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Settlements and Social Action Centres 
 

What are settlements and social action centres 
doing today? How did they develop from 
university and social settlements, and 
educational settlements? 
A simple idea lay at the heart of the first settlement: that all should share in 
community. If men and women from universities lived for some time among the 
poor in London and in other cities, they could ‘do a little to remove the 
inequalities of life’ (Barnett 1884: 272). They would share ‘their best with the poor 
and learn through feeling how they live’ (op. cit.). Through working for friendship 
based on trust, and government inspired with ‘a higher spirit’, ‘everything which is 
Best will be made in love common to all’ (ibid.: 273). 

A settlement is simply a means by which men or women may share 
themselves with their neighbours; a club-house in an industrial district, 
where the condition of membership is the performance of a citizen’s duty; a 
house among the poor, where residents may make friends with the poor. 
(Barnett 1898: 26) 

It was in this spirit that the Samuel and Henrietta Barnett established the first 
university settlement, Toynbee Hall in Whitechapel, in 1884. 

Toynbee Hall and early British settlements 
Influenced by social idealists such as Green, Ruskin and Carlyle (Picht 1914: 9), 
Christian Socialists such as Maurice and Kingsley (Kelly 1970: 239) and social 
reformers such as Octavia Hill (Meacham 1987: 29) three key needs were 
identified. These were for scientific research concerning poverty; the furthering of 
wider lives through education; and an enhancement of leadership in local 
communities (Pimlott 1936: 11). Toynbee Hall was able to make significant 
progress on all three fronts. It attracted a number of very able and committed 



settlers, many of whom became deeply involved with social inquiry and the 
development of thinking and policy around the alleviation of poverty. It gained a 
reputation as a ‘training ground for bright, young, reform-minded civil servants’ 
(Meacham 1987: 85). The residents list reads like a roll call of key figures in the 
making of the welfare state: William Beveridge, R. H. Tawney, Clement Atlee, 
and Kenneth Lindsay all spent time there. 

The settlement and its residents also made a considerable contribution to 
working class education: providing a great range of evening and extension 
classes, and debates and discussions; and facilitating a significant number of 
cultural clubs and associations. Part of Barnett’s initial vision placed the 
settlement as the core of an east London ‘working man’s university’. Elementary 
and vocational classes were seen initially as a temporary phenomenon – they 
would fade away as other provision emerged, allowing Toynbee Hall to become a 
university college. But it was not to be. The numbers attending extension lectures 
began to drop from the mid 1890s. At the same time alternative forms of 
provision such as polytechnics and evening schools developed. Indeed, with the 
re-organization of London evening schools in 1913 it was decided to phase out 
elementary and commercial courses. However, a major contribution had been 
made, both in the scale and quality of the provision – and the innovations made. 
Barnett made. This included the development of tutorial classes and the History 
School (under the direction of R. E. S. Hart in 1898) and working with Albert 
Mansfield (a former student of Toynbee Hall) to establish the Workers’ 
Educational Association in 1903. The settlement also provided the Association 
with an office, and organized its library to serve as a central library for the WEA. 

Lastly, Samuel Barnett, like Beatrice and Sidney Webb and the Fabians, ‘saw the 
immense possibilities of local government’ (Pimlott 1935: 106) and believed that 
settlements could provide some civic leadership. This was to be achieved 
through the education and stimulation of electors; and the participation of 
residents with local people in local government. This concern for ‘practicable 
socialism’ led to considerable activity (ibid.: 106 – 127). 

Not all settlements followed this pattern. What emerged varied considerably 
according to local circumstance, individual character and religious and social 



orientation. Some, like Oxford House (established in 1884), were strongly 
denominational and emphasized different aspects of the work e.g. on work with 
boys and young men. The Passmore Edwards Settlement (now Mary Ward 
House) pioneered playwork and set up the first play centres in London 
(Trevelyan 1920; Trevelyan 1923: 187 – 206), it also established a model school 
for children with physical disabilities Sutherland 1990: 215 – 229) (See Mary 
Ward). The Bermondsey Settlement founded the Guild of Play to teach children 
under ten folk songs and dances (Vicinus 1985:235. The idea of ‘friendship’ was 
interpreted in contrasting ways – with settlers attempting to control more directly 
the various clubs and organizations they initiated or came in contact with. 
Women’s settlements were also established and were later to outnumber the 
men’s in both Britain and the USA. The Women’s University Settlement (now 
Blackfriars) began in 1887 with the objective of promoting welfare and giving 
women and children ‘additional opportunities for education and recreation’ 
(quoted by Barrett 1985: 2). Such organizations were to prove to be particularly 
attractive to those women wanting to develop their role in public life. As Vicinus 
(1985: 213) has argued, the large number of charitable organizations by women, 
and the vast numbers involved in philanthropic and similar work, laid much of the 
groundwork for settlements. However, not all settlements were single sex. 
Kingsley Hall, established in 1915 by Muriel and Doris Lester and particularly 
oriented to the needs of children and young people, was sexually mixed. 
Residents had to agree to the sharing of responsibilities, housework and income 
after the fashion of an ashram (Muriel Lester had been Gandhi’s guest at 
Ahmedabad- and Gandhi himself stayed at the settlement for three months in 
late 1931 while conducting negotiations with the British over the future of India – 
Chada 1997: 306 – 317). 

