“Superman and the Fiery Cross” was a 1946 storyline from the radio program The
Adventures of Superman. The story is important because it directly targeted the Ku Klux
Klan (KKK), a white supremacist organization that used intimidation, racism, and
violence to control and terrorize minority groups in the United States. At the time, the
Klan was still active and influential in some parts of the country. By using a popular
children’s hero to expose and ridicule the group, the radio show helped weaken the
Klan’s image and public appeal.

The Ku Klux Klan had existed since the late 1800s and had gone through several waves
of growth. The organization promoted white supremacy, meaning the belief that white
people were inherently superior to other races and should dominate society. The Klan
targeted Black Americans, immigrants, Catholics, Jews, and others they viewed as
threats to their vision of America. They used intimidation tactics such as burning
crosses, threatening letters, and violence to spread fear. Cross burning was one of the
Klan’s most recognizable symbols. It was meant to terrorize communities and signal that
the Klan was present and watching.

By the 1940s, the Klan was not as large as it had been during its peak in the 1920s, but it
still operated secret chapters across the United States. The group relied heavily on
secrecy, ritual, and mystique. Members used coded language, elaborate titles, and secret
ceremonies to create an aura of power and intimidation. Many people feared the
organization because it seemed mysterious and dangerous. That fear was part of what
allowed the Klan to maintain influence even when its actual membership numbers were
relatively small.

The Adventures of Superman radio show decided to confront this atmosphere directly.
The writers created the “Fiery Cross” storyline in which Superman battles a fictional
organization clearly modeled after the Ku Klux Klan. In the story, the group tries to
terrorize a Chinese-American family that has moved into a neighborhood. Superman
works to protect the family and expose the racist group’s tactics. Instead of portraying
the group as powerful and frightening, the story presents them as ignorant bullies hiding
behind costumes and rituals.

One reason the writers were able to portray the group so accurately was because they
had inside information. Civil rights activist Stetson Kennedy had infiltrated the Ku Klux
Klan by pretending to join the organization. While undercover, he gathered details about
their secret codes, passwords, titles, and ceremonies. Kennedy later shared this
information with the producers of the Superman radio show. The writers incorporated
real Klan terminology and practices into the storylines.

This was significant because the Klan relied heavily on secrecy to maintain its mystique.
By broadcasting these details on a nationally popular radio program, the show stripped
away much of that secrecy. Listeners learned that the organization’s mysterious rituals
were not powerful or magical but rather theatrical performances designed to intimidate



people. When those rituals were explained openly, they began to look less frightening
and more absurd.

Another important factor was the audience of the Superman radio show. The program
was extremely popular among children and teenagers. When young listeners heard
Superman openly opposing a group modeled after the Klan, it helped shape how they
viewed racism and intimidation. Instead of seeing the Klan as powerful figures, many
young listeners came to see them as cowardly villains that even a fictional hero could
defeat.

The series ran for multiple episodes and repeatedly mocked the group’s secrecy and
rituals. This public exposure reportedly angered members of the Ku Klux Klan, who
complained that the show was embarrassing them and undermining their organization.
When secret passwords and ceremonies were suddenly being discussed by
schoolchildren who had heard them on the radio, the Klan’s carefully constructed aura of
mystery began to collapse.

Although the Superman storyline did not eliminate the Ku Klux Klan, it contributed to
weakening its public image. Groups like the Klan depend heavily on fear and reputation.
When that reputation is damaged or ridiculed, recruitment and influence can decline. By
exposing the organization’s inner workings to millions of listeners, the radio show
helped reduce the sense that the group was all-powerful or untouchable.

The story also reflected a broader cultural shift in post-World War Il America. The war
had been fought partly against ideologies of racial supremacy in Nazi Germany. After the
war, many Americans began questioning racist movements at home. Media, including
radio, comics, and films, started to push messages about tolerance and equality. The
Superman character became part of that cultural movement by representing fairness,
justice, and protection for vulnerable people.

Today, “Superman and the Fiery Cross” is remembered as one of the earliest examples of
a popular entertainment program openly confronting organized racism in the United
States. It showed that even a fictional superhero story could have real-world impact by
exposing hate groups, undermining their secrecy, and teaching younger audiences that
intimidation and prejudice were not heroic traits but signs of weakness and injustice.



