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The history of American- and French-origin universities in the Middle 
East is prominent and revealing. During the past 15 or so years, mainly Ameri-
can-affiliated universities have appeared in large numbers in the Gulf states and 
elsewhere in the Middle East. Research into both types of universities shows that 
these educational institutions play an important role as ‘information and resource 
bridges’ between the Middle East and the West. These universities raise awareness 
and function as repositories for considerable amounts of knowledge, elite-level 
human resources, as well as financial resources. Important developments have oc-
curred between the time the older universities were established and the newer ones, 
such as decolonization and empowerment of the host societies in the Middle East, 
which have placed the control and initiative largely in local hands. Universities are, 
therefore, very efficient instruments for countries to build strong ties to outside 
societies, share information, raise mutual awareness, exchange elite-level human 
resources and—perhaps to a lesser extent today—raise financial resources for edu-
cation, research and health care.

1  Universities as Powerful ‘Information and Resource Bridges’ between 
Societies

The purpose of this research is to develop and present Middle Eastern 
authorities and universities with recommendations on the role of universities for 
Middle Eastern foreign relations. These recommendations will identify and outline 
how Middle Eastern societies can use foreign and national universities in their 
countries to:

•	 Create long-standing elite networks between Middle Eastern countries and 
foreign countries to raise decision-makers’ awareness of and interest in the 
Middle East through Boards of Trustees, advisory councils, etc.

•	 Build relationships with and raise awareness among foreign political leaders 
and government administrations about Middle Eastern interests and issues

•	 Develop ties to leading, international universities through faculty and student 
exchange as well as research collaboration

•	 Transfer knowledge and technology from leading, international universities 
and disseminate in Middle Eastern societies and economies 

•	 Develop ties between foreign and Middle Eastern civil society, media, foun-
dations, etc., to increase familiarity with the Middle East

•	 Build relations with foreign corporations to promote socio-economic devel-
opment, as well as employment and career prospects for graduates of Middle 
East universities.  

These recommendations will be based on my own extensive research on 
American and French universities in the Middle East, supported by the Danish 
Social Science Research Council, the Dubai Initiative and the Kuwait Program 
at Harvard. My research shows that Western universities in the Middle East play 
central roles for socio-economic development and create long-standing, elite-level 
networks between the Middle East and the West. An important finding of my re-
search is the strong ties such universities have with their Western societies of ori-
gin and, accentuating their roles as ‘information and resource bridges’, facilitating 
the exchange of substantial amounts of information, interest, talent and resources 
between societies (Bertelsen 2009a; 2009b). Universities can play very important 
roles in the relations between states and societies, and, hence, a crucial role in the 
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foreign relations of a country. This is shown in the model below, describing ‘infor-
mation and resource bridges’:
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Context: local education, political relations between states of origin and host 
states, etc. 

As is clear from this model, these universities form privileged and strong 
relationships with a wide variety of actors in both their Western societies of origin 
and their host societies in the Middle East. This paper will outline these relation-
ships with focus on the Western societies of origin/affiliation. The paper will give 
empirical examples, analyze the basis of positive relationships and present recom-
mendations for ways to optimize foreign-affiliated universities to better serve as 
instruments in the foreign affairs of a Middle Eastern society.

1.1  Relations with the Western society of origin/affiliation
The strong relationships between historical American- and French-origin 

universities in the Middle East and American and French societies are to some 
extent unintended consequences, since these missionary universities were estab-
lished to proselytize among the locals and to influence their society - a one-way 
street arrangement. However, these universities developed privileged connections 
with their Western societies of origin, and to a large extent became advocates and 
educators on behalf of their host society towards the society of origin. The newer 
institutions are developing similar roles, though adapted to modern-day demands 
for empowerment of the host society. The unique position of these universities, as 
bridge-builders across nations, is clear from the multitude of actors in American 
and French society that they established strong relationships with.

1.1.1  Universities and academia
The old American- and French-origin universities, and to some extent the 

new institutions as well, are integrated parts of American, French and Western aca-
demia. The ties to global academia occur through the exchange of knowledge and 
research, as well as individuals, whether administrators, faculty or students. Since 
the late 1800s and early 1900s, the old universities have not only recruited senior 
management and faculty from leading American and French universities, but their 
graduates have also pursued graduate and professional studies at these universities 
in the West. These individuals carry much information with them, learn from the 
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other society and move new knowledge back and forth. To the extent that these uni-
versities are research institutions, they produce knowledge about their host society 
and region, which is accredited by an American- or French-standard university and 
in Western languages. Through very active publishing activities including long-
running journals, the old universities in Beirut and Cairo have contributed sig-
nificantly in educating Western academia on the Middle East. The extent to which 
these universities in the Middle East can be integrated into Western academia, and 
at which level, is wholly dependent on their academic standing and reputation. This 
fact points to the conclusion of this paper, namely that academic quality is the basis 
on which universities can become successful ‘information and resource bridges’ 
between societies.

1.1.2  Private philanthropies
Especially in the USA, philanthropies, such as the Rockefeller, Ford and 

Carnegie foundations, are very important for the work of universities in the fields 
of research, teaching and healthcare (through medical schools and teaching hos-
pitals). The old American universities in Beirut and Cairo have both been very 
successful over the course of their histories in attracting significant philanthropic 
support for their operations. This support has in important ways subsidized lo-
cal university teaching, research on the Middle East, healthcare (in Beirut), as 
well as social development. France has a stronger tradition of state involvement in 
higher education, less by private philanthropies. In American society, powerful and 
wealthy philanthropies represent great resources, high prestige and influence. The 
classical American universities in Beirut and Cairo have been able to attract the 
support of these organizations, which are very coveted, and whose resources and 
attention are generally limited. This success is again based on the academic quality 
and reputation of these institutions, and the quality of the researchers and trustees 
they can attract. 

