The FBI’s Campaign to Discredit the ‘Cowardly Jackals’ of the Ku Klux Klan, 1964-1971
Between September 1964 and April 1971 the Federal Bureau of Investigation conducted a domestic covert action program called COINTELPRO-WHITE HATE, which aimed to “expose, disrupt, and neutralize” the Ku Klux Klan and other white supremacist vigilante organizations.
  The program was successful, vitiating Klan groups across the American South by late 1967.
  This article focuses on COINTELPRO-WHITE HATE operations that aimed to discredit Klansmen as cowardly con men who hid beneath sheets.  Klan leaders were said to sanctimoniously invoke religion, patriarchy, and patriotism to fleece naive Klansmen of their hard-earned money, and indulge private vices.  It also examines official Bureau histories and FBI informant autobiographies that portrayed FBI agents as chivalrous, brave men engaged in battle against un-American, cowardly, white trash. 
After World War I, concerns about the power of modern communication technologies and assumptions about public incompetence had led liberal scholars and federal bureaucrats to endorse systematic programs of opinion management in the United States.  In the 1930s, heightened concerns about the power of Nazi propaganda had informed a “collaborative effort by the nation’s premier educational, philanthropic and cultural institutions, in eventual collaboration with the state.”  This coalition implemented a propaganda “prophylaxis.”
  During the ensuing Brown Scare, anti-racist countersubversives discredited domestic fascists, anti-Semites, and Klansmen by ‘linking’ their activities to a “Fifth Column” of Nazi propagandists, and the Roosevelt administration used the FBI to spy on its domestic fascist, populist and isolationist critics.
  

By the onset of the Cold War “expert-centered national security liberalism [had] triumphed, and public-centered free speech liberals had few platforms in the academy, the press, or the state.”
  Bolstered by Cold War liberals, bureaucrats in the United States Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) proceeded to erect a domestic security state over the next twenty years.
  To justify this, the FBI coordinated countersubversive efforts to nurture the politics of anticommunism.
  In the early Cold War, the FBI influenced public opinion by releasing “educational materials” through allied reporters, legislators, state governors and Congressional Committees, as well as public institutions such as the Red Cross, the Library of Congress, and local police departments.  Although leaks forced the FBI to close down the program down in 1955, the FBI incorporated similar strategies into its subsequent COINTELPRO operations.
 
The initial COINTELPRO-WHITE HATE missive from FBI headquarters instructed field office agents that the “devious maneuvers and duplicity of [Klan] groups must be exposed to public scrutiny through the cooperation of reliable news media sources.”
  Over the next six and one half years, FBI field office agents secretly disseminated intelligence information to trusted contacts in the media and local government.  Journalists, editors and public authorities re-packaged this information in order to influence and arouse public opinion.  To facilitate their anti-Klan exposés, FBI agents searched for information that could be used to discredit Klan leaders, highlighting derogatory or embarrassing information.  Evidence of embezzlement or sexual immorality was deemed especially useful.

To expose United Klans of America (UKA) Grand Dragon J. R. Jones and disrupt the North Carolina Klan in 1967, Salisbury Post writer Ned Cline was

furnished information which is believed would be most damaging to [Bureau Deletion] if published.  Cline advised that he would write articles concerning the Klan based on the information furnished together with information which he could obtain independently.  He agreed to treat this information with confidence in order that the FBI would not be revealed as the source.

A frequent recipient of FBI-provided information, Cline had recently worked with the Bureau to expose financial operations in the North Carolina UKA Realm.  Supplying estimates of income, as well as statements from Klan informants who alleged that Jones’ accounting books were not open to scrutiny, Cline had implied that Jones was embezzling UKA funds for personal use.
 

Similarly, after reporter Michael Maharry infiltrated the Michigan unit of the United Klans of America, the FBI provided him with guidance for his subsequent exposé, in which he declared that the Klan was not interested in “energy or intelligence, or bravery or even patriotism. Just cash.”
  He characterized Klan officers as leaders of a “tight knit dictatorship” that holds no elections and “tolerates no criticism from the ranks,” and dismissed the Klan as “money makers,” implying that UKA Imperial Wizard Robert Shelton was skimming funds.
  

