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Charity and the traditional social
order 
The mediaeval understanding of
charity was not primarily about
philanthropy, but about the quality
of relationship between individuals:
‘being in charity with one another’
(Bossy, 1985, 57ff). When it came
to relations between the rich and
the poor, this might well be
expressed in terms of gifts from
one to the other, as a means of
cementing the social order, but the
element of personal relationships

still remained. For example, Bishop
Butler in his sermons (1740) argues
that greater extremes of wealth
were dividing society, and needed
to be redressed with clear
philanthropic demonstrations of the
concern of the rich for the plight of
the poor. 

The old Poor Law had started as a
legal formalisation of this
understanding of social relations.
Founded in the aftermath of the
dissolution of the monasteries but
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overlaid with a succession of Acts
of Parliament (Slack, 1990), the law
was based on local responses to
poverty and distress on the part of
the gentry and landowners, and
was expected to respond in the
light of local conditions and local
knowledge. Parallel expectations
were held by the labouring classes
about how issues of poverty and
food shortages should be dealt with
by local society. This has been
described by E. P. Thompson
(1991) as the ‘moral economy’ of
the poor. Here, processes of local
custom, maintained through an oral
tradition, led to views about how
local magistrates should protect the
rights of the poor against the parish
overseer who refused poor relief, or
food merchants who hoarded food
or raised prices in times of scarcity.
These beliefs were often shared,
and in any case the magistracy was
unwilling to antagonise local crowds
in a situation where there were few
regular institutions for keeping the
peace, and which therefore needed
to be negotiated by compromise
and consensus (Dunkley, 1982). 

However, by the end of the
eighteenth century, theoretical
approaches to charity were
changing. Crucial was the growth of
classical economics and political
economy, which had opened up the
possibility of systematic analysis of
economic and social affairs, and

moved the whole debate on the
causes and cure (if any) of poverty
and pauperism to a much higher
and more sophisticated level than
hitherto (Poynter, 1969; Winch,
1996). These ideas were paralleled
in theological developments and
thus, since the church still played a
considerable role in charitable
activity, the interplay between
economics, theology and the relief
of poverty were of considerable
importance. The way in which
these ideas were developed and
transmitted through writers such as
Bishop J. B. Sumner of Chester
and activists like Bishop C. J.
Blomfield of London is thus of
considerable importance when we
consider the degree of social
change and disorganisation that
was taking place at the time. 

The setting
The period 1780-1830 was one of
great political disturbance, arising
partly from the French Revolution
and subsequent European wars,
partly from the longer-term social
and economic developments of the
industrial and agricultural
revolutions. A growth of poverty
among both agricultural and
manufacturing labourers, allied to
political repression, led to serious
disturbances, culminating in the
Captain Swing agricultural riots of
1830 (Hobsbawm and Rudé, 1968).
How was order to be maintained in
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such an angry, volatile society?
What social institutions stood in the
path of revolution? There was no
police force, and in the last resort
the magistrates had to rely on the
local armed forces to sustain them.
The Poor Law was a significant
force of social control, but it was
generally held to be in need of
reform, and indeed some argued
that it contributed to the problem by
removing the discipline of the
employment market. The church
then remained as the main
instructor in dutiful behaviour and
sustainer of the moral order. From
the days of the Elizabethan
homilies it had taught the duty of
charity, but still more the duties of
civil obedience. But how was this to
be maintained in these new times,
when democratic agitators
challenged the very concept of
religion, and when the old parochial
system could no longer cope with
the mushrooming manufacturing
towns? 

Strands of thought
Given this historical background,
what were the key underlying ideas
current at the time? We will focus
on three sets of ideas: political
economy, utilitarianism and
theology.