1.1.3  Boards of trustees
The boards of trustees are the central leadership and governance instru-

ment for the old American universities, and the importance of the quality of the 
boards is difficult to overstate. They provide the universities with leadership and 
impetus and are ultimately responsible for their operation and finances. The Beirut 
and Cairo universities have been able to recruit prominent board members from 
the world of academia, politics and business, bringing to the table strong networks 
in their respective fields, as well as in philanthropy. These members have shown a 
strong commitment to the institutions, and act as prominent spokespersons for the 
host country and region towards the highest levels of American society. 

How these universities have been able to attract the attention, time and 
money of very sought-after individuals for the causes of education, research, 
healthcare and development is one of the most striking examples of the contri-
bution such universities make in connecting societies at a high level. Again, the 
take-away is to keep a clear focus on academic excellence to recruit as prominent 
trustees as possible. The USJ is a Jesuit university, governed accordingly, and with 
integration into the Jesuit order, which brings its own worldwide recognition and 
network. In addition, USJ has in recent years established a strategic council bring-
ing together very prominent French-speaking individuals from around the world, 
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who thus connect USJ, Beirut, Lebanon and the Middle East to the wider Franco-
phone world.

1.1.4  Government
The American and especially French governments became highly involved 

in and supportive of higher education, research and healthcare in the Middle East 
through the old Beirut and Cairo universities. The French government is also 
deeply involved in the new Université Paris Sorbonne Abu Dhabi. Since the early 
1880s and until the late 1970s, the Jesuits and the French state joined forces around 
the USJ, with the French government supplying financial resources, academic ac-
creditation and guidance, professors and issued diplomas. The French government 
continues to support USJ, although on a smaller scale, and supplies the academic 
accreditation and guidance for UPSAD (although funded by Abu Dhabi). Since 
the 1950s, the US government became a significant supporter of AUB and AUC 
through USAID and American Schools and Hospitals Abroad funding, peaking in 
the 1970s and 1980s. Politically, these universities have raised much attention in 
the US Congress for their causes and host societies and regions with strong sup-
porters. Both the American and the French governmental support is based on soft 
power strategies through education, and recognize the utility of these universities, 
again, based on their academic quality.

1.1.5  Private sector
The American- and French-origin universities have built and are building 

various connections to American, French and Western businesses, which are of 
great interest and high value to the host societies and regions. Especially the old 
American universities in line with the American philanthropic tradition have been 
able to raise substantial financial support for decades from American and other 
Western business. These universities in Beirut and Cairo have contributed very 
significant human resources to the Middle East and to the operation of Western 
enterprises in the region. It is a recurrent finding in my research that the Middle 
Eastern graduates of these universities combine local linguistic and cultural skills, 
with English or French language skills and American- or French-standard edu-
cation. This combination is deemed very valuable by private business and is the 
reason for the large number of graduates from these universities working for West-
ern businesses in the region. The graduates of these universities are also success-
ful in Western labor markets, testifying to the recognition of the quality of their 
education. Research collaboration with Western business is less common, but an 
important element in mutual knowledge transfer and awareness creation between 
the private sector in the West and Middle Eastern societies. Of course, the new in-
stitutions in the Gulf do not have the reputation or experience of the old Beirut and 
Cairo institutions, yet. However, these universities put emphasis on trying to place 
their graduates with international businesses, and there are early signs of attempts 
of research collaboration. In the business field also, we are reminded of the crucial 
importance of academic quality for building relations of great value for the host 
society and broader region.

After this overview of American- and French-origin/-affiliated universities 
in the Middle East as ‘information and resource bridges’ between the Middle East 
and the West, I will go over the historical and contemporary cases in greater depth 
to substantiate the argument. 
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2  The Classical Cases in Beirut and Cairo 

The Protestant missionaries behind the American University of Beirut and 
the American University in Cairo may have failed at proselytizing, but they suc-
ceeded in creating the academically most prestigious universities in their host re-
gion. The US government was absent during the founding of these universities, but 
began supporting the universities massively in the 1950s for development and soft 
power reasons. It failed to create acceptance of US foreign policy, especially the 
support for Israel, but succeeded in having distinctively American universities with 
very high academic prestige, and alumni with deep understanding of the USA and 
its interests and values. 

The Jesuit founders of the Université Saint-Joseph, like the Americans, 
succeeded in creating an academically prestigious university, but with less appeal 
beyond Catholics, and Lebanon, than the American University of Beirut - because 
of its Francophone and Catholic identity. The French Republic strongly supported 
the Université Saint-Joseph from the outset and succeeded in creating an eminent 
French-speaking university with strong ties to French-speaking societies in Europe 
and Canada. 

The attractiveness of these universities in their host societies is most evi-
dent in the large number of young people who spend several years at these institu-
tions. The American University of Beirut, for instance, has 52,000 living alumni 
(American University of Beirut 2008). The Lebanese Civil War starkly illustrated 
the extent and limitations of the acceptance of the American University of Beirut 
and the Université Saint-Joseph, where Faith Hanna (1979) and Carla Eddé (2000) 
ascribed the survival of both universities to their local acceptance. However, both 
universities were eventually targeted. 