To facilitate internal disruption of Klan groups, FBI agents mailed Bureau-produced cartoons and caricatures, such as the following, to Klansmen.
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Referring to the politics of everyday life, these cartoons posed as popular cartoons.  

As Ayse Öncu has analyzed, popular humor is often “double-voiced,” in that “it evokes simultaneously, both common sense and also its ambivalences and inconsistencies. . . ”
  It plays upon a 
predictable inventory of familiar signs and symbols . . . [and]. . . captures distills and accentuates the ‘authoritative’ codes that shape and organize the mixture that is ordinary consciousness, so as to debunk or unmask them. . . .

Parodying notions of distinction, belonging and authenticity, they painted Klan leaders as repositories of those very negative attributes that their Klan claimed to oppose.  FBI agents mailed copies of the second cartoon after they learned about rumors circulating among Klansmen, which alleged that J. R. Jones was involved in extra-marital relations.
  Depending upon whether the recipient of this cartoon had previously trusted their leaders or not, the cartoons either evoked or reinforced a sense of moral superiority vis-à-vis the leadership, and concerns about the authenticity of their credentials were either undermined or confirmed.  In fact, circulation did compound dissention among North Carolina Klansmen, prompting a number of them to quit the UKA.
  

Öncu also argued that “for humor to work, the humorist and the viewer must share the same symbolic maps and sign systems.”
  FBI cartoonists were well aware that analogies between political subversion and immorality permeated the American countersubversive tradition and played an important roll in Cold War era anticommunist discourse.
  As architects of a national security state version of countersubversive anticommunism, FBI agents were finely attuned to the fact that white supremacist and segregationist countersubversives fixated on allegations that blacks and subversives were sexually promiscuous and morally degenerate.
  FBI cartoonists were thus able to produce ostensibly popular cartoons that evoked “situations and typifications that [we]re interwoven with the experience of daily life” of average Klansmen, and “their humor was based in incongruities hidden in [that life’s] trivia.”
  

Having made extensive use of racist jokes, songs, and cartoons to ridicule racial minorities and civil rights workers in their own propaganda however, Klan organizers immediately recognized the political purpose of critical newspaper articles and such purportedly ‘popular’ cartoons, and reacted accordingly.
  In response to the campaign against J. R. Jones, veteran North Carolina Klan officer Joseph Bryant prepared the following cartoon and distributed it to rank and file UKA members:
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Bryant lauded Jones as a courageous patriot and attempted to expose attacks on Jones as attacks on the Klan as a whole.
   He understood the fact that attempts to discredit Jones constituted part of a larger effort to vitiate the Klans.  The battle over Jones’ character was part of a larger contest for rhetorical influence over American countersubversive demonology.
  

To raise questions about the motivations of Klan leaders among Southerners, COINTELPRO exposure operations appealed to patriotism, anticommunism and evangelical Christianity.  One Bureau-produced communication appealed to the myth of the lost cause, furhtering the notion that Southern bravery was being “perverted” by Klan leaders, who were in turn portrayed as cowardly confidence men:

The great tradition of our Southland, written in the pages of History with the sweat, heartbreak and blood of our southern sons, has been perverted by the self-seeking machinations of . . . Klan leaders.  . . . By placing themselves above the law of the land through the invocation of the Fifth Amendment, these irresponsible Klan leaders have joined hands with communists who also always hide behind the Fifth Amendment.

This particular communication also proposed to unmask “cowardly and con men qualities possessed by Klan key figures,” by associating Klansmen with “top hoodlums and CP functionaries,” who ‘hid behind’ the protection against self incrimination in their testimony before Congressional Committees.
 

This attempt to fuse anticommunist and anti-crime imagery however, constituted more than rhetorical analogy.  Athan Theoharis has pointed out that in the 1930s, J. Edgar Hoover had “portrayed the [organized] crime crisis . . . in moralistic, personalist and technocratic terms,” building up an image of the gangster fighting G-Man.  FBI press releases “decried the stealth, cowardice and brutality of gangsters and stressed the high ethical standards and traditional values of FBI agents.”
  The communication made an appeal pre-World War II nativism, to countersubversive associations between organized crime and Communism as un-American, alien threats to the Republic.

