 
penance once they decided that humanity was being punished by God.
To begin, I will analyze A Journal of the Plague Year, which goes into ex-
tensive detail about the signs from God that people claimed they saw. It 
is important to note that a potential bias within this novel stem from Defoe 
EHLQJ� ¿YH� \HDUV� ROG�ZKHQ� WKLV� SODJXH�HSLGHPLF� LQ� /RQGRQ� LQ� �����ZDV�
occurring, and it is theorized that he is writing from his uncle’s perspec-
tive. Defoe was also a famed novelist who wrote Robinson Crusoe, and 
it is possible that some of the details that are described by Defoe were 
made up or exaggerated. Despite the problems with this source from a 
historian’s perspective, it is still an important source for our modern-day 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� RI� ZKDW� KDSSHQHG� GXULQJ� WKH� *UHDW� 3ODJXH� RI� /RQGRQ�
'HIRH�JRHV� LQ�GHSWK� LQWR�KRZ� WKH�SHRSOH�RI�/RQGRQ� WULHG� WR�H[SODLQ� WKH�
oncoming plague through signs from God. He narrows his focus on a de-
scription of a scene that occurred before the beginning of the plague in 
which a woman claimed that she saw an angel in the sky. Defoe writes, 
³6KH�GHVFULEHG�HYHU\�3DUW�RI�WKH�)LJXUH�WR�WKH�/LIH��VKHZ¶G�WKHP�WKH�0R-
WLRQ��DQG�WKH�)RUP��DQG�WKH�SRRU�3HRSOH�FDPH�LQWR�LW�VR�HDJHUO\��DQG�ZLWK�
so much Readiness…” (Defoe 2003). The narrator (as we know that this 
is not Defoe’s experience but someone else’s) explains how he did not 
see the shape of the angel in the sky, and the woman told him “…that it 
ZDV�D� WLPH�RI�*RG¶V�$QJHU��DQG�GUHDGIXO� -XGJPHQWV�ZHUH�DSSURDFKLQJ��
and that Despisers, such as I, should wonder and perish” (Defoe 2003). 
7KH� QDUUDWRU� KDV� WR� OHDYH� WKH� VFHQH� EHFDXVH� KH� LV� VR� WHUUL¿HG� WKDW� KH�
is going to be “mobb’d by them” since he does not see the same image 
in the sky that they did. In addition to the clouds in the sky, Defoe de-
VFULEHV�KRZ�FRPHWV�DSSHDUHG�RYHU�/RQGRQ�DQG�PDQ\�SHRSOH�� LQFOXGLQJ�
him, saw them as “the Forerunners and Warnings of Gods Judgements” 
(Defoe 2003). They even potentially had different colors and speeds 
of movements based on the type of judgement that God was giving.
These descriptions from Defoe’s book are crucial to understanding who 
the people considered responsible for the onslaught of disease. Clearly, 
WKH�SHRSOH�RI�/RQGRQ�DUH�QRW�XVLQJ�VFLHQWL¿F�UHDVRQLQJ�VXFK�DV�WKH�SRS-
ular miasma theory for the cause of the plague but take a more religious 
direction. The intensity in which the people looking at the cloud in the sky 
defend their viewpoint against the narrator shows how desperate peo-
ple were for an explanation to the plague, but it also shows how people 
were insistent that humanity as a whole was responsible for the plague 
because God was angry with them. The woman in this scene proclaims 
to the narrator that God was angry with humanity for their sins and thus 
was bringing His punishments, or judgements, as she says, to the people 
WKURXJK�WKH�VSUHDG�RI�WKH�SODJXH��7KH�FRPHWV�LQ�WKH�VN\�RYHU�/RQGRQ�ZHUH�
another sign from God, letting humanity know beforehand that He was an-
gry with them, and, therefore, He was going to allow or cause the plague 
DQG� WKH� *UHDW� )LUH� RI� /RQGRQ� DV� SXQLVKPHQW� IRU� WKHLU� FRPELQHG� VLQV�

Clergy begin to enforce this idea that humanity is responsible for the 
