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"An Active an1 d Unceasing Campaign 
of Social Education": J. Stitt Wilson 
and Herronite Socialist Christianity 

Douglas Firth Anderson 

J. Stitt Wilson confidently proclaimed, both in bold oratory and capitalized print, 
that "THE CHRIST COMETH THROUGH THE SOCIAL REVOLUTION." He 
melded an evolutionary, idealist Christianity with the socialist cooperative 
commonwealth: "The present Socialist movement, being the organized and militant 
expression of the Social Revolution, is the good Samaritan of all human history." 
Indeed, he asserted, socialism "is the demonstration that man-the Spirit-is master 
of his environment, and not vhtim."' 

Above all, Wilson was an orat&orpore precisely, an evangelist. He was also, 
for longer or shorter periods of his life, a Methodist pastor, a journalist, a graduate 
student, a founding member of the Christian Socialist Fellowship, and one of the 
few Socialist Party of America (SPA) candidates to win elected ofice in the party's 
heyday before World War I. It was his oral missionizing on behalf of his religio- 
social vision, though, that was the constant that tied together the various facets of 
his public life. His single most important written work, How I Became a Socialist 
and Other Papers, is a collection of his most popular socialist speeches. The texts 
are studded with limes of capitalized sentences, visually suggesting the calculated 
modulations of intensity that marked his oratory. At the height of his work for the 
SPA, he regularly attracted and moved crowds, in Britain as well as the United 
States. One socialist colleague recalled that Wilson "would have been a great actor. 
He had dramatic power. He was the best campaigner for the Party that I ever knew. 
. . . In a way he was trained for the work. He was a minister. He could sway people 
and also raise money from them. [Norman Thomas] was a good debater. A little like 
Stitt Wilson, too. But he could not close a sale like Stitt Wilson c ~ u l d . " ~  

Wilson's historical significance, though, goes beyond his effectiveness as a 
socialist orator. First, he was one of the most important disciples of the Reverend 
George D. Herron, a Congregationalist pastor, college professor, and orator who 
stined the waters of American Protestantism and partisan socialism between 1893 
and 1901 by his explicit linkage of Christ, the postmillennial Kmgdom of God, and 
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the socialist cooperative commonwealth. Even though Herron withdrew from the 
public realm after 1905, Wilson sustained his central themes and his messianic 
style. Moreover, Wilson wedded these to the prewar program of the SPA, thereby 
embodying the legacy of Herronite socialist Christianity to partisan socialism in the 
United States. He shows with a special clarity the way in which a theological 
perspective can be transposed into political partisanship. He also exemplifies 
socialism's partial congruence with American political and religious streams, a 
congruence that ironically contributed to socialism's marginalization in U.S. 
society. 

Second, Wilson's life and thought are a reminder that an emphasis on American 
political, economic, and social exceptionalism obscures the importance of trans- 
Atlantic ties for an understanding of the historical course of socialism in the United 
States. Born a Canadian, Wilson spent several years in Britain as a student as well 
as a socialist evangelist. While Wilson's conversion to a socialist Christianity was 
American in context and substance, British socialism and social Christianity 
provided him with model institutions, organizations, and developments that 
sustained his religious and political commitments until the crisis of the Great War. 
In turn, his work in Britain fed the growth of British socialism and social 
Christianity. 

Third, Wilson's conversion to and apprenticeship in socialism in Chicago, 
followed by his relocation to metropolitan San Francisco, where he attained both 
regional and national recognition, point to the need to assess the role of place and 
region in the rise and decline of partisan socialism and Christian socialism in the 
United States. Chicago, the metropolis of the Great Lakes region, was a social, 
political, and intellectual maelstrom in the 1890s for many Anglo-Americans from 
more peripheral locales, not the least of whom were Wilson, Jane Addams, and 
Eugene V. Debs. As for the trans-Mississippi West, conclusions about it must be 
tentative. The career of Wilson, though, suggests that locales in the West at the turn 
of the twentieth century were receptive to radical critiques of capitalist society to 
the extent that they were places in which anxiety, disillusion, or disorder were 
juxtaposed with hopefulness, aspiration, and organization in adjusting to the 
developing world order. 

Jackson Stitt Wilson was born in Auburn, Ontario, Canada, on 19 March 1868.' 
His father, William James Wilson, was a shoemaker who bad come to Canada from 
Ireland; his mother, Sarah Ann Stitt, was a native of Ontario. Both parents were 
devout Methodists, and his father was a class leader.' Wilson's upbringing included 
not only participation in a congregation but also such marks of Wesleyan piety as 
Bible reading, participation in home meetings of prayer and worship, and an intense 
religious experience at age thirteen. The latter was probably interpreted at the time 
as a conventional Christian conversion. In later life, though, Wilson referred to it 
as a "Socialization of Personality." He interpreted it and subsequent occasions as 
moments when he was led "away from self' and incrementally reoriented to service 
to others as "the organ and instrument and agent of Universal Good, of the 
Kingdom of God in the Earth." These formed the experiential basis of his mature 
religio-social outlook: "The illuminations and enlargements of my consciousness 
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were not created by pondering over doctrines or suffering in my conscience over 
certain vile sins. THE RELEASE OF MY SOUL WAS PRECIPITATED OUT OF 
THE WILL IN RELATION TO OTHER HUMAN LIVES." Congruent with the 
Wesleyan tradition, he downplayed theology and abstraction in favor of experience, 
will, and the fundamental moral character of existence. Yet his disparaging of 
individual sinfulness, the stress on consciousness, and the undertones of human 
perfectibility are congruent with idealist philosophy and socialist tradition. For 
Wilson, religious experience and socialist experience eventually ~onverged.~ 

Before this convergence, however, the young Canadian worked at various jobs, 
includin$ teaching, in Ontario and neighboring Michigan. It was not until his 
twenties th t Wllson mamed and began higher education toward a career. In 1890, 
the year a \, r h ~ s  : marriage, he began studies for the ordained Methodist ministry at 
Garrett Bi llcal Institute in Evanston, Illinois. Three years later, he became a 
naturalized US .  citizen and began attending Northwestern University. While 
completing his B.A. in English (1893-1897), he was pastor at the Erie Street 
Methodist Episcopal Church in nearby Chicago. He went on to complete an M.A. 
in sociology and political economy, also at Northwestern, in 1901. Between his two 
degrees, he received full ordination as a Methodist clergyman. 

