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A life in the world 
 

Good afternoon, excellencies, trustees, ladies and gentlemen, students, faculty, and staff, and welcome 

to opening day 2018. Today, we have the privilege and the duty to get us launched towards an even 

more successful 2018, after a highly impactful and energizing academic year just concluded. Much was 

accomplished and yet much seems incomplete somehow. 

And it was an eventful year in the sporting world as well. France of course won its second World Cup, 

but I found myself asking, “Whatever happened to Black, Blanc, et Beur?”1 Unlike the last time that 

France won in 1998 and unlike the multiethnic German win of 2014, it seems that the times could not be 

more different. The specter of white ethnic nationalism has swept much of Europe and the United 

States, and the 2018 World Cup itself was not spared this phenomenon. From a Russian side which 

featured 10 ethnic Russian starters (plus one Portuguese-Brazilian convert) to the scapegoating of a 

2014 cup-winner for Germany’s historic failure in the tournament, based on an appearance the Turkish-

descended German made with Turkish President Erdogan2, the siren song of racial purity echoed 

throughout Russia’s otherwise faultless display of an even and exciting World Cup. US President Donald 

Trump added to the drumbeat of isolationism that has been his credo by labeling the European Union an 

“enemy”3 a few days later, all after decrying how sad he was that immigration had changed the face of 

Europe while visiting Britain.  

Lost in the current immigration noise is the institutional memory of America’s rise to scientific primacy 

in the mid-20th century, fueled by the immigration of brilliant, creative minorities seeking escape from 

the very same ethnic nationalism we are seeing on the rise today. Vannevar Bush, sensing the trend of 

Einstein’s and Fermi’s immigrating to America in the interwar period, developed the blueprint for the 

National Science Foundation4 and the National Institutes of Health. Within 20 years, the US became the 

world leader in scientific discovery as well as military power.  

Today, America, a nation that disproportionately relies on international students and doctoral graduates 

to accelerate its scientific research mission and its technological and industrial age, may find those 

students in short supply. The US is faced with policies that not only discourage immigrants from the six 

mainly-Muslim nations specific countries outlined in President Trump’s travel ban, but also manage to 

                                                           
1 “Black, blanc, beur”: a symbolic colloquial phrase in France that plays on the French tricolor “bleu, blanc, rouge”, 
and links the different skin colors of the citizens to the colors of the flag. As France hosted the 1998 FIFA World 
Cup, the term took on a completely new meaning, highlighting the ethnic and racial diversity of the French team. 
 
2 The New York Times: “Mesut Ozil’s Exit From German Soccer Team Stokes Debate on Integration” - 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/23/world/europe/mesut-ozil-germany-soccer.html  
 
3 BBC News: “Donald Trump: European Union is a foe on trade” - https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-
44837311 
 
4 A brief history of the National Science Foundation: https://www.nsf.gov/about/history/nsf50/nsf8816.jsp 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/23/world/europe/mesut-ozil-germany-soccer.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-44837311
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-44837311


 

dissuade many from the far and near east, as well as some parts of Africa from committing to graduate 

and post-doctoral studies in the country that once harbored the world’s most endangered refugees. 

But AUB is different. We inhabit, lead, and embody a patch of fertile dissonance in the Middle East, ever 

since 152 years ago, when Presbyterian missionaries founded the American University of Beirut as the 

Syrian Protestant College. Far more successful at disseminating a secular, liberal arts education than it 

had been in religious conversion, the university took advantage of Lebanon’s liberal and diverse 

population to become a world leader in inclusive education. Battered but unbowed by the Lebanese 

Civil War, the university has emerged the stronger for its role as the preeminent seat of higher learning 

in the Arab world, all while maintaining the spirit of a liberal arts school. One thing we cannot 

compromise on—and something the American University of Beirut does well—is to dispel the myths 

that contribute to the fear of the other. We accept students from every political spectrum, every 

religious background, and 22% of our students are international5. While many graduate retain the same 

political and religious views that they brought with them, they are far less likely to believe in violent 

confrontation, and far more accepting of individuals who are different from them in every way. Several 

universities in Europe have taken on the mantle of inclusive education as a tool for social mobility and 

societal cohesion, focusing on achieving excellence through diversity. The Netherlands’ much-heralded 

Maastricht University, the University College London, and Spain’s IE, are among the top European 

schools that consider the fostering of diversity a means to a healthier society and a goal in its own right. 