Political economy
Political economy covers the range
of developments in economic

thought over the previous fifty
years. In particular, Adam Smith
(1723-90) made a major impact not
only on the specific discipline, but
also on political and moral thought
in general. The phrase for which
Smith is best known – the ‘invisible
hand’ – is famous. Can the quest
for private and selfish enjoyment be
conducive to public ends? Smith
argued that it can, and that
Providence ensures that in a free
economic world all is for the best,
maximising the gains of all.
‘Providence’ is a useful concept,
like ‘nature’, which can be used
indifferently to describe either the
conscious activity of God or a
generalised sense of ‘this is what
normally happens’. There is an
intellectual link here, deriving from
Newtonian physics and other
scientific concepts of the
seventeenth century, where the
assumption is made that our
understanding of the regularity of
events in the world can enable us
to formulate laws of behaviour, be
they physical, economic or social,
and that we can place implicit trust
in their continuance. Once
economics had got to this point –
and much of the debate on the
Poor Law was carried out in this
context – then alternative forms of
discourse could be disregarded.

By 1830 an economic orthodoxy
was firmly established, including
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the view that workers should sell
their labour on a free labour
market, with no government
intervention. In practice this left
workers at the mercy of fluctuations
in the demand for goods. Political
economy also took as axiomatic
that the labourer should be
remunerated according to the value
of his work, and that it was unjust
to the hard-working independent
labourer if, for example, someone
who worked less hard but had more
dependants to support were to be
paid more (Winch, 1996). 

And here we come to the other
major economic theme of the early
nineteenth century, the significance
of population growth. Malthus
argued that there was a natural
tendency for population to expand
faster than the resources for
subsistence. It was thus of major
importance that the population
should be kept down to
manageable proportions in well-
developed countries, either by
‘natural’ means – war, famine and
disease – or by ‘preventive’ checks
such as delayed marriage or other
means of persuading people to
have fewer children and ‘moral
restraint’ to avoid any growth in
illegitimacy. A major positive check
was the awareness of the poor
labourer that, whereas his wage
might be enough for himself, it

would be quite inadequate for a
family of several children. However,
subsidies for children from the Poor
Law under the Speenhamland or
similar systems removed these
checks (Poynter, 1969). 

Thus, many of the key ideas of
political economy were opposed to
the concepts of poor relief, and
particularly to the system currently
operating. The question arose
whether simple abolition of the
Poor Law would be feasible, or
even desirable, given the state of
the country. It was here, where
alternative models of administrative
practicality began to be considered,
that utilitarianism came into its own.

Utilitarianism 
In the early nineteenth century
there was a tendency towards a
more ‘scientific’ approach to ideas
of policy and practice. What would
achieve the greatest happiness of
the greatest number – and by
implication, what administrative
arrangements would best ensure
this? Bentham’s approach to the
relief of poverty was based on his
general views of the function of civil
law: subsistence, security,
abundance and equality. A poor law
was necessary, in utilitarian terms,
to prevent people from starving to
death, which would be a breach of
the need for security, and Bentham,
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having reviewed other systems,
concluded that state involvement
was necessary (Poynter, 1969).
Voluntary benevolence was
unreliable and insufficient. Although
Bentham’s specific plans were
never adopted, his influence was
marked, particularly on the disciple
and friend of his old age, Edwin
Chadwick (Finer, 1952).

Theology
In his important study The age of
atonement (1988), Hilton raises the
question of how far early
nineteenth-century theology
responded to the ideas of its own
time, and how far it was active in its
own right in setting the intellectual
agenda. There are obvious shifts in
the role of the church between the
eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, in both awareness of
social issues and in consequent
social action. In part this was a
response to changing social
circumstances, but it also reflected
changes in dominant theological
positions, which arguably preceded
much social change. In particular,
Hilton discusses the rise of
evangelical theology in the early
nineteenth century, and its relation
with some of the other political and
economic ideas described above.

