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FBI DOMESTIC SURVEILLANCE: ANALYZING COINTELPRO OPERATIONS

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

**VAULT TERMINAL DOCUMENT RESEARCH REPORT**

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

**INTRODUCTION**

The Counter Intelligence Program, known as COINTELPRO, was an extensive and
covert series of operations conducted by the Federal Bureau of Investigation
(FBI) from 1956 to 1971. Its primary objective was to surveil, infiltrate,
and disrupt domestic political organizations deemed subversive. This program
became one of the most controversial operations in the history of U.S. law
enforcement due to its secretive nature and the violation of civil rights.
The exposure of COINTELPRO has had lasting implications for governmental
oversight and civil liberties.

**ESTABLISHMENT AND OBJECTIVES**

COINTELPRO was initiated by FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover on August 28, 1956.
The original target of the program was the Communist Party USA (CPUSA),
reflecting the Cold War anxieties of the time. However, over the years, its
scope expanded to include civil rights organizations, feminist groups,
socialist organizations, and other entities that challenged the status quo.

The stated objectives of COINTELPRO, according to internal FBI documents,
were to "expose, disrupt, misdirect, discredit, or otherwise neutralize" the
activities of these groups. The program sought to prevent the rise of a
"messiah" who could unify and electrify the militant black nationalist
movement, as noted in a 1969 memo.

**KEY TARGETS**

- **Civil Rights Movement**: High-profile targets included Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr., Malcolm X, and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference
(SCLC). The FBI attempted to discredit Dr. King, fearing his influence on
the movement.
- **Black Panther Party**: As one of the most significant targets, the FBI
sought to sow discord within the party and undermine its leadership.
- **New Left Movement**: Anti-Vietnam War protesters and student groups,
such as Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), were frequently surveilled
and infiltrated.
- **American Indian Movement (AIM)**: The FBI targeted AIM to suppress
activism for Native American rights.
- **Socialist Workers Party (SWP)**: Infiltration and discrediting tactics
were employed against socialist organizations that posed a perceived threat.

**TACTICS AND METHODS**

COINTELPRO employed a variety of clandestine and unethical tactics to
achieve its objectives:

1. **Surveillance**: Extensive wiretapping, mail tampering, and infiltration
of meetings.
2. **Propaganda**: Dissemination of false information to create mistrust
within organizations.



3. **Harassment**: Legal harassment through arrests, false charges, and
intimidation.
4. **Agent Provocateurs**: Use of undercover agents to incite violence or
illegal activities.
5. **Counterintelligence**: Strategies to pit organizations against each
other, such as exploiting ideological differences.

**KEY PERSONNEL**

- **J. Edgar Hoover**: As the Director of the FBI, Hoover was the driving
force behind COINTELPRO. He maintained a strong anti-communist stance and
was deeply involved in directing operations.
- **William C. Sullivan**: Head of the FBI's domestic intelligence
operations, Sullivan played a crucial role in expanding COINTELPRO's scope.
- **Cartha "Deke" DeLoach**: Hoover's aide, involved in coordinating
activities and ensuring the program aligned with Hoover's directives.

**DOCUMENTED OPERATIONS**

- **COINTELPRO-WHITE HATE (1964)**: Aimed at disrupting the Ku Klux Klan and
other white supremacist groups, showing the program's broader reach beyond
leftist groups.
- **COINTELPRO-BLACK NATIONALIST (1967)**: Focused on black organizations,
notably the Black Panther Party, involving efforts to undermine leadership
and foster internal divisions.
- **Surveillance of Martin Luther King Jr. (1963-1968)**: Notably involved
the infamous "suicide letter" sent to Dr. King in an attempt to coerce him
into abandoning his activism.

**EXPOSURE AND AFTERMATH**

COINTELPRO was exposed following a break-in at an FBI office in Media,
Pennsylvania, on March 8, 1971, by a group calling themselves the Citizens'
Commission to Investigate the FBI. The documents they obtained were leaked
to the press, leading to public outrage.

Subsequent investigations, including the Church Committee Hearings in 1975,
revealed the extent of COINTELPRO's violations of civil liberties. The
Church Committee's final report condemned the FBI's actions as
unconstitutional and led to reforms intended to prevent future abuses.

**CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS**

The exposure of COINTELPRO underscored the potential for abuse of power
within government institutions tasked with national security. It prompted
significant reforms, including the establishment of guidelines for domestic
intelligence operations and increased congressional oversight.

The legacy of COINTELPRO continues to influence discussions on civil
liberties, government transparency, and the balance between security and
individual rights. It serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of
unchecked governmental power and the necessity of vigilance to protect
democratic freedoms.
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