Prior to 1890, Wilson's life had unfolded in and around small towns dominated 
by English-speaking Protestants. His move to the Chicago region, however, placed 
hi into the social and culhml pluralism of a leading melropolis. Higher education 
opened up new areas of understanding for him. The most important new element in 
Wilson's life, though, was his pastoral work with the Erie Street congregation, for 
among his parishoners he was con&onted with the social underside of industrializa- 
tion. 

Wilson found his pastoral work near "slnmdom" to he a "school of Socialism." 
What he recalled most were the wages-too low for a single wage to enable a 
family to live-and the physical toll of wage-work. Nellie, who worked in a soap 
factory, fainted at one of his Sunday evening meetings, crying about the heaviness 
of the trays she had to carry at work. She committed suicide at age nineteen. And 
she was but one example: "Over many and many such a grave I read the burial 
service, 'The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away,' WHEN I KNEW I WAS 
READING A LIE. I was accusing the Lord of the crime of Capitalism and 
sanctifying that crime with ceremonial babble."6 

The mid-1 890s was also a time of widespread economic depression. The effects 
of the Panic of 1893 on Chicago were delayed by the fmancial success of the 
World's Columbian Exposition-"the Great White City"-but by the end of the 
year, the unemployed were sleeping in City Hall and in many police stations? Jane 
Addams, who had founded Hull House a few years earlier, recalled the time as "that 
terrible winter after the World's Fair."' Visiting English journalist, editor, and 
Protestant social reformer William T. Stead was moved to rally middle-class and 
elite Chicagoans and others through meetings and exhort them through his 
publications, especially ifChrist Came to Chicago (1894). In 1894 cutbacks at the 
Pullman Palace Car Co. led to a bitter railroad worker strike, one of the outcomes 
of which was the conversion of union leader Eugene Debs to partisan socialism. 
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Wilson did not specifically mention the Panic of 1893 or the Pullman strike, but it 
is hard to conceive that the unemployed and the strikers were not additional factors 
in his social radicalization. It is clear that during his time at Erie Street Church, 
Wilson quickly turned critical of the burgeoning industrial order. He, l i e  
Washington Gladden, Walter Ranscbenbusch, and others, was shaken out of his 
middle-class slumbers by his personal encounter with what was called "the social 
pr~hlem."~ 

It was also during this time that Wilson's relationship with George D. Herron 
began. Accordimg to Wilson, it was in 1893 or 1894 that one of his Northwestern 
classmates compared his developing religions and social perspectives to those of 
Herron. He then read about Herron in W.T. Stead's Chicago To-Day; or, The 
Labour War in America (1894). Obtaining a copy of Herron's The Larger Christ 
(1891), Wilson recalled, "I devoured and re-devoured this hook." The young 
Methodist pastor finally met Hemn in the autumn of 1895 when he was in Chicago 
for a lecture series. By the following winter, Wilson hosted Herron for a Friday 
evening meeting at the Erie Street Church.'" 

George Davis Herron, born in lndiana in 1862, was at the peak of his fame 
among Anglo-American Protestants during Wilson's Erie Street years." Despite his 
lack of formal education, Herron had been accepted into the educationally 
conscious Congregationalist ministry in 1884. It was while he was a pastor in 
Minnesota in 1890, however, that Herron first began to attract attention. Through 
his public speaking tours and the publication of series of his sermons and lectures, 
the Congregationalist pastor spread a message that on the one hand excoriated 
American society, including religious institutions, for its fundamental self-seeking 
and competitiveness and on the other hand called Christians to work sacrificially 
with the coming Kingdom of God through following the teachings of Jesus. Herron 
"was obsessed," observes one historian, "with a sense of his own sinfulness, 
suffering, and d ~ t y . " ' ~  In his writing and even more on the platform, these 
obsessions were cloaked in what another historian bas termed "colossal self- 
assurance and passionate intensity."" By 1893 Herron was professor of applied 
Christianity at Iowa College in Grimell. From there, he continued to develop and 
spread his Kingdom message, not only through his classes, at which his students 
saw him less and less, hut also through his travels as a lecturer, through his books, 
through The Kingdom, a weekly begun in 1894, and through the American Institute 
of Christian Sociology, an organization that sponsored publications and summer 
courses in the tradition of Chautauqua. 

In Herron, Wilson had found a slightly older soulmate. Herron's intensity and 
platform charisma undoubtedly drew the Methodist clergyman, whose own platform 
work came to emulate that of the Congregationalist. More important, Herron 
provided a model of social religiosity that was socially critical enough to see 
established institutions as problematic, scientific enough to claim the mantle of 
empiricism for its critique, yet philosophically idealist. The idealism, in turn, drew 
its primary sustenance from the liberal stream of Anglo-American Protestantism. As 
English-speaking North American Protestants coming to maturity during the late 
nineteenth century, Herron and Wilson were part of a religious community still 
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largely informed by what Grant Wacker has termed a "historical hopefulness" about 
"the spiritual maturity of the age."I4 Although not all Anglo-American Protestants 
were postmillennialists, the plausibility of a belief in progress made a postmillen- 
nialism defanged of its supernaturalist bite widespread in its appeal.'' This 
Protestantism also continued to olster a universe of religious discourse and 
behavior that was moralist in sub ance, populist in aspiration, and revivalist in 
style.16 Wilson and Herron were am !\ ng that wing of the religious community that 
was most willing to jettison the e lben t  of transcendence from a haditional 
Christian worldview of transcendence and immanence in paradox. Their worldview 
was an idealist one centered on the immanence of the divine in history and human 
experience.'" Herron became, in Wilson's words, a man fitted to lead a movement 
like "early Methodism in its passion and devotion, but divinely applying the 'word 
of life' to the entire actual life of man, to the whole social and industrial fabric."18 