SODJXH�DV�ZHOO��'HIRH�ZULWHV�WKDW�³«0LQLVWHUV��WKDW�LQ�WKHLU�6HUPRQV��UDWKHU�
VXQN�� WKDQ� OLIWHG�XS� WKH�+HDUWV�RI� WKHLU�+HDUHUV��PDQ\�RI� WKHP�QR�GRXEW�
GLG� LW� IRU� WKH� VWUHQJWKHQLQJ� WKH�5HVROXWLRQ� RI� WKH� 3HRSOH�� DQG� HVSHFLDO-
ly for quickening them to Repentance…” (Defoe 2003). He describes 
people who frightened others to the point of tears, who “prophesying 
QRWKLQJ� EXW� HYLO� 7LGLQJV�� WHUULI\LQJ� WKH� 3HRSOH� ZLWK� WKH� $SSUHKHQVLRQV�
of being utterly destroy’d” (Defoe 2003). The government becomes in-
volved in this as well, with Defoe writing that “…The Government en-
couraged their Devotion, and appointed publick Prayers, and Days of 
fasting and Humiliation, to make publick Confession of Sin, and implore 
WKH� 0HUF\� RI� *RG�� WR� DYHUW� WKH� GUHDGIXO� -XGJHPHQW«´� �'HIRH� ������
/RQGRQ�ZDV�QRW�WKH�RQO\�SODFH�LQ�WKH�0HGLWHUUDQHDQ�ZRUOG�LQ�ZKLFK�PDVV�
public penance and prayer events were conducted. The government of 
Damascus also takes action in the document “The Beginning and End: On 
History” in Aberth’s collection of Black Death documents. The author of this 
document, Ibn Kathir, was a teacher of the Hadith, so it was easy for Ibn 
Kathir to witness how the city of Damascus and its people responded to the 
major threat of the plague. Throughout this document, Ibn Kathir describes 
the intensity in which the citizens of Damascus believed that they needed 
to pray penance to God to rid the city of plague. Ibn Kathir writes that “the 
people poured out their supplications that the city be spared the plague” 
�.DWKLU��������6XSSOLFDWLRQV�FRQGXFWHG�E\�WKH�SHRSOH�LQFOXGH�WKH�VWRU\�RI�
WKH�ÀRRG�RI�1RDK�EHLQJ�UHFLWHG�RYHU�WKUHH�WKRXVDQG�WLPHV��IDVWLQJ�IRU�WKUHH�
days, and were told to “humbly beseech God to take away this plague” 
�.DWKLU� ������� 2QH� RI� WKH� PRVW� H[WUDRUGLQDU\� VFHQHV� GHVFULEHG� E\� ,EQ�
Kathir is when on the fourth day of the supplication of the city of Damascus, 
during the ceremonies that were being conducted, “…one saw in this mul-
titude Jews, Christians, Samaritans, old men, old women, young children, 
poor men, emirs, notables, magistrates, who processed after the morning 
SUD\HU�� QRW� FHDVLQJ� WR� FKDQW� WKHLU� SUD\HUV� XQWLO� GD\EUHDN´� �.DWKLU� ������
After analyzing both Defoe and Ibn Kathir’s descriptions of people from 
all different kinds of backgrounds participating in this mass repentance, 
LW�LV�FOHDU�ZKDW�WKH�FRPPRQ�EHOLHI�LQ�WKH�0HGLWHUUDQHDQ�ZRUOG�RI�ZKR�ZDV�
UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WKH�SODJXH��KXPDQLW\��7KH�FLWLHV�RI�/RQGRQ�DQG�'DPDVFXV�
have common themes of fasting, public prayer and recitation, and suppli-
FDWLRQ�EHLQJ�FRQGXFWHG�E\�WKH�SXEOLF��PDQ\�EHOLHYHG�WKDW�*RG�ZDV�SXQ-
ishing humanity for their sins, and the correct way to abolish the plague 
was for the people to do everything in their power. This included doing 
penance repeatedly in fervent ceremonies, and constantly reciting relevant 
scriptures. As seen in the haunting description of the peoples of Damas-
cus coming together to chant prayers, the belief that God was punishing 
humanity was not uncommon. Whether you were Jewish, Christian, or 
0XVOLP�� ,EQ� .DWKLU¶V� SDVVDJH� GHPRQVWUDWHV� KRZ� GHVSHUDWH� WKH� SHRSOH�
were to appease God and to end the suffering that was the Black Death.
