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Please meet the United States Rhodes Scholars of the Class of 2011. Some classes of Scholars tend to develop their own identifiable character over time, occasionally reflecting the public passions that most animate it in its early years. It is too soon to gauge any special or unusual aspects of this class likely to mark it over time. But for now, one can say that, like all other classes before it, this class of American Rhodes Scholars is composed of young people remarkable for their academic accomplishments, their character and leadership, and their commitment and ambition to make disproportionately positive contributions to the world.

That is not to say that there are not some things that are striking already about the class. For one, in the week following its announcement, Tom Friedman ended one of his New York Times columns simply by listing 50% of the class. His point, made obvious just by the names, related to American immigration, and it did not need elaboration. There are several prominent sociologists who have done research on Rhodes Scholars over time—including their origins, career choices, interests and ideologies—and no doubt they and others will continue to do so. But clearly here is a reminder of the brilliance, ambition and potential contributions to the United States of immigrants and first generation Americans—a message more urgent perhaps due to the inflamed anti-immigration prejudices we see around us.

Of course we give no special weight to immigrant status—or to any other status for that matter. Our selectors in sixteen different districts each choose the two candidates they feel best meet the criteria established in the Will of Cecil Rhodes. There is no effort—ever—to balance candidates by field of interest, background, university, gender, political views, or race—or anything else. We could choose 32 women or 32 men, 32 physicists, or 32 from the same college. 

This year, we received 837 endorsed applications, up from 805 in 2009. We know another seventy-five percent or more seek their university’s endorsement unsuccessfully. Forty-five percent of the applicants were women. We have always received more applications from men, have some theories as to why the gap persists, and would like to see it close. If anything, given the greater number of women in universities, we should see a greater number of applications from women than from men. Fifty percent of those chosen for interview this year were women, and as you can see, more than fifty percent of the winners are women—something that has happened three other times (in 1994, 1995, and 2004); those results were wholly the result of the uninfluenced and independent judgments of sixteen different committees. 

Another notable feature of this class is that eleven had already graduated from college. We have seen high numbers of postgraduate winners in other recent years, and at a much higher percentage than in previous decades. Our rules and policies—including our age limit—have not, however, changed in any way. We simply are seeing more applicants than ever before who are not college seniors. We do not know the reason, but hope that advisors are not discouraging those in our traditional undergraduate cohort from applying. Nor should applicants think they will necessarily have a better chance a year or two after graduation. Our selectors take into consideration the additional experience, accomplishments and maturity that one would naturally expect from more senior applicants, so that college seniors are not in any way disadvantaged.

Even after electing Rhodes Scholars from the United States for 106 years, we typically have a winner from an institution which has not previously fielded a successful candidate. This year we had two such winners—one from the University of California at Davis and one from Ursinus College. We like to note this to provide encouragement to outstanding students from all institutions, not only those in those that have historically had the most successful candidates. We see highly qualified applicants every year from more than 300 different colleges.

This year’s class will enter Oxford at a time when Rhodes House plays a larger role in the life of Rhodes Scholars than at any time in its history. Due largely to the ambitious agenda and indefatigability of the Warden, Dr. Don Markwell (himself a Rhodes Scholar), Rhodes House is now the venue for myriad speakers, events, discussions, “meet and mingles,” dinners and celebrations. The Class of 2011 will enter a Rhodes community—and an Oxford—as vital, diverse, stimulating, and captivating as any time in their histories.
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