
 

 

German Historical Institute London Bulletin 

Bd. 30 

2008 

Nr. 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

Das Digitalisat wird Ihnen von perspectivia.net, der Online-Publikationsplattform der 
Max Weber Stiftung – Stiftung Deutsche Geisteswissenschaftliche Institute im 
Ausland, zur Verfügung gestellt. Bitte beachten Sie, dass das Digitalisat 
urheberrechtlich geschützt ist. Erlaubt ist aber das Lesen, das Ausdrucken des 
Textes, das Herunterladen, das Speichern der Daten auf einem eigenen Datenträger 
soweit die vorgenannten Handlungen ausschließlich zu privaten und nicht-
kommerziellen Zwecken erfolgen. Eine darüber hinausgehende unerlaubte 
Verwendung, Reproduktion oder Weitergabe einzelner Inhalte oder Bilder können 
sowohl zivil- als auch strafrechtlich verfolgt werden. 



59

SAMUEL K. COHN, JR., Lust for Liberty. The Politics of Social Revolt in
Medi eval Europe, 1200–1425: Italy, France and Flanders (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2006), xii + 376 pp. ISBN 978 0 674
02162 4. £32.95. $49.95

Samuel Cohn has already published a number of works on unrest
and uprisings in Italy (Florence), the 1381 peasants’ revolt in Eng -
land, and the consequences of the Black Death and subsequent bouts
of plague. In the book under review here, he extends the focus tem-
porally to cover a period of more than 200 years, and geographically
to take in large parts of western Europe (Italy, France, Flanders, and
England). The Iberian peninsula is largely ignored in this volume,
and Germany does not exist at all, not even as a concept—all we have
is ‘German-speaking areas’. The title Lust for Liberty confers a par-
ticular thematic and substantive emphasis on the whole work. The
sources on which this volume is based are contemporary chronicles
(specifically, the Rerum Italicarum Scriptores, Rerum Gallicarum et
Fran ci carum Scriptores, Scriptores of the MGH, Chroniques Liégeoises,
and Fonti per la storia d’Italia), supplemented by a number of deeds
and judicial documents. The author analyses this extensive materi-
al, asking, in particular, what if anything changed in the nature and
aims of popular revolts after the Black Death (1348–50). The only
comparative study on this subject so far, Ongles bleus, Jacques et
Ciompi: Les ré vo lutions populaires en Europe aux XIVe et XVe siècles
(1970) by Michel Mollat und Philippe Wolff provides a positive
influence for Cohn’s grand project, which aims to refute the argu-
ment first put by Henri Pirenne that the revolts of the late thirteenth
and early fourteenth centuries should be classified as revolutions of
the crafts, and that after the plague (from 1350), they originated in the
misery of the people. Cohn uses a much broader source base than his
predecessors. He draws on 298 chronicles, with more than 1,600
descriptions of popular movements relating to 1,112 individual inci-
dents. This makes it possible to gain insights and draw conclusions
from a statistical comparison. What is striking is the sharp increase in
the frequency of revolts after the Black Death. Between 1200 and
1348, Cohn identifies 470 revolts (according to Cohn this translates
into 2.73 per year, which is incorrect); between 1350 and 1425, there
were 621 (8.06 per year, again incorrect), ‘nearly triple’ (p. 228). This
statistic, however, must be placed in the context of the greatly
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increased number of sources which survive, especially urban chron-
icles. It cannot, therefore, be used for comparative purposes and its
value is relativized.

