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Acts of charity have generally been interpreted as a response to socio-economic
conditions or to spiritual and ideological movements. In Charity and power in
early modern Italy the focus shifts from these impersonal forces to the everyday
experiences of benefactors, from collective mentalities to subjectivity.

Drawing extensively on archival material, this study analyses the tensions
within the individuals’ personal and political milieus and shows that power
and gender conflicts within the world of the elites were a crucial factor in
encouraging charitable giving and even in shaping perceptions of the deserving
poor. Special attention is given to the symbolic and metaphorical significance of
charity rather than to the explicit aims of charitable activity.

Through its examination of a city marginal to the Italian tradition of
communes and city-states and its concern with a relatively under-investigated
period of Italian history, the book offers an extended reassessment of what has
hitherto been regarded as the typical Italian model of welfare.
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