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THE CASE OF CLAUDE LIGHTFOOT: COINTELPRO, CIVIL RIGHTS, AND THE 
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New College of Florida, 2011

ABSTRACT

The FBI's controversial Counterintelligence Program (COINTELPRO), 

which lasted from 1956 to 1971, was established to “disrupt, discredit, and 

neutralize” the Communist Party of the United States and other groups which FBI 

Director J. Edgar Hoover saw as a threat to national security. When COINTELPRO 

was revealed to the public during the 1970s, the expansion of that mandate to 

target peaceful political groups like the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

raised a number of questions about the motivations of the Bureau and its Director. 

This thesis investigates the nature of the affiliation between the Civil Rights 

Movement and the CPUSA, especially as constructed by the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation during the early 1960s. Drawing on the 1976 Church Committee 

Report and a collection of secondary literature, the thesis will examine the 

formation and nature of COINTELPRO. A historical survey of the CPUSA and 

African-Americans will sort out the myths and realities surrounding the 
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relationship between the CPUSA and the early Civil Rights movement. Finally, the 

thesis will focus in-depth on the COINTELPRO files of Claude Mack Lightfoot, 

Chicago-based African-American Communist leader, to investigate the 1960's-era 

FBI's efforts to equate the Civil Rights movement with the Communist Party as 

well as the growing divergence between the two movements as the CPUSA's 

national relevance waned.

Professor Robert Johnson
Department of History
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Introduction

On the night of March 08, 1971, a group of anonymous activists calling 

themselves "The Citizens' Commission to Investigate the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation" broke into the offices of a two-man FBI field office in Media 

Pennsylvania and stole an estimated 800 documents pertaining to their political 

surveillance operations, 14 of which they subsequently copied and sent to major 

newspapers, activists,  and members of Congress. From their mailings, a picture of 

seemingly paranoid and overreaching surveillance activities against political 

groups emerged. Attorney General John Mitchell released a statement to the press 

calling the newspapers not to print the information, but the Washington Post broke 

the story on March 24, before he could get a court order preventing the 
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publication of the dossiers and memos.1 

Reporters gleaned some surprising information from these documents. A 

memorandum from Bureau Director J. Edgar Hoover indicated that the FBI was 

working to disrupt black activists on college campuses out of fears that they were 

involved with the Black Panther Party. Additional targets included students and 

professors associated with anti-war and New Left movements. Individuals that 

had been in contact with or spent more than a month in the Soviet Union were 

also under the Bureau's watch: one of the more shocking revelations among these 

documents included a memo about an Idaho Boy Scout troop under surveillance 

because of their plans to visit the USSR.2 It became clear that the FBI had been 

opening mail, monitoring bank accounts, wiretapping individuals from the 

switchboard level, and hiring student informants in their attempts to infiltrate and 

interfere with these groups.

The "Citizens' Commission" made clear in their cover letters that these 

documents were just the tip of the iceberg. On the 28th, New York Times columnist 

Fred Graham predicted that "the other shoe was yet to drop" for the FBI.3 The 

questions had been posed and would not go to rest anytime soon: how long had 

Hoover's FBI been using similar methods and against whom? The stolen files 

1 Betty Medsger and Ken M. Clawson, "Stolen Documents Describe FBI Surveillance Activities." 
The Washington Post, 24 March, 1971.

2  Fred P. Graham, "Scouts' Letter in F.B.I. Dossiers." New York Times. March 28, 1971.

3 Fred P. Graham, "F.B.I.: Waiting For the Other Shoe To Drop." New York Times. March 28, 
1971.
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offered quite a few clues, particularly the frequent appearance of an ominous-

looking codeword: COINTELPRO.

Following the Media, PA leak, a series of lawsuits opened against the 

Justice Department, initiated by organizations and journalists who wanted more 

information about how the FBI could have been overstepping its bounds. These 

cases stalled in court for several years. This delay allowed much of the available 

information to either be hidden or destroyed. Shortly after the death of J. Edgar 

Hoover in 1972, individuals close to the former director destroyed most of his 

personal papers while cleaning out his house. Furthermore, the law on document 

declassification changed during this time: when the COINTELPRO files were 

released, they were significantly redacted.

All of this activity coincided with a greater crisis of legitimacy in 

Washington as a series of public revelations regarding Federal agencies abusing 

their powers dominated the national media and discourse. After the discovery of 

COINTELPRO came the Watergate scandal and the release of the CIA's "Family 

Jewels," documents which detailed covert domestic intelligence activities. 

Increasing pressure from within and without the government to come clean and 

shed light on a broad array of covert activities finally led to calls for a thorough 

Congressional investigation of America's "secret" state.

Beginning in January 1975, the Senate Select Committee to Study 

Governmental Operations with Respect to Intelligence Activities held closed 

hearings in response to growing concerns. Headed by Paul Church, an Idaho 
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Democrat, the Committee successfully managed to take the the White House, CIA, 

NSA, and FBI to task for their numerous violations of the public's trust over the 

previous three decades. After a year of investigation, the Church Committee's final 

report became the first major examination of COINTELPRO and the troubling rise 

of of covert domestic intelligence-gathering carried out deliberately by the FBI, 

CIA (legally barred from operating on US soil), the NSA, and even the Post Office. 

One of the primary objectives of Church Committee's final report was to 

bring the FBI's abuses of power to the public eye and examine the legal 

repercussions of their secret surveillance activities. COINTELPRO and the Bureau 

were the focus of Book Two of the Church Committee's final report, Intelligence  

Activities and the Rights of Americans, as well as Book Three, Supplementary 

Detailed Staff Reports. These volumes contain a great deal of valuable evidence 

and testimony, and offer the first publicly-available history of the FBI's secret 

program.

From August 1956 to April 1971, FBI surveillance, suppression, and 

infiltration of domestic political organizations formally operated under the name 

COINTELPRO, an acronym for the Bureau's counterintelligence program within 

the Internal Security Branch of its Intelligence Division. Initially conceived as an 

attempt to cripple the Communist Party USA, J. Edgar Hoover established 

COINTELPRO in order "expose, disrupt, misdirect, discredit, or otherwise 

neutralize" groups seen as potential threats to national security.4 

4 Senate Select Committee on Intelligence Activities Within the United States, Intelligence  

4



By the mid-60s, each of the FBI's field offices had two special agents 

assigned to COINTELPRO. One was nominally devoted to following black 

nationalists and white hate groups, and the other to the Communist Party USA 

(CPUSA, the Trotskyist Socialist Worker's Party (SWP), and the radical left.  The 

targets of COINTELPRO gradually expanded during the first half of the 1960s 

beyond the CPUSA to include not only the Socialist Workers' Party, but Puerto 

Rican secessionists, peaceful civil rights groups like Martin Luther King's Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), and the Ku Klux Klan. In the later 60s 

and early 70s, the FBI further expanded the program to black nationalist 

movements like the Black Panther Party and Nation of Islam, as well as the vast 

umbrella of left-wing, antiwar, and social justice-related movements known as the 

New Left, including Students for a Democratic Society and other campus 

organizations. Hoover would frequently justify attempts to decimate the 

membership and public image of any of these organizations by claiming that they 

had the potential to turn violent and therefore threaten national security, whether 

or not the group or its members subscribed to a violent ideology. 

While COINTELPRO was nominally a "Counterintelligence" operation, the 

Church Report claims that “Covert action” is a more appropriate term for the 

program's activities against Americans.5 This subsequently undermined the ability 

Activities and the Rights of Americans, 94th Congr., 2nd sess., 1976, 51.

5 Senate Select Committee on Intellegence Activities Within the United States, Supplementary  
Detailed Staff Reports on Intelligence Activities and the Rights of Americans. 94th Cong., 2nd sess., 
1976. 4.
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of many individuals and movements to operate within civil political discourse. As 

the introduction to Book Two of the Church Report states, "Whatever opinion one 

holds about the policies of the targeted groups, many of the tactics employed by 

the FBI were indisputably degrading to a free society."6

The Church Report was far from the final word on the matter. Many of the 

Committee's claims have been challenged by more recent scholarship. Historians, 

political scientists, and sociologists have all made attempts to contextualize and 

understand COINTELPRO from the perspectives of their own fields, leading to an 

array of scholarly approaches to the questions raised by the Program's existence 

and effects. The first chapter of this thesis will survey some of the secondary 

literature on the topic of COINTELPRO and offer some background on the 

Program's establishment, operation, causes, and effects.

The remainder of this thesis will deal with the complicated nexus between 

two of Hoover's most significantly documented anxieties: African-American 

activism and Communist political activity. As the works surveyed in Chapter One 

will show, the combination of Hoover's personal prejudices and the political 

conditions which enabled his unprecedented authority to prosecute them without 

formal oversight were instrumental in making COINTELPRO as far-reaching and 

chilling as it was. Chapter Two will survey the historical myths and realities 

surrounding the relationship between these two groups as seen by Hoover, Civil 

6 Intelligence Activities and the Rights of Americans, 14.

6



Rights activists, and the CPUSA from the 1930s to the 1960s, with particular focus 

on the historical trajectory of the CPUSA's influence and strength. Chapter Three 

will examine the confluence of these issues in depth by investigating the 

COINTELPRO files and autobiography of Claude Lightfoot, a black Chicago 

politician who led the Illinois Communist Party during the late 1950s and early-

to-mid 1960s. Lightfoot's life and career in many ways mirrored the political 

fortunes of the CPUSA as a whole, and the FBI's concerted attacks against his 

name and standing mirror the decline of the Party during the 1950s and 60s. By 

offering both a macro- and micro-level picture of Hoover's politics of equivocation 

and COINTELPRO, this thesis hopes to demonstrate how state-sanctioned 

conflagration of black activism and communism left an indelible mark on the 

fabric of America's cultural and political landscape. 
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Academic Interpretations of COINTELPRO and J. Edgar 

Hoover's FBI

The very fact of COINTELPRO's existence raises historical and 

contemporary questions about American race relations, the limits of political 

participation, rule of law, and the covert exercise of Federal law enforcement 

power. This chapter will survey a few significant works of secondary academic 

literature which further explore these complicated topics from several different 

angles. In Agents of Repression, historians Ward Churchill and Jim Vanderwall 

approach COINTELPRO and its history from a distinctly political standpoint, 

connecting it to the activities of the FBI in the decades following the program's 
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formal end. In their follow-up, The COINTELPRO Files, the pair offer an in-depth 

investigation of the body of accessible documentary evidence regarding 

COINTELPRO. Political scientist William Keller deals specifically with the 

conditions enabling the establishment and decade-and-a-half-long continuation of 

COINTELPRO in The Liberals and J. Edgar Hoover, which examines the 

relationship between Congress, center-liberal politicians, and Hoover's Bureau. In 

Racial Matters, historian Kenneth O'Reilly documents the long history of Hoover's 

Bureau reinforcing a racist status quo while combating the Civil Rights movement 

and African-Americans in general during the COINTELPRO era. Finally, sociologist 

David Cunningham's There's Something Happening Here takes a more quantitative 

approach to the COINTELPRO files, and looks for patterns in the FBI's activities 

against the New Left and KKK. Together, these volumes offer broad general 

picture of the ideological, cultural, and political forces driving COINTELPRO, and 

the deleterious effects it had on America's political and social landscape.

Ward Churchill and Jim Vanderwall's controversial 1988 book, Agents of  

Repression, challenges the findings of the Church committee and examines the 

continued role of the FBI in persecuting the Black Panther Party and the American 

Indian Movement after the formal end of COINTELPRO in 1971. Churchill and 

Vanderwall go so far as argue that the true mission of the FBI has never been 

oriented toward criminal justice. Instead, they claim that the “persistent fiction” of 

heroic crime-fighting G-Men has historically provided a mythical veneer 
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constructed to gain public support and hide the true nature of the FBI as a 

political police force.7 The FBI's antecedent, Charles Bonaparte's Bureau of 

Investigation, was notable for its vehement prosecution of left-wing American 

organizations such as the International Workers of the World (IWW, or 

“Wobblies”) and radical leaders such as Eugene V. Debs and Emma Goldman, 

culminating in the anti-immigrant and anti-anarchist “Palmer Raids” of 1919 and 

1920.8 The authors make the claim that this anti-radical stance was a persisted 

well into Hoover's FBI. The success of the Palmer Raids also inspired Hoover's 

creation of a national surveillance infrastructure, which Hoover claimed was in 

the name of “gangbusting,” during the 20s and 30s.9 While some of Vanderwall 

and Churchill's claims may be somewhat overblown, they make a solid case for a 

direct line of succession from the policies of early FBI to the establishment of 

COINTELPRO. Beside the anti-Left stance, there was a marked racist element as 

well.

After discussing the excesses of the COINTELPRO era, Churchill and 

Vanderwall make the claim that COINTELPRO was not the aberration the Church 

Report makes it out to be. Instead, the authors offer an alternative narrative 

which points to the continued use of COINTELPRO-style tactics against the Black 

7 Ward Churchill and Jim Vanderwall 1988, Agents of Repression: The FBI's Secret Wars Against  
the Black Panther Party and the American Indian Movement, 2nd ed, (Cambridge, MA: South 
End Press Classics, 2002), 1.