What were the consequences of the Black Death, and how did it
change patterns of behaviour? First, it should be noted that subse-
quent bouts of plague did not have the devastating impact of the
Black Death, nor did they evoke the same radical responses. Thus in
1382, for example, the doctor Raymond Chalmelli de Vinario opti-
mistically assessed survival rates among the general population. He
established that in 1348 two-thirds of the population had become
sick, in 1361 one-half, in 1371 only 10 per cent, and in 1382 just 5 per
cent. He pointed out that fewer and fewer people were dying of the
plague, for which he credited advances in the art of medicine.
According to Cohn, these and other comparable contemporary state-
ments express a growing belief that circumstances could be changed
and document an increased confidence in the power of human
agency in the social arena. This change, he argues, is reflected in the
trajectory and objectives of unrest from the middle of the century.
Immediately after the Black Death there were hardly any revolts that
could be described as political or social (with the possible exception
of those in Flanders). The flagellants’ and anti-Semitic movements, he
argues, should be seen as the expression of a profound uncertainty
and anxiety. They were followed, not immediately but seven to ten
years later, by social and political rebellions. In Italy, such incidents
were densely clustered. They took place in Gaeta, Viterbo, Pavia,
Bologna, and Modena, then in 1355 from Naples to Venice, especial-
ly in the towns of Tuscany and in Piedmont, but also in Udine,
Ancona, Fermo, and Rimini. For France, of course, Étienne Marcel
and the Jacquerie of 1357–8 must be mentioned, but also the upris-
ings in the Languedoc. There the consequences of the Hundred Years
War and tax increases imposed because of the many plague deaths
were significant. Given the rapidly increasing demand for labour
with wages soon rising and food prices staying stable or even falling
(which did not exclude occasional revolts because of poverty),
protest (apart from resistance to higher dues) was directed more
towards social and political issues. These included party-building or
conflicts about precedence or dependence among social groups and
towns. Although there are no indications of relations let alone influ-
ence between these contemporaneous similar developments in post-
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plague Europe, ‘a hidden sense of unity’ (p. 227) points to a ‘common
community’, Cohn suggests, that was united by the idea of freedom
and shaped events. The main incidents occurred from the 1370s to
the beginning of the 1380s, and took place from Italy to England, but
they did not simply stop with Charles VI of France’s victory at
Rozebeke in 1382. Uprisings continued until 1425.

The common, new element which Cohn identifies—and this
brings us to the heart of his argument—namely, the call for freedom
and social change, comes to the fore more and more strongly and
clearly. According to the chronicler of St-Denis, Michele Pintoin,
Libertas was associated with desire, lust, and greed. Before the
plague, a total of only sixteen rebellions of this sort could be identi-
fied; during the shorter period after it, however, there were forty-
eight. Examples include Pavia from 1354 to 1360; the many revolts
against the tyranny of papal rule between 1375 and 1378 in more than
sixty towns and 1,577 villages; the revolts known as Harelle in Rouen
from 1382; and incidents in Paris, Flanders, and England in these
years. In the words of Pintoin, ‘the appetite for liberty was burning .
. . the lust for new things incessant’ (p. 242). According to Cohn, a
new self-confidence and class-consciousness developed and was
expressed among the artisans in particular. After the Black Death,
they organized protests and uprisings ‘collectively, and with
increased frequency’, in order ‘to gain liberty, to preserve their dig-
nity, and to expand their rights and those of their communities, thus
shaping their future welfare’ (p. 242). Cohn tells us little about how
this process came about, or what course it took in each case.
Nonetheless, his wide-ranging comparison has the great advantage
of cutting sight-lines through a dense forest and establishing clearly
defined periods. As a result, western Europe appears as a standard of
comparison on this question. Added to this are many important
observations on certain areas and individual themes that can only be
mentioned in passing: peasants’ revolts, economic revolts, the differ-
ences between revolts, leaders, women, ideology and suppression,
communication and alliances, and flags and slogans.

But the doubts that arise while reading this book cannot simply be
put aside. They start with the figures and statistics. According to
Cohn, the ‘lust for liberty’ shot up soon after 1348, from sixteen
revolts of this type before the Black Death to forty-eight after it,
which he presents as a fourfold increase. Apart from the fact that this
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is actually a threefold increase, this comparison is neither illuminat-
ing nor convincing, for the figures which Cohn himself gives earlier
suggest that there was a general increase in uprisings for the second
phase as a whole, even if it was not so great. This must, therefore,
have an impact on the incidence of ‘liberty revolts’. And the concept
of ‘liberty’ is not enough. What expressions have to appear in the
sources for them to be included in his statistics? What sort of freedom
is meant in each case, or more generally, can there be any popular
uprisings without some sort of impetus towards liberty at all? A
study that focuses so clearly on such a specific thesis should have
dealt more seriously with this and other substantive issues on ideas
of freedom. But its aims and objectives are different. This work, the
first to undertake a comparative classification and evaluation of this
sort and on this scale, does not get lost in theoretical analyses and
individual case studies. Rather, on the broad basis of contemporary
chronicles, it offers vivid insights into a long and diverse process of
development, and provides statistical statements about it. The densi-
ty of information and thematic classifications is impressive, but can-
not distract from some daring interpretations.
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