The con-man concept harkened back to Nineteenth Century discursive oppositions between the “sincerity” of social relations in rural life and the “hypocrisy” that was said to permeate the urban “world of strangers.”  Kathleen Halttunen has demonstrated that middle class Victorians represented hypocrisy, personified in the confidence man, as a major threat to American society, and that the legacy of this discourse “provid[ed] a recurring formula for self-criticism in a culture still plagued with the problems of social mobility” in the twentieth century.
  Presumably, the COINTELPRO communication was meant to appeal to a sincere, hard working Klansman who possessed a similar sensibility.

In effect, such notional COINTELPRO communications presented Klan leaders as hypocrites, who only invoked pieties so as to con sincere rank and file Klan members into paying dues and making donations.  Referring to UKA Imperial Wizard Robert Shelton, one COINTELPRO missive challenged:

. . .Has he ever urged you to support our brave sons?  Has he ever urged you to keep your hard earned money, rather than support his selfish wants?  No! Ask him why he does not have one purple heart veteran among his lieutenants.  . . . And while you ask him this, ask him also what has happened to the Klan Constitution which forbids immorality.  . . .  Christ did not say 'Shelton is head of the Klan, as I am head of the church,' but Christ did say 'The husband is head of the house, as I am head of the Church.'  This means that you Klan fathers and husbands have your first obligation to your wives and children, not to Shelton.

Here, the FBI opposed Christian patriarchy to the Imperial Wizard’s duplicitous, inauthentic leadership claims.

In a revealing statement, J. Edgar Hoover once told Martin Luther King that “the FBI had put the ‘fear of God’ in the Ku Klux Klan.”
  To accomplish this, one COINTELPRO letter entreated Klansmen to leave the Klan and join a notional evangelical organization 

We former Klansmen all, who bear witness in the light of day, urgently beseech you to embrace our public commitment to Christ and disavow the path of the Anti-Christ, delivered to you, the misdirected souls, on the sugary, forked tongue of deceitful Klan leaders. . . .  For you who seek Christ and reject the Klan, we have enclosed a membership card announcing your commitment to Christ.  . . .  To join with us, merely display this card in your home which will demonstrate to those who are really concerned about you that “A Klansman I Was, A Christian I Am.”

As Wayne Flynt has emphasized, “to the degree that poor whites maintained social cohesion and self-respect, religion must be given major credit.”
  Notional communications that enjoined patriotic Christians to leave the Klan and use non-violent tactics to fight subversion were based upon an assumption that rank and file Klansmen were redeemable.  The rhetoric of COINTELPRO-WHITE HATE communications was thus oriented toward the worldview of Klansmen, as FBI agents perceived it.  Appealing to evangelical Christianity, patriotism and morality, they accommodated aspects of the Klan’s countersubversive demonology, even as they condemned the KKK leadership.
 

Most often the FBI’s media operations appealed to countersubversive anticommunist discourse, and attempted to demonstrate that Klan leaders were con artists, who propounded seemingly patriotic ideologies in order to dupe ignorant and gullible rank and file Klansmen.  The FBI Exhibits Section prepared the following “Commies Take Over the Klan” cartoon to attack Florida Assistant Grand Dragon Daniel Zbin, who had traveled to Cuba to attend a reception for Fidel Castro soon after the Revolution.
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This cartoon played with common-sense notions among Klansmen, that the civil rights movement was a Communist-controlled plot to destroy America, yet it mirrored such assumptions through inversion, linking Zbin’s promotion of crude racist language with Castro’s anti-Americanism.
 

In choosing to have the two figures hold hands, the cartoon also alludes to connections between subversion and effeminacy, or perhaps even homosexuality, another frequent theme in COINTELPRO communications.
  When agents learned that South Rowan County North Carolina Klansmen had decided to don female attire and drive through black neighborhoods to “provoke” Negroes into taking action against white women, for example, FBI executives contemplated launching an operation aimed at questioning the Klan’s masculinity.
  Noting that the American Nazi Party had recently been evicted from its Chicago offices due to “sexual perversion,” they proposed that

in general the Klan is apparently proud of its manhood . . . if public attention is directed to the fact that Klansmen are wearing female attire and are starting to follow the line of the ANP, the Klavern might [also] be deactivated.  

