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ABSTRACT

Baptist minister and author of novels, plays, sermons, and essays, Thomas
Dixon, Jr. today remains most known as the storyteller behind the 1915 D. W.
Griffith Film The Birth of a Nation. | argue that Thomas Dixon crafted a white
supremacist rhetoric and narrative of modern whiteness indebted to the
structures of Fundamentalist Christianity. With varying degrees of success, later
writers struggled with the legacy the Dixonian cultural narrative bequeathed
them.

Fundamentalist theology offered a whole host of tropes, metaphors, and
arguments to its users. In short, Fundamentalism presented a rhetorical stance
that was, in the hands of an ambitious and designing opportunist like Dixon,
capable of being adapted for other purposes. Dixon structured his narrative of
whiteness like a religion and drew the blueprints for that architecture from the
Fundamentalist theology that he and his brother A. C. Dixon promulgated. That
Fundamentalist mindset included consequential interpretations of the apocalypse
that divided theological positions between premillennial and postmillennial points
of view. Drawing on rhetorical analysis from Kenneth Burke, | analyze the ways
Thomas Dixon crafted a blueprint for a revived Klan trained for constant
surveillance of eschatological signs as a way to intervene and avoid the racial
apocalypse he prophesied. Fundamentalist rhetoric and imagery provided Dixon
tropes, arguments, and stirring icons that he could assimilate and incorporate
into his vision of whiteness. This morality play for Dixon had some form of a
threatening black man who menaced a pure white woman and called forth a
white paladin of vengeance to be her savior. This savior then grouped all the
men in the community in a white supremacist cult that would forestall the racial
apocalypse Dixon worried would arrive. This study traces Dixon’s creations,
strategies, and eventual failure at dressing his white supremacy in religious
robes.

Far more than being a study of one author, this project ranges beyond Dixon
himself to his impact on a surprisingly wide range of twentieth-century cultural
texts and artifacts, including film. From the immediate response from writers like
Charles Chesnutt, Kelly Miller, Sutton Griggs, and W. E. B. Du Bois to the epic
engagements of William Faulkner and Margaret Mitchell, Dixon’s legacy has
involved several writers in its wake. Ultimately the rise and fall of Thomas Dixon’s
version of white supremacy offers a view of America’s racial and sexual
obsessions and the rhetoric bestowed by white Protestantism through which to
articulate and structure those obsessions into narratives and social formations
designed to consolidate and preserve whiteness. Any view of the Dixonian
narrative that treats it as a freakish aberration ignores the centrality and
popularity that it enjoyed at its height, and such a view would risk
misunderstanding the forces that shaped such a damaging vision, one that
inspired the second Ku Klux Klan and codified the symbol of the burning cross.



Religion and racism run throughout the cultural and literary history of the United
States, but they were never so infamously mingled and menacingly deployed
than in the writings of Thomas Dixon.
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“HISTORY WRITTEN WITH LIGHTNING”

Religion, White Supremacy, and the Rise and Fall of Thomas Dixon, Jr.



INTRODUCTION

Two Roaring Crowds: the Dixon Mob from Jim Crow to the Dixiecrats
I. Thomas Dixon, Jr.! and His Cultural Narrative of Religious White
Supremacy

Of all the possibilities for a study of southern literature, why would anyone
choose Thomas Dixon? Matthew Arnold famously argued that an education
should provide exposure to “the best which has been thought and said,” but
Dixon offers his readers only some of the worst. The author of the twentieth
century’s most melodramatic white-supremacist prose, Thomas Dixon does not
give his readers much literary art or uplifting content.

To most students of American culture today, Dixon remains infamous as
the storyteller behind the 1915 D.W. Griffith film The Birth of a Nation. Griffith’'s
film perhaps inspired Woodrow Wilson’s often quoted but unverified response: “It
is like writing history with lightning.”? Thorstein Veblen offered a pithy rebuttal to
The Birth of a Nation: “Never before have | seen such concise misinformation.”
While Wilson’s alleged comment highlights the epic and dramatic qualities that
Dixon and Griffith hoped the film would bring audiences, Veblen’s comment
recognizes the dual status of the film’s narratives: they were horrible efforts at

misinformation about race and nationality, but they had the craft and economy of

' In all other references, | will refer to Thomas Dixon, Jr., simply as “Thomas
Dixon,” unless there is a need to distinguish him from his father, Thomas Dixon,
Sr. In addition, | will simply use “Dixon” to refer to Thomas Dixon (when the
context is clear), but | will use full names for other members of the Dixon family.

2 Quoted in Raymond Cook, Fire from the Flint: The Amazing Careers of Thomas
Dixon (Winston-Salem: J. F. Blair, 1968), 149.

% Quoted in Clyde Taylor, “The Re-Birth of the Aesthetic in Cinema,” Wide Angle
vol. 13, no. 3 & 4 (July-October 1991): 19.

[}



propaganda. Thomas Dixon, Jr.’s white supremacist narratives stretched across
eighteen novels, twelve plays, many sermons, several non-fiction books, and
countless essays. Dixon provided an enormous amount of concise
misinformation, and most people would like to dismiss him without any further
attention or examination.

Thomas Dixon’s career may have started by drawing from Harriet Beecher
Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin and its many successful play adaptations.
Dixon’s narratives reverse the content of Stowe’s, but emulate her focus on
religion, race, and mass culture marketing, insidiously appropriating Stowe’s
sentimentalism. Dixon himself claimed his first novel was a heated response to
an Uncle Tom play.* Abolitionist writing like Uncle Tom’s Cabin drew on a
tradition of prophetic voices, embodied by writers like William Lloyd Garrison and
apocalyptic revolutionaries like John Brown. Stowe likewise wove such
abolitionist religious rhetoric in her novel. In her effort to reread the sentimental
fiction of the nineteenth century and rescue it from the ways critics had ignored
those writings, Jane Tompkins offers this synopsis: “Uncle Tom's Cabin retells
the culture's central religious myth—the story of the crucifixion in terms of the
nation's greatest political conflict slavery—and of its most cherished social beliefs
the sanctity of motherhood and the family.”5 In Stowe’s novel, Uncle Tom’s death
elevates him to a savior who could redeem the nation from its sins of slavery.

Dixon’s retelling merely altered Stowe’s variables so that the crucifixion was the

4 Raymond Cook, Thomas Dixon (New York: Twayne, 1974), 51.
°> Jane Tompkins, Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American
Fiction,1790-1860 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 134.



justified lynching that followed from the rape of a white woman.

Thomas Dixon had a consistent vision of this narrative he reproduced in
several different texts and over five decades, from the 1890s to the 1930s. W. E.
B. Du Bois summarized this Dixonian narrative succinctly: “There’s a black man
who thinks himself a man and is a man; kill him before he marries your

daughter!”®

Dixon's repetitive narrative line in his fictions follows this pattern: a
white-controlled society becomes threatened by black rule, which leads to the
threat of a black male attempting to (or actually accomplishing) the rape of a
white woman. This crime causes white men to rally, first as a disorganized mob,
but then as an audience led by a charismatic speaker who organizes them into a
retributive group galvanized with the paramilitary gestures and religious symbols
of the Ku Klux Klan. These white males enact some version of justice on the
black rapist and then reassert white masculine rule. Thomas Dixon repeated this
pattern from his sermons in the 1890s through his final novel, The Flaming
Sword of 1939, essentially five decades of concise misinformation.

After rising to national prominence as a speaker and writer, Dixon became
an embarrassment even to the most conservative and unreconstructed of his
defenders. By the 1920s, Dixon’s popularity had all but evaporated (as had his
wealth due to a number of financial reversals). Signs of Dixon’s decline began
even before the resurgence of attention and success he achieved with his work

on The Birth of a Nation. In 1907, a review of Dixon's third novel in his

Reconstruction Trilogy (after The Leopard’s Spots and The Clansman) The

® W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Problem of Tillman, Vardaman, and Thomas Dixon, Jr.,”
Central Christian Advocate (October 18, 1905),1325.



Traitor received this panning: “We have failed to discover any favorable reviews
of this novel. It is branded unspeakable.”7 By 1920, Thomas Dixon, Jr., had
trouble getting his work into print. Even one of Dixon’s most ardent admirers, his
biographer Raymond Cook, abstains from his usually effusive praise to demur,
“the novelist was now producing outdated works in the afterglow of his fame”;
Cook also admits that “the school of southern chivalry and romance to which

"8 Dixon

Dixon had belonged no longer attracted so many readers as in the past.
tried to work with movies, real estate, and politics, but he turned again to writing
even though he was largely ignored or treated as an embarrassment.

While a large part of Dixon’s misinformation performed its version of racial
prejudice, an equally large component was devoted to advancing spurious
interpretations of history, especially the Reconstruction. William Archibald
Dunning, a history professor at Columbia during the years that Thomas Dixon
lived in New York, published a variety of essays and studies at the height of
Thomas Dixon’s heyday.® Dunning’s books argued that Reconstruction, as an
attempt to give southern blacks political power, had been a failure and that this
botched endeavor had been orchestrated by vindictive Northerners

(carpetbaggers) and the southerners who supported their efforts (scalawags).

Opposed by the interpretations of scholars like W. E. B. Du Bois and John Hope

" Edward J. Wheeler, “The Traitor,” Current Literature (1888-1912); Nov. 1907,
XLII, no. 5, American Periodical Series Online, 583.

8 Raymond Cook, Thomas Dixon (New York: Twayne, 1974), 126.

® See William Archibald Dunning, Essays on the Civil War and Reconstruction
and Related Topics (New York: Macmillan, 1897); William Archibald Dunning,
Studies in Southern History and Politics (New York: Columbia University Press,
1914).



Franklin, and later the “revisionist” efforts of Kenneth Stampp and Eric Foner, the
Dunning school still persists in publications by Neo-Confederates and other “Un-
Reconstructed” writers.'® Despite the efforts of scholars like Stampp and Foner,
the Dunning thesis may yet be the interpretation of southern history many
Americans know. Although Thomas Dixon’s historical veracity hardly needs more
debunking, the manner by which he attempts to revise history and promote his
racist vision does deserve much more scrutiny. Dixon’s narratives reveal some
important formulations in the southern conservative tradition, a tradition that more
liberally inclined scholars ignore at their peril. Dixon’s bombastic narratives
certainty pushed later writers (most notably Margaret Mitchell) to more nuanced
and disguised narratives of white supremacy. While Dixon’s own narratives may
not need to be proven false again, the need instead is to figure out why they held
such an appeal and what legacy they may have provided.

His legacy comes mostly from the fame and popularity Dixon enjoyed
earlier in his career. Dixon'’s first novel, The Leopard’s Spots (1903), sold well
enough so that “The sales [of The Leopard’s Spots], which eventually passed the
million mark, helped to establish Doubleday, Page & Company as a major
publisher and made Dixon several hundred thousand dollars in royalties.”"' A

review by Earl Gregg Swem of The Leopard’s Spots in as prestigious an

1% For Reconstruction historiography, see Kenneth Stampp The Era of
Reconstruction, 1865-1877 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967); Eric Foner's
Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877 (New York: Harper
and Row, 1988). For Neo-Confederate points of view, consult The Confederate
and Neo-Confederate Reader: The “Great Truth” about the “Lost Cause.” Ed.
James W. Loween and Edward H. Sebesta (Oxford: University Press of
Mississippi, 2010).

" Cook, Fire from the Flint, 112.



academic publication as The William and Mary Quarterly summarized its opinion
by calling the rise of the Ku Klux Klan, “the inevitable manifestation of the
conscious superiority of the white race” and by declaring that “Mr. Dixon tells the
story of the white man’s burden and tells it well.”'? At the height of his popularity,
Dixon could boast success with a major New York City publishing house as well
as a favorable review by no less august an academic institution than America’s
second oldest college.

Dixon also had popular tours with several plays, many lecture circuit
engagements, and countless sermons and newspaper editorials, all testifying to
Dixon’s authoritative and respected position with American audiences. These
facts about Dixon’s influence led Joel Williamson to declare, “Dixon probably did
more to shape the lives of modern Americans than have some Presidents.”*?
Thomas Dixon’s rise and fall tells us much about how religion, race, and violence
combined to create a new version of whiteness. At the turn of the twentieth
century, Dixon’s writing drew upon many culturally stabilizing factors, especially
those already in place in white southern Protestantism. Thomas Dixon was a
shrewd combiner of these cultural forces. His popularity came in large part from
his shrewd manipulation of his white audience’s racial anxieties.

Although writers like Joel Williamson have effectively explained and
analyzed Dixon’s writing, this study examines the way Dixon used religion as a

structuring principle in his rhetoric and symbolism, an unexplored aspect of the

'2 Earl Gregg Swem, “Book Notes,” The William and Mary Quarterly, 10, no. 4
SApriI 1902): 283.

3 Joel Williamson, The Crucible of Race (New York: Oxford University Press,
1984) 140.



Dixonian cultural narrative. Neither has Dixon’s literary influence been fully
measured and understood. The dialogue that W. E. B. Du Bois, Margaret
Mitchell, and William Faulkner had with Dixon’s fiction is an important strain in
the debates about the South, its history, and its literature. Moreover, the
resurgence of interest in Dixon’s work documented by a group like the Southern
Poverty Law Center testifies to a recurrence of some strains of Dixon’s white
supremacy.'*

Two problems emerge from focusing a study on a writer like Thomas
Dixon: what influence such a writer had on subsequent writers and whether or
not scholarly attention elevates, redeems, or replicates politically damaging
ideas. The latter problem is easily dispatched by comparing a study such as this
one to the work done by an epidemiologist studying the etiology of a disease, or
the work of a historian examining the origins of National Socialism in Germany in
the 1920s, or the many studies examining lynching in the American south.
Scholars have a moral imperative to examine Dixon'’s career and legacy because
any understanding of evil ideology can result in decreasing human suffering.

Thomas Dixon’s influence on southern writers offers a more vexed set of
problems. To say, for example, that William Faulkner was influenced by Dixon
quickly invites a comparison to a statement frequently invoked in older literary

studies, such as “John Milton influenced Percy Shelley.” Solving the problem of

* The Southern Poverty Law Center reports how the Pioneer fund has a history
of supporting the publication of extremist writing, including a republication of
Thomas Dixon’s autobiography.
http://www.splcenter.org/intel/intelreport/article.jsp?sid=370

(Accessed on Feb. 9, 2013)



http://www.splcenter.org/intel/intelreport/article

influence will require some subtleties of cultural criticism, for Dixon's influence did
not usually work in the way someone like Harold Bloom, for example, would
define strong precursors in his neo-Freudian paradigm.’® One noteworthy
exception to this paradigm for Dixon, as | will argue in chapter four, is Margaret
Mitchell, Dixon’s clearest literary daughter, and she does have some anxieties of
influence from Dixon. Neither Dixon’s ideas nor his prose marks him as a “strong
poet,” to use Bloom’s terms. W. E. B. Du Bois, William Faulkner, and other
opponents did not need to struggle with Dixon in any Bloomian way, but they did
struggle with the white supremacist culture that Dixon helped create. Dixon’s
influence worked like a contagion, an infection to be overcome, particularly
because Dixon coalesced and articulated myths already part of the fabric of white
southern identity. In some cases, Dixon’s influence worked as a focal point for
rhetorical attack. Black writers like Charles Chesnutt, Kelly Miller, Sutton Griggs,
and W. E. B. Du Bois revealed Dixon’s influence on their work by directly taking
on Dixon’s ideas and attempting to refute them.

This study takes its cues for framing Dixon from such works as C. Vann
Woodward’s Tom Watson: Agrarian Rebel, Fredric Jameson’s Fables of
Aggression: Wyndham Lewis, the Modernist as Fascist, Jane Tompkins’s
Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790-1860, and

Stephen Kantrowitz's Ben Tillman and the Reconstruction of White Supremacy.'®

'® Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: a Theory of Poetry (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1973).

'® Fredric Jameson, Fables of Aggression: Wyndham Lewis, the Modernist as
Fascist, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981); Stephen Kantrowitz,
Ben Tillman and the Reconstruction of White Supremacy (Chapel Hill: University
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Woodward explains his intentions at the outset of his study of an infamous
southern demagogue: “I hold no brief for [southern demagogues}, nor for Tom
Watson in so far as he was representative of them. | do insist on understanding
them clearly.”" In his efforts to understand the political unconscious involved in
the conservative and protofascist narratives of Wyndham Lewis, Fredric
Jameson observes that such a study may indeed prove valuable in exposing
Lewis’ hidden designs:

However embarrassing the content of [Wyndham Lewis’] novels may be

for liberal or modernist establishment thought, it cannot but be even more

painful for protofascism itself, which must thereby contemplate its own
unlovely image and hear blurted out in public speech what even in private

was never meant to be more than tacitly understood. '8
Applying ideas like Jameson’s, this study attempts to delineate the ways Dixon’s
rhetoric and imagery structured attitudes about race and identity in the first half of
the twentieth century and beyond.

Following the way Jameson understands how a “political unconscious”
could be “blurted out in public speech,” this study asserts that Thomas Dixon
blurted out an entire genealogy of how the ideology of white supremacy worked
according to religious principles and symbols. That genealogy reveals the

artificial and crafted way that Dixon fashioned his idealized Klan. Any historical

account that considers Dixon’s Ku Klux Klan the inevitable choice for how the Ku

of North Carolina Press, 2000); Jane Tompkins, Sensational Designs: The
Cultural Work of American Fiction,1790-1860 (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1986), C. Vann Woodward, Tom Watson: Agrarian Rebel (New York:
Oxford University Press: 1963).

7 C. Vann Woodward, Tom Watson: Agrarian Rebel, 4.

'8 Jameson, Fables of Aggression: Wyndham Lewis, the Modernist as Fascist,
23.
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Klux Klan looked and worked ignores the possibility that several other groups—
the Red Shirts, the Knights of the White Camellia, the White League, and
others—could have instead taken the stage as the archetype of white
supremacy'’s violent defenders. The Ku Klux Klan that the twentieth century came
to recognize is Dixon’s Klan, draped in apocalyptic Christian imagery. In order to
see the design in Dixon’s Klan, one would have to survey the symbolism and
organization that he inherited. The differences lay bare the intentional structuring
to the symbolism that he crafted.