The precise shape of the Herron-led movement Wilson referred to did not gel 
before 1897. Herron had already begun a Kingdom movement that was initially 
dual-pronged: to socialize organized Christianity and to Christianize American 
society. By 1897, though, the frst goal was openly running aground on a rising 
chorus of Protestant criticism of Herrou's theological and social radicalism. Also 
becoming controversial was his developing relationship with Carrie Rand, daughter 
of a wealthy former congregant, Mrs. E.D. Rand, while his wife and children saw 
him infrequently. The second goal, however, remained. Since the early 1890s, 
Herron had been openly arguing for a Christ-imbued social democracy without 
using the term socialism. Drawing deeply on the Gospels and on Giuseppi 
Mazzini-"my best beloved master, next to Jesus"-Herron constructed an 
argument for the realization of the Kmgdom of God in a Christian social order 
unified by the law of sacrificial love.'9 "As the Father sent Jesus," he declaimed in 
1895 with more than a tinge of messianic self-awareness, "so he sends each of us, 
to bear away the sins of the world, and become completest worldly failures, that the 
social order of his kingdom may appear amidst the wrecks of organized selfish- 
n e ~ s . ' ' ~ ~  Herron became an early member of the Society of Christian Socialists, 
organized by W.D.P. Bliss. As for partisan politics, he supported the People's Party 
in the mid-1890s. By 1897, though, with the demise of the Populists, he began 
quietly to turn to the Socialist Labor Party?' 

What changed in 1897 was that Wilson decided to leave his congregation and 
Methodist Conference and launch a loose movement called the Social Crusade?' 
By then, be was also a social democrat in principle if not in formal party 
affiliation."' While the activities of the Social Crusade during its frst  year are not 
clear, Wilson apparently intended to create a religious fraternity of Anglo-American 
Protestant clergy that would promote through popular lectures and writing the 
religio-social movement he perceived to be under way but for which the American 
public was only partly prepared; at least, this is the organization that appeared when 
he launched a monthly periodical, Social Crusader, in September 1898."4 

When Wilson made his decision to leave both Erie Street Methodist and the 
organized church, Herron was seeking rest and renewal in Europe. Wilson recalled 
some lonely days in which only the Gospels and one of Herron's collections of 
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sermons, The Call of the Cross (1892), provided him much in the way of 
encouragement. But within a year, he had gathered around hi a small fraternity of 
clergy, apparently mostly Methodist and Congregationalist. The group eventually 
included W. H. Wise, James H. Hollingsworth, Robert M. Webster, Carl D. 
Thompson, Thadeus S. Fritz, Franklin H. Wentworth, and Wilson's brother, 
Benjamin Franklin Wilson?' 

The Social Crusade intended to be "an active and unceasing campaign of social 
education" to "herald the social ideal of Jesus, [viz.,] the kingdom of heaven upon 
the earth" and thereby "turn men from commercial barbarism, greed and mammon 
worship to social and common good and wealth; fiom social injustice to social 
justice; kom industrial despotism to industrial democracy; fiom the lawlessness of 
competitive war as it is to the health and order of co-operative industrial peace." 
The indebtedness to Herron was particularly apparent in Wilson's proclamation of 
the "Five Fundamental Trnths" of the Social Crusade: "The Etemal Social Idea: The 
Kingdom of Heaven on the Earth," "The Fundamental Law of the Kingdom of 
Heaven on the Earth: The Law of Sacrifice," "The Etemal Laws of Social Health: 
The Teachings of Jesus," "Our Immediate Social Hope: Co-operative Indusby," and 
"The Dynamic: The Inspiration of the Divine Spirit." The Crusade managed to 
support a co-operative store on Lake Street in Chicago, and the formation of Social 
Crusade Circles was en~ouraged.2~ 

The most successful aspect of the Social Crusade, though, was the work of 
Wilson and his comrades in conducting what amounted to socialist Christian 
evangelistic or mission meetings. The Social Crusader regularly referred to the 
tours of the katernity to various places in the Great Lakes region." Further, by 1899 
the Crusade was openly taking sides in electoral politics. In Fehmaly, Wilson was 
proclaiming that organization and education of the masses to use the ballot was the 
important. first step to take in the necessruy change fiom private to collective 
ownership. As to which party to use the ballot for, the only acceptable party, he 
confidently proclaimed, was the International Socialist Labor Party?' Later in the 
year, Wilson, Wise, and Hollingsworth engaged in a whirlwind of activities 
(including street meetings with the Golden Rule Glee Club) to help Samuel P. Jones 
in his unsuccessful independent candidacy for the governorship of Ohio.z9 In 1900 
the presidential election elicited Wilson's open support of partisan socialism. "Our 
conviction is that Socialism is the economic expression of social righteousness," he 
wrote in May. Social righteousness, in turn, was one of Wilson's phrases for his by 
now fully developed immanenticist Christianity. The "heart of Christianity," he 
noted in the same May piece, is "complete self sacrifice for the sake of humanity," 
to the end of working for the Kingdom of God, which, in his view, was coming not 
by cataclysm, but by the progress of history itself gradually awakening people to set 
about reconstructing society?' The Republican Party stood for capitalism-and 
capitalism was 'Yhe only issue before the American people" as the source of social 
injustice. The Democratic Party was a "weasel" that, with a reference suggesting 
that Wilson had had some hopes for a Bryan victory in 1896, "sucks the meat out 
of every reform egg which the people bring forth." Only partisan socialism 
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remained to address the real issues and to stand a the "natural nominee of the 
workers of America."" \ The socialism Wilson and Herron supported open y in 1900 was that of the 
Social Democratic Party under Eugene Debs. It was the emergence of Debs, the 
Indiana-born railroad worker and union leader, and a recent convert to socialism 
himself, who made partisan socialism seem viable to Wilson, Herron, and other 
Christian social radicals. Debs Americanized socialism by stressing class conflict 
and side-stepping class hatred and armed revolution, using the American political 
idiom of democracy, natural rights, and the common good to preach the coming 
socialist cooperative commonwealth through a revolution by the ballot.32 