Egyptian leaders have on several occasions pondered whether to nation-
alize the American University in Cairo, but in the end maintained the American 
and independent nature of the university. The reasons for this policy seemed to be 
the attraction of a powerful cultural bridge to American society, highly qualified 
English-speaking graduates, and a high-quality alternative university at no or little 
cost to the Egyptian state.

These universities advocate in their Western societies of origin on behalf 
of themselves and their host societies. Presidents and faculty of these universities 
have often outspokenly defended host society interests. These universities have 
built long-lasting, prominent bridges and networks between societies of origin 
and host societies and the wider Middle East through their Boards of Trustees, 
sponsors, and alumni organizations. They have developed academic reputations 
attracting foreign students and scholars as well as disseminated large amounts of 
knowledge about their host society to the wider world. In highly competitive mar-
ketplaces for attention, these universities have mobilized Western governments as 
well as very influential and wealthy individuals, and raised large sums of money 
for research, higher education and healthcare in their host societies. 

2.1  American University of Beirut
The Syrian Protestant College (renamed the American University of Bei-

rut in 1920) was founded by American Protestant missionaries with proselytizing 
aims in 1866. For our purposes here, it is important to notice that the Protestant 
and proselytizing character of AUB in the late 1800s and early 1900s reduced its 
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attractiveness to the local community. This fact reminds us that educational institu-
tions, to be as broadly attractive as possible, must focus on their educational (and 
research) mission. 

The bridge-building function of SPC/AUB was clear even before its 
founding in 1866. The missionaries led by Dr. Daniel Bliss engaged in a successful 
fundraising campaign in the USA and Britain, where they raised a large amount of 
money and therefore also awareness about this educational endeavor and its Levan-
tine host society. The New York-based Board of Trustees included prominent and 
wealthy individuals, and has continued to raise substantial financial, political and 
moral support. In his campaign to raise money and awareness between 1862 and 
1864, Bliss travelled 16,993 miles in the US, addressing 279 meetings and raising 
100,000 USD. In addition, he raised 4,000 GBP in Britain. In the 1870s and 1880s, 
the Board of Trustees raised American private funding for buying and building the 
campus, and around WWI again, the board raised large amounts of money to pay 
back debts (American University of Beirut 2005; Bliss 1989; Burns  1965; Dodge 
1958; Hanna 1979; Makdisi 2008; Munro 1977; Penrose 1970).

According to AUB president Stephen Penrose, WWI saw an interesting 
example of how these missionary universities could become influential spokesper-
sons for their host societies. President Woodrow Wilson was supposedly influenced 
in his decision not to declare war on the Ottoman Empire by the Bulgarian minister 
to the USA, Stepan Panaretoff, an alumni of Robert College in Istanbul, and Cleve-
land H. Dodge, President of the Board of Trustees of Robert College and personal 
friend of Wilson’s. AUB president Howard Bliss was summoned to the Versailles 
Peace Conference to advise on the Levant and urged plebiscites, which was another 
example of the strong connections between these universities and their societies 
of origin. After WWI, a number of American colleges, including AUB, formed 
the Near East College Association in New York, through which they raised large 
amounts of money, yet another example of how such universities inform their so-
ciety of origin about the host society, build networks and raise material and moral 
support for education in the host society. During the interwar years, AUB was suc-
cessful in building networks and raising support for its cause. It doubled the size 
of its campus, increased its endowment six-fold and attracted significant financial 
support and academic guidance from the Rockefeller Foundation for especially 
the medical school. Together with the Near East Foundation, AUB developed ru-
ral development programs. WWII caused severe financial problems for AUB, but 
this time the US government offered financial support (Dodge 1958; Munro 1977; 
Murphy 1987; Penrose 1970).

The years after WWII were the golden age for Beirut and AUB. AUB grew 
to its greatest prominence vis-à-vis American academia, business and government, 
and became an exceptionally cosmopolitan place in the region. The university was 
an advocate of Palestinian and Arab positions towards an America that was be-
coming increasingly pro-Israeli and anti-Arab. US government support became 
the largest source of income, while prominent philanthropies such as Rockefeller 
and Ford, as well as industry, were generous supporters. The Lebanese Civil War 
caused enormous financial and security hardships for AUB, but it survived due to 
its local acceptance and ability to raise financial support from the US government, 
the AUB Foundation in New York, the Lebanese government and others (Hanna 
1979; Khalaf 1977; Munro 1977). 
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AUB plays a very special role in the relationship between the USA and 
the Middle East, as it improves the image of both toward the other. AUB is well 
regarded in the Middle East, while US foreign policy is rejected. During periods 
of US public and private disengagement from Lebanon during the civil war and 
afterwards, AUB remains a highly respected Lebanese institution and a prominent 
and credible voice for Lebanon. In the 2006 war between Israel and Hezbollah, 
AUB President John Waterbury was a prominent voice for lifting the Israeli naval 
blockade of Lebanon to allow fuel to pass through for the generators of AUB’s 
medical center (Waterbury 2006). 

The interviews for my research indicate that AUB faculty is well integrated 
in American academia. Faculty members usually have American graduate degrees, 
leading to further research collaboration, publications and conference attendance. 
Social scientists in particular speak of strong American academic, media and of-
ficial interest, which often seeks out AUB for advice and commentary. The EU and 
France are increasingly mentioned as partners, demonstrating how a university 
can be effective in reaching out to new partners for its host society other than the 
society of origin.

