
THE    FBI    
COINTELPRO and Its Enduring Problematic Legacy



Though largely agreed as the “dark” period for the FBI with many 

constitutional and moral overreaches by the Bureau, the tactics 

employed during COINTELPRO are still being used by the FBI today to 

harass and discourage Black activists from using their First Amendment 

rights. 

THESIS



WHAT IS 
THE FBI

• Ran the FBI from 1921 (at the age of 26) to his death in 1972 (FOR 48 YEARS!)

• Rebranded the department to “conceal its political ideology.” 

• Deeply paranoid man who taught his agents to be deeply suspicious

• COINTELPRO did not mark the start of disproportionate surveillance and harassment of 

Black Americans by the bureau. 
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M E M O  F R O M  J .  E D G A R  H O OV E R  T O  S AC S  -  
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ORIGIN

COINTELPRO

•  Preventing the “coalition of militant black nationalist groups” in order to prevent a 

“true black revolution”

• Preventing “the rise of a ‘messiah; who could unify” the movement

• Preventing these black nationalist groups and leaders “from gaining respectability, 

by discrediting them to . . . the responsible Negro community . . . the white 

community, … [and] the followers of the movement.”

GOALS

•  Started ofÏcially in August 1967 - Expanded in March 1968.

• In its inception, the ofÏces were directed to “expose, disrupt, misdirect, 

discredit, or otherwise neutralize the activities of black nationalist, hate-type 

organizations.”

• The initial memo demanded that agents take an “enthusiastic and imaginiative 

approach” to this new form of counterintelligence. 



DISRUPT

TACTICS
COINTELPRO

• Anonymous Letters

• “Leaking” of derogatory information

• Both covert and obvious surveillance
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DISCREDIT
TACTICS
COINTELPRO

• Anonymous Letters

• “Leaking” of derogatory information

• Both covert and obvious surveillance

• Propoganda

• Disinformation & Fabrication of Evidence

DESTROY

• Political Assassinations

• Harassing Arrests

• Informers and Snitch Jackets



F R O N T PAG E  O F  WA S H I N G T O N  P O S T -  
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COINTELPRO ... THE END?
• Citizens' Commission to Investigate the FBI broke into Field ofÏce and recovered 

over 1,000 documents. Two memos contained the word COINTELPRO.

• Church Commission - 15 month investigation

⚬Found that “many of the techniques used would be intolerable in a democratic 

society even if all the targets had been involved in violent activity, but 

COINTELPRO went far beyond that.”

•Reforms!

⚬Executive Order 11905

⚬Levi Guidelines

￭The FBI will investigate terrorist acts not subversion.

⚬Congressional Oversight

⚬10 Year Term Limit for Director
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COINTELPRO ... THE END?
• Citizens' Commission to Investigate the FBI broke into Field ofÏce and recovered 

over 1,000 documents. Two memos contained the word COINTELPRO.

• Church Commission - 15 month investigation

⚬Found that “many of the techniques used would be intolerable in a democratic 

society even if all the targets had been involved in violent activity, but 

COINTELPRO went far beyond that.”

•Reforms ... Didn’t last long.

⚬The bureau’s policy of labeling nonviolent and peaceful protesters as terrorists 

began - both as a way to justify increased surveillance and as a means of 

scaring the public into not speaking out.

•By June 2001, the FBI’s approval rating was at 51%, and Attorney General 

Ashcroft was calling for reform.



COINTELPRO 2.0
LET’S JUST CALL IT 

TERRORISM



INFORMANTS

• Since 2011, more than 15,000 

people have served as 

informants. 

• The use of informants and 

the role they play is 

disproportionate.

HARASSING ARRESTS

• Of the more than 300 protestors 

arrested and charged with federal 

crimes in summer of 2020 racial 

justice protests, 90% of them could 

have been state charges, and of 

those 90%, 88% came with harsher 

penalties. 

DENIALS

• The FBI’s party words is that 

they do not, and have never 

had, the authority to investigate 

First Amendment violations, “no 

matter how abhorrent”

• They also claim they do not have 

the authority to passively surveil 

or monitor social media.  

COINTELPRO 2.0    TACTICS
TERRORIST LABELS

• In 2017, an FBI document leaked 

to the press that revealed that 

thot the FBI had internally 

recognized a new domestic 

terrorist threat: Black Identity 

Extremists.

• That Term has since been 

changed to Racially Motivated 

Violent Extremism.
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WHAT   SHOULD    BE   DONE?
STATUTORY CHARTER
• First Amendment Protections

• Requiring Factual Predicate for 

Investigations

⚬Removing the category of “assessments”

•Limits and Requirements for Undercover 

Investigations

•Civil Remedies for Surveillance

CONGRESSIONAL OVERSIGHT
• Investigation and Hearings

• Require Greater Congressional Reporting



QUESTIONS?
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