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Arab Americans fund university Arab Studies

Houston

H 

ouston, Texas, the 
fourth largest city in 
the United States, is the 
only city in the country 
with two locally fund-

ed endowed chairs in Arab Stud-
ies.  The Arab American Education 
Foundation (AAEF), a Houston-
based non-profit founded in 1985 to 
advance education about the Arab 
world, spearheaded the fundrais-
ing campaign.

In 2011, the AAEF struck a deal 
with the University of Houston to 
endow an Arab Studies chair in the 
history department: If AAEF raised 
$1 million, the university promised 
to match it. AAEF announced a 
four-year campaign. In the mean-
time, the university hired Emran 
El-Badawi as director of the Arab 
Studies programme. “Our stand-
ards are on par with those of the 
University of Texas, Georgetown 
and the University of Chicago,” El-
Badawi told The Arab Weekly.

By 2013 — two years ahead of 
schedule — Houston’s Arab-Amer-
ican community had met the fun-
draising goal needed to establish a 
chair and the AAEF Chair in Mod-

ern Arab History was officially en-
dowed.

The enthusiastic donor response 
belied the cliché that Arab Ameri-
cans are fickle philanthropists. 
Issa Cook and Nijad Fares, two 
prominent members of Houston’s 
Arab-American community, each 
donated $250,000, which enabled 
scholarship support for students 
wanting to study in Arab countries 
and an open lecture series in mod-
ern Arab history. Aramco donated 
another $100,000. University of 
Houston Dean John W. Roberts said 
the new endowment “will be used 
to strengthen the Arab cultural re-
search that significantly enhances 
scholarly diversity.”

At a gala celebration in April, 
AAEF President Dr Aziz Shaiba-
ni, announced the installation of 
AAEF’s second chair at the Univer-
sity of Houston, welcoming Abdel 
Razzaq Takriti as assistant profes-
sor of modern Arab history.  Takriti 
is an eminent, Oxford-educated 
historian and the author of Mon-

soon Revolution. “Contrary to Rea-
gan’s euphemism,” El-Badawi pre-
dicted, “Takriti’s appointment to 
the chair in Arab history will have 
a ‘trickle-up’ effect, allowing our 
programme to expand and making 
Arab studies at Houston an interna-
tional landmark.”

Shaibani stressed the importance 
of educating Americans about the 
Arab world and noted how the ex-
clusion and suppression of history 
“allow[s] stereotypes to flourish. 
“The study of history,” he said, “is 
the battleground to fight stereo-
types.

“Historians do not teach about 
the past only but they [also] offer a 
road for liberation from images and 
stereotypes that imprison us and 
our children,” he said. “The AAEF 
chair at Houston emerges exactly 
from this need and from the de-
sire to assert that Arab history is a 
worthy subject to be taught and 
researched and [that] its subjects 
are real people with aspirations 
and dreams… who are not differ-
ent than any other people in the 
world… the foundation starts in the 
classroom.”

Financing of university positions 
by Arabs and Arab Americans has 
been criticised by some groups as 
“campaign contributions or bribes” 
aimed at promoting a pro-Arab 

Middle East policy. Such scrutiny 
is ironic considering the many 
wealthy philanthropists who un-
apologetically demand pro-Israel 
positions as a pre-requisite for their 
funding.

El-Badawi lauded the “remark-
able partnership with the commu-
nity as the secret to our success,” 
mentioning the World Affairs Coun-
cil, the Bilateral US-Arab Chamber, 
the Houston School District and the 
mayor’s office.

Chamber Chief Executive Officer 
Aida Araissi expressed confidence 
that “the chair will result in better 
business, diplomatic and security 
decisions that promote stability 
and mutual benefits for both our 
regions.”

Meanwhile, “demand for Arabic 
in the Houston community is at a 
four-year high across all levels,” 
said El-Badawi. “An Arabic lan-
guage emersion secondary school 
was just approved and 425 appli-
cants are competing for 137 spots.”

AAEF’s first Arab chair was es-
tablished in 1997 at Houston’s Rice 
University and remains held by Us-
sama Makdisi, professor of history.  
A nephew of the late scholar Ed-
ward Said, Makdisi is a prominent 
scholar of modern Arab history and 
author of several books. Invest-
ment company owner Jamal Dan-

iel’s Levant Foundation was AAEF’s 
major donor for the Rice chair.

AAEF’s success in Houston 
demonstrates the power of or-
ganic philanthropy, by which Arab 
Americans, contributing and col-
laborating directly within their own 
communities, can be a powerful 
force for change.

Najwa Margaret Saad is a 
Washington correspondent for The 
Arab Weekly.
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► Nijad and Zeina Fares are serial 
philanthropists, contributing to 
church, state, the arts and edu-
cation. “To be a leader,” Nijad 
Fares says, “you must be a con-
tributor.

Whether you contribute your 
time or your ideas, or financial 
support, there is always a need; 
it is a leader’s job to fill that 
need.” 