While it would be quite wrong to
suggest that philanthropic action in

the eighteenth century was
separate from religious beliefs –
many philanthropists, like Thomas
Coram or Elizabeth Fry, were
devout Christians – the evangelical
revival brought a new cutting edge
to the ultimate purposes of
philanthropy. If the highest duty of
the Christian was the saving of
souls, and all souls, rich and poor
alike, were equally precious in the
sight of God, this had certain
egalitarian implications. Although
Methodism was widely regarded as
socially subversive – and its early
nineteenth-century leaders did their
best to dispel this impression –
there was no suggestion that
Anglican evangelicalism gave rise
to broader ideas of social equality.
There was, however, an awareness
of a duty to the poor. Many middle
and upper-class people became
more serious in their general
approach to life from the end of the
eighteenth century: Wilberforce and
the Clapham Sect are obvious
examples, as is Shaftesbury in the
next generation. 

These attitudes were also present
in the church leadership. In
comparison with later eighteenth-
century bishops, who were often
appointed for political reasons,
those of the generation of Blomfield
and Sumner were pastorally active
and committed (Soloway, 1969).

Theorising charity: the bishops and the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act 23



This was partly a reaction to current
social conditions and partly a
response to the need to stave off
the criticisms of radicals and non-
conformists, but it was also a sign
of a revived sense of duty on the
part of many bishops. 
So what themes were developed?
There was a strong belief in
Providence: that the universe was
constructed and governed
according to the will of God, and
that it was mankind’s duty to submit
to what God sent rather than to
seek to amend it. The concept of
Providence may be expressed in
terms of natural laws that govern
society. Sumner, in his
Encyclopaedia Britannica article on
the Poor Laws, uses this kind of
language: 

The natural arrangement is, that a
man and his family should depend
upon himself; should be supported
by his own personal exertions; and
knowing this ponders before
marriage whether his wages will be
enough for him (Sumner, 1824, 295
– my emphasis). 

Very similar phraseology is used
the report of the RCPL: 

One of the objects of the present
administration of the Poor Laws
has been to repeal pro tanto that
law of nature by which the effects

of each man’s improvidence or
misconduct are borne by himself
and his family (RCPL, 1834, 156). 

Politically, then, a belief in
Providence gave theological
support to economic doctrines of
laissez-faire. However, there was
still a need for philanthropic action
by the rich: if life was a time of test
by hardship for the poor, it was also
a test of how the rich stewarded
their resources. The rich and the
poor acted in a symbiotic
relationship that permitted the flow
of charity from one to the other. It
was the duty of the poor,
meanwhile, to accept charity and to
look to the future life. 

The Royal Commission and its
members
There were concerns about the
running of the Poor Law throughout
the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, including the
Speenhamland system of 1795. But
although there was widespread
agreement on the need for reform,
the nettle was not grasped by
parliament until the widespread
rioting of 1830-31 and the election
of a reforming Whig government
(Dunkley, 1982). There were
several arguments for change. 

First, there were criticisms, based
on Malthus, that the Poor Law
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undermined the checks which were
necessary to keep population within
the bounds of available resources:
individuals could breed with
impunity, since their families would
be supported by parish relief, which
offered a perverse incentive to
large families. This in turn distorted
the wage system, resulting in
people being paid according to their
needs rather than the value of their
labour. It led to reduced
productivity: workers on parish
wages had no incentive to work
hard, and were often set to
pointless tasks, while the
settlement laws discouraged them
from moving to those areas where
there was a genuine need for
workers. 

Secondly, the Poor Law was an
administrative mess. It had
developed over the previous two
centuries from a view that local
administration by justices required
flexibility to allow for local
knowledge to temper the law to
local requirements. However,
locating the Poor Law in the
general field of social control and
the maintenance of order meant
that justices might choose to be
generous to the poor rather than
stirring up trouble. There was
pressure for a tightening up and
centralising of the system from
those, such as utilitarians, who

deplored such weakness and
looked for the social and economic
benefits of a uniform, clearly
controlled system.

Thirdly, there was a widespread
belief that the costs of poor relief
had risen steeply since 1815, and
that the growing demoralisation of
the poor and consequent demand
for poor relief meant that continued
growth of the cost of relief was
inevitable. It was argued that the
burden on ratepayers was
damaging agricultural production
and could lead to the abandonment
of land (RCPL, 1834, 144). 