North American developments 
American observers of Toynbee Hall and the other early settlements were critical 
of some elements, while appreciating the nature of the ‘experiment’. For 
example, Stanton Coit wanted to emphasize neighbourhood organization and the 
‘instinctive philanthropy’ of the working classes (quoted by Carson 1990: 37). His 
experiment, the Neighbourhood Guild in New York’s lower east side (founded in 
1886) was later to become University Settlement. Initially it looked to bring 



together relief, education and recreation, ‘with the ultimate goal of developing the 
neighbours’ consciousness of their common needs and interdependence’ (op. 
cit.). 

A number of different models of settlement organization and orientation 
appeared. The College Settlement in New York City, founded in 1889 by Jane E. 
Robbins and Jean Fine looked to a network of women’s colleges to provide 
committee members. Robert Woods established Andover House in Boston in 
1891 (later known as South End House) as a non-denominational that looked not 
just to the seminary but to others who might join the association as settlers and 
workers. Woods, like Coit, saw the neighbourhood as an engine for social 
change. However, it was Hull House in Chicago (established in 1889) that was to 
define for many the work of an American settlement house. It was to centre on 
providing social and educational services, often for immigrants and refugees. 
There was possibly a reaction to what could be seen as the ‘feudal tradition’ 
expressed by the British settlements, and the extent to which in the act of 
attempting to traverse social inequality, they asserted it (Carson 1990: 7). This 
may well have led to a more overt and active concern for social change in some. 
As Jane Addams, the influential founder with Ellen Starr of Hull House put it: 

The educational activities of a Settlement, as well as its philanthropic, civic 
and social undertakings, are but differing manifestations of the attempt to 
socialize democracy, as it is the very existence of the Settlement itself. 
(Addams 1910: 453) 

She looked to the settlement as an attempt to ‘express the meaning of life in 
terms of life itself, in the forms of activity’ (quoted by Carson 1990: 106) (See 
Jane Addams). As such she argued against an analytical disposition and the 
use of the settlement as a ‘sociological laboratory’ for the gathering of facts. 
Instead she saw the settlement spirit as ‘synthetic’. It was a place ‘where 
acquired knowledge might be tested and, if valid, employed’ (Carson 1990: 106). 

Settlement houses had become a formidable force with some 56 in Britain by 
1926 (41 of them in London) and approaching 400 being established in the 
United States by 1910. Some focused on the needs of children and young people 



(see, for example, the discussion in Addams 1910); others retained a concern 
with all those in a particular neighbourhood. However, there were  common 
characteristics. Perhaps the most significant in terms of practice was the use of 
the club or association. Learning through being part of an association, working so 
that members of groups gain satisfaction from their activities and relationships, 
were central aspects of the work. 

Educational settlements 
While there was a strong educational content in settlement work, it had to 
compete with the development of medical and legal services, social casework 
and attempts to alleviate poverty. Partly as a reaction against the emphasis in 
many of the older residential settlements in Britain upon ‘remedial social service’ 
(Peers 1958: 128), there was a move to establish educational settlements. These 
non-residential institutions had their roots in the Adult School movement (Pole 
1816; Rowntree and Binns 1903) and in Quaker social action (see The Quakers 
and the development of adult schools). Many of those involved wanted to 
develop a more direct response to local need, to cut through the complications of 
residence, special buildings and equipment (Hall 1985: 50). The first non-
residential settlements in Britain opened in Leeds and York in 1909. Some 
settlements appeared via different routes, For example the Bristol Folk House 
was started in 1917 as part of the Temperance movement. By 1939 there were 
27 affiliated to the Educational Settlements Association (established in 1920) 
(see Martin 1924 and Hall 1985). They were intended, according to Drews and 
Fieldhouse (1996: 261) as ‘centres for adult education in an atmosphere of 
friendship’. This was an aspiration shared by many residential settlements, but 
the focus was much more clearly upon education. In some, such as the nine 
pioneering settlements established in the Welsh valleys between 1927 and 1937 
education programmes were augmented by a strong emphasis on mutual aid and 
social action (Jones 1985). 