The rise of Debs concided with Wilson's taking the Social Crusade overseas to 
Britain. In the late winter and spring of 1899, Wilson, Wise, and Hollingsworth 
traveled to London. They apparently engaged in some social mission work, but the 
emphasis in Wilson's report was on the various places visited, people met, and 
organizations encountered. Mansfield House settlement, the Independent Labor 
Party (ILP), and Congregationalist J. Bruce Wallace, pastor of London's Brother- 
hood Church, especially impressed Wilson. His trip was cut short by family illness 
in the United States, but in January the following year, Wilson set off for Britain 
again, accompanied by his wife, Emma Agnew Wilson. On this trip, Wilson spent 
most of his time in Bradford, an industrial city in the north of England. He 
conducted a Social Crusade mission in conjunction with Friends and Congregation- 
alists as well as addressing the local Christian Social Union, the Bradford Trades 
Council, and the Liberal Club. The climax of his missionizing efforts was three 
weeks of speaking each night, the final two reportedly drawing some 4,000 people 
each in St. George's Hall, Bradford.'] 

Wilson's first hYO visits undoubtedly solidified his commitments to a gradualist, 
partisan socialism, for he spent the hulk of his time with like-minded British social 
Christians and with the burgeoning ILP. The Mansfield House settlement would 
have particularly interested him. He had been a resident for one year at the 
Northwestern University settlement and was also in close relationship with the work 
of Jane Addams at Hull House settlement and Graham Taylor at the Chicago 
Commons. The master's work he completed at Northwestern University in 1901 
resulted in a social survey of a section of Ch icag~?~  While in Britain, Wilson 
helped fuel the convergence of social Christianity, socialism, and labor with an 
infusion of North American Methodist social evangelism. When he returned, he had 
no difficulty seeing Debs as the leader to support for a similar convergence in the 
United States. 

Wilson's time overseas and his growing partisanship between 1898 and 1901 
paralleled Herron's development. The latter's journeys outside the United States, 
though, were primarily for rest and for escape from the pressures of criticism over 
his radical ideas, his commitments to his employer, Iowa College, and his 
relationship with the Rands versus his wife and children. The "developing 
fellowship" between Herron and Wilson, though, grew; Wilson characterized it as 
"the gravitation of two souls toward each other, both in quest of the Holy Grail."'s 
The Social Crusade's commitment to support Samuel P. Jones in 1899 was also 
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Herron's; Wilson twice stood in for Herron in his classes at Iowa College in that 
fall, once while Herron helped Jones in Ohio. Herron impulsively submitted his 
resignation to Iowa College, which to his surprise was accepted, after which he 
escaped to Europe with the Rands. Similarly, the Social Crusade's support of 
Eugene Debs in 1900 was in line with Herron's returning from overseas in order to 
campaign for DebsJ6 

In the aftermath of the 1900 elections, the intertwining of Wilson and his Social 
Crusade with Herron's political and personal life and with Debsian socialism 
reached its climax. Herron, with the support of Wilson, began to work toward 
unifying a splintering socialist movement; he also intended, in his words, "to help 
spiritualize the international Socialist movement."'? in pursuit of these goals, he 
issued a widely publicized call for socialist unity, which he reiterated at the 
convention in July 1901 that formed the SPA." Second, Herron began a socialism 
and religion department in the Debsian International Socialisf Review." 

Wilson also contributed to the Review. His f is t  article, congruent with Herron's 
writings at the time, argued that "our time is the epoch of epochs, the transition of 
transitions, the revolution of revolutions" because "new ideas" and "new con- 
science" were struggling with "the present social and industrial system." In 
discussing this "moral conflict,"which entailed a replacing of "old" ideas with the 
"new," Wilson was at his most explicit in articulating his heterodox Christianity: 

God is no longer a great monarch on a distant throne . . . , but the immanent presence in all 
energy and life. . . . Christ is not a dying mediator paying debts to offended deity, but the 
living revelation of the divine possibilities of every man. Sin is social as well as individual, 
and evil is the pain of life unadapted to environment and in violation of the common good. 
. . . Salvation is character here and now and everywhere. Heaven is not a distant abode of a 
ransomed few, but a state of the free and harmonious here and everywhere. Hell is no longer 
a lurid place of eternal torment, but the state of man and of men, not punished, but suffering 
in consequence of the violation of the laws of life's health and harmony, here and 
everywhere. . . . There is no place of eternal exile in God's universe. The children will all 
come home sometime, somewhere. 

The Christian church, therefore, "is wrong in its attitude toward the whole social 
problem"; "it continues to teach capitalistic morals." The "new social conscience" 
enables one to be "awakened to new social duties." Wilson concluded that "there 
is but one thing to do, viz., to protest against the social injustice and to work with 
the despoiled and exploited class for the new social order." The conflkt "is but the 
birthpangs of a great and glorious liberty."40 

Wilson's one other Review piece was an extended response to a previous article 
by "Julian" attacking Christianity and Christian socialism. On the basis of 
contemporary science and philosophy, Wilson challenged Julian's linking of Jesus 
and his teachings with the institutional church. Then, the Social Crusader argued for 
the abiding importance to democracy and socialism of "elemental Christianity," 
contrasting it with the "paganized Christianity" modem biblical criticism had 
unmasked. Wilson's response culminated in a variant on Herron's spiritualizing 
socialism: "I do not call myself a Christian Socialist. In economics I am a socialist. 
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But socialism and all it will mean is but a part . . . of that complete meaning to 
human life which I either read out of, or read into the Life and Teaching of J~sus."~' 

Beyond the contributions of Henon and Wilson to the Review, the Social 
Crusade took on a new visibility in January 1901. Wilson finally persuaded Herron 
to "lead" the Crusade. The latter "is the one man on the whole horizon of the social 
movement capable of crystallizing the rising social conscience into organic 
activity," Wilson gn~hed.4~ This meant both that the fraternity openly advertised 
itself as Herron's and that it sponsored Herron's speaking tours as well as those of 
Wilson and his previous associates.'" In addition to his name and his rhetorical 
energies, Herron also introduced a term for the group's work: the Social 
~ p o s t o l a t e . ~  