Top American universities, private and public, have long seen this as their duty. 

Over 13 years at Emory and its Winship Cancer Center, I led the recruitment of 95 faculty members, and 

never once worried about an individual’s background, except with regard to talent, character and fit. As 

the cancer program climbed in the rankings, I believe we got it right in more ways than one. The Winship 

and the department I led are diverse in many ways, but the quality and character we adopted as a 

mantra remain. As my close friend Otis Brawley recently pointed out, not many departments or divisions 

of hematology and medical oncology in the southern United States have three African-American full 

professors. All three at Emory are stars, the equals (at least) of their Caucasian or Asian peers in rank. 

One of the three, Taofeek Owonikoko, is himself an immigrant from Nigeria. The department and the 

Winship became a seamless blend of men and women, straight and gay, liberal and conservative, from 

multi-generational American families and immigrants. From China and India, to Africa and the Middle 

East, from the Americas to Europe, the American melting pot, the original dream was recreated over a 

decade-and-a-half in Atlanta, Georgia, one of the most desired cities to move to in the modern United 

States. And since my departure it has grown from strength to strength, thanks to wise leadership that 

believes as deeply in the potency of Emma Lazarus’ words in the New Colossus6 as I do. 

“Give me your tired, your poor, 

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, 

                                                           
5 AUB Facts and Figures 2018: https://www.aub.edu.lb/AboutUs/Documents/Facts-Figures-2018.pdf 
 
6 The New Colossus: a sonnet by American poet Emma Lazarus, written in 1883 to raise money for the construction 
of a pedestal for the Statue of Liberty. The poem was cast onto a bronze plaque that was mounted inside the 
pedestal in 1903, 



 

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!” 

 

Europe was viewed by many in my generation in the Arab world less warmly than the US was, in large 

part due to its Colonial history, a source of suspicion and contempt among the recently colonized and 

with good reason. “The American Dream” was prevalent even among young Arabs whose disdain for 

American foreign policy did not prevent them from admiring a United States coming to grip with its 

racist past to forge a more accepting, more inclusive, ethnically diverse, multicultural future. During our 

family’s seven happy years in Texas in the 1990s, I enjoyed Houston, and its embrace of diversity, its fine 

Mexican food, and pervasive culture and language. This was the America I had grown up dreaming of, 

not the constricted, indifferent, increasingly inward-looking America I have observed lately. 

The optimistic tones of an earlier Europe, the one that produced the diverse World Cup of 1998, have 

also been drowned out by a wave of anxiety generated by economic stasis, a catastrophe of displaced 

persons, half of whom reside in the neighboring Arab world, and the falsely assuring song of partisan, 

nationalist leaders and their call for a return to a glorious past; a past that never was. 

A recent Pew Foundation research poll of the American voter found that while 70% of Republicans 

believe in the messages of the church and other religious authorities, less than 40% trust in academic 

institutions7. Those trends are in reverse among Democrats. The picture of a divided society is pervasive 

in the west, and a divided society is less welcome to others. The same is currently true for Europe. Can 

universities help bridge that gap, especially when campus debate itself is threatened? 

Shortly after President Trump’s election, Columbia professor Mark Lilla bemoaned academic institutions’ 

inability to debate the full spectrum of ideas on our campuses, both liberal and conservative. His 

subsequent book “The Once and Future liberal: After Identity Politics”8 picks up strands started by Nobel 

Laureate Amartya Sen, focused as did Lilla’ NY Times article, on how academia had worked to 

marginalize and drown out the voice of the American conservative. If his analysis, coming from the 

perspective of a self-identifying liberal, finds common cause with the avowed conservative William 

Buckley in his famous “God and Man at Yale,”9 we may have missed the message. Perhaps it needs to be 

a simpler one, and more inclusive. Here is my reductionist plea for inclusivity, based on observations 

from working for 20 years at two highly inclusive academic institutions, the University of Texas MD 

Anderson and Emory University, and leading an even more diverse and arguably vital one in the 

American University of Beirut.  Inclusivity allows you to select, admit, nurture and unleash the very best 

and brightest, the very people who we can help to ensure a better, fairer, more just and more inclusive 

world. In fact, recent data derived from American cities and towns which had an increase in immigration 

demonstrated a drop in the incidence of violent crimes, despite the publicizing of rare crimes 

                                                           
7 Pew Research Center: “From universities to churches, Republicans and Democrats differ in views of major 
institutions” - http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/09/26/from-universities-to-churches-republicans-and-
democrats-differ-in-views-of-major-institutions/ 
 
8 The Once and Future Liberal: After Identity Politics: a book by humanities professor Mark Lilla, published by 
HarperCollins Publishers in 2017. 
 