The Ku Klux Klan has always been a deliberately imagined group, a social
construct that had different designs in different eras. Even though his has been
enduringly stamped in the public’s mind, Dixon’s version of the Ku Klux Klan first
took its place alongside the others. In A Fool’s Errand, Albion Tourgée
characterized the first Klan, the original source Dixon would rework for his
mythmaking, as designed primarily as “a ghostly police to play upon the
superstitious fears of the colored people,” and that the Ku Klux Klan was attired
“in quaint and horrible guise.”'® In Tourgée’s book about the Ku Klux Klan, The
Invisible Empire, he further characterizes the Ku Klux Klan as a group of poorly
organized folk vigilantes who would have little in common with the tightly
controlled imagery of the apocalyptic cult Dixon envisioned. Tourgée quotes one
victim of Klan violence who describes their organization and symbolism:

They had on gowns just like your overcoat, that came down to the toes;

and some would be red and some black, like a lady’s dress, only open
before. The hats were made of paper and about eighteen inches long, and

'9 Albion Tourgée, A Fool’s Errand. By One of the Fools (New York: Fords,
Howard and Hulbert, 1879),162.

11



at the top about as thick as your ankle, and down around the eyes it was
bound like horse-covers, and on the mouth there was hair of some
description, | don’t know what. It looked like a mustache, coming down to
the breast, and you couldn’t see none of the face, nor nothing. You
couldn’t see a thing of them. Some had horns about as long as my finger,
and made black. They said they came from hell; that they died at Shiloh
fight and Bull Run.?
Tourgée’s representation of the Ku Klux Klan is not Dixon’s, and this very fact
highlights the deliberate symbolic crafting involved in Dixon’s revised version of
the Ku Kiux Klan. The religious imagery that Dixon highlighted in his
representations of the Ku Kiux Klan gave his narratives an especially poignant
resonance. Protestant readers could hardly have read scenes (or seen them on
the stage and screen) of galloping white horsemen without having a frisson of
terrifying recognition from the religious iconography and symbolism they had
grown up hearing in hellfire sermons and stirring tent meeting revivals. Though
this invisible empire may have eventually seemed inevitable in the mind of
Thomas Dixon, it simply could not have taken this particular shape without the
structuring his imagination gave it and the propaganda push offered by Thomas
Dixon’s novels and play (along with Griffith's film The Birth of a Nation) before a
national audience. It was Thomas Dixon’s imagination that crafted and codified

the Ku Klux Klan's religious imagery. The black beast, the pure maiden, the

burning cross, the white hood, and the lynching all come together in the Dixonian

20 Albion Tourgée, The Invisible Empire: A Concise Review of the Epoch with
Many Thrilling Personal Narratives and Startling Facts of Life at the South, Never
Before Narrated for the General Reader (New York: Fords, Howard and Hulbert,
1883), 37-38.
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cultural narrative for a passion play that he hoped would unify and galvanize his
white nation.

Although many have identified the basic narrative elements in Dixon’s
thought, no one has yet given the religious elements of Dixon's white supremacy
the full attention they deserve. Identifying the “Klan'’s religious orientation
reflected [in] the mystical Celtic roots of the early Scotch, Irish and Scotch-Irish
southern settlers,” Charles Reagan Wilson describes the overarching structure to
Klan design: “More important than direct ministerial responsibility for Klan
activities was the mystical religious tone to the Ku Klux Klan. Its members
cultivated a mysterious appearance, dressing like medieval penitents in robes,
usually ghostly white or demonic black.”' Wilson’s suggestive comments do not
fully account for or explore the possible ways that Christian imagery informed
white supremacy. His comparison is more about how intensely held these ideas
were and how their zeal resembled a religion. While Charles Reagan Wilson'’s
analysis is powerful in its possibilities, it is an incomplete foray into an archetypal
school of cultural studies. More solidly historically grounded is Nancy MaclLean,
who concedes that the Ku Klux Klan saw itself having some of the same goals as
Fundamentalism: “The Klan overlapped with, and helped feed the larger upsurge
of Fundamentalism in the twenties.”®* MacLean claims the Ku Klux Klan

contributed to militant Protestantism’s arguments and explanations, but she does

2! Charles Reagan Wilson, Baptized in Blood: The Religion of the Lost Cause,
1865-1920 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1980), 113.

22 Nancy Macl.ean, Behind the Mask of Chivalry: The Making of the Second Ku
Klux Klan (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 91.
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not explain how religious symbolism and discourse affected the very formation of
and structure of the Ku Kiux Klan.

Building on the arguments of Wilson and MacLean, Laura Veltman
carefully draws her argument just short of considering the Ku Klux Klan a
religion: “It is admittedly a stretch to consider the Ku Klux Klan as a church,
though Dixon nonetheless suggests that their roles are analogous: in both the
church and the Ku Klux Klan, the chosen must save the world from the forces
threatening it.”>> While Veltman’s perceptive analysis suggests much about the
possibilities of investigating Dixon’s white supremacist religion, she overstates
the possibilities for the relationship that Dixon’s Klan has with religion. The Ku
Klux Klan was not a church, and the church was not an outlet for the Ku Klux
Klan (not even Thomas Dixon's), but the relationship between the two is subtler
and more interactive, dynamic, and complex than any easy identification would
reveal. Dixon did not want his Klan to be a church, nor was he using religion just
as a way to express the intensity of his convictions. Instead, he wanted the ritual,
the symbolism, and the rhetoric Protestant Christianity could provide. The white
robe and burning cross were steeped in religious symbolism and typology in
ways that the Confederate uniform, the carnival mask, and the executioner’s
hood never could be. Thomas Dixon was one of the main architects of modern
white supremacy in the United States, a version especially invested in the

symbolism of the Ku Klux Klan and in the crafting of the Ku Klux Klan’s lore,

2 Laura Veltman, “(Re)producing White Supremacy: Race, the Protestant
Church, and the American Family in the Works of Thomas Dixon, Jr.,” in Vale of
Tears: New Essays on Religion and Reconstruction, ed. Edward J. Blum and W.
Scott Poole (Macon: Mercer University Press, 2005), 252.
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propaganda, and ritual. Dixon crafted condensed symbolic images to strike
immediate visual fear, work as propaganda, and benefit from the aura of religious
iconography.?

Religious Fundamentalism offered Dixon a rhetoric of images already
loaded with the sacred and the violent; Dixon added to that what W. J. Cash
called the “rape complex” as well as adding the Dunning thesis. ?° Dixon’s
mythical argument draws on the imagery of black beasts and pale riders from the
book of Revelation but also from the rhetorical impulses of an end of times — a
framework that structured his narrative of white supremacy like an eschatological
cult. Lillian Smith, in Killers of the Dream, wondered, “How can one idea like
segregation become so hypnotic a thing that it binds a whole people together ...
making them one as only a common worship or a deeply shared fear can do?"%®
The Dixonian cultural narrative had the organizational power that Smith
lamented; she herself was trying to dismantle the “rites of segregation”

perpetrated by Thomas Dixon.?” The designs involved in Dixon’s “concise

24 For a discussion of Dixon’s use of religious ideology and imagery see Cynthia
Lynn Lyerly’s “Gender and Race in Dixon’s Religious ldeology” in Gillespie, M.
and R. L. Hall, eds. Thomas Dixon Jr. and the Birth of Modern America, 80-104.
Baton Rouge, Louisiana State University Press, 2006. In addition, Laura Veltman
sees Dixon's engagement with Protestant imagery as essential. See Laura
Veltman’s “(Re)producing White Supremacy: Race, the Protestant Church, and
the American Family in the Works of Thomas Dixon, Jr.” Vale of Tears: New
Essays on Religion and Reconstruction. Edward J. Blum and W. Scott Poole,
eds., 235-56. Macon: Mercer University Press, 2005.

25 For his explanation of “rape complex,” see W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1941), 116-20. Incidentally, both graduates of Wake
Forest University, W. J. Cash and Thomas Dixon are buried near each other in
Sunset Cemetery, Shelby, North Carolina.

%6 illian Smith, Killers of the Dream (New York: W. W. Norton, 1994), 79.

7 Ibid., 122.
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misinformation” in turn unfortunately offered later generations models to design
new rhetorics of white supremacy, new narratives, images, and vocabularies that
reframed white supremacy in increasingly nuanced ways.

Though Dixon’s writing eventually disappeared from bestseller lists, his
ideas had considerable effect on the generation of young writers who grew up in
his literary shadow. Dixon’s influence on Margaret Mitchell alone underscores his
impact on a writer who created one of the South’s most persistent mythic
versions of itself. Thomas Dixon also had a great deal of influence on his
nephew, Frank M. Dixon, who lived with his uncle in Gloucester, Virginia while he
wrote The Leopard’s Spots and The Clansman. Frank M. Dixon became
governor of Alabama from 1939-1943 and keynote speaker at the 1948 Dixiecrat
convention. Frank M. Dixon echoed his uncle and thereby conveyed the
Dixonian cultural narrative into the southern conservative response to the Civil
Rights Movement.

Since Frank M. Dixon’s rantings at the Dixiecrat Convention, the legacy of
the Dixonian cultural narrative has continued. At the time of this writing, the
approaching 2015 sesquicentennial of the conclusion of the Civil War, the
centennial of The Birth of a Nation, and numerous southern identity movements
all sharpen a need to examine racist ideologies. Reissues of Dixon’s books also
testify to the ways that certain groups have resurrected Dixon’s ideas and turned
their messages to new causes. A 2003 academic conference devoted solely to

Thomas Dixon and his cultural moment, two book-length studies, and a number
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of articles have recently analyzed Dixon’s work and influence in some depth.?®

This attention to Dixon shows no sign of decreasing. Anthony Slide, in his 2004
book American Racist, asserts, “A populist author, [Dixon] provided Americans

with as much satisfying reading matter as John Grisham does a century later.”®
Popular and hated, famous and infamous, forgotten yet consistently invoked,

Dixon’s writing appears again and again like the ghostly and apocalyptic Ku Klux

Klan he created.

ll. Chapter Summaries:
I. The Fundamentals of the Dixon Clan: The Religious, Sexual, and Racial
Tensions That Spawned the High Priest of American White Supremacy
This first chapter examines how Fundamentalist ways of thinking and
speaking eventually came to structure the white supremacist ideology Thomas
Dixon promoted in his narratives. The relationship between Christian
Fundamentalism and modernism in the early twentieth century fueled new
debates in science, Biblical interpretation, and social class. In order to create his
own version of white supremacy, Thomas Dixon plundered the vocabulary of
Southern Baptist Christianity, itself already burdened with a history engaged with

theologically inflected theories about slavery, emancipation, and Reconstruction.

8 The academic conference about Dixon was at his alma mater, Wake Forest
University, in April 2003. The conference’s website maintains information about
its events: http://www.wfu.edu/history/Events/Dixon/ (accessed on Feb. 9, 2013).
For more recent publications about Thomas Dixon, see Anthony Slide, American
Racist: The Life and Films of Thomas Dixon (Lexington: University of Kentucky
Press, 2004) and Thomas Dixon Jr. and the Birth of Modern America, ed.
%ﬁchele K. Gillespie and Randall L. Hall (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 2006).

Slide, 7.
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Responding to a need to justify traditional Protestant orthodoxy while also
satisfying upwardly mobile class aspirations of an increasingly professional
Baptist ministry, Fundamentalist Christians forged a protean theological rhetoric
that turned out to be adaptable to other purposes. Thomas Dixon'’s brother A. C.
Dixon was the architect of a Fundamentalist Christian ideology equipped to do
battle with perceived threats involved in modernity. Thomas Dixon mastered all of
the ideas and strategies his brother helped create but also mobilized and
repositioned those techniques in the service of a hysterical vision of white
supremacy that updated the Lost Cause for a modern America predicated upon
segregation and white rule. Differing in their approach to premillennial and
postmillennial interpretations of the apocalypse, the Dixon brothers had vastly
different strategies for thinking about how human agency was involved in

maintaining white Protestant culture.

Il. Thomas Dixon, Jr.’s Morality Play of White Supremacy

On Friday, September 23, 1905, the play version of Dixon’s The Clansman
premiered at the Academy of Music in Norfolk, Virginia. As the intermediate
phase between fiction and the infamous 1915 D. W. Griffith film version The Birth
of a Nation, Dixon’s play tries to define modern society according to the visual
logic of white supremacy and religion. Dixon’s play anticipated the way modern
propaganda would use spectacle and image, especially through film. Drawing on
visual culture studies and rhetorical theory about staging hate speech, this

chapter examines Dixon’s play as an attempt to make white supremacy sacred.

18



Dixon'’s orchestrated his dramatic spectacle to be the passion play companion to
the minstrel show, and his play’s program displayed a variety of propagandistic
photographs designed to support his version of white supremacy and instruct his
audience about Klan history. Dixon’s play worked to train the white eye to see the
world in the way that his myth would structure it.

“Whiteness,” at this cultural moment, was an idea that southern conservatives
like Dixon considered to be endangered by a variety of forces; his play enacts a
performance of the whiteness he wanted to defend, but his play also reveals the
instability that this formation of whiteness betrayed. Whiteness, for Dixon, also
depended upon invoking a threatening black beast that would eventually be
controlled. The 1905 Norfolk, Virginia, crowd (including the Virginia and North
Carolina governors), which rose in a standing ovation for Dixon’s premiere of The
Clansman, resonates a half century later when crowds jeered the first black
students integrating southern schools: both have something to do with the viral
strain of religious white supremacy in Dixon’s myth, both were stages where
whites felt called to demonstrate a highly visual public defense of what they saw
as their way of life. In this light, Dixon’s play version of The Clansman dramatized

the foundational myths of twentieth-century whiteness.

lil. Prophecy, Apocalypse, and the Black Response to Thomas Dixon, Jr.:
Charles Chesnutt, Kelly Miller, Sutton Griggs, and W. E. B. Du Bois

Operating in a culture where the “problem of the color line” would come to

define so much of twentieth century thought, Charles Chesnutt, Kelly Miller,
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Sutton Griggs, and W. E. B. Du Bois sought to refute Dixon’s rhetoric. In
publications ranging from Kelly Miller's pamphlets, Sutton Griggs’s novels and
essays, and Du Bois’s pageants to short fiction and speeches, these four writers
were vigorous rhetorical opponents and debunkers of the Dixonian cultural
narrative. The politics and the methods through which these writers sought to
create new vocabularies and narratives sometimes unwittingly redrew the color
lines so essential to Dixon'’s version of white supremacy; at other times their
writing effectively dismantled Dixon's work by effectively laying bare its inherent
contradictions and by using scholarship from science and history to contradict his
claims.

All four of these writers--Du Bois the most effectively and with the longest
lasting influence--engaged in writing against Dixon by writing in the prophetic
mode. Although visions of an apocalypse for these black writers often formed in
more secular terms, they nonetheless engaged the postmillennialist ideas
inherent in Dixon’s worldview. Kelly Miller employed a version of Christian
thought heavily involved with common-sense democratic theory and legal
arguments for civil rights. The engagement between Miller and Dixon involved
the logic of the Protestant word, spoken and written; control of the word was
central both to Dixon’s version of white supremacy and Chesnutt's undermining
of it. The religious and apocalyptic rhetoric in Griggs’s response in The Hindered
Hand met Dixon's ideology of white supremacy on religious grounds and
attempted to reverse it.

The rhetorical attacks from Chesnutt, Miller, and Griggs opposed Dixon in
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secular, logical, academic, and legal ways. Du Bois broadened his understanding
and attack to include prophetic modes of writing. While Miller and Griggs limited
their attacks to the legal and the secular, Du Bois had a mind and pen vigorous
enough to engage Dixon on his own prophetic terms. lronically and fittingly, the
prophetic voice was at the heart of the Dixonian cultural narrative, and Du Bois’

use of the prophetic mode was his most damaging attack.

IV. Rebirthing Thomas Dixon: William Faulkner and Margaret Mitchell

William Faulkner kept well into his adulthood the copy of Thomas Dixon's
novel The Clansman given him by his first-grade teacher, Annie Chandler.
Margaret Mitchell staged her own neighborhood productions of Dixon’s novel The
Traitor and of the film The Birth of a Nation. More than curious footnotes to two
significantly southern literary biographies, these anecdotes about engagements
with Thomas Dixon'’s racial melodramas continued to have resonance for the
adult careers of both Faulkner and Mitchell.

Margaret Mitchell, in response to a gushing fan letter from Thomas Dixon,
praised him and confessed she had read him throughout her childhood. Dixon’s
fictions informed Mitchell's Gone with the Wind in a variety of ways, but she
worked to disguise that influence. Her heroine Scarlett O’'Hara also worked with
disguise, as she had to work duplicitously to survive the ravages of the Civil War.
Reconstruction Atlanta, in Mitchell’s portrayal, had already witnessed the racial

apocalypse Dixon warned would come. In order to survive in this world, Scarlett
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enacted a Machiavellian and masculine pian that allowed her even to restore her
beloved Tara to something of its antebellum grandeur. Although occasionally
posing as a victimized and passive white maiden, she acted the part of one of
Dixon'’s heroes. In essence, Scarlett was Dixon’s hero Ben Cameron in a hoop
skirt, and she adapted the violent ideas of the Dixonian cultural narrative to the
mannered and nuanced life of the new southern woman.

Rather than revising and fitting the Dixonian legacy for a new disguise as
Mitchell does, William Faulkner shattered the variables of his precursor’'s cultural
narrative and created narratives that worked to disrupt the organizing principles
of white supremacy. Faulkner's lynching narratives took on in particular Dixon’s
assumptions that defending white women from black beasts would consolidate
southern society under white rule. Faulkner saw those forces as ultimately
destructive for all those living in their presence, and he articulated a tragic vision
of servitude, despair, and self-crucifixion. From the threats to white women and
subsequent lynching in Sanctuary to the racist fury of Percy Grimm and Doc
Hines in Light in August (as well as some deep reversals of the Dixonian
narrative in short stories like “Dry September” and “Pantaloon in Black”),
Faulkner attacked Dixon’s racial melodramas and historical fantasies and
attempted to rewrite those narratives by directly confronting Dixon’s legacy of
segregation, racial violence, and the toxic interaction of religion and racism.
Faulkner asks his readers to follow the intricate webs of dialogue that form the
narrative structure of his society. Full mastery of those webs (for readers and

even for Faulkner himself) may lead not to liberation but to the revelation of those
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webs as chains that forever join southerners to narratives of racial violence.
Faulkner asks his audiences to follow, question, and reinterpret the foundational
stories of the South, including the Dixonian cultural narrative.

Looking closely at Dixon'’s legacy to Faulkner and to Mitchell and
interrogating the ways they tried to rewrite that influence provides a compelling
picture of how the South’s culture industry created and contested its own image.
Both Mitchell and Faulkner began their imaginative careers in a region obsessed
with Dixon’s narrative, and they spent considerable energy in their fiction
examining it, Faulkner in an effort to banish it forever and Mitchell to update it for

a new era.