However, Herron's alignment with the Social Crusade did not lead to the Holy 
Grail. In March 1901 M a g  Everhard Herron sued for and won a divorce fiom her 
husband George on the grounds of cruelty and desertion; at the end of May, George 
Herron married Carrie Rand in a simple ceremony conducted by socialist Christian 
and Congregationalist William Thurston Brown, a new member of the Social 
Crusade. Mary Herron was in full agreement with her husband's religious and 
political principles, but she was tired of his growing attachment to the Rands, who 
apparently provided him with the effusive adulation that be craved. In response to 
the remarriage and Herron's public defense of it, the Grinnell Association of 
Congregational Churches expelled and defrocked him. The scandal of Herron's 
divorce, remarriage, and defrocking, frequently distorted by press and more 
conservative clergy into an example of godless socialist "free love," confmed 
Herron in breaking with organized Christianity. He threw himself into the socialist 
unity meeting in July in Indianapolis.4' The resulting SPA absorbed Herron's 
attentions when he was not retreating to Europe. Not able to run for office because 
of the scandal of 1901, not doctrinaire enough to be the center of a party faction, 
and no longer interested in defending a religious perspective, his main contributions 
to the SPA after 1901, besides publicity, were his drafting of the party's 1904 
platform and his nominating speech for Debs. In 1905 he made a parting shot at his 
non-socialist critics and exiled himself and the Rands to Italy, the land of Ma~zini.'~ 
He lived the rest of his life there, comfortably supported by the wealth of the Rands, 
able to view himself as a martyr to spiritualized socialism." 

The Herron public relations debacle undercut the Social Crusade, which still 
sought to appeal to Anglo-American Protestants as well as the working class. 
Wilson and his associates defended Henon, but Herron was no longer interested in 
the Social Apostolate; besides, he was too often absent from the country to provide 
substantive leadership to the fraternity." By August, the Social Crusader was 
announcing the "dissolution" of the Apostolate, that is, Herron's leadership of the 
Social Crusade. The reason given was that "the coming of socialist unity" made a 
separate organization unnecessary. The paper would continue for a few more years 
under the name of the Socialist Spirit, edited by Franklin H. Wentworth. It took on 
a non-religious yet anti-clerical tone with the contributions of Herron, William 
Thurston Brown, John Spargo, Leonard D. Abbott, and William Mailly.4' 
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Wilson, however, kept what remained of the Social Crusade fraternity in 
California. Wilson, his brother Ben, and Wise had headed west on a Crusade swing 
in the summer of 1901. The contrast with the East struck him: "The people of the 
east are not only physically, but morally and intellectually enslaved. There are too 
many colleges in the East; it is stultifying to hire one's thinking done for 
one;--one's brain soon ossifies when it gets into a rut. In the great West there is still 
much hope; the spirit has not yet become suh~ervient."~~ Wilson's feelings about his 
erstwhile soulmate Herron after the summer of 1901 are unclear; Wilson made no 
public reference to him afterward. Given that they both remained in the SPA and 
given the apparent conventionality of Wilson's family life, it seems most likely that 
Wilson pwed with Herron over the latter's handling of his marriage, divorce, and 
remarriage and over his turn away from religion altogether." Whatever the case, 
upon the conclusion of the Crusade in southern California, Wilson and his family 
settled in Berkeley. The Social Crusade came to an end, and Wilson began the 
second Dart of his career as a socialist Christian in the West, where there still 
seemed "much hope."*' 

The demise of the Social Crusade ended the formative years of Wilson's 
socialism. Informed by the Methodist idiom of piety, between 1890 and 1901 he 
had immersed himself in Chicago's Methodist and working-class commnnities. He 
had come out the other end a Herronite socialist Christian, bringing with him his 
brother and other Methodist and Congregationalist clergy, particularly in the Great 
Lakes region. Further, he had honed his oratorical skills in Britain as well as the 
United States, contributing to the growth of the Fabian and Labour movements in 
the former and the movement of many socialists into support of the SPA in the 
latter. Finally, during all this, he had completed a B.A. and an M.A. and, unlike 
Herron, had managed to maintain his marriage through all the kenetic activity. 

Wilson's movements and activities between 1901 and 1909 are not entirely clear, 
hut his move to the West, his commitment to the SPA, and his ongoing ties to 
socialist Christianity in Britain are apparent. The Social Crusade continued into 
1902 in the Los Angeles area, and in 1903 Wilson journeyed to Colorado at the 
invitation of moderate and conservative SPA forces worried about the strength of 
radicals associated with the Western Federation of Miners?' By 1903 Wilson was 
residing in Berkeley.s4 That year he represented the California SPA as a delegate 
to the national convention, and he campaigned vigorously for Debs throughout the 
state?' He returned to Britain for an extended period from 1906 until late 1909?6 
While there, he conducted a Social Crusade in late 1907 and early 1908, first 
centering in Bradford, an industrial center in the north of England west of Leeds, 
where he had socialist Christian and Labour kiends from his earlier visits. He made 
a swing from Bradford through Glasgow, Halifax, Leeds, and south Wales. He also 
spent time in study at Oxford." 

The time in Britain did not lead Wilson toward the intellectual cutting edge of 
trans-Atlantic social democracy.s8 An eschatologically infused idealism retained its 
appeal, particularly in Anglo-American social Chri~tianity.5~ Wiison's move to 
California allowed the hopefulness he felt in the context of the Far West to sustain 
his idealist religio-social perspective. A fellow northern California Christian 
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socialist, Robert Whitaker, was also theologically heterodox and idealist. An 
English-horn Northern Baptist clergyman, he had spent many more years on the 
West Coast and in California than had Wilson. He was aware of the relatively 
unchurched nature of California society, yet he may have been speaking for Wilson 
as well as himself when he exuberantly proclaimed in 1906: 

Half of the irreligiousness of California is itself religious. Idealism springs naturally in this 
lovely land of ours. . . . When our churches come to themselves we shall find that the heart 
of California is religious. . . . The weakling may perish here if his imported religion is a mere 
veneer. But the Abrahamic soul may still find its Canaan in the west, beside the waters of 
the world's last Mediterranean. . . . [Tlhe spirit of a happy and holy inspiration broods over 
our land, and the world of tomorrow shall not only get its commerce by way of the Golden 
Gate, but forth from our city of Saint Francis, and our city of the Angels there shall go the 
songs and prophecies of the world's best faith, and the evangel of a blessed hope and 
glorious destiny for the race!' 