All these factors, and the
immediate impetus of the Swing
Riots, led the government to set up
a Royal Commission to review the
Poor Law. The membership, other
than Nassau Senior, Professor of
Political Economy at Oxford, and
Edwin Chadwick, has seldom been
discussed. From our point of view,
the interesting appointments were
the two episcopal nominations of
Blomfield (who chaired the
Commission) and Sumner.

The actual proceedings of the
Commission, and hard evidence on
who was influential, are not
available, and we are left with the
political scientist’s classic ‘black
box’ problem: we know what went
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in and what came out, but not what
processes took place during the
debates. Although the indications
are that Senior and Chadwick were
the most influential members of the
Commission, Senior himself
commented that Blomfield showed
great knowledge of both ‘principle
and details’ of the Commission’s
work, and that he was present at all
meetings. He showed ‘undaunted
courage’ in his support for the
report. Senior wrote: 

I do not believe we could have
agreed to our Report ... or to have
carried the bill ... if the courage of
[Blomfield] and the late Bishop
Sumner had not supported us (A
Blomfield, 1863, 203-4)

Blomfield was a classic committee
man, enormously energetic and
efficient, committed both to the
church and to the people of his
diocese (Chadwick, 1966, 133ff;
Johnson, 2001). His official letters
as bishop of London in the
Lambeth Palace Library give a
picture of someone deeply involved
in the detailed administration of the
diocese, and with a firm grip of
affairs. He was committed to the
church’s involvement in education
and involved with voluntary bodies,
approving a society for visiting the
indigent blind but suggesting that it
might merge with another similar

body, or commending a scheme for
public baths and wash-houses
(Blomfield letters: xvi, ff.37, 41,
363; xliii, ff.377-8). Perhaps most
interesting are his comments, in a
sermon on the support of ex-
prisoners, on what we would now
think of as the role of the voluntary
sector:

It naturally happens, that in the
process of moral improvement, as
connected with civil polity, individual
sagacity or benevolence is almost
always beforehand with the state. It
is not only unshackled by the same
restraints of form and custom, but it
acts under the influence of higher
and more sacred motives. It is
generally considered that men’s
temporal, not their spiritual
interests, are under the care of the
magistrate ... [but laws] ... do not,
as indeed they cannot, touch the
hidden springs of action, the first
principles of conduct ... It is here,
perhaps, that individual charity may
tender its aid, and lead the way to
those improvements, if not in the
principles of jurisprudence, yet in
the application of its rules, which
would escape the observation, and
fail to awaken the sympathies, of
those who are entrusted with the
government of the state (Blomfield,
1828). 

Blomfield thus not only claims a role
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for the voluntary sector as innovator
in policy making, but also proposes
a relationship between church and
state where the state is responsible
for the maintenance of order, but
the church – and by extension other
voluntary bodies – modifies state
policies in the interests of the
welfare of the individual. This
formulation, fifty years before the
Goschen Minute, suggests a clearer
disentanglement of roles than would
have been identified in earlier
periods. 
Blomfield had that sense of moral
rectitude which goes with cost-
benefit thinking; if a course of
action was going to be generally
beneficial he would pursue it,
without too much anxiety if some
individuals suffered as a result. He
recognised, he said, when he took
on the chairmanship of the RCPL,
that it would involve him in some
obloquy, but he believed that the
proposals of the RC ‘were better
calculated than any other expedient
... for improving the morals of the
lower orders of the people, so far,
at least, as they are connected to
the vice of incontinency’ (Hansard,
Lords, 8 Aug 1834; XXV 1080,
1087). His son comments that it
would not ‘be regarded as the least
title to esteem in the life of a
Christian bishop that he laboured to
set the public charity of a nation
upon a sounder foundation’ (A

Blomfield, 1863, 181). Blomfield,
one feels, would have been happy
with that epitaph. 