V. Afterword: Dixiecrats, Neo-Confederates, and Hip Hop Artists
Rediscover Dixon

The Dixonian cultural narrative’s legacy continued to plague the South
well after Dixon’s death in 1946. Thomas Dixon’s nephew Governor Frank M.
Dixon went on to become the keynote speaker in the Dixiecrat Convention of
1948. Dixon framed his anti-Civil Rights remarks directly in the religious and
rhetorical mold his uncle Thomas Dixon had crafted and thus revealed the
Dixonian cultural narrative’s entry into another generation’s debates. Thomas
Dixon’s legacy continued to be invoked and contested in narratives such as
William Bradford Huie's 1967 novel The Klansman (along with Terence Young's
1974 film of the same name). William Bradford Huie well understood the dangers

of the Dixonian narrative continuing into the Civil Rights battles of the 1960s
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when he portrays the Ku Klux Klan in his 1967 novel The Klansman as posting
passages from Dixon’s novel The Clansman on public bulletin boards as a way to
underscore white supremacy'’s resistance to and countering of Civil Rights
activism. Dixon continues to prompt responses like D. J. Spooky’s (a.k.a. Paul
Miller) remixing Rebirth of a Nation, a reinterpretation of The Birth of a Nation
that frames the film in the emerging technologies, rhythms, and postmodern
reappropriations of hip-hop culture and takes the seemingly endless battle with
the virulent Dixonian narrative into a new era’s media and mindsets. Despite
efforts like Huie’s and Paul Miller’s to revise and counter Thomas Dixon'’s
writings, writers in the loose grouping of Neo-Confederates (e.g., Michael Andrew
Grissom, Sam Dickson, and various others who refer to The Birth of a Nation, for
example) have kept Dixon’s infamous narratives alive into the twenty-first

century.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE FUNDAMENTALS OF THE DIXON CLAN: THE RELIGIOUS AND RACIAL
TENSION THAT SPAWNED THE HIGH PRIEST OF AMERICAN WHITE

SUPREMACY

I. Southern Christian Fundamentalism®® and Its Discontents

Thomas Dixon crafted a rhetoric of racism heavily indebted to the
Fundamentalist Christianity that flourished at the start of the twentieth century.
The relationship between Christian Fundamentalism and modernism fueled new
debates about science, Biblical interpretation, and social class. In order to create
his own version of white supremacy, Thomas Dixon plundered the vocabulary of
Southern Baptist Christianity. His rhetoric drew heavily from Biblical idiom and
reference, and his tone often used a prophetic mode. Paul Boyer explains that
such a rhetorical stance promised its adherents a complete worldview: “Prophecy
belief is a way of ordering experience. It gives a grand overarching shape to

history, and thus ultimate meaning to the lives of individuals caught up in

%0 Martin Marty and R. Scott Appleby, in The Fundamentalism Project, explain
the use of the term: “First, ‘fundamentalism’ is here to stay, since it serves to
create a distinction between appropriate words such as ‘traditionalism,’
‘conservatism,’ or ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘orthopraxis.’ If the term were to be rejected,
the public would have to find some other word if it is to make sense of global
phenomena which urgently bid to be understood” (Martin Marty and R. Scott
Appleby, Fundamentalisms Observed. The Fundamentalism Project, 1 [Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1991], viii).



history’s stream.”' Thomas Dixon well understood how prophecy belief
organized many chaotic elements of life, and he used that same strategy to
provide a racial prophecy for early twentieth-century America.

The son of a Baptist minister and the brother of two Baptist ministers,
Thomas Dixon grew up in the shadow of Amzi Clarence Dixon, his older brother.
A. C. Dixon, one of the most renowned preachers of his day, edited and
contributed to The Fundamentals, a multi-volume collection of ninety essays
published from 1910 to 1915. This publication codified many of the
Fundamentalist rhetorical stances and interpretive orthodoxies. Responding to a
need to justify traditional Christian thought while also satisfying upwardly mobile
class aspirations of an increasingly professional Baptist ministry, A. C. Dixon was
the architect of a Fundamentalist Christian ideology that was equipped to do
battle. He was himself the archetype of a Fundamentalist, especially of the early
twentieth-century variety associated with conservative Protestants who opposed
the teaching of evolution, warned against the dangers of alcohol, and argued for
literal readings of the Bible. Thomas Dixon mastered all of the ideas and
strategies his brother helped create, but Thomas Dixon also mobilized and
reinterpreted all of Fundamentalism’s techniques in the service of a hysterical
vision of white supremacy. Furthermore, Thomas Dixon's understanding of
postmillennialism, as opposed to the premillennialist orthodoxy of his
Fundamentalist brother A. C., allowed him to use theology supposedly in the

service of social change. Fundamentalists like A. C. Dixon ultimately rejected the

31 Paul Boyer, When Time Shall Be No More: Prophecy Belief in Modern
American Culture (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1992), xi.
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Social Gospel but tacitly endorsed Social Darwinism. Enabled by a postmillennial
stance, Thomas Dixon actually embraced both and fused them into a Gospel of
Social Darwinism that he could graft onto his white supremacy. A. C. Dixon’s
Fundamentalist ideas and evangelical appeal all informed Thomas Dixon’s
religiously-inspired Ku Klux Klan, whose pale horses and pale riders burned
crosses as a sign of their attempt to halt a racial apocalypse. In a study that
attempts to examine the Ku Klux Klan as a Protestant movement, Kelly Baker
has asserted, “The Klan hoped to unite Protestantism by moving past schisms
within the faith and bringing Protestants together under one undivided banner.”*?

If one author was the muse for uniting Protestantism with the Ku Klux Klan, then

that author was Thomas Dixon.*?

At the same time Christian Fundamentalists waged their campaign for
personal piety, the South was undergoing a violent period of racial terror. In
examining connections between religion and violence, Donald G. Matthews
argues that “a white terror had ravaged the American South between 1865 and
1940,” during which “Americans of African descent were raped, assaulted,
tortured, and killed by the thousands.”** Matthews concludes, “Such was the flaw

of a white evangelicalism that assumed absolutely no responsibility for the

32 Kelly Baker, Gospel According to the Klan: The KKK’s Appeal to Protestant
America, 1915-1930 (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2011), 63.

33 Although Dixon’s vision of The Ku Klux Klan was not limited to Protestants, his
fiction seems to assume an almost exclusively Protestant membership.

% Donald G. Matthews, “Lynching is Part of the Religion of Our People: Faith in
the Christian South,” Religion in the American South: Protestants and Others in
History and Culture (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 156.
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violence inherent in its obsession with purity and danger.”35 White southerners
pursued segregation and lynching with religious zeal, but not just with
emotional intensity. Segregation and lynching gave Fundamentalists another
place to defend personal piety and purity, qualities they often saw as attributes of
whiteness. Southern white culture was heavily indebted to a hermeneutics of
Fundamentalism, an ideology equipped to define whiteness according to the
logic of religious purity and eschatological prophecy. Southern white culture
needed a vocabulary and a rhetoric to justify its social arrangements, and
southern white Protestantism was eager to be socially relevant, so the two were

a natural marriage.

Jackson Lears has argued that the Fundamentalism that animated
American culture at the turn of the twentieth century was closely related to
obsessions about manhood and sex. Lears understands the South’s penchant for
lynch mobs as a mix of those issues: “Imbibing the potent brew of race and sex,
Southern white men merged manliness and whiteness, redefining manhood in
racial rather than occupational terms. And whether work or sex created the
conflict that led to the lynch mob, its main mission was the reassertion of white
manhood.”® Scholars such as George Marsden, Ernest Sandeen, and Christine
Leigh Heyrman have shown how Protestant versions of sex, selfhood, and
sanctity have helped to justify social positions as far-ranging as prohibition, anti-

Darwinist crusades, and anti-missionary work. They have not shown how these

35 :

Ibid., 183.
3% Jackson Lears, Rebirth of a Nation: The Making of Modern America, 1877-
1920 (New York: Harper, 2009), 107.
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Protestant attitudes coincided with the rise of white supremacy that underwrote
the Jim Crow era’s efforts to make modernity and its benefits for whites only.>’
The Dixon family provided the architects for Fundamentalism and the Ku Kiux

Klan.

A. C. Dixon was a minister first at the Mount Olive Baptist Church in
Wayne County, North Carolina, but he went on to have ministries in such major
metropolitan areas as New York, Boston, Chicago (in the pulpit D. L. Moody once
held), Los Angeles, and London. In addition to these pulpits, A. C. Dixon
preached in venues as far ranging as Norway and China. Although his roots
remained strongly connected to rural North Carolina his entire life, he was a man
who saw and spoke to the world.3® Editor of The Fundamentals, A. C. Dixon also

wrote several essays in that series himself.*® The Fundamentals was the central

37 See George Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of
Twentieth Century Evangelicalism, 1870-1925 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1980); Ernest Sandeen, The Roots of Fundamentalism: British and American
Millenarianism, 1800-1930 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970);
Christine Leigh Heyrman, Southern Cross: The Beginnings of the Bible Belt (New
York: Random House, 1997).

% Helen Dixon, A. C. Dixon: A Romance of Preaching (New York: G. P. Putnam’s
Sons, 1931), 40.

% George Marsden explains the immense reach of this publication: “The
Fundamentals was conceived by a Southern California oil millionaire and edited
by Bible teachers and evangelists. Published in twelve paperback volumes from
1910 to 1915, it was meant to be a great ‘Testimony to the Truth’ and even
something of a scholarly tour de force. Lyman Stewart, the chief promoter and
financial backer, described the prospective authors as ‘the best and most loyal
Bible teachers in the world.’ He had a businessman’s confidence that the product
would ‘doubtless be the masterpieces of the writers.” Stewart hired as his first
editor A. C. Dixon, a well-known evangelist and author, then pastor of the Moody
Church in Chicago. He had greatly impressed Stewart with a sermon attacking
‘one of those infidel professors in Chicago.’ Dixon and two successors, Louis
Meyer (a Jewish Christian evangelist) and Reuben Torrey, assembled a rather
formidable array of conservative American and British scholars, as well as a
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publication of early twentieth-century Christian Fundamentalism, appearing in
twelve volumes from 1910 to 1915. Given a certain predisposition to higher
academics and his own desire to rise socially, A. C. Dixon created a theology
that sought to reconcile Protestant theology with academic cuiture. Religious
historian Paul Harvey aptly summarizes that ambition:
Denominational leaders, most often educated in the colleges and
seminaries of the New South, brought the “task of scientific management”
into their “church-craft.” They centralized denominational procedures, built
educational institutions, introduced Victorian notions of public decorum to
rural farmers and wage laborers, and taught their congregations about the
virtues of sobriety and propriety.*°
Nonetheless, these trappings of cultural uplift did not stop the practices of ring
shouts, foot washing, and some yearnings for other less middle-class folkways of
religious life for many adherents of Fundamentalism. Though often labeled anti-
intellectual, the Fundamentalists were talented writers of scriptural exegesis who

gave themselves a quixotic goal of synthesizing the essentially irreconcilable

forces of Fundamentalist Christianity and the modernistic forces of early

number of popular writers. Lyman Stewart, with the aid of his brother and partner
Milton, set out to ensure that the truth would not languish because of
unavailability. They financed free distribution to every pastor, missionary,
theological professor, theological student, YMCA and YWCA secretary, college
professor, Sunday school superintendent, and religious editor in the English-
speaking world, and sent out some three million individual volumes in all”
(George Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of
Twentieth-Century Evangelicalism, 1870-1925 [Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1980], 118-19. In addition to Marsden’s assessment, Ernest Sandeen identifies
A. C. Dixon as the main agent for gathering the writers for the whole publication
(Ernest Sandeen, The Roots of Fundamentalism: British and American
Millenarianism, 1800-1930 [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970], 201).
40 paul Harvey, Redeeming the South: Religious Cultures and Racial Identities
Among Southern Baptists, 1865-1925 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1997), 258.
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twentieth-century academics.*’ A. C. Dixon’s efforts to alter Fundamentalist
Christianity demonstrated its plastic and adaptive nature, a fact that Thomas
Dixon observed and later exploited. Fundamentalism arose as a response to
boundaries being contested, boundaries of sex, selfhood, and sanctity. Only in a
climate of contested interpretations would Bible colleges be founded and books
like The Fundamentals be published. As such, A. C. Dixon attempted to redraw
the outlines of intellectual history by making it more compatible for the Biblical
literalism he and many other Fundamentalists saw as the essential guarantor of
truth.

In addition to some writing and research about A. C. Dixon’s
Fundamentalism, many have understood how Thomas Dixon followed his elder
brother's Fundamentalism for many years. Shelton Smith argues that in the early
twentieth century Dixon was “a flaming apostle of Anglo-Saxonism.”*? Declaring
that “There was no collective Summa Theologica of either the Conservative or
the Radical mentality,” Joel Williamson described the role that Thomas Dixon’s
writing played: “It is probably significant that the one work nearest to a

codification of the Radical dogma came not at all in a scholarly form, but in a

“1 To that end, Fundamentalists created a number of Bible colleges and minister-
training schools, themselves evidence of contested boundaries for interpretation
and for a need for the creation and dissemination of orthodox positions within
Christian churches. See Joel Carpenter, “Fundamentalist Institutions and the
Rise of Evangelical Protestantism, 1929-1942," Church History, 9:1 (March,
1980), 62-75.

42 Shelton Smith, In His Image, But ...: Racism in Southern Religion, 1780-1910
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1972), 276.
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novel. That book was The Leopard’s Spots.” Williamson has identified a variety
of terms with regard to the conservative tradition. Especially useful in his
terminology is “Volksgeistian Conservatism,” which Dixon demonstrated along
with being the “Radical Conservative” that Williamson calls him. Williamson

suggested:

[Volksgeistian Conservatism] presumed that God had implanted in
Southern white folk a unique and valuable spirit — that is, a ‘Volksgeist’;
second, it was a rather direct translation of the Germanic, and particularly
Hegelian, idealism into the Southern cultural and racial scene; and, third, it
sprang from roots that were indeed squarely within the Southern
Conservative tradition.**

Thomas Dixon's childhood Baptist household instructed him in the southern
conservative tradition of the late nineteenth century. In addition, Dixon also
mastered the terms of Germanic historical scholarship. Dixon studied history at
Johns Hopkins (alongside his classmate Woodrow Wilson) under the German-
trained professor Herbert Baxter Adams.*® The Dixon clan directed their
rhetorical talents toward a conservative definition of all things southern, white,
and Baptist, and the Dixons anticipated both the arguments of the Agrarians
(especially in Thomas Dixon’s 1905 autobiography The Life Worth Living) and
the Neo-Confederates. In their imagination, every white southern man had the

right to be the Ben Cameron of his plantation mansion.

43 Joel Williamson, The Crucible of Race: Black-White Relations in the American
ﬁouth Since Emancipation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), 140.

Ibid., 41.
45 For an account of Dixon’s work as a student at Johns-Hopkins, see Raymond
Allen Cook, Fire from the Flint: The Amazing Careers of Thomas Dixon (Winston-
Salem: J. F. Blair, 1968), 50-52.
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Rather than seeing Fundamentalists as collaborators of an inteliectually
crafted paradigm, commentators from H. L. Mencken to even more recent
scholars have parodied the Fundamentalists as Elmer Gantry style rubes who
hypocritically marched through anti-intellectual and populist programs. In
parodying what he saw as provincial Christian religion in his coverage of the
Scopes trial, Mencken opined: “The cosmogony of Genesis is so simple that
even a yokel can grasp it. It is set forth in a few phrases. It offers, to an ignorant
man, the irresistible reasonableness of the nonsensical. So he accepts it with
loud hosannas, and has one more excuse for hating his betters.”® Entertaining
as Mencken’s sarcasm may be, his wit gives us few clues about why Christian
Fundamentalism has been so enduring and politically and socially consequential.
Walter Lippmann delivered what he thought was a death sentence to the
Fundamentalist movement in 1929 when he said: “The movement is recruited
largely from the isolated, the inexperienced, and the uneducated.”’ Engaging too
long in Lippmann’s and Mencken'’s styles of rebuke and dismissal will reveal little
more than clever name-calling and may obscure some important cultural
information: how Christian Fundamentalism helped to shape its adherents and
their decisions in a variety of consequential social spheres, especially politics and
education.

Mindful that Baptists had come a long way from their historically humble

and egalitarian origins and sensitive to critiques like those leveled by Mencken,

4 H. L. Mencken, “Homo Neanderthalensis,” The Baltimore Evening Sun, June
29, 1925.
4" Quoted in Marsden, 191.
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many Fundamentalists were eager to prove themselves capable of engaging in
scholarly debate, and they expected their ministers to participate in the university
culture of research and theological exchange. A. C. Dixon’s vitriolic attacks on
modernism*® often matched Mencken’s attacks on Fundamentalism, and A. C.
Dixon worked hard to make his attacks as intellectual and educated as he could.
In refuting the claims of modernism in H. C. Vedder's 1922 book The
Fundamentals of Christianity (a book A. C. Dixon disparagingly renamed “The
Fundamentals of Modernism”), A. C. Dixon offered a lengthy rejoinder defending
the intellectual credentials of leading Fundamentalists. He declared, “If [Vedder]
had permitted the gray matter in his brain to work three minutes, unfettered by
prejudice, he must have thought of Henry G. Weston, George C. Lorimer, A.J.
Gordon ... hundreds of others, college men, university graduates, who believed
in ‘the absolute inerrancy and infallibility of the Bible.””*® A. C. Dixon stridently
assured Fundamentalists they were indeed involved in an academic and

professional religion.

48 Fundamentalism had a selective and paradoxical relationship with what it
called “modernism.” “Modernism,” in this context does not refer to the literary
endeavors of writers like T. S. Eliot and H.D., but it refers to a Fundamentalist’'s
version of modernity, especially in the ways that Fundamentalists saw early
twentieth-century intellectual culture as capable of eroding traditional values that
they felt important to their religion and way of life. Paradoxically, Fundamentalists
were often eager to embrace the technological adavances and trappings of
modern life that helped them promulgate their ideas and further their upwardly-
mobile class aspirations. For an extended discussion about Fundamentalism’s
engagement with modern technology, see Tona J. Hangen’s Redeeming the
Dial: Radio, Religion and Popular Culture in America. Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2001.

49 A. C. Dixon, pp. 3-4 from “The Fundamentals of Modernism,” undated
pamphlet, Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archive, Nashville, Tennessee.
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A. C. Dixon’s Fundamentalism also paradoxically ensured its adherents
they were engaging in modern scholarly endeavors while also defending their
traditions. Fundamentalists like A. C. wanted to unite many different theological
approaches into one powerful movement. By crafting interdenominational
principles and setting aside differences (no small endeavor), Baptists,
Presbyterians, Methodists, and many others could join together in a more
politically consequential community. If Fundamentalism were to be an intellectual
movement that unified several Christian denominations, then its defenders would
need a flexible and erudite theology. Fundamentalism sought opportunities to get
its message to the nation in a variety of modern media. Radio, motion pictures,
and increasing urbanization in the early twentieth century exposed many
southerners to national and international ideas and influences as well as
increased opportunities for learning about Fundamentalism.*® A good number of
Fundamentalists were in rural areas, but many were also in cities filled with
citizens who had moved there from many other places. Social mobility and
increased exposure to new ideas put many Christian Fundamentalists in a crisis
that raised doubts about their faith and social status. Although one solution to this
crisis was to retreat, another solution was to engage Fundamentalism with
modernity.

