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Introduction 

Jane Addams, inspired by Oxford University graduates who worked in London’s poorest 
neighborhoods, led the settlement house movement in the United States. Addams co-
founded Hull House in Chicago, which offered the city’s poor a variety of social services, 
educational opportunities, and advocated on behalf of their rights against corrupt 
landlords and politicians. Addams celebrated the desire expressed by educated young 
people of financial means to follow the path of Progressive reform and worked to 
improve life for Americans across social class and status. 

Source: Jane Adams, Twenty-Years at Hull House with Autobiographical Notes (New 
York: the Macmillan Company, 1910 Twenty-fifth Printing, 1968), 200–204. 

 

This paper is an attempt to analyze the motives which underlie a movement based, not 
only upon conviction, but upon genuine emotion, wherever educated young people are 
seeking an outlet for that sentiment of universal brotherhood, which the best spirit of our 
times is forcing from an emotion into a motive. These young people accomplish little 
toward the solution of this social problem, and bear the brunt of being cultivated into 
unnourished, oversensitive lives. They have been shut off from the common labor by 
which they live which is a great source of moral and physical health. They feel a fatal 
want of harmony between their theory and their lives, a lack of coordination between 
thought and action. I think it is hard for us to realize how seriously many of them are 
taking to the notion of human brotherhood, how eagerly they long to give tangible 
expression to the democratic ideal. These young men and women, longing to socialize 
their democracy, are animated by certain hopes which may be thus loosely formulated; 
that if in a democratic country nothing can be permanently achieved save through the 
masses of the people, it will be impossible to establish a higher political life than the 
people themselves crave; that it is difficult to see how the notion of a higher civic life can 
be fostered save through common intercourse; that the blessings which we associate 
with a life of refinement and cultivation can be made universal and must be made 
universal if they are to be permanent; that the good we secure for ourselves is 
precarious and uncertain, is floating in mid-air, until it is secured for all of us and 
incorporated into our common life. It is easier to state these hopes than to formulate the 
line of motives, which I believe to constitute the trend of the subjective pressure toward 
the Settlement. 

There is something primordial about these motives, but I am perhaps overbold in 
designating them as a great desire to share the race life. We all bear traces of the 
starvation struggle which for so long made up the life of the race. Our very organism 
holds memories and glimpses of that long life of our ancestors which still goes on 



among so many of our contemporaries. Nothing so deadens the sympathies and 
shrivels the power of enjoyment, as the persistent keeping away from the great 
opportunities for helpfulness and a continual ignoring of the starvation struggle which 
makes up the life of at least half the race. To shut one’s self away from that half of the 
race life is to shut one’s self away from the most vital part of it; it is to live out but half 
the humanity to which we have been born heir and to use but half our faculties. We 
have all had longings for a fuller life which should include the use of these faculties. … 

“It is true that there is nothing after disease, indigence and a sense of guilt, so fatal to 
health and to life itself as the want of a proper outlet for active faculties.” I have seen 
young girls suffer and grow sensibly lowered in vitality in the first years after they leave 
school. In our attempt then to give a girl pleasure and freedom from care we succeed, 
for the most part, in making her pitifully miserable. She finds “life” so different from what 
she expected it to be. She is besotted with innocent little ambitions, and does not 
understand this apparent waste of herself, this elaborate preparation, if no work is 
provided for her. There is a heritage of noble obligation which young people accept and 
long to perpetuate. The desire for action, the wish to right wrong and alleviate suffering 
haunts them daily. Society smiles at it indulgently instead of making it of value to itself. 