Alongside the similar acts of penance that the people of the cities Damas-
FXV� DQG� /RQGRQ� VKDUHG�� 'DPDVFXV� DOVR� H[SHULHQFHG� HYHQWV� WKDW� ZHUH�
interpreted as signs from God about the judgements that are coming to 
humanity. Ibn Kathir describes a sandstorm that occurs over Damascus. 
He writes, “The population was in a state of anguish for about a quar-
ter of an hour, imploring God, asking His pardon and lamenting all the 
PRUH�WKDW�LW�ZDV�DIÀLFWHG�E\�WKLV�FUXHO�PRUWDOLW\�´��.DWKLU��������,Q�PXOWLSOH�
cities, people were claiming that various natural events were signs from 
*RG�� WKLV� GHPRQVWUDWHV� WKDW� WKLV� VXGGHQ�RQVODXJKW� RI� UHOLJLRXV�GHYRWLRQ�
ZDV�QRW�H[FOXVLYH� WR�/RQGRQ�� ,Q�DGGLWLRQ�� LW�DOVR�VKRZV� WKDW� WKH�SV\FKR-
logical effects of the plague were so strong that people were desperate 
WR�¿QG�DQ\�VROXWLRQ� WR�RU�H[SODQDWLRQ� IRU�ZK\�VR�PDQ\�SHRSOH�ZHUH�VXI-
fering and dying from the plague. Surely, if humanity were innocent and 
IUHH� RI� VLQ�� WKHQ� WKH� SODJXH� ZRXOG� QRW� EH� KDSSHQLQJ� LQ� WKH� ¿UVW� SODFH��
7KHUHIRUH�� WKH� SHRSOH� RI� WKH�0HGLWHUUDQHDQ�ZRUOG�� DV� VHHQ� LQ� ERWK�'H-
foe and Ibn Kathir’s sources, decided to dedicate themselves to reli-
gious rituals and repetitive penance to try their best to cleanse their sins.
To end this paper, I will look at the most prominent example of those who 
EHOLHYHG�WKDW�KXPDQLW\¶V�HYLOV�ZHUH�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WKH�SODJXH��WKH�ÀDJHO-
ODQWV��7KH�ÀDJHOODQWV��RXW�RI�DOO�WKH�GRFXPHQWV�WKDW�,�KDYH�H[DPLQHG��DUH�
probably the most extreme example of penance done for God’s anger 
DJDLQVW�KXPDQLW\��,Q�)ULWVFKH�&ORVHQHU¶V�³&KURQLFOH�´�KH�GHVFULEHV�WKH�ÀD-
gellants that would come through the town of Strasbourg and display their 
gruesome self-mutilation. Closener writes that twice a day, “they laid down 
in many ways, according to the sins which everyone had committed. After 
WKH\�KDG�DOO� ODLQ�GRZQ�� WKH�PDVWHU�EHJDQ�ZKHUH�KH�VDZ�¿W�DQG�VWHSSHG�
RYHU�RQH�RI� WKHP�DQG�KLW�KLV�EDFN�ZLWK� WKH�VFRXUJH«´� �&ORVHQHU��������
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The scourges in which Closener describes had “knots at the end into which 
thorns had been placed, and they whipped themselves across their backs 
VR�WKDW�PDQ\�RI�WKHP�ZHUH�EOHHGLQJ�D�ORW«´�&ORVHQHU���������,Q�IDFW��WKLV�
VHOI�KDUP�ZDV�RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�SDUWV�RI�WKH�ÀDJHOODQWV¶�SHQDQFH�WR�
*RG��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�&ORVHQHU��WKH�ÀDJHOODQWV�ZHQW�RQ�SLOJULPDJHV�IRU�D�OLWWOH�
over thirty-three days (equilvalent to the amount of time that God/Christ 
lived on Earth) and that they should “never have a good day nor night and 
spill your blood.” Through this pilgrimage and self-imposed torture, God 
ZRXOG�VXSSRVHGO\�IRUJLYH�KXPDQLW\�DQG�³IRUJHW�+LV�DQJHU´��&ORVHQHU�������
$ORQJ�ZLWK� WKH� VHOI�ÀDJHOODWLRQ� WKDW� WKH� ÀDJHOODQWV�ZHUH� QDPHG� IRU�� WKH\�
