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The Department of State
M ost people know  of the w orkings of their 

Federal governm ent because of mail service, pay ­
ment of income taxes, visits to national parks, mili­
ta ry  service, and  reading about the FB I in the 
new spapers. H ow ever, the D epartm ent of S tate, 
the oldest departm ent of the Federal governm ent, 
is probably less well known than alm ost any  other 
governm ent agency.

M ost Am ericans rarely  have had any  firsthand 
contacts w ith the S tate  D epartm ent. C om para­
tively few people have needed passports to travel 
abroad or have availed themselves of assistance 
from American consulates w hen stranded  in for­
eign countries. E xporters in terested in trade  op­
portunities and others w ho need the type of infor­
mation gathered by the Foreign Service are lim­
ited in number. Diplomatic relations w ith other 
nations are left to the President, the C ongress, the 
Secretary of State, and the A m bassadors.

O n July 27, 1789, C ongress established the D e­
partm ent of Foreign Affairs w ith the Secretary
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perform ing those duties given him by the P resi­
dent. P rim arily  he w as responsible for directing 
U nited  S ta tes m inisters and  consuls abroad  and  
negotiating  w ith o ther countries or their represen ­
tatives on foreign affairs m atters.

Since 1789 m any law s have been passed which 
affected the D epartm ent. T h e  first of these, 
passed  on Septem ber 15, 1789, changed the name 
to the D epartm ent of S tate, which is still used afte r 
167 years. O th e r law s ad ded  to or changed to 
some ex ten t the responsibilities of the S ecretary  
of S ta te  and  his staff. Basically, his prim ary func­
tion in the field of foreign affairs has rem ained the 
sam e through the decades. H ow ever, the D ep art­
m ent of S ta te  has a t times perform ed other duties 
quite unrelated  to foreign relations. T hese  have 
included the issuance of patents, applying the 
copyright laws, taking the census every ten years, 
and  recording land patents.

A lthough established in 1789, the D epartm ent 
of S ta te  can trace its ancestry  back to the Com­
m ittee of Secret C orrespondence. Set up by the 
C ontinental C ongress in 1775 w ith Benjamin 
Franklin  as chairm an, the Com m ittee’s function 
w as to correspond w ith persons abroad who might 
be of service to the A m erican colonies in seeking 
independence.

T hom as Jefferson w as the first Secretary  of 
S ta te  under G eorge W ash in g to n . T he begin­
nings w ere indeed humble. In addition to himself,
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Jefferson’s staff consisted of a Chief C lerk, four 
lesser clerks, and  a part-tim e F rench  translator. 
T h e  budget for 1790 w as a m odest request for 
$7,963, of which $691 w ent for office rent, fire­
wood, new spapers, and  stationery. T h e  rest w as 
for salaries.

F o r m any years the grow th of the D epartm ent 
w as gradual. A t the outbreak of the Civil W a r  
there w ere only 28 employees in W ash in g to n , ex­
clusive of m essengers and  w atchm en. In te rna ­
tional problems w ere not complex enough to re ­
quire large staffs to keep the P residen t inform ed 
on the details of foreign relations. Participation 
in W o rld  W a r  I b rought more difficult problems. 
A t the time P resident W ilson  a ttended  the V e r­
sailles Peace C onference in 1919 the D epartm ent 
had a total of 788 persons on the rolls. Em phasis 
on foreign affairs decreased during the early 
1920’s w ith a com parable decrease in personnel. 
D uring the depression years, domestic problems 
engaged the attention of P residents H oover and 
Roosevelt. W ith  w ar again imminent, in terna­
tional events during the late 1930’s became of 
greater interest to the U nited  S tates governm ent, 
and  the D epartm ent had a larger task to perform.

T h e  beginnings of the Foreign Service w ere 
equally unpretentious. In 1791 the U nited S tates 
had diplomatic representation in five countries —  
G reat Britain, France, Spain, Portugal, and the 
N etherlands —  w ith a budget of $40,000. In 1790
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Jefferson had  appo in ted  sixteen consular officers 
w ho received their pay  from the fees they  col­
lected. T h ese  consuls furn ished the G overnm ent 
w ith  inform ation on all A m erican ships entering 
the ports of their d istricts, inform ation on all mili­
ta ry  p reparations and  o ther indications of w ar, 
and  any  political an d  commercial intelligence 
thought to be of in terest to the U nited  S tates.