At the end of that speech in the
Lords which has just been quoted,
Blomfield justified himself by
quoting in his support the
experience of Dr Chalmers’s work
in Glasgow and claiming that he
was also representing the views of
the bishop of Chester (Sumner).
This would, he said, ‘satisfy your
Lordships and the public that
nothing that I have consented to is
either contrary to the law of God, to
the dictates of humanity, or to the
principles of justice’ (A Blomfield,
1863, 1087). Such a claim was not
without foundation. Sumner, who
was later to become archbishop of
Canterbury (1848-1862), was well
known as the author of A Treatise
on the Records of the Creation, and
... the Consistency of the Principle
of Population with the Wisdom and
Goodness of the Creator (1816),
which was celebrated as a
synthesis of economics and
theology. It seeks to reconcile
Malthusian economics with the idea
of a loving creator. Very briefly, the
argument goes that, contrary to the
writings of Rousseau and Godwin,
human life in a state of nature is
neither moral nor idyllic (Sumner,
1816, II, 186-90). Without the spur
of competition and shortage,
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mankind will not seek to better its
lot. Struggle and competition lead
to improvements in the general
standard, though this also leads to
inequalities, since those who are
more hard-working or creative will
benefit most from their efforts (ibid,
189). Thus, those societies which
prize private effort will advance
more than those which only seek
public good (ibid, 202-3). 

Some might object that this
rejection of equality is an
apparently uncaring and
unChristian response: Sumner
responds partly by pointing to the
general social advantages which
accrue in unequal societies, and
also, as a good evangelical, to the
view that this life is one of testing
and tribulation, in which people are
not here to have an easy time, but
to prepare themselves for Heaven
(ibid, 215-6). 

But what does this say about the
role of the state? Sumner
addressed this in articles on the
Poor Law, and in the series of
twenty-one sermons on charity that
he published in 1841. His views on
the Poor Law in 1824 were
trenchant: the entire principle, ever
since the Poor Law of 1601, that
the state had a duty both to support
the indigent and to provide
employment for the unemployed,

was fundamentally at variance with
the laws of political economy
(Sumner, 1824, 293). The Poor
Law disturbed the natural course of
the economy, increasing the
numbers of paupers and generating
a sense of discontent among the
poor, who believed that they were
being kept down by the government
rather than recognising that their
station had been appointed by a
wise Providence (ibid, 301). The
Poor Law should be abandoned,
with a reversion to voluntary charity,
which, because it was not delivered
as a right, did not have the
disincentive effects on the work
ethic (ibid, 303). 

What, then, was the Christian to
do? There was a clear call in the
gospels to the practice of charity,
but indiscriminate giving would
pauperise the recipients. The
question is addressed in Sumner’s
sermons on charity (1841), where
the basic conclusion is that the
Christian is to see first to the
spiritual needs of the poor.
Attempting to improve income
distribution is a false and illusory
goal: there may be a need to
relieve immediate destitution, but
beyond that, religious education will
change people’s attitudes to their
work: ‘the sense of divine favour
enlivens poverty, lessens toil and
cheers privation.’ (Sumner, 1841,
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106). Charity is thus best given to
support churches, schools,
hospitals, reformatories and the
like, and indeed many of Sumner’s
sermons were preached in support
of such institutions. 

Whether or not Blomfield and
Sumner had a direct effect on the
forming of the Report, it is clear
that its conclusions were ones with
which they were very much in
sympathy, even though they did not
command a complete consensus
among their episcopal colleagues
(Soloway, 1969). 

Nineteenth-century views of
charity
What can we conclude from this
review of the Poor Law about early
nineteenth-century views of
charity? A number of points arise. 

