Jane Addams, The Subjective Necessity
of Social Settlements, 1892
Born in 1860, Jane Addams was part of the first generation of
college-educated women in America. She was frustrated by the
lack of opportunities available to women seeking professional
careers. In 1889, inspired by reformers she had met in England,
Addams and her college friend Ellen Starr moved into an old
mansion in a Chicago slum and founded the Hull House
settlement. Addams dedicated her life to improving the lives of the
poor through education, social science research, and political
action. Addams strongly believed that settlement workers gained
as much, if not more, from immigrants and the poor as they gave.
The following essay, first given as an address to a conference of
social workers in 1892, became a classic statement of reform
commitment in the Progressive era.
SOURCE: Jane Addams, Twenty Years at Hull House (Macmillan, 1910), pp. 94–100.

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. Huxley declares that the sense of usefulness is
the severest shock which the human system can sustain, and that
if persistently sustained, it results in atrophy of function. 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. The 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 which lowered vitality and
discontent. Walter Besant says they have had the vision that Peter
had when he saw the great sheet let down from heaven, wherein was
neither clean nor unclean. He calls it the sense of humanity. It is not
philanthropy nor benevolence, but a thing fuller and wider than
either of these.
This young life, so sincere in its emotion and good phrase
and yet so undirected, seems to me as pitiful as the other great
mass of destitute lives. One is supplementary to the other, and
some method of communication can surely be devised. Mr.
Barnett, who urged the first Settlement—Toynbee Hall, in East
London—recognized this need of outlet for the young men of
Oxford and Cambridge, and hoped that the Settlement would sup-

ply the communication. It is easy to see why the Settlement movement originated in England, where the years of education are more
constrained and definite than they are here, where class distinctions are more rigid. The necessity of it was greater there, but we
are fast feeling the pressure of the need and meeting the necessity
for Settlements in America. Our young people feel nervously the
need of putting theory into action, and respond quickly to the
Settlement form of activity.
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. We have no proof
from the records themselves that the early Roman Christians, who
strained their simple art to the point of grotesqueness in their
eagerness to record a “good news” on the walls of the catacombs,
considered this good news a religion. Jesus had no set of truths
labeled Religious. On the contrary, his doctrine was that all truth
is one, that the appropriation of it is freedom. His teaching had no
dogma to mark it off from truth and action in general. He himself
called it a revelation—a life. These early Roman Christians
received the Gospel message, a command to love all men, with a
certain joyous simplicity. The image of the Good Shepherd is
blithe and gay beyond the gentlest shepherd of Greek mythology;
the hart no longer pants, but rushes to the water brooks. The
Christians looked for the continuous revelation, but believed what
Jesus said, that this revelation, to be retained and made manifest,
must be put into terms of action; that action is the only medium
man has for receiving and appropriating truth; that the doctrine
must be known through the will.…
In a thousand voices singing the Hallelujah Chorus in
Handel’s “Messiah,” it is possible to distinguish the leading voices, but the differences of training and cultivation between them
and the voices of the chorus, are lost in the unity of purpose and
in the fact that they are all human voices lifted by a high motive.
This is a weak illustration of what a Settlement attempts to do. It
aims, in a measure, to develop whatever of social life its neighborhood may afford, to focus and give form to that life, to bring to
bear upon it the results of cultivation and training; but it receives
in exchange for the music of isolated voices the volume and
strength of the chorus. It is quite impossible for me to say in what
proportion or degree the subjective necessity which led to the
opening of Hull-House combined the three trends: first, the desire
to interpret democracy in social terms: secondly, the impulse beating at the very source of our lives, urging us to aid in the race
progress; and, thirdly, the Christian movement toward humanitarianism. It is difficult to analyze a living thing; the analysis is at
best imperfect. Many more motives may blend with the three
trends; possibly the desire for a new form of social success due to
the nicety of imagination, which refuses worldly pleasures
unmixed with the joys of self-sacrifice; possibly a love of approbation, so vast that it is not content with the treble clapping of delicate hands, but wishes also to hear the brass notes from toughened
palms, may mingle with these.
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 privileges. 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 overdifferentiation.
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.