In his Anti-Intellectualism in American Life, Richard Hofstadter, an

unsparingly harsh critic of Fundamentalists, offered them a modicum of respect:

Y For an account of Fundamentalism and its use of mass culture and technology,
see Tona J. Hangen, Redeeming the Dial: Radio, Religion and Popular Culture in
America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001).
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“The minds of these men had been toughened by constant gnawing on Calvinist
and neo-Calvinist theology and disciplined by the necessity of carving out their
own theological fretwork.”' Fundamentalism was a concertedly “intellectual”
endeavor, albeit one replete with flawed and tendentious logic. R. Lawrence
Moore may be correct in his argument that religion should be viewed as
“‘unstable and negotiable, a protean response to secularized modernity that
propels people, in the absence of any code of meaning inherited from tradition, to

produce the systems of meaning that they need.”*

Moore's phrasing reveals that
these Fundamentalist positions were social constructs, something that Thomas
Dixon realized and exploited in his version of white supremacy. Americans in
Fundamentalist churches did come to expect reassurances from their ministers
that their religion was intellectually robust and its followers courageous enough to
participate in national intellectual debates, especially debates they saw as threats
to their hard-won identity as educated and upwardly-mobile. Sermons by A. C.
and Thomas Dixon (as well as their colleagues in other churches) frequently
engaged social and intellectual issues and combined editorial commentary on
current events with complex scriptural exegesis. That fusion of cultural
engagement with scriptural analysis created a way for Fundamentalist adherents

to understand the world as subservient to the word. The Fundamentalist mindset

faced an inherent contradiction: how could one point of view endorse literal

°1 Richard Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism in American Life (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1962), 91.

%2 R. Laurence Moore, “Reinventing American Religion—Yet Again,” American
Literary History 12 (2000): 318-26.
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interpretation of ancient scripture while also engaging complex social issues of
the day in respectably intellectual ways?

One response was to make tradition and Biblical literalism appear to be
the product of modern scientific scholarship. A. C. Dixon focused on a word-
centered spirituality for his version of Christian Fundamentalism. His reverence
for the word itself fits into a larger Protestant trope and longstanding tradition of
placing the text as the proper object of study and site of personal transformation
for a Christian seeking a purer self. His reverence for the word was shaped by an
almost fetishistic bibliocentrism. In a chapter from The Fundamentals, A. C.
Dixon wrote, “With the kindly oriental climate and the care which the Jewish
reverence for the book would naturally lead them to have, it is not at all
improbable that the manuscript of Moses should have been preserved for more
than a thousand years.”® Such a passage illustrates his immense reverence for
the literal word, but it also represents a hybridized speech, fusing the language of
modern scholarship and modern science with the recognizably conservative
Protestant declarations of textual power. Fundamentalists looked on their
imagined opponents in modernity and their scholarship as a faddish upstart,
chaotic foes to tame with their authority and traditionalism. Such a view would
place Fundamentalists in the position of authority that Homi K. Bhabha called
“the hybridity of colonial authority.”** Fundamentalist speech in its doubleness
parallels colonial authority: “authoritative to the extent to which it is structured

around the ambivalence of splitting, denial, repetition—strategies of defense that

53 A. C. Dixon, The Fundamentals, 94.
> Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (New York: Routledge, 1994), 165.
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mobilize culture as an open-textured, warlike strategy whose aim is rather a
continued agony.™®

To the extent that Bhabha's formulation can apply to other cultural fields,
Fundamentalism revealed that it needed modernity and modernism, even in or
especially in an agonized conflict, for the creation of its own boundaries. In
Bhabha’s terms, Fundamentalism sought to “colonize” modernity. The scars of
that battle revealed themselves in Fundamentalism’s hybrid speech, which
allowed Fundamentalists to craft rhetoric that would register modern scholarship
as well as religious orthodoxy. Fundamentalists sought to settle the perceived
threats to their faith from academic findings — from the fossil record, evolutionary
biology, and the higher criticism of the Bible. Using scientific language and proof
was not then a contradiction for someone like A. C. Dixon. Instead it was a
calculated effort to make Fundamentalist religious rhetoric superior to science.
Such a rhetorical move, however, revealed exactly how protean and portable
Fundamentalist rhetoric could be and how a writer like Thomas Dixon could use it
for other purposes.

A. C. Dixon’s Fundamentalist rhetoric was an attempt to subdue and
control modernism’s powerful and challenging tropes. Ernest Sandeen observes:
“Throughout his ministerial career [A. C. Dixon] moved away from strict
denominational allegiance and ‘churchly’ attitudes toward the type of tabernacle

environment associated with many of the great evangelists of his day, especially

%5 Ibid., 163.
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A.T. Pierson and D. L. Moody.”® Far from being strictly doctrinaire in the face of
changing times, A. C. Dixon wanted his Christianity engaged with modern
thought. This disposition necessitated rhetorical doubleness that fused the
secular with the religious or even allowed the religious to dominate the secular.

If Fundamentalism offered its adherents a rhetoric capable of adapting
itself to new paradigms in science, then that rhetoric was also available to
Thomas Dixon as a tool to structure his version of white supremacy. Highlighting
Dixon’s role as the clerical organizer behind the Ku Klux Klan’s religious imagery,
Edward J. Blum asserts: “During the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, white pastor and novelist Thomas Dixon, probably did more than any
other figure to dress racial superiority in spiritual clothes.”’ The clothing
metaphor reveals how Dixon hoped to style his pose for the Ku Klux Klan in
spiritual symbols, including their ghostly white robes.

In addition to the Ku Klux Klan clothing Dixon styled, he was quite aware
of the matrix of symbols associated with the southern gentleman. If the Ku Klux
Klan costume was for the night rider, then the day would require a southern
gentleman’s garb in Dixon’s myth. A plantation owner in Gloucester, Virginia,
Thomas Dixon wrote what he saw as a southern gentleman’s manifesto in his
1905 autobiography The Life Worth Living. Dixon saw this tradition as something

that would need defending by violence and thus anticipated Tate’s theory of

% Ernest Sandeen, 194.

" Edward J. Blum, “O God of a Godless Land’: Northern African American
Challenges to White Christian Nationhood, 1865-1906,” in Vale of Tears: New
Essays on Religion and Reconstruction, ed. Edward J. Blum and W. Scott Poole
(Macon: Mercer University Press, 2005), 104.
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tradition: “How may a Southerner take hold of his Tradition? The answer is, by
violence. For this answer is inevitable. He cannot fall back upon his religion,
simply because it was never articulated and organized for him.”®® One might look
through the lens of Tate’s metaphor and see in Dixon’s vision of the Ku Klux Klan
a violent religion, one articulated to fit the specific idiom of southern racial
violence. More to the point, Dixon suited his Klan with imagery already saturating

Baptist theology, the imagery of the apocalypse.

Il. Premillennialism vs. Postmillennialism

While the apocalypse may seem to be only about the end of times, it often
figures as a narrative that comments on current times. Largely drawing on a set
of quotations from the book of Revelation, apocalyptic theologies frame their
ideas about the end of the world and an ultimate reckoning where good and evil
would be parted. Such narratives often invoke current theories of what
constitutes good and evil, and Fundamentalism was no different in structuring its
apocalyptic narratives. In constructing his version of racial apocalypse, Thomas
Dixon revised the apocalyptic tradition he inherited from the Southern Baptist
perspective endorsed by ministers like his brother A. C. Dixon. Norman Cohn
defines the chief narrative of the apocalyptic tradition, one applicable to Baptists

in the Dixon family, accordingly:

%8 Allen Tate, “Remarks on the Southern Religion,” in I'll Take My Stand: The
South and the Agrarian Tradition (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 1930), 174.
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There will shortly be a marvelous consummation, when good will finally be

victorious over evil and forever reduce it to nullity; that the human agents

of evil will be either physically annihilated or otherwise disposed of; that

the elect will thereafter live as a collectivity, unanimous and without

conflict, on a transformed and purified earth.*®

Apocalyptic stories have tremendous organizational power. As narratives
about ultimate realities and purposes, they give direction and meaning for a
variety of social groups and causes. The teleological and eschatological direction
of apocalyptic narratives serves to simplify social chaos and otherwise conflicting
or heterogeneous accounts of ultimate reality and settles debate once and for all
in a march toward cataclysmic sets of events. In some modes, this cataclysm is
avoidable, yet in others the cataclysm is capable of modification based on human
will and intervention. Fundamentalist ministers frequently drew upon this set of
images and rhetorical imperatives when offering a call at the end of the service
for the unsaved or the sinners in need of reconciliation. Apocalyptic rhetoric also
offered frames of interpretive reference for current events by positioning the
apocalyptic speaker as a would-be prophet, and by using immediate details as
the scriptural texts for typological interpretation. Such an interpretive strategy
allowed apocalyptically-minded ministers to engage their hermeneutics of
inerrancy with current events. In fact, the entire world and its events, in this point
of view, could become a map of scriptural fulfilment to prophecy.

Two important orientations to apocalypse are premillennialism and

postmillennialism. Premillennialism holds that the end of times will begin with the

return of Jesus, who will then reign on the earth for a thousand years.

%® Norman Cohn, Cosmos, Chaos and the World to Come: The Ancient Roots of
Apocalyptic Faith (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 3.
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Postmillennialism holds that the end of times will come at the end of the
thousand years of a gradual human perfection/complete conversion to a
Christian utopia; Jesus, for postmillennialists, will conclude the millennium of
human progress with his second coming to Earth. The two differing theories of
eschatology essentially disagree over the question of human agency. In
premillennialism, Jesus returns and he alone makes the utopia possible; in
postmillennialism, human beings intervene in history (though guided by divine
power) and bring about utopia, over which Jesus returns to preside.

Kenneth Burke's terminology offers an even more precise understanding
of these eschatological distinctions.®® Burke described rhetoric as strategies for
organizing systems of meaning. Two of Burke’s systems of meaning have been
taken from literature and apply to premillennialism and postmillennialism with
special force: comic and tragic. Rather than the common meanings of “comic”
and “tragic,” their literary meanings are more germane to Burke’s purposes.
Burke defines tragedy with a deterministic frame, whereby believers see and
understand events as moving toward an unavoidable conclusion, despite any
human intervention. Most versions of Calvinism and predestination fit easily with
a tragic frame of reference. “Comic,” in Burke's use, is a frame of reference that
stresses the power of human agency to affect outcomes. In the comic view, no

conclusion is foregone, and there is usually time for intervention. Outcomes in

% For Burke's description of frames of reference, see Kenneth Burke, Attitudes
Toward History (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1984).
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the comic frame of reference have flexibility, and human choice and action
becomes crucially important.

While A. C. Dixon, along with most Fundamentalists, endorsed a tragic
premillennialism, Thomas Dixon revised his brother’s theology by endorsing a
comic postmillennialism. This difference may correspond to the differences
between Fundamentalist and evangelical interpretations of scripture. A.C. Dixon
may have had a tragic understanding of the apocalypse, one more involved with
scriptural interpretation, whereas Thomas Dixon overthrew such a view in favor
of fashioning his theology to fit the emerging ideology of white supremacy. In a
framework that can help explain the Dixons’ different approaches to eschatology,
Stephen D. O’Leary offers his interpretation of apocalyptic theology:

Apocalyptic argument in the tragic frame grounds the authority of its

pronouncements in the text of Scripture; that such argument locates the

ultimate source of authority in the divinely inspired word, the meaning of
which is fixed and determined by a single correct interpretation. Hence,
the role of the interpreter in tragic apocalypticism is reduced to the
breaking of the divine code. For argument in the comic frame, by contrast,
authority is necessarily more mutable and can be refashioned to fit human
needs, since the comic awareness of human fallibility requires the denial
of all claims to absolute knowledge.®’
Were A. C. Dixon working in an apocalyptic frame (to use Burke’s and O’Leary’s
terms), he would be a tragic thinker. Thomas Dixon, in contrast, allied himself
with the comic frame of apocalyptic thought by recommending action. “Comedy”
and “tragedy” work here in their senses of emplotment. “Tragedy” reveals human

limitations in an inevitable and destructive narrative, and “comedy” shows human

limitations in a set of events open to any number of narratives and conclusions.

61 Stephen D. O’Leary, Arguing the Apocalypse: A Theory of Millennial Rhetoric
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 214.



Whatever flaws a comic writer chooses to reveal will ultimately be correctable,
and a resolution will involve lessons learned and a better society for those
involved. Thomas Dixon grafted his myth onto this comic plot. in a Dixon novel,
the Ku Klux Klan always arrives, as in the conclusion to The Birth of a Nation, to
ensure a happy ending for the threatened whites. Thomas Dixon was to take the
apocalyptic rhetoric he mastered while working as a minister and use it as the
framing device for the Ku Kiux Klan he would mythologize.

In his rhetorical study of the apocalypse, Stephen O’Leary analyzes the
stances and arguments from ancient scriptures to the chiliastic imperatives
behind Hal Lindsey’s influential 1970 book The Late, Great Planet Earth. O’Leary
argues that the apocalypse represented a cataclysmic judgment that loomed
perpetually on the horizon. The result of that constant judgmental menace for
Fundamentalists was a rigorous dedication to spiritual vigilance and personal
piety. Every moment and event could be defined in relation to the apocalypse.
Every earthly event would merely be a precursor to the apocalypse, its meaning
related only to its ability to predict the end. While millennial urgency was a way to
scare Christians into piety, the apocalypse also presented a theory of how history
worked, conferred meaning to daily life, and taught believers how to think about
their role in human events. Some Fundamentalists approached the apocalypse
passively or devoted themselves just to observing and interpreting its signs, but
others would see themselves as active participants in the formation of the

apocalypse and its many portents and signs.



Drawing on Kenneth Burke, O’Leary sees the apocalypse as offering
vastly different philosophies with its comic and tragic frames of reference.
O’Leary explains how he identified these two different ways of thinking about the
end of times:

The differences between the tragic and comic frames of acceptance, as

embodied in their characteristic dramatic constructions of time and evil,

can be summarized as follows. The tragic plot conceives of evil in terms of

sin or guilt; its mechanism of redemption is victimage, and its plot moves

toward the isolation of the evildoer in the "cult of the kill." The comic plot

conceives of evil in terms of error, misunderstanding, or ignorance; its

mechanism of redemption is recognition, and its plot moves toward

exposure of the evildoer’s fallibility and his incorporation into society.®?
While at first glance such a framework would not seem to suit anyone’s
understanding of Thomas Dixon or his theology, he nonetheless did operate with
an apocalypse of his own, complete with a black beast — African Americans — as
a sign of the end of times. Dixon argued for a comic understanding of how
human beings could make the apocalypse avoidable and defeat the black beast.
In both The Leopard’s Spots and The Clansman, Dixon offered classically comic
endings to his narratives: white women marry the appropriate white men after
they defeat the black beasts.®® Dixon worked within the framework of apocalyptic
threat, but, from his perspective, right-minded white people who read the
symbols and prophecies in the right way would be able to intervene and change
the course of events.

Apocalyptic frameworks focus attention on interpreting the present time as

a way to understand the eventual end of times. In Susan Gillman’s words, “Even

%2 O’Leary, 200-1.
®3 | use the term “classical” here to indicate the traditional literary meaning of that
genre.
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Dixon'’s threatening question, ‘Shall the future America be Anglo-Saxon or
Mulatto?’ remains, as we have seen, conspicuously unanswered. It is a
presentist call to arms rather than an apocalyptic vision of the future.”® Dixon’s
Klan was thus a set of guardians dedicated to perpetual vigilance. O’'Leary
explains how he sees the comic frame as a spur to social action: “The fully comic
interpretation of the Apocalypse, however, would not merely postpone the End.
Rather, it would make the End contingent upon human choice, would assign to
humanity the task of ushering in the millennium.”® Dixon’s narratives involved
whites in a choice about whether or not to do battle with a black beast and
forestall the apocalypse. Thomas Dixon wanted Fundamentalism to embrace the
possibility of involving human beings in changing events and affecting (and
perhaps even effecting as well) the apocalypse. It is altogether fitting for his
symbolism that the human agents would don the costumes of the book of
Revelation in order to act on these revelations and millennial imperatives. Seeing
the Ku Klux Klan’s symbolism and rhetoric as coming from “the darkest corners
of Christianity’'s apocalyptic tradition,” W. Scott Poole argues that the Ku Klux
Klan often had overt allusions to millennialist prophecies: “In both the symbolism
[the Ku Klux Klan] chose and the terrorist tactics they practiced, the Klansmen

gave evidence of the pervasiveness of apocalyptic themes in Southern society.”®®

® Susan Gillman, Blood Talk: American Race Melodrama and the Cuiture of the
Occult (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 205.

% O’Leary, 84.

% Poole goes on to argue that the Klan became a kind of eschatological cult, one
that attempted to forge the South into the Kingdom of God by violence and
bloodshed” (W. Scott Poole, “Confederate Apocalypse: Theology and Violence in
the Reconstruction South,” in Vale of Tears: New Essays on Religion and
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Such trappings of symbols from the book of Revelation, complete with their
apocalyptic resonance, must also have served to make the Ku Kiux Klan all the
more frightening to those who witnessed their night raids. As Poole’s comments
suggest, Dixon’s Klan drew heavily from the imagery of Revelation, and, unlike
the many other vigilante groups that could have become symbols of violent white
supremacy, Dixon’s Klan has endured as a cultural icon. Dixon’s efforts to drape
white supremacy in Christian symbols and rhetorics created a full mythology in

order to make lynching a “sacred” act.

lll. Thomas Dixon’s Gospel of Social Darwinism

A. C. Dixon ultimately endorsed premillennialism, and he concluded that a
perfect God would create a perfect dispensational utopia after his return and that
imperfect human beings would never be able to have a hand in such a utopia.
Thomas Dixon had a far more difficult intellectual task ahead of him. He seemed
to have adopted the Social Gospel (as evidenced by his 1896 treatise about
social problems and religion The Failure of Protestantism in New York City), yet
he also seemed devoted to Herbert Spencer’s Social Darwinism. The Ku Klux
Klan Thomas Dixon created in his mythology could also be described as a violent
Salvation Army that would spread the gospel of Social Darwinism. The Dixons

cared a great deal for the scientific patina of both the Social Gospel and Social

Reconstruction, ed. Edward J. Blum and W. Scott Poole [Macon: Mercer
University Press, 2005], 47).

