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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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