A very informative example of how AUB educates its American society 
of origin about its Middle Eastern host society is the Understanding Contempo-
rary Islam program initiated after 9/11. Here, AUB secured funding from Hewlett, 
Rockefeller Brothers Foundation and Carnegie Corporation for more than 40 Mid-
dle Eastern academics to teach at about 40 American colleges and universities 
previously without Middle East studies programs and to engage with local media 
(American University of Beirut 2004).

The strong ties between AUB and American academia are evident from the 
caliber of its presidents. When Princeton professor John Waterbury retired in 2008, 
he was replaced by University of Chicago professor Peter F. Dorman, who was 
born on the AUB campus as great-great-grandson of the founder Dr. Daniel Bliss, 
illustrating generations of American academic and intellectual commitment to the 
region. AUB is recovering after the Lebanese war, and fundraising in America, 
Lebanon and the wider Middle East is key to this recovery. In recent fund raising 
campaigns, AUB has raised more than 170 mio USD (American University of 
Beirut 2008).

2.2  Université Saint-Joseph de Beyrouth
Ever since its establishment, USJ has represented strong ties, not only with 

the Jesuit order, but with state and non-state actors outside Lebanon. To found the 
university, the Jesuits raised 300.000 Francs among British and American Catho-
lics in the early 1870s, and from the early 1880s and onwards the Jesuits obtained 
strong financial and academic support from the French state. First the French gov-
ernment sponsored the medical school financially and academically with profes-
sorships and French state diplomas (Bashshur 1964; Eddé 2000; UNESCO Assem-
blée générale au Liban 1948).

From as early as 1902, USJ played an important role in educating the West 
about Arabic language, literature and culture, when the Oriental Faculty started to 
train Western Orientalists. This education and dissemination of knowledge about 
the Middle East towards the West also took place in the two journals published 
by the faculty, Al-Machriq from 1893 and Les Mélanges de la Faculté orientale 
from 1906, which the USJ library was exchanging with respectively 59 and 94 

During periods of US 

public and private 

disengagement from 

lebanon during the 

civil war and after-

wards, AUB remains 

a highly respected 

lebanese institution 

and a prominent and 

credible voice for 

lebanon 



8 | DUBAI InITIATIve – WorKInG PAPer AmerICAn- AnD FrenCH-AFFIlIATeD UnIverSITIeS In THe mIDDle eAST AS ‘InFormATIon AnD reSoUrCe BrIDGeS’ To THe WeST | 9

outside journals in 1925 (Eddé 2000; Levenq 1925; UNESCO Assemblée générale 
au Liban 1948). 

The Jesuits of USJ reached further into French society than the French 
state, which is demonstrated by the efforts to fundraise for a university hospital. 
In 1911-1912, the Comité de l’Asie française funded the medical dean’s visit with 
French politicians, banks, business people and other prominent persons to raise 
awareness and support for the hospital. Together, the committee, the newspaper Le 
Temps and the French press association organized a national fundraising campaign 
in May 1911, which by 1914 had raised 673,000 Francs. The French government 
paid for the grounds of the hospital, which, however, did not open until after WWI 
and before 1923 (Eddé 2000; UNESCO Assemblée générale au Liban 1948).

In 1912, the Jesuits came to an arrangement similar to the medical school 
agreement with the French state concerning founding, funding and managing 
schools of law and engineering with the University of Lyon and by harnessing 
Lyonese business interests in Lebanese silk. France and French universities contin-
ued to generously support USJ, both financially and academically. The faculties of 
USJ were mainly affiliates of the University of Lyon, and academic leadership was 
supplied by faculty committees from Paris (medicine) or Lyon (other faculties). 
During the civil war in 1977, the relationship was changed into official agree-
ments with French universities. USJ took over the faculties itself and replaced the 
French state diplomas with its own, which were recognized in France and Lebanon 
(Bashshur 1964; Eddé 2000; UNESCO Assemblée générale au Liban 1948). 

Today, USJ continues to supply strong and high-level connections between 
Lebanon and France, as well as Francophone societies around the world. The uni-
versity is party to more than sixty cooperative agreements with French-speaking 
universities, faculties, grandes écoles, departments and laboratories around the 
world. These agreements, for instance, cover a double degree MBA offered by USJ 
and Parisian universities. France continues to support the university with interna-
tional development and other public funds for cooperation between French and 
French-speaking universities in North Africa, for instance, and for exchange of 
faculty between French universities and USJ (Eddé 2000).

2.3  American University in Cairo
The founding of AUC in 1919 was much inspired by the two other protes-

tant missionary colleges in the Middle East, Robert College in Istanbul and SPC 
in Beirut in the 1860s, which shows how the original colleges inspired groups 
in America to commit further to Middle East education. How the original col-
leges and the missionary movements surrounding them were engaged in Middle 
Eastern affairs was clear from the driving force behind AUC, Dr. Charles Watson. 
He was born and raised in Egypt, a son of missionaries and later responsible for 
coordinating and funding missionary activities in India and the Middle East. Start-
ing in 1914, Watson raised 170,000 USD from the learned, wealthy and pious of 
Pittsburgh, Philadelphia and New York. The AUC office was established in Phila-
delphia in 1920 (later moved to New York), and in 1924 the New York State Board 
of Regents as well as AUB, recognized degrees conferred by AUC. Since 1913, the 
Cairo Study Centre had trained Western missionaries in Arabic and Islamic stud-
ies, which AUC took over in 1921 as the School of Oriental Studies, with much 
teaching, research and publication activity. For its extension activities, AUC re-
ceived a 100,000 USD private donation in 1925. But fundraising for the university 
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was highly unsatisfactory in the late 1920s. During WWII, various AUC affiliates 
worked with the US government, for instance, William A. Eddy, the first head of 
AUC’s English department, directed the Department of State’s Cultural Relations 
Division (which supported AUB). The war opened up the prospect of US govern-
ment support for AUC (Murphy 1987).

