UNIVERSITY OF LEEDS

I "#$$%& ' () o+ +
, - . +* [ 0"H& % %(% 0 1"2 $$# (3#3
NP
1 * 6 6 7 6
8 4 * 8 * * 9

C
=3
<
D
1
vl
2,
<
-
O
S
(7]
o
=
=
3
S



mailto:eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/

Medical History, 2001, 45: 151-184

The Socio-Economic Relations of Warfare
and the Military Mortality Crises of the Thirty
Years’ War

QUENTIN OUTRAM*

Introduction

Michael Flinn wrote that the Thirty Years’ War, fought in central Europe between
1618 and 1648, “remains the classic study of the military causation of mortality
crises”.! Despite these words, the Thirty Years’ War has rarely been studied from
this perspective. In what follows, I seek to explain the enormous demographic loss
experienced during the War. In doing so, I find that the socio-economic relations of
warfare and, in particular, the nature of civil-military relations during the War form
a key element of the explanation. The wider import of this paper is therefore that
the new approach to the history of mortality, in which the contributions of social
action and personal behaviour to mortality changes have been investigated and
highlighted, is one which promises a significantly deeper and more successful account
of the military mortality crises which punctuated the past and continue to afflict the
present.

In the next section I first establish the scale of the demographic loss and
introduce the conventional explanations for it. I then examine the possible
components of demographic loss, quickly focusing on mortality, and demonstrating
that plausible estimates of battle mortality are insufficient to explain any substantial
part of the demographic loss. Contemporary records, of which I introduce a new
analysis, indicate that the leading cause of death in the civilian mortality crises
of the War were plague and hunger, in other words the leading causes of crisis
mortality in peacetime as well as wartime early modern Europe. This raises the
question to what extent the mortality crises during the War were, in fact, caused
by the conflict or merely coincident with it. I will suggest that the War was
indeed causal for a large part of the mortality of the period and that an
acceptable explanation of the demographic loss must explain how the War
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intensified, multiplied and/or lengthened the usual mortality crises of early modern
Europe.

Three models explaining the impact of warfare on civilian mortality can be
distinguished in the existing literature on the Thirty Years’ War. These are the
“synergy” model in which undernutrition causes deaths from disease, the “hunger”
model in which undernutrition leads directly to excess mortality, and the
“transmission” model in which troop movements and civilian distress migration
cause unusually high fatality rates by increasing the transmission of infectious
disease. The latter two models presage a new account in which the “socio-
economic relations of warfare” are central to understanding the dynamics and
scale of this military mortality crisis. I argue that nutrition-infection synergies
explain little in the case at hand but that an examination of the economic and
social relations between the civilian population and the military forces active in
the War reveals the dynamics that led to both a heightened incidence of subsistence
crises and a heightened exposure to fatal epidemic disease. The final section
contextualizes the “socio-economic relations of warfare” model within recent
contributions to demography and demographic history and indicates briefly how
the “socio-economic relations” model can help us understand variations in wartime
civilian mortality.

Losses and Reasons: The State of Research

The demographic history of the Thirty Years’ War continues to circle around the
figure of Giinther Franz and his conspectus of the demographic impact of the War,
first published in 1940. This suggested that “in the 30 years of crisis, about 40 per
cent of the rural population fell victim to the War and epidemics. In the cities, the
losses may be estimated at only 33 per cent”.? With a German population of perhaps
15 million in 1618, Franz’s conclusion implies a loss approaching 6 million people.
Franz’s own book makes it clear that his summary is inaccurate, however, even
disregarding, for the moment, the numbers he gives. It consists of a survey of a very
large number of local demographic studies. From these Franz sought estimates of
pre-war and post-war populations, defining “post-war” as the point at which
population movements in response to the conflict had ceased.’ The result is therefore
an estimate of demographic loss which includes all the possible effects on population
including changes in mortality from whatever cause, reductions in fertility and
permanent net migration. Hence, to say that “40 per cent fell victim to war and
epidemics” is potentially misleading.

