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Chapter 6: The Subjective Necessity for Social Settlements 

THIS [book] 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 for 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….  
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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. … 

Parents are often inconsistent: they deliberately expose their daughters to knowledge 

of the distress in the world; they send them to hear missionary addresses on famines in 

India and China; they accompany them to lectures on the suffering in Siberia; they agitate 

together over the forgotten region of East London. In addition to this, from babyhood the 

altruistic tendencies of these daughters are persistently cultivated. They are taught to be 

self-forgetting and self-sacrificing, to consider the good of the whole before the good of 

the ego. But when all this information and culture show results, when the daughter comes 

back from college and begins to recognize her social claim to the “submerged tenth,” and 

to evince a disposition to fulfill it, the family claim is strenuously asserted; she is told that 

she is unjustified, ill-advised in her efforts. … The girl loses something vital out of her 

life to which she is entitled. She is restricted and unhappy; her elders meanwhile, are 

unconscious of the situation and we have all the elements of a tragedy. 

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. … 

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. … 
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That Christianity has to be revealed and embodied in the line of social progress is a 

corollary to the simple proposition, that man's action is found in his social relationships in 

the way in which he connects with his fellows; that his motives for action are the zeal and 

affection with which he regards his fellows…. 

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… is endeavoring to embody itself, not in a 

sect, but in society itself…. 

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 in 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…. 

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 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…  

[The Settlement] must be hospitable and ready for experiment.… 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 
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relationship and mutual interests…. 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. 

 

Chapter 8: Problems of Poverty 

…[S]ome frightened women had bidden me come quickly to the house of an old German 

woman, whom two men from the country agent's office were attempting to remove to the 

County Infirmary. The poor old creature had thrown herself bodily upon a small and 

battered chest of drawers and clung there, clutching it so firmly that it would have been 

impossible to remove her without also taking the piece of furniture. She did not weep nor 

moan nor indeed make any human sound, but between her broken gasps for breath she 

squealed shrilly like a frightened animal caught in a trap. The little group of women and 

children gathered at her door stood aghast at this realization of the black dread which 

always clouds the lives of the very poor when work is slack, but which constantly grows 

more imminent and threatening as old age approaches. … This dread of the poorhouse, 

the result of centuries of deterrent Poor Law administration, seemed to me not without 

some justification…. To take away from an old woman whose life has been spent in 

household cares all the foolish little belongings to which her affections cling and to which 

her very fingers have become accustomed, is to take away her last incentive to activity, 

almost to life itself. To give an old woman only a chair and a bed, to leave her no 

cupboard in which her treasures may be stowed, not only that she may take them out 

when she desires occupation, but that their mind may dwell upon them in moments of 

reverie, is to reduce living almost beyond the limit of human endurance. … 

A beginning also was then made toward a Bureau of Organized Charities, the main 

office being put in charge of a young man recently come from Boston, who lived at Hull-

House. But to employ scientific methods for the first time at such a moment involved 

difficulties, and the most painful episode of the winter came for me from an attempt on 

my part to conform to carefully received instructions. A shipping clerk whom I had 

known for a long time had lost his [job], as so many people had that year, and came to the 
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relief station established at Hull-House four or five times to secure help for his family. I 

told him one day of the opportunity for work on the drainage canal and intimated that if 

any employment were obtainable, he ought to exhaust that possibility before asking for 

help. The man replied that he had always worked indoors and that he could not endure 

outside work in winter. I am grateful to remember that I was too uncertain to be severe, 

although I held to my instructions. He did not come again for relief, but worked for two 

days digging on the canal, where he contracted pneumonia and died a week later. I have 

never lost trace of the two little children he left behind him, although I cannot see them 

without a bitter consciousness that it was at their expense I learned that life cannot be 

administered by definite rules and regulations; that wisdom to deal with a man's 

difficulties comes only through some knowledge of his life and habits as a whole; and 

that to treat an isolated episode is almost sure to invite blundering. 

It was also during this winter that I became permanently impressed with the kindness 

of the poor to each other; the woman who lives upstairs will willingly share her breakfast 

with the family below because she knows they “are hard up”; the man who boarded with 

them last winter will give a month's rent because he knows the father of the family is out 

of work; the baker across the street who is fast being pushed to the wall by his downtown 

competitors will send across three loaves of stale bread because he has seen the children 

looking longingly into his window and suspects they are hungry.… 

I remember one family in which the father had been out of work for this same winter, 

most of the furniture had been pawned, and as the worn-out shoes could not be replaced 

the children could not go to school. The mother was ill and barely able to come for 

supplies and medicines. Two years later she invited me to supper one Sunday evening in 

the little home which had been completely restored, and she gave as a reason for the 

invitation that she couldn't bear to have me remember them as they had been during that 

one winter, which she insisted had been unique in her twelve years of married life. She 

said that it was as if she had met me, not as I am ordinarily, but as I should appear 

misshapen with rheumatism or with a face distorted by neuralgic pain; that it was not fair 

to judge poor people that way. She perhaps unconsciously illustrated the difference 

between the relief-station relation to the poor and the Settlement relation to its neighbors, 

the latter wishing to know them through all the varying conditions of life, to stand by 
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when they are in distress, but by no means to drop intercourse with them when normal 

prosperity has returned, enabling the relation to become more social and free from 

economic disturbance. … 

We … found ourselves spending many hours in efforts to secure support for deserted 

women, insurance for bewildered widows, damages for injured operators, furniture from 

the clutches of the installment store. The Settlement is valuable as an information and 

interpretation bureau. It constantly acts between the various institutions of the city and 

the people for whose benefit these institutions were erected. … Another function of the 

Settlement to its neighborhood resembles that of the big brother whose mere presence on 

the playground protects the little one from bullies. 

We early learned to know the children of hard-driven mothers who went out to work 

all day, sometimes leaving the little things in the casual care of a neighbor, but often 

locking them into their tenement rooms. The first three crippled children we encountered 

in the neighborhood had all been injured while their mothers were at work: one had fallen 

out of a third-story window, another had been burned, and the third had a curved spine 

due to the fact that for three years he had been tied all day long to the leg of the kitchen 

table, only released at noon by his older brother who hastily ran in from a neighboring 

factory to share his lunch with him. … 

With all of the efforts made by modern society to nurture and educate the young, how 

stupid it is to permit the mothers of young children to spend themselves in the coarser 

work of the world! It is curiously inconsistent that with the emphasis which this 

generation has placed upon the mother and upon the prolongation of infancy, we 

constantly allow the waste of this most precious material. …I was detained late one 

evening in an office building by a prolonged committee meeting of the Board of 

Education. As I came out at eleven o'clock, I met in the corridor of the fourteenth floor a 

woman whom I knew, on her knees scrubbing the marble tiling. As she straightened up to 

greet me, she seemed so wet from her feet up to her chin, that I hastily inquired the cause. 

Her reply was that she left home at five o'clock every night and had no opportunity for 

six hours to nurse her baby. Her mother's milk mingled with the very water with which 

she scrubbed the floors until she should return at midnight, heated and exhausted, to feed 

her screaming child with what remained within her breasts. 
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Selected illustrations from the book 

by Norah Hamilton, Director of Children’s Art Education at Hull-House, 1909-1930 

 

 
Hull-House, on Halsted Street 

 

 
Woman and child in Hull-House reception room 
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View from a Hull-House window 

 

 
Alley near Hull-House 
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An Italian mother and child 

 

 
In the Hull-House studio 
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The Hull-House music school 

 

 
In the Hull-House music school 
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Russian immigrant on Halsted Street 

 

 
Head of a Slavic woman 


