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Excellencies, Ladies, and Gentlemen,  

 

Let me start by paraphrasing the words of AUB’s second president, Howard Bliss, the son of our founder 

Daniel Bliss.  

 

It is not the purpose of our University to produce men who are doctors, men who are merchants, or men 

who are teachers; but to produce doctors who are men, merchants who are men, teachers who are men.  

 

Not just men of course! Bliss was speaking in 1911, when we were still the Syrian Protestant College. 

But, as you certainly know, for more than 90 years AUB’s doors have been open to women students, 

many decades before our great counterparts in the Ivy League or Oxbridge became coeducational. So 

what did Bliss mean when he said “men who are doctors or merchants,’ as opposed to ‘doctors and 

merchants who are men,” or women for that matter?  

 

What he was getting at was that a liberal arts’ education, with emphasis on the humanities, natural 

sciences and social sciences, represented then and still represents to us today the surest path to the 

formation of a well-rounded individual, a global citizen who dedicates him or herself to helping 

humanity. It means an AUB graduate is not only trained for excellence in professional life, but grounded 

in critical thinking, opened-minded debate, and cultural capital, so that he or she can attain the level of 

integrity, service and civic responsibility that our societies so badly need. As a clinical practitioner 

myself, I took great pleasure at my first Commencement address this summer in quoting William Osler, a 

founder of modern American medical education, who once said “It astonishes me how many physicians 

practice medicine without reading. What does not surprise me in the least is how poorly they do so!” I 

would say that this motto is just as apt for the corporate boardroom as it is for the hospital bedside. The 

liberal arts and CSR—under whose umbrella we come together today—go hand-in-hand.  

 

AUB’s mission is lived not just through its educational principles, but also through its research and 

community outreach. Our talented faculty members devote their lives to seeking solutions for the most 

pressing challenges faced by human society; by sacrificing their time and self-interest to make a 

difference in service to others less fortunate and less privileged than themselves. At AUB more than 30 



 

separate branches of academic or practical work have sprung up to address the most pressing and most 

tragic humanitarian crisis which we see in the world today, the Syrian conflict and refugee phenomenon. 

You can see it from the much-lauded Ghata project to design easy-to-build durable shelters in tented 

settlements, to the recent “Ana Haadir” initiative in collaboration with the Ministry of Higher Education 

and Unicef supporting the enrolment of excluded school-age children, with Syrian refugees or local 

Lebanese. Both activities were underpinned and brought about by AUB expertise.  

 

We are using our academic resources and infrastructure to help support the health and medical care of 

the refugees, their food security, shelter, civil rights, physical protection, social cohesion, ecosystem 

management and so on. Soon we will launch a global health commission, partnering with The Lancet, to 

look at the systemic failures that have brought the situation in Syria to where it is today, a man-made 

humanitarian disaster with catastrophic impact on the health of the citizens.  By uncovering these 

failures, the AUB-Lancet Commission can point the way towards a better future, not just for Syria but 

other centers of crisis in the world.  Beyond Syria, you can find innovative AUB approaches to 

sustainable development in almost every imaginable area: agriculture, environmental protection, the 

energy crisis, solid waste management, social justice, care for an ageing population, encouraging 

healthier diets and lifestyles, and so much more.  

This is not to say that we in the higher education sector have all the answers. A full half of the 

population in many Arab countries is under the age of 25. Job opportunities are limited and as a 

consequence, too many young lives fail to reach their potential. Students who are able to go outside the 

Arab region to improve their educational prospects only return in minuscule numbers (only 4%).  The 

proportion of our home-educated graduates who are induced to leave Lebanon to follow careers 

outside the region is also sobering. Instead of exporting half of our best and brightest young people, we 

need to reverse the brain-drain. We must redouble our efforts to work with government offices, the 

private sector, NGOs, and other universities to create new opportunities—starting with internships, job 

fairs and enhanced career services. Volunteering and civic engagement—not to mention athletics and 

outdoor pursuits—also build character and encourage leadership potential and these should be a 

central plank of the student experience. Life is a team game, folks! But still we have to do more.   

