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I am going to deviate from the very nice speech that I had prepared for today to touch upon a little 
bit more of a controversial topic.   
 
The topic is inculturation.  How many people know what “inculturation” is?  Inculturation is the 
Roman Catholic word for how Christian teachings are presented to non-Christian cultures and in turn 
the eventual influence of those teachings on the cultures.  This came to my mind this weekend when 
I read a review of Martin Scorsese’s latest film Silence, in which Portuguese missionaries go to Japan, 
and then are defeated and have to walk on a configuration that has the face of Christ as the ultimate 
humiliation; do they give up their faith in order to save their converts, or do they save their faith, but 
sacrifice their converts?   
 
The reason I am deviating is because I am very impressed with the amount of knowledge and the 
amount of impact that this University has had for many years, through a non-Catholic, secular 
process of inculturation.  The American University of Beirut brought a perspective that after the 
failure of proselytization, became based on the inculturation of Western secular values of 
democratic values, and free speech, and aspiration for a better tomorrow, and for many, many years 
up until the civil war and well into it, we exported that inculturation into the heart of Arab society.  
Prime ministers, heads of state, leaders in education, in medicine, in business, in all sorts of fields, 
spread throughout the Arab world came forth from AUB and they attempted to inculturate the Arab 
world with the modern, American, secular approach.  It was a partial success.  Many leaders of the 
Arab world who trained at the American University of Beirut were indeed faithful, secular 
democrats, and were servants of their peoples.   
 
But if we look at this very stark report that I had the opportunity to review very quickly, we are 
forced to ask the question that Ronald Reagan once asked just before the 1980 election: “Are you 
better off today than you were four years ago? ”  Is the Arab world better off than it was in the 
1970s?  I think the data are overwhelmingly negative.  That is disturbing!  We have more youth, we 
have fewer jobs; we have less social cohesion, we have more violence.  The promise of the Arab 
Spring in 2011, I was reading today in a very cynical editorial, is being extinguished, as one of the 10 
oldest cities in the world, Aleppo, crumbles between two terrible options.  I know I am supposed to 
be politically correct, but—unfortunately—I missed those genes.   
 
So, what is the future?  Should we go home and just mourn the lost opportunity for the Arab world?  
I think quite the opposite.  The Arab Human Development Report of 2016 has many positive aspects.  
We know that the governments of the Arab world are rife with corruption and self-interest; this is 
not a new discovery.  I congratulate the report for putting in the record something we all know, I 
think, in Box 3 or 4.  And we know that the numbers of youth in the Arab world who are unemployed 
and who are without hope are increasing.  But if we look at the single, largest wish of these youth, 
by numbers, in this large survey that you’ve done at the end, it is a wish for a high quality education. 
 
So, let’s go back to inculturation, its successes and its failures.  For many, many years, we sought to 
import wholesale, un-adapted, the original, if you want call it the “catholic” faith, of western 
democracy.  Western democracy is now reeling from a series of elections that have undermined the 
strength of fact over the power of Twitter.  Understanding of the Other has lost to xenophobia; I 
don’t know a better word for it.  So, there is good and bad news in this in many ways.  Arab youth  



 

 
 
want what they need, which is education and empowerment.  That is the thing that consistently this 
University has provided for 130 years.  Thank you, it was founded over 150 years ago, but it was 
after our first struggle to try to force people away from even considering the concept of evolution 
that the students of the American University of Beirut organized their first equivalent of a protest—
you could call it the first Arab Spring—over rejection of Darwin as science.  And the history of revolt 
goes back further, if we’re honest, it goes back to 1516 and the fall of the last Arab empire to the 
Ottoman surge; that, too, ended a period of powerful native culture.   
 
I look at our youth, I look at the youth that went down into the streets of downtown Beirut a year-
and-a-quarter ago, protesting against the ultimate humiliation, now that even their trash wasn’t 
even being picked up. And I look at the quick and very impressive opportunism with which the local 
political forces swept up that movement and put it firmly in their corner. But I look at it with 
optimism because I think there is a sense of resiliency and a sense that this youth is not waiting for 
the grand intervention of the western states, or even the great universities, or the United Nations, to 
save them.  They want us to help them; that is very evident in this report.  But they don’t want 
saving. They want support, they want opportunity, they want to save themselves.   
 
That’s why every day, when I come on this campus, I don’t see 8,700 future victims of inculturation, I 
can see 8,700 students who want to learn and adapt and make their own future in their own civil 
society.  We didn’t come back to proselytize, we came back to empower.  That was the realization 
that struck the original founding fathers of the University.  Now, how can we help them? With 
education and empowerment.  We need to do a better job, cleaning up our own messes, whether in 
political culture or in the cost of living; we need to hold down our prices.  We have 400 students at 
the University now who are on full scholarships plus room and board, through partnerships with the 
many NGOs and governmental agencies, including the US and others.  We need to increase that 
number; we need to strain a little harder to get that number up to 600 in partnership with USAID, 
MEPI, Al-Ghurair Foundation and the ULYP and MasterCard Foundation.  We need to tighten our 
belts and come up with new opportunities for them.  Because they don’t want saving, they don’t 
want to be saved.  
 
For me it’s one of the most refreshing things that I see about our youth.  They’re not waiting for the 
United States and Russia to come to an agreement on how to save the Middle East.  They’re not 
relying on dictatorships and autocratic states to create opportunities.  They’re thinking of creating 
their own opportunities.  So, to us in the universities, to you in the UN, to all of us, our job is to 
remove the roadblocks and to empower youth, to engage them, to educate them.  And I am 
convinced with the conviction of someone who has treated one of the deadliest cancers for his 
entire career that this generation is going to do marvels.  We know they could do marvels, because 
we see it every day.  
 
But they can’t do it alone; we have to look at internal competition between the universities in this 
country and in the Arab world, we have to partner together, we have to work with the UN, we have 
to work with any sincere partners that are out there. And we have to keep giving them data.  That’s 
the most powerful thing about this report, its data.  The most useful thing about inculturation is the 
introduction of data for people to interpret in their own way. Not on Twitter, but calmly and 
dispassionately.  I think that this conference, as well as this report, gives us great hope that adds to 
the hope we already have for a brighter tomorrow.  I want to thank Dr. Abdul Latif and Dr. Shaaban 
for this wonderful symposium.  You do us great honor because this cuts to the very core of what we 
aim to do and must do at AUB.   
 



 

 
 
Thank you very much. We are with you all the way down the road. 


