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Ladies and gentlemen, Deans, honored guests, Consul General Evans, Ms. Chebaro, 

representing the Minister for State for Women’s Affairs and Advisor to Prime Minister Hariri on 

women’s affairs, members of the K.I.P. team, faculty, students and staff of AUB. 

 

It is a great honor and privilege today to be able to welcome you to this K.I.P. Multidisciplinary 

Conference at the Olayan School of Business at the American University of Beirut. Over the last 

couple of years I have seen this project interact with a number of AUB and community 

initiatives, helping to further mobilize progressive action in the area of Gender and Sexuality in 

Lebanon. And if you watched the presidential elections in some countries, boy do we need this 

kind of initiative. This conference is a specific example of this, with a focus on Discrimination 

and Sexual Harassment; we see on the agenda for the next two days a genuinely diverse line-up 

of speakers and formats, which is a great format of a multidisciplinary program to follow. We 

really want all views to be heard. 

 

But frankly, few words conjure in my mind a stronger sense of outrage and offense than the 

ones contained in the title of this conference—“discrimination” and “sexual harassment”. The 

idea that in this society, or any society around the world, anybody should continue to be 

treated as inferior, or as less or different, because of the biology of birth is self-evidently, 

empirically repulsive—whether that means gender or gender identity, ethnic identity, or 

physical or mental disability, or age, or anything that certain groups or individuals might use as 

a weapon to unfairly exclude others during their journey of life. And the idea that people 

should be subjected to the humiliating, dehumanizing objectification that is the staple of sexual 

harassment—and that it should be dismissed as locker talk in the election of the leader of the 

free world, or at least formerly the leader of the free world with all due respect, again just 

through accident of birth—is particularly contemptible. 

 

Growing up, I was raised by a strongly feminist mother whose belief in the equality of women 

and men, if not the superiority of women, I was all too happy to adopt myself. Nothing in my 

life so far—not medical or academic career, family, nor marriage—has led me to further 

strengthen my faith in that concept and my knowledge of the bases behind it. 

 

  

 



 

While I believe that the educated and liberal-minded grounds of the American University of 

Beirut are a much safer space for women, a space where women’s lives, careers, and liberty to 

be who they want to be, are supported and nurtured much more than elsewhere, not just in 

Lebanon but elsewhere in the Arab world, I am fully aware that we ourselves still have a long 

way to go to achieve proper equality here. We should not be complacent. Let us start by 

asserting that no one should be made to feel unsafe on this campus and no one from this 

community should ever be the cause of that feeling of insecurity. Human beings are 

fundamentally insecure, but that should not be exacerbated by the actions of others. So let's 

not fall into the trap of blaming the victims of basically saying harassment is OK, or part of the 

culture, or telling the potential victims that the onus is on them to be more cautious and 

conservative and more understanding of certain actions that are unacceptable. Let us also take 

the time to better understand the spectrum of gender and sex-based harassment and violence 

in an effort to recognize the variability in experiences and identities, including LGBTQ, 

masculinities, transgendered and other minority groups. It is our responsibility to be inclusive, 

to be role models, and to provide and environment where everybody can flourish and feel 

comfortable. 

 

Here at AUB one of our institutional commitments has been and will continue to be to ensure a 

safe and non-discriminatory learning and working environment. This is mandated by both our 

policy documents and by Title IX of the 1972 US Education Amendments—fundamentally a 

gender equity law that prohibits discrimination on the basis of sex and gender in all US 

federally-funded educational programs and activities. Under President Obama the imprimatur 

of Title IX broadened considerably beyond its initial intention, and the Obama administration 

took it ever more deeply into the area of sexual harassment which we applaud. But we 

therefore await with some trepidation therefore, to see where President Trump’s 

administration intends to head in this vein. Our concerned is enhanced by mitigation of 

abhorrent language and the explanation of it “locker room talk” which seems to imply a 

predatory and violent attitude towards respecting women and respecting their rights. I was in 

locker rooms both here and in the United States for many years from aged 12 to aged 22, and I 

don't think I heard that language ever in a locker room.  

 

We will use everything within our powers to prevent sexual harassment, and at the same time 

as doing all we can to foster equality and equity for all. For the former, my preference is always 

to start as many of you know with education, but if necessary I am certainly not shy about using 

corrective action. For the latter, anyone who does not believe that this is an equal opportunity 

campus will have the opportunity to be educated and the obligation perhaps. They can begin 

perhaps by looking at the detailed findings and recommendations of the Taskforce on the Lives 

and Careers of Women Faculty, which was convened early in my administration and which is 



 

just the first step towards correcting some historic imbalances in a community that prides itself 

for being at the vanguard of women’s empowerment, having admitted women to the university 

some four to five decades before the Ivy League colleges did. I also encourage them to look at 

the recent Report on Equity and Title IX. I met with the committee that was led by Dr. Brigitte 

Khoury and that updated report with any last additions will be available a week from today on 

our website. I believe that both reports are illuminating and occasionally they are quite bracing. 

We do have a way to go.  

 

What does reassure me about AUB, more perhaps than any other of the outstanding 

institutions I have worked in, is that our students, our faculty, and our staff, women and men, 

are for the most part not shy. They are not shy about speaking up when they feel threatened, 

or disenfranchised, or unfairly treated. And they can serve as role models for those who do feel 

that it's difficult for them to speak up, in difficult circumstances. And when our community 

speaks up they are given the opportunity to be heard without fear or prejudice. While I can't 

say that everyone speaks out, I can thank those that have, even when our opinions are non-

coincident, to put it mildly, because they serve to encourage others who may have kept quiet 

because of fear and intimidation to come forward with their views and their concerns. 

 

As the rector of this university and I believe that's the proper phrase for this role, I am not 

saying these things out of a purely moral sense of duty. Candidly, a more level, more egalitarian 

playing field is not just better for women and members of LGBTQ and other minority 

communities, it is better for all us. It will lead to major strides towards academic excellence. 

The freedom to speak and to express yourself coincides perfectly with our decision to convince 

the Board to restore tenure to the university. Science and knowledge and truth are fearless. 

This conference is an important step towards that better aspirational place, and I wish you a 

very stimulating and inspiring series of talks, events and discussions over two very exciting days. 

 

Thank you very much and I congratulate the organizers on this wonderful symposium.  

Thank you. 

 
 