47



Darwinism. Both Dixons were scholars enough (albeit in tendentious and limited
ways) to admit that science deserved a place in any social movement they would
endorse, but the Dixons could not engage science without engaging race.
Arguing that the Bible actually predicted scientific explanations for events, A. C.
Dixon presented his thesis: “The prophecies of the Bible establish beyond a
doubt that the Bible is a revelation rather than an evolution. There could be no
evolution giving future events.”’ Fundamentalism’s engagement with science
reached a climactic debate with the Scopes Trial of 1925. Often heralded as the
end of Fundamentalism, the Scopes Trial revealed some very important truths
about Fundamentalist racial anxieties.

Why was evolution such a charged issue for Christian Fundamentalists?
Other scientific theories could have presented equal challenges for theology,
especially observations from geologists about the earth’s age and from physicists
about the beginnings and scope of the universe.®® The following illustration from
Baptist minister and former engineer Clarence Larkin’s 1918 Fundamentalist text
Dispensational Truth shows one way Fundamentalists attempted to engage in
scholarship was to mimic the strategies of scientific discourse. In a direct

response to the challenges they perceived coming from modernism and science,

7 A. C. Dixon, Theology at the Dawn of the Twentieth Century: Essays on the
Present Status of Christianity and its Doctrines, ed. and introd. J. Vyrnwy
Morgan, D.D. (Boston: Small, Maynard & Company, 1901), 35.

%8 Later twentieth-century Fundamentalist writers would increasingly rely on using
pseudo-science and current events as a way to justify a Fundamentalist outlook
on political action. Popular eschatologies relied as much on “science” as they did
on scripture. Hal Lindsey and Carole C. Carlson’s 1970 book The Late Great
Planet Earth serves as a typical example. Both A. C. and Thomas Dixon
anticipate those strategies.
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Fundamentalists created their charts, too, almost as if in imitation of the charts

they saw illustrating evolution.
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“The Ages as Viewed From Different Standpoints” (Apocalyptic Dispensations
Chart) Clarence Larkin, Dispensational Truth, Philadelphia, PA, Rev. Clarence
Larkin Estate, 1918
Evolution had an especially threatening component because it argued
against white Fundamentalism’s essential ideas about race. A. C. Dixon wanted
Darwin’s body of work to speak to ways one race would lift another one up. The
observation that A. C. Dixon would not tolerate (nor would Thomas Dixon) was

that of a race lifting itself up, and that was what he believed was central to

Darwin’s theory of evolution.®® In essence, the theory of evolution from both

% While Charles Darwin also expresses some racist claims that Dixon would
have supported, Darwinian evolution did spark a variety of racial fears among
Fundamentalists. For an extended discussion of these matters see Kidd, Colin.
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Dixons’ perspectives was a code for racial advancement and a blueprint for a
new social order. An unreconstructed southerner, even one ostensibly more
interested in Christianity than in social causes as, presumably, A. C. Dixon was,
could not accept such a theory.

In rebutting the theories of Henry Drummond, a Scottish preacher who
attempted to fuse Darwinian principles to Christian ones in his 1883 book Natural
Law in the Spiritual World, A. C. Dixon revealed his own interpretations of
Darwinism’s putative underpinnings: “[Drummond] ignores or denies the
universal law that higher life always reaches down and lifts lower life into its
realm, while it accepts and emphasizes the fallacy of the Greek philosophers,
adopted by Darwin, that lower life rises into higher by inherent forces.””® While A.
C. Dixon could expand his notion of Fundamentalist Christianity to include some
parts of scientific vocabulary, and while he could also work to make
Fundamentalism compatible with the intellectual trappings of ambitious middle-
class American life, he could not accept the challenge to “faith” he saw embodied
in Darwinism.

White Fundamentalists who accepted certain strains of pseudo-science
into their theological vocabularies then found themselves confronting the difficulty
of accounting for the spiritual possibilities and influences for non-white peoples.

How could blacks and Jews, for example, also inherit the spiritual gifts and

The Forging of Races: Race and Scripture in the Protestant Atlantic World, 1600-
2000. Cambridge: Cambridge Univerity Press, 2006.

0 A. C. Dixon, “What is Modernism?” Undated tract, Southern Baptist Historical
Library and Archive, Nashville, Tennessee.



destinies meant for true believers? If they were to be excluded, then what kind of
Christian logic would underwrite such exclusion?

Fundamentalist Christianity revealed many of its contradictions and logical
gaps when it dealt with race. In her biography of her husband, Helen Dixon
related how A. C. felt about the black “Mammy” that raised the Dixon children:
“She was black as to body, but white as an angel in soul. She taught us to pray
and sing Gospel hymns. Our mother had such confidence in Aunt Barb’s piety
that she gave us over largely to her teaching.””" All of the Dixons must have
learned their earliest lessons, Biblical and otherwise, from their “Aunt” Barb, and
the fact that, at least for Thomas Dixon, race and religion combined in such
complexly contradictory ways from their earliest days must remain one of the
essential paradoxes of their childhood and education.”?

For Barb to have been able to raise the Dixon children, she must have
mastered their lessons and been capable of exerting parental authority.
Strangely enough, A. C. Dixon would describe his education from the blacks in
his life: “I learned many a lesson of trust from the pious negroes as they lived and
died in their simple, child-like faith.””® How could a black woman like the Dixons’

Aunt Barb be at once parental and also capable of being “child-like”? If blacks

" Helen Dixon, 19.

"2 |\n Killers of the Dream, Lillian Smith calls the black nurse one of the “ghosts”
that haunt the Southern psyche: “Sometimes he wants to stay in her lap forever;
but he slips away shamefaced, remembering this mother is not ‘fitten,’ as she
says herself, to sit in the living room and eat at the table with the rest of the
family.” Smith also argues “This dual relationship which so many white
Southerners have had with two mothers, one white and one colored ... makes
the Oedipus complex seem by comparison almost a simple adjustment” (Lillian
Smith, Killers of the Dream, [New York: W. W. Norton, 1994], 133, 131).

3 Helen Dixon, 19.
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could be entrusted to help white children evolve into adults, then how could those
blacks not be themselves capable of raising themselves to the level of their white
employers? The Dixon clan clearly had involved and daily relationships with
black people, so much so that members like “Aunt” Barb were counted as
relatives. How could such a multiracial, Christian home generate the architect of
the second Ku Klux Klan?

The racial anxieties Dixon’s version of white supremacy manifested about
blacks were not so much about eradication as about subjugation. Controlling
blacks was the goal of his idealized white supremacy, and control ironically
depended upon their continued presence. A. C. Dixon’s understanding of blacks
in southern life was one of a parent to a child, but, to carry this analogy further,
this relationship would contain the possibility of the child growing up and
becoming powerful. Later in his life, A. C. Dixon reflected that President
Theodore Roosevelt’s invitation to Booker T. Washington to dine in the White
House was an affront to the South. Many could look to Booker T. Washington’s
invitation to the White House as a sign of blacks rising in the world. Such an
“evolution” of blacks would be unthinkable for unreconstructed southerners.
White Fundamentalists most feared racial equality from what they understood as
the principles of Darwinian evolution. Historian Michael Linesch has argued,
“Especially in the South, antievolutionists intimated that any acceptance of

evolution would encourage racial equality and the eventual mixing of the races.”’*

4 Michael Linesch, In the Beginning: Fundamentalism, the Scopes Trial, and the
Making of the Antievolution Movement (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2007), 90.
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A. C. Dixon wanted racial relations to be a fixed entity, and he feared change in

race relations as much as any feature of the modernist controversy.

Fundamentalists often reassured themselves about race relations by
grounding their racial theories in Biblical ideas about a chosen race of people.
Thomas Dixon held a book in his library that made the bizarre claim, based on
Biblical quotations and argument, that the English were the next nation of Israel,
followed by America as another. The book was Martin Lyman Streator’'s 1900
volume The Anglo-American Alliance in Prophecy. Streator articulates the
Biblical trope of a chosen people: “If then, Our Race be lIsrael, if we in America
be a branch of Israel, the branch of God's planting, the work of his hands that he
may be glorified, then we are destined according to the good pleasure of the will
of the Eternal and Almighty God, to spiritual and ethnical unity with the elect race
of Israel wherever found.””® A. C. Dixon used the Puritan trope of the nation of
Israel as the chosen people of the Hebrew Bible, but he applied that trope to
Fundamentalists. His efforts to structure this newly imagined community as one
framed in the terms of other, earlier “chosen” people reveal the care and
historical understanding that went into his social construct. The codes of national
identity, a chosen people, and militant defense girded A. C. Dixon’s
understanding of his Christian Fundamentalism, and all formed a lexicon of
rhetorical tools — scriptural allusions, prophetic tone, apocalyptic imperatives,
iconic symbols, etc. — that his brother would also incorporate with racism and

apocalyptic rhetoric.

7> Martin Lyman Streator, The Anglo-American Alliance in Prophecy, 1 (London:
Werner Co., 1900), 113.
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IV. How the Failure of Protestantism in New York City Would Lead to the
Second Ku Klux Klan

“There is an hour for Christianity to wield the lash and use the knife. There is a
time, in other words, for all things. There is a time for gentleness and tenderness
and love. There is a time for wrath and indignation and for overturning. There is a
time to laugh, there is a time to weep; there is a time to sing, a time to pray, a

time to fight.”
— Thomas Dixon, Jr.

Thomas Dixon’s 1896 book The Failure of Protestantism in New York City
and Its Causes articulated a vision of apocalyptic signs from the more racially
diverse and urban America he saw developing in Manhattan. The book attempts
to explain the social forces that led to the demise of Dixon’s ministry in New York
City and his return to his plantation in Gloucester County, Virginia. Several
decades before the Agrarians would make a parallel case in I'll Take My Stand,
Dixon had already anticipated those arguments. Dixon would also write his
reconstruction trilogy (The Leopard’s Spots, The Clansman, and The Traitor)
from a cabin on that land. Dixon’s texts reveal a movement from socially minded
religious work in New York City-based religion to violent agrarian ideas at his
plantation in Gloucester. If New York City could not be saved, Dixon reasoned he
should retreat to the Southern plantation ideals he cherished. When Dixon talked
about the religion he would like to see, the religion he believed could have saved
New York City from its Babylon-like wickedness, he was essentially talking about
the organization that would become the Ku Klux Klan in his later visions. White
supremacy and white religion were one and the same for him, and he said as

much when he revealingly declared, “The church of Christ is an invisible
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empire.”’® Laura Veltman summarizes the troubling association between white
supremacy and religion in Dixon’s oeuvre in no uncertain terms: “That Dixon so
often supports [doctrines of white supremacy] by implicitly and explicitly
grounding them in his understanding of Christian theology is troubling, but it
stems from his great fear that the failure of Protestantism, he warns, is the failure

of white supremacy.””’

If Veltman is right, then Dixon’s title might as well be “The
Failure of White Supremacy in New York City.” Arguing that apocalyptic
narratives often involve race as a major factor in dividing the wicked from the
just, Thomas O. Beebee argues:
Racialized apocalypses depict three different kinds of possible worlds: In
one, Tribulation is the beginning of openly racial warfare; in another, it is
the end of race war, with the last race(s) becoming first; and the
inhabitants of a third take an ecumenical approach, providing images of a
rainbow coalition departing from Babylon and constructing the New
Jerusalem.”
For Dixon, his new Jerusalem was his plantation, but he saw that haven in need
of defense.
Seeing New York endangered, Dixon names it after a city important to
several prophetic moments in the book of Revelation: “In the roar of this modern

Babylon is religion increasing its hold on man? It is doubtful.””® Dixon predicted

the coming generation would not understand either their role as religious

8 Thomas Dixon, Jr., Dixon's Sermons, Delivered in the Grand Opera House,
New York, 1898-1899 (New York: FL Bussey, nd), 98.

7 Veltman, 254.

8 Thomas O. Beebee, Millennial Literatures of the Americas, 1492-2002 (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 179-80.

® Thomas Dixon, The Failure of Protestantism in New York City and its Causes,
6-7.



adherents or as citizens in America; he imagines that their failure in those joint
duties would culminate in an apocalyptic revolution:

| hear the coming tread of a generation of men who not only know not the

name of Jesus Christ, but who do not even know the name of the

government in which they were born; who do not know the flag under
which they are supposed to march as citizens, who one day may stand
before a staggering State and challenge it to make good its own life before
the stern tribunal of the guillotine, the dagger, the torch and the dynamite
bomb!°
This passage describes the kind of social chaos Dixon saw coming and the
violence needed to restrain it. Religion, for Dixon, was close to government in
that both guaranteed meaning, defined purpose, and drew lines between and
among people.

The end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth
century witnessed both Thomas Dixon’s height of popularity and the waves of
immigrants that challenged definitions of whiteness. Early twentieth-century
immigration placed new strains on stable notions nationality and whiteness, and
an influx of European Catholics further undermined Protestantism’s claim to New
York City and an exclusive nativist American identity. Dixon however openly
admired Catholics and often wrote about what he perceived as their virtues.
Though southern Protestants were mostly anti-Catholic, and the Ku Klux Klan of
the 1920s was virulently anti-Catholic, Dixon showed a curious predilection for
admiring and even emulating certain parts of Catholicism. In his praise of the

Catholic Church, Dixon discovered the blueprints for his Klan: “In the Roman

Catholic Church there has been a degree of progress, a revolutionary change of

8 |pid., 25.
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front, within the past few years, which has been nothing short of a miracle. We
are profoundly interested in their affairs, Protestants though we are.”®' He had
similar feelings about the Salvation Army: “The voice of the Christian world, the
voice of the independent thinking world today, is practically a unit as to the
results of the work of this Army.”®? Protestantism had failed in New York,
according to Dixon's thinking, because other groups had surrounded Anglo-
Saxon civilization, and the response required an organized, hierarchical army
ready to enforce White Christianity. Dixon here shows an interest in getting his
Christian soldiers in line and ready to march with crosses, and it would only be a
matter of time before he would want those soldiers to wear frighteningly
apocalyptic white robes and burn those crosses to signify their campaign of
violence. For Dixon the answer to New York City’s problems lay in turning a
chaotic mob into an organized white army.

In The Failure of Protestantism in New York City and Its Causes, Dixon
characterized the crowd that threatened Anglo-Saxon Christianity, an apocalyptic
crowd he saw as unable fully to participate in American culture and that would
need violence to contain it:

In your midst today, then, there is a population of 50,000, whose only

restraint from torch and knife and bomb, is the fact that in your armories

on your avenues, there stand black-wheeled guns that can be drawn into
our streets and sweep them with grape and canister. The only power
today that stands to guard your life, is that power which is itself the

abrogation of civilization and the inauguration of the Reign of Terror and
Death.®

8 Thomas Dixon, The Failure of Protestantism in New York City and its Causes,
101.

8 Ibid., 85.

8 Ibid., 26-27.
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Dixon saw secret societies (or “cooperative societies,” as he called them) as
having the same kind of spiritual power that the church could have (and had
unfortunately abdicated): “There are ‘infidel’ clubs in this very city that may go
into the kingdom of heaven before some churches.”® The cooperative society he
envisioned here had not yet donned robes and lit crosses on fire, but the
variables were getting set. Their organization might take a Catholic form,
imitating its hierarchy, ritual, and costume. A more precise way to put it would be
that Dixon’s Klan resembled the exotic fantasies an overheated Protestant mind
would have of a militant and secret Jesuit assassination cabal. In The Failure of
Protestantism, Dixon opined revealingly: “lf Senator David B. Hill said, ‘Give me
the saloons, and you can have the churches,’ he was talking about the Protestant
churches, not the Catholic. Why? Because our Protestant churches are a
disorganized mob.”®® It is this Protestant “mob” that Dixon wanted to organize
along the lines of a Catholic symbolism and hierarchy.

The next step in Dixon’s logic would be for Protestant churches to
organize (in a manner as the Catholics had) and cooperate to defend their

culture.® In the final formulation for his plans to rescue New York City’s

5 Ibid., 77.

% Ibid., 105.

% Dixon reinterpreted Protestant history to present it as being involved in
organized violence: “Now | would not forget the infamies of Protestant history.
There are some dark pages in our record. There were bloody persecutions in the
Old World — even Martin Luther was not guiltless. John Calvin consented to the
burning of Servetus. Our Puritan ancestors in New England fell first on their
knees and then on the Aborigines, and afterwards made it warm for the ‘witches.’
Episcopalians whipped the Baptist, imprisoned and banished them in the early
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Protestantism from obscurity, Dixon asserted that the church would have to
organize and counter the problems he anticipated arriving with modernity: “The
question now arises, what church will have the wisdom, the foresight, the love, to
readjust itself in this twentieth century that is coming to the world needs of the
people. The church that does will be the true church of Christ, and in His name
will conquer.”®” Elsewhere, Dixon articulates the same religiously violent image:
“So today the church of Christ in our centers of civic life is confronted with just
such a crisis. The hour has come for righteous indignation. It is the hour for
righteous wrath and for the action — yes, the violence of Christ under the
influence of that wrath.”®® Dixon’s Kian would be much like a southern version of
the Inquisition with his leadership of a counter-reconstruction. Dixon urged that
this program of religious violence happen immediately in order to save society
from the forces that threaten it: “In the life of society there are times when the
community must rise in indignation and rid itself of pestilence.”® Even Christian
love, in Dixon’s hands, gets defined as a violent thing: “The love which filled the
soul of Christ was a consuming fire, and before it evil must be burned up.”®
“Love” like this, for Dixon, would fuel the fires of lynchings.

While religion should be one of the forces that restrains the violence (like
lynchings) that Dixon recommended, an anthropological view of religion would

see its relationship with violence as being inextricably bound to a cuiture’s notion

history of Virginia” (Dixon, The Failure of Protestantism in New York City and its
Causes, 120).

8 |bid., 44.

® |bid., 131-32.

8 Ibid., 125.

% Ibid., 128.
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of the sacred. In an influential definition, Clifford Geertz looks at religion from the
point of view of anthropology in his essay “Religion as a Cultural System”:
A religion is: (1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful,
pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3)
formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing
these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and
motivations seem uniquely realistic.®!
Geertz’s clothing metaphor is particularly apt for Dixon’s Kian. Even though both
A. C. and Thomas Dixon often attempted to disguise their doctrines as timeless
or only common sense, their theologies were shrewdly crafted social paradigms
that involved a number of forces beyond the pale of what one would normally
think religious: the business of mass marketing and ideology through
propaganda, and, in Thomas Dixon'’s case, through the promulgation of a white-
robed army of apocalyptic “knights.” Dixon wrote novels about these knights of
white supremacy, but he also put them in a play that toured the country, The

Clansman, and that production became the way he most clearly articulated his

vision for his white supremacist redemption of the entire nation.

