
 

'Fadlo R. Khuri: AUB is a center of excellence; those who attend make a difference in the 

world' 

Fadlo R. Khuri is the first Lebanese president of the American University of Beirut (AUB). 

Following is an interview with this brilliant man, who is discrete and modest, having education 

as a mission.  

Patricia KHODER | OLJ 

 

Fadlo R. Khuri belongs to a family who has attended the American University of Beirut since the 

19th century. Two of his great grandfathers earned their degrees a few years after the college was 

established. His father and mother, as well as his wife, have pursued their studies at AUB. His 

father, Raja, was dean of the faculty of medicine at AUB. The faculty now holds his name.  

Fadlo R. Khuri, born in Boston and raised in Ras Beirut, left Lebanon for the United States in 

1982. “Even though it was a time of war, I did not want to leave. My brother decided on leaving, 

so I thought I could go for a year, and come back to the country afterwards,” he said. But Fadlo 

R. Khuri remained in the US, settled there, married a Lebanese woman on whom he had an eye 

since he was in school.  

“I noticed her on the street when I was 16. Back then, she was a student at the Collège protestant, 

and I was a student at the International College in Beirut. I saw her again at AUB. I would go to 

the auditorium where she attended her classes, hoping she’d notice me, or a common friend 

would introduce us,” he recalled.  

It wasn’t until this young woman, Lamya Tannous, moved to the States with her parents because 

of the Lebanese war, that they started going out together. Fadlo R. Khuri was yet to become a 

doctor back then. They got married, worked, and started a family. “I have never been cut off 

from Lebanon. I have always went back and forth, even if I settled in the United States,” said 

Khuri, who became one of the most recognized specialists in molecular oncology for cancer 

treatment of the respiratory tract and lungs in the United States.  

Back in his school days, Fadlo R. Khuri aspired to become a psychiatrist. It was a cancer patient 

that crossed his path in the hospital who made him change his mind. “I knew that this man could 

have had better medical care. I wanted to provide him with this care. I thought to myself, if I 

specialize in oncology, maybe in twenty to thirty years, I will be able to make a difference,” he 

recalls.  
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The current AUB president is a positive man, who does not like mediocracy. He believes that 

each person having received a good thing or having lived a good experience can and should give 

back in return. This applies to both the personal and professional life. 

“AUB is a center of excellence. The standard is excellent, whether among the faculty, students, 

or staff. However, there is a lack of discipline in the University, which is also the case in this 

country. People could be more serious and more professional,” he notes.  

The propitious moment 

Perfectionist and hard worker, Fadlo R. Khuri is also an open-minded, generous person, and he is 

proud of his Lebanese roots, even though he’s well aware of the situation in the country. He 

insists on wanting to “make a difference” and he wants the faculty members, students, and staff 

to engage in the same spirit.  

The president of AUB makes an effort to speak Arabic with his interlocutors, noting that he has 

“nothing but good memories of Lebanon, regardless of the war, the threats of the militias against 

his family, the bombings, which touched his father.” 

“I always knew it, I didn’t just hope it would happen, I knew for a fact that I would have the 

opportunity to come back and serve AUB and Lebanon. The opportunity to come back to 

Lebanon was offered to me earlier, when I was offered the directorship of the Oncology Center 

at AUB, but back then it wasn’t the right circumstances nor the right timing.  

Last year when I was offered the presidency, that was really the propitious moment. I was happy 

and tranquil. There are moments in life that we call “peaceful creativity”, and my life was at that 

point. It was all going well, my private life, my academic life, I had just started a new 

oncological research, and this is when the position was offered,” he recounted.  

Ever since his arrival to AUB, Fadlo R. Khuri started to execute some changes. He declined that 

the event of his inauguration would be financed by university funds. He instead appealed to 

sponsors. Some criticized him for this.  

“At a period where the economy is going downhill, and that there is a lot to do at AUB, I wasn’t 

comfortable with the idea of spending tuition money on the inauguration ceremony. I couldn’t be 

at peace knowing that we could’ve used the money in a different way, to serve AUB and its 

students,” he noted.  



 

“Even if we had to do cut down the budget, we are encouraging research, scholarships, and 

education. We should do our best to collect funds and not squander the money,” he continues. 

Fadlo R. Khuri holds firm against the critics, and defends himself without letting go of his ideas, 

all while respecting the regulations of this University. 

“If everyone likes what you’re doing, this means you are not doing anything at all. But people 

should understand what you are doing even if they do not agree with you. That’s why you should 

always communicate and be transparent,” he explains.  

The ‘Ivory Tower’ syndrome 

Evoking his critics, Khuri notes “I do not appreciate negativity, mediocrity, laziness, and 

hypocrisy. There is some caviar left, who have the ivory tower syndrome. They are liberals in 

limousines, who are full of talk, without ever having experience on the ground. They lack 

authenticity, and they should learn to be more modest.  

AUB is a center of excellence, and I want all the people who attend this university to make a 

difference in the world they live in,” he continued.  

“I am happy to announce that we are advancing in the research plan. Our budget is growing 

bigger, in the past three years, we’ve had a 60 percent increase in the funds,” he said. 

Having himself paid for his studies in the US, with the objection of his father, he aspires that 

AUB becomes accessible for brilliant and hardworking students that are not necessarily rich.  

“I will try during my tenure to slow the tuition fees increase. Fees have reached 9 percent 

increase during the past five years. We are a university for the best and brightest, not only for the 

rich.” He continued. 

He added “AUB gives exceptional opportunities for its students to find work all over the world. 

We are among the top 75 universities in the world for employment. An AUB degree opens doors 

for our students, but it also shapes their characters and personalities. We want our youngsters to 

be comfortable in their skins, to believe in humanity, and to care about one another. We want to 

shape people who are confident and who want to make a difference,” he noted.  

AUB is currently expanding in order to work hand in hand with other sister universities, notably 

the Saint Joseph University. A collaboration between the major universities of the country should 

take place in order to face the current trend leading to starting multiple universities, which 

although are licensed by the state, do not have the required educational level.  



 

AUB is also preparing to add new buildings to the hospital to make it one of the most modern 

and advanced in the region. 

A little less than a year since he held office, president Khuri is still enthusiastic for the 

responsibilities that come with the position. "My expectations have not diminished and my 

enthusiasm has not fallen," he said. 

The current president likes to walk and to play football, even if he has no time for practice now, 

he also appreciates cinema and music. In school, he used to write lyrics with a band that he 

started with friends. His taste in music has varied from Mozart and Beethoven, passing by Led 

Zeppelin and Bob Dylan, who happens to be his favorite artist.  

When he came back to Lebanon, Fadlo R. Khuri wanted to stay in his parents’ apartment in Ras 

Beirut, but the security team at AUB preferred he stays on campus. Practising his career in 

medicine with passion, he opened a clinic in Beirut, where he sees patients once a week.  

 

 