8 Ibid., 19-22.

9 Ibid., 26.
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Panthers, American Indian Movement, and other social justice groups after the 

formal end of COINTELPRO in 1971 to show that political repression has been 

central to the FBI's mission.10

Upon publication, Churchill and Vanderwall's thesis did not go 

unchallenged. Historian Athan Theoharis, who helped conduct research for the 

Church Committee and specializes in topics relating to Anti-Communism and the 

FBI, wrote a particularly negative review in the Washington Post. Declaring the 

book's claims to be "grossly oversimplified, often confused and truncated," 

Theoharis challenges Churchill and Vanderwall's claim that the FBI's actions 

against AIM were in the COINTELPRO mold. According to Theoharis, the Bureau 

was working within the system to establish a judicial prosecution of AIM, and "at 

no time do [Churchill and Vanderwall] substantiate their conjecture of an FBI-

orchestrated conspiracy to repress AIM." While he sees their discussion of 

COINTELPRO-Black Hate and the Black Panther party as legitimate, to Theoharis, 

there is insufficient documentary evidence to suggest that the FBI's anti-AIM 

campaign was at all similar.11

Churchill and Vanderwall's 1990 rebuttal of Theoharis' critique accuses 

Theoharis of acting as an "academic apologist in service to the Bureau propaganda 

system."12 According to Churchill and Vanderwall, documentary evidence 

10 Ibid., 61.

11 Athan Theoharis, “Building a File: The Case Against the FBI,” The Washington Post, October 
30, 1988

12 Ward Churchill and Jim Vanderwall, The COINTELPRO Files: Documents from the FBI's Secret  
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regarding the FBI and AIM exists, but much of it has not seen meaningful public 

release. What material has been made available, the authors claim, is marred by 

large swaths redacted by government officials. With the publication of The 

COINTELPRO Files, the two authors offer a better-researched companion to the 

polemic found in Agents of Repression and offers a more document-based approach 

to the questions raised in the first book by offering a comprehensive survey of the 

material released as a result of the 1975 FOIA request regarding COINTELPRO. 

Additionally, Churchill and Vanderwall offer useful historiographic background by 

outlining the legal limits imposed on documentary research of the Bureau with 

their chapter on "Understanding Deletions in FBI Documents." The chapter briefly 

explains the  history of the Freedom of Information Act and its bearing on the 

1975 release of the FBI's COINTELPRO documents. In particular, the authors 

claim that the establishment of a “judicial photo-review” standard for FOIA 

documents, along with the FBI's own known capacity for forgery, have allowed the 

government to alter and shape the historical record.13

For all of their flaws and controversy, Agents of Repression and The 

COINTELPRO Files should still be credited with reopening the discussion of the 

FBI's often-bloody role in the history of racial politics in America and challenging 

official narratives of COINTELPRO's scope and repercussions. Both texts find 

Wars Against Dissent in the United States, 2nd ed, (Cambridge, MA: South End Press Classics, 
2002), 3.

13 Ibid., 32.
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themselves dominated by Churchill's known obsession with documenting the 

plight of the American Indian Movement at the hands of the Federal Government. 

While this leads the reader to question the work's objectivity, it helps to view both 

books as documents addressed to the authors' contemporaries in radical and 

social justice-related movements moreso than strictly academic texts. This 

accounts for the urgency of the conclusion of Agents, where the authors adopt the 

first-person plural voice in a call to arms for activists to take the FBI to task for 

their continued abuse of power. In spite of (and in some respects because of) the 

authors' explicit political agenda, Churchill and Vanderwall's extensive attempts to 

prove that the post-Church Committee FBI remains engaged in COINTELPRO-

style behavior manage to hold up and invite skepticism of the FBI's own claims of 

reform.

While Churchill and Vanderwall portray COINTELPRO as the product of a 

reactionary tendency in American governance and law enforcement, political 

scientist William Keller's 1989 The Liberals and J. Edgar Hoover takes a more 

complex tack and offers a compelling theory regarding the political consensus 

from which COINTELPRO emerged. Keller sees COINTELPRO as part of a greater 

trend, namely "the thoroughgoing institutionalization of official secrecy on a 

grand scale," which he claims to be "an invention of the post-WWII era."14 

According to Keller, the idea of covert state surveillance runs counter to the ideals 

14 William W. Keller, The Liberals and J. Edgar Hoover, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1989),  ix
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of the American liberal state. However, the nature of anti-Communist politics 

fomented a strange and uneasy alliance between political liberals and Hoover 

which granted his FBI unprecedented insularity and autonomy. 

Keller complicates commonly-held conceptions of COINTELPRO and 

Hoover's FBI as the result of hard-line conservative anti-Communism by claiming 

that mainline political liberalism, rather than McCarthyist conservatism, was the 

primary enabler of COINTELPRO's inception as well as its continued autonomy 

and secrecy. Keller shows that liberals and conservatives alike believed that 

joining the Communist party made one "a member of an international conspiracy 

directed by a hostile foreign power and an enemy of the American state." (66) 

Despite this mainstream anti-Communist consensus, liberals saw the overt and 

rabid anti-Communism of their conservative counterparts (as exemplified by Sen. 

Joseph McCarthy's House Un-American Activities Committee) as heavy-handed, 

politically repressive, and counterproductive. Instead, they looked to Hoover's FBI 

to defeat the Communist threat with discreet expertise. 

As Keller states, "Hoover represented a patriarchal authority at the center 

of a thoroughly modern bureaucratic ideal."15 In the liberal formulation, the FBI 

was believed to be the organization most suited to handle the internal security 

emergency which Communism presented. Hoover's FBI was thus granted carte 

blanche to prosecute Communists. This "out of sight, out of mind" mentality led to 

15 Ibid., 26.
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what Keller terms "the FBI-Liberal entente,"16 a tenuous political arrangement 

which lasted from the mid-1950s to the early 1970s. With the autonomy granted 

to him by the executive and legislature, Hoover also managed to maintain a level 

of insularity within the FBI itself which enabled the organization to carry out 

operations with the breadth of COINTELPRO in secrecy. 

Meanwhile, the FBI's expansion of COINTELPRO's mandate to include 

operations against the KKK presented a challenge to what Keller terms the "liberal 

theory of internal security." While Communism could be interpreted by liberal 

policymakers as a foreign an subversive criminal conspiracy, the various Klan and 

neo-Nazi organizations targeted by the Bureau were homegrown extremist 

movements with no ties to foreign threats. In this regard, this liberal theory of 

internal security was expanded by Hoover to include white extremism. 

Keller claims that while liberals lauded the FBI's heightened prosecution of 

Klan-type organizations after 1964, "blind faith and trust in the integrity of the 

agency tended to reinforce general ignorance of security operations."17 Gradually, 

their collective confidence in Hoover began to erode as he escalated his public 

feud with Dr. Martin Luther King. Famously calling King "the most notorious liar 

in the country," Hoover positioned himself against a group and movement seen as 

"good" according to liberal criteria.18

16 Ibid., 111.

17 Ibid., 113.

18 Ibid., 106.
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The "liberal entente" described by Keller ended in the 70's due to several 

factors. As Keller explains, FBI pursuit of New Left and Black Nationalist groups 

by the middle to late 1960s created "an agency whose domestic security programs 

were incompatible with basic constitutional requirements."19 While the political 

justifications for Hoover's power eroded, so did the Bureau's insularity, a function 

of its ability to keep its activities secret from the public. After Hoover's death, the 

public understanding of the FBI's activities as being at odds with the liberal state 

led to the program's dissolution and ultimate reckoning at the hands of the 

Church Committee. However, the Church Committee did not and could not 

resolve the ultimate tension between the internal security dilemma and the liberal 

state, leaving the door open for future abuses of power. Keller ends the book with 

the somewhat prophetic and chilling conclusion that the threat of “random 

terrorist violence” will likely lead to the state employing the “capability to track 

and peer electronically into the lives of citizens...” as the “limits of liberal 

tolerance [are] pushed outward by the security requirements of the state.”20

What makes Keller's argument particularly intriguing is the way in which 

he positions the center-left as the primary enablers of the FBI's role in enforcing 

the limits of political participation. The complicated tensions between the ideals 

of the liberal state and perceived threats to internal security are what left room 

for Hoover's sprawling and repressive bureaucracy. Furthermore, the "entente" 

19 Ibid., 123.

20 Ibid., 198-9.
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theory also credibly explains how such a large and politically questionable 

program as COINTELPRO managed to continue more or less secretly for 15 years. 

While Keller's Washington-oriented analysis of Hoover's Bureau offers a 

window into the role of anti-communism as a driving force behind COINTELPRO 

and its expansion, historian Kenneth O'Reilly makes the claim that much of the 

Bureau's activity was dictated by Hoover's racist personal beliefs and the climate 

they created in the FBI. O'Reilly's Racial Matters, also published in 1989, 

investigates the relationship between Hoover's FBI and Black Americans through 

the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon administrations. The book's title comes from the 

caption used within the Bureau on nearly all documents pertaining to African-

American political activity, from nonviolent civil rights demonstrators to militant 

Black Nationalist groups. 

In O'Reilly's estimation, Hoover was committed to the status quo of Jim 

Crow and saw threats to America's racial order as threats to the fabric of 

American society itself. However, as a function of his controlling influence over 

the Bureau, Hoover's own private racism became systemic. In many cases, the 

director's own predjudices and opinions overwhelmed the findings and opinions 

of agents, leading to FBI policies toward African-Americans which reflected his 

own irrational racial anxieties. 

 From the mid-fifties onward, the FBI was tasked with handling cases of 

voter intimidation and peonage in the South through its Civil Rights Division. 
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Despite this mandate, the Bureau was largely ineffectual in carrying out its 

mission. O'Reilly demonstrates that the FBI's lack of action was not a product of 

Southern agents' own prejudices, but policy directives from Washington. Indeed, 

documentation indicates that FBI leadership, particularly Hoover himself, made a 

serious effort to curb the activities of its Civil Rights Division.21 

Hoover's public stance on why the FBI would not protect civil rights 

workers is described by O'Reilly as "a tortured version of civil libertarianism.”22 In 

Hoover's logic, sending agents to protect these activists from white supremacists 

would amount to the FBI overstepping its bounds and functioning as a national 

police force, rather than an investigative agency. COINTELPRO, however, proved 

this rhetoric largely hollow. Hoover's deliberate negligence in the protection of 

southern black activists was a much louder political statement, especially in light 

of the Bureau's enthusiastic surveillance and extra-legal persecution of the same 

groups and individuals. 

The FBI's response to the infamous string of Birmingham church bombings 

in 1963 was particularly telling. It took vehement public outcry after four little 

girls were killed in the 16th St. Baptist Church bombing for the FBI to begin 

actively investigating the cases.23 In essence, O'Reilly characterizes Hoover's 

attitude toward protecting Southern blacks as one of willful negligence. 

21 Kenneth O'Reilly, Racial Matters: The FBI's Secret File on Black America, 1960-1972, (New 
York: The Free Press, 1989), 57.

22 Ibid., 64.

23 Ibid., 97.

18



By the mid-sixties, a construction of the Civil Rights Movement as a 

Communist, militant, and "Un-American" force took hold within the FBI. In spite 

of Hoover's strong conviction that black activists were linked to Communism, FBI 

agents found little conclusive evidence of such a link. Finding or manufacturing 

any Communist-Civil Rights connections and aggressively publicising them 

became one of COINTELPRO's primary objectives. For all the effort that the FBI 

put into linking groups like the SCLC, SNCC, and CORE with the Communist 

Party, few substantive connections were actually found, much to Hoover's 

chagrin.24

With the meteoric rise of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in the public eye in the 

wake of the 1963 March on Washington for Freedom and Jobs, the Bureau's 

interest in his activities increased as well. After giving up on finding a Communist 

connection to King, Hoover had his agents focus on trying to undermine King's 

moral standing in the black community through surveillance and blackmail. 

O'Reilly points to the quick and easy transition from trying to paint King as a 

Communist to trying to take him off his pedestal as evidence of Hoover's 

vendetta.25 These fears surfaced in the FBI's rhetoric following the urban race riots 

of the mid-sixties, which paved the way toward a post-segregationist conservative 

discourse on race.26 

Ultimately, O'Reilly concludes that Hoover's FBI was an unequivocally racist 

24 Ibid., 140.

25 Ibid., 145.
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organization insofar as it reflected his beliefs. The intensification of his campaign 

against Black America after the March on Washington and passage of the Civil 

Rights Act and attempts to conflagrate Communism and black activism belied his 

support of an integrationist platform. At its core, O'Reilly summarizes Hoover's 

double standard as his having “violated black people's civil liberties under the 

guise of Red hunting, and avoided civil rights enforcement under the guise of a 

commitment to the Constitution.” At the same time, his secret and more explicit 

commitment to white supremacy undermines those public justifications. Finally, 

O'Reilly attributes the GOP's evolution into a “white man's party” in the wake of 

Nixon to the abandonment of Jim Crow and the adoption of “a new law-and-order 

politics based on race” to Hoover's concerted efforts.27

Where Churchill, Vanderwall, Keller, and O'Reilly all approach 

COINTELPRO as the result of certain biases held by Hoover, the FBI, or the 

American political establishment as a whole, Sociologist David Cunningham's 

2008 examination of COINTELPRO, There's Something Happening Here, instead 

draws conclusions from the specific minutiae and details of the Bureau's activities. 

There's Something Happening Here centers around a comparative study of the FBI's 

interaction with two groups: the Klan and the New Left. Cunningham's most 

interesting contribution to FBI scholarship is his analysis of quantitative data 

26 Ibid., 230.

27 Ibid., 356-9.
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concerning the FBI's actions and techniques against these two groups. Drawing 

upon the massive corpus of COINTEL documents released in 1957, Cunningham's 

book manages to compress pages and pages of internal Buerau communications 

into a series of tables allowing ready comparisons between the Bureau's New Left 

and White Hate divisions.  

Cunningham's data differentiates between the form and function of FBI 

activity. The two main forms of action were intelligence, defined as “gathering 

information about a target or suspect,” and counterintelligence, or “restricting a 

target's ability to carry out planned actions or encouraging acts of wrongdoing.”28 

An FBI counterintelligence action could take the form of an anonymous letter 

written to a target, while its function could be anything from creating friction 

between rival groups within a movement to blackmail. The FBI's most common 

actions usually took the form of either letter-writing (generally forged by the FBI's 

art department) or leaking information on a target to local public officials and the 

press. The function of information leaks were usually either to bring down the 

public image of a figure or group, or in many cases, to aid local law enforcement 

in preventing political activity.29 It is by sorting through information and making 

these distinctions that Cunningham makes his conclusions about the relationship 

between the White Hate and New Left COINTEL Programs. 