%1 Clifford Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System,” The Interpretation of Cultures:
Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 90.
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CHAPTER TWO

THOMAS DIXON JR.’'S MORALITY PLAY OF WHITE SUPREMACY

I. The Gospel of Lynching according to Thomas Dixon
I, myself, being a deep south white, reared in a religious home and the Methodist
church realize the deep ties of common songs, common prayer, common
symbols that bind our two races together on a religio-mystical level, even as
another brutally mystic idea, the concept of White Supremacy, tears our two
people apart. — Lillian Smith in a letter to Martin Luther King, Jr.

In the letter to Martin Luther King, Jr. quoted above, Lillian Smith revealed
her understanding of how the South was torn between the two forces of a binding
and communal set of religious symbols, gestures, and speech while also being
split by the pervasive forces of white supremacy. There would be no tension if
Dixon could unite religion and white supremacy. Dixon’s narratives attempted to
solve the tension those two forces brought to the South by crafting a religious
version of white supremacy with his Klan. While Smith’s understanding of religion
entails racial harmony (as does Martin Luther King, Jr.’s), Dixon’s religion would
enact racial exclusion. In his two novels The Leopard’s Spots and The Clansman
and the play called The Clansman (which drew from the two novels), Dixon

created a liturgical and apocalyptic drama that portrayed wild black visions and

voices ultimately being controlled by a Christian-inflected Ku Klux Kilan.
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Dixon’s play The Clansman®? was a pageant of southern whiteness and
conservative tradition, and it played an instrumental role in establishing the
boundaries of early twentieth-century whiteness. This play looked back to a
tradition of liturgical theater involving mystery and morality plays while it also
looked forward to modern propagandistic films like Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation
(originally titted The Clansman and based largely on Dixon’s play).93 As such,
Dixon'’s play involved religious imagery as it draped its Klan with religious
symbols and had them enact ritualistic gestures. In addition, this play anticipated
and explored modern techniques of propaganda, particularly constructing a
visual spectacle for its audience that taught them to use their collective gaze in
the service of white supremacist surveillance and racial prohibition.

The Clansman offered audiences a white supremacist morality play that
set loose a series of horrifying (to Dixon’s white audience) black voices and
images in order to show how the Ku Klux Kian could subdue them and ultimately
protect white southern cuiture. Dixon drew from a whole matrix of religious
symbols and narratives to invest this drama with the authority of ancient and
Christian ritual. Although the play dramatized the most lurid negrophobic fears
the white South had entertained, it also promised a heroic Klan that would

intervene and halt the racial apocalypse Dixon feared. The play, and its

92 Thomas Dixon, Birth of a Nation, Manuscript, Duke University Special
Collections. (Dixon renamed the play The Clansman after D. W. Griffith’s film The
Birth of a Nation was released.)

93 See Melvyn Stokes, D.W. Griffith’s “The Birth of a Nation” A History of the
Most Controversial Motion Picture of All Time (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2007), 115.
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accompanying 86-page program, worked to make its audience into acolytes of
Dixon's Klan.*

Ben Cameron, the play’s main character, summarizes the drama and
perhaps Dixon’s work as a whole with the pithy and melodramatic line: “I hope to
be worthy of your daughter, sir, but the God | worship never meant a Negro to
rule a white man!”® As Dixon’s mouthpiece for religious white supremacy, Ben
Cameron uses “God” and “worship” here to sanctify his ideas for racial hierarchy.
Dixon’s play capitalized on the shifting lines between theater and religion.% it is
little wonder that a minister and arch-racist would find ways to fuse the two
endeavors. Clothed as it is in deeply religious symbols, Dixon’s The Clansman

toured the country like a Protestant revival, and this revival argued for a religious

% The Clansman: An American Drama: From His Two Famous Novels The
Leopard's Spots and The Clansman: Presented by the Southern Amusement Co.
(1905), play program, Special Collections, The Louis Round Wilson Library, The
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. The entire program is also available
online at http://archive.org/details/clansmanamerican00dixo The 80-page
program contains 31 photographs, information about the play, and three essays
by Thomas Dixon: “The Future of the Negro,” “The Story of The Ku Klux Kian,”
and “What Our Nation Owes the Klan.”

% Dixon, The Clansman (play), 18.

% The revivalist evangelicalism of the nineteenth century had made the
Protestant churches much more preacher-centered, aural experiences, and this
trend was reflected in architecture and church construction. Jeanne Kilde argues
that “for Finney and his associates, the missionary impulse justified a strong
public presence for the church and justified, specifically, taking Christianity into
the realm of the theatre. In short order, the spatial advantages of the theatre
impressed Finney, the revival preacher. The stage accommodated preaching as
no physically constricting elevated pulpit could, and the galleries and sloped floor
not only helped rivet viewers’ attention on the stage but also allowed the
preacher to more easily see each listener” (Jean Halgren Kilde, When Church
Became Theatre: The Transformation of Evangelical Architecture and Worship in
Nineteenth-Century America [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005], 197).
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conversion to white supremacy.?” As the Crucifixion is the main event in
Christianity, so the lynching is the central narrative in Dixon’s morality play.
Donald Matthews has argued that we should revise the opinion that lynching is
the result of a frontier spirit of gladiatorial vengeance; instead, we should see it
as a “blood sacrifice” draped in religious imagery, a description that could well
apply to Dixon’s play.? Dixon’s play fits the parameters of Matthews'’s argument
simply because it attempts to sanctify racial violence by mythologizing the Ku
Klux Klan and by making those white robes the raiment for a new order of
murderous clergy.

Dixon’s play version of The Clansman largely follows the novel and also
follows the same melodramatic storyline of Dixon's first novel, The Leopard’s
Spots. After being arrested over not having paid exorbitant property taxes, Ben
Cameron is released from prison and secretly acts as the head of the Ku Klux
Klan, a post offered to him by Nathan Bedford Forrest.® After Gus--Dixon’s black

beast rapist in this narrative--pursues Flora Cameron to her death, Ben organizes

% The Clansman further fits the strategies that Susan Gillman identifies in the
early twentieth century: “All the pageantry, parades, and mass meetings, as well
as the street theater and oratory, that one finds in the early decades of the
twentieth century represent the historically specific use of spectacle to promote
fraternal and race-based, national and internationalist, social and political
movements” (Susan Gillman, Blood Talk: American Race Melodrama and the
Culture of the Occult [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003}, 27).

% Donald G. Matthews, “The Southern Rite of Human Sacrifice,” Journal of
Southern Religion (2000) http://jsr.as.wvu.edu/mathews2.htm

% Though Nathan Bedford Forrest does not appear in the novel version of The
Clansman, Dixon does add him to the play to fit with an overall strategy of
teaching his audience the basics of what he saw as the Klan’s history and key
figures. For more information about Nathan Bedford Forrest's role in the early
Klan and about the second Klan in general, see Nancy MaclLean, Behind the
Mask of Chivalry: The Making of the Second Ku Klux Klan (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995), 131.
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the Ku Klux Klan to apprehend him. Using a secret cave for their Klavern, Klan
members interrogate and execute Gus for the rape. For his Klan activities, the
scheming mulatto Lieutenant Governor, Silas Lynch arrests Cameron and quickly
schedules his execution. Even though Elsie Stoneman is Ben Cameron’s
intended, Lynch demands that she marry him and tells her that accepting his
proposal will cause him to commute her fiancé’s death sentence. Desperate to
prevent the marriage, Elsie’s father levels a revolver at the couple, prepared to
shoot either his daughter or Silas Lynch or both of them. Lynch at gunpoint
demands, “Will you kill your own child?” and Stoneman responds, “Sooner than
see her in your arms.”'® At that precise moment, the Ku Klux Klan, led by Ben
Cameron, arrives to depose Lynch and his black government. Elsie and Ben
embrace, and a Klan parade ensues until the final curtain.

This play recounts an archetypal story that reveals white supremacy’s
underwriting of so many white psychological and social needs, tensions, and
powers. On Friday, September 23, 1905, the dramatized version of The
Clansman premiered at the Academy of Music in Norfolk, Virginia. The Clansman
toured the nation for three years and drew a mixture of impassioned responses
ranging from a standing ovation and the applause of governors to a riot and legal
sanction. When the play opened in Charlotte, North Carolina, The Charlotte Daily

Observer ran an advertisement saying that The Clansman (identifying it as a

19 pixon, The Clansman (play), 24.
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“Romance of the South”) featured “fifty people” and “two carloads of scenery,
accessories, and four horses.”"""

Dixon’s play left a wake of destruction and controversy. The Virginian-Pilot
review, on September 23, 1905, cited a regional prejudice in Dixon’s favor:
“Further south, the southern sentiment is stronger. On a tour through the south
‘The Clansman’ will be like a runaway car loaded with dynamite.”'%? Arguing that
the racial hysteria promulgated by the play helped fuel the Atlanta riot of 1906,
Mark Bauerlein gives an overview of the Atlanta audience’s response: “But the
Atlanta audience cheered when Klansmen assembled before a blazing cross,
and roared when sheeted white caps astride a half-dozen live steeds raced
across the stage to save southern womanhood.”'® The play had its critics as
well. John Mitchell, Jr., editor of the black newspaper The Richmond Planet,
wrote: “Rev. Dixon is not only charged with making untrue statements but
something worse. If the divine’s worst enemy could wish for him a worse
journalistic thrashing than the one he is now receiving at the hands of his white
critics, he is devoid of pity and a stranger to mercy. Farewell, Brother Dixon!”'%

Mitchell also printed some unsparing comments from The News-Leader

(Richmond), for instance: “If Mr. Dixon could arrange to have a man actually

191 Charlotte Daily Observer, 14 Oct. 1905, 12.

92 The Virginian-Pilot. September 23, 1905.

193 Mark Bauerlein, Negrophobia: A Race Riot in Atlanta, 1906 (San Francisco:
Encounter Books, 2001), 35.

1% The Richmond Planet, October 7, 1905, 4.
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lynched on the roof of the capitol here, he would fill the square with people at two

dollars a head.”'%

The Clansman on the stage was a spectacle version of the Ku Kiux Klan
mythology Dixon had experimented with in his first two novels. From a script
overseen by Thomas Dixon, D. W. Griffith captures that sense of spectacle with a
guotation from Woodrow Wilson’s 1902 A History of the American People in the
scene where the Ku Klux Klan first emerges. The quotation on screen reads,
“The white men were roused by a mere instinct of self-preservation .... until at
last there had sprung into existence a great Ku Kiux Klan, a veritable empire of

the south, to protect the southern country.”'®

Qg “The white men were roused by
a mere instinct of self-preservation

untl at last there had sprung
into existence a great Ku Klux Klan,
a ventable empire of the South. to

protect the Southem countrv ™

WOODEREOW W D s,
| |

Film still from The Birth of a Nation, David W. Griffith Corporation, 1915

Yet the quotation is a butchered sampling that distorts and ignores Wilson's

195 Richmond Virginia News-Leader, Sept. 27, 1905.
'% | addition to Dixon’s novel and play being the basis for the plot of The Birth of
a Nation, Dixon worked on the screenplay with Griffith.
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vision of the Ku Klux Klan. The ellipsis brazenly omits over two pages of
information from Wilson’s A History of the American People. This ellipsis signals
a gap and a distortion in the narrative and the myth or the cultural narrative, and
the intervening words were exactly the kind of arguments that the Dixonian
cultural narrative wanted to silence in order to articulate a more ideologically
“pure” version of white supremacy. The missing words demonstrate Wilson’s
view that imprudent, passionate men of the South, mostly through secret
societies and their amusement at first, eventually “took the law into their own
hands” and created fear with “many an excited prank and mummery.”'%" Griffith’s
film (the first film ever shown in the White House) alluded to the sitting President
as a Klan supporter when a full rendition of his quotation would have revealed
Wilson to be more critical. In his own history, Wilson provides an iliustration of
the Ku Klux Klan garb, conspicuously devoid of the religious imagery that Dixon
added and thus reveals Dixon’s alteration of symbols and codes in his retelling

of Reconstruction.

97 Woodrow Wilson, A History of the American People, V, Reunion and
Nationalization (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1902), 58, 60.
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TWO MEMBIKS OF THE Kt KLUX KLAN *tThe Frery Cross of old Scocand's hille''™

lllustration of Klansmen in Woodrow Wilson’s 1902 A History of the American

People (left) contrasted with an image from Thomas Dixon’s 1905 The Clansman
(right)’®

In addition, Dixon adds a blood ritual, crosses (including a burning cross), and
some Scottish folklore to the Ku Klux Klan’s imagery. This Christian-inflected
version of the Ku Klux Klan became codified in American cuiture, and Dixon
coordinated its symbolism. The play version of The Clansman was the first step
in that effort.

Dixon’s play version of The Clansman declares itself in its program to be a
sequel to Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Before Dixon’s writing, the Christian vision of race
and slavery melodrama was certainly Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Dixon clearly saw The
Clansman as a rebuttal to Harriet Beecher Stowe. (Indeed, The Biloxi Daily
Herald labeled The Clansman the South’s own Uncle Tom’s Cabin.) For every

person who had read Stowe’s novel, fifty had seen the play version of Uncle

% Thomas Dixon, The Clansman: An Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan
ilustrated by Arthur Ignatius Keller (New York: Doubleday, Page & Co., 1905),
326A.
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Tom’s Cabin, which attracted a new middle-class audience previously scornful of
the theater. Given the pervasive influence of Stowe’s novel and its dramatized
version, Dixon felt the need to position his play as a rebuttal. ' Matching Stowe,
Dixon followed his novel with a play, hoping to counter Stowe’s influence. In his
spoken address to the audience at The Clansman premiere in Norfolk, Virginia
on September 22, 1905, as reported by The Virginian-Pilot, he said:
For fifty-two years, “Uncle Tom's Cabin” has maligned the south and |
can only hope that “The Clansman” may last that long and accomplish
much for the other side of the great question. My object is to teach the
north, the young north, what it has never known—the awful suffering of
the white man during the dreadful reconstruction period. | believe that
Almighty God anointed the white men of the south by their suffering.''°
As part of his “rebuttal,” Dixon replaces the suffering Christ-figure of Uncle Tom
with a “justly-punished” black criminal. Dixon’s address also makes it clear to his
audience that religious frameworks undergird his Klan. (“Almighty God anointed

the white men of the south by their suffering.”) Dixon’s Klan was for him a sacred

community, complete with priestly robes and “anointed” rituals all its own. In his

19 |n his book about the cultural reception to Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, David
Reynolds recounts, “Stowe’s novel and its offshoots gave off unconventional,
even revolutionary racial messages that seemed truly dangerous to white
supremacists of the Jim Crow era, which lasted from the 1870s to the early
1960s. Most notably, the popular Southern author Thomas Dixon attended an
Uncle Tom play in 1901 and was so infuriated by what he regarded as its
endorsement of black power that he wrote bitterly of Stowe, ‘A little Yankee
woman wrote a book. The single act of that woman’s will caused the war, killed a
million men, desolated and ruined the South, and changed the history of the
world.” Dixon responded to Uncle Tom’s Cabin by penning virulently racist, anti-
Stowe novels that became massive best sellers. One, The Clansman was the
basis of D. W. Griffith’s adeptly made yet thematically abhorrent film The Birth of
a Nation” (David Reynolds. Mightier Than the Sword: Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the
Battle for America [New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2011}, 9-10).

"0 “The Clansman Scored a Sensational Success,” The Virginian-Pilot, 23
September 1905, 1.
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own mind, and in the minds of a large part of his audience, Dixon had effectively
moved the locus of sacred action from the cultural symbol and argument
embodied by Uncle Tom to the Ku Klux Klan. His play offers a version of culture
that attempted to replace Stowe’s story in a way that promoted citizenship in a
new white supremacist nation. Whereas Stowe’s novel is a story of black
suffering and white guilt, Dixon’s play tells a story of white suffering and black
guilt. If Stowe saw Uncle Tom as a new Christ, a martyr whose sacrificial death
could bring about a social transformation, Dixon saw Ben Cameron as an
avenging Christ, an apostle of violence charged to keep his culture from
apocalypse. The high priests of the nation’s white supremacy, Dixon’s Ku Klux
Klan in this play, complete with ceremonial robes and a prayer to open their
service, structure their propaganda along the lines of religious iconography.
One might think that if lynching were seen as a type of religious rite, the
Christ figure would be the person who is lynched. Yet Dixon’s religious
inclinations led him to transfer the quality of sacredness from the victim to the
community exacting its presumed justice upon a scapegoat. Whereas Stowe’s
religious inclinations led her to identify Uncle Tom with Jesus-the-son-of-God,
who suffered to expiate humanity’s sins, Dixon’s Klansmen identify themselves
with a thundering Jehovah, a God-the-father ready to crucify a demonic black
“beast” for justice. Stowe elaborates her theological symbolism in her book’s
sermon-like conclusion by comparing Uncle Tom’s death to Jesus’ crucifixion:
But, of old, there was One whose suffering changed an instrument of

torture, degradation and shame, into a symbol of glory, honor, and
immortal life; and, where His spirit is, neither degrading stripes, nor
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blood, nor insults, can make the Christian's last struggle less than
glorious.*"

While Stowe wanted to reinvest the cross with an additional emblematic narrative
of slavery’s wrongs, and utilized Uncle Tom’s martyrdom to convert her readers
to an abolitionist crusade, Dixon appropriates the very same religious symbols
(cross, sacrifice, redemption) for the Ku Klux Klan. In the Grand Dragon’s
explanation of how news of Gus’s execution is spread, Dixon launches the
burning cross as one of the Ku Klux Klan’s most identifiable perversions of
Christian symbolism:

In olden times when the Chieftain of our people summoned the clan on

an errand of life and death, the Fiery Cross, extinguished in sacrificial

blood, was sent by swift courier from village to village. This call was

never made in vain, nor will it be tonight, in the new world. Here, on

this spot made holy ground by the blood of those we hold dearer than

life, | raise the ancient symbol of an unconquered race of men....""?
While Christian symbolism for Stowe worked to argue against slavery, Dixon put
the same set of Christian symbols to work in an argument for white revenge and
control. Dixon’s Klan is a society draped in symbols already resonant and
historically powerful in creating communities and pointing them toward violence
in a “sacred” cause.

