
American University of Beirut 
PO Box 11-0236, Riad El Solh, Beirut 1107 2020, Lebanon 
T +961 1 35 00 00 – Ext 2650 | communications@aub.edu.lb 

aub.edu.lb 

 

  

 

 

2026 Commencement Exercise 

Christiane Amanpour 

June 5, 2026 

 
Thank you president Khuri, all the students, faculty and trustees of the American 

University in Beirut, as well as Ayman Asfari for bringing me here, to accept this honour. 

And I am honoured. 

I am also steeped in poignant but pivotal memories. 

Because 43 years ago when I started at CNN as an entry level assistant on the foreign 

desk, Beirut was always in the headlines, and not for the good things. War, hostages, 

kidnappings even of AUB personnel. The Israeli invasion, the American invasion, the 

Syrian invasion, the Palestinian refugees, the Iranian axis of resistance formed right here 

in this country, and still plaguing you all to this day. 

In other words, sorry to say, the typical, Middle East boiling pot that had implications far 

beyond this beautiful county, this city, and this university.  

Suffice to say this kind of adversity was the stuff my ambitions and goals were made of. 

All I wanted was to escape CNN Atlanta and come to Beirut, to join colleagues already 

on the job of covering the story, hunting down the facts and telling the truth.  

So Beirut was foundational for me, even from that great distance.  Ever since boarding 

school in the UK, where I made the first of my many Lebanese friends …who told me all 

the great things about this nation. 

 AUB is a shining example of soft power, America's and your own. 

Established 2 centuries ago by American missionaries, not just to educate but to put 

down people-to-people roots. Despite the radical world changes since, it is my firm belief 

that interaction between people is the most important element of peace, stability, and 

prosperity. 

All my career has been spent trying to hear and understand the story of the other. 
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This crucial element is under unprecedented stress as we drift off into our own silos and 

echo chambers, and machine-algorithms.  

And as leaders all over the world focus on making hay out of division, tribalism, toxic 

polarisation…in other words, weaponising the very nature of our humanity. 

There has also been a long shared history between AUB and my own nation…Iran. 

During the Shah’s time …from the early 20th century… Iranian students were sent here 

to learn everything they could in the key disciplines, and return home to put their 

treasured knowledge to work for the benefit of our nation.  

We have just lost our great founder Ted Turner, who created CNN exactly 46-years ago, 

June 1980, to break the USA monopoly on who could report the news: truth, facts and 

evidence based reportage from the field. 

 I learned from the very start at CNN to be for truth, for the peacemakers, for 

humanitarian & social justice. 

 In 1910, The American president Teddy Roosevelt gave a famous and motivational 

speech about what it means to be a citizen. That it wasn’t the critic who counts, but the 

one who actually gets in the arena, the one who dares greatly, and not the timid one who 

knows neither victory or defeat. 

And I just saw this part of President Lyndon B Johnson speech to graduates at the 

University of Michigan, in 1964 in the midst of the passing the Civil Rights Act. 

“Your generation can help build a society where the demands of morality, and the 

needs of the spirit, can be realized in the life of the nation. 

“So, will you join in the battle to give every citizen the full equality which God 

enjoins ….Whatever his belief, or race, or the color of his skin?”  

“Will you join in the battle to give every citizen an escape from the crushing weight 

of poverty?...” 

“There are those timid souls who say this battle cannot be won; that we are 

condemned to a soulless wealth. I do not agree. We have the power to shape the 

civilization that we want. But we need your will, your labor, your hearts, if we are 

to build that kind of society.” 

The same can be said to you, about your times and your rendez-vous with history. 

Right now around the democratic world there is a systematic killing of democratic norms, 

checks and balances, accountability.  
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 I heard recently that a European democracy index reported, that it took Orban in 

Hungary 4 years, Vucic in Serbia 8 years, Erdogan in Turkey and Modi in India about 10 

years …to do what Trump in America has done in just one year. 

 And in this era of corporate capture of news organisations, Ted Turner’s CNN shows 

why independent ownership matters. 

 So, I hope your government and people can build a strong civil society based on all the 

education and values offered by places like AUB, to one day, rise from the ashes of 

shattered sovereignty, special interest armed rule, and endless invasion and occupation.  

 Growing up and living in Iran until the 1979 Islamic revolution, my first “professor” was 

a Palestinian man who had been exiled to Beirut after the 1948 Naqba. And then moved 

to Tehran for business. He was a distinguished pharmacist. A scientist who also loved 

the power of art. 

 Sami Halabi, took me to my first ever museum, the National Gallery in London. He 

showed me the Rembrandts and pointed out the shafts of light that illuminated the 

master’s dark corners.  

It turned out to be my life lesson, finding the beauty amid all the darkness.  

And the hope.  

And always, the humanity. 

 On my arm…just to remind myself… I had tatooed these words last year:  

No justice no peace 

Thank you all so much. 

 