Educational settlements are often overlooked – they were neither numerous nor 
financially strong (Kelly 1970: 265). However, they were innovative, and 
represented a major restatement ‘of the belief that had led fifty years before to 
the foundation of the working men’s colleges, namely that adult education, to be 
successful, must have both a home and a spirit (op. cit.). Many have 



subsequently closed, or transformed themselves into community associations. 
Some remain, such as Percival Guildhouse in Rugby, and have been ‘an outward 
thrusting influence’ with members deeply involved in local cultural and civic life 
(Stewart, Reynolds and Elsdon 1992: 310). What is more, the direction and 
shape of many of the educational settlements has a familiar and contemporary 
resonance in many of the social action centres associated with BASSAC. 

The disappearance of residence and the rise of social action 
The idea of ‘residence’ took a knock in many settlements from the 1950s on. 
Before that the numbers presenting themselves went up and down, for example, 
through the impact of war service; and the availability of rooms (with war damage 
etc.). However, alongside changing social mores, alternative opportunities 
emerged for social research (e.g. in the universities), service (e.g. Voluntary 
Service Overseas), and work (through the development of state welfare 
organizations). For some settlements, the work involved in recruiting and 
supporting settlers was simply too much – there were more pressing needs in 
terms of keeping the buildings open, and the programmes in operation. 
Residence ceased to be a central feature of the work – and where it was offered 
was essentially a cheap form of student accommodation (Rose and Woods 1995: 
66). As a result, many settlements such as Manchester, finally gave up the 
theory and practice of residence in the 1960s. Today only a handful still have 
residents, for example The Mayflower (Canning Town), Mansfield House 
(Plaistow/Lambourne End) The Salmon Centre (Bermondsey), and Toynbee Hall, 
(Whitechapel). 

One of the models that has emerged in Britain out of the move away from 
residence is the settlement as social action centre. Some, such as Katherine Low 
in Battersea, are still remaking themselves as this. However, this process has 
been in train since the late 1960s. With the encouragement of a ‘newly active’ 
British Association of Settlements a significant number turned to a more explicitly 
community development role (Richies 1975: 144) At Blackfriars, for example, we 
see the development of community development and community action activity 
under the directorship of Jim Radford in the early 1970s (Barrett 1985: 45 – 52) 
and Cambridge House and Talbot as a development agency. They also became 
heavily involved in the development of initiatives around adult literacy. At the 



same time new agencies were entering the field – some growing out of 
community campaigns such as those around the problems of high rise blocks 
(Community Links); others from various ‘alternative’ or ‘radical’ initiatives (Bath 
Place Community Project) (see the development of community work). A 
further impetus came from the growth of unemployment in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s. Agencies like NEW-TRAC have sought to provide and resource 
educational courses, projects and social activities for people who are unwaged 
and on benefits (more recently gaining lottery money for a ‘learning for living’ 
programme). Older organizations such as Cambridge University Mission 
(originally a medical mission, then a youth organization – now know as the 
Salmon Youth Centre) looked more strongly to their communities and to models 
of practice emerging in social action centres. Alongside this significant (and some 
radical) innovations in practice and in analysis emerged out of government-
sponsored initiatives such as the Educational Priority Areas and the Community 
Development Projects. The British Association and Settlements moved to extend 
it’s membership to reflect these shifts in the field and changed its name 
accordingly (in 1974). What was meant by ‘social action’ remained vague. There 
were attempts to explore the meaning of social action for adult education (e.g. 
Ashcroft and Jackson 1974). However, in this sector at least, social action and 
community development appear to be used fairly interchangeably (e.g. Cannan 
and Warren 1997: 1). 

Current provision in Britain 
Today many settlements and agencies describe themselves as community 
organizations. For example, Barton Hill Settlement describes itself as ‘a multi 
purpose community organization which people can use and get involved in, meet 
other people and learn new skills’. It has services for older people, children and 
families, a range of courses and learning opportunities, and community work and 
advice services. Settlement programmes still have a significant adult education 
component – although it often takes the form of clubs, informal activities and 
work with groups. Within this area there is still significant innovation. Some 
formal work continues – often in the areas of basic education and development 
opportunities for those with disabilities and learning difficulties. Perhaps the 
major orientation in the work within older settlements is toward work with youth 



(see, for example The Bede Anti-Racist Youth Project), although there is a 
significant body of work with older people (e.g. at Time and Talents). In recent 
years there has been a renewed interest in volunteering and in volunteer training 
(helped by Lottery funding arranged through BASSAC). 
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