First, it should be noted that charity
up to this point has to a large
degree been discussed in the
context of the relief of poverty, or at
least indigence. Obviously there
were other charities, like hospitals,
but mostly charity was still founded
on the idea of the relief of poverty,
and consequently raised the most
basic question of who should be
supported, and in what way. Some
would continue to hold that this was
a matter of individual generosity,
from person to person. But such

views were increasingly out of line
with the growth of a structured,
dogmatic approach to charity by the
end of the nineteenth century, and it
sat badly with evangelical
seriousness and beliefs in the
necessity of toil and tribulation. As
charity became formalised, so the
object of philanthropic giving moved
away from direct giving to the
individual and towards support for
agencies which would guarantee
the best return on one’s donation:
education, health, reformatories,
orphanages, visiting schemes,
support for the blind or the
homeless – all these are
commendable endeavours. This
process may be seen in the way
that charity activists like Jonas
Hanway solicited support from
eighteenth-century merchants with a
‘value for money’ approach; it takes
on a moral tone in exhortations to
early nineteenth-century
evangelicals, and reaches its
apogee with the Charity
Organisation Society. 

Secondly comes the question of
who is to give, and who is to
receive. Much of the contemporary
literature we have discussed,
particularly charity sermons, was
aimed at potential givers. As we
have seen, this has a long tradition,
but there is also a sense of urgency
in some of this writing, engendered
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not only by evangelicalism, but also
by recognition of the dangerously
revolutionary times in which the
better-off perceived themselves as
living. But if the rich had a duty to
give, not only money but also time
and effort, was there a
corresponding duty on the poor to
receive with gratitude? Here we
can see ideas of Providence joining
with efforts to limit poor relief. The
Poor Law was held to generate a
sense on the part of the poor that
they had some right to it. How
much better for people to start by
accepting their independent duty to
find their own livelihood, however
inadequate it might be. Then, any
additional, voluntary charity could
be seen as the gift of Providence,
showered by a generous deity
when and where he pleased. 

Charity was necessary, to
demonstrate to the poor that the
rich were concerned with their
plight, and because the latter had a
moral duty of concern for their
unfortunate brothers and sisters in
the Gospel, but social conditions
would remain. Yet the generation of
Blomfield, Sumner and Chadwick
was the first one to recognise the
importance of the social
environment on the lives of the
poor. Blomfield, the supporter of
sanitary reform, did not perhaps
have a personal love for the poor

but he contributed to the belief in
social engineering that is so central
to modern social policy thinking

We can, then, see a change in
charitable attitudes round about the
1830s. The old Poor Law
overlapped with other forms of
philanthropy, in the merging of
public and private charity. One
could never make such a claim
about the new Poor Law. And this
distancing from any charitable
motivation on the part of the state
then raised questions about the
role of the voluntary sector (to
import a wholly anachronistic term).
For the time being, such questions
would be answered in the context
of the theological orthodoxies of the
day, but in time, with the
formalisation and
professionalisation of the charitable
sector, alternative forms of
response would develop.

And, of course, many of these
questions remain with us today.
Once we move charity away from
personal relationships, and start
considering its tasks in the context
of a mass industrialised society, we
have to ask new sets of questions
about how society, whether through
state or private agencies, is to
relate to people as independent
agents. How are old discourses of
gift and support and need to be
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employed in a society that thinks in
terms of reward and product? The
changing world of economics and
independence, with the calls for self
reliance and limits to the role of the
state which were being spoken of in
the 1830s, have a ring of the
Thatcherite 1980s. The inevitability
of political economy and the
overriding rule of the labour market,
enforced alike by state and church,
resulted in the introduction of a
Poor Law based on the principle of
less eligibility. It was a harsh, bleak
world, which the nascent voluntary
sector did little to alleviate. The
same sense of economic
determinism has affected our own
understanding of social policy over
the last twenty years. We are
assured that those days are now
passed, but with a government, like
Blomfield and his colleagues,
wedded to the concept of education
as panacea for social ills, and with
a voluntary sector sucked into the
joys of social capital and
entrepreneurism, we may want to
ask how far things have really
changed. 
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