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From Religious to Secular: The Transformation and Innovation of Social

Relief Thought in Western Europe during the Enlightenment Era
Ding Jianding
(School of Sociology / Elder Service Research Center, Huazhong University of Science and Technology,

Wuhan 430074, China)

Abstract: During the Enlightenment, Western European society underwent significant transformations,
leading to profound changes in the understanding of social relief, which became a crucial component of
Enlightenment thought. The evolving discourse on social relief encompassed varying explanations of
poverty and its causes, debates on the necessity of aiding the poor, limited consensus on appropriate relief
measures, and emerging proposals for poverty prevention. Despite the complexity of social relief ideas
during this time, their defining characteristic was a shift from religious to secular perspectives. The social
relief thought of Western Europe during the Enlightenment provided the intellectual foundation for modern
Western social security concepts.
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