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“On the gown and the starfish” 
 

Esteemed President Khuri, trustees, school deans, department chairs, faculty, staff, 
distinguished guests, and, above all, the Class of 2026, you remind me of my own 
undergraduate days at AUB, many years ago. 
 
Your presence here—seated in these chairs and clad in these gowns—testifies to the 
hard work, creativity, courage, and resilience you have shown in the face of adversity. I 
am truly honored to share this moment with you, your families, and the entire AUB 
community. 
 
I would like to share with you two reflections: one on the graduation gown and the other 
on a starfish. 
 
First, you may not be fully aware of the historical roots of the graduation gown you 
wear today as a symbol of peak academic achievement, the world over. This gown, in 
fact, blends Islamic scholarly attire with European clerical dress, reflecting the cross-
cultural evolution of the Islamic Golden Age and the European Middle Ages. 
 
Scholars propose that the academic gown traces its origins to the traditional “thobe” 
(the long flowing garment) and turban worn by scholars at Jami´ Al-Qarawiyyin ( نییرولقا ) 
in Fes, Morocco: the world's oldest continuously operating university, founded in 859 
CE by an educated Tunisian woman from Kairouan, Fatima al-Fihria مةطفا یةرلفھا ) — over 
11 centuries ago, i.e., nearly 200 years before the establishment of Oxford and Paris 
universities. 
 
The origin of the flat cap and the cap’s tassel ( بةرالشا ) is debated; it is thought the flat 
cap represents the flat page of the book of knowledge that all minds seek, with the 
cap’s tassel ( بةرالشا ) used for bookmarking, but may I add that the flat cap above our 
heads also represents virtue, the inseparable twin of knowledge, as knowledge without 
virtue is like a body without its soul. 
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Jami´ Al-Qarawiyyin ( نییرولقا ) introduced academic ranks such as faqih (jurist) and 
ʿalim (learned one) — to distinguish levels of expertise, a system that foreshadowed 
the European titles of Bachelor, Master, and Doctor. 
 
Among the distinguished alumni and alumnae of Al-Qarawiyyin were physicians, 
historians, mathematicians, and philosophers including seminal figures such as the 
Andalusian polymath Ibn Rushd (known in Europe as Averroes), the great 
historiographer Ibn Khaldun, the Jewish philosopher Moses bin Maimon (Maimonides), 
the Dutch mathematician Jacob van Gool, and the French scholar Gerbert de Aurillac, 
— later Pope Sylvester II—who introduced Arabic numerals to Europe. 
 
This glimpse honors a civilization whose inclusive spirit has shaped modern academia. 
The gown you wear connects you to this part of your rich heritage. 
 
Second, let me share with you a short story that provides a historical context for my 
scientific discoveries on how white blood cells move around. More than a century ago, 
Nobel laureate Élie Metchnikoff performed a simple experiment. 
 
He wanted to know how starfish larvae, which are very simple transparent creatures, 
respond to a foreign intruder. So, he pierced a larva with a thorn and, using a 
microscope, he saw specialized cells converging from all directions to fend off the 
threat, securing the larva’s survival. Amazingly, an identical process, which is at least 
500 million years old, occurs continually in our own bodies, where our own specialized 
cells, through constant vigilance, eliminate invading pathogens and preserve our lives. 
There are two lessons in this for you: 
 
The first is the miraculous unity of life—from the simplest organisms to the most 
complex—which should fill us with awe and humility. 
 
The second lesson is that even cells without brains act together, sacrificing themselves 
for the common goal of protecting the host. Perhaps we, as people equipped with 
reason, a shared genome, and common culture, can learn from our cells to set aside 
petty differences and unite for the shared goal of ensuring our collective survival and 
prosperity. 
 
In closing, as you begin the next chapter, my friends, I ask that you remember that you 
inherit a legacy of inclusivity that stretches back to the dawn of written history, and 
before. May expanding knowledge, wisdom, purposeful strength, inclusion, and justice 
inspire you to rise, honor your shared past, build a brighter future, and transform the 
world for the better, for all. 
 
CONGRATULATIONS. 
 


