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The Plague of Justinian: Political, Economic and 
Societal Impacts 

ABSTRACT 

In 541 AD, the plague which broke out in Egyptian city of Pelesium which was called 
as a corn loft of the Byzantine Empire, and directy or indirectly affected through all 
the coastal cities of Mediterranean. The plague which was felt its effect for nearly two 
centuries, spread to the inner regions over time and made its presence felt in many 
parts of Europe. The plague, which initially spread by means of the trade, also spread 
to various places through missionaries who preached Christianity especially in 
Britain. The causes of the plague, which emerged in sixth century, were not only 
biological factors but also a number of climate crises. The volcanic winter, which is 
thought to have affected the northern hemisphere in 536, was important in the 
emergence of the plague and the increase in the number of people who lost their lives 
during the epidemic. According to current research, the climate crisis caused by a 

agricultural production. Most of the farmers who could not get enough goods due to 
the volcanic winter that lasted for two years, had to migrate to meet their needs. The 
migration movement not only caused the abandonment of agricultural areas, but also 
made it difficult for the people of Late Antiquity, who were already unable to achieve 
adequate and balanced nutrition, to meet their consumption needs. As a matter of fact, 

the epidemic. In this context, although the 536 climate crisis was not the primary cause 
of the plague, it was an important element in the spread of the epidemic and the 
increase in death rates. The plague deeply affected the Byzantine Empire, which was 
based on permanent settlement. In addition to the plague costing the lives of many 
people, the fact that healthy people left their homes for the fear of contractiong the 
disease gave rise to the migration movement. This migration has created a great 
problem in terms of increasing public order and providing food. Moreover, the very 
high death rates caused by the plague made it difficult to find people to work in 
agriculture and various jobs, and this caused an increase in labor prices. Iustinianus, 
the Byzantine Emperor of the period, also anacted laws to prevent these price 
increases. In addition, the high human lost caused difficulties in recruiting soldiers to 

plague, which affected almost all Mediterranean cities, spread especially to the inner 
parts of Europe is a very important element for the medieval European World. The 
people who avoided catching the plague turned to religion, which enabled the church 
to increase its power, and the adoption of the idea of a self-sufficient economy by 
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minimizing the connection with the outside World was an important factor in the 
formation of the feodal social order. 

Keywords: Plague Epidemic, Byzantine Empire, Late Antiquity, Early Middle Ages, 
History of Epidemics 
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