COINTELPRO White Hate preceded the New Left program by several years, 

28 David Cunningham, There's Something Happening Here: The New Left, the FBI, and  
Counterintelligence, (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 2008), 185.

29 Ibid., 233-50.
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and Cunningham draws upon Keller's reasoning for its coming into existence—

namely its dual role in pleasing Hoover's liberal constituency and broadening the 

definition of “subversive” groups to include purely domestic ones. At the same 

time, he also draws on O'Reilly's view of COINTELPRO White Hate as a limited 

“sideshow” to the Bureau's more concerted efforts to derail the Civil Rights 

movement.30

Despite the opposing political stances of the Klan and the New Left, 

Cunningham finds that the FBI's tactics against both were overwhelmingly similar. 

The main difference between the White Hate and New Left COINTEL programs, 

writes Cunningham, was that the FBI made "an overarching effort to control the 

Klan's violent tendencies, alongside attempts to eliminate the New Left 

altogether.”31 These differences had certain political roots, but also were a result 

of the organization of the groups themselves. The Klan's goal of stopping the Civil 

Rights Movement was congruent to the FBI's own stance: it was their tactics that 

the Bureau were trying to stop. Also, the fact that the various Klans were 

organized as secret societies made the threat of exposing its members a 

particularly useful COINTEL tactic. The New Left, on the other hand, operated out 

in the open and had an anti-police orientation, making direct COINTEL tactics less 

effective.32 Without being able to infiltrate New Left groups with the same success 

30 Ibid., 111.

31 Ibid., 12.

32 Ibid., 174.
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as with the Klan, more work went into creating a repressive environment that 

made participation in New Left political movements difficult or even dangerous. 

An additional problem the FBI ran into in their execution of COINTELPRO 

New Left was in delineating the limits of the term. For the most part, the "New 

Left" umbrella included student groups, antiwar groups, anarchist organizations, 

groups affiliated with the Communist Party, public figures and radical faculty, 

underground newspapers and magazines, and Black protest groups.33 Their focus 

ran as tight as individuals (like Abbie Hoffman and the Youth International Party) 

but sometimes was so broad as to cover an entire form of organization (“hippie 

communes”) or college campus (Antioch).34 Curiously, the Bureau chose to justify 

their designation of COINTELPRO-New Left targets as "subversive" not on the 

basis of those groups' own illegal or radical activities, but through their affiliations 

with the CPUSA. In the view of the directorate, groups like Students for a 

Democratic Society and the WEB Dubois clubs (A black socialist youth 

organization) were inherently subversive, and needed to be viewed as such. 

Choosing to focus specifically on violent acts would give way to a much 

narrower range of targets than CP-affiliated individuals and organizations. Despite 

the FBI's best efforts to associate the CP and New Left, in reality the young 

activists affiliated with the New Left saw the CP as "hidebound, retrogressive, and 

33 Ibid., 93.

34 Ibid., 279.
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outside the mainstream of revolutionary action," according to FBI agent William 

Sullivan.35 Cunningham points out that FBI antipathy toward the New Left was 

larger in scope than mere anti-Communism, as "targets' political ideology was 

often confounded with their perceived commitment to an alternative lifestyle, 

with the latter structuring the FBI's allocation of repression against the New 

Left."36 Organizing the various targets of COINTELPRO-New Left according to 

their relative perception as a "threat" is thus complicated and difficult. 

The FBI's plan was to prevent the existence of New Left groups on any 

American campus and stop them where they existed already. When the Knoxville 

SAC suggested that they close their own New Left COINTELPRO due to lack of 

any known radical political activity for a year, Hoover's office firmly denied the 

request. According to Hoover, despite Knoxville's perception that "the New Left's 

efforts on the Nation's campuses are abating, [the Knoxville SAC] should...prepare 

for and seek new ways of arresting the attacks by the New Left which will, in all 

probability, develop during the coming academic year."37 It is because of vague 

and overenthusiastic directives like these that the number of groups that were 

watched or disrupted as a part of COINTELPRO New Left grew some five times in 

size between the program's inception in 1968 and conclusion in 1971.

Cunningham also examines Churchill and Vanderwall's claims of 

35 Ibid., 95.

36 Ibid., 101.

37 Ibid., 103.
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COINTELPRO activities continuing after 1971 by applying his criteria to what is 

known about COINTELPRO's successor, the FBI's Security Index (later known as 

the “Administrative Index”).38 What Cunningham does not dispute is the 

continuation of intelligence activities against political targets after 1971, but 

because of the paucity of documentary evidence, it's hard to make a case that the 

more controversial and damaging counterintelligence activities continued into the 

seventies and eighties. Cunningham first looks to the case of AIM, Churchill and 

Vanderwall's primary cause celebré, and finds that the FBI's main activities against 

them were the use of paid informants (a form of intelligence) and manipulation of 

judicial witnesses. Unlike COINTELPRO, the FBI was engaged primarily in 

criminal prosecution against AIM rather than direct counterintelligence. However, 

Cunningham notes how the use of informants had an indirect counterintelligence 

effect on the organization. Ultimately, Cunningham agrees with Theoharis' claims 

that the FBI's activities against AIM were “fundamentally different from earlier 

COINTELPROs,” at least insofar as they were intended to build criminal cases. 

However, the breadth of the Bureau's prosecution of AIM along with the 

disruptive effects of their intelligence activities led to an impact “not altogether 

different from its counterintelligence programs.”39 Cunningham concludes the 

book with an examination of the post-9/11 FBI, and the new breadth of power it 

has assumed in prosecuting terrorism after the passage of the USA PATRIOT Act.

38 Ibid., 201.

39 Ibid., 209-10.
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All five authors characterize COINTELPRO as the product of a powerful 

bureaucracy run amok, applying state-sanctioned coercion to a broad range of 

targets, whose selection was largely informed by the personal prejudices and 

beliefs of Director J. Edgar Hoover. Hoover, along with the the mainstream 

political establishment, saw Communism as the product of a monolithic 

movement led from Moscow and an existential threat to the American way of life. 

Granted a mandate to put an end to “Communist subversion” in the United States, 

Hoover actively sought to extend these extra-judicial tactics to other forces he 

believed to have an anti-American orientation. In particular, Hoover sought to link 

the growing Civil Rights movement to the moribund Communist Party. The actual 

affiliation between the Communists and black America, however, was far more 

complicated than Hoover wished. While the CPUSA mobilized a large number of 

urban black workers during the 1930s and 40s, their influence in the black 

community waned considerably following the 1950s and the rapid growth of an 

anti-Communist consensus. In order to contextualize the FBI's accusations of 

pervasive Communist influence in the Civil Rights movement, the next chapter 

will survey the interchange between these groups from the CPUSA's inception to 

the COINTELPRO era.
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Communism, Black Liberation, and Changing Cultural Tides: 

1919-1962

In 1956, the primary force driving Hoover's covert establishment of 

COINTELPRO was what many of his contemporaries considered an existential 

threat to the American way of life: domestic adherents to Communist doctrine 

and ideology. This umbrella of “subversion” extended well past organized Marxist 

political groups like the CPUSA and SWP to include any members of the broad-

based coalition fighting for the equality of African-Americans. 

This suspicion did not arise from a vacuum. The makeup of the Communist 

Party USA from World War I to the 1960s was disproportionately black, especially 

among its leadership. This was was due in no small part to the CPUSA's adoption 
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of a platform calling for the end of Jim Crow and racial inequality in America well 

before many other American labor movements. While there was an intermingling 

between the Communist Party and other black activist groups, particularly during 

the Popular Front period of the 1930s and 40s, Hoover and other white 

conservatives often interpreted black agitation against the status quo as the direct 

result of a monolithic, pervasive, and subversive Communist plot. This claim by 

and large falls flat upon closer examination of the record: many black groups 

were demonstrably unaffiliated with the CPUSA, which was itself not a 

particularly large organization.

After WWII, as the fault lines of the Cold War began to ossify, American 

Communists and those sympathetic to their aims found themselves the targets of a 

political climate strongly oriented against them. During this period, many 

mainstream civil rights activists found themselves stuck between an ineffectual 

Communist leadership claiming to have influence over them and a powerful state 

establishment (including the FBI and HUAC) which took those claims at face 

value. This chapter will survey the relationship between the Communist Party and 

African-American political movements from the CPUSA's inception following 

World War I to the rise of the Civil Rights movement during the 1960s, 

particularly in the context of the FBI's conflagration of the two before and during 

the COINTELPRO era. This web of relationships informs the case study in the next 

chapter, which investigates the COINTELPRO  files of the FBI's Chicago Office 

regarding their activities against Illinois CPUSA leader Claude Lightfoot.
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The Communist Party of the United States of America emerged in the wake 

of the Bolshevik Revolution and the establishment of a socialist state in the Soviet 

Union near the end of the First World War. Vladimir Lenin, the ideological leader 

of the revolution, formed the Third International Communist Party, also known as 

the Comintern, in March 1919. The CPUSA's membership was initially a splinter 

faction of the Socialist Party of the United States, a party which had enjoyed 

considerable turn-of-the-century success for a radical movement under the 

leadership of Eugene V. Debs. The Left Wing caucus of the Socialists, whose 

membership was overwhelmingly composed of recent European immigrants, split 

from the Socialists in 1919 to join Lenin's Comintern. The new Communist Party 

of the United States thus established itself as the central revolutionary Marxist 

organization in the America.40  Distinguishing the newly founded Communist 

Party from its Socialist predecessor was a rejection of the incrementalist politics in 

favor of demanding the the immediate overthrow of the current government and 

installation of a dictatorship of the proletariat.41 The nascent Communist Party 

took this insurgent stance very seriously: they refused to participate in the 

national strike wave of 1919, because its purpose was economic rather than 

revolutionary.42 Over the course of the following decade, as the Communist Party 

40 Theodore Draper, The Roots of American Communism: The untold story of the formative years  
of the Communist party in America, (New York: Viking Press, 1957), 137.

41 Ibid., 185.

42 Fraser M. Ottanelli, The Communist Party of the United States: From the Great Depression to  
World War II, (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1991), 10.
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became a legal political party and began to grow, the CPUSA and the various 

organizations operating under its umbrella by and large operated independently 

from other leftist movements, but in concert with the COMINTERN.

As the Great Depression swept across America, the Communist Party 

aggressively sought recruits from among the growing ranks of disenfranchised and 

unemployed African-American workers.  Pairing their anti-capitalist agenda with 

an anti-racist platform, the CPUSA became part of an emerging movement to end 

racial inequality in the United States. The Chicago labor activist and trade 

unionist scene in the 1930s largely consisted of  foreign-born immigrants. Of the 

minority who were born in the United States, many were African-American, and 

had moved to the city during the First World War in search of work.43 

The Communists broke racial barriers when they sought to actively recruit 

African-American workers, situated themselves in black communities and 

organized protests, strikes, and other actions on behalf of low-income blacks 

locally and nationwide. In the South Side Chicago community, the CPUSA 

recruited workers to their racially integrated sister union, the Trade Union Unity 

League, while organizing those without work into Unemployed Councils. The 

Party also organized dramatic protests and actions on behalf of the poor. In 

response to the wave of evictions brought on by the Depression in 1931, groups of 

militant Communists took direct action against evictions in black neighborhoods, 

43 Randi Storch, Red Chicago: American Communism at its Grassroots, 1928-35, (Chicago, IL: 
University of Illinios Press, 2009), 39.
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frequently battling police.44 

On the national level, the Communist Party agitated on behalf of southern 

blacks, most notably in the wake of the 1931 conviction of  nine young African-

American men accused of  raping two white women in Scottsboro, Alabama. All 

but one of them were sentenced to death in the electric chair. The case garnered 

national attention, and the Communist Party's legal arm, known as the 

International Labor Defense, offered to defend the Scottsboro boys on appeal. The 

Communists' work on the case complicated things further. The ILD's approach was 

two-pronged. First, they planned to financially support the best defense they 

could possibly get for the young men, considered by many to be George W. 

Chamlee, a former Attorney General of Tennessee. Second, they agitated for 

nationwide and international protests of the court's guilty verdicts. Their 

association caused many involved in prosecuting the case to disregard all protest 

as the product of Communist propaganda.45

The controversial case created a rift between the Communist Party and the 

more moderate NAACP. Historian Hugh T. Miller's 1967 examination of the public 

scuffle between the NAACP and ILD over the handling of the case represented the 

beginning of a rift between the Communists and the NAACP. The ILD, according to 

many contemporary commentators including poet Langston Hughes, were 

significantly less qualified to run the boys' defense than the NAACP. Following the 

44 Ibid., 106-112.

45 Jeff Woods, Black Struggle, Red Scare: Segregation and Anti-Communism in the South, 1948-
1968, (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2004), 20.
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first guilty verdict, the ILD competed openly with the NAACP to gain the support 

of the defendants and their parents. Though the NAACP and ILD saw eye-to-eye 

on the need to defend the boys, the ILD's insistence that mass action be taken was 

rejected by the NAACP's leadership, who saw it as a surefire way to align public 

opinion against them. The NAACP's anger at the ILD only grew when after they 

managed to secure superstar defense attorney Clarence Darrow, who had rejected 

the ILD's earlier requests, and the ILD refused to hand leadership of the defense to 

the NAACP. The ILD only managed to get the sentence of one of the defendants 

commuted, and the other eight's sentences were upheld.46

Despite the NAACP's protests that the ILD's actions endangered the youths, 

it could be said that they saved them as well. After the verdict upholding the 8 

boys' executions was released, mass protests occurred across the nation, and even 

in as far away as Havana. According to Murray, the ILD-led protests over the 

unfair treatment of the Scottsboro boys were the first nationwide action in favor 

of black rights. In response to the furor, the Supreme Court agreed to hear the 

cases and ultimately overturned the boys' death sentences. While some saw the 

Communists' intervention as a taint on the case, ultimately, the ILD's defense led 

to a significant gain for racial justice. The publicity surrounding the case led to 

significant growth in black sympathy toward the CPUSA, as well as fuel for the 

conservative claim that the Communists were the primary architects of racial 

46 Hugh T. Murray Jr., “The NAACP Versus the Communist Party: The Scottsboro Rape Cases,” 
Phylon vol. 28, no. 3 (1967): 280-2.
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unrest in America.47

During this period, the Communist Party had more African-Americans 

represented in its leadership than many other racially integrated political 

movements. Claude Lightfoot, who is the subject of the next chapter, served as the 

leader of the Illinois Party from the 1950s to the 60s. Furthermore, in 1932, he 

ran for the Illinois State Senate on the Communist ticket and received some 

33,000 votes from the residents of South Side Chicago.48 Oliver Law, another 

Chicago Communist, served in and briefly led the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, a 

unit of American volunteers in the Spanish Civil War, in the days prior to his being 

killed in action. Law is considered by some scholars to be the first black 

commander of an American military unit.49 On the national level, The CPUSA was 

the first party to run an African-American on a presidential ticket. James W. Ford, 

a Harlem CPUSA organizer, ran for Vice President in 1932, 1936, and 1940.50 

Harry Haywood, a Black Nationalist who had formerly been associated with the 

Socialist Party, joined the Communist Party in the late 1920s and became 

instrumental in forming Party policy on the national level.51

47 Ibid., 285-92.

48 Claude Lightfoot, Chicago Slums to World Politics: Autobiography of Claude Lightfoot, ed. 
Timothy V. Johnson, (New York: New Outlook Publishers and Distributers, 1986), 45.

