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			The Ku Klux Klan

			Key information

			
					Founded:	The first Ku Klux Klan (KKK) was founded in 1865 and was disbanded in 1869.

	The second incarnation of the KKK was founded in 1915 and was disbanded in 1944.

	Since 1946, many smaller groups have taken up the banner of the KKK and are still active today.




					Objectives: to advocate racial purity and white supremacy, and to protect white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant Americans from any perceived threat.

					Notable members:	Nathan Bedford Forrest (1821-1877), lieutenant general in the Confederate Army and the first Grand Wizard of the KKK;

	William Joseph Simmons (1880-1945), soldier, doctor, teacher for the Methodist Episcopal Church, founder of the second KKK and the secret society’s second Grand Wizard;

	Hiram Wesley Evans (1881-1966), dentist and Imperial Wizard of the KKK;

	David Duke (born in 1950), founder of the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan.




			

			Introduction

			Nowadays, the first thing that springs to mind when the KKK is mentioned is the memory of the acts of violence committed against black Americans and against the civil rights movement of the 1960s. However, other facts about the organisation are less well known, such as the fact that it first emerged over a century before the assassination of Martin Luther King (American minister and civil rights activist, 1929-1968). Similarly, it is difficult to reconcile the group’s actions with the fact that its origins can be partially traced back to the myth of Southern chivalry and the goal of protecting widows and orphans, and few people realise that the riots of the 1960s, which left such indelible scars on the collective imagination, were far from the most brutal acts of violence perpetrated by the KKK. On the other hand, the scandals and conspiracies that the KKK and the world of American politics were embroiled in during the 1920s have faded somewhat from our memory, as has the fact that President Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924), who was renowned for his role in drafting the Treaty of Versailles (1919) and founding the League of Nations, publically praised the KKK and claimed that they were acting in the country’s best interests. Today, it seems difficult to believe that there was once a time when five million Americans claimed to believe in and support white supremacy. So how can all of this be explained? The KKK’s name still strikes fear into the hearts of anyone who hears it, but what is the real story of this group, which claims to uphold chivalry and aim to protect widows and orphans, but which has committed countless atrocities, gained a particular reputation for public lynchings, and become synonymous with brutal, active racism?

		


		
			The changing face of the KKK

			The origins of the KKK

			The KKK was born in Pulaski, Tennessee, as is indicated by the commemorative plaque which was unveiled in 1921 by John B. Kennedy (1839-1921), who was the only one of the founding members who was still alive at the time. This plaque reads as follows: “Ku Klux Klan organized in this, the law office of Judge Thomas M. Jones, December 24th, 1865. Names of original organizers: Calvin E. Jones. John B. Kennedy. Frank O. McCord. John C. Lester. Richard R. Reed. James R. Crowe.” However, the current owner of this building has reversed the plaque to face the wall, so while the plaque remains, and serves as a reminder of the town’s history, these words are no longer visible, symbolising the town’s present-day rejection of this ideology.

			The six founders were old friends and former soldiers in the Confederate army, who found themselves at a loose end when they returned home after four years of intense fighting. It was a mere six months after the end of the Civil War, and with no better ideas for how to occupy their time, the men decided to found a club. Their group did not have any specific goals other than meeting up, echoing the concept of the fraternies which were becoming popular among university students. John B. Kennedy suggested calling this club Kuklos (from the Greek kuklos, meaning “circle”). James Crowe then suggested splitting the word in half and replacing “os” with “ux” to form the word lux (meaning “light” in Latin). Finally, John Lester pointed out that they were all of Scottish descent and had read Walter Scott’s (Scottish novelist, 1771-1832) novels about the legendary clans that had ruled over Scotland in bygone eras. They decided to spell the word “clan” with a “K” for alliterative effect, and the Ku Klux Klan was born.

			
				
					The American Civil War

					The American Civil War was an armed conflict which lasted from 1861 to 1865, and was fought between the Northern United States (the Union) and seven Southern states (the Confederacy), which sought to secede from the rest of the country. The Confederates refused to acknowledge the election of Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865) as president because he supported the abolition of slavery. As such, the Southern states declared their independence and fought to defend it, while the Unionist states fought with the goal of keeping the country united.