During the crucial years for the Middle East in the late 1940s, AUC was 
an advocate on behalf of its host region. At the founding of Israel, President and 
future US ambassador to Egypt John Badeau and other faculty members spoke out 
publicly against US policy and for Palestinian rights, which was noticed in Western 
and Arab media. In 1947 and 1948, Badeau spoke to 70 groups in 50 American cit-
ies on Middle Eastern topics. In 1951, AUC managed to secure 85,000 USD from 
the Ford Foundation for the establishment of the Social Research Center (Murphy 
1987).

AUC again sought to defend host society interests in the run-up to the 
Suez Crisis, when President Raymond McLain characteristically defended Egyp-
tian nationalization of the canal. During the war, AUC faculty supported Egypt 
to President Dwight Eisenhower, UN Secretary-General Dag Hammerskjöld and 
in the New York Times. However, AUC’s fund-raising activities in the USA practi-
cally collapsed with the worsened US-Egyptian relationship after the Suez Crisis. 
This situation reversed, when the Ford Foundation awarded AUC 335,000 USD in 
1958. That same year, the Board of Trustees decided to accept US public support, 
while emphasizing the independence of AUC. The standing of AUC with American 
political circles became clear, when President John F. Kennedy appointed former 
AUC President Badeau ambassador to Egypt in 1961 (Murphy 1987). 

Whereas the 1967 War easily could have spelled financial and other ruin 
for AUC, it demonstrated the standing of AUC and its ability to attract US public 
and private support to ensure its survival. Mobil Oil lent an additional 300,000 
Egyptian pounds (LE), while the Ford Foundation and other private donors sup-
plied 450,000 USD in total relief that year. However, in the coming years, there was 
no private fundraising in the USA due to the disruption of US-Egyptian relations. 
With no US embassy in Cairo, AUC benefitted from receiving many prominent 
guests and delegations. US public support for AUC also led to increased interest 
from the US Congress (Murphy 1987).

AUC continued to attract support in the USA after restoration of diplomat-
ic relations, although under increased competition for US public funds and atten-
tion. US public support was the main income in the 1970s, peaking at 70 percent, 
despite doubling tuition. In 1975, the idea of an endowment fund from US govern-
ment holdings of Egyptian Pounds was implemented. The University Educational 
Endowment Fund was worth 8.5 million LE (Murphy 1987).

In 1979, AUC demonstrated its ability to create connections and raise sup-
port outside the USA in addressing Egyptian development issues, when it founded 
its Desert Development Center. For this project, AUC raised support from US, 
Canadian and Finnish development aid, the Ford Foundation, the Near East Foun-
dation, UNDP and trustee John Goelet. AUC strengthened its ties to American aca-
demia, when it successfully applied for accreditation from the American Middle 
States Association of Colleges and Schools in 1981-1982, with high-level visits 
from seven prominent American universities. At the same time, AUC convinced 
the US government to make contributions of 18.75 million Egyptian pounds out of 
US holdings in the currency (Murphy 1987). 
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The standing of AUC and its ability to raise support in Egypt, the Gulf and 
the USA were demonstrated during the 1980s fundraising campaign, the promi-
nence of its committee members and the funds it managed to raise. The US com-
mittee was chaired by a retired chairman of American Express, and included the 
chairmen of Atlantic Richfield, Exxon, and Mobil, and two former secretaries of 
state. The Egyptian committee included the foreign minister, the minister of tour-
ism and the chairman of the Arab International Bank. The campaign had raised 
9.8 mio USD in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf by 1986, of which 7.2 mio USD in the 
USA and 1.5 mio USD in Egypt, indicating the shift from US to regional funding 
(Murphy 1987). 

Between 1981 and 1985, AUC sought in vain for the US government to 
establish another endowment fund out of LE holdings. In 1985, US Senator Robert 
W. Kasten Jr. successfully sponsored a 500 mio USD appropriation bill for Egypt 
with the condition that Egypt reciprocate with 50 mio LE to sponsor AUC. Egypt 
accepted this proposition and by spring 1986, the plan was fully funded (Murphy 
1987). 

AUC continues to build bridges between Egypt and American and outside 
societies today, as well as raise funds for higher education in Egypt. It recently 
raised more than 100 mio USD from its Board of Trustees and others in the USA 
and elsewhere. In 2008, AUC opened a new suburban campus, for which it has re-
ceived large support from US LE holdings, the equivalent of 100 mio USD out of a 
400 mio USD budget, as it has done successfully for decades. The architectural vi-
sion for this new campus reflects AUC’s role as a bridge between American liberal 
arts education and Islamic architecture, which is exactly the basis of its attractive-
ness to both its Western society of origin and its Middle Eastern host society and 
region (El-Sharkawy 2004).