 

If we do not renew our missions as universities, we face an uninviting future. The global costs of higher 

education are rising, while our economies in the Middle East stagnate. With the exception of some of 

the still munificently endowed universities of the GCC, this puts our centers of educational excellence in 

Lebanon and the Arab world in danger of extinction, or worse! What can be worse than extinction? A 

future for AUB in which it is part of the problem not part of the solution. A future where tuition fees rise 

to such an uncontrolled extent that we educate and advance only the most privileged and prosperous—

thereby contributing to—not alleviating—the inequality of our society. Education is, or should be, the 

greatest equalizer that we have. To fulfill that goal, we need to ensure that everyone who deserves an 

education at the greatest seat of learning in this region, should be allowed to have one, regardless of 



 

their ability to pay. That is the goal of my administration, and with the help of people of goodwill and 

social obligation, we will be able to achieve it. And these goals are perfectly aligned with those of Riad 

Salameh, our brilliant Governor of the Lebanese Central Bank and an AUB graduate that we are 

particularly proud of.  Goals to embrace corporate social responsibility, to create broader and fairer 

economic opportunities for all, in order to eventually build a nation whose society is more free, fair, 

empowered and engaged. 

 

So yes, we are certain that the liberal arts educational model has been the key to AUB’s success over 

150 years and that it should be the compass point that we continue to aim towards in our next 150 

years. But, are the qualifications and life-skills that we seek to equip our students with as fit for the 

twenty-first century as they were for the twentieth? As we move into the future, it seems that our 

graduates will be less likely to walk into corporate employment, and more and more they will need to 

create their own employment opportunities. We were very proud in the recent QS global university 

rankings that AUB graduates’ reputation among employers was ranked among the top 75 in the world. 

But that is not enough. We can no longer rely on the serendipity through which AUB produced many of 

the great titans of Arab industry and commerce whom we now exult as history-makers. We need to find 

ways to consciously shape and mold new titans, while staying true to our liberal arts agenda.  

 

As we set our sights on building up the entrepreneurial space we know instinctively that gaining the skill 

and experience to create your own job should not be restricted to business graduates. Just as leadership 

and civic engagement should be represented more widely on our curriculum, so should we foster a class 

of graduate—whether in arts or sciences, engineering, agriculture, even medicine—that is geared up to 

develop their own solutions to address local challenges. Our Darwazah Center for Innovation 

Management and Entrepreneurship holds an annual Student Innovation Contest open to all AUB 

undergraduate and graduate students, singly or in groups, and it attracts some 200 potential ideas a 

year. Contestants are taken through a rigorous six-month schedule of ideation workshops, researching 

local and regional startups, business model development, strategy and pitch training, and guidance 

through the emerging entrepreneurial ecosystem in Lebanon. The contest allows students to start their 

journeys as entrepreneurs while they are still students, and we have already seen startups take root. 

MoodFit, the interior design app, developed by MBA students Ghassan Abi Fadel and Tarek El Jaroudi, 

scooped the top Darwazah Award in 2015 and now, in their own words, they have embarked on their 

mission to “disrupt the interior design business by making it an affordable luxury”.   

 

Affordability, sustainability, positive disruption; this is where AUB and all its great sister universities of 

this region, should have their sights set. If we are successful in laying the groundwork, the effect can be 

transformative. One entrepreneurial “unicorn” coming up from among new generations of graduates 

from Lebanon, or Jordan, or Egypt, just one, would help transform our economies and job markets. We 

at AUB and other universities are ready to do our part, and I invite everyone in the private, NGO and 



 

government sectors to partner with us and other higher education institutions to do it together. Thank 

you, therefore, not for what you have already done, but for what we shall do together in the future. 

Thank you.  