Although Nijad Fares is Greek 
Orthodox, in 2011 Pope Benedict 
XVI appointed him a knight of St 
Gregory, a tribute to his philan-
thropy.

The work of Nijad 
and Zeina Fares

AAEF’s first Arab 
chair was 
established in 1997 
at Houston’s Rice 
University

The end of the Patriot Act: The pendulum swings

Washington

F 

orty-five days after the 
September 11, 2001, at-
tacks, patriotism and 
fear dominated the Unit-
ed States. The US Con-

gress reflected this mood when it 
passed, and President George W. 
Bush signed, legislation to tighten 
security and enhance surveillance 
in the United States — euphemisti-
cally called the USA Patriot Act.

Security regimes of the Middle 
East and elsewhere felt smugly 
vindicated that the same United 
States that was criticising them 
for their surveillance, spying and 
infringing on the rights of their 
citizens was joining the club. They 
told their people — and especially 
their democratic opposition — that 
America, the paragon of democ-
racy, was no different from others 
when faced with reality.

It was not a good time to be a 
democrat in the Middle East but 
those who truly knew the United 
States argued that the American 
system was strong enough to self-
correct.  If the pendulum swung 
very far to the right, propelled by 
the horror of the attacks, it eventu-
ally would swing back to the cen-
tre, they said.

On June 2nd, that pendulum 
moved towards the centre, towards 
a balance between security and 
freedoms. Congress, after a very 

contentious debate, voted to push 
the pendulum back in reaction to 
the revelations by former National 
Security Agency (NSA) contractor 
Edward Snowden that the US gov-
ernment conducted a secret sur-
veillance programme involving the 
collection of bulk phone records of 
millions of Americans.

After letting the Patriot Act ex-
pire, the Senate voted 67 to 32 in 
favour of the USA Freedom Act, a 
bill that eliminates the NSA’s pro-
gramme of phone record bulk col-
lection and replaced it with a more 
restrictive measure that keeps the 
records in the hands of the phone 
companies. US President Barack 
Obama signed the act into law on 
June 3rd. Under the new law, the US 
government must obtain a warrant 
to collect phone metadata from tel-
ecommunication companies.

The new law was hailed as histor-
ic by some but others did thought it 
did not go far enough in protecting 
liberties. Obama formed an unu-
sual alliance with House Speaker 
John Boehner, R-Ohio, to ensure 
the bill’s passage. On signing the 
bill, Obama declared that it would 
“strengthen civil liberty safeguards 
and provide greater public confi-
dence in these programmes”.

But Senate Majority Leader 
Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., who tried 
to extend the Patriot Act or make 
amendments to the new bill, said 
he considered the new law a “step 
in the wrong direction”. He warned 
of its potential negative effects on 
US security, saying that it “under-

mines American security by taking 
one more tool from our war fight-
ers at exactly the wrong time”.

McConnell and other Republi-
cans who opposed the new meas-
ure pointed to recent arrests of 
people accused of trying to join 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and to the 
danger of “lone wolf” attacks in 
the United States. They argued that 
this is the time to increase security 
measures, not loosen them.

Civil liberty advocates argued 
that US security agencies had gone 
too far under the Patriot Act and by 
undermining the essence of what 
America is about and represents 
to the world threatened the United 

States’ future more than any po-
tential terrorists.

The American Civil Liberties Un-
ion (ACLU) considered the passage 
of the USA Freedom Act as a “mile-
stone”. Jameel Jaffer, director of 
the ACLU’s Center for Democracy, 
said, “This is the most important 
surveillance reform bill since 1978, 
and its passage is an indication that 
Americans are no longer willing to 
give intelligence agencies a blank 
cheque.”

But he warned that “no one 
should mistake this bill for com-
prehensive reform” because “it 
leaves many of the government’s 
most intrusive and overboard sur-

veillance powers untouched”. He 
challenged lawmakers to address 
“the larger project of bringing the 
government’s surveillance prac-
tices back in line with democratic 
values”.

Senator Rand Paul, R-Ky., a pres-
idential candidate for 2016, single-
handedly blocked the re-authorisa-
tion of the Patriot Act, causing it to 
expire. Paul emerged as a leading 
voice for protecting the privacy of 
Americans. He opposed the new 
bill because, he says, it did not go 
far enough to limit government in-
trusions. Speaking on the Senate 
floor, Paul said. “I believe that no 
section of the Patriot Act should be 
passed unless our targets are ter-
rorists and not Americans.”

The person who started this de-
bate, Snowden, is living outside the 
United States to avoid prosecution 
for his disclosures. He called the 
new law “a historic victory” and 
wrote in a New York Times op-ed 
that “the balance of power is begin-
ning to shift. We are witnessing the 
emergence of a post-terror genera-
tion, one that rejects a worldview 
defined by a singular tragedy.”

Does this all mean that Septem-
ber 11th and its consequences are 
behind America? That is hardly the 
case but the new law represents 
the beginning of an attempt to 
strike a balance between security 
and freedom.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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