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Monday, May 05, 2014 
 

Kamal Salibi Academic Freedom Award1 
 

 

 
 
Good afternoon dear faculty, students, ladies and gentlemen  
 
Initially, on behalf of Kamal Salibi’s academic family, students and friends I would like to 
thank the AUB Faculty United for this commendable initiative.  
 
It is perhaps coincidental that we are conducting this ceremony on May 5, only three days 
after Salibi’s Birthday  
 
Kamal Salibi, as many of his close circle knew, always avoided the limelight and refused the 
traditional worldly honors showered upon him by governments and academic institutions. He 
instead used to declare " I was brought up in a family which doesn't believe in such matters." 
However it is perhaps befitting that Kamal Salibi now lends his names to such a worthy 
cause and to an award that celebrates his own as well as others activists legacy and his 
quest throughout his 50 so years in AUB to uphold academic freedom, and to ensure that 
the successive challenges (to put it mildly) to both faculty and students are adequately 
addressed.  
 
Early on in his career, Salibi became the faculty advisor to a group of students calling 
themselves the Lebanese Student League ( Rabita al-Toulab al Loubnaniya). Al-Rabita 
students were alarmed by the growing influence of Gamal  Abdul Nasser and his brand of 
Arab Nationalism, which they perceived as being a threat to Lebanese sovereignty and 
ultimately to AUB.  
Under his guidance and hands-on approach, Salibi guided his students and later on friends 
through the changing realities of local and regional politics against the backdrop of the 
Arab-Israeli conflict.  
While, initially he was branded as a Rightist, Salibi surprised many when in 1974- after 
stepping down as adviser to al-Rabita- he came to the aid of the Palestinian and pro- 
Palestinian students on campus. At that time, Salibi supported the Pro-Fateh faction on 
campus against the Kirkwood administration. 
 
Salibi, who was never a fan of the PLO nor it's politics, felt that these students were being 
treated unjustly by an AUB administration which dealt with the majority of their requests in a 
patriarchal and high-handed manner. 
Even after the outbreak of the Lebanese civil war, Salibi like many others remained active in 
and around AUB to ensure that this institution remained operational. It's worth mentioning 
that the majority of the AUB faculty at a certain stage during the civil war, offered to 
relinquish their pay if this meant AUB's continuity... Both an admirable and unmatched 
altruistic act. 
 
In the mid-1980s, Salibi and other faculty members who refused to abandon AUB and 
Lebanon in its hour of need established the AUB Faculty Association and obtained the 
governmental permits (العلم و الخبر) giving it the necessary autonomy to pursue its syndicate 
goals.  
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This period of AUB's as well as Salibi's history remains somewhat of a mystery, only known 
to people who were witnesses to these events or had the chance to ask the people involved 
in retrospect about this period, me being of the latter group.  
 
Moreover, people who had the chance to read Salibi's memoirs Tair alla sindyna- على  طائر
 which, he choice not to detail his faculty Association experience for a number of سنديانة
reasons. 
 
The Faculty Association was perceived by the administration at that time as an 
inconvenience which should be contained. Thus some administers reached out to a 
Lebanese party/ militia in an attempt to bully Salibi and the Association. Concurrently these 
same elements launched a media campaign accusing Salibi whose name translate into 
crusader of harboring a pro-western imperialist plan. Following this Salibi was advised by his 
close friend Prime Minister Salim al-Hoss, who wasn't able to ensure his personal safety, to 
leave Beirut for a while, consequently Salibi moved to Amman for a while.  
One reason why Salibi memories is missing this episode might be perhaps he didn't want 
this story to be used against an institution which he himself clearly distinguished between its 
administers and its students and faculty. While he loved and cherished the latter the former 
he always viewed with suspicion. Moreover, it was upon the recommendation of some of his 
close friends who were still associated with the AUB senior administration in 2001 he so 
graciously avoided publishing this fiasco. 
A few month before he passed away I asked him if he thought it was time for him to fill in the 
blanks and maybe add these episode and others to his memoirs. To this Salibi was 
extremely positive and instructed me to contact his publisher In Amman to enquire about this 
process, and if it's time to republish a new edition. 
 
In 1992 Robert (Bob ) Haddad, AUB newly appointed president famously declared that the 
faculty that remained in AUB throughout the War did not have the credentials nor 
qualifications to leave the country and thus were forced to remain out of necessity and not 
choice.  
The reality of the matter was however completely different. People like Salibi and the 
majority of the faculty weathered through the storm because they had a duty and an 
obligation, both notions that remain alien to some professional administrators, Haddad being 
a shining example. 
In 1990, following the end of the civil war Salibi addressed the AUB Board of Trustees on 
behalf of the faculty, reminding them of the plight of the AUB community through the war 
years: 

For the AUB to have survived the test was enough of an accomplishment. 
For more significant, however, was the manner of the survival. The AUB, 
subjected to one hardship after another, did not merely continue to stand 
while the city around it was crumbling to ruins…. More important, the 
University and its hospital operated for sixteen years far beyond the call 
of duty, the rump that remained of the faculty and staff rendering 
countless services to the community which seemed, at the time, 
abandoned by the world. The AUB, in those terrible years stood as a 
bastion of hope amidst the surrounding despair, playing a leading part in 
the defense of a helpless civic society against forces which were out to 
destroy it. 
In concluding his statement to the BOT, Salibi posed the following 
questions. 
Can you imagine a modern Arab world without Lebanon? Can you 
visualize a Lebanon without Beirut? And can you conceive of a Beirut 
without Ras Beirut and a Ras Beirut without AUB?  
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Even after his retirement and his decision to retreat from the  AUB scene, Salibi felt that he 
had a duty to come to the aid of his fellow faculty members after he saw that the AUB 
administration had transcended its role and have insulted the faculty in what he termed as a 
cleverly crafted policy. 
  
On Feb 26, 2010 Salibi sent an open letter to the AUB faculty objecting to the policy of 
reappointment for full professors issued by the current administration. In his letter Salibi 
declared: 
 

I found it incumbent on me, as a free Emeritus Professor in the Faculty of Arts 
and Sciences, to speak up to the authors of this shameful statement, doing so on 
behalf of my helpless and long-intimidated colleagues at the AUB who, having 
been schooled to meekness by decades of inconsiderate and highhanded 
treatment, have -- by necessity rather than choice -- virtually given up on the 
issue of their rights. 
It is most regrettable that the President and Provost of AUB, on whose relatively 
recent appointments so many hopes were initially pinned, should have chosen -- 
after a long and no doubt ponderous wait -- to inaugurate their work of 
administration by devising new and "carefully crafted" ways by which to insult 
and humiliate the senior Faculty members: the senior professors  who, long 
before the leaders of the present administration had given AUB a serious 
thought, had been patiently serving our institution with dignity, devotion and 
distinction 

 
The legacy of AUB has been marked by the contributions of great men and women, 
students, faculty and staff who came together to make this educational institution a holistic 
experience rather than just a passageway for a career.  
 
We are here to grant the Kamal Salibi Academic Freedom Award to Prof. Imad al-Hajj for his 
outstanding work and for his activism and dedication beyond the call of duty so as to ensure 
that the work of his predecessors did not go in vain.  
 
Kamal Salibi was indeed a trailblazer be it in his scholarly as well as his activist legacy he 
left behind, a huge challenge all of us need to live up to. 
 
Thank you 
 
 


