
Jane Addams:  The Subjective Necessity for 
Social Settlements (1892)  

Women provided much of the energy, idealism, and leadership during the Progressive era. Jane Addams (1860-1935) was one 
of the most prominent and tireless social reformers. After graduating from Rockford College in Illinois in 1881 and studying 
medicine in Philadelphia, she toured Europe and England several times, examining their efforts to deal with spreading urban 
poverty. After her return she and Ellen Gates Starr formed Hull House in Chicago's West Side in 1889. Modeled after Toynbee 
Hall in London, it served as a "halfway" settlement house and social center for immigrants streaming into the city. It was 
staffed by middle-and upper class young men and women animated by a desire to "do" something about social problems.  
 

From Jane Addams, Philanthropy and Social Progress (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1893), pp.1-26.  

 

Hull House, which was Chicago's first Settlement, was established in September, 1889 ... in the belief 

that the mere foothold of a house, easily accessible, ample in space, hospitable and tolerant in spirit, 

situated in the midst of the large foreign colonies which so easily isolate themselves in American cities, 

would be in itself a serviceable thing for Chicago. Hull House endeavors to make social intercourse 

express the growing sense of the economic unity of society. It is an effort to add the social function to 

democracy. It was opened on the theory that the dependence of classes on each other is reciprocal; and 

that as "the social relation is essentially a reciprocal relation, it gave a form of expression that has 

peculiar value."  

This paper is an attempt to treat of the subjective necessity for Social Settlements, to analyze the 

motives which underlie a movement based not only upon conviction, but genuine emotion. Hull House 

of Chicago is used as an illustration, but so far as the analysis is faithful, it obtains 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.  

I have divided the motives which constitute the subjective pressure toward Social Settlements into 

three great lines: the first contains the desire to make the entire social organism democratic, to extend 

democracy beyond its political expression; the second is the impulse to share the race life, and to bring 

as much as possible of social energy and the accumulation of civilization to those portions of the race 

which have little; the third springs from a certain renaissance of Christianity, a movement toward its 

early humanitarian aspects.  

It is not difficult to see that although America is pledged to the democratic ideal, the view of 

democracy has been partial, and that its best achievement thus far has been pushed along the line of 

the franchise. Democracy has made little attempt to assert itself in social affairs. We have refused to 

move beyond the position of its eighteenth-century leaders, who believed that political equality alone 

would secure all good to all men. We conscientiously followed the gift of the have had advantages of 

college, of European travel and 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.... Our 



young people feel nervously the need of putting theory into action, and respond quickly to the 

Settlement form of activity.  

The third division of motives which I believe make toward the Settlement is 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, that it is a thing to be proclaimed and 

instituted apart from the social life of the community. They insist that it shall seek a simpIe 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....  

Certain it is that spiritual force is found in the Settlement movement, and it is also true that this 

force must be evoked and must be called into play before the success of any Settlement is assured. 

There must be the overmastering belief that all that is noblest in life is common to men as men, in order 

to accentuate the likenesses and ignore the differences which are found among the people whom the 

Settlement constantly brings into juxtaposition....  

REVIEW QUESTIONS  
1. What were the three motives that Addams identified with social settlements?  

2. What were some of the serious social problems that Addams discussed?  

3. Addams's emphasis on the role of the well educated as reform leaders suggested what about her 

view of social change?  

 