California's hopefulness for Wilson and Whitaker included the rise of socialism. 
The population and economic centers of the United States were in the Northeast, so, 
not surprisingly, the historiography of socialism bas also focused there. The trans- 
Mississippi West, though, was peculiarly unstable socially during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, inasmuch as the economic and cultural core of the 
United States was making it, as historian William G. Robbins has observed, "an 
integral, albeit extractive, appendage of urban fmance" and world markets!' 
California was the most populous and the most urban state in the West. Compared 
with other locales in the region, California's economy was less volatile overall since 
metropolitan San Francisco was the economic center that linked much of the West 
to the developing world system. Even so, the geographic remoteness of California 
from the core of the United States accentuated regional concentrations of economic 
power. Such concentrations in transportation, fmance, mining, and agriculture 
meant that in California, local expressions of political and social radicalism could 
feed on both the hope and the disillusionment that sprang from what historian Kevin 
Starr has termed California's "symbolic connection with an intensified pursuit of 
human happine~s."~' 

When Wilson moved to California, he brought his experience, skills, and 
connections to a locale that was the context for a regional socialism that had a 
strongly middle-class, idealist, and even Christian stream within it. Henry George's 
Progress andPoveriy (1 879), an American radical classic by the early 1900s, had 
its genesis in George's struggle to earn a living as a journalist in the Bay area. 
Another classic, Edward Bellamy's Looking Backward (1888), spawned more local 
Nationalism clubs in California than anywhere else in the country. Bellamyite 
Nationalism, in turn, became a way-station for many middle-class Californians into 
populism and socialism!' Christian socialist propagandists Herron and W.D.P. 
Bliss had made swings through the state, the former in 1895 and the latter in 
1897-1899.64 They had served as catalysts for the activities of people like J. E. 
Scott and John Randolph Haynes. Scott was a Presbyterian cleric in San Francisco 
who became a socialist editor and journalist about the time Wilson was leading the 
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Social Crusade; like Wilson, he supported the Socialist Labor and Social 
Democratic parties and then the SPA!' Haynes was a wealthy Episcopalian layman 
in Los Angeles; upon hearing Bliss, he undenvent a socio-religious awakening and 
went on to become a key funder of socialism in southern California and an 
indefatigable proponent of direct legislation and municipal ownership as imperative 
steps on the way to the cooperative c~mmonwealth.~~ Two other noteworthy 
California Christian socialists were Edwin Markham, author of the popular poem, 
"The Man with the Hoe," and African-American Baptist George Washington 
Woodbey, pastor of San Diego's Mount Zion Baptist Church and an outspoken 
lecturer for the SPA!' 

From his new California base, Wilson made two organizational commitments. 
First, he joined the state SPA. Organized in 1901, by 1903 its total membership was 
around 1,300, spread among some seventy-four locals. Dominant among the state 
leadership was another former cleric (Disciples of Christ), Job Harriman, who had 
been Debs's running mate in 1900!8 Second, he joined the Christian Socialist 
Fellowship (CSF). Founded in 1906, the organization was an outgrowth of the 
Christian Socialist, a periodical begun in 1904 under the editorship of Methodist 
clergyman Edward Ellis Carr. Carr had welcomed the Social Crusade to his 
Danville, Illinois, congregation in 1901.69 Wilson was contributing editor to Carr's 
paper, and when discussing the formation of the CSF in 1905, Carr invoked 
Wilson's Social Crusade as a worthy precur~or.'~ The founding convention of the 
CSF invited the attendance of all "who thoroughly believe in the Christianity of 
Socialism and the Socialism of Christianity,-who are loyal to the socialistparty 
and believe that socialism should also have a distinctly religious e~pression."~' 
National conventions brought members together, the Christian Socialist spread the 
membership's news and views nationally, and local centers and individual members 
worked to distribute socialist Christian literature and to promote socialist Christian 
speakers among Protestant ~hurches.7~ 

Wilson's religiously imbued social democracy, rooted by 1910 in the SPA and 
the CSF, made him an appealing socialist candidate for the California electorate. 
Historians have Long noted the significance of California in the progressive political 
insurgency that worked its way fiom the local and state levels to the national level 
in the Progressive Era.73 What has been less recognized is the significance of 
streams of Protestant thought, rhetoric, and style that infused the progressivism and 
the socialism of the ~tate .7~ 

The gubernatorial election of 1910 in California was marked by public outcry 
against the Southem Pacific Railroad Company, which was depicted as the 
dominant special interest in state politics. It was also a year of labor unrest, 
particularly in the "open shop" city of Los Angeles, where a strike to unionize the 
metal trades set the context for the bombing of the vehemently anti-union Los 
Angeles Times buildimg on 1 October, killing twenty people. 