				

			

			From early 1866 onwards, the six comrades began meeting up in secret, often at night, and decided to dress up in costumes to make themselves look mysterious and spread terror through the town. After all, they reasoned, what could be more entertaining than giving people a fright? They all draped themselves in sheets, cut pillowcases into hoods to cover their hair, and paraded through the streets of Pulaski at night. Who can say whether the town’s inhabitants felt fearful or simply amused as they peered out their windows at this bizarre spectacle? Either way, the six young men were delighted to overhear their neighbours discussing it excitedly the next morning, and their ranks soon swelled to include hundreds of new members who were eager to participate in these midnight patrols. Every night, the members of the KKK filed through the streets, creating the illusion of an army of ghostly invaders. The town’s black population were particularly spooked by this sight, as the harsh laws of the time that barred them from receiving an education allowed superstition to run rampant, and a belief sprung up that these sinister figures were the ghosts of Confederate soldiers who had died in the war and had come back to haunt the town.

			The members of the KKK gradually came to view their nocturnal gatherings as an outlet for their bitterness towards the people that they held responsible for the war and the Confederates’ defeat. They no longer saw their night-time wanderings as a way of causing childish mischief, but as a way of genuinely terrifying the town’s black population by making them believe that the spirits of murdered soldiers had come to haunt them. They even started plotting ways of making these scenes more realistic: for example, they demanded buckets of water, which they would then “drink” in a single gulp using a pipe hidden beneath their hoods, or “saluted” by holding up a skeletal hand.

			A year after it was founded, the first KKK congress was held in Nashville in January 1867. The KKK’s influence had spread considerably throughout the state, and the group was starting to see a need for organisation and structure. As such, the members created an admissions process, established an organisational hierarchy and defined the group’s philosophy. The KKK became a secret society, and gained a foothold in all of the Southern states. The position of Grand Wizard was offered to Robert E. Lee (general-in-chief of the Confederate Army, 1807-1870), but he turned the role down on account of his age. In the end, Nathan Bedford Forrest was selected as leader.
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			Portrait of Nathan Bedford Forrest

			The nature of the group’s activities gradually transformed, and their nocturnal jokes and strolls were replaced by intimidation tactics and lynchings. For example, they forced black people to vote for the party that the KKK supported, or outright forbade them to go to vote. Anyone who disobeyed the KKK’s orders faced reprisals, which were often shockingly savage, and those who challenged an ideology which painted their race as inferior, whether through their own success or their courage, were the ones who had the most to fear. The KKK had no compunctions about subjecting those who spoke out against their actions to their own brand of “justice”, which could take the form of kidnapping, whipping, or even murder. However, this activity did not go unpunished, and within months a number of individuals were arrested on suspicion of belonging to the KKK. In response to this proliferation of violence, Forrest officially dissolved the KKK in 1869, but a handful of local cells remained active.

			In 1871, the Supreme Court passed a series of laws known as the Ku Klux Klan Act, which made it illegal for two or more people to hold meetings while wearing disguises and for anyone to deprive a citizen of the United States of their rights. Six years later, the KKK was officially outlawed by order of the Supreme Court, following yet another terrorist attack. Tensions eased, and the federal troops which had been occupying the South since the end of the Civil War were withdrawn the same year.

			However, these measures were not enough to dispel the deeply ingrained racism that permeated the United States. From 1875 onwards, the Jim Crow laws were gradually enacted in the Southern states, overturning the constitutional amendments which gave black citizens the right to vote and to coexist with white citizens. Although black men had been granted the right to vote, each state retained jurisdiction over the way that law was enforced. Furthermore, this law did not prevent legislation which imposed racial segregation from being enacted at state level. As a result, a profoundly unequal society was born, in which the black population was shunned by and kept separate from white people. The legal system operated on the principle of “separate but equal” right up until the end of the Second World War (1939-1945), and the KKK gradually stopped operating as racial segregation was imposed.

