
Charity & Philanthropy in 
Early Modern England
They say that you can judge a nation by the way it treats its least fortunate. Without FDR and the New Deal, the US would not 
have been prepared to deal with the long term impacts of the Second World War. Without the bread dole of the Romans, 
Egyptians, and Byzantines, those empires would not have had the ability to organize such massive labour forces. What about 
England in the Renaissance, however?

Major Events

Where The Money Came From:
Donations by Class and Type

Where the Money Went:
Breakdown of Donations

Sources: Jordan, WK Philanthropy in England 1480-1660. London, Unwin Brothers, 1964. 

Elizabethan Poor Laws

Codified in the late 1500s, these 
laws were upheld throughout 
English history until shortly after 
the end of World War Two. 
Possibly the most influential laws 
of the period, they were predicated 
on the idea that the unemployed 
were “masterless men” whose 
state of employment was due to 
their own lack of character. It 
wasn’t that there was no work to 
find, it was that you lazy bum, you 
don’t want to work. The laws put the onus of the administration 
of the poor onto the level of the parish, who were to provide for 
local indigents. This had the goal of attempting to curtail 
movement between parishes, but that didn’t really end up 
working out very well.

Image: The Coronation Portrait of Queen Elizabeth I

Henry VIII’s Break with Rome
In the medieval period, most public charity was organized 
through the church. Educational institutions, hospitals, and 
benefices for the poor were organized through the central body 
of the church. When Henry VIII broke with Rome, however, that 
central body was left broken and ineffectual. A number of 
schemes to relieve the philanthropic debt were developed in the 
course of the mid 1500s and these would eventually be codified 
in the Elizabethan Poor Laws.
Image: Cover page of Henry VIII’s Anglican Bible

Workfare System

Early modern scholars did
 not understand the concept 
of structural unemployment 
and presumed that if one 
was unemployed then it 
must be because one was 
not willing to work, not 
because there was no work 
to be had. A number of 
schemes were set up in the 
mid-1500s to address the 
supposedly flawed characters of the poor. One in particular was 
Bridewell Hospital, which was supposed to provide work skills for 
unemployed men and women, but almost immediately upon 
opening in the 1550s became London’s vice prison, housing 
prostitutes and pimps. By the 1620s, it became a holding tank 
for the poor who were being forcibly relocated to the new 
colonies on the eastern seaboard of America.

Image: Edward IV granting Bridewell’s Charter

The Rise of the Puritans
Following Henry VIII’s break with Rome, Protestantism took root 
in England. A particularly zealous group of Calvinist or Calvinist 
leaning protestants developed in the late 1500s/early 1600s 
called “Puritans.” For some, they saw one’s personal biography 
as the unfolding of God’s will in one’s life and thus one’s ability 
to articulate that providentialist narrative justified (or not) whether 
one deserved charity. Eventually, the Puritan leaning Parliament 
would overthrow Charles I and establish a “godly” state, that 
came to an end in 1660.

Education

Religion

Poor Relief

Social Rehabilitation

Municipal Betterments

Analysis
● The Clergy gave far more to educational endowments than any other individual group
● The Crown and the Nobility clearly saw Municipal Betterments (including road building and 

maintenance) as someone else’s job. 
● Nobility saw their primary role as the relief of the poor rather than social rehabilitation. (In 

this case, “social rehabilitation” refers to the maintenance of prisons, workhouses, 
hospitals, and direct loans). 

● The agrarian middle class devoted the majority of their charity to poor relief and the least 
amount to social rehabilitation.

● The majority of charitable donations over the period came not from The Crown or The 
Clergy or The Nobility, but from the Merchant Class

There were five major areas of donation:
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Analysis
That spike in the 1550s? That was the height of the Hospital creation movement, mentioned above 
regarding Bridewell. As religious houses like monasteries ceased to function, new systems had to 
be put in place to care for the sick and poor. That initial capital influx created or revitalized several 
institutions that are still around today including St. Thomas’ Hospital and St. Bartholomew’s 
Hospital.

RELIGION

Analysis
Donations for prayers to be said pretty much ends off in the 1540s, which reflects the break with 
Rome, but note that the rise of donations for Puritan Lectureships does not actually match pre-
schism levels. Instead, donors put their money into the building of churches.
Also, note that the period most studied by undergrads (1550-1610 “The Golden Age”) is also the 
period when religious donations are at a minimum. Ideology at work perhaps?

EDUCATION

Analysis
Arguably, you can see the trends in education working themselves out in the amount of money that 
was devoted to education. In the early 1500s, private primary education was the norm and money 
was devoted to colleges and universities. Then, the massive increase in donations to primary 
education in the 1610s echoes the increased focus on religious education among the elite of the 
day, which, arguably, led to the divisiveness of the Civil War 20-30 years later.

POOR RELIEF

Analysis
The 1610s saw a stupendous increase in the amount of money spent on almshouses, which was 
one of the only forms of long term, sustainable welfare for the poor. This can be traced to an 
increase in popular support for such institutions among the urban and rural “middle classes.” The 
rise of Calvinist ideas of the workings of God’s grace within one’s life and one’s ability to show 
charity to the poor may have something to do with this sudden increase.

MUNICIPAL 
BETTERMENTS

Analysis
Parks are practically non-existent on this graph, but then, this was the great period of enclosures 
and the preservation of land for public use was rather inimical to the mood of the day. The rise in 
donations allocated to public works in the 1590s may have some relationship with the 
overwhelming economic depression of that decade (perhaps as a workfare system?). Notably, the 
increase in donations for public works does not match the rising interest rates, thus the amount of 
monies donated to public works by the 1650s was, in real terms, somewhat less than what would 
have been donated in the 1480s.
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