Wilson was selected as the Socialist Party of California's candidate for governor. 
He received little attention from the non-socialist media, but state socialist and labor 
papers followed him as he indefatigably stumped the state. To tone down public 
stereotyping of socialism as violent revolution, he toured in a red, white, and blue 

1. Stitt Wilson and Herronite Socialist Christianity 53 

car. The Christian Socialist trumpeted his campaign, devoting most of one issue to .. 
him. The time seemed millennia1 in potential. A moral revolution, radical social '\ 

reconstruction, and a religious awakening were stirring. In Wilson's view: "Before 
Capitalism with its concomitant evils shall lift fiom the face of the earth, the Social 
Unrest will have to become a deep and irresistible Religious Movement, inspired 
by the most sublime Ideals and Hopes of the Human race, and backed by the 
consciousness that the abolition of Capitalism and the inauguration of Socialism is 
the Will of the Eternal."" Wilson doggedly emphasized in his stump speeches 
public control of monopolies and utilities, universal adult suffrage, the initiative, 
referendum, and. recall, state insurance for labor and farmers, and factory 
inspections. He also took the labor line of supporting the exclusion of Asians. The 
SPA appeal made significant inroads among labor, but Wilson and the socialist slate 
faced opponents who were stressing many of the same issues. Even so, Wilson 
received 12.9 percent, or 47,819 votes, outpolling the rest of the party t i~ke t . '~  

While the California socialists were disappointed at not doing even better, they 
were still confident in 191 1. They felt there was a reform momentum they could 
steer in their direction, and they had some 6,000 members, the largest of any state 
at the time. Wilson was touring the state with Job Harriman in support of labor bills 
pending before the new progessive Republican legislature when he received a 
telegram from the Berkeley local. Its members wished to nominate him for that 
year's mayoral race. Harriman told Wilson that he did not think many Berkeleyans 
would vote socialist, but, after some hesitation, Wilson accepted the nomination." 

Berkeley was, in 1911, nearing a decade of growth, fueled in part by the 
devastation in 1906 of the core of San Francisco by earthquake and fire. Convenient 
water and rail connections linked the city of some 40,000 to San Francisco and 
Oakland. Except for West Berkeley, which was predominantly working class, the 
city was, in the words of a Presbyterian cleric of the time, "highly Anglo-Saxon." 
It was the only city in the Bay metropolitan area whose Protestant church 
membership kept pace with the population growth. It was the home of the 
University of California, at the time expanding toward becoming a leading public 
university. The city's ethos was noted for its urbane middle-class tone. The city 
outlawed alcoholic beverages some twelve years before the state did, it was a center 
of support for women's sufkage, and its 1909 charter was regarded as a model for 
its day.78 

Wilson threw himself into the campaign in what had become his home town. In 
addition to appealing to the working class, he pitched his speeches and issues to the 
progressive middle class. He stressed municipal ownership of utilities, lower 
streetcar fares, public improvements under city supervision at union wages, 
progressive school reform, and the single tax. He exhorted the electorate that "the 
stirring of the people all over the world and all over America-and all over 
Berkeley-is the effort of the people to deliver themselves from privilege and 
monopoly of every form and to come into their own." He pledged to implement the 
public ownership of public utilities provided for in the new city charter. In addition, 
he promised to "stand for all other elements of progressive civic administra- 
tion-for economy; for all needed public improvements . . .; for the 'City Beauti- 
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ful,' and for all those civic attainments that a patriotic people desire to realize." Yet 
he also hastened to add, "I hold before the voters no rosy hopes. I am too familiar 
with the powerful and relentless hostility of the public service corps to think that 
this [program] can be accomplished in a day."79 

Wilson won, 2,749 to 2,468. The center of his strength was in the university 
community and in the working-class di~tricts.8~ He had benefited fiom a falling-out 
between Friend W. Richardson, editor of the Berkeley Daily Gazette, and the 
incumbent mayor, Beverly L. Hodghead, who ran for re-election hut had offended 
Richardson by ousting some of the latter's fiiends. The Gazette threw its support 
to Wilson?' Ironically, later in 191 1 Wilson's socialist comrade Job Harriman, who 
had been skeptical of Wilson's electoral chances in Berkeley, would come close to 
winning the mayoralty of Los Angeles.82 

Berkeley's socialist Christian mayor, however, had only one comrade elected to 
the five-member city council. Given the minority position of the socialists, Wilson 
decided the best policy was to he efficient and non-controversial. He pressed for 
municipal ownership of public utilities but was unable to pass most of his proposals. 
The most significant accomplishment of his administration (191 1-1913) was the 
establishment of a municipal employment bureau." 

Wilson made the best of the situation by accentuating his talents as a socialist 
evangelist. To a reporter, he said that his election "was simply the beginning of a 
new era in the politics of this and other nations. The sleepers have awakened, the 
giant has realized his strength." In his inaugural address, his socialism was virtually 
synonymous with progressive, scientific reform. "The one supreme issue," Wilson 
argued, "is the People versus the Plutocracy." He acknowledged that "a small city 
like ours can do little to solve this great question." There were nonetheless some 
things that Berkeley could do: 

We are entering upon the era of scientific civic and municipal administration. Why should 
Berkeley not be in the van? It is replied that Berkeley is too small a city for a civic 
laboratoly[;] perhaps the very opposite is the case. A scientific method of taxation, scientific 
methods and processes in administering our public utilities, and the most ideal plans for civic 
art and civic bettermentall of these and other developments might be more easily initiated 
in smaller cities than in larger. Let us at least dream of the day when Science and the Passion 
for Humanity shall determine civic policies.84 

The Berkeley electorate seemed generally satisfied with Wilson. Withm the SPA, 
however, he was criticized by some for "right-wing" socialism that, to his critics, 
gutted true socialist distinctions. Wilson chafed at municipal administration!' He 
leapt at the chance to promote socialism by running for Congress in 1912. His 
attractiveness as a candidate remained substantial; he garnered some 26,000 votes 
against the incumbent Republican's 35,000 and 4,000 for the Democratic 
nominee.86 Declining renomination as mayor in 1913, he ran for mayor again in 
1915 and 1917 (in the latter race, he was not the official socialist nominee), hut he 
was probably content not to win either race.87 

The California socialist's popularity with a general electorate, though, was 
probably the deciding factor allowing Wilson to enter the national level of SPA 
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organization. He represented the anti-Asian views of the California party on the 
Committee on Immigration. More important, he was a state delegate to the 1912 ~ -~ 

national convention, and he was also a member of the platform committee. He was 
also a member of the SPA National Executive Commitee in 1913, a body that had 
some limited power of action on behalf of the national party between con~entions.8~ 

Wilson's electoral activity and his single victory coincided with the peak of the 
SPA'S appeal, both in California and the nation. His Berkeley success and his 
creditable showings in his other campaigns underscored his skills as an orator. Yet 
his success supports the observation of historian Sean Wilentz about the paradox 
of socialism's success in the United  state^.'^ It was only as the SPA stressed the 
consonance of social democracy with traditional themes in American political 
discourse-the people, equality, liberty, the exploitative power of moneyed 
interests, and progress-that electoral success became plausible, yet this appeal 
could not be sustained, since these tenets were also stressed by progressives. The 
socialism of Wilson, when it was not stereotyped as deceptive in its protestations 
of revolution by ballot, could all too easily seem politically redundant when taken 
seriously. 