Dixon’s religious symbolism has less to do with actual Christianity than
with creating a community through violent ritual. The Clansman—both the play

and the novel—provides a model for communities preparing to commit vigilante

justice, complete with information about how to identify a scapegoat. Informed by

" Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, or, Life among the Lowly (New
York: Library of America, 1982), 480.
"2 Thomas Dixon, The Clansman (novel), 326.
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anthropological analyses of the gospels and of ancient cultures, René Girard
sees violent action as being instrumental to the formation not only of a religious
group but also of a culture. Dixon’s play perfectly anticipates Girard’s theories. In
his analysis, a scapegoat provides the necessary foundation for a group:
“Whenever scapegoats truly function as scapegoats, they are seen as monsters
of iniquity, whose expulsion is indispensable to the survival of the community.”'"
Dixon’s play was an effort in creating not just an entertained audience, but also a
community, indeed a nation, of whiteness.

In the “religious” rituals in the Klavern scene, Dixon calls upon the
collective imagination of those who see themselves as southerners; indeed, the
segregated audience (with blacks relegated to a second-class status in the
balcony at the Norfolk premiere) itself formed a mirror of the actions on the stage.
Dixon’s rhetoric imagined a community where all gender, class, and religious
differences mattered little when compared to the all-important whiteness that
united them. The rites of white supremacy Dixon staged were efforts to train the

gaze of his audience for collective and sustained scrutiny and defense of

whiteness and purity.

Il. “It's Gus!”’: The Klavern and the White Gaze

In a 1906 interview with Frank Morse of The Washington Times Magazine,

Dixon asserted the primacy of the visual in his play The Clansman. When Morse

13 René Girard, “The Question of Anti-Semitism in the Gospels,” The Girard
Reader, ed. James G. Williams (New York: Crossroad, 1996), 218.

73




asked if Dixon preferred “the drama as a means of reaching the people,” Dixon
replied that in play The Clansman “there are more than six hundred pictures
presented to the audience in swift succession. It carries a realization that no book
can give.”'"* This understanding of his play reveals how Dixon’s strategies
anticipated those methods that film could deliver. New technologies like film,
advertising, and mass-distributed photograph-filled theater programs became
avenues for exercising visual, rhetorical, and social power, and Dixon was

masterful in exploiting them.'"®

Photograph of the Klavern scene from the play program for The Clansman. The
caption reads “The Confession of Gus — Act Iii.”

1 Interview with Thomas Dixon by Frank Morse, Washington Times Magazine
Section, March 11, 1906, 7.

Y15 Interpreting race as “the crucial means of ordering the newly enlarged
meaning of America,” Grace Elizabeth Hale argues that mass racial meanings
were made and marked at a time when technological change made the cheap
production of visual imagery possible and the development of a mass market
provided a financial incentive—selling through advertising—to circulate the
imagery” (Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation
in the South, 1890-1940 [New York: Pantheon, 1998], 7).
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One such picture from the program reveals the most important aspects of
Dixon’s virulent strategy. In this staged photograph of this scene (also replicated
in Griffith’'s 1915 film The Birth of a Nation) Gus appears frightened in front of the
Klansmen gathered in the Klavern cave as they investigate his guilt. His fear is
on display and is at once further proof of his guilt and a visible demonstration of
white power. The minstrel show had long used black fright for comic effect and
for a similar demonstration of white superiority. If The Clansman owes something
to the minstrel show, then it replicates what Eric Lott calls the “pale gaze”: “a
ferocious investment in demystifying and domesticating black power in white
fantasy by projecting vulgar black types as spectacular objects of white men'’s
Iooking.”116 This scene in the Klavern that puts Gus’s fright on display serves to
demonstrate white power in precisely the same ways that Lott understands those
threats to be deployed and contained in the minstrel show. The comic flourishes
endemic to the “black fright” of minstrel shows essentially undermined black
masculinity and aided the scapegoat portrait. Andrew Silver highlights the role
that black fright played in minstrel shows: “Of course, black fright was one of the
principal tropes of minstrelsy, and descriptions of such cowardice play an integral
role in the comic reception of Klan activities in both northern and southern
newspapers.”'” Dixon is not interested in writing a new minstrel show even
though he draws from that tradition, and he wants Gus to be in an abject, and not

humorous, position. Instead, he is interested in creating a white supremacist

"8 Eric Lott, Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working
Class (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 152.

"7 Andrew Silver, Minstrelsy and Murder: The Crisis of Southern Humor (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2006), 60.
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passion play/morality play complete with all of its allegorical meanings and
religious iconography. Morality plays featured a main character challenged by
various moral dilemmas, often an allegorical representation of some abstraction
like “sloth” or “wrath.” Further suggesting his play’s debt to traditions of liturgical
drama, Dixon portrays characters as types or allegorical players like the morality
play Everyman. Dixon uses names in the play like “the Carpetbagger” and “The
Night Hawk.”'"® Mystery and morality plays had a liturgical and ritual basis and
argued for a vigorous defense of Christian values against a series of perceived
threats. Dixon’s The Clansman also situated itself as a repository of moralistic
advice and definition of community values; the minister/writer merely fuses
religion with the Ku Klux Klan. Dixon arranges this moment on the stage to be a
trial of one such perceived threat in his morality play that argues not for
Christianity but for a white supremacy that had stolen the trappings of a Christian
tribunal.

The scene in the Klavern where Gus is compelled to describe his crimes
involves itself in a set of problematic prohibitions. Although he will not admit any
wrongdoing, under the apparently irresistible mesmerism of Ben'’s father Dr.
Cameron, Gus eventually confesses that Flora ran from him, and that, in her
shocked attempt to avoid one of his lunges, she jumped over a cliff to her death.
After having been mesmerized by Dr. Cameron, Gus not only confesses to
having pursued Flora with intent of rape, but he reenacts his actions before the

Klansmen. The Klansmen groan as he shows them his crouching and menacing

18 Also a Klan title of rank
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pursuit of Flora. This reenactment is ostensibly to prove Gus'’s guilt, but the
Klansmen get Gus to present to them the very thing that they dread the most.
While Dixon had thousands of ways to invent a guilty character, he revealingly
chose to do it through confession and reenactment.

Dixon’s presentation of his worst fears in the context of a play that sought
to eliminate his worst fears involves his narrative in an important paradox. The
linguistic (or dramatic) act of defining something as taboo involves a labeling or
naming of that taboo. As Judith Butler has argued, “Language that is compelled
to repeat what it seeks to constrain invariably reproduces and restages the very
speech that it seeks to shut down.”""® Gus’s confession is an engineered speech
act that forces him to censor himself; the paradox is that the very same language
that censors and limits his agency also, from the perspective of the white
audience, displays his predatory sexuality.'®® As Gus describes his pursuit of
Flora, the Klansmen groan: his recitation evokes a pornographic fear inherent in
the Dixonian narrative of white women being pursued by black beasts. The
passage definitely evokes black masculine power and threat while the passage
also demonstrates its power to contain that very threat.

If the white pornographic imagination depended upon such a paradoxical
deployment and jouissance with taboo, then white supremacy for Dixon

inextricably founds itself on interracial pornography. Dixon must have a rape

"9 Judith Butler, Excitable Speech (New York: Routledge, 1997), 129.

120 judith Butler identifies a linguistic paradox in the use of the term ‘homosexual’
in the former “don’t-ask-don’t-tell” policy of the United States Military: “The
regulations propose the term as unspeakable within the context of self-definition,
but they still can only do this by repeatedly proposing the term” (Butler, Excitable
Speech, 104).
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threat in his play. Even though he had thousands of plot twists available to make
Gus guilty, he chose rape. Dixon’s pornographic propaganda was designed to
excite sexual fears and move his white audience to murderous action. Drawing
from the sources of religious iconography and pornography (unlikely as that
pairing may appear to be), Dixon creates a pornographic propaganda of black
threat and subsequent white control.

Even though interracial rape is a taboo subject, this sexual drama does
seem to be replayed again and again, especially in southern texts. Clyde Taylor
has pointed out that the attraction for white men in watching sex between a black
man and a white woman is “negrophilia”:

The heart of negrophilia is bared in that curious erotic ritual in which a

white male heightens sexual pleasure by witnessing his wife having

intercourse with a black man—sometimes while he has sex with

another partner. The white man’s pleasure derives from identifying with

the erotic experience and performance.'?!

The Klansmen’s ambiguous groans as they hear Gus’s tale in the Klavern could
indicate their dismay and possibly their arousal at such a possibility. In their
judgment of Gus, these Klansmen also potentially indulge (along with the
audience) in negrophilia as they contemplate how Gus lusted for and pursued
Flora. Gus’s guilt seems to be established by his reenactment, but such a
narrative device disguises Dixon’s true purposes. Riché Richardson has argued

that “formulations of black masculinity in the South as pathological—particularly

those rooted in sexuality—have also been invoked, for instance, to veil the white

'21 Clyde Taylor “The Re-Birth of the Aesthetic,” in The Birth of Whiteness: Race
and the Emergence of U.S. Cinema, ed. Daniel Bernardi (New Brunswick:
Rutgers University Press, 1996), 27.
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masculine pornographic imagination in the South.”'?? Dixon’s Klavern scene uses
black sexual masculinity as the projection of the white masculine pornographic
imagination. In a similar vein, Michel Foucault examines “the power that lets itself
be invaded by the pleasure it is pursuing,” a phrase that could describe Dixon’s
interracial rape melodrama.'?® Dixon’s narratives, oddly enough, anticipate the
paradoxes of power and sexuality and the gaze that Foucault identifies. The
groans of the Klansmen testify to an uncertainty about what that story means to
them. Is it a repression or an expression of desire or both? What does the
audience learn from viewing this spectacle?

Dixon’s play attempts to train the white gaze to work in the service of
policing black criminality, and the entire white community depends upon this
surveillance of black criminality. Without that capacity for surveillance, whiteness,
for Dixon, will be assaulted and eventually destroyed by racial mixing. Constant
vigilance from Dixon’s Klan would ensure control by identifying and labeling the
black threat. René Girard highlights how rituals of control and exorcism can work
on a linguistic level (as they do for Dixon). Renaming often accompanies the
fantasies of control in such moments for Girard: “A disease with a name seems
on the way to a cure, so uncontrollable phenomena are frequently renamed to

create the impression of control. Such verbal exorcisms continue to appeal

122 Riché Richardson, Black Masculinity and the U. S. South: From Uncle Tom to
Gangsta (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2007), 5.

123 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction. Robert
Hurley, trans. (New York: Vintage, 1990), 1: 45.
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wherever science remains illusory or ineffective.”®* If Dixon could reveal to his
audience a mythology of how the black beast of the apocalypse (Gus) would
destroy the pure white angel of culture (Flora), then he could argue that this
apocalypse could be avenged this time and avoided in the future. In the logic of
Dixon’s play, a constant surveillance of blacks would give whites some measure
of control and some ability to read the signs of any threatening racial apocalypse.
While the play version of the Clansman used mesmerism to convey Gus'’s
guilt, the novel involved another method for visualizing the black beast rapist.
The novel The Clansman offers yet another way technologies of visibility and
power worked in Dixon’s imagination as a way for whites to control the black
masculine threat. In one of the more curious passages in all of Dixon'’s fiction, Dr.
Cameron in The Clansman conducts an experiment on the eyes of a dead rape
victim:'® “| believe that a microscope of sufficient power will reveal on the retina
of these dead eyes the image of this devil as if etched there by fire....
Impressions remain in the brain like words written on paper in invisible ink.”'? As
Dr. Cameron and his son Ben work, they come to find that the retina yields (albeit
to the “trained” eye of the elder Dr. Cameron) an image central to Dixon'’s vision
of racial fear. The significance of the trained eye is that it would understand the

spectacle of black criminality upon which Dixon bases his mythology of white

supremacy. The passage where Dixon’s characters examine the victim’s eye

124 René Girard, The Scapegoat, trans. Yvonne Freccero (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1986), 4.

125 Her name is Marion Lenoir in the novel; Dixon makes Elsie Stoneman the
second victim/threatened white woman in the play version of The Clansman.
126 Dixon, The Clansman, (novel) 312-3.
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renders the act of seeing visible—it is as if Dixon wants his audience to see
seeing. By doing so, the vision offered will render the most important of all
visions in Dixon: the black male rapist/beast that would coerce white women to

have mulatto children.

Photograph from the play program for The Clansman
The program structured its audience’s point of view to work as a panoptic

gaze of criminal detection linked directly to criminalizing black masculinity. The
“training” that structured this way of seeing, this framing of reality depends of
course on claims to scientific and irrefutable visual and empirical evidence. Dr.
Cameron continues the examination: “What do you see?” asked the younger
man, bending nervously. “The bestial figure of a negro—his huge black hand
plainly defined—the upper part of the face is dim, as if obscured by a gray mist of

dawn—but the massive jaws and lips are clear—merciful God!—yes!—it's
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Gus!"'¥ The play program also includes a photograph of an unidentified black
man (with a defiant expression on his face) looking directly at the camera. The
caption under the photograph reads: “The lowest type of Negro, maddened by
these wild doctrines, began to grip the throat of the white girl with his Black
Claws.”'?® Perhaps the most damaging cultural statement of all, this photograph
encourages audience members to apply the play’s codes of criminality to blacks
they themselves could see. Paradoxically, the black beast Dixon created was the
most important part of his white supremacy. Without that iconic threat, none of
the rest of his cultural narrative of a threatened pure white heroine or a Christian-
inflected Ku Klux Klan would be necessary.

in the play version of The Clansman, Dixon explores how a new visual
economy based on white supremacist iconography could redefine the South.
Bringing attention to that new visual economy, Jonathan L. Beller has argued,
“As cinema mediates the apparent world, it also structures perception.”'?® Dixon’s
play (and accompanying program) worked to structure perception according to
Dixon’s worldview and conception of white supremacy. The lurid melodrama on
the stage worked like propaganda to move Dixon’s audience, but Dixon also
manipulated what his audience had to imagine without actually seeing. Dixon
hoped his audience would imagine the rape scene. He leaves the audience’s

worst fears—those that were literally beyond what he could present on stage—to

'27 Dixon, The Clansman (novel), 314.

128 Dixon, Program for The Clansman.

29 jonathan Beller, “Kino—I, Kino—World: Notes on the Cinematic Mode of
Production,” in The Visual Culture Reader, 2nd ed., ed., Nicholas Mirzoeff
(London: Routledge, 2002), 81.
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their imagination. Dixon used the obscenity (literally meaning “off-stage”) of the
scene where a black man rapes a white woman to get his audience to imagine
the worst. It is as if this Baptist minister had transformed the typical images of
hellfire and brimstone, imaginary images invoked countless times at the altar call
at the close of a sermon, and instead invoked the scene of white women
threatened by black men. The same narrative space that hellfire and beasts of
the apocalypse once occupied in sermon became the narrative segment for
Dixon’s drama where the black aggressor threatens southern white female purity.
Dixon’s fear articulated itself as a racial apocalypse his myth argued would ensue
if white culture did not assign a guard to defend it.

After Flora Cameron’s death and Gus'’s lynching, the next threatened
white female in the play is Elsie Stoneman. Worried about Ben’s furtive work with
the Ku Klux Klan, Elsie goes to the Camerons’s servant Eve, who makes

predictions and reads fortunes.
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Photograph of Eve prophesying for Elsie Stoneman about the coming of a white
rider to save her, from the play program for The Clansman. The caption reads “I

see him comin’ to you swifl’ — Act Ill.

Eve asks Elsie to give her something with which to do her conjuring work.
Accepting a bill of money from Elsie, Eve [the stage directions read]:

puts the bill on her forehead and rocks back and forth, murmuring a
voodoo song, and then she prophesies: “l sees him comin’ to you
swif—wid a smile on his lips—de one you waits fur and dreams about.
He’s tellin’ you what yer heart wants to hear—ye listen and a shadder
fall between ye—what's dat a hand on yer throat about to strangle ye—
dey er try an ter sabe ye an’ dey can't —But Glory ter God he’s a
comin’ agin—all in white, an’ his eyes shine lak de stars an’ his breaf's
lak fire—"1%

30 Dixon, The Clansman (play), 43.
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This “conjuring”/clairvoyant prophecy is itself a preview of the restored white
masculinity that Dixon hopes his play will accomplish, and the vision Dixon
presents of masculinity is framed in apocalyptic terms. Dixon’s ultimate hope is
that the white characters will be able to harness the power of the black voice.
While Dixon imagines his black characters capable of being raping beasts, he
also imagines them as being faithful servants and gifted with spiritual insight and

prophetic voice.

lll. Controlling the Prophetic Voice from the Pulpit to the Hiss

In addition to the spectacles of black guilt and white vengeance that Dixon
wanted to portray in his novels and play, he also worked to display a mastery
over the black voice. Black expressions, vocabularies, and gestures were, for
Dixon, always understood as primitive and animalistic but were also more directly
in contact with the spiritual voices and currents that ran through southern
evangelical culture (both black and white). Hence, in the play version of The
Clansman, Eve prophesied the coming of Ben Cameron as the play’s
eponymous hero with a speech that was equal parts African American and
allusion to the book of Revelation. While the play showed several black
characters crossing linguistic boundaries and speaking in “uppity” ways that
forebode white retaliation, the play also demonstrated a fascination with the black
voice and an effort to understand and master its spiritual powers.

Mastering that black voice would be key to Dixon’s envisioning of white

supremacy. In the Dixonian cultural narrative, the deprivation of speech is not the
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mechanism through which power displays itself;, power is displayed in the
invocation of black speech followed by a control of it. In The Clansman, white use
of the black voice and of black spiritual inflections (whether with Gus’ confession
or Eve’s prophecy) was Dixon’s way of resolving the tensions that came from
having the significant spiritual presence of a black voice in the South and in his
life while also needing to subjugate that black voice as a condition of white
supremacy. The illusion of separateness of white and black depends largely on
finding ways to acknowledge the reality of black contributions to southern life
(and, in particular, southern religious life) while finding ways to control that
agency. George Marsden summarizes the weight of the influence that Methodists
and Baptists owed to millions of black converts: “Especially is this noticeable in
the South, where theology and religious philosophy are on this account a long
way behind the North, and where the religion of the poor whites is a plain copy of
Negro thought and methods.”'®' The very idea of black “influence” on white
southern religion suggests that their effect on it is something coming from the
outside in, and not, to borrow an eloquent phrasing from Mechal Sobel, “the
world they made together.”'** Southern whites were often loath to admit the kind
of observation that Marsden casually asserts, that blacks played an integral part
in the ways all southern Protestants worshipped and behaved. Paul Harvey goes

even further in this analysis to suggest that “White and black southern religious

31 George Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2006), 157.

132 gee Mechal Sobel, The World They Made Together: Black and White
Relations in Eighteenth Century Virginia (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1989).
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folk cultures drew from common evangelical beliefs and attitudes and swapped
musical and oratorical styles and forms.”"*® That togetherness of black and white
influences made some southerners uncomfortable even in religious settings, and
Dixon’s version of white supremacy goes to enormous lengths paradoxically both
to acknowledge and disguise that influence.