49 Peter N. Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade: Americans in the Spanish Civil  
War, (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 1994) 135-139.

50 Lightfoot, Chicago Slums to World Politics, 38.

51 Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, Defying Dixie: The Radical Roots of Civil Rights 1919-1950, (New 
York: W. V. Norton and Company, 2008), 64
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Many leading black voices of the first half of the 20th century were 

associated with, though not necessarily members of the CPUSA. The Party's 

influence famously reached to such luminaries as the poet Langston Hughes. 

While Hughes never formally joined the Party, his work was frequ6tently 

published in Communist newsletters, and he even traveled to the Soviet Union in 

the 1930s. Toward the end of his life, W.E.B. DuBois became more and more 

sympathetic to the Communist cause. In a 1953 essay entitled “Negroes and the 

Crisis of Capitalism in the United States,” DuBois decries capitalism as one of the 

structures which upholds racial segregation and the poor treatment of black 

Americans, and cites anti-Communism as a force holding the race back. Praising 

Stalin's Soviet Union as a “great nation,” DuBois ultimately became an 

unapologetic Marxist-Leninist.52

One of the more complicated aspects of the relationship between African-

Americans and the Communist Party was the Party's official line on “The Negro 

Question”—which is to say, racial inequality in America. The Seventeenth 

National Party Congress, which convened in 1931, applied the Comintern's 

doctrine of “National Self-Determination” for oppressed ethnic groups, formulated 

under Josef Stalin's leadership, to black Americans. The position paper, drafted in 

part by Haywood, called for “The establishment of a Negro Republic in the Black 

52 W.E.B. DuBois, “Negroes and the Crisis of Capitalism in the United States,” The Monthly  
Review vol. 54., no. 11 (April 2003. Originally published April 1953): 
https://www.monthlyreview.org/0403dubois.htm
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Belt.”53 The “Black Belt” referred to the section of the American South ranging 

from Louisiana to North Carolina (excluding Florida), which Haywood saw as the 

“national territory” of a potential black nation.54 The adoption of a separatist 

position was not without controversy, and during the following decades, this 

doctrine would be frequently ignored by integrationist Communist activists. In 

practical day-to-day affairs, many Communist Party-affiliated organizations 

adopted a more moderate and integrationist approach to the fights against 

segregation and lynching.  

Those tendencies would soon become part of the Party line. At the Seventh 

Party Congress in 1935, the Comintern passed a resolution calling for the 

establishment of a pan-leftist and anti-fascist “Popular Front” to stem the growing 

power of right-wing nationalist movements both in Europe and America.55 The 

Popular Front was a radical doctrinal shift for the Party, as it represented a 

suspension of its call for revolution. CPUSA policy made an about-face during the 

mid-30s, particularly in regard to cooperation with non-Communist organizations. 

In 1934 one draft resolution for the Eighth Convention of the National Party 

claiming that the NAACP and similar groups represented “the chief social support 

of imperialist reaction” to black agitation.56 By 1936, after the establishment of 

53 Federal Bureau of Investigation, RACON: Racial Conditions in the United States During World  
War II. (1943) ed. Robert A. Hill. (Boston, MA: Northeastern University Press, 1995), 560.

54 Harry Haywood, Negro Liberation, (Liberator Press: Chicago, 1948), 167.

55 Storch, 214.

56 RACON, 562.
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the Popular Front, the Party passed a resolution calling for a “United Negro 

People's Front.”57 Under this new direction, the influence of the CPUSA among 

non-Communists reached its high-water mark.

A Popular/United Front movement which received considerable support 

from the CPUSA was the National Negro Congress. The NNC, largely regarded as 

a Communist front organization not only by the FBI,58 but a number of historians, 

provides a good example of the sort of multilateral activity black Communists 

were involved with during this era. Despite its historical characterization as a 

Communist group, historian Laurence S. Wittner claims that the NNC enjoyed the 

support of a far broader assortment of non-Communist organizations and 

intellectuals. Convening in Chicago in 1936, the First National Negro Congress 

consisted of 817 delegates from 585 organizations, representing in total 

somewhere around 1,200,000 members of numerous organizations. According to 

contemporary accounts, the Congress included old-guard Republicans, Democrats, 

Communists, Garveyites, Black Secessionists, and even adherents of the Baha'i 

faith. While united on such issues as lynching, the need to organize black labor, 

and condemnation of Mussolini's invasion of Ethiopia, the NNC did not adopt any 

particular ideological stance. Nevertheless, the NNC became one of the primary 

arenas through which Communists offered support for the black community on 

57 Ibid., 564.

58 RACON, 603.
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both national and local levels.59

Individual local chapters of the National Negro Congress made a number of 

improvements in their communities after 1936. In Chicago, the NNC forced the 

city to employ black streetcar drivers and help prevent construction of a public 

housing development on the South Side from being blocked by court injunction. 

The Boston organization made a number of cultural gains, getting a racist 

textbook removed from public schools and pushing the Boston Symphony 

Orchestra to allow musicians of color to perform. The Washington branch 

organized local organizations in a fight against police brutality. All in all, the early 

activities of the group indicated no particular orientation toward outright 

Communist agitation and recruitment. They were, however, an open show of 

solidarity between the CPUSA and urban blacks across the country.60

The NNC also helped the CPUSA increase their participation in the trade 

unionist movement following the rise of mainstream labor unions like the 

American Federation of Labor (AFL) and the Congress of Industrial Organizations 

(CIO) during the mid-to late 30s led to the decline of Communist-controlled 

groups like the TUUL.61 In order to retain influence in labor organization, the 

CPUSA began focusing on working with with the AFL and CIO. According to labor 

historian Frasier Ottanelli, Communist participation in the CIO greatly aided 

59 Lawrence S. Wittner “The National Negro Congress, a Reassessment,” American Quarterly Vol 
22 No. 4, 1970 , 884-5.

60 Ibid., 888-9.

61 Storch,  165.
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CPUSA recruitment, with the party's national rolls nearly doubling from 37,000 to 

60,000 between 1967 and 1968.62 Instrumental to the success of Communist/CIO 

cooperation was the work of the NNC during that period.

By 1938, under the leadership of John P. Davis, the group began to take a 

more partisan direction. The NNC certainly did not adopt an explicitly Communist 

agenda so much as a liberal one, and supported the New Deal and even a number 

of politicians seeking electoral office. The NNC also entered a partnership with the 

AFL and CIO to organize black workers, a central plank of the Congress' platform 

from the outset. Around Chicago, the NNC fought to unionize black steelworkers 

in particular, organizing meetings in churches and clubs encouraging union 

membership. In many regards, the organizing efforts of the NNC brought an end 

to racial restrictions in quite a few labor unions.63

This successful streak did not last for more than a few years. While the 

Congress enjoyed the support of the Popular Frontist Communists, the Nazi-Soviet 

pact of 1939 changed the nature of Communist support for the NNC. While the 

NNC was intended as a group for racial unity, the Communists began to push an 

anti-war agenda.64 For the 22 months between the Nazi-Soviet pact and the 

German invasion of Russia, international Party doctrine followed suit. In a show 

of just how much sway Moscow had over the CPUSA, the anti-fascist ideology of 

62 Ottanelli, 154.

63 Wittner, 891, 895.

64 Ibid., 898.
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the Popular Front was nearly abandoned in the name of keeping the Americans 

out of the war.65 The 1940 National Negro Congress was innundated with 

increased sectarianism and partisanship among the leadership and the 

Communists. The divergent nature of the CPUSA's new anti-war stance from the 

Congress' prior efforts brought about a fatal schism in the NNC. Furthermore, 

increased union and communist participation meant nearly a third of its makeup 

were white delegates.66 The Congress soon drifted away from its position as a 

“United Front for African-Americans” and turned into a more union-centric, left-

progressive organization which soon lost its clout. Nevertheless, the NNC's brief 

spell of success marked both a high-water mark for Communist influence among 

black workers.

Hoover's concerns about the radicalization of black America emerged from 

this climate, predating COINTELPRO by well over a decade. From 1942 to 1943, 

he commissioned a secret report on Racial Conditions on the United States of 

America (abbreviated as RACON), a nationwide survey of political attitudes 

among African-Americans. In particular, Hoover saw dissent among blacks as a 

potential threat to the war effort. According to one informant in Chicago, “the 

Negro in general is patriotic although his class consciousness has developed to the 

point where the Negro regards the war effort with but a lukewarm interest.”67 On 

65 Gilmore, 301.

66 Wittner, 890.

67 RACON, 91-2.
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the other hand, the report finds that the efforts of the CPUSA (post-Hitler's 

invasion of Russia) actually encouraged black Chicagoans to help with the war 

effort:

The Communist Party since the invasion of Russia by Germany has agitated on 

behalf of the Negro, urging that additional rights be granted him in economic, 

political, and cultural matters. At the same time, however, it urged the Negro 

population to support the national war effort completely. However, in its work 

among the Negroes, the Party has combined its agitation on their behalf with the 

remainder of the Communist Party line.68

The Communist Party's role as the progenitor of black discontent is a constantly 

recurring theme in the report, a notion which Hoover and the Bureau continued 

to accept well into the following decade and a half.

The report also demonstrated the FBI's growing understanding of the 

power of the press and other media. In a section on “the Negro Press,” which is 

characterized as “a strong provocator of discontent among Negroes,”69 particular 

attention is given to major black newspapers and the political leanings of their 

editorial staff. Of note is the Bureau's findings on the Chicago Defender, a 

newspaper which the FBI's Chicago Office would later develop closer ties with 

during the COINTELPRO era. As of 1942, the Bureau found the paper largely 

sympathetic to the Communist Party and the National Negro Congress. 

68 Ibid., 95

69 Ibid., 419
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Communist ties were attributed to nearly the entire editorial staff, including then-

executive director of the NNC, John P. Davis (whom the Bureau incorrectly labels 

as a CPUSA member) and William L. Patterson (an actual member of the Party). 

While the Defender of 1942 had an obvious radical slant, the Bureau would later 

ascribe “conservative tendencies” to the paper in 1962, reflecting the CPUSA's 

changing fortunes during the interceding decades.

The Communist Party's decline in both membership and influence began to 

take shape following the end of the war. A confluence of factors led the Party to 

receive harsh treatment from nearly the entire political spectrum as the escalation 

of the Cold War made anti-Communism a part of the American political 

consensus. Between active prosecution led by conservative elements in the 

government and ideological turmoil within the Party, the CPUSA's power was 

massively reduced between 1945 and 1960.

Following the Scottsboro Boys case of 1931, black political agitation 

against the status quo occupied the popular imagination of many white 

Southerners as part of plot being carried out by radical foreign agents, namely 

Communists.70 Anti-Communism soon became a potent rhetorical and political 

weapon in the arsenal of Jim Crow's defenders. Segregationist, anti-Communist 

ideology defined the tenor of Southern politics for decades to follow. 

The House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) was a nexus of state 

anti-communist activity following the war. Though HUAC is most often associated 

70 Woods, 1.
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with Republican Wisconsin Senator Joseph McCarthy, its rise to national influence 

preceded him. In 1945, Representative John Rankin of Mississippi, along with a 

coalition of Southern congressmen, established HUAC as a standing committee. 

Jeffrey Woods, author of Black Dream, Red Struggle characterizes Rankin's 

“foremost claim to Americanism” as “his hatred of Negroes, aliens, liberals, and 

Jews.”71 In many regards, the first targets of HUAC were doubly the targets of 

Southern racial resentment. Rankin and his allies frequently invoked the 

Communist Party's doctrine of self-determination and plans for a separate black 

state in the south, and attributed racial unrest to Communist agitation. In the 

hands of segregationist politicians, HUAC not only acted as an anti-communist 

bulwark, but a weapon against black reformers.

As conservative institutions like HUAC eroded the CPUSA's ability to 

operate, the postwar era also saw the beginning of more mainstream and center-

liberal support for black civil rights. President Harry S. Truman even went so far 

as to link the fight for civil rights to anti-Communism, stating that the United 

States had to create new “world-wide moral order” in opposition to the Soviet 

Union.72 As the anti-Communist consensus cemented on both sides of the aisle in 

Washington, the full weight of the political establishment bore down on the 

CPUSA. By the 1950s, the Communist Party was functionally outlawed by the 

Smith and McCarran acts and forced underground, something which will be 

71 Ibid., 26.

72 Gilmore, 413.
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discussed in further depth during the next chapter. 

