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THE SOCIAL CENTRE AND THE DEMOCRATIC IDEAL
By Mary P. Follett.

THE Social Centre movement is, as you all know, the movement for opening the
public school buildings evenings for community purposes. But I wonder if you
all know how rapidly this movement is spreading throughout the United States,
from Wisconsin to Texas, from the Atlantic to the Pacific. City after city, town
after town, is throwing open its schoolhouses evenings. And this rapid
development is not surprising, for everywhere it has been the same fundamental
need in the community which has brought about the Social Centre movement,
the same hunger we have all felt for a wider fellowship and a common life. If I
were asked to name the most striking characteristic of the present time, I should
say that people are doing more things together; they are coming together more
than ever before in municipal movements, for national purposes, in labor
organizations, in co-operative societies, in associations of employers and
employees, etc. The keynote of the twentieth century is the passion for solidarity.
That this is so is the great hope of our future democracy.

Industrial democracy gets nearer, and political democracy is becoming more
real with changes in the form of government (like the initiative, referendum,
etc.), with the introduction of social programs into party platforms, and with the
lessening of the power of the machine. But more striking evidence still of the
new democracy is the change in all our hearts. Never before has the idea of
union, of brotherhood, been so prominent and so permeating in our life as at the
present moment. Democracy in the past has been taught as the philosophy of the
individual. That is why it has not made more progress, that is the trouble with
our industrial system. Some people define democracy as equal opportunity, and
then think of opportunity as every man having a chance to get to the top and rule
others! Democracy is not the glorification of the individual in any form, but the
subordination of the individual, by himself, to the well-being of all. (Applause.)
We used to talk of liberty and equality—they seem empty and selfish words to
us now compared with that living, throbbing thing which is passing-from you to
me, from one to. all; joining us together indissolubly in the biggest bond of all—
the brotherhood of man. It is the realization and expression of this bond which
is going to make us alive - in every part of us, in every part of our society, which
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is going to heal our political and social sickneses, our industrial and economic
evils.

But the brotherhood of man is at present an ideal, not a reality. How are the
Social Centres going to help us make it real? First of all, simply by providing a
place where people can meet and become acquainted with one another. Where
is there a better opportunity for this than in our schoolhouses, where we have
the space and plant required—Ilarge rooms, halls, gymnasiums, and where all
meet on common ground with: equal rights, —where there are no races, but all
are Americans, where no political party or particular religion has any special
privileges, where no commercialism can dominate us? (Applause.)

The first aim of the Social Centres should be to train up young people with a
sense of responsibility. Those of us who believe that the reform of city
government is not to come so much: through change of charters as through the
associated Jife of citizens, recognizing their responsibilities, look to the Social
Centres as one of the most effective means at our hands for revolutionizing the
life of cities. (Applause.) What we must all realize is that we are responsible for
whatever government we have, that our government is not run by “they,"—some
mysterious other persons, but that we - ourselves are responsible for the life of
our city and of our nation.

We want it to become a matter of common realization that citizenship is not
a duty to be exercised a few times a year, chiefly on voting days; citizenship is not
a duty at all, really, it is not a privilege, it is just a function, like breathing, to be
exercised every moment of the time. (Applause.) This is what we want the
Centres to teach—we want to teach and to learn our share in the common life.

[ want now to speak of four ways in which this civic and social responsibility
may be developed in the Centres:

1. First. all the activities of the Boston Evening Centres are group activities.

The race is now evolving a new being to meet the demands the democratic
ideal has laid upon it—the social being—the man who looks upon himself in
every respect not as apart from but as a part of other men. The chief function of
the Social Centres should be the evolution of this new being—the social man.

2. We are planning to make our Centres a real training in self-government, a
real opportunity for the development of initiative, will-power and self-
expression.
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3. In the third place, responsibility and good citizenship may be developed
by frequent discussion and by a certain amount of direct civic teaching,--of
political, economic and industrial questions, of political and social ethics, of the
tests of efficiency, etc.

4. Fourth, and last, acquaintance, association, discussion, will lead inevitably
to common action for community ends.

And now one thing more-I want to ask you all to help in the development of
the Boston Social Centres, in making them mean what they ought to mean in the
life of the city. We have at present four, one in Charlestown, East Boston, South
Boston and Roxbury, a part time Centre in Dorchester, and—enough
schoolhouses for many more. The thing I feel more strongly about our Centres
than any other is that they will never be successful if they are not community
affairs, organized by community effort, for community ends. Here is where I
want to ask your help.

To make our zenith moments of thought and feeling permanent—that is our
task.

The Questions
[Follett Excerpts Only]

Q. What do you think of the German emperor's decorating Adolphus Busch, and
Harvard's accepting a gift from him?
A (Miss Follett): I don't know anything about it, | am sorry to say.

Q: Don't the settlement houses of Boston furnish an example of the social service
idea?

A (Miss Follett): We haven't enough settlement houses to go around, and besides,
we want the initiative to come from the inside.

Q: Will not too many social gatherings encourage idle gossip and destroy
valuable individual qualities?

A (Miss Follett): I think you haven't understood what I mean by social gatherings.
I mean every place where people meet together, no matter how serious the
purpose.
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Q: (Mr. Brown): Are not many of the hindrances to our coming -together due to
people's holding themselves aloof and not being willing to meet other people?
A (Miss Follett): Just acquaintance—knowing each other—is the first basis of
democracy.

Q: Is industrial democracy possible under private ownership?
A (Miss Follett): I do not consider private ownership democracy.

Q: What is the attitude of the majority church in Boston toward social centres
and open discussion?
A (Miss Follett): I have never heard any objection.

Q: Do you advocate the teaching of sex hygiene in social centres?
A (Miss Follett): Not at present.

Q (Miss Rogolsky): What made people start these social centres—to do away
with evils or to begin a new democracy?
A (Miss Follett): For both these reasons, and many more.

Q: Has not the military spirit in the 19th century been predominant among us
all?

A (Miss Follett): When things are at the worst they are always at the best. Of
course we are talking more about war than ever before—but also about peace.

Q: Does not our present system of education entirely neglect the older people,
and what does the social centre contemplate doing for them?

A (Miss Follett): That is one of the most important reasons for starting the social
centre. We have a large number of groups for older people, and hope to have
many more.

Q: How often do these meetings in the schools take place?

A (Miss Follett): Our full social centres are held in the high school buildings, and
we have them three times a week, when the evening high schools do not occupy
them.

Q: Do you believe that organized social centres will gradually do away with
poverty?

A (Miss Follett): I don't know whether we shall ever get our social centres as
effective as that, but organization can do anything.



Source: Ford Hall Folks: A Magazine of Neighborliness, Vol. Il, No. 9, Dec. 21, 1913

Q: How can we get the people together in a united effort when they are divided
so sharply religiously?

A (Miss Follett): Religious differences are no longer so important as they once
were.

Q: Wouldn't it help a lot of the shortlived organizations which spring up
continually if they had a good leader?

A (Miss Follett): At first, but we don't want a leader from the outside; we want
co-operation from the inside.

Q: What do you think of the various citizens’ associations in Boston as social
centres?
A (Miss Follett): I think some are better than others.

Q: Does not the operation of the social centres as now constituted show that the
upper classes, which most need training of this sort, do not get it?
A (Miss Follett): Let us work hard for that, too.
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