
History at Foggy Bottom
The Nuts and Bolts of Producing 

the Foreign Relations 
of the United States Series



History.state.gov & 
https://github.com/HistoryAtState

Online Resources

FRUS volumes: searchable primary 
source documents

State Department: institutional 
history

Administrative Timeline 

Guide to Countries: Embassies, 
Ambassadors 

Travels of President and Secretary

Visits of Foreign Leaders

https://github.com/HistoryAtState
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments
https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory
https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory
https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/timeline
https://history.state.gov/countries
https://history.state.gov/countries
https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/travels
https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/visits


● Prepare policy-supportive historical studies for DoS official and other agencies
○ Studies provide essential background information, evaluate how and why 

policies evolved, identify precedents.
● Conduct oral history interviews with Ambassadors and Department officials 
● Prepare studies and datasets concerning Department History
● Facilitate OH teaching at FSI 

Historical Studies Divisions (HSD) 
-Policy Studies
-Special Projects



To start with the basics…
The Foreign Relations of the United States
(commonly called FRUS) is:
❏ The official documentary record of U.S. foreign 

relations and significant diplomatic activity (1861)

❏ A record and guide for policy makers at all levels

❏ A powerful declassification engine



Congressional Mandate: PL 102-138, 1991
● To produce a “thorough, accurate, and reliable documentary record of major United States 

foreign policy decisions and major United States diplomatic activity”… to include “alternative 
views to the policy position ultimately established”

● Established a 30-year publication timeline from the events being documented 
(based on access to records at 25 years)

● Directed the Office of the Historian to use records from across the national security 
establishment and provided for full access to those records

● Defined a unique dedicated declassification system



Planning FRUS 
Defining the Sub-Series
● Presidential Administration
● Topics, Events, Crises

Types of Volumes:
● Bi-lateral Relations (US-Soviet; US-China)
● Crisis Volumes (Lebanon)
● Regional Volumes (South America)
● Topical (Global Issues, War on Drugs)



Overview of the FRUS Production Process
–Research
–Compiling
–Review & Revision
–Declassification
–Editing & Publishing 

● Coordination with outside agencies and 
reviewers
–Access for research
● NARA, NSC, DoD, CIA, and more 
–Declassification
–Editing- contract work



General Research Sequence: Defining the volume

FRUS methodology 
● Compiler defines scope of volume and 

research plan
○ based on historiography 
○ what is known of sources and 

documentation
● List of major themes and topics to be 

covered
● Chronology of events 



Research 

Views from Reagan Library

● Presidential Libraries
● Central Intelligence Agency
● Dept. of Defense
● Dept. of State
● Other archives and agencies as 

appropriate 
● Private papers as authorized



Research, research, research

Bread & Butter FRUS Docs: signed decision documents; presidential 
correspondence; memcons & memrecs; information memoranda; cables



Compilation Process: Is it “FRUS-able?” 
● Organize documentation chronologically and/or by topic, 

country, or region
● Read and do primary selection

○ What goes in and what gets left out
■ what made it to the President? Sec State? 
■ High-level policy documents

● Final selection and annotation

Determine what documents influenced decision-making 
on specific policies and best convey the story



Compilation Process: Annotation
● Source Notes
● Footnotes for information and 

context 
● Footnotes as necessary to 

guide further research
● Cross References: to other 

documents and other FRUS 
volumes

Fill gaps in documentation
● Augment with memoir literature
● Editorial Notes 



Review & Revision: Quality Control
Each volume goes through two levels of review before entering declassification

First review, usually by division chief, both for procedures and techniques
Gaps in research 
Imbalance in documentation
Fine points of annotation
Narrative flow of documents

Second review
Fundamentally, to ensure compliance with statutory and editorial standards and how
the volume fits into the sub-series as a whole 

Volume is returned to compiler for final revision



Declassification Process
● Declass Division: Reviews every document in each compilation to 

determine which agencies have document equity 

● Refer documents to individual agencies 
○ Agencies or Departments review and approve delclass of 

documents for inclusion in FRUS 

● Coordination of responses; appeal declassification decisions when 
necessary

**Note: OH  has no declassification authority**



Declassification
The FRUS statute defines a unique declassification process:
● Processes and timelines for declassification review
● Provision for appeal of withheld material

Subsequently, DOS, CIA, and NSC worked out processes for policy review and 
declassification of covert operations in the High Level Panel processes.
● To date: 60 CA acknowledged and declassified

This is a unique, essential, and effective aspect of our program.



Editing Division (unsung heros of FRUS)
FRUS editors ensure that the Foreign Relations series meets rigorous 
documentary editing standards.

Major elements of editing/publishing process:
❏ Technical edit and manuscript preparation
❏ Typesetting
❏ Proofreading 
❏ Queries with compiler (final volume review)
❏ Copy edit, preparation for publication
❏ Digital publication



Remember the documents presented in FRUS are the tip of an iceberg.



Using FRUS 
● Use it all!  documents, front matter, annotation, everything

● While you’re at it—use our website: www.history.state.gov
○ Look across the full range of material—digital search is an incredibly 

powerful mechanism

● Others will have covered aspects of the story before FRUS gets there--But! 
○ We provide unique value through solid, comprehensive coverage of the 

development of policy-- backed by our privileged access to classified and 
non-publicly available interagency and archival records 

http://www.history.state.gov