1956 in particular became a banner year for the CPUSA's disintegration. 

That year, J. Edgar Hoover formally began COINTELPRO and massively expanded 

the Bureau's covert operations against the Communist Party. Furthermore, world 

events hammered away at the CPUSA's position of prominence among the 

American radical left following the death of Josef Stalin. The Soviet invasion of 

Hungary also challenged the ideals of the CPUSA, and led many American radicals 

to withdraw their support from the Comintern. Nikita Kruschev's “Secret Speech” 

denouncing Stalin's “Cult of Personality” to the 20th Party Congress shook up the 

Party's establishment further yet. Within the CPUSA, a schism developed between 

the Stalinist old guard, led by long-time Party leader William Z. Foster, and a 

group of reformists led by John Gates, an editor for The Daily Worker. At the 1957 

convention, Foster's faction ultimately won out, with Gates and others formally 

leaving the Party.73 Others still, like Harry Haywood, grew disillusioned with the 

party and became attracted to the divergent strain of Communist thought 

practiced by Mao Zedong in China and left the CPUSA in favor of a Maoist splinter 

party.74 Meanwhile, the Bureau's penetration of the Party increased rapidly. By 

1957, around fifteen percent of the Party's 10,000 members were in fact 

informants to the FBI.75
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As discussed in the previous chapter, Hoover's Bureau was very much 

reflected the beliefs of a man raised to accept Southern mores and beliefs. For 

much of his life, Hoover's Washington DC was subject to the institution of 

segregation in nearly all its aspects.76 For the duration of Hoover's tenure at the 

Bureau, African-Americans received unequal treatment from its agents. In some 

part, this was due to Hoover's own decisions and preconceived notions. In other 

ways, he cultivated an overwhelmingly white culture within the Bureau by his 

reticence to hire black Agents.77

In this environment, the once-friendly relationship between the CPUSA and 

other, less politically radical black organizations was strained further yet. The 

House Un-American Activities Committee put every left-leaning individual and 

organization under close scrutiny in the search for Communist links, ending the 

possibility of a new Popular Front. As anti-Communist pressure on Civil Rights 

organizations like the NAACP, the nascent SCLC, and CORE increased from HUAC 

and the FBI, many in the Civil Rights movement publicly repudiated the CPUSA 

with increasing frequency. In 1950, the NAACP declared its intentions to purge its 

own ranks of suspected Communists.78

Hoover's personal crusade against Martin Luther King and the SCLC is 

perhaps the most well-documented and widely-known aspects of the 

76 O'Reilly, 10.

77 Rhodri Jeffreys-Jones, The FBI: A History, (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007), 99.

78 Woods, 156.
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COINTELPRO era. Hoover's dislike for King ran so deep that he not only publicly 

decried him, but went above and beyond the limits set out even for the Bureau in 

the quest to destroy King's image. The Church Committee's own hundred-page 

case study of the actions taken by the FBI to undermine King during the 1960s, 

and the report characterizes the entire effort as one “marked by extreme personal 

vindictiveness.”79

In 1962, Hoover opened a COMINFIL (Communist Infiltration) 

investigation into Dr. King's Southern Christian Leadership Conference and two of 

his advisors, whom the Bureau suspected of being Communists. While it can be 

established that the two advisors in particular had been at some point members of 

the CPUSA, the Church Committee claims that proof of their CP membership at 

the time of the investigation was inconclusive.80 Hoover's feud with King was also 

rooted in King's public criticism of the Bureau's inaction on behalf of African-

American citizens. In January 1962, King was quoted lamenting the alliance 

between the FBI and white segregationists:

One of the great problems we face with the FBI in the South is that 

the agents are white Southerners who have been influenced by the 

mores of the community. To maintain their status, they have to 

remain friendly with the local police and those who are promoting 

79 Supplementary Staff Reports on Intelligence Activities and the Rights of Americans, 82.

80 Ibid., 86
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segregation.81

According to William Sullivan, this public statement angered Hoover. By his 

account, it marked the beginning of Hoover's bitter rivalry with King.82

There can be little doubt that the Communist Party USA themselves were 

loyal to the mandates of the Comintern and by extension Moscow. The Soviet 

Union even offered funding to the CPUSA after 1959, when its membership began 

to dry up. The complete extent to which the CPUSA as an arm of the Soviet state 

was a threat to the United States, however, remains the focus of cointinued 

debate. If anything, the fact that the KGB had to fund the CPUSA after 1959 to 

keep it afloat is an indicator that the CPUSA's political relevance by the time the 

1960s began was small at best.83

Records from the Soviet intelligence service, the KGB, indicate that the 

Soviets undertook a number of largely unsuccessful operations to influence King. 

According to British historian Christopher Andrew, drawing upon the infamous 

“Mitrokhin Archive,” the KGB saw racial tension in the United States as a factor 

which could readily be exploited to disrupt Russia's “main adversary.” Though 

aware of some of the USA's more heated political fault lines, in many respects, the 

Soviets (and even the American Communists) were out of touch with American 

culture. Their stance on King provides plenty of evidence to this degree. While the 

81 Ibid., 90

82 Ibid.

83 Christopher Andrew and Vasili Mitrokhin, The Sword and the Shield: The Mitrokhin Archive  
and the Secret History of the KGB, (New York: Basic Books, 1999), 240.
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CPUSA assured the Comintern that they held influence over King, this was far 

from the truth. Famously, in his 1963 Letter From a Birmingham Jail, King 

disavowed Communism, writing, "if today I lived in a Communist country where 

certain principles dear to the Christian faith are suppressed, I would openly 

advocate disobeying that country's antireligious laws."84 

According to Andrew, the KGB planned to get back at King by smearing him 

in the “African press,” making the Civil Rights leader out as “an 'Uncle Tom' who 

was secretly receiving government subsidies to tame the civil rights movement 

and prevent it threatening the Johnson administration.” These efforts were largely 

fruitless, though they put King in the unique position of being one of the only 

individuals in the United States to be simultaneously targeted by the KGB and the 

FBI.85 

Like King, African-American Communists were themselves caught between 

the cynical machinations of Moscow and the aggressive persecution of the FBI. 

The CPUSA's leadership during the 1960s hardly oriented itself against the Civil 

Rights movement. If anything, they exaggerated their diminishing influence 

among organized black resistance to inequality. Communist leaders like Claude 

Lightfoot and Ben Davis would frequently call for unity in the black struggle, often 

to find themselves excluded from coalitions or ostracized by moderate groups 

fearful of FBI persecution. By the onset of the COINTELPRO era, the CPUSA had 

84 Martin Luther King Jr., Letter from a Birmingham Jail, 1963. 
http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/mlkbirm.htm

85 Andrew and Mitrokhin, 237.
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evolved from the combative vanguard of the 30s to a dwindling group of political 

pariahs. While the Communist Party had a brief period of real influence over 

African-Americans in labor unions, many in the Bureau saw that inch for a mile. 

In the world view of Hoover and his contemporaries, the threats of Communist 

subversion and growing racial tensions interlocked almost perfectly. This mode of 

thinking made black Communists like Lightfoot the most natural targets of 

COINTELPRO, as the next chapter will show in greater detail.
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The Case of Claude Lightfoot: 1961-1967

COINTELPRO operations in the first half of the 1960s were characterized 

by the Bureau's concerted opposition to two particular groups: Communists and 

Civil Rights activists. The FBI's engagement with the African-American Illinois 

CPUSA leader Claude Lightfoot epitomizes the Bureau's priorities during this 

period. The activities carried out against Lightfoot by COINTELPRO-CPUSA were 

intended to discredit him and undermine his position among Communist Party 

members, the Chicago black community, and Civil Rights activists. In this regard, 

they were largely successful; by 1967, Lightfoot's political career in Chicago was 

over and he and his family left the city. Furthermore, the media pressure 

orchestrated by the FBI led the NAACP to distance themselves from Lightfoot and 
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the party after decades of cooperation (however reluctant) in the fight for civil 

rights. 

The FBI's tactics against Lightfoot were marked by a disturbing trend: the 

Chicago Office acted primarily as an information organization, operating outside 

of the criminal justice system altogether. In light of the failure of the Justice 

Department's attempts to stop the political activities of Lightfoot in court under 

the Smith and McCarran acts, the Special Agent in Charge of Chicago 

COINTELPRO-CPUSA initiated an extended smear campaign against Lightfoot. 

The Bureau surveilled Lightfoot and covertly presented a damaging narrative of 

him to the local media in order to discredit him among the black community. 

Furthermore, Lightfoot's case illustrates the decline into near-total irrelevancy of 

mainline Communism in America during the 1960s. By the end of 1964, 

according to the Chicago Office's own estimation, the membership of the 

Communist Party within its own field division had dwindled to a mere 334.86 The 

persistence and tenacity of the Chicago Office's pursuit of Lightfoot belies Hoover 

FBI's twin goals of suppressing both Communist and African-American activism, 

regardless of whether or not such activities posed a credible threat to national 

security. 

In this chapter, I will primarily draw from the COINELPRO files made 

available on microfilm in 1978 by Scholarly Resources Inc., which contain 

redacted documents released under Freedom of Information Act. In particular, I 

86 Memo from Director, FBI to Special Agent in Charge, Chicago, April 22, 1965.

50



am using documents pertaining to COINTELPRO-CPUSA from the Bureau's 

Chicago Field Office. A solid proportion of these memorada, proposed mailings, 

transcripts, and newspaper clippings pertain directly to operations against 

Lightfoot over a six year period. Most of these memoranda were written by the 

Chicago Special Agent in Charge (SAC), Marlin W. Johnson,87 the individual 

authorized to speak for the Field Office both to Washington and the media. When 

the Chicago office wished to undertake a Counterintelligence operation against a 

target, be it an anonymous mailing, leak to the press, or surveillance operation, 

the SAC would first request approval from Director J. Edgar Hoover before 

carrying out the activity. 

Most of the Bureau's counterintelligence activities against Lightfoot 

involved the Bureau furnishing journalists and media outlets with information 

meant to discredit Lightfoot. The Chicago Office's cozy relationship with the 

media is more clearly elucidated in an April 1965 memo from the SAC to the 

Director listing some 34 “reliable cooperative news sources” in and around the 

city. While the names of the individual contacts are redacted, the media outlets 

they work for are listed. As of 1965, the Chicago SAC had multiple contacts at 

major local broadcasters including local CBS, ABC, and NBC affiliates as well as 

WGN radio and TV and Field Communications. As for newspapers, the SAC not 

only lists mainstream city publications like the Chicago Tribune, Daily News, 

87 Federal Bureau of Investigation, Chicago Field Office, “The Chicago Division: A Brief History,” 
Federal Bureau of Investigation, http://chicago.fbi.gov/history.htm
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Chicago's American, and the Sun Times; but local papers from the outlying towns 

of Joliet, Rockford and Wakeugan as well as publications aimed at the black 

community, like the Chicago Defender.88 Furthermore, when discussing news 

outlets which would be receptive to damaging information about Lightfoot, the 

Chicago SAC suggests that the Chicago Courier has “in the past devoted itself to 

sensationalism in the Negro community...along more conservative lines.”89

Despite a general lack of secondary material on Lightfoot, his pamphlets 

and writings during the period along with his 1989 autobiography, Chicago Slums 

to World Politics, contextualize the FBI files by offering a glimpse into of 

Lightfoot's own political beliefs and personal life. His autobiography not only 

offers his take on many of the events and scandals described in the FBI files, but a 

significant amount of historical context and analysis. Additionally, the book 

provides several documents in its appendices, mainly speeches and news articles 

about Lightfoot printed in left-wing and alternative publications.

Claude Mack Lightfoot was born in 1910 on his grandmother's Arkansas 

farm outside of Little Rock, where he lived until his family moved to Chicago in 

1919 during the wartime wave of black urban migration.90 The first major 

political action he was involved with was a 1930 picket of Woolworth stores on 

the South Side of Chicago, demanding the chain to hire more black women. 

88 Memo, Chicago to Director, April 29, 1965.

89 Memo, Chicago to Director, October 24, 1962.

90 Lightfoot, Chicago Slums to World Politics, 10.
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According to Lightfoot, the majority of businesses in black areas of Chicago at the 

time were white-owned and refused to hire black employees. The campaign was a 

success; after stores in black neighborhoods saw their revenues drop, the door 

was opened for many in the community to start finding employment closer to 

home.91

Lightfoot's nascent political career was beginning as black voters and 

politicians were moving away from the Republican Party to the Democratic Party. 

After spending a year working as a Democratic activist, he writes that he grew 

disillusioned by the promises left unfulfilled by the white politicians whom he had 

helped to rally his community around. Lightfoot attributes his changing political 

attitudes to the shift in his understanding of economic justice and its relation to 

race after coming face-to-face with the near-impossibility of his starting a shoe 

store as a black man in South Side Chicago. He moved from being a proponent of 

capitalism to claiming that “Black capitalism could not provide the solution to 

oppression and inequality.”92

 Lightfoot first encountered members of the Communist Party USA in 1931, 

during a growing wave of  militant black activism. What appealed to Lightfoot 

about the CPUSA in particular were the efforts of Communists in Washington Park 

who he says he saw putting themselves in harm's way in order to fight against the 

wave of evictions displacing black families from their homes. From his 

91 Ibid., 33.

92 Ibid., 30-33.
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perspective, the anti-eviction demonstrators were taking a step beyond mere 

protest, risking arrest and violence at the hands of the police by moving the 

furniture of evicted families back into their former residences in violation of the 

law. Lightfoot joined in the anti-eviction demonstrators and eventually found 

himself in jail with them, which only increased his devotion to his new cause.93

Lightfoot recollects how conversations with one Communist leading the 

anti-eviction movement, David Poindexter, led him to consider becoming a 

member of the CPUSA. For Lightfoot, one of the key elements of CP organization 

which appealed to him during the 1930s was the ability to cross color lines and 

fight for the rights of the poor as a united front both black and white. As discussed 

in the previous chapter; few other major political organizations in Chicago were 

as anti-racist in ideology as well as practice as the CP USA when Lightfoot joined. 