Since then A m erican foreign service personnel 
have been stationed  in m ore than  850 cities an d  
tow ns. T h e  list ranges from A arau  to Z anzibar 
and  includes m any strange  and  exotic sounding 
places such as C ape G racias â Dios in N icaragua, 
T ah iti, and  W h iteh o rse  in Y ukon T errito ry .

T h e  total num ber of posts in existence a t any 
one time has been considerably  less, usually not 
m ore than 300. W a rs , changes in foreign trade, 
lack of recognition of o ther nations, different m eth­
ods of communication and  transportation , the 
changing pattern  of immigration, and  m any other 
factors have led to the opening and  closing of 
posts. A t the present the U nited  S tates has diplo­
matic representation  in 76 capitals and  consular 
representatives in some 190 o ther cities.

T h e  position of w orld  leadership in which the 
U nited  S tates suddenly  found herself following 
W o rld  W a r  II has led to the g reatest change in 
the size, organization, and  functions of the D epart­
m ent of S ta te  since its beginning. O f necessity, 
the D epartm ent could no longer carry  on all a s ­



pects of foreign relations w ith only a few hundred  
people.

T h e  end of W o rld  W a r  II found American 
forces occupying the defeated  countries —  G er­
m any, Japan, and  A ustria. T h e  D epartm ent es­
tablished the offices of the H igh  Com m issioner for 
G erm any and the Commissioner for A ustria  and  
expanded  the em bassy in T okyo  to assist in, and  
later direct, the tasks of occupation and  the en­
couragem ent of dem ocratic forms of governm ent 
in these countries. In 1945 the U nited  N ations 
w as organized because of a  need for closer co­
operation among nations. In addition to partici­
pation in the U N , the U nited  S tates is represented  
a t some 300 international conferences every year. 
T h e  subjects discussed a t these m eetings range 
from fishing to cotton seed, from leprosy to labor 
conditions.

E xpanded  w orkloads in the political and  eco­
nomic areas of the D epartm ent have been caused 
by such things as promotion of trade  betw een this 
country  and the rest of the free w orld, the cam­
paign to w eld the anti-C om m unist governm ents 
together, and  membership in the N orth  A tlantic 
T rea ty  O rganization. In addition, the sharp  in­
crease in Am ericans traveling abroad m eant more 
passports to be issued and more people for whom 
the consulates would be concerned.

T o  tell the story of America and dem ocracy to 
other peoples, the overseas inform ation program

THE DEPARTMENT OF STATE 69



70 THE PALIMPSEST

w as set up in the S ta te  D epartm ent in 1946. T h e  
best know n of these operations is the V oice of 
Am erica. E qually  im portant are  the distribution 
of books, films, photographs, and  exhibits tha t ex- 
plain our culture, industry , scientific advancem ent, 
an d  education; the establishm ent of U nited  S tates 
inform ation centers in dozens of cities; and  the 
exchange of m any A m erican and  foreign students, 
specialists, an d  technicians. In A ugust, 1953, 
P residen t E isenhow er established the U nited  
S ta tes Inform ation A gency  to handle most of the 
inform ation program . T h e  S ta te  D epartm ent has 
continued to be responsible for policy guidance 
and  adm inistrative support.

T h e  T echnical C ooperation A dm inistration w as 
created  w ithin the S ta te  D epartm ent in O ctober, 
1950, to handle the Poin t F our program . T his 
program  is in tended to provide technical assistance 
to underdeveloped areas throughout the w orld. 
From  Amgust, 1953, to July, 1955, the program  
w as carried  out by the Foreign  O perations A d ­
m inistration, becoming the International C oopera­
tion A dm inistration on July 1, 1955.

T h u s from 1790 to 1956 the D epartm ent of 
S ta te  has grow n from a handful of employees and  
a few  posts overseas to a w orld-w ide organization 
com prised of some 20,000 professional, technical, 
and  adm inistrative personnel, specialists in m any 
subjects, m asters of m any skills.

Homer L. Calkin