S H Steinberg made an early attack on Franz’s study which was pursued with
an aggression which seems to have obstructed both a close reading of Franz’s

2G Franz, Der Dreissigjihrige Krieg und das * Franz, op. cit., note 2 above, p. 2.
deutsche Volk, 4th ed., Stuttgart, Gustav Fischer,
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15: 1-21, p. 4.
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work and accurate arithmetic. Nevertheless, Steinberg’s bluster appears to have
brought about a timid retreat among Anglophone writers and for many years it
has been conventional to repeat “conservative” “estimates” of demographic loss
of “15 or 20 percent”,’ numbers apparently pulled out of thin air.® The reasons
for reducing Franz’s estimates have been various. The more substantial criticisms
are, first, that the local studies on which he relied usually reported changes in
the number of households, not the number of people; second, that the method
by which Franz moved from local estimates of population loss to regional and
national totals is unclear; and third, that the fiscal surveys that form a major
source for the demographic studies he surveyed were distorted in an attempt to
reduce consequential tax burdens. It is certainly possible that an increase in
household size occurred but to explain the entire apparent population loss in
this way would require wholly improbable changes. Franz’s movement from local
to regional and national estimates appears to have been purely judgemental and
it is possible that the coverage of the local studies on which Franz relied were
biased towards the worst cases. Nevertheless, critics have been unable to bring
forward new data to substantiate this claim. The last of these criticisms is less
powerful than it might appear. As John Theibault points out, tax-gatherers, who
were the main compilers of the records, were not naive and had an incentive to
counter downward distortions.” Moreover, demographic studies based on parish
registers and other non-fiscal records tell a story broadly consistent with those
based on tax data.® The most important of these studies is Edward Eckert’s
examination of plague and pestilential mortality in central Europe in the 1560-1640
period based on 807 parish registers, supplemented by printed sources based on
parish and civic records, giving mortality data on about 850 communities.” Eckert
contrasts his estimates of mortality for five German provinces during the worst
period of the War, 1631-6, with Franz’s estimates of population loss and concludes
“the estimates are of the same order of magnitude confirming that Germany
suffered a mortality crisis of exceptional intensity”.'

I can see no way to avoid this conclusion. It may appear less startling if set in
context. Massive demographic losses during periods of early modern warfare were
not unique to Germany. Ireland appears to have suffered catastrophic losses in the

*S H Steinberg, The ‘Thirty Years War’ and " Theibault, op. cit., note 2 above, p. 13.
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cit., note 2 above, pp. 6-7. Bohlau, 1967; P Stephan, ‘Geburtlichkeit und

C R Friedrichs, ‘The war and German Kindersterblichkeit in einem Dorf im 17. und 18.
society’, in G Parker (ed.), The Thirty Years’ War,  Jahrhundert’, Arztl. Jugendkd, 1984, 75: 178-89; J
2nd ed., London, Routledge, 1997, pp. 186-92, Theibault, German villages in crisis: rural life in
on p. 188. Hesse-Kassel and the Thirty Years’ War,
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wars following the 1641 Rebellion." Poland in the period following the 1648-51
rebellion of Bogdan Chmielnicki presents another case."

The Components of Demographic Loss
Fertility

Few writers on the demographic impact of early modern warfare have had much
to say about the consequences for fertility. Myron Gutmann’s work forms an
exception. His evidence suggests war delayed marriage and that undernutrition
caused by war brought infertility, increases in spontaneous abortion and miscarriage."
Restricted to the period after 1665 by the lack of data, he shows a clear decline in
the number of baptisms during war-induced “years of crisis” in the 1670s (the Dutch
War), and in the 1690s (the War of the League of Augsburg). “Yet childbearing was
never as severely reduced as mortality was increased. While the deadliest years ...
cost twice the normal number of people their lives, the worst birth losses were about
one third in 1676 ... and less than 30 percent in 1694”.'"