Field office agents, they directed, should “consider placing the members of that Klavern on the mailing list of the Mattachine Society” (an early homophile organization), and alert local law enforcement to “violations of local and state laws against transvestitism.”

Field office agents rejected these ideas, arguing that Klansmen

are not shrinking violets . . . but are eager to, and feel capable of engaging Negroes in physical combat.  These Klansmen did not indicate a desire to wear female clothing but indicated a necessity for doing so in order to accomplish their objectives.  Agents all concur that the members of this klavern do not in any way, either in appearance or demeanor, fit the qualifications usually associated with homosexuals or transvestites.  Any attempt to label publicly such a group would beg belief of the recipients of the information.
  

When headquarters offered that agents could still “embarrass” Klansmen through publicity or a cartoon that emphasized the “senility” of the Klan and it’s idea of “luring Negroes into a trap of violence,” field office agents objected that such an operation would 

tend to make “heroes” of the Klan rather than discredit them in the eyes of the local public.  The fact that there is a group willing and able to take steps to prevent the molestation of white women by Negroes would be heartily endorsed by most if not all of the white population.

The whole exchange was permeated by an assumption that effeminacy signals homosexuality, which in turn betrays an exploitable weakness, a theme that permeated anticommunist discourse during the Cold war.
   

The Ft. Lauderdale News for example, reported facetiously in 1967 that “Apparently the hems [on Klan robes] will be the same length this year, there was an indication the miniskirt had altered Klan fashion.”
  FBI informant Gary Thomas Rowe for has claimed that he disrupted the campaign of a Klansman running for City Police Commissioner by spreading innuendo that the man was a homosexual.
  Since the FBI had long employed allegations of homosexual behavior against subversives, it is perhaps unsurprising that agents continued to exploit them in the anti-Klan operations.
  

Read either as evidence of homosexuality or effeminacy, the theme of cowardice was also central to the FBI’s anti-Klan exposés.  In December 1964, J. Edgar Hoover called for “constant vigil” against the “cowardly jackals” of the Ku Klux Klan.
  Klansmen were, he later declared, “yellow.”
  In order to lift the veil of secrecy from Klan membership, FBI agents send postcards to Klansmen at their places of employment.  Depicting a surprised and frightened Klansman, they were captioned “Klansmen, Trying to Hide Your Identity? Someone Knows Who You Are!  Agents also sent similar postcards with the caption: “Invisible Government-someone is peeking under your Sheet.”
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Part of the larger effort to discredit Klan organizations, such mailings enlisted employers in the anti-Klan effort, and these postcards did in fact result in loss of employment and/or resignations from the Klan.

While exposing Klansmen as cowards, the FBI promoted portrayals of Bureau agents as brave crime-fighters.  J. Edgar Hoover had been “cultivating support from prominent Americans systematically” ever since the First World War; the Bureau also sponsored a radio program and television series that dramatized Bureau exploits.
  In his “celebratory history,” The FBI Story (1956), authorized FBI historian Don Whitehead “wrote [that] ‘I found in the FBI story a stirring American adventure’ a ‘struggle to achieve incorruptible enforcement of the laws by professionals trained to protect civil rights.’”
  In the 1959 film adaptation of this book, vigilantes believe “that adherence to secrecy and careful planning have guaranteed success,” but FBI agents “moving in silence, having a stolen and donned hoods,” and thwart and humiliate them.  The Klan is “damned by its own devices.”
 

In 1964-1966, the FBI’s Crime Records Division “escalated its public relations,” helping to prepare and publish articles and books about a Bureau’s “war” on the Klan.
  Readers Digest dramatized how “FBI agents are fighting a desperate and thankless battle against Klansmen, communists and killers.”  In a piece written by John Barron, agents “strive by personal example to enlist local authorities in upholding federal civil rights laws,” overcoming fear and defusing a bomb to gain the admiration of Mississippi police.  Agents were “risking their lives,” Barron declared, “in a deadly, secret war” against a group that used “barbarous tactics,” such as telephone death threats against their children.
  In his official account of the FBI’s “Attack on Terror,” Don Whitehead similarly decried cowardly nightriders who placed coffins on agents’ porches and scared agents’ wives with death threats, celebrating the Bureau motto of “Fidelity, Bravery and Integrity.”

