Rural Poor Relief: Cross-European Comparisons and Implications

Session IVB

This session seeks to open up and extend debate on the character of welfare systems and formal poor relief in pre-industrial Europe. Recent years have seen a very considerable amount of work on the character of rural poor relief within England, and debates around the significance of the emergence of a national system of poor relief for economic development, intra-community relations and household structure. While in part a product of national legislation, discussion continues on the extent of, and reasons for, the implementation of the relief system in particular localities. These developments in England are frequently contrasted with the absence of equivalent relief systems on the continent, despite the relative paucity of literature that deals with these issues in a rural setting.

By providing data and comparative comments on the development of welfare systems in England, France, southern Germany and Russia, this session will seek to engage with the above issues, better to understand the scope of welfare provision, its broader implications, and development within particular institutional contexts. The papers will highlight the importance of institutional and jurisdictional frameworks to these issues, but also the broader socio-economic context and likelihood of other, informal sources of welfare support. This will permit some broader assessments of why the English system came to be distinct after a long period of gestation, and a better understanding of the strategic response of local communities to welfare problems in the context of the institutional power at their disposal.

