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Abstract

George C. Marshall’s “Harvard Commencement Address” provides a broad focus
to properly examine the construction of a foreign policy speech for this historical period.
Significant primary documents are considered relating to Marshall's speech that have been
previously ignored by other researchers. This expanded rhetorical analysis reveals how carefully
foreign policy speeches are crafted and then justified to a number of different audiences.

In a 1980 survey of the status of foreign policy argument, Robert P.
Newman suggested that this field suffers from the maladies of “chaos and inade-
quacy.”" Newman’s judgment echoes Robert T. Oliver’s 1950 study of diplomatic
rhetoric. Oliver noted that diplomatic discourse, as a research field, had been “largely
undefined and unsurveyed.”? Newman and Oliver agreed that this area of study may
have been neglected by rhetorical critics because of the “special difficulties” that this
type of scholarship presents. Despite unique research problems, these rhetoricians
strongly urged that foreign policy discourse be examined by critics because, as Oliver
concluded, “of its increasingly vital significance to human survival.””

Writing in 1972, Larry Ehrlich analyzed the June 5, 1947, address given by
Secretary of State George C. Marshall before the Harvard Alumni Association.* It
was apparent that Ehrlich tried to minimize some of the critical difficulties originally
outlined by Oliver and Newman. Instead of offering a comprehensive critique of
Marshall’s speech text, Ehrlich focused upon only one primary aspect of the discourse.
He suggested that since the content of the address was an “engineered rhetorical
effort” for this occasion, then events surrounding its construction should be studied
to understand how the Harvard Alumni platform became an “international forum.”

The narrow focus of the Ehrlich study, however, presents several problems. By
concentrating mostly upon the immediate antecedents for the speech, Ehrlich’s work
ignored many of the vital elements involved in the background of the speech. The
historical information that is presented reflects little concern with how the State
Department came to recognize and then justify taking action on the economic
problems of Europe. Although Ehrlich’s analysis is sound in pointing out how the
Harvard Alumni platform became “international” in its intended audience, he offered
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little evidence on how this address was constructed for appealing to an American
audience. Ehrlich does suggest that the Marshall speech was designed to “break with
explosive force and overcome the isolationist opposition” in this country,® but he
failed to document how this address was crafted to respond to this attitude in the
American audience.

Ehrlich indicated in his footnotes that he consulted the Memoirs of George F.
Kennan as his only primary source in the writing of the essay. Since other significant
primary documents are available that can provide a clear chronological tracing of how
the Harvard speech came to be written, many of them available prior to Ehrlich’s
research, the analysis presented by Ehrlich is not as well supported as it could have
been. In addition, by omitting the autobiographies of the two key State Department
speech writers during this time, Joseph M. Jones and Charles E. Bohlen, Ehrlich’s
critique missed an opportunity to study the methods by which the State Department
struggled to justify, for several different audiences, this particular initiative in Ameri-
can foreign policy. A consideration of these sources would also add valuable insights
for scholars of rhetoric and public address as to how such speeches were constructed
during this period.

Since Ehrlich placed too little emphasis on the historical context of Marshall’s
speech, this study will consider primary sources as they relate to the construction of
the Harvard address. Once a chronology of the events in the construction of the
speech has been outlined, a more complete analysis of the text of this discourse will
be offered. Ehrlich’s critique of the text will not only be expanded, but Marshall’s
speech will be studied in the broader context of how American foreign policy is
crafted and then justified to a number of different audiences. The reconstructive tools
of history will be combined with an argumentative analysis provided by rhetorical
criticism to better understand the design of the Marshall Plan speech and its national
and international effects.

The Rhetorical and Historical Background
George Catlett Marshall was appointed Secretary of State on February 21,
1947, by President Harry Truman. The Senate rapidly confirmed Marshall, despite
some public criticism of this action because of the long tradition against career military
personnel assuming such a high “civilian” office.” The President, however, remained
firmly behind Marshall’s appointment because as Senator, Truman had received regu-
lar briefings from Marshall as to the conduct of American military operations during
World War Two. Concerning these Congressional briefings, Truman wrote that
“out of these continuous contacts grew my high regard for him as a man and as a
soldier.”®
Immediately after assuming duties as Secretary of State, Marshall began devoting
most of his time to preparation for a meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers.
The meeting was to take place in early March of 1947 in Moscow and was to deal
with the future of Germany and Eastern Europe. The Red Army had remained in
these areas since the end of war, and the Western Allies believed that the Soviets had
broken their promise to withdraw their troops.” As former chief of staff for the
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United States Army during the war, Marshall was well aware of post-war tensions.
The day after taking office, Marshall spoke to an audience at Princeton University,
describing his view of the war’s aftermath:

The war years were critical, at times alarmingly so. But I think the present
period is, in more respects, even more critical . . . the more serious aspect is
the fact that we no longer display that intensity, that unity of purpose, with
which we concentrated on the war task and achieved the victory."

Before leaving for the Soviet Union, the Secretary acted to reorganize the State
Department. Marshall’s goal was to establish a group of specialists who, although
working outside the regular Department hierarchy, would still remain under the
Secretary to “analyze trends in foreign policy and formulate policy from ten to
twenty-five years into the future.”'' According to Marshall’s undersecretary, Dean
Acheson, the primary function of this new “Policy Planning Staff” was to “look
ahead, beyond the smoke and crises of current battle” and ultimately to “see the
emerging form of things to come and to outline what should be done to meet these
situations.”" To head this important group, Marshall selected George F. Kennan,
a career diplomat, with a long personal and scholarly familiarity with Soviet affairs.

Marshall departed for Moscow on March 4, 1947. After landing in Paris, the
Secretary was given a copy of a speech President Truman had just delivered before
a special joint session of Congress. In the address, Truman spoke of the “urgent
appeal” he had received from the Greek government for “financial and economic
assistance.” This aid was needed, the President argued, because no other nation was
willing to help. Since the end of the war, Greece had been strongly supported by
Great Britain. This support, however, had become very costly to the British govern-
ment because of growing internal violence in northern Greece." The primary catalyst
for this civil turmoil was the communist supported ELAS, or National Popular
Liberation Army. The presence of British troops was required to help put down the
efforts of the ELAS to subvert the Greek government. The civil war, which began
in March of 1946, waged into February of 1947. On February 21, 1947, the British
Foreign Office informed Washington that they had to withdraw from Greece.™

In his speech, President Truman tried to make the facts of the Greek “crisis” clear
to Congress and the American people. Besides suggesting the economic seriousness of
the situation in Greece, Truman expanded the scope of the problem by proclaiming
that “if Greece should fall . . . the effect upon its neighbor Turkey would be immediate
and serious. Confusion and disorder might well spread throughout the Middle East.”*
This argument, implying an inevitable chain of “falling dominoes,” was the first
statement of what was termed in the 1950’s as the “domino theory.” Truman implied
that this chain reaction could ultimately affect the West when he said that “totalitarian
regimes imposed on free peoples, by direct or indirect aggression, undermine the
foundations of international peace and hence the security of the United States.”*® The
President concluded this speech with the phrase that came to be known as the
“Truman Doctrine.” As an extension of American foreign policy, he said, “I believe
it must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting
attempted subjugations by armed minorities or by outside pressure.”"’