In Barron’s account, brave FBI agents “take up every challenge that Klansmen issue.”  When one Mississippi Klansman threatens to beat up the next FBI agent he saw, an agent confronts him and forces him to swallow his words, asserting, “I guess we can’t expect any guts from a man who has to hide behind a sheet, can we?”  Echoing the plot in The FBI Story, Klansmen were “dumbfounded” when FBI agents to catch them in the act of planting a bomb.  Barron also lauded “courageous . . . loyal Americans” who infiltrate the Klans for the Bureau, describing them as “patriotic men who risk death to forewarn of subversion and violence.”  He reassures his readers that although FBI informant Gary Thomas Rowe was “powerless to prevent the murder” of Viola Liuzzo, and although local Juries fail to convict Klansmen, “the glare of publicity has helped to reduce Klan effectiveness.”  He concludes that “there is no end to the abuse being heaped on agents who fight daily on the front lines of the sinister and shadowy civil-rights war.”  Nevertheless, J. Edgar Hoover remains stoically “philosophical” in observing that “if we do our job right and impartially, the extremists on both sides are going to scream at us.”

Six months later, J. Edgar Hoover elaborated his understanding of “extremism,” declaring that the Klan “represents a thoroughly repugnant ideology and force inimical to the welfare of our country.”  He explained that:

Wrapped in the American flag and hiding behind the Bible, the Klan sanctimoniously strives to depict itself as a patriotic, Christian fraternal order dedicated to the preservation of fundamental American ideals, principals and institutions.

Despite these pretensions, he wrote, the Klan is a “fringe element [that is] totally and openly frustrated and embittered.”  Since the FBI is “cognizant that every subversive phase of Klan activities must be investigated,” it employs “highly qualified” and “patriotic” informants who are willing to undertake “great personal risk.”  These informants have demonstrated that Klan leaders exploit racial tension for ulterior motives: 

Klan leaders are unscrupulous and ruthless men who are constantly seeking power and vying with each other for leadership and control . . . [and] each Klan organization is virtually a one-man dictatorship.

Thus, “misappropriation of funds . . . is not uncommon,” and “the Klan has provided a cloak for irresponsible and bloodthirsty hoodlums to engage in crimes in the name of morality and justice,” and FBI investigations have revealed a “sordid story of terror and violence.”
 

According to biographer Richard Powers, “as an old Washingtonian with a Southern orientation,” J. Edgar Hoover despised the Ku Klux Klan “as a blot on the honor of the white race: The Klansmen, Hoover said were “a group of sadistic, vicious white trash . . . [y]ou can almost smell them where they live.”
  In his FBI-assisted exposés for the Detroit News, Klan infiltrator Michael Maharry had also poked fun at the non-standard grammatical forms common to the dialects of Klansmen, alluding to the common notion that most Klansmen were uneducated, ignorant and lacking in respectability.
  He made use of the “poor white trash” stereotype in American popular culture, that poor Southern whites are “filthy, lazy, profane, and drunken,” as well as “mentally slow . . . racist,  . . . and prolific at reproducing their own kind.
  Researcher Angel Price has argued that images of white working class Southerners in American Popular Culture are dualistic.  On the one hand, “good country folk” represent simplicity, loyalty, faith, and community, whereas “white trash,” embody “racism, ignorance, violence, filth, and base desires.”  Price also argued that this dichotomy has “allowed critics to . . . feel justifiable hatred toward a group that they can demonize and thereby release guilt and aggression unto.”
  In this respect, the redeemable recipients of FBI communications personify the former tendency and hard core Klansmen the latter.  

Klansmen fought back against FBI efforts to reshape countersubversive discourse.  North Carolina Titan E. J. Melvin, for example, characterized those who “have been causing a lot of discontent within our ranks” as “trash,” who like Judas, worked to destroy from within, in return for “pieces of silver.”
  FBI informants such as Gary Thomas Rowe were widely castigated as “pimps” in Klan publications.
  These efforts did not succeed.  A nationwide Harris poll conducted in 1966 found that 23 percent of Americans thought that “white trash” was one of the two or three words that best described supporters of the KKK.
  A substantial discursive shift had occurred.  