2.4  Lessons: Classical Cases
It is clear from the classical American- and French-origin universities in 

Beirut and Cairo, AUB, USJ and AUC, that they have been very successful in creat-
ing strong ‘information and resource bridges’ between Lebanon, Egypt, the wider 
Middle East, the USA, France and the West in general. These universities work 
with leading academia in their Western societies of origin, with access to leading 
research and teaching, Moreover, they produce cutting-edge research on their Mid-
dle Eastern host societies (and other subjects) informing the West about the Middle 
East. This knowledge to a significant extent travels with individuals, prominent 
faculty and highly talented graduate students. These universities and their found-
ers have gained support from the governments of their societies of origin, with the 
most prominent philanthropies and businesses raising very substantial financial, 
moral and political support for education, research, healthcare and development 
in the host societies. Towards the West, leaders and faculty of these universities 
have often been prominent and credible advocates of host society points of view 
and interests.

These achievements by the universities all rest on their reputations for 
academic excellence in research and teaching. Leading Western universities will 
collaborate with these universities and accept their graduate students, and Western 
academics will accept leadership or faculty positions in Beirut or Cairo, because 
of these academic reputations. It is also this reputation that motivates the finan-
cial, moral and political support from governments, philanthropies and businesses. 
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The American and French governments support these universities, because they 
know the universities are influential and attract future leaders as students—which 
they do based on reputations for academic excellence. The basis of this academic 
excellence in governance, quality assurance and funding is, therefore, crucial for 
building ‘information and resource bridges’ between societies through universities 
(Bertelsen 2009b). To achieve this reputation for excellence is the great challenge 
for the new institutions in the Gulf.

3  The New Cases in the Gulf

The Gulf Cooperation Council states are currently undergoing great so-
cietal transformations. American higher education and research especially, in the 
shape of local universities, branch campuses and other academic collaboration all 
play a prominent role in this transformation of natural resource-based to knowl-
edge-based economies. Lebanon showed how a small country could become an 
intellectual and service economy hub through internationally regarded universities. 
So higher education and research is, thus, a very interesting development policy 
option for the Gulf Cooperation Council states. 

A very important development from the old universities in Beirut and Cai-
ro to the new ones in the Gulf is the empowerment of Gulf host societies, who are 
today the initiators and driving force rather than the Western missionaries of yon-
der year. The new universities have not reached the academic standing of the old 
universities, which is the basis of their attractiveness and influence in both Middle 
Eastern and Western societies. This standing seems attainable through firm com-
mitments to excellence in teaching and research with clear missions to contribute 
to society and knowledge. 

The new foreign universities in the Gulf are promising to create ‘informa-
tion and resource bridges’ between Middle Eastern host societies on the one hand, 
and the Western and wider world on the other. These universities contribute to the 
external relations of their host societies as well as to the long-standing, elite-level 
networks with especially the USA. These institutions attract the talent and atten-
tion of political, business and academic human capital from around the world to 
serve on Boards of Trustees, and to teach, etc. They have formed high-level part-
nerships with highly ranked universities, as between the American University of 
Sharjah and Texas A&M, the American University of Kuwait and Dartmouth Col-
lege, the Dubai School of Government and the Harvard Kennedy School, or have 
invited New York University and the Sorbonne to establish campuses.

3.1  American University of Dubai
AUD is the oldest American-affiliated university in the Gulf, founded in 

1995 as a for-profit investment by regional investors with financial and political 
support from the ruler of Dubai. In the early years, AUD was a branch campus of 
the American Intercontinental University, which is a for-profit university system 
based in Georgia, USA, with institutions throughout the USA and abroad, cater-
ing to non-traditional students. AUD is accredited by the Commission on Colleges 
(COC) of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools and has other subject 
specific accreditations. The newest project at AUD is a communications school 
with the advice of the Annenberg School for Communication at the University of 
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Southern California. AUD is thus an example of how to connect with American 
academia. However, it must be said that until the collaboration with the Annenberg 
School, AUD dealt with academia of lower standing.

3.2  American University of Sharjah
The ambition of the ruler of Sharjah to establish an American university 

traces its roots directly to his admiration for AUB and AUC, with AUB conduct-
ing the original feasibility study and advising. The university was founded in 1997 
and in its early years had a management contract with the American University in 
Washington DC for recruiting senior staff and faculty, etc. It was also associated 
with Texas A&M University. The university is incorporated in the state of Dela-
ware, licensed by the Delaware Department of Education, and accredited by the 
Commission on Higher Education of the Middle States Association of Colleges 
and Schools. Its leadership reflects the solid ties to prominent Western academia. 
Chancellor Peter Heath is former provost at AUB and professor at Washington 
University in St. Louis. The Board of Trustees includes very prominent American 
and British academics as well as regional business leaders.

3.3  Dubai School of Government
The DSG is a clear example of how an academic institution can build 

strong ties to leading academic institutions abroad, engage in mutual learning and 
knowledge transfer and contribute to governance in the host society and region. 
Founded in 2005, DSG conducts policy research of importance to the United Arab 
Emirates, the Gulf and the wider Middle East in Dubai, and sponsors such research 
at the Harvard Kennedy School of Government. The school collaborates closely 
with the Harvard Kennedy School through the Dubai Initiative at the Kennedy 
School, and with the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy at the National Univer-
sity of Singapore. The latter is an example of how such institutions build capacity 
in emerging countries and foster prominent ties between them. Lately, DSG is also 
building a relationship with the Harris School of Public Policy at the University of 
Chicago, exchanging students and faculty.