9 God and Man at Yale: The Superstitions of "Academic Freedom": a book by William F. Buckley Jr., published by 
Regnery Publishing in 1951. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regnery_Publishing


 

attributable to refugees and unregistered aliens, in their country and in the US, these peoples bring 

drive, diversity, as well as a palpable thirst for a better tomorrow10. 

Today, you will hear the words of one such academician, a symbol of excellence and of inclusiveness. Sir 

Fraser Stoddart is a Nobel Laureate, a chemist of stature who has played a leading role in the 

development of mechanically interlocking molecules leading to the design and synthesis of molecular 

machines with myriad applications in industry, health and medicine, environmental protection, personal 

care, nutrition, and so on. In the future, molecular machines could be used for even more new 

materials, sensors, and energy storage systems. Sir Fraser began his journey of discovery as a boy in the 

“University of Life” in the fertile farmlands around Edinburgh11. He received a Scottish education of the 

first order—although he is the only graduate of his immediate family not to get a first-class degree—

culminating in a PhD in chemistry at the University of Edinburgh which he obtained in just two years. He 

worked as a post-graduate at Queens' University, Kingston, Ontario in Canada, at the University of 

Sheffield in England, as an ICI research fellow before joining the academic staff, after three years at the 

company’s Corporate Laboratory in Cheshire. He was named as the chair of chemistry at the University 

of Birmingham in 1990, and moved in 1997 to UCLA as Saul Winstein Professor of Chemistry, to a great 

extent in the belief, correct as it turned out, that his beloved and stoical wife Norma would receive more 

advanced treatment for her breast cancer in the US—although the disease tragically took her life in 

2004. Sir Fraser moved to Northwestern University, Evanston, Illinois in 2008, where he established the 

Mechanostereochemistry Group and was named Board of Trustees Professor in Chemistry and where he 

continues his work. He was knighted by Queen Elizabeth in 2007, the same year that he received the 

King Faisal International Prize in Science. In 2016, he shared the Nobel Prize in Chemistry together with 

Ben Feringa and Jean-Pierre Sauvage for the design and synthesis of molecular machines. In contrast to 

the brilliance of his career, Sir Fraser is an extremely modest man, forever quick to give credit to his 

peers and his charges. But I am sure he will inspire us today with his brief autobiographical address. 

That was an inspiring address, Sir Fraser. Like Einstein and Fermi and so many others before you, you 

emigrated to the United States and became a citizen of that great land, contributing so richly to its 

cultural and academic capital. So let me say as an American citizen myself, pass us more immigrants 

please, Mr. Trump. And as a Lebanese citizen I say the same to General Aoun. Our scientific future, 

threatened by a substantial downturn in graduate student applications in the critical areas of science, 

engineering and medicine strongly suggests that discouraging one group from reaching for the American 

dream can have far broader consequences than those one might intend. Lebanon and indeed the Arab 

World's future is also dependent on economic and social reforms that at a minimum, will allow the 

children of Lebanese mothers to become full Lebanese citizens, so that this tiny country can retain, 

nurture and empower more of its very best and brightest. To say nothing of a world that, while 

eschewing the current American and European isolationist trends, can still hope to believe in the words 

of Emma Lazarus and in the substance of the American Dream. Such that each and every one of our 

                                                           
10 The myth of the criminal immigrant https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/03/30/upshot/crime-

immigration-myth.html 

 
11 Facts about Sir J. Fraser Stoddart’s life and work can be found on 
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/chemistry/2016/stoddart/facts/ 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/03/30/upshot/crime-immigration-myth.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/03/30/upshot/crime-immigration-myth.html


 

students, graduates and every member of our community can hope for a better life in this world, one 

where they and their families can have life, and have it more abundantly. 


