- Jane Adbcms
Earliest Impressions

On the theory that our genuine impulses may be connected
with our childish experiences, that one’s bent may be tracked
back to that “No-Man’s Land” where character is formless but
nevertheless settling into definite lines of future development, 1
begin this record with some impressions of my childhood. . . .
I recall an incident which must have occurred before Ijwas
seven years old, for the mill in which my father transacted
his business that day was closed in 1867. The mill stood in
the neighboring town adjacent to its poorest quarter. Before
then I had always seen the little city of ten thousand people
with the admiring eyes of a country child, and it had niever
occurred to me that all its streets were not as bewilderingly at-
tractive as the one which contained the glittering toyshop| and
the confectioner. On that day I had my first sight of the poverty
which implies squalor, and felt the curious distinction between
the ruddy poverty of the country and that which even a small
city presents in its shabbiest streets. I remember launchmg at
my father the pertinent inquiry why people lived in such hor-
rid little houses so close together, and that after receiving his
explanation I declared with much firmness when I grew up I
should, of course, have a large house, but it would not be built
among the other large houses, but right in the midst of horrid
little houses like these. . . .
Although I constantly confided my sins and perplexities to
my father, there are only a few occasions on which I remember
having received direct advice or admonition; it may eas11y be
true, however, that I have forgotten the latter, in the manner of
many seekers after advice who enjoyably set forth their s;tua-
tion but do not really listen to the advice itself. I can rerrglem-
ber an admonition on one occasion, however, when, as a Slittle
girl of eight years, arrayed in a new cloak, gorgeous beﬂlond
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anything I had ever worn before, I stood before my father for
his approval. I was much chagrined by his remark that it was
a very pretty cloak—in fact so much prettier than any cloak
the other little girls in the Sunday School had, that he would
advise me to wear my old cloak, which would keep me quite
as warm, with the added advantage of not making the other
little girls feel bad. I complied with the request but I fear with-
out inner consent, and I certainly was quite without the joy of
self-sacrifice as I walked soberly through the village street by
the side of my counselor. My mind was busy, however, with
the old question eternally suggested by the inequalities of the
human lot. Only as we neared the church door did I venture
to ask what could be done about it, receiving the reply that it
might never be righted so far as clothes went, but that people
might be equal in things that mattered much more than clothes,
the affairs of education and religion, for instance, which we at-
tended to when we went to school and church, and that it was
very stupid to wear the sort of clothes that made it harder to
have equality even there.
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Questions for
“Earliest Impressions”

For Reflection

If you look back on your own childhood, what are someE of
your own earliest impressions of inequality? How did you
respond? How did the adults who were close to you en-
courage you to respond?

For Group Discussion

Why does Addams offer an account of her earliest Impres—
sions? How cani recalling early:childhood impressions give
insight into our impulses now?

What do you think Addams’s father says to her about the dif-
ferent neighborhoods in her community? What is your ex-
planation-of these differences?

Why does Addams want to live in a large house among the
small houses?

Why does Addams's father d|scourage Addams from wearing
her cloak to church? Do you agree with him?

What does Addams mean by the “old question eternally sug-
gested by the inequalities of the human lot?” How would
you respond to this question?.

Are there connections between your own earliest | impressions
and your impulse to serve—or not to serve—others?
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