In 1932, Lightfoot ran on the Communist ticket for the state Senate in the 5th 

District, representing the South Side of Chicago. The only black candidate for the 

position, Lightfoot writes in his autobiography that he received 33,000 votes,  “the 

highest ever received by a Communist in this state on the local level.”94 He 

attributes this to his own growing profile as an activist at the time, leading the 

black community took his candidacy seriously.

In 1935, Lightfoot attended the Seventh World Congress of the 

International Communist Party in Russia, the first of many trips he would 

93 Ibid.. 39-41.

94 Ibid., 46.
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eventually take to the Communist Bloc.95 After a few more years of activism in 

Chicago, Lightfoot served in the United States Army during World War II. Due to 

his political affiliations as well as the segregation in the military, Lightfoot did not 

see combat abroad. Instead, Lightfoot was stationed in England, where he served 

as a quartermaster. He writes that he spent his spare time with local members of 

the English Communist Party and even participated in a few political rallies in 

uniform. While he was away at war, Chicago Communist leader Benjamin Davis 

had been elected to city council. Upon returning to Chicago, Lightfoot 

immediately re-immersed himself in Party activism, especially labor organization 

and the fight against Jim Crow.96 In 1949, Lightfoot was elected Organizational 

Secretary of the Illinois District of the CP, the second-highest position in the 

district.97

Following the passage of the McCarran Internal Security Act in 1951, 

Lightfoot writes that he and his wife Geraldyne “went underground” for three 

years in an attempt to evade the FBI, until he was arrested in 1954 at a South 

Side Chicago restaurant.98 During this period, Lightfoot began to serve as the chair 

of the Illinois Communist Party. Lightfoot was one of the first Communists to be 

95 Ibid., 55

96 Ibid., 93-97

97 Ibid., 110.

98 Ibid., 112-14.
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tried under the “membership clause” of the Smith Act99 and was sentenced to 5 

years in prison and a $10.000 fine.100 Lightfoot's case was overturned by the 

Supreme Court in 1957, largely because the evidence against him was mishandled 

by the Solicitor General.101 The government considered a retrial, but eventually 

dropped the charges against Lightfoot in 1961. He continued to serve as the 

Party's Illinois chair and remained on the CPUSA payroll.

The Chicago Field Office's COINTELPRO files on Lightfoot begin in 

November 1961, with reports from informants that the Communist Party was 

considering dissolving in light of the 1950 Internal Security Act being upheld by 

the Supreme Court.102 While party leaders like Lightfoot and Gus Hall were 

against dissolution and saw no legal benefit from doing so, the Chicago SAC 

wished to see the application of the McCarran act lead to the Party's dissolution. 

According to the memo, “To panic the membership into defections necessarily 

erodes the very strength of the Party as an organization.” 103 In order to further 

99 18 U.S. Code § 2385, “Advocating the Overthrow of Government,” known as the “Smith Act,” 
contains the following “membership clause,” prescribing a sentence of up to 20 years in 
prison for:

Whoever organizes or helps or attempts to organize any society, group, or assembly of 
persons who teach, advocate, or encourage the overthrow or destruction of any such 
government by force or violence; or becomes or is a member of, or affiliates with, any 
such society, group, or assembly of persons, knowing the purposes thereof – 

100 Lightfoot, Chicago Slums to World Politics, 118.

101 Lightfoot v. United States, Supreme Court of the United States of America, 1957

102 Scales v. United States, Supreme Court of the United States of America, 1961, a companion 
case to Lightfoot's own.

103 Memo, Chicago to Director, November 12, 1961. 
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this objective, the Chicago SAC suggests the anonymous mailing of a two-page 

letter captioned “Membership Responsibilities under the McCarran Act” from a 

fictive organization by the name of “Amicus Curiae Lawyers on behalf of the 

Party.” Beside undermining the instructions of Party leaders like Lightfoot, the 

Chicago SAC suggests that such a letter would be seen as an indication that the 

government knows the membership roster of the Party anyhow, a fact that “will be 

the ultimate blow to many members who presume they are concealed and that 

such a mailing will throw a reign of terror into the hearts of these members.”104

One of the groups campaigning against the McCarran Act was the Chicago 

Committee to Defend the Bill of Rights (CCDBR), an anti-HUAC civil liberties 

organization founded in 1960 with an estimated 10,000 names on its mailing list 

and some 59 board members.105 In a June 1962 memo, the Chicago Office 

characterizes the membership of CCDBR as possessing “strong 'left' political 

leanings” and suggests breaking the group apart by sending an anonymous red-

baiting mailing to non-Communist members of the Committee.106 The five-page 

letter, entitled “What is the CCDBR?” was sent on behalf of a fictitious 

organization called the “Committee to Preserve Human Liberties.” The letter links 

the group to the Lightfoot Defense Committee, founded in the mid-1950s to aid in 

Lightfoot's Smith Act trial. By citing Lightfoot's connection with the CCDBR, the 

104 Ibid.

105 Memo, Chicago to Director, May 22, 1962.

106 Memo, Chicago to Director, June 21, 1962.
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Chicago office hoped to persuade the Committe's religious and liberal members 

that the organization's stated aims in fighting the McCarran and Smith Acts were 

a front for Communist subversion, not the protection of civil liberties.107 The 

effects of the mailing (what the Bureau would refer to as “tangible results”) are 

not entirely clear — while the CCDBR may have lost a few anti-communist 

members, the organization exists to this day.

In April 1962, Lightfoot's father died of cancer. A month later, his wife 

Geraldyne also died after a two-year battle with lung cancer after having left the 

country to seek treatment in Moscow.108 According to Lightfoot's autobiography, 

he moved in with his friend and neighbor Lawrence Davis during the following 

months. Lightfoot writes that Davis “took me around to taverns where I met and 

mingled socially with most of the Black leaders of the West Side.” Shortly 

afterward, the FBI started paying significantly more attention to the widower 

Lightfoot's social life, and began a campaign to “follow the personal activities of 

CLAUDE LIGHTFOOT in an effort to discredit his leadership in the Illinois 

District.” The first volley came that fall, in October 1962.  According to the memo 

sent to Director Hoover, “[The Chicago] office proposes that a 'squib' be placed 

with [redacted], a Chicago newspaper appealing to the Negro, to appear in the 

newspaper's 'gossip column.'” The proposed “squib” reads as such:

107 Memo, Fred J. Baumgardner to William Sullivan, June 6, 1962.

108 Lightfoot Chicago Slums to World Politics, 131-3.
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Claude Lightfoot, Chicago's top commie recently abandoned his 

Loop headquarters  to return to his former south side haunts. Since 

the recent death of his wife, Lightfoot appears to be less business-

like. In fact, he is giving some of the playboys on Chicago's south 

and west sides a real run for their money. He has been seen on the 

nite club circuit in recent weeks in the company of some sharp 

chicks...a new one every nite. Claude's male companion these days is 

a well known playboy [likely referring to Davis]. Wonder if the 

commies have deserted the worker for the 'smart set' who play (not 

work) at some of the city's best known spots?109

While it is unclear if the exact copy presented in the memo saw print, rumors of 

Lightfoot as a playboy began circulating throughout the Chicago press, making the 

Chicago Office's first COINTEL measure against Lightfoot specifically a resounding 

success.

Shortly after the memo proposing the FBI-planted “squib” to discredit 

Lightfoot, an October 24 memo discusses a Chicago Tribune article written by staff 

reporter Sandy Smith and printed on the 15th entitled “Communist Lives up to 

Name—as Dancer.” The Tribune article colorfully echoes the FBI's particular 

claims, characterizing Lightfoot as “twisting down the primrose path” and 

abandoning all propriety.110 The SAC, claiming the Tribune article as the result of 

109 Memo, SAC Chicago to Director, October 1, 1962 .

110 Sandy Smith, “Communist Lives up to Name—as Dancer,” Chicago Tribune, Oct 15, 1962.
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their own counterintelligence efforts, suggests that continued surveillance of 

Lightfoot could yield additional results. Noting that Lightfoot had driven his car 

after drinking the night prior, the memo suggests that the agents tailing him could 

tip off the police should Lightfoot exit a bar and get into his automobile. 

Furthermore, the memo goes on to suggest that “in order to gain top publicity on 

the matter, [redacted] could be instructed to give this information to the City 

News Bureau.” The tactic of using “suitable sources” to disseminate material 

meant to ruin Lightfoot's reputation is a recurring theme throughout Lightfoot's 

file. A 1978 Chicago Reader article on Lightfoot's FBI files, reprinted in his 

autobiography, suggests that the reason the FBI was so successful in getting their 

information printed was because reporters were “scoop hounds” looking to be the 

first person to get something damning to print.111

The FBI began this media campaign with the intent of waging a dual 

assault on his credibility. By painting him as a libertine, his status among more 

conservative elements of Chicago's black community was undermined. Secondly, 

the FBI tried (much more unsuccesfully) to discredit him among the Communist 

Party for having “bourgeois tastes” and “emulat[ing] the capitalist whom he 

blames for the social and economic ills which plague the Negro.”112

In search of additional material to use against Lightfoot, the Chicago Office 

delved into his finances. Among the properties detailed in the same memo are 

111 Memo, Chicago to Director, October 15, 1962.

112 Ibid.
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Lightfoot's 1963 Ford Galaxie estimated to be worth over $3,000, his $30,000 

home, and a farm house in Indiana. The Chicago Office gained access to 

Lightfoot's credit application to purchase the car and found that Lightfoot claimed 

to be earning $400 a month as a writer. The Chicago Office proposed the 

distribution of an additional document entitled “Beware of False Prophets,” which 

was intended to expose Lightfoot's financial holdings in an attempt to undermine 

his credibility as a Marxist leader.113 While it is unclear if this pamphlet ever saw 

publication, it is clear that the data about Lightfoot's finances reached journalists 

at the Chicago Tribune and Chicago Defender. The FBI-fabricated narrative of 

Lightfoot as a “high-living” playboy continued for years—in December of 1963, 

FBI agents even knew his car was damaged in a hit-and-run and hoped to 

publicize the fact he purchased a new automobile.114

The distribution of the photos depicting Lightfoot's Montery, Indiana 

farmhouse met with some success for the Bureau: on March 19th, William 

Sullivan, the third-ranking individual in the FBI, wrote a memo to Internal 

Security section chief Fred Baumgardner regarding an article printed in the 

Tribune on the 11th. The article, entitled “New Court Battle faced by Illinois Red” 

not only discussed the ongoing legal battle surrounding Lightfoot's upcoming 

Subversive Activities Control Board hearing, but utilized the Bureau's photographs 

of Lightfoot's farm property. “This article,” writes Sullivan, “is obviously the result 

113 Memo, Chicago to Director, October 24, 1962.

114 Memo, Chicago to Director, January 3, 1964.
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of a counterintelligence operation.”115 Echoing a main Bureau theme, the Tribune 

article claims that Lightfoot “became a devoted student of the twist, ridiculed in 

Moscow as decadent” after the death of his wife.116  In the eyes of the Chicago 

Office, Lightfoot's position in the black community and the Communist Party were 

greatly weakened by the allegations found in both the March and October Tribune 

articles besmirching his character.117 Lightfoot himself characterized the tenor of 

these claims as “unreasonable,” claiming he was being atttacked simply for having 

a standard of living above poverty and residing in an integrated neighborhood.118

The next major flashpoint of the FBI's Counterintelligence operations 

against Lightfoot came with his January 1963 Subversive Activities Control Board 

hearing. The SACB, created under the 1060 Internal Security Act, also known as 

the McCarran Act, was the legal organ tasked with enforcing the registration of 

Communists with the Federal Government. Lightfoot's trial was centered around 

his (deliberate) failure to register with the Board as a member of the Communist 

Party. 

The FBI's case against Lightfoot relied on two key witnesses, Lucius 

Armstrong and Lola-Bell Holmes, whom Lightfoot describes in his autobiography 

115 Memo, Sullivan to Baumgardner, May 29, 1963.

116 Sandy Smith, “New Court Battle Faced by Illinois Red,” Chicago Tribune, March 11, 1963.

117 Memo, Chicago to Director, December 10, 1962.

118 Lightfoot, Chicago Slums to World Politics, 112.

62



as having been “two of [his] closest associates.” 119 According to press and FBI 

accounts, Lightfoot reacted to their appearance in court with shock and dismay. 

First, Holmes claimed that Lightfoot had appointed Holmes along with others to 

the secret Communist Caucus within the NAACP and Negro American Labor 

Council (NALC) in order to infiltrate the organizations' leadership and put both 

covertly organizations under communist control. Holmes and Armstrong both 

named Lightfoot as Party Chairman for Illinois, operating behind the front 

organization of “Chicago Unemployment and Housing Council.” During the SACB 

hearing, the informants went on to name most of the Chicago-area CP leadership, 

and the court forced them all to register.120

Hoping to spin the media's discussion of the hearings in the government's 

favor, a January 16, 1963 memo from Chicago to the Director proposes a pair of 

editorials that the Bureau could present to local newspapers, intended to “bolster 

the confidence and moral of potential informant-witnesses...[and] counter 

Communist Party propaganda against the 'paid informer'.” The editorials speak of 

a conspiracy between the “communist press” and “left-liberal elements” to villify 

government witnesses, while lauding the informants' role in “alerting the public to 

an internal threat to the institutions of democracy.” Portraying the informants as 

“patriotic altruists,” the editorials claim that the government's witnesses appearing 

119 Ibid., 122-3.

120 House Committee on Un-American Activities. Communist activities in the Chicago, Illinois  
area: Hearings before the Committee on Un-American Activities. House of Representatives, 89th 

Cong., 1st sess., 1965, (1963 SACB testimony submittted as evidence), 303-4.
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before the SACB were not doing so for financial gain.121 Arguably, the two 

informants were in fact underpaid: after a comment was publicly made in court 

about how Armstrong was being paid $15 a day, much less than the average FBI 

informant, the FBI increased his pay to $100 a day.122

After successfully prosecuting the Chicago Communist Party under the 

Internal Security Act at last, the Bureau set its sights on fomenting discord within 

the party ranks and alienating the CPUSA from other organizations. During the 

Spring of 1963, there are a variety of memoranda detailing various plans of attack 

to instigate racial or doctrinal rifts in the CP. Their proposals range from 

anonymous mailings and selected leaks to media contacts to the insertion of an 

informant with instructions to disrupt Party meetings and events. On March 29, 

Chicago suggested to the Director that one of their black informants bring up 

“white chauvinism” in the party, in order to divide black Communists (who would 

be under Lightfoot's leadership) from whites (under the leadership of an 

individual whose name was redacted from the record and had recently gotten out 

of prison).123 Whether these efforts were successful is unclear. By all accounts 

“white chauvinism” was a genuine concern among many black Communists. For 

instance, it was a major factor in Harry Haywood's break from the CPUSA several 

years prior. Nevertheless, neither the FBI's records nor Lightfoot's account make 

121 Memo, Chicago to Director, Jan 6, 1963.

122 Lightfoot, Chicago Slums to World Politics, 123.

123 Memo, Chicago to Director, March 21, 1963.
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any indication of racial tensions amidst the Chicago Party in 1962 or later. 