Theibault’s study of the Werra region in Hesse-Kassel tells a different story.
Focusing on the village of Grandenborn for which extensive demographic data exist,
Theibault shows it was hit by two major mortality crises, in 1626 and in 1636. In
the ten years between the two, the number of baptisms fell to an average of about
60 per cent of its pre-crisis level, and remained in excess of the number of burials.
In the ten years after the second crisis, however, the number of baptisms collapsed
to less than 25 per cent of the pre-1626 average. While baptisms remained in excess
of burials in the period after 1636, the excess was insufficient to allow the population
to recover its pre-crisis levels within any moderate period of time. “The vital signs
of population growth were almost non-existent”."

An analysis of baptismal data for Augsburg shows a similar, though less extreme
case. Between 1601 and 1631 the number of baptisms almost exactly matched the
number of deaths except in the “plague” years of 1607, 1627 and 1628. But when
Gustavus Adolphus finally brought the War to Augsburg in 1632, and the plague
with it, not only did burials rise, but between 1632 and 1635 the number of baptisms
fell to an average of about 65 per cent of the previous norm. With the return of

P J Corish, ‘The Cromwellian regime,
1650-60’, in T W Moody, F X Martin and F J
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Clarendon Press, 1976, pp. 353-86; L M Cullen,
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war, 1641-1652’, in J H Ohlmeyer (ed.), Ireland
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Cambridge University Press, 1995, pp.160-80, on
pp. 176-7.

2 A Gieysztor, S Kieniewicz, E Rostworowski,
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Warsaw, PWN-Editions Scientifiques de Pologne,
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slavery: studies in legal bondage, London,
Longman, 1996, pp. 296-310, on p. 307.
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modern Low Countries, Princeton University
Press, 1980, p. 193.

“Ibid., p. 177.
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peace in 1636, mortality declined substantially, baptisms remained low, at only 55
per cent of the pre-war average though they stood slightly in excess of burials until
the War returned in 1646. During the final phase of the War, in 1646-8, a surprising
rise in baptisms failed to compensate for the rise in deaths.'

The absence of secure population figures and of data on age and gender structures
renders baptismal information difficult to interpret and computations of birth rates
impossible. However, comparisons of baptismal and burial data such as those
summarized above do at least suggest that, in the circumstances of the Thirty Years’
War, recovery from the more severe of the mortality crises it induced could not be
achieved easily by a subsequent excess of births over deaths.

Emigration

The level of net emigration from Germany during the Thirty Years’ War is not
easy to establish. As we shall see below, there is no doubt that the War precipitated
numerous population movements, some on a large scale, but many of them temporary.
The level of permanent net migration from Germany is difficult to assess in the face
of a general paucity of relevant statistical data. The possibility that it was high has
seemed increasingly plausible in recent years as historians have come to appreciate
the surprising amount of migration that occurred in normal times, especially among
the landless."”

The main poles of attraction for those wishing to escape the Thirty Years’
War, or dispossessed by it, would have been the towns and cities of the
surrounding countries, including Switzerland and, especially, the prosperous and
growing cities of the Low Countries. Analyses of the birthplaces of non-native
inhabitants of such urban areas during the latter years of the War, frequently
available only for burgesses or guild members or other corporate memberships,
typically show a substantial German contingent. In those cases where it is possible
to compare the size of the non-native population over time, an increase in the
German contingent during the Thirty Years’ War is often evident. In Leiden, for
example, the proportion of burgesses born in Germany rose from about 8 per
cent in the 1574-1619 period to about 19 per cent in the period 1620-99." As
soon as one remembers that these percentages are proportions of small totals,
whether that total be the number of burgesses or the whole urban population,
the conclusion that permanent emigration to places outside the area of Franz’s
Germany was small becomes inescapable.

