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The “Crisis” of the Fourteenth Century in a Eurasian Context

Yoichi ISAHAYA

This review essay seeks to provide a general overview of studies on
the “crisis” of the fourteenth century that cohered with a triple peril of
climatic downturn, political upheaval and continental pandemic in the
time of transition from the Medieval Climate Anomaly (MCA) to the Little
Ice Age (LIA). While the term of the “crisis” of the fourteenth century was
originally embedded in the discourse of the European history, the recent
sophistication of paleoclimatology enables us to reappraise the “crisis” in a
wider context, for example, together with considering the “thirteenth-cen-
tury world system” by Janet Abu-Lughod. Bruce Campbell, in the context
of the shift from MCA to LIA, achieved a synthesis of economic and climate
data with the term of the Great Transition which spanned around 1270s
to 1470s as profound and irreversible changes in both of the Eurasian en-
vironmental and human conditions. Campbell’s great synthesis, however,
would not totally emancipate the “crisis” from the Eurocentric historical
narrative in comparison with the recent growth of the environmental his-
tory of Central Eurasia. As a representative, Nicola Di Cosmo sheds light
upon the nuanced relationship of the nomadic empires with the grassland
environment with temporal and spatial variety, whose scope extends to
the Mongol empire (1206-1368). The rise and fall of this landmass pol-
ity in Eurasia occurred in process of the socio-ecological changes from
MCA to LIA, which should be more taken into consideration of the Great
Transition. The climate change might have taken form of a fatal blow in
combination with the Black Death, of which Monica Green renews our un-
derstanding by means of the recent development of paleogenetics. Her core
argument is posed in that the fourteenth century plague outbreaks were
seeded by a series of Mongols’ military campaigns of the thirteenth cen-
tury, in which several sieges greatly contributed to the plague dispersion.
This “siege paradigm” requires us to pay more attention toward the thir-
teenth-century basis underlaying the next-century “crisis.” These strands
of interdisciplinary approach to the “crisis” open a new horizon for the his-

tory of Eurasia.
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