While it's easy to describe the FBI's politics during the Hoover/COINTEL 

era as the sum of what COINTELPRO stood in opposition to, the Chicago Office 

offers a glimpse into what sort of figures the Bureau glamorized through their 

relationship to S. B. Fuller, a conservative black Chicago businessman and FBI 

informant. The Chicago SAC, writing to the Director, saw Fuller as a potential 

“antidote” to leaders like Lightfoot and King, explaining that Chicago “feels that 

Fuller speaks with a great deal of authority on the problem of race relations.”124 

From what the memo suggests, Fuller had an individualist, conservative outlook 

which blamed the problems of the inner city on black people themselves. For 

instance, Fuller makes the claim that blacks would rather remain on welfare than 

become doctors or entrepreneurs. Additionally, Fuller criticizes leaders involved in 

the Civil Rights movement, finding Martin Luther King's doctrine of civil 

disobedience “deplorable,” as it makes the young men and women “disrespectful 

of law and order.” The Chicago Office suggests that the Bureau spread Fuller's 

rags-to-riches story through its media contacts, offering an interesting rationale:

“While this type of action may be beyond the scope of the counterintelligence 

program as we have known it in the past, we believe it would do much to 

neutralize and dampen the extremists' influence on the Negro and have a 

stabilizing effect for better race relations at a time when moderation on this issue 

is sorely needed.”

124 Memo, Chicago to Director, June 10, 1963.
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Fuller's story did indeed see print, both in LIFE Magazine and U.S. News 

and World Report. The Chicago Division requested that the Bureau's contacts to 

“interest” a television personality to air Fuller's story nationally. SAC Johnson's 

sympathetic attitude toward Fuller elucidates his own view of American race 

relations. First, he, like Fuller (and ostensibly Hoover), subscribes to the notion 

that segregation and equal voting rights are unimportant in the greater picture 

and that it is “up to the individual to make  a better life for himself.”125 Second, 

the SAC's perspective reflects white America's fear of change in the racial status 

quo:

“Fuller's views may also be welcome as a voice of moderation to 

some elements of the white population by showing them that all 

Negroes are not trying to upset a delicate relationship between the 

races in an irresponsible manner.”126

In essence, what the SAC is saying is that the only behavior he or the 

Bureau would consider “responsible” from African-Americans would be to engage 

in little to no political activity whatsoever and accept the status quo.

The FBI attacks on Lightfoot's credibility and public image continued apace, 

and even took an occasional turn toward the strange. For instance, at one point 

the Chicago Office suggested anonymously ordering a subscription to the Jesuit 

magazine America, to be delivered to Lightfoot's office, in order to “create concern 

125 Ibid.

126 Ibid.
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among the Party leadership.”127 Furthermore, FBI attempts to create doctrinal 

divisions between Lightfoot and others often failed because of the Bureau's own 

misunderstandings.

In April 1963, the Chicago Office, when examining Communist literature, 

came across what they saw to be a potential source of confrontation between 

CPUSA National Secretary Benjamin Davis and Lightfoot. According to the 

Chicago SAC's reading of a March 2nd article about in People's World, a newspaper 

printed by the Socialist Worker's Party, Davis was defending the Nation of Islam's 

right to religion and separatist doctrine of self-determination.128 Hoping the 

statement could generate some controversy, the Bureau compared it to Lightfoot's 

1962 pamphlet, Turning Point in Freedom Road.

In Turning Point, Lightfoot surveys the state of the fight against Jim Crow 

and argues that the fight for economic justice should be central to the struggle. 

Citing the Leninist doctrine that the working class should be the vanguard of 

social change, Lightfoot calls on organized labor to take a greater role in fighting 

for the rights of African-Americans. What interested the Bureau was the fact that 

the pamphlet contains Lightfoot's critique of seperatist Black Nationalist groups 

like the Nation of Islam, whom Lightfoot calls “reactionary” and “divisive,” 

accusing them of treating integrationist leaders like Martin Luther King as their 

main “whipping boy.” Lightfoot goes on to speculate that the Muslims may in fact 

127 Memo, Chicago to Director, January 23, 1964.

128 Memo, Chicago to Director, April 17, 1963.
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even be bankrolled by Texas oil billionaires. His rationale behind this theory is 

that they “finance all that is reactionary in America [and] are stupid if they are 

not funding the Muslims because they preach the same doctrine — the separation 

of the races.”129 In a memo from Chicago to the Director dated May 1, 1963, the 

SAC argued this meant that Davis was adhering to the old Communist Party 

doctrine of racial nationalism and advocating for the creation of a separate Black 

nation, while Lightfoot's thinking adopted an integrationist approach.130

For all their efforts to take advantage of the contradictions between 

Lightfoot and Davis' statements on black Muslims to sow discord between the 

CPUSA and various Black political groups, the memos show just how much the the 

Chicago office's interpretations of their public statements were tinged by wishful 

thinking. The SAC's conclusions were contradicted by an informant two weeks 

later. According to the informant, the Chicago office took Davis' statements (from 

a March article in “People's World”) completely out of context. According to the 

informant, Davis was calling for a “united front-type” meeting between a broad 

coalition of Black groups, and defending the right of the Muslims to hold their 

positions, whether he agrees with them or not.131 What is notable is the fact that 

the Chicago Office believed the Party still adhered to a racial nationalist doctrine 

dating back to the 1930s. As discussed in the previous chapter, the CPUSA had by 

129 Claude Lightfoot, Turning Point in Freedom Road: The Fight to End Jim Crow Now, (New York: 
New Century Publishers, 1962), 16-17.

130 Memo, Chicago to Director, May 1, 1963.

131 Memo, Chicago to Director, May 29, 1963.
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and large supplanted the idea of racial self-determination with a popular-front 

strategy around the same period. Despite having spent quite some time  focusing 

on Davis and Lightfoot, the Chicago office remained misinformed not only about 

the two mens' political beliefs, but the state of Communist doctrine.

For the rest of the summer of 1963, the Chicago Division sought to get a 

handle on what exactly the “Communist position on the Negro question” was. In a 

surprisingly well-researched August memorandum to the Director, SAC Johnson 

presented a lengthy survey of Party documents and materials related to “the 

Negro Question.” First, the SAC states that the CP “has been weak ideologically on 

the question since the 1930s,” when the CPUSA advocated for the creation of an 

ethnically separate nation in the “Black Belt” to match up with Stalinist ethnic 

nationalism. At the same time, while it was the official Party line, the SAC notes 

that many in the CPUSA had reservations, feeling that the situation of African-

Americans was significantly different from the various nationalities of the U.S.S.R. 

There became two ways to view the “Negro Question” in the US: “Black Belt” 

separation or urban integration. As of 1959, the Party adopted a fully 

integrationist platform, deciding that the CP's role was to focus on organizing the 

the worker. The SAC sees this as a largely unsuccessful strategy—he concludes 

that the Communists are even less radical than the Congress On Racial Equality 

(CORE) and the Southern Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), other 

prominent Civil Rights groups at the time. He writes, “the Party has been and still 

is on the outside looking in. Instead of leading a bloody revolution which they 
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dreamed of in the 1930s, they are tailing a peaceful revolution in the 1960s that 

they had no part in making.” The memo continues, noting that “the Party line 

today on the Negro is not clear, but it certainly is revisionist.” The 1959 change in 

party doctrine also opened up a rift between those following the old Black 

Nationalist and those following Gus Hall's more incrementalist program. What is 

particularly interesting about this report is that the Chicago Division is more or 

less admitting that the CPUSA is a toothless organization which hardly offers a 

threat to national security after abandoning its violent revolutionary past. 

Ultimately, the Bureau found a new plan of attack: portraying the CPUSA and its 

leadership as increasingly out of touch and irrelevant.132 Arguably, the Chicago 

office was right.

Following this memo, the Chicago office became significantly more 

effective in their attempts to disrupt the activities of Lightfoot and the Communist 

Party. Lightfoot's own efforts to engage with more moderate elements in the Civil 

Rights movement were met with increasing resistance. Unlike the 1930s and 40s, 

when the NAACP and CPUSA frequently worked together to fight lynchings and 

economic injustices in black communities, the leadership of the NAACP wanted 

little to do with Lightfoot and the Communist Party. In February 1964, Lightfoot 

was in the media again, this time for “failing to infiltrate” the demonstrations of 

non-Communists in Chicago. A February 20th article in Chicago's American, entitled 

“Lightfoot in Trouble Again,” highlighted his and the CP's failure to take a leading 

132 Memo, Chicago to Director, August 7, 1963.
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role in fighting against poverty and for civil rights hit the newsstands. The 

Chicago Office acknowledged the Chicago's American article as a direct result of 

their own counterintelligence work, and a resounding success. The publication of 

the article described a meeting scheduled to occur that day wherein the CPUSA 

leadership would discuss what to do about Lightfoot. In fact, there was no such 

meeting that day—instead, the article mischaracterized the CPUSA National Trade 

Union Conference.133 The article also accused Lightfoot himself of being an FBI 

informant, an untrue statement but effective in alienating and embarrassing him. 

According to the Bureau's report, Lightfoot read the article out loud during the 

meeting, and “became very emotional,” exclaiming that he was “tired of being 

kicked around”.134 The meeting then changed tack and became a planning 

meeting for a press conference to be held the following day.

A February 27th TTY from Chicago to the Director described the ensuing 

press conference led by Communist Party leader and several-time presidential 

candidate Gus Hall. The SAC writes that Hall “depicts Lightfoot's attempt to twist 

the press attack against him into an attack on the Negro race,” and accuses the 

media of red-baiting and belittling the plight of the poor. Hall goes on to decry the 

“the political climate” leaving the Party with its hands tied, particularly the fact 

that it the law more or less prevents the CPUSA from operating like any other 

political party in America. Finally, Hall defends Lightfoot from the accusations 

133 Memo, Baumgardner to Sullivan, March 4, 1964.

134 Memo, Chicago to Director, February 22, 1964.
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that he lives a life of decadence, accusing the press of “[considering it] a crime 

that Mr. Lightfoot moved out of the ghetto and into an integrated neighborhood.” 

135

After Hall, Lightfoot took the stage and offered his own rebuttal to the 

Chicago American article. Facing the assembled press and referring to himself in 

the third person, Lightfoot decries the attacks against him as distinctly racist in 

nature. 

In singling me out, [the media] performs a persecution which no 

white communist has been submitted to...This paper several months 

ago carried a cartoon of me in the form of an animal...I know why 

Claude Lightfoot is being singled out. Claude Lightfoot is a symbol. 

Claude Lightfoot has tradition. Claude Lightfoot was born politically 

and socially in the struggles of the unemployed on the south side of 

Chicago in 1931. Claude Lightfoot led the unemployment struggles 

of that period. Claude Lightfoot put people back in their homes 

when they were evicted. Claude Lightfoot led relief demonstrations 

and relief stations for the hungry. Claude Lightfoot helped to lead 

demonstrations around the City Hall.136

Over the following year and a half, however, the attacks against his 

character only continued. A month later, in May 1964, the Bureau received a 

135 Memo, Chicago to Director, Feb 27, 1964.

136 Ibid.
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report from one of their informants that Ben Davis was terminally ill, and 

Lightfoot was under consideration as a possible successor. In a memo to William 

Sullivan, Fred Baumgardner suggests a gossip item be planted in the Chicago 

American positing that Lightfoot has been running around clubs telling everyone 

Davis is dying and he will be getting his job. In doing so, the Bureau hoped to 

smear Lightfoot as a rumormonger and continue to cultivate the image of 

Lightfoot as a “playboy.” Baumgardner goes on to write that “Lightfoot is known 

to be a most egotistical individual who is a braggart and who frequents cafes on 

Chicago's Southside often engaging in inter-party gossip.”137 It is unclear if the 

suggested gossip item saw publication, though likely entered the Chicago rumor 

mill nevertheless.