.So far, we have seen that those few historians who have attended to the impact
of the War on fertility have been impressed by its powerlessness to regenerate

'® A Schreiber, ‘Die Entwicklung der ‘The population of late medieval and early
Augsburger Bevolkerung vom Ende des 14. modern Germany’, in Bob Scribner (ed.),
Jahrhundert bis zum Beginn des 19. Germany: a new social and economic history, vol.
Jahrhunderts’, Arch. Hyg., 193940, 123: 90-177, 1, 1450-1630, London, Arnold, 1996, pp. 33-62,
pp- 110-11. on p. 56.

"R Mols, Population in Europe 1500-1700, 18 Mols, op. cit., note 17 above, pp. 50-2.

London, Fontana, 1972, pp. 48-50; C Pfister,
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populations in the face of some of the mortality losses sustained and that net,
permanent emigration can have formed only a small part of the overall demographic
loss. For these reasons, the explanation of Germany’s demographic catastrophe must
be sought in the impact of the War on mortality.

Mortality

Battle deaths we know were too few to account for much. We can say this despite
some suggestions that they exceeded two million for all belligerents combined, a
number which would, were it credible, go a long way towards explaining a demo-
graphic catastrophe." These suggestions are based on the methodology first used by
Pitirim Sorokin. Sorokin took estimates of casualty rates from major battles and
applied these to estimated army strengths in each year of the War and summed the
results. The final figure is based on the idea that casualties can be calculated as if
all arose from one battle involving the whole of every army involved each year. Since
estimated casualty rates are frequently a quarter or a third of those engaged in
battle, the armies concerned were very large, and the War lasted for thirty years,
this procedure generates a huge total for casualties. Sorokin himself suggested
1,075,000 for “Austria-Hungary” (i.e. the German belligerents) for the War as a
whole.” Double that to take account of non-German belligerents and one reaches
a figure such as that given by Jack Levy.

Sorokin’s methodology has been or can be faulted at many points. First, while
the armies involved in the Thirty Years’ War were very large by the standards
of the day, with an estimated 210,000 men under arms at the end of the con-
flict,” this number never fought in a single action. Even in the major battles
(Breitenfeld in 1631, Rain in 1632, Liitzen also in 1632, Nérdlingen in 1634 and
Jankov in 1645) only some 30,000 to 70,000 men were engaged.” Second, Quincy
Wright early suggested that Sorokin’s estimates involved an exaggerated assessment
of the frequency of battles in seventeenth-century warfare. Here it is possible
to offer some defence for Sorokin. There are obvious difficulties in deciding
precisely when a “battle” becomes so small that it should be treated as a mere
“skirmish”. Consequently, lists of the War’s battles vary substantially in length,
from the “important” twelve noted by Geoffrey Parker to the eighty-six “great”
battles counted by Gaston Bodart.”* Against the larger of these figures Sorokin’s
assumption looks acceptable or even conservative. Third, Sorokin’s figure for

YE.g. J S Levy, War in the modern great table 1; Parker (ed.), The Thirty Years’ War, 2nd
power system, 1475-1975, Lexington, University ed., op. cit., note 5 above, p. 116.
Press of Kentucky, 1983, table 4.1. 3 Q Wright, 4 study of war, 2 vols, University

P A Sorokin, Social and cultural dynamics, of Chicago Press, 1942, vol. 1, p. 232, note 46
vol. 3, Fluctuations of social relationships, war, and  and Appendix XXI, table 2.
revolution, New York, Bedminster Press, 1937, p. * Cf. Parker (ed.), op. cit., note 5 above, pp.
566. xix—xlv; H Langer, The Thirty Years’ War, Poole,
' G Parker, The Thirty Years’ War, London, Blandford Press, 1980, p. 8; G Bodart, Losses of
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984, p. 191; cf. p. 208.  life in modern wars: Austria-Hungary; France,
2 F Tallett, War and society in early modern Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1916, p. 9.
Europe, 1495-1715, London, Routledge, 1992,
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