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A study on elements of Canon Laws in English Poor Laws
in the late Middle Ages

ZHAO Boyang
(Institute of Religions, Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences, Shanghai 200020, China)

Abstract: The English Poor Laws in the late Middle Ages, rather than a completely new system which reveals a break
from the previous one, enjoys obvious continuity with the medieval ecclesiastical poor laws, which laid a solid
foundation for its birth and development. The elements of canon laws are embodied in such respects as the adoption of
the function of parishes, the emphatic undertaking of the responsibility of poor relief, the implementation of
discriminate relief, obligatory almsgiving, and so on. Nevertheless, the canonists in the late Middle Ages only repeated
old doctrines faithfully, but failed to formulate a new response to the problems of their own times. The medieval
ecclesiastical poor laws became rigid due to its being divorced from reality. Inheriting the former’s essence, the English
Poor Laws in the late Middle Ages overcame such defect, and therefore took the place.

Key Words: Poor Laws; England; Canon Laws; poverty; the late Middle Ages
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