3.4  Dubai International Academic City: Michigan State University Dubai and 
Université Saint-Joseph Dubai College of Law

The Dubai International Academic City is a free zone for academic insti-
tutions allowing 100 percent foreign ownership, tax exemption and repatriation 
of profits. It is host to 32 higher education institutions from all regions, includ-
ing USA, Australia, India, Pakistan, Iran, Russia, Belgium, UK and France, and 
serves over 12,000 students. While DIAC is very far from AUB or AUC academi-
cally, it deserves attention for the purpose of this paper. DIAC is an example of 
how international higher education can connect a society like Dubai to a range of 
higher education institutions in foreign countries through the exchange of knowl-
edge and individuals. Michigan State University Dubai is a branch of Michigan 
State University, a large and well-regarded public research university, which is-
sues the degrees in the fields of business administration, child development, engi-
neering, construction and media. Université Saint-Joseph Dubai College of Law 
is an interesting example of the influence of the old Beirut and Cairo universities 
throughout the Middle East. It is a testimony to the eminence of these universities, 
that a Muslim, autocratic emirate and former British protectorate would turn to the 
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French-speaking Jesuits in Beirut to establish the first Arab-language law program 
in Dubai. 

3.5  Université Paris Sorbonne Abu Dhabi
Abu Dhabi in its strategy to become a “capital of ideas” has attracted lead-

ing French and American (see below) universities to establish campuses, a project 
reminiscent of the creative intellectual competition in Beirut between AUB and 
USJ. In 2006, the Université Paris Sorbonne (Paris IV), the French state and Abu 
Dhabi agreed for Sorbonne to establish a campus in Abu Dhabi, awarding Sor-
bonne undergraduate degrees in humanities, social sciences and law, academically 
fully controlled by Sorbonne while funded by Abu Dhabi. The courses are taught 
by Sorbonne faculty permanently residing in Abu Dhabi, and to a large extent by 
faculty on shorter stays from Paris. UPSAD has an alumni and friends organization 
tying together alumni, friends and French business interests in the region.

3.6  New York University Abu Dhabi
In 2010, New York University will open its Abu Dhabi campus offer-

ing a liberal arts undergraduate degree from NYU. The arrangement is similar to 
UPSAD, but this time between Abu Dhabi and a private American university. The 
campus will eventually be placed on Saadiyat Island, which will also house the 
Guggenheim and Louvre Abu Dhabi museums. This project is creating various 
interesting connections between Abu Dhabi, American society and beyond. The 
university will attract students from all over the world, an endeavor facilitated by 
financial aid. NYU and its senior management are deeply involved in the project. 
The future faculty at NYUAD will have spent time in New York, and measures are 
taken to keep this faculty integrated with the home campus. 

3.7  Gulf University of Science and Technology
Kuwait established the legal framework for private universities in 2000, 

and in 2002, GUST became the first privately owned university in the country. 
GUST supplements the national Kuwait University, and is a clear example of the 
privatization of higher education as a response to a lack of capacity in national 
university systems (Bertelsen 2009b). The university collaborates closely with the 
University of Missouri, St. Louis on the quality of academic programs, recruitment 
and institutional development. A dual degree program allows qualified students to 
enroll in both institutions and then transfer to UMSL after two years. The univer-
sity, however, has no accreditation, and its board of trustees is composed of only 
Kuwaitis—although distinguished—and therefore does not connect the university 
with the outside world. A privately owned university such as GUST is faced with 
the governance, quality assurance and funding challenges identified in the policy 
brief, ‘Private higher education in the GCC: Best practices in governance, qual-
ity assurance and funding’ (Bertelsen 2009b). It is imperative that the university 
focuses strongly on its academic development and quality to be an effective ‘infor-
mation and resource bridge’ to the West. Whatever academic challenges a univer-
sity like GUST faces, it must be remembered that it does create additional educa-
tional capacity and job opportunities for local, regional and Western academics in 
a society where these have been extremely limited or non-existent. 
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3.8  American University of Kuwait
The next American-style privately owned university in Kuwait, AUK, fol-

lowed in 2003. AUK is an American-style liberal arts college accredited by Kuwaiti 
authorities, but without an American accreditation. It collaborates with Dartmouth 
College, which provides a wide range of administrative and academic consulting 
services to AUK to develop AUK as a liberal arts college. Dartmouth students have 
the opportunity to spend a semester at AUK, whose students can intern at Dart-
mouth over the summer. The Dartmouth College American University of Kuwait 
Project engages senior Dartmouth administrators and faculty as well as students 
in Kuwaiti and Gulf affairs. This project is, thus, an example of how AUK can 
promote its host society and build relationships abroad. As a locally and privately 
owned university, AUK is faced with similar governance, quality and funding chal-
lenges as GUST is, in achieving academic excellence.

3.9  Education City, Qatar
Education City is a particularly ambitious initiative by the Qatar Founda-

tion for Education, Science and Community Development, which has brought six 
well-regarded American universities to establish branch campuses there. In addi-
tion, there are pre-university schools, a science park and the RAND-Qatar Policy 
Institute. Of the American universities, Virginia Commonwealth University School 
of the Arts in Qatar has since 1998 offered an undergraduate degree in fine art; 
Weill Cornell Medical College in Qatar offers a premedical course and a Doctor 
of Medicine degree; Texas A&M University at Qatar offers engineering degrees; 
Carnegie Mellon University in Qatar teaches business and information technology; 
Georgetown University School of Foreign Service in Qatar offers an undergradu-
ate in foreign service; and Northwestern University in Qatar has recently started 
to teach journalism and communication. This initiative has, therefore, succeeded 
in building relationships with and attracting the attention of American academia.