A 1979 television drama called “Undercover with the KKK,” based on the autobiography of infamous FBI informant Gary Thomas Rowe, illustrates this shift.  In this production, Alabama Klansmen spend most of their time engaged in bickering, excessive drinking, and fighting.  They are ignorant and suspicious, destructive and cruel.  Many of them are callously violent, and one Klansman’s brutality borders on the psychopathic.  Primarily interested in filling his pockets through sales of Klan paraphernalia and augmenting his power, the Klan’s leader is a con man with an authoritarian personality.  His wife is flirtatious and licentious.  Rowe, on the other hand, is ethical, patriotic, and enamored of the FBI.  In an important twist given revelations about COINTELPRO in 1977 however, Rowe’s FBI handler enjoins him to “do what you have to,” encouraging Rowe to seduce the wives of Klansmen to get information.  “Morality is not my department,” he remarks.  Portrayed as a tragic figure who lacks control over his libido and his drinking due to the stress of maintaining conflicting identities, Rowe ultimately loses his wife and children to divorce and winds up alone.  The production thus conveys a message that the Ku Klux Klan was a such sordid organization that it necessarily corrupted everyone it touched, including informants and the FBI agents who handled them.

As with all political discourse then, the anti-Klan consensus never achieved complete hegemony, and it became increasingly unstable in the 1970s.
  In 1977, Senator Robert Morgan of North Carolina exposed the role of FBI intelligence operations in North Carolina anti-Klan journalism: 

Their whole idea was to destroy the reputation of the Klan and thus destroy the Klan. . . . The vast majority of people in the Klan in North Carolina were law-abiding citizens.  They may have had different political views but the organization was legitimate.  There may have been some violence, but we’re not even sure about that now.  . . . We’ve already established that some of their informants were . . . also instigators.  We don’t know how much trouble was caused by them.

News reports also quoted a 1968 FBI memorandum regarding COINTELPRO media operations: 

These articles and others over the past year or so have been the result of superior work in developing friendly press contact at the Charlotte Observer. . . and the furnishing of desirable information on which such articles could be based.

Former FBI agent Robert Wall explained that, “[The Bureau] would contact their friendly press man and they'd say, 'Here's the guy.  Here's the story.  Here's the information we want to put in.'  Generally a paragraph out of our press release would show up in a story about the individual we were reporting on.”
  

Journalist Howard Covington, who wrote the articles in question however, maintained that he went to the FBI seeking information for his stories, remarking that, “I remember they showed us some stuff, but that wasn’t the sole source.  . . . I don’t think you can say the FBI planted the story . . . or even the idea of the story.”
  Ned Cline, who had exposed J. R. Jones in 1967, admitted that he had received material from the FBI, but that he always had other sources with which he cross-checked Bureau information.  His publisher, James A Hurley III, defended this procedure:

I thought the Klan was a fairly dangerous activity . . . I don’t feel we were used in that sense. I feel we had a menace and we had a way of exposing what they were doing. . .  We have no apologies to make about the way Cline and the Post handled the Klan story . . . Violence was threatening to break out-and in fact, there had already been a number of violent incidents-and we went for the story since it was obvious the Klan was involved.  The Klan naturally wouldn’t publicly admit its role, so as any reporter would, Cline looked for a source of information.  . . . I think part of the problem centers on whether the FBI “planted” the information with us or we sought out and obtained information we needed from the FBI.  In any case, publication of the underground Klan activities served a useful public purpose.

While for Covington and Cline, the main issue concerned the integrity of research methodologies, Hurley raised a subtle but perhaps more important point about the role of the Fourth Estate in Cold War America.  The press was obliged not only to inform the public by uncovering the facts, but to serve an additional public purpose, helping intelligence and law enforcement officers to prevent violence, by exposing evidence about likely perpetrators.  The debate between Morgan and Hurley has recently become more poignant.  Civil libertarians have become extremely concerned that the Patriot Act gives the FBI a license to subpoena journalists’ notes, and revive “preventative” domestic intelligence operations.
  Insofar as America’s ability to win the propaganda war against global terrorism is concerned, detailed evaluations of the efficiency of previous black-propaganda operations have become critically important.  
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