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INTERNAL REVIEW OF FBI DOMESTIC COUNTERINTELLIGENCE PRACTICES

-------------------------------------------------------------

**COINTELPRO: THE FBI'S DOMESTIC COUNTERINTELLIGENCE PROGRAMS (1956-1971)**

**INTRODUCTION**

The Counter Intelligence Program, known as COINTELPRO, represents one of the
most controversial and clandestine operations in the history of the United
States Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). Launched in 1956, this program
aimed to surveil, infiltrate, discredit, and disrupt domestic political
organizations considered subversive by the Bureau. The exposure of
COINTELPRO in 1971 revealed extensive violations of civil liberties and has
since been a profound reminder of governmental overreach. This document
explores the intricacies of COINTELPRO, detailing its targets, tactics,
personnel involved, and eventual public exposure.

**HISTORICAL BACKGROUND**

COINTELPRO was initiated during a period of heightened political tension in
the United States, driven by the Cold War and domestic civil rights
movements. The program was officially established on August 28, 1956, under
the direction of FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, who was deeply concerned
about the influence of communism within the United States. Initially
targeting the Communist Party USA, COINTELPRO's scope expanded to include
civil rights organizations, feminist groups, socialist entities, and others
perceived as threats to national security.

**KEY TARGETS OF COINTELPRO**

- The Communist Party USA was the initial focus, with efforts to disrupt its
activities and prevent the spread of communist ideology.
- The Civil Rights Movement, including prominent figures like Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr., was targeted in attempts to discredit and disturb efforts
for racial equality.
- The Black Panther Party, seen as a radical organization, faced extensive
infiltration and disruption campaigns.
- New Left organizations, including student groups and anti-war activists,
were monitored and disrupted during the Vietnam War era.
- Feminist and Puerto Rican independence movements were also subject to
COINTELPRO operations.

**TACTICS EMPLOYED BY COINTELPRO**

COINTELPRO utilized a variety of covert tactics to achieve its objectives,
including:

1. Surveillance: Extensive wiretapping, mail interception, and physical
surveillance were employed to gather intelligence on targeted groups and
individuals.
2. Infiltration: FBI operatives and informants infiltrated organizations to
sow discord, gather intelligence, and influence activities.
3. Psychological Warfare: Anonymous letters, forged documents, and rumors
were used to create distrust within organizations and damage reputations.
4. Legal Manipulation: The FBI used legal means to harass individuals, such
as false arrests, tax audits, and court cases without substantial grounds.
5. Disruption: Direct actions were taken to disrupt meetings, protests, and



other organizational activities.

**KEY PERSONNEL INVOLVED**

- J. Edgar Hoover: As the long-serving Director of the FBI, Hoover was the
primary architect of COINTELPRO, directing its operations with little
oversight.
- William C. Sullivan: As head of the FBI's Domestic Intelligence Division,
Sullivan played a significant role in executing COINTELPRO strategies.
- Roy Mitchell and Gary Thomas Rowe: Notable FBI agents involved in covert
operations against civil rights groups and the Ku Klux Klan, respectively.

**DOCUMENTED OPERATIONS**

One of the most infamous operations targeted Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. In
1964, the FBI sent an anonymous letter urging King to commit suicide to
avoid public disgrace, accompanied by a tape purporting to reveal his
alleged extramarital affairs. This operation, intended to discredit King,
exemplifies the extreme measures employed by COINTELPRO.

The Black Panther Party was another major target. The FBI sought to
exacerbate tensions between the Panthers and other organizations, such as
the US Organization, leading to violence and instability. The 1969
assassination of Panther leaders Fred Hampton and Mark Clark in Chicago was
linked to COINTELPRO activities, as revealed by later investigations.

**EXPOSURE AND AFTERMATH**

The existence of COINTELPRO was publicly revealed in March 1971 when a group
calling itself the Citizens' Commission to Investigate the FBI broke into an
FBI office in Media, Pennsylvania. They stole numerous documents, which they
then distributed to the press. The ensuing media coverage and subsequent
investigations, including the Church Committee hearings in 1975, led to
widespread condemnation of the FBI's actions.

The Church Committee, led by Senator Frank Church, concluded that COINTELPRO
operations were "a sophisticated vigilante operation" aimed at suppressing
political dissent and infringing on constitutional rights. The Committee's
findings prompted significant reforms in intelligence oversight and the
establishment of guidelines to prevent future abuses.

**CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS**

COINTELPRO's exposure underscores the potential for governmental abuse of
power under the guise of national security. The program's tactics violated
fundamental constitutional rights, including freedom of speech and
association, and have left a lasting impact on public trust in government
institutions. The historical revelation of COINTELPRO serves as a critical
reminder of the importance of transparency, accountability, and oversight in
democratic governance.

In recent years, the declassification of additional COINTELPRO documents has
continued to shed light on the program's scope and methods. These documents
challenge official narratives and provide essential insights into the hidden
operations that shaped American political history. As we examine these
records, it becomes evident that truth often lies in primary sources rather
than sanctioned accounts, emphasizing the need for vigilance in preserving
civil liberties.
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