We have in America a fast-growing number of cultivated young people who have no 
recognized outlet for their active faculties. They hear constantly of the great social 
maladjustment, but no way is provided for them to change it, and their uselessness 
hangs about them heavily … These young people have had advantages of college, of 
European travel, and of economic study, but they are sustaining this shock of inaction. 
They have pet phrases, and they tell you that the things that make us all alike are 
stronger than the things that make us different. They say that all men are united by 
needs and sympathies far more permanent and radical than anything that temporarily 
divides them and sets them in opposition to each other. If they affect art, they say that 
the decay in artistic expression is due to the decay in ethics, that art when shut away 
from the human interests and from the great mass of humanity is self-destructive. They 
tell their elders with all the bitterness of youth that if they expect success from them in 
business or politics or in whatever lines their ambition for them has run, they must let 
them consult all of humanity; that they must let them find out what the people want and 
how they want it. It is only the stronger young people, however, who formulate this. 
Many of them dissipate their energies in so-called enjoyment. Others not content with 
that, go on studying and go back to college for their second degrees; not that they are 
especially fond of study, but because they want something definite to do, and their 
powers have been trained in the direction of mental accumulation. Many are buried 
beneath this mental accumulation with lowered vitality and discontent. … 

Other motives which I believe make toward the Settlement are the result of a certain 
renaissance going forward in Christianity. The impulse to share the lives of the poor, the 
desire to make social service, irrespective of propaganda, express the spirit of Christ, is 
as old as Christianity itself. … 



I believe that there is a distinct turning among many young men and women toward this 
simple acceptance of Christ’s message. They resent the assumption that Christianity is 
a set of ideas which belong to the religious consciousness, whatever that may be. They 
insist that it cannot be proclaimed and instituted apart from the social life of the 
community and that it must seek a simple and natural expression in the social organism 
itself. The Settlement movement is only one manifestation of that wider humanitarian 
movement which throughout Christendom, but preeminently in England, is endeavoring 
to embody itself, not in a sect, but in society itself. 

The Settlement, then, is an experimental effort to aid in the solution of the social and 
industrial problems which are engendered by the modern conditions of life in a great 
city. It insists that these problems are not confined to any one portion of a city. It is an 
attempt to relieve, at the same time, the overaccumulation at one end of society and the 
destitution at the other; but it assumes that this overaccumulation and destitution is 
most sorely felt in the things that pertain to social and educational advantages. From its 
very nature it can stand for no political or social propaganda. It must, in a sense, give 
the warm welcome of an inn to all such propaganda, if perchance one of them be found 
an angel. The one thing to be dreaded in the Settlement is that it lose its flexibility, its 
power of quick adaptation, its readiness to change its methods as its environment may 
demand. It must be open to conviction and must have a deep and abiding sense of 
tolerance. It must be hospitable and ready for experiment. It should demand from its 
residents a scientific patience in the accumulation of facts and the steady holding of 
their sympathies as one of the best instruments for that accumulation. It must be 
grounded in a philosophy whose foundation is on the solidarity of the human race, a 
philosophy which will not waver when the race happens to be represented by a drunken 
woman or an idiot boy. Its residents must be emptied of all conceit of opinion and all self 
assertion, and ready to arouse and interpret the public opinion of their neighborhood. 
They must be content to live quietly side by side with their neighbors, until they grow 
into a sense of relationship and mutual interests. Their neighbors are held apart by 
differences of race and language which the residents can more easily overcome. They 
are bound to see the needs of their neighborhood as a whole, to furnish data for 
legislation, and to use their influence to secure it. In short, residents are pledged to 
devote themselves to the duties of good citizenship and to the arousing of the social 
energies which too largely lie dormant in every neighborhood given over to 
industrialism. They are bound to regard the entire life of their city as organic, to make an 
effort to unify it, and to protest against its over-differentiation. 

It is always easy to make all philosophy point one particular moral and all history adorn 
one particular tale; but I may be forgiven the reminder that the best speculative 
philosophy sets forth the solidarity of the human race; that the highest moralists have 
taught that without the advance and improvement of the whole, no man can hope for 
any lasting improvement in his own moral or material individual condition; and that the 
subjective necessity for Social Settlements is therefore identical with that necessity, 
which urges us on toward social and individual salvation. 

 