			The film that triggered the rebirth of the KKK

			As the years went by, the world forgot about the KKK. By the turn of the century, few people still remembered their nocturnal processions and vicious lynchings. The organisation’s story could easily have ended there, but in 1915, the KKK was reborn, and became more powerful than ever before. That year, 50 years after the end of the Civil War, a hugely successful film sent shockwaves rippling through the tentative peace that had been established in American society. After reading the novel The Clansman: a Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan (1905) by Thomas Dixon (1864-1946), which romanticised the KKK’s history to the point of glorifying it, the director David W. Griffith (1875-1948) was inspired to create The Birth of a Nation, one of the most spectacular films of that era. It tells the story of the Civil War and the Reconstruction Era in the Southern states, but Griffith’s narrative also has distinct racist undertones: he even went as far as to attempt to justify the crimes perpetrated by the KKK. However, the film was an immense success, and raked in $60 million in the two years following its release.
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			Poster for the film The Birth of a Nation, 1915.

			William J. Simmons (1880-1945) was one of the people who saw this film, and it left a profound impression on him. He felt that he had received a sacred calling: to revive the KKK. On Thanksgiving evening, he invited his friends and family to follow him, and led them to Stone Mountain on the outskirts of Atlanta, Georgia. The group climbed to the summit, where they found a gigantic cross doused in petrol and a makeshift altar with a Bible, the American flag and a sword sitting on top of it – all of which had been left by Simmons earlier that afternoon. The group donned the disguises worn by the KKK, set the cross alight and listened to Simmons as he declared his intentions to establish a second incarnation of the Ku Klux Klan.

			
				
					Did you know?

					In the Middle Ages, Scottish clans used flaming crosses as a means of communication. Although the original KKK never used them, they eventually became one of the group’s main symbols after Thomas Dixon’s book and the film The Birth of a Nation were released.

				

			

			The reborn KKK soon demonstrated even more extreme nationalist tendencies than the original organisation. Their goal was no longer just to protect the white race from black people, but to protect “real Americans”, or “WASPs” (white Anglo-Saxon Protestants), not just from black people, but also from Catholics, Jews and eventually communists. Furthermore, it was no longer a secret society that acted under cover of darkness, but a legally recognised organisation. By 1917, the new KKK was seen as a vigilante group which helped law enforcement operatives to maintain order. However, the new KKK gained popularity much more slowly than its predecessor, and in 1920, five years after it was revived, it had barely over 2000 members.
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			Photograph taken during a gathering of the KKK, circa 1920.

			That year, the KKK found new momentum in the form of Edward Y. Clarke (born in 1877) and Mary Elizabeth Tyler (1881-1924). They saw the KKK as a well of untapped potential which needed to be channelled, and believed that Simmons needed their guidance to unlock this potential. As such, they offered him their services as publicists and consultants, and signed a contract which provided Simmons with a weekly salary of $100 and introduced membership fees at a rate of $10. They also suggested commercialising the group’s costumes, robes, hoods and other insignia, and the KKK therefore bought Gate City Manufacturing Company so that they could produce these items. Simmons was officially made a colonel, despite having previously shied away from accepting this role. From then on, he was never seen without his two pistols, dagger and bag of cartridges.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Gatherings of the second KKK always opened with Simmons, the Grand Wizard, planting his dagger into the middle of the table and bellowing a challenge to black people, Catholics and Jews to come and face him. (Decaux, 1977: 22)

				

			

			Clarke and Tyler’s efforts were immensely successful, and the organisation’s ranks had swelled to include over 100 000 members by the end of the year. The key to the couple’s success lay in their understanding of the disappointment and disillusionment that plagued the men who had come back from fighting in the First World War (1914-1918) only to then struggle to find work, which led them to believe that all the jobs had been taken by immigrants who had fled Europe during the war and settled in America. Clarke and Tyler also

			
			
			
			
			The KKK today
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