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Of Travails and Tipping Points

Trustees, excellencies, faculty, staff, students, alumni, and friends of AUB,

Welcome to the Opening Ceremony that marks AUB’s 160" anniversary. Just under 160 years ago, on
December 3, 1866, founding President Daniel Bliss launched the first class of the Syrian Protestant
College. There were sixteen eager students, Arabic was the original language of instruction, as it was
the common language, or lingua franca, of the ethnic groups of the region. However, prospective
students were required to be fluent in Ottoman Turkish or in French as well as English. From its
beginnings, AUB understood something that remains true today: the languages of education change,
but the need to learn the languages of one’s time does not.

Eleven years ago, 149 years after Bliss launched the new college, | returned to the Beirut of my youth.
In my first opening ceremony remarks, entitled “Learning How to Fly without a Safety Net,” | laid out my
vision for how to encourage students, faculty, and staff to fearlessly navigate their AUB experience.
Over the course of my speech, | spoke of the need for us, the board, administration, faculty, and staff,
to encourage students to step out of their safety zones, to become more confident, self-aware
individuals on that journey.

Those opening remarks, for which | requested editorial support from no less than six colleagues and
my life partner Lamya Tannous, felt like it took a village to finalize. But | enjoy the experience of co-
creation and collective editing, feeling that each participant adds a different dimension, and that the
errors in referencing, syntax, or language can be quickly eliminated. | continue to employ that editorial
approach, inviting input from senior administrators, faculty, and editors for my speeches and
perspectives.

As we convene here, | am currently navigating the highly regarded introduction to artificial intelligence
online certificate course put together by the Al Ghurair Hub for Digital Teaching and Learning at MSFEA
entitled “The Al Starter Kit.” Many would argue that using Al is far more efficient for preparing speeches
and presentations. It is certainly less labor-intensive and faster than the approach that | have used now
for almost a dozen years. Indeed, I've witnessed some excellent Al-generated speeches and
PowerPoint presentations over the last several years.

That | have been slow to adopt this methodology is no reflection of a lack of conviction in the technology,
which | am convinced will be even more transformative in the years to come. | also cannot attribute this
reluctance to a lack of confidence in what | am trying to get across. Rather, it comes down to my
preference to have different human voices give me their feedback, born of more than four decades of
making presentations, speeches, and scientific symposiums, over the course of my career.
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This summer, unlike all those since that of 2018, | have had the opportunity to read more than a half-
dozen books and more than 150 articles. Over the course of these 2 Y2 months, | have read works of
fiction, biography, history, poetry, current affairs, literature, science, and other categories.

| have done it the old-fashioned way, turning pages slowly but surely, day after day, until | am done with
a particular work. My preferred mode of consuming books is not due to an aversion to reading on the
laptop or phone, as | have read articles online for more than three decades.

Reading is exhilarating. It gives you a unique combination of insight, satisfaction, guilt, and anticipation,
among many other emotions. It is impossible to replicate those core human emotions by going to even
the most erudite technology-based summary.

But artificial intelligence and computing, like design, the fine arts, and humanities, are becoming
essential languages for the human experience. If one is to help guide our students, faculty, and staff
through a transformative and emancipating AUB experience, the least we owe them is to be literate in
the lingua franca of our times, as Bliss required his students to be in theirs.

English may have become the universal language of business, academia, medicine, and science, but
in my seventh decade, | am forcing myself to learn these new and enduring languages in order to be
able to help assess, acknowledge, and guide the conversations that we must have around helping
students acquire critical thinking, the Holy Grail of higher education, perhaps even the raison d’etre of
the academy.

And that, | suspect, is one of the most important challenges you will face at AUB:

Not simply learning more, but learning how to think with what you learn. As information and answers
are increasingly easy to obtain in the era of Al, critical thinking has taken on even greater importance.

Reflecting on critical thinking and reading several articles about what exactly constitutes it in the arts,
sciences, humanities, engineering, and health professions, it struck me that there is no one consensus
within any of these fields as to exactly which cognitive and rational skills are the imprimaturs of success
in any particular area. | was left with the impression that critical thinking is somewhat like art and beauty:
it is very much in the eye of the beholder.

After delving into this reading, | emerged with greater conviction that momentum matters, and a certain
amount of that momentum leads to what becomes a more or less permanent acquisition of knowledge
or skill in certain arenas.

One book | read this summer was Malcolm Gladwell’'s Revenge of the Tipping Point,! a vastly different
follow-up to his breakthrough book The Tipping Point? which | read 25 years ago. The first book explored
how relatively small changes can reach a critical mass and produce dramatic shifts in society given the
right environment, the right people, and the right concept. After a somewhat innocuous book launch of
the publication that would ultimately propel his career, where the author relates he had two people show
up to the book signing, including the mother of a close friend, but not the friend herself, The Tipping

! Gladwell, Malcolm. (2024). Revenge of the Tipping Point: Overstories, superspreaders, and
the rise of social engineering. Little, Brown and Company.

2 Gladwell, Malcolm. (2002).The Tipping Point: How little things can make a big difference.
Back Bay Books.
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Point became a massive bestseller, making it a must-read book for those of us who were exploring, as
| was at the time, new professional ventures.

Having authored several critically and financially successful books since, the author decided to revisit
his initial hypothesis a quarter of a century later. In doing so at a time of far greater global pessimism,
he adopts a dramatically different tone, focusing on superspreaders, social engineering, and
overstories. The follow-up was less well received than the original, and is even more contentious.
Nonetheless, Revenge of the Tipping Point is an enjoyable read that extends the Gladwell position (and
brand!) that a certain critical mass is necessary to create a breakthrough in group dynamics, cultures,
and beliefs.

