Where the Fulbright Program Got Its Eponym, and Why

By Carmen Acevedo BUTCHER

We must try to expand the boundaries of human wisdom, empathy, and perception, and there is no way of doing that except through education.

— Senator J. William Fulbright (1905-1995)
To understand the heart of the Fulbright Program, we turn to its history. I met its eponymous founder, Senator J. William Fulbright, when he was an octogenarian and I a twenty-something Fulbright grantee at University College London. In 1990, when he and his wife came to England for a visit, I took my nose out of a tenth-century manuscript long enough to trek over from the British Museum to the Fulbright office to meet him, and I’ve always been glad I did. Although Senator Fulbright was 84 then, he was vigorous. I remember his booming voice especially. All the London Fulbrighters sat around with him and his wife in the Fulbright office then near Baker Street tube station and just talked. We had our picture taken with him, and I was given one; but I don’t know where mine is.

Which just goes to show that the Fulbright Program has long outgrown any one man’s seminal idea. But Senator Fulbright’s internationalist spirit lives on, and his unassuming start in Sumner, Missouri, gives us all hope that our own obscurity is no impediment to making the world a more friendly place. J. William Fulbright was born 100 years ago this past April 9th, and he died eighty-nine years later on February 9, 1995, at his home in Washington, D.C. Fulbright received a B.A. degree in Political Science from The University of Arkansas in 1925. He also studied at Oxford University as a Rhodes scholar, earning a Master’s degree and traveling throughout Eastern Europe. When he returned to the United States, he studied law at George Washington University in Washington, D.C. He worked in the Justice Department during the 1930’s and taught as an instructor at the George Washington University Law School. In 1936, he returned to Arkansas to lecture in law, and he became president of The University of Arkansas in 1939 (to 1941), the youngest university president in the country at that time.

Not long after, Fulbright entered the political arena in 1942 and was elected to the U.S. House of Representatives, entering Congress in January 1943 and becoming a member of the Foreign Affairs Committee. In November 1944, he was elected to the U.S. Senate and served there from 1945 through 1974. During that time he became one of the most influential and best-known members of the Senate. As a freshman senator from Arkansas, Fulbright foresaw far-reaching global educational exchanges could transform the world for the better, and he introduced a measure to the United States Congress “for the promotion of international goodwill through the exchange of students in the fields of education, culture, and science.” Congress passed his measure without debate, and President Harry S. Truman signed it on the 1st of August 1946. The first Fulbrighters went overseas in 1948, funded by war reparations and foreign loan repayments to the United States.

The Fulbright Program, then, began as one politician’s echt creative response to the end of the Second World War, and its main purpose is and always has been to nurture and strengthen the global community. In 1965, Senator Fulbright said the aim of the program bearing his name was “to bring a little more knowledge, a little more reason, and a little more compassion into world affairs and thereby to increase the chance that nations will learn at last to live in peace and friendship.” Or, as the Executive Director of the binational Korean-American Educational Commission (KAEC/Fulbright), Mrs. Shim Jai-Ok says, “The goal of the Fulbright Program is to increase mutual understanding between cultures.”

Since the establishment of the Fulbright Program almost sixty years ago, more than 250,000 participants have benefited from the Fulbright experience. Currently, the U.S. Student Program annually awards approximately 1,000 grants to U.S. citizens to study overseas, and about 3,000 non-U.S. nationals are currently in the U.S. on a Fulbright Grant. Prominent American alumni include writers and poets like John Ashbery, Rita Dove, Jonathan Franzen, Galway Kinnell, Jane Smiley, Mark Strand, and Charles Wright, as well as former Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, opera singer Renee Fleming, and others. And the beauty of the Fulbright Program is that for every Nobel and Pulitzer Prize winner (ninety-five in all), for every MacArthur Foundation “Genius” award recipient (twenty-one), for every Presidential Medal of Freedom awardee (fourteen), for every judge, CEO, university president, and head of state it can lay claim to, there are at least a thousand artists, journalists, K-12 teachers, English Teaching Assistants (ETA’s), and assorted professors quietly assimilating the Fulbright global-community experience into their everyday lives from Boise to Mountain View to Atlanta to Jeollanamdo Province.

Yes, most of us Fulbrighters live in and even manage to enjoy a perpetually baffled state, hoping to be good ambassadors wherever we may be. I like to think world peace is a little nearer now that I have tried to call roll in a Sogang University class of students named Sinae, Eun, Ewn, Kwang-seo, and Jin-hee. After three names, I noticed no one had said, “Ne!” (“Yes!”). Not a one had recognized the poetry of their name in my mangling pronunciation. But they did appreciate that I practiced with my Korean tutor and had somewhat improved by the end of the term.

Senator Fulbright knew magic can occur in any classroom, and in 1963 he described the importance of education in international policy:

The preservation of our free society in the years and decades to come will depend ultimately on whether we succeed or fail in directing the enormous power of human knowledge to the enrichment of our own lives and to the shaping of a rational and civilized world order. . . . It is the task of education more than of any other instrument of public policy, to help close the dangerous gap between the economical and technological interdependence of the peoples of the world and their psychological, political, and spiritual alienation.

Senator Fulbright’s political career focused exclusively on closing that “dangerous gap.” In 1949, he became a member of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and acted as its chairman from 1959-1974, the longest such tenure in its history. Fulbright’s Senate career was marked by his outspokenness. He did not shy away from debate and controversy. Instead, he believed difference of opinion was an inalienable right. In 1954, he was the only Senator to vote against an appropriation for the Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, chaired by Senator Joseph R. McCarthy. He also raised serious objections to President John F. Kennedy in advance of the Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961. Fulbright was further thrust into the spotlight as a powerful voice of dissent during the tumultuous Vietnam War, when he chaired the Senate hearings on United States policy and the conduct of the war. His global, outward-looking stances on these political and policy lightning rods show his belief that “[t]he prejudices and misconceptions which exist in every country regarding foreign people are the great barrier to any system of government.”

In his compelling 1967 book, The Arrogance of Power, Fulbright decries America’s imperial attitudes. He points out that throughout American history “two strands have coexisted uneasily; a dominant strand of democratic humanism and a lesser but durable strand of intolerant Puritanism.” He warns Americans against viewing the world “through the distorting prism of a harsh and angry moralism” and recommends listening as the key to creating mutal understanding. As our globe shrinks, and we all become neighbors as never before, Fulbright’s prescient words are worth remembering:

It is a curiosity of human nature that lack of self-assurance seems to breed an exaggerated sense of power and mission. When a nation is very powerful but lacking self-confidence, it is likely to behave in a manner dangerous to itself and to others. Feeling the need to prove what is obvious to everyone else, it begins to confuse great power with unlimited power and great responsibility with total responsibility:  It can admit of no error; it must win every argument, no matter how trivial. For lack of an appreciation of how truly powerful it is, the nation begins to lose wisdom and perspective. . . . [W]e must acquire wisdom to match our power and humility to match our pride.

Thanks, Senator.
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