3.10  Lessons: New Cases
The new universities present an array of institutions between branch cam-

puses of foreign universities, such as UPSAD, NYUAD and Education City, lo-
cal non-profit institutions as AUS or DSG to local for-profit institutions as AUD, 
GUST and AUK. What characterizes them all is that the resources and the initiative 
are local and regional, unlike the missionary universities in Beirut and Cairo that 
were established with funds raised in the West. 

Academic reputation takes a long time and hard work to establish, so it is 
no wonder that none of the new institutions have the standing that the old universi-
ties have. That standing is the basis for their success as ‘information and resource 
bridges’ between the Middle East and the West. However, it is possible to look at 
areas where the new universities play that role and contribute to the foreign rela-
tions of their host societies.

The new universities all have relationships of varying closeness with 
American or French universities of various standing. Some of the new institutions 
have established close relationships with the most prominent institutions, such 
as DSG’s cooperation with the Harvard Kennedy School of Government, or Abu 
Dhabi with Sorbonne. The other end of the range was AUD’s relationship with the 
American Intercontinental University, but today AUD is building a communication 
school with the Annenberg School for Communication at USC. These collabora-
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tions engage foreign university leaders and faculty in Middle East and Gulf affairs, 
and the new universities draw foreign students, who would probably not otherwise 
have studied in the host societies. 

However, the new universities do not have the relationships with American 
philanthropies or the American or French government, which the old universities 
have and through which they raised money and attention for Middle Eastern issues. 
This absence of connections is probably because the new universities are for-profit, 
are generously funded locally, or do not have the necessary academic prominence. 

Earlier, it was pointed out how the old universities in Beirut and Cairo are 
academically successful and that their reputations are at the basis of their close 
and trusted relationships with prominent counterparts in their Western societies of 
origin and their Middle Eastern host societies. For the new universities to be suc-
cessful and influential ‘information and resource bridges’ to the outside world, a 
focus on academic excellence is thus central.

4  Policy recommendations

As mentioned above, this policy papers aims to present recommendations 
for how universities can serve as powerful ‘information and resource bridges’ be-
tween their host society and the outside world. These recommendations are mainly 
based on the highly successful and informative experiences of the old universities 
in Beirut and Cairo, AUB, USJ and AUC, and what can be discerned from the 
new institutions in the Gulf. These recommendations will identify and outline how 
Middle Eastern societies can use foreign and national universities in their countries 
to build relations with the following actors in the West and elsewhere in the world:

4.1  Academia
For universities to play a major role as ‘information and resource bridges’ 

to the outside world, it is central that they develop ties to leading, international uni-
versities through faculty and student exchange as well as research collaboration. 
Universities must aim as high as they can in the quality of faculty, students and 
research. Interacting with the best faculty, students and research centers will ensure 
informing the most influential current and future individuals. It will also ensure 
transfer of the most advanced knowledge and technology, to be disseminated in 
Middle Eastern societies and economies. 

4.2  Philanthropies and civil society
Because of their governance models and the wealth of their societies, Gulf 

universities are not likely candidates for support from prominent Western philan-
thropies. However, philanthropic funding and endowment based finances are im-
portant for university governance to ensure academic quality, and the Middle East 
is well-advised to learn from this model and further develop the Islamic tradition of 
charity (see Bertelsen 2009b). Prominent educational and research philanthropies 
have a wealth of experience, knowledge and contacts, and universities should seek 
to work with them even without receiving support. Such collaboration can further 
inform these foundations and raise awareness about the issues of the host society 
of the university and the wider Middle East.
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Universities in the Middle East can reach out to and work with civil society 
and media in other parts of the world in ways impossible for the government or the 
private sector. Such relationships can raise awareness and inform foreign publics 
about the issues of the host society.

4.3  Boards of Trustees
Boards of trustees offer great possibilities to engage and involve lead-

ing personalities in academia, business, politics, etc. with the wealth of contacts, 
influence and fund-raising ability they bring. The boards of the old universities 
have created long-standing and dedicated elite networks between the Middle East 
and American society. To benefit from this possibility, it is important to recruit as 
prominent foreign personalities to boards of trustees, strategic councils or advisory 
councils as possible. This approach is also like to be very beneficial for university 
governance (see Bertelsen 2009b), though may be challenging for for-profit insti-
tutions.

4.4  Governments
The new universities are not likely to receive American or French inter-

national development funding like the old universities did for the same reasons as 
concerning philanthropies. The new universities and their researchers should try to 
attract as much support as they can for research, public diplomacy projects, etc., 
from public agencies, to inform these about their existence and raise awareness. 
Through boards, advisory groups, projects, conferences, etc. the new universities 
should strive to engage foreign political personalities and inform them about Mid-
dle Eastern perspectives, which universities are in a unique position to do.

4.5  Private Sector
The new universities contribute in important ways to their host societies 

through new research environments and human capital. They should build rela-
tions with foreign corporations to promote research and socio-economic develop-
ment, including employment and career prospects for graduates of Middle Eastern 
universities.
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