The FBI continued to monitor Lightfoot's own media appearances and 

worked to manipulate them toward their own ends. On April 21, 1965, Lightfoot 

was interviewed on the Evanston radio station WNUR and the Chicago Office 

invested considerable time and effort toward controlling the discussion. The 

Bureau “prepared a list of of questions to be answered by Lightfoot in connection 

with [the] Counter Intelligence Program,” seven of which were used by the 

moderator. These questions touched on a few of the Chicago Office's favorite lines 

of attack: Lightfoot's nightlife and “bourgeois likes and dislikes,” Stalinism and its 

repudiation, the aging, dwindling membership of the CPUSA, rifts between the CP, 

Socialist Worker's Party, and pro-Chinese factions, and the notion that the CPUSA 

137 Memo, Baumgardner to Sullivan, May 21, 1964.
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would support the USSR or China over the US in event of a war. Ironically, while 

Lightfoot made on-air allegations that the FBI had engaged in “wire-tapping, 

surveillances, opening the mail, etc.,” the majority of the people calling into the 

show during the 15-minute question-and-answer period were in fact working for 

the FBI.138

Working to further exploit Lightfoot's WNUR appearance toward 

undermining him, the Chicago Office decided to send a letter to the station and 

CPUSA Vice Chairman Henry Winston purporting to come from an anonymous 

black Chicago CP member criticizing Lightfoot. The SAC's image of such a letter-

writer was that of a “self-taught, female, Negro Communist of about eight or ten 

years of formal education.” The proposed letter contained a number of spelling 

mistakes and accuses Lightfoot of “goin around the country and world poseing as 

a communist but acting like an opportunist.” 139 Hoover affirmed this construction 

of African-American Communists as poorly-educated, writing that “the manner in 

which [Chicago] have worded the letters and the misspellings and grammatical 

errors used would appear to add excellent authenticity to the letters even if they 

were prepared in somewhat refined handwriting.” Responding to Chicago's 

request to utilize the Bureau's art department, Hoover advised the Chicago office 

to simply have a Special Agent or clerical employee write the letter.140

138 Memo, Chicago to Director, April 23, 1965.

139 Ibid.

140 Memo, Director to Chicago, April 28, 1965.
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Events soon transpired which gave the Bureau a new angle to smear 

Lightfoot from. After his mother's death, Lightfoot inherited a 6-flat apartment 

building in West Side Chicago, which he claims had been in the family for years. 

From 1965 onward, the Bureau made plans to capitalize on this information by 

accusing Lightfoot of being a “slumlord.” The FBI hoped that the slumlord 

accusation would not only alienate Lightfoot from the community, but also 

embarrass him in front of the mainstream Civil Rights movement. Toward the 

later half of 1965, Martin Luther King planned a visit to Chicago, intended to 

bring the city's poor housing conditions to national attention. In January of 1966, 

King and his family moved into a “slum” building. The SAC, noting in a March 

memo to Hoover that King's efforts were causing the city's government to lose 

face, proposes turning the tables by bringing Lightfoot's own “slumlord” status to 

the forefront, especially in light of his having railed against slums as oppressive in 

his own writings.141 Days later, Hoover gave Chicago permission to start informing 

his contacts in the media and city government of Lightfoot's slum property, some 

five blocks from King's.142

The FBI's allegations were picked up by the Chicago Daily News, leading to 

a highly-publicized series of inspections by the city, which determined that the 

building had 11 code violations. On May 3rd, the story of Lightfoot's slumlord 

141 Memo, Chicago to Director March 10, 1966. (see also Lightfoot, Chicago Slums to World 
Politics, 206.)

142 Memo, Director to SAC, March 14, 1966.
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accusation and his battle with the city reached the New York Times. Lightfoot's 

hearing with with the city's Compliance Board was scheduled for May 6th, though 

Lightfoot did not attended. Instead, Lightfoot and CP Chair Gus Hall scheduled a 

press conference for May 7, to respond to the media's charges. The SAC goes on to 

quote Hall and Lightfoot's claims that the entire media frenzy is a set-up by an 

unknown malefactor to distract the nation from King's work in Chicago.143 

Ironically, Hall and Lightfoot were correct, though they did not know the Bureau 

was behind it.

At the May 7th press conference, Lightfoot read an open letter to Mayor 

Richard J. Daley. In the letter, Lightfoot unequivocally calls Daley racist, pointing 

to Daley's claim to the NAACP three years prior that “there are no slums in 

Chicago,” then his sudden reversal on the topic. Claiming to have been a “victim 

of slums and slumism” for over fifty years, Lightfoot declares that Mayor Daley 

remains “blind to the existence of poverty in Chicago.” Finally, he calls the media 

stir a “frame-up,” stating that he believes the affair is part of “a concerted effort to 

discredit Negro leaders,” particularly King.144

At the press conference, Lightfoot also produced two documents. One was 

a letter from an exterminator, claiming that he had been hired by Lightfoot in 

good faith to remove cockroaches and mice from the building, and that it was 

impossible to truly keep vermin out of a building that age. The second document 

143 Memo, SAC to Director, May 4, 1966.

144 Lightfoot, Chicago Slums to World Politics, 212.

76



was a letter signed by each of the building's residents which claimed that there 

was no rat problem in the building, and they had never even seen rats in their 

homes.

In spite of the press conference, the allegations of Lightfoot owning a “rat-

infested” building continued. On June 13th, the Chicago Daily News printed 

Lightfoot's reply to the allegations that he was in ownership of slum property. 

Lightfoot cites his tax returns to show his income on the property was 

considerably less than the newspaper had printed. He also claims to have an 

affidavit from former tenants showing that there had never been a rat problem. 

Nevertheless, the story was followed by an editor's note declaring that The Daily 

News stood by their original claims.

A May 11 memorandum from Chicago to the Director details a 

“Throwaway” flier focused on the “slumlord” accusation to be printed and 

distributed in New York surrounding the National Communist Party convention. 

The two-sided flier consisted of a collage of newspaper articles related to the slum 

controversy, interspersed with Lightfoot's own writings on the negative impact of 

slums om African-Americans under the title “Whose Side Are You On, Claude?”145 

The Chicago office then recommends that the New York office distribute the flyer 

at the upcoming CPUSA National Congress.

In June, Lightfoot announced his plans to attend the 57th National 

Convention of the NAACP in LA and cover it for The Worker, a Communist 

145 Memo, Chicago to Director, SAC New York, June 17, 1966.
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newspaper. His attendance was the object of particular controversy. The Chicago 

Office met additional success in driving a wedge between Lightfoot and the 

NAACP.  The Chicago SAC writes, “It is hoped by tying Lightfoot's CP status, slum 

property ownership, and intended NAACP national convention attendance 

together, he may defer plans to attend or be barred therefrom by NAACP.”146 The 

Bureau's success was reflected in the comments of Sydney Finley, Midwest 

Regional Director of the NAACP in an interview in The Chicago Daily News. Finley 

said of Lightfoot's plans to attend the NAACP Convention, “Lightfoot is no more 

welcome by us than if he represented the Ku Klux Klan or a white citizens' 

council.”147

Lightfoot responded to the criticism coming from the NAACP and Chicago 

press by holding a press conference at the Bismarck Hotel on the 29th. Bureau files 

not only contain a full transcript of the press conference, but indications of their 

own plans to manipulate the event. In the quarterly report to the Director written 

a month later, the Chicago SAC claims to have “suggested a number of questions 

to the Chicago Daily News calculated to expose his plans which they used at the 

press conference.”148

In spite of concerted FBI efforts to bring negative attention to his plans, 

Lightfoot ultimately attended the NAACP conference in Los Angeles. Notably, the 

146 Teletype, Chicago SAC to Director, June 29, 1966.

147 Edmund J. Rooney, “NAACP Brushoff Awaits Red” The Chicago Daily News July 1, 1966.

148 Memo, Chicago to Director, July 29, 1966.
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NAACP's executive director, Roy Watkins, publicly blamed the Communist Party 

for instigating the Watts Riots of the year prior. However, when Lightfoot denied 

the CPUSA's involvement, claiming it to be the work of a splinter group, Watkins 

accepted this explanation and retracted his statement.149

After the summer of 1966, there are few additional mentions of Lightfoot 

in Chicago's COINTELPRO-CPUSA files. Discussing the potential 

counterintelligence gains of leaking news of marital strife between Lightfoot and 

his wife in December of 1966, the Chicago SAC goes so far as to characterize his 

sources on the staff of the Chicago Daily News as “excellent.”150 The final time his 

name appears is a January 1967 memo from the Director to Chicago asking if 

Lightfoot's “financial status is in a vulnerable area.”151

Though Lightfoot considered Chicago his home for the rest of his life, he 

did not resettle there after moving to New York in 1968, then Gary, Indiana in 

1971. He remained active in the Communist Party until his death in 1989. 

Lightfoot's overall relevance and efficacy as a political leader was arguably 

minimal, but the amount of effort which the Bureau expended to degrade his 

character and what was left of his influence after the McCarthy era remains a 

telling case study of the COINTELPRO-era Bureau's ideological baseline. By all 

accounts, Lightfoot never really posed any sort of threat to security: he was a 

149 Memo, Chicago to Director, Dec 9, 1966. (see also Lightfoot, Chicago Slums to World Politics, 
141.)

150 Memo, Chicago to Director, Dec 9, 1966.

151 Memo, Director to Chicago, Jan 10, 1967.
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peaceful, albeit fringe, local political figure. As the FBI themselves eventually 

acknowledged, the positions held by Lightfoot were not even particularly “radical” 

for the era. 

While the Bureau was largely responsible for a great deal of Lightfoot's 

trouble, much of it was also due to flagging support for mainline Communism in 

an age where both the left and right found it distasteful. Though Lightfoot's 

political attitudes remained largely the same for the duration of his career, his fall 

from grace reflects these changing attitudes in greater society.

What made the COINTELPRO operation against Lightfoot so effective and 

troubling was its disconnect from tactics traditionally associated with law 

enforcement. For the most part, the Bureau did not focus on building a criminal 

case against Lightfoot so much as construct a media narrative geared toward 

breaking Lightfoot down. Over time, the Chicago Office managed to turn 

Lightfoot into a straw man, a hypocritical stereotype who was frequently a center 

of media attention through their extensive surveillance of his daily life down to 

the slightest minutiae. The FBI-supplied narrative nearly always found its way to 

local media who seemed all-too-willing to take rumor at face value. This came not 

only to the detriment of the Illinois Communist Party, but in the case of the slum 

debacle, the work of other black activists like Martin Luther King. In the case of 

Claude Lightfoot and COINTELPRO, the FBI were not ensuring national security in 

any demonstrable fashion. Instead, the Bureau became an eminence grise 

80



arbitrarily setting the boundaries of acceptable political speech from a position of 

opaque, entrenched authority.

81



Conclusion

By devoting their extensive resources to the defamation of leading figures 

in the Civil Rights movement and the Communist Party, COINTELPRO effectively 

hastened the demise of the CPUSA while re-framing the post-segregation 

discourse on race in America. The effectiveness of the Chicago Office's media 

campaign against Lightfoot demonstrates just how capable the FBI was of 

manipulating public opinion and silencing the political participation of American 

citizens who posed no genuine threat to national security. As the Church 

Committee wrote, this was not counterintelligence aimed at foreign or subversive 

agents: it was simply covert action being applied almost arbitrarily to domestic 

targets. In the absence of any oversight, the Bureau subverted democratic 
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processes out of a set of ill-defined fears.

Claude Lightfoot was not a dangerous revolutionary by any stretch. He was 

also no Martin Luther King. He and others in the post-WWII CPUSA never made 

plans to violently overthrow the American government, despite the government's 

attempts to prosecute them for such in the 1950s. Many in the CPUSA subscribed 

to the idea of a pan-leftist “Popular Front,” abandoning their vanguardist position 

in favor of incrementalism and coalition-building. The tactics adopted by 

Communists like Lightfoot were centered around protests, electoral politics, and 

organized labor.  However, he and other members of the Party were effectively 

barred from constructive participation in civil society through the efforts of the 

Federal government.

By the time the Depression hit, the CPUSA functioned as one of the first 

racially-integrated working-class political movements. At a time when urban 

African-Americans were shut out of major trade unions and electoral office, the 

CPUSA actively sought their membership. As such, the reciprocal link between 

early struggles against Jim Crow and the Communist Party is strong, though it 

grew weaker over time. 

While the question of whether or not domestic Communists posed a threat 

to the United States remains controversial to historians, the fact remains that anti-

Communism was part of the baseline consensus between liberals and 

conservatives in government during the 1950s. African-American activists found 

themselves caught up in the cross-hairs of this new breed of anti-Communist 
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crusaders, whether or not they had ties to the Communist Party. The historical 

links between the Communist Party and black America meant guilt by association 

to Hoover and his contemporaries. When Hoover's FBI was granted license to take 

whatever measures it believed necessary to stop the domestic Communist threat, 

Hoover's definition of “threat” was so expansive as to include the growing Civil 

Rights movement.

Hoover's comprehensive control over the FBI's activities caused the 

organization to reflect his politics and beliefs at many levels, which were deeply 

influenced by Southern mores. Hoover' claim that King was under the influence of 

Communists persisted well past its being proven false and was repeated by 

Southern conservatives for quite some time. While history has vindicated King and 

many other victims of COINTELPRO slander, much of this has persisted. In 1983, 

North Carolina Senator Jesse Helms cited King's supposed communist leanings as 

justification for his 16-day filibuster of the bill proposing to establish Martin 

Luther King Day as a national holiday.152

Hoover's overreach in the execution of COINTELPRO shows how 

democratic institutions can be subverted by a powerful, ideologically motivated 

bureaucracy. The Bureau's ability to carry out operations like the media campaign 

against Lightfoot without the public's (or even much of the government's) 

knowledge for so long speaks to the danger of this. The modern Bureau still 

152 John Nichols, “Jesse Helms, John McCain, and the Mark of the White Hands,” The Beat blog 
at The Nation, Entry posted July 4, 2008.  http://www.thenation.com/blog/jesse-helms-john-
mccain-and-mark-white-hands
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pursues political targets and secretly employs surveillance and informants against 

them, but the FBI's actions are carried out with an eventual criminal prosecution 

in mind. Still, so long as the Bureau is patrolling the borders of they consider 

acceptable political speech and belief, whether violent or nonviolent, the risk of 

them overstepping their bounds and having a chilling effect on unpopular political 

speech. If the COINTELPRO era teaches any lesson, it is that the arbitrary 

application of the FBI's ability to manipulate and coerce political minorities in the 

name of a retrograde agenda is not only possible, but a fact of the modern state. 
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