followed some of the same trends of public prayer and chanting in Defoe 
DQG� ,EQ�.DWKLU��7KH\�ZRXOG�FKDQW� ³1RZ�ZH� OLIW�XS�RXU�KDQGV�DQG�SUD\�2�
God take the great death away!” for three hours (similarly to the repeti-
WLRQ� RI� WKH� ÀRRG� RI�1RDK� LQ�'DPDVFXV��� DQG� WKH\�ZRXOG� UHDG� WKH� OHWWHU�
they received from the king of Sicily informing them of how they should 
commit penance to God, where “there rose great lamentation from the 
SHRSOH�� EHFDXVH� WKH\� DOO� EHOLHYHG� LW�ZDV� WUXH´� �&ORVHQHU� ������� � ,� WKLQN�
the last quote is particularly important because, again, it demonstrates 
how eager the people were to believe any religious explanation for the 
plague that was given. These people were publicly whipping themselves, 
ZKLFK�PD\�EH�GLVWXUELQJ�IRU�PDQ\��KRZHYHU��WKH\�ZHUH�DOVR�RIIHULQJ�D�SR-
tential explanation and solution to God’s anger against humanity, which 
may have been relieving to hear. Had the belief that the plague was God’s 
MXGJHPHQW�QRW�EHHQ�DV�ZLGHVSUHDG�RU�SRSXODU�� WKHQ�SHUKDSV� WKH�ÀDJHO-
lants would not have been as accepted and welcomed as they were. Al-
WKRXJK�WKH�SRSXODULW\�RI�WKH�ÀDJHOODQWV�FKDQJHG��WKH\�DUH�VWLOO�D�SURPLQHQW�
example of the lengths people went to appease God and to cleanse them-
selves of their sins that were the cause of the plague. On one end of the 
VSHFWUXP��ZH� VHH� VLPSOH�DFWV� OLNH�SXEOLF� SUD\HU� LQ�'DPDVFXV�DQG�/RQ-
GRQ��DQG�RQ�WKH�RWKHU��ZH�VHH�H[WUHPLVW�JURXSV�OLNH�WKH�ÀDJHOODQWV��3HR-
ple engaged in acts of penance in various ways during the Black Death.
To sum up, during the time of the Black Death, there existed a variety of 
explanations for the immense suffering and mortality that was the plague. 
These reasons ranged from the scapegoating of the Jewish community to 
WKH�PLDVPD�DQG�HDUWKTXDNH�WKHRU\��3HRSOH�ZHUH�GHVSHUDWH�WR�¿QG�VRPH�
sort of solution and answer as to why there was so much agony in the 
world. The most common explanation to the plague and the group con-
VLGHUHG�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�GLVHDVH�LQ�WKH�0HGLWHUUDQHDQ�ZRUOG�ZDV�KXPDQLW\�
LWVHOI��:H�H[SORUHG�GRFXPHQWV�IURP�/RQGRQ�WR�'DPDVFXV�WKDW�GHPRQVWUDW-
ed how there was a widespread belief that the reason why the plague was 
spreading was because humanity had accumulated so much sin that God 
was sending (or allowing) the plague as punishment for their collective sins. 
The only solution and way to end the plague was to fervently repent and 
FRPPLW�DFWV�RI�SHQDQFH�WRZDUGV�*RG��0DQ\�EHOLHYHG�WKLV�ZRXOG�DSSHDVH�
God, and He would forgive His anger against humanity. “Signs” from God 
included comets, clouds in the shapes of angels, and massive sandstorms, 
and there was mass recitation of scriptures, public prayer, ceremonies, 
DQG�VHOI�ÀDJHOODWLRQ��XOWLPDWHO\��WKH�0HGLWHUUDQHDQ�ZRUOG�HQJDJHG�LQ�D�YDUL-
HW\�RI�IRUPV�RI�UHSHQWDQFH�WKDW�UHÀHFWHG�KRZ�GHVSHUDWHO\�WKH�SHRSOH�ZHUH�
clinging to religion and spirituality during a time of mass death and misery