Socialism underwent internal upheaval shortly after Wilson's mayoral term 
concluded. The Great War unmasked the power of nationalism within the 
movement, and the Bolshevik regime challenged gradual, democratic revolution. 
Initially, Wilson took the socialist line of peace, not war. By 1915, however, he had 
left the party. Others did so as well between 1915 and 1917, including Jack London, 
Upton Sinclair (who rejoined the party after the war), and Wilson's fellow seeker 
of the grail, Herren?' In Wilson's case, his Canadian birth, British ties, and 
democratic commitments were probably the most decisive factors leadmg him out 
of the party and to support of American involvement in the war?' He took to calling 
himself a Christian socialist rather than a party socialist, although the war also 
effectively ended the CSF and the Christian S ~ c i a l i s t . ~  He sold war bonds for a 
time, and his surviving son, Gladstone (the name suggesting the importance of 
British political traditions for the father), was killed in an air accident while in 
military training during the war." 

Leaving the SPA, in fact, did not fundamentally alter Wilson's activities or 
commitments. His success as a socialist evangelist and candidate led him back 
toward organized Protestantism, but he had never cut all ties with churches, as had 
Herron. He lectured on behalf of prohibition in the California Dry campaign of 
1915-1916, and he was a featured speaker at the Federal Council of Churches' 
World Social Progress Congress at the 1915 Panama-Pacific International 
E~position.~' He had never completely identified either the cooperative common- 
wealth or the SPA with the Kingdom of God, although he had, like most Christian 
socialists, seen them as largely ~verlapping?~ In 1913 he said: 

There is but one meaning of life and action to me, and that is the establishment of the 
Kingdom of God on the earth-the Kingdom or condition of Social Justice, brotherly love 
and spiritual inspiration and fellowship among men, and it has been my abiding and all- 
compelling conviction for nearly twenty years that the next supreme step in that coming 
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Kingdom is the abolition of the present capitalist system and the establishment of the 
Socialist co-operative commonwealth. 

Six years later, and four years after leaving the SPA, he took up church 
membership again. He explained his action with a public statement: 

I believe that never since Jesus and his disciples confronted pagan Rome has there been a 
period of such supreme importance to the destinies of mankind as this present hour. It is 
doom or deliverance now. . . . 

And for myself I am ready to confess that the life and spirit and teaching of Jesus Christ, 
in the Christ ideal for individual souls and for society, we have the spiritual ground of truth 
and power and passion for that social and religious awakening which alone can save the 
world.. . . 

I may be unduly concerned, hut I can't help feeling that these are terrible years-the 
problems of peace more exacting than the tasks of war. And I feel that men everywhere 
should seek the Living God, to cease from their greed and ambition and selfish vanities and 
consecrate their lives to the processes of real democracy.96 

The church by this time seemed more hospitable to his immanenticist Christian- 
ity than did the SPA. God was still workimg toward the Kingdom, calling people to 
what Wilson bad elsewhere described as a "socialization of personality" that would 
lead to self-sacrifmg service to others in the manner of Jesus. 

In the 1920s Wilson lectured on college campuses on world reconstruction and 
education?' With the arrival of the Great Depression and a New Deal Democratic 
Party, he ran unsuccesslblly for Congress as a Democrat in 1932 and 1936, and be 
was a state delegate to the 1936 and 1940 national party conventions. Not 
surprisingly, he was especially active in support of his fellow former socialist, 
liptorl Sinrlair, whcn thc latter captured the Democratic gubernarorial nomination 
i n  California in 1934 with his End I'overty in Calirornia (EPIC) program."h Wilson 
died in Berkeley at age seventy-four in 1942. 

Wilson remained a Social Crusader until his death. The vision he had worked 
out, under inspiration fiom George D. Herron in the late 1890s, of "an active and 
unceasing campaign of social education" for the Kingdom of God, remained 
relatively unchanged through the next four decades. Ironically, Wilson was a far 
more consistent exponent of Herronite social Christianity than was Herron. 
Wilson's commitment to the SPA and the CSF illustrates the importance of Wilson 
as well as the more famous Herron in contributing to the unification of socialist 
groups that created the SPA and to sustaining an outspoken tradition of socialist 
Christianity within the party until World War I. Further, Wilson's sustained ties to 
British social Christianity and the Labour political movement suggest that further 
research into the intellectual and cultural links between social Christianity in the 
United States and Europe might help us rebalance American distinctives within a 
larger comparative context. A reconstruction of Wilson's life and thought as a 
socialist Christian also suggests that the trans-Mississippi West in general, and 
California in particular, has an underexamined religious and political history that 
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might well qualify generalizations largely based on studies of individuals, groups, 
and institutions of the N ~ r t h e a s t . ~ ~  

Finally, Wilson is a significant example of the persistent thread of religion in 
American political life and traditions. Religion and faith have been intemined in 
the United States since the nation's political birth. The separation of church and 
state has left neither the sphere of religion nor politics devoid of significant 
infnsions of the other.''' Wilson's public career can remind us that the ambiguities 
and problematics of prominent contemporary intertwinings of religion and partisan 
politics on the Right have had their predecessors and counterparts on the Left. 
"Except this civilisation be born again," Wilson exclaimed, "we cannot enter the 
next phase of the Kmgdom of God. That which is born ofthe flesh of Capitalism 
is Capitalism. That which is born of the new spirit is of the kingdom of the free. 
Marvel not that I say unto you, Ye must be socially born again."'" 
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