Many of you will reach a certain critical mass during your journey, be it in your numbers, credentials,
knowledge, or confidence. You will learn to refine and trust your instincts and judgment and continue
towards that point of professional satisfaction where your competencies intersect with your passions.
That is where | have long found true professional happiness lies. You will have completed a part of your
own voyage, in Tennyson’s oft-quoted words:

“To follow knowledge like a sinking star,
Beyond the utmost bound of human thought.”3

In this summer of cultural immersion, | also took the time to watch several films, largely on streaming
stations or airplanes (with which | have become far too familiar for my liking), but made the decision to
watch the summer’s greatest global blockbuster, The Odyssey, in the movie theater.*

In the interest of full disclosure, | have a long history with The lliad® and The Odyssey.® My father was
a lover of Greek history and mythology, and when our class read the children’s versions while we were
in elementary school, he would pull out his own copies of the full translations from ancient Greek, and
read us some of the actual lines in those volumes, one of which he had kept in his possession from his
student days at the American University of Beirut in the 1950s.

| first read The lliad and The Odyssey at full length in my early 20s and re-read them in my 40s. Given
that | am among the slowest readers | know, and rarely reread books, this represents considerable
devotion on my part to this transcendent oeuvre.

The movie, whatever its critiques, and | must admit that | enjoyed this one somewhat less than other
Christopher Nolan films, is a tour de force, and an overall power for the good. It has revived book sales
for The lliad and The Odyssey, and the film itself has surpassed $1.5 billion in net revenues, an
astounding number for a movie recounting the tortured journey home of a man who died more than
3200 years ago.

3 Tennyson, Alfred, Lord. "Ulysses." Lines 31-32. Poetry Foundation, accessed August 24,
2026. (Originally published 1842).
4 Nolan, Christopher. (Director). (2026). The Odyssey [Film]. Universal Pictures; Syncopy.

5>Homer. (1951). The lliad of Homer (R. Lattimore, Trans.). University of Chicago Press. (Originally
published ca. 8th century BCE).

6 Homer. (1967). The Odyssey of Homer (R. Lattimore, Trans.). Harper & Row.
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My link to Odysseus also extended to the playground, when my friends and | would decamp to role
play. | aspired to the role of the King of Ithaca, rather than the great warriors, Achilles, Hector, Ajax, or
others. Agamemnon, the King of Kings, was far too ominous a figure for me, even before | read
Aeschylus’ dark Oresteia trilogy as a teenager.”

Odysseus it was who was clever enough to think of and design the decisive Trojan Horse. And unlike
the other gods and heroes, he meets a happy ending. Odysseus ultimately survives all the cataclysmic
violence to return home to his wife and son. His story is also the focus of two of my favorite pieces of
writing, Alfred Lord Tennyson’s eponymous poem?® and James Joyce’s novel,® which carry Odysseus’
Latin name, Ulysses. Those were among the many reasons Odysseus was my man from ancient, pre-
Peloponnesian War Greece.

But what | have long admired about Odysseus is not simply his cleverness. It is his capacity to endure
a long, uncertain, and often difficult journey without losing sight of where he was trying to go.

The ancient Greeks had a word that is pertinent: metis. Metis is not merely intelligence or cleverness.
It is the ability to read circumstances, improvise, recognize opportunity, and change strategy when
circumstances demand it. In that sense, metis has something important to teach us about critical
thinking. Critical thinking is not simply knowing the right answer; it is knowing how to assess what is in
front of you, question your assumptions, weigh alternatives, and adapt your judgment as circumstances
change. That is one of the gifts | hope an AUB education will give you: not a fixed map of the world, but
the ability to navigate a rapidly changing world.

Today, having taken decades to complete my own journey “home,” and not without my own travails and
tipping points, | am in an even greater position to appreciate Odysseus. His wisdom, cunning, and
determination saw him home, despite the intervention of deities and demons, men and queens.

He has similarly endured in our age, even, and perhaps especially, to give life to the words a blind poet
imagined 2800 years ago, piecing together the story of the Trojan War, its heroes, gods, and monsters
some 400 years after it appears to have taken place. And that story, its hero’s guile, metis, resolve, and
tenacity, has drawn millions to actually read books once more. They will continue to do so. Not to
discourage us from using Al, or further distance ourselves from technological innovation, but rather to
show us what it is to be human, to love, aspire, lust, fail, and dream. And the inevitable consequences
of those dreams and the actions they inspire.

Today, we start a new academic year. It will be one | am confident our students, faculty, staff,
administrators, alumni, trustees, and friends will all experience, with your individual quests, full of gods,
monsters, heroes, villains, tragedies, and triumphs.

Each of us will likely be wearier and wiser by the end of it. | am confident | will be both, as will many, if
not most of you. But we will be the better for that pilgrimage, whether in our grasp of technology or in
our affinity for the arts and humanities.

7 Aeschylus. (2013). Aeschylus II: The Oresteia, The Libation Bearers, The Eumenides (R.
Lattimore, Trans.). University of Chicago Press. (Originally produced in the 5% century BCE).
8 Tennyson, Alfred, Lord. "Ulysses." Poetry Foundation, accessed August 24, 2026.
(Originally published 1842).

% Joyce, James. (2010). Ulysses. Wordsworth Editions. (Originally published 1922).
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After all, in the immortal words a young Bob Dylan wrote to his own idol, Woody Guthrie, speaking of
the long road ahead that beckoned for him,

“I'm a-leaving tomorrow, but | could leave today
Somewhere down the road someday

The very last thing that I'd want to do

Is to say I've been hitting some hard traveling too.”1°

Thank you. May you each have a healthy, immersive, exhilarating, exhausting, and ultimately
magnificent academic year ahead, full of some of that “hard traveling too.”

10 pylan, Bob. (1962). “Song to Woody” on Bob Dylan. Columbia.
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