In The Leopard’s Spots, Dixon describes a tent meeting at a black Baptist
church: “This open place was covered with wheat straw to keep the mourners off
the bare floor and afford some sort of comfort for those far advanced in
mourning, who went into trances and sometimes lay motionless for hours on their
backs or flat on their faces.”*** This tent meeting involved a good deal of animal
imagery, and the service resembled more a barn floor scene than a traditional
worship area. Often, this animal imagery serves to make the point that blacks, for
Dixon, were closer to nature. Though that trope worked mostly as debasement, it
also serve to imagine blacks as being in a closer relationship to the spirit world.
This connection with the spirit world enabled Dixon’s blacks to have gifts of
prophecy.

Dixon reserves the powerful rhetorical role for his white preachers, but
their strength is, in part, generated from their ability to deploy and control the
passionate blackness near the heart of southern spirituality. In The Leopard’s

Spots, Reverend Durham has the ability to move crowds with his speaking, which

133 Paul Harvey, “God and Negroes and Jesus and Sin and Salvation: Racism,
Racial Interchange, and Interracialism in Southern Religious History,” in Religion
in the American South: Protestants and Others in History and Culture (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 292.

'3 Dixon, The Leopard’s Spots, 180-81.
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recalls the kinds of rhetorical forces Thomas Dixon hoped he wielded (and, by
extension, the rhetorical powers he possessed as a novelist). Because of his
volatile rhetoric and ability to move crowds, the black government in North
Carolina banned him from public speaking and put him in jail. This instance in
Dixon’s fiction revealed the exact opposite of what he hoped his narratives would
accomplish. Dixon’s novels attempted to show white voices mastering black
ones, not white ones being silenced. Yet this black suppression of the white
voice moves the Reverend to defy orders and enact the forms and parodies of
black speech that whites had long celebrated and jeered in the minstrel show.
The imprisoned Reverend Durham gathers “five of the best singers” from
his church, and they sing (albeit as a parody) “a good old Yankee hymn,” “My
Country ‘tis of Thee.” Dixon describes their singing this way: “Heavens, how they
sang it, while the Preacher lined it off, stood above them beating time, and led in
a clear, mighty voice!”'*® Another military order arrives immediately afterwards
that forbids Reverend Durham “to sing or induce anybody to sing.”**® Upon
hearing this second order, the crowd responds with derision: “When the soldier
had disappeared, the Reverend John Durham ascended the platform, looked
about him with a humorous twinkle in his eye, straightened himself to his full
height, and crowed like a rooster! A cheer shook the building to its
foundations.”"®” The movement of Reverend Durham’s speech, from

impassioned, argumentative rhetoric to music to animal noises, actually traces

135 Dixon, The Leopard’s Spots, 158-9.
138 1pid., 150.
37 Ibid., 159.
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the route through which white southern religion saw itself drawing from black
speech and spirituality. In this parody, Dixon reveals his belief that white speech
could descend to all levels and master all forms of utterance.

Reverend Durham’s performance leads ultimately to the speech that
Charles Gaston will give when the Ku Klux Klan has overthrown the black
government and white supremacy returns. Yet even that height of Anglo-
American discourse in Dixon’s imagination still bears the marks of influence from
black speech and its spiritual inflections. Early in the novel, when the young
Charles Gaston is despondent over his mother’s continued iliness, the faithful
retainer Nelse finds him and attempts to comfort him:

“Now des lemme pick you er chune on dis banjer ‘fo’ | goes ter my wuk.”

Of all the music he had ever heard, the boy thought Nelse’s banjo was

the sweetest. He accompanied the music in a deep bass voice which he

had kept soft and soothing. The boy sat entranced. With wide-open eyes
and half-parted lips he dreamed his mother was well, and that he had
grown to be a man — a great man, rich and powerful. Now he was the

Governor of the state, living in the Governor’s palace, and his mother was

presiding at a banquet in his honour.'®
Nelse's voice and instrument called the young Charles Gaston to imagine his
mother restored to health, and that was what Nelse had hoped his song would
do. The very fact that Nelse uses a banjo to create this tune perfectly illustrates
the folk negritude that underwrote Dixon’s white supremacy. It is almost as if
Nelse shows Gaston the way to the Governor’'s Mansion while providing the

musical accompaniment that could have come straight from a minstrel show.

Gaston will eventually be the Governor that Nelse’s song inspires him to imagine,

38 Ibid., 53.
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and his rhetoric there will still be, as this dream was, in part predicated on the
deployment and use of the black voice.

Once he becomes Governor, Charles Gaston gives a speech to his white
constituents where he outlines his plan for a white supremacist government. The
speech carries all of the Dixonian marks of a prophetic voice, one that intones
the grand themes that Dixon himself imagined his sermons carried. Charles
Gaston’s rhetoric at the novel’s close solidifies whiteness politically and
personally for Dixon’s hero, and, by extension, for Dixon’s white readers. At the
end of Gaston’s speech, his future father-in-law concedes that he may marry his
daughter. The vision of being Governor that Charles began while listening to the
single voice of the faithful retainer Nelse at his banjo culminates in this passage
where he hears a multitude of white voices, trembling with passion, fury, and
support of his return of white supremacist rule. Dixon shows how his white
supremacist mob has finally become organized and violent: “These patient,
kindly people, slow to anger, now terrible in wrath, were trembling with the pent-
up passion and fury of years. What power could resist their wrath!”'*® Gaston
achieves this dream by his mastery of the voice, demonstrated in the speech he
gives to this multitude. Dixonian narratives usually conclude with a white male
voice proclaiming the world safe again for their supremacy.

Yet many black voices rose to contest Dixon’s. The Virginian-Pilot article
about the opening of the play version of The Clansman noted that blacks in the

balcony hissed during the performance — and curiously interprets the hissing

3% Ibid., 447
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occurring at the end of the play: “And the hisses were the sincerest applause that
could be given those actors who portrayed the villainous and unpopular
characters.” Nonetheless, the newspaper article does concede that a good deal
of hissing came from the gallery, where “hundreds of negro men and women
were packed and jammed. Their hisses were just as cutting as those of the
whites, but they were directed at the white characters.” The article, while
registering the disapproving hisses, does not explain or interpret them further.
Those hisses perhaps were the first—but certainly not the last—attempts to
counter this play’s insidious messages and images. Eloquent black voices would
rise to challenge Dixon’s conception of white supremacy. The next chapter in this
study will articulate the first attacks on the Dixonian cultural narrative from four
black writers: Charles Chesnutt, Kelly Miller, Sutton Griggs, and W. E. B. Du
Bois. Of the three writers, Du Bois was the most adept and eloquent at beating
Dixon literally at his own game of manipulating prophetic rhetorics and religious
symbolism that could resolve questions of the color line in early twentieth-century

America.

91



CHAPTER THREE
PROPHECY, APOCALYPSE, AND THE BLACK RESPONSE TO THOMAS
DIXON: CHARLES CHESNUTT, KELLY MILLER, SUTTON GRIGGS, AND

W. E. B. DU BOIS

l. Introduction: “a protest and a prophecy”

Charles Chesnutt, Kelly Miller, Sutton Griggs, and W. E. B. Du Bois all
responded eloquently to Thomas Dixon, Jr.’s white supremacist narratives, but
they did so in a way that revealed important distinctions in their own religion and
rhetoric. Although he had created a narrative of white supremacy, and aithough
his play The Clansman had toured the country, Thomas Dixon’s narrative of
whiteness was radically unstable. Writers array in opposition to Dixon pounced
on that instability and explored its consequences. In different ways, these writers’
rebuttals and counter-narratives revealed the fissures in Thomas Dixon’s
rhetoric, and they also identified Dixon’s conflicted indebtedness to black voices
and black religious discourse, an essential paradox of Dixon’s own peculiar
version of twentieth-century white supremacy.

While many writers in the early twentieth century called Dixon an
outrageous example (albeit popular) of white supremacist ideology, their efforts
to counter his ideology took different and telling shapes. Chesnutt and Miller both
situated their writings as legalistic and moralistic efforts to counter the Dixonian
cultural narrative, but Sutton Griggs and W. E. B. Du Bois met Dixon on his own

ground by structuring their writings through apocalypse and prophecy. While
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Chesnutt and Miller certainly had both law and moral logic on their side, their
arguments actually rehearsed the limited gains that accommodationist thinkers
like Booker T. Washington had already promoted. Intuiting and exploiting the
complex relationship that American racism had with white Protestantism, Griggs
and Du Bois were able to attack Dixon’s “Christian” underpinnings by directly
attacking his appropriated religious symbols and rhetoric and to create an
opening for black religion to conduct a socially-minded religious revival.

David Chappell goes so far as to assert that the Civil Rights Movement
was itself a religious movement. Yet historians and cultural critics have not yet
sufficiently examined the role that religion and religious rhetoric have played in
the Jim Crow era and in the Civil Rights Movement. Declaring the willingness of
some scholars to ignore religion’s role “breathtakingly obtuse,” David Chappell
claims that one important aspect has not received enough attention: “Black
southern activists received strength from old-time religion, and white
supremacists failed, at the same moment, to muster the cultural strength that
conservatives traditionally get from religion.”**® The sources of the religious
rhetoric that Chappell views as an important part of the Civil Rights Movement
have a genealogy behind them, and this chapter explores how Chesnutt, Miller,
Griggs, and Du Bois crafted increasingly religious rhetoric that engaged the
prophetic and apocalyptic registers and vocabularies to attack the “Christian”

core of the Dixonian cultural narrative.

%0 David Chappell, A Stone of Hope: Prophetic Religion and the Death of Jim
Crow (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 8.
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Thomas Dixon provided an easy target for any black writer or activist in
the early twentieth century, a target that even helped frame the terms of debates
about white supremacy and spurred the creation of an organization like the
NAACP. Melvyn Stokes points out that the fight against the 1915 Griffith film The
Birth of a Nation strengthened the NAACP: “When the fight began, [the NAACP]
was a small organization, not very well known and highly dependent on the
initiative of its uneven network of local branches”; but after the protests against
The Birth of a Nation, the NAACP’s membership doubled in size.'' These
attacks helped make Dixon’s name the worst of all possible insults. In his 1924
essay “A Lunatic or a Traitor,” W. E. B. Du Bois blasted Marcus Garvey by
asserting, “Not even Tom Dixon or Ben Tillman or the hatefulest enemies of the
Negro have ever stooped to a more vicious campaign than Marcus Garvey.”**?
Likewise, Dixon used Du Bois as an extreme example of his opposition. Dixon
was still railing against his rhetorical enemies in his final novel The Flaming
Sword (1939). This novel envisions the racial apocalypse and black takeover of
the United States Dixon had warned about his entire career. One of the
mouthpieces in The Flaming Sword spouts an editorial that could easily fit in
Dixon’s earlier work:

And now social equality with the great white race has become the

passionate faith of ninety-nine out of every hundred educated Negroes in
America. Itis the soul of Du Bois’ teachings. Charles W. Chesnutt, your

41 Melvyn Stokes, D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation: A History of “The Most
Controversial Motion Picture of All Time” (New York: Oxford University Press,
2007), 169.

“2W. E. B. Du Bois, “A Lunatic or a Traitor.” The Crisis. May, 1924. This
quotation also clearly shows that Dixon (along with his long time friend Ben
Tillman) represented the rhetoric of the opposition for Du Bois.
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Mulatto Cleveland novelist, believes it and proclaims it. Professor Kelly
Miller, your distinguished Negro teacher in Washington believes it. '

This passage frames Dixon’s understanding of the writers who most effectively
argued against his white supremacist myths. For his part, Du Bois, the leading
thinker and speaker for black America (especially after Booker T. Washington's
death in 1915), fired back at the Christian underpinnings of white supremacy. As
head of the NAACP and editor of The Crisis, Du Bois had the task of commenting
on current debates, including his charge that “A nation’s religion is its life, and as
such white Christianity is a miserable failure.”'** In refuting Dixon, Chesnutt,
Miller, Griggs and Du Bois made an early and enduring contribution to the
religious narrative of the Civil Rights Movement. That contribution was a way of
describing civil rights as a millennial religious movement. Griggs and Du Bois
established a rhetoric for later writers like Richard Wright, James Baldwin, and
Toni Morrison.™®

Anticipating the vocabularies and debates of the Civil Rights Movement,
both Dixon and Du Bois understood that the color line would entail a battle over
which side was able to lay the most complete claim to the mantle of religious

authority and prophetic utterance. Du Bois signals his intention to work in a

'3 Thomas Dixon, The Flaming Sword (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press,
2005), 33.

44 \W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Souls of White Folk” Writings (New York: Modern
Library, 1996), 927.

%5 Drawing from the arguments of George Shulman in American Prophecy: Race
and Redemption in American Political Culture, | agree that these writers (Richard
Wright, James Baldwin, and Toni Morrison, for example) engage in an
apocalyptic and prophetic rhetoric in the service of dismantling white supremacy
and advancing civil rights. See George Shulman, American Prophecy: Race and
Redemption in American Political Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2008).
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prophetic register when he frames the mission of Alexander Crummell in The
Souls of Black Folk: “He saw, far, far away, the bronzed hosts of a nation calling,
— calling faintly, calling loudly. He heard the hateful clank of their chains; he felt
them cringe and grovel, and there rose within him a protest and a prophecy.”
With diction like “vision,” “mystic,” and “wonderful,” Du Bois’s passage similarly
labels itself as prophetic. Furthermore, Alexander Crummell, a minister and
mentor to Du Bois, felt the call to spread a word of inspiration, but in this
particular instance it is to redress a wrong (“the hateful clank of chains”) and to
help his kindred (those who “cringe and grovel”)."*” This prophetic discourse
involves itself in the discourse of nationhood both for Du Bois and Dixon, for such
language always had to do with the divine imperatives that grouped a people
together and pointed them toward a purpose. Dixon and Du Bois inherited this
fusion of prophetic and race discourse from the fiery rhetoric of writers like
William Lloyd Garrison, Frederick Douglass, and Sojourner Truth; the actions of
revolutionaries like John Brown; and the narratives of novelists like Harriet
Beecher Stowe. The immediate contest between Dixon and Du Bois would be
which side of the color line would be able to lay the most complete claim to this
prophetic tradition.

Prophecy deserves a definition and a description: Old Testament books

like Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel often involved themselves in bringing to light

6 Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Penguin, 1996), 179.

147 Alexander Crummel (1819-1898) was an important voice in the Abolitionist
movement and in various other pan-African and Black Nationalist causes. Du
Bois honors his influence on Du Bois in the eponymous essay in The Souls of
Black Folk.
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divinely ordained insights that humankind seemed inclined to deny. In
characterizing those who subscribe to apocalyptic theories and prophetic
rhetoric, Paul Boyer declares, “Those who inhabit this world take seriously the
Bible’s apocalyptic sections and derive from them a detailed agenda of coming
events”; and he adds, “Prophecy interpreters, like hobbyists assembling a picture
puzzle or artisans crafting a mosaic, painstakingly build from hundreds of bible
verses a picture of the final days of human history.”**® Prophecy is a highly
allusive rhetorical form that draws upon Biblical vocabulary and idiom in order to
form critical predictions and dire warnings that look toward ancient rituals as
much as to contemporary anxieties. In style, prophecy involves a shifting of the
narrative level. This message, often delivered by a charismatic and inspired
individual, is often a sudden, other-voiced intrusion of poetry into normal speech
and is almost, but not quite, a kind of glossolalia or speaking in tongues. The
flexibility of prophetic discourse is such that it will always already be relatable to
current events and positioned to loan itself to contemporary political agendas. In
fact, as James Darsey has argued, “The primitive source for much of the rhetoric
of reform in America has been the prophetic books of the Old Testament,” and
both Dixon and Du Bois understood the role that prophecy had played in
American rhetoric and deployed it to their ends.'*® Yet far from just being a
rhetorical tool, the prophetic mode drew strength from the religious convictions of

its adherents.

148 paul Boyer, When Time Shall Be No More: Prophecy Belief in Modern
American Culture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992), 1.

%9 James Darsey, The Prophetic Tradition and Radical Rhetoric in America (New
York: New York University Press, 1999), 8.
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In Dixon’s The Leopard’s Spots (whose title is itself a quotation from the
prophet Jeremiah) features Reverend Durham speaking charismatically, and
Dixon notes the shift to the prophetic register by a change in Durham'’s voice: ">

The Preacher’s voice was now vibrating with deep feeling, and the deacon

listened with breathless interest. “Believe me, deacon, the ark of the

covenant of American ideals rests today on the Appalachian Mountain
range of the south. When your metropolitan mobs shall knock at the doors
of your life and demand the reason of your existence, from these poverty-
stricken homes, with their old-fashioned, perhaps mediaeval ideas, will
come forth the fierce athletic sons and sweet-voiced daughters in whom
the nation will find a new birth!” The Preacher's eyes had filled with tears
and his voice dropped into a low dream-like prophecy.'*"
This passage exhibits several aspects of the prophetic: the intrusion of poetic
devices (like metonymy, synecdoche, metaphor, and a variety of typological
symbols) into everyday speech, a warning about a future cataclysm, and even an
awareness of its own status as prophecy. Durham envisions a “new birth” for the

white southerners who represent an “Ark of the Covenant” for “American ideals,”

and thereby anticipates directly (with the phrasing “the nation will find a new

150 Mladen Dolar speculates that the prophet’s voice, along with the deep sound
of the shofar (a ram’s horn sounded in Jewish religious ceremonies), represents
the law of the father: “So we have to recognize, in the sound of a shofar, the
voice of the Father, the cry of the dying primal father of the primitive horde, the
leftover which comes both to haunt and to seal the foundation of his law. By
hearing this voice, the community of believers establishes its covenant, its
alliance with God; they assert their submission and obedience to the law. The
law itself, in its pure form, before commanding anything specific, is epitomized by
the voice, the voice that commands total compliance, although it is senseless in
itself” (Mladen Dolar, A Voice and Nothing More [Cambridge: Massachusetts
Institute of Technology Press, 2006], 53).

5T Dixon, The Leopard’s Spots: A Romance of the White Man's Burden—1865-
1900 (New York: Doubleday, 1902), 335. The title The Leopard’s Spots comes
from the prophetic book of Jeremiah: “Can the Ethiopian change his skin, or the
leopard his spots? then may ye also do good, that are accustomed to do evil.”
Jeremiah 13:23. Conventionally, readers take the verse to mean that it is as
impossible to stop doing evil once accustomed to it as it is for a leopard to
change its spots.
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