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I believe that you are contributors to this new civilization ... And what is it to be a good citizen? ... It is to stand before the towers of New York and Washington, Chicago and San Francisco saying in your heart, “I am the descendant of a people that builded Damascus and Byblos, and Tyre and Sidon and Antioch, and now I am here to build with you, and with a will.” 
Gibran Khalil Gibran
Addressing his fellow Lebanese and Syrians
New York, 1920

Firstly, I would like to thank the organizing committee of “Celebrating Arab Cultures” for inviting me to speak to you on this occasion. It is indeed a privilege for me to address the challenges Arab Americans now face in America, and how America should respond to these challenges. 

I am an Arab American, and I am immensely proud of my heritage, and what Arab Americans have contributed to America and to the world. Also, I am very proud of being a citizen of the United States of America, and I am enormously grateful to the opportunities that America has provided for me. Arab-Americans are in a crisis; a crisis of distrust and misconceptions. We Arab Americans have an obligation to resolve this crisis as soon as possible, and to cultivate a healthy relationship of trust and friendship with America. More importantly, we should become full participants in the process of making America. My presentation today is a humble attempt to explore how we can achieve these objectives. 
What the world considers today the Arab Middle East was the cradle of civilization since the dawn of recorded history. Civilization flourished in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Egypt when Europe was still in its dark ages, and the western hemisphere had not yet been discovered. Historically, Arabs have contributed significantly to world civilization, in culture, science, philosophy, and in the arts. 

Only a short visit to Andalusia in modern Spain, offers a glimpse of the towering beauty of Islamic architecture and Arab culture when Spain was under Arab rule. In the Abbasid era, Christians, Moslems, and Jews worked together in Baghdad, and debated science, poetry, and philosophical thought, and they made major innovations in all of them. In fact, the numerals that we currently use in the English language are Arabic. 

One of the major contributions of Arabs in the sciences was in the realm of medicine. The textbook “Al-Qanoun”, which was written by Avicenna, was the major medical textbook used in Europe for seven centuries, up until the collapse of the Arab Empire in Spain in the 13th century. Avicenna was not only a master of medicine, but also a master of philosophy. I speak of him today not only from a historical perspective, but also to review some of the major concepts he introduced, and how important these concepts should now be for modern medicine. Avicenna saw medicine in the context of the philosophical perspective of man, and the meaning of his existence. He was the first to introduce the concept that man; mind, body, and soul, is one, and that it is impossible to dissect matter from spirit. The interaction between body and mind is basic to the dynamics of medicine, and to the understanding of man. 

One of the major problems of modern medicine is that medicine is viewed as the science of treating disease. This concept does not capture the essence of medicine because it does not address the non-physical dimension of disease. Doctors never treat disease in a vacuum. In fact, they never treat disease as such; they always treat people afflicted with disease.
Avicenna died some 1040 years ago. The question now is what Arabs, and specifically Arab Americans, have contributed to modern American medicine? To answer this question, I will speak about the first waves of Arab immigrants to America, which occurred in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. These were Arabs who fled the Middle East because of oppression and poverty. They came to America, the land of new promise, for a new future and a new life. Although these people were almost illiterate, they had a big dream: to educate their children at the best schools in America. 

Among their offspring is the noble laureate Elias James Corey, who won the Nobel Prize in October, 1990 for developing a technique in chemistry called retrosynthetic analysis. Several years later, another Arab American, Ahmad Zewail of the University of California at Berkeley, won a Nobel Prize in chemistry. 

When I think of modern American medicine, I cannot but think of one of the most prominent figures in this field, Michael DeBakey, the son of Lebanese immigrants from the south of Lebanon. I have little doubt that Dr. DeBakey will go down in history as the 20th century heart surgeon. He is among a select few who made medicine the greatest product that American civilization has ever produced. In addition, there are many Arab Americans who now occupy positions of research leadership in America. 

In cancer research, I can think of at least a dozen Arab Americans who have contributed significantly to the war against cancer, and to the discovery of new anti-cancer agents. 

What is true of the medical sciences is also true of other disciplines. In literature, Gibran Khalil Gibran stands as a monumental figure. Gibran focused on what America needed most: an understanding of that part of man that is neither visible nor measurable. He spoke of love, compassion, friendship, innocence, goodness, and nobility. 

Although I am a student of science, I have no problem admitting that the most important and meaningful aspects of human existence are beyond the realm of science, and cannot be entered into a computer. Love, for example, is not a computer item, but it is probably the greatest power in the world. Without love, life loses meaning. Gibran was also a prophet of globalism and humanism. He once said, “I have come to believe that the whole world is my country and that all mankind is my family.” 
One of the authors of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which was adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations in Paris on December 10, 1948, was one of us. Presiding over the committee that saw the evolution of the document through to the moment of victory, and writing the bulk of the text of the declaration, was a man from our land, Dr. Charles Malik. Malik was a philosopher and a diplomat. I know of some people who may disagree with his political vision, but I know of no one who does not respect and honor this man for his indefatigable fight for the dignity of man, and the rights of the individual. 

Another American of Arab descent who contributed generously to America is Danny Thomas (born Muzyad Ya’koob). Mr. Thomas came from a very humble background, and rose to the heights of success in the world of entertainment. However, his real success was not in that, but in his commitment to America. He honored a pledge he made to St. Jude to establish a cancer center for children in his name should St. Jude answer his prayers and help him succeed. He succeeded, and he honored his pledge. Today, St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital in Memphis, Tennessee is one of the leading cancer research institutions in the world, and is probably the best cancer center for children. Largely because of its contributions, leukemia in children, which was an inevitably fatal illness, has succumbed to curative treatment, and approximately 80% of children with this disease are now curable. 

Speaking of leukemia, I must speak of an intellectual giant, an Arab American who died recently of this disease: Edward Said, professor of comparative literature at Columbia University in New York. Said was a champion of Palestinian and Arab rights. Also, he was one of the powerful thinkers who formulated the new concepts of Orientalism, and Arabism. 
With this historical background in perspective, I would like now to address the central issue. In this current war against terror, the issue is that America looks at all Arab Americans as suspects, and Arab Americans feel that America is unjustifiably hostile to them. Even though it is true that all those who committed the terror on 9/11 were Moslems, and that the bulk of them were Arabs, does this fact make Islam guilty, and all Arabs terrorists? I certainly do not believe so. Here is my argument, and what I believe should be done, not only to establish the truth, but also to invest the truth in building bridges of love and understanding between Arabs and Americans. I will begin with what America needs to understand about Arabs, their religions, and their culture, and thereafter, I will discuss what Arab Americans have to understand about America, and what America stands for. 
A. What America has to understand about Arabs and Islam:

1. Although the 19 terrorists of 9/11 were all Moslems, Islam, as a religion, is not guilty. What America did not understand was that that specific attack of terror on New York and Washington was also an attack of terror on the religion of Islam. That act probably did more harm to Islam than it did to America. I cannot think of any other act in the last 1000 years that has damaged the image of Islam more than this act. Islam is a religion of peace, compassion and mercy, and the terrorists hijacked it to a destination not of its choice. When Moslems meet, they greet each other with “peace be upon you”. Also, the Koran stipulates that “if you kill one human, you kill all humans”
. All the terrorists that committed the 9/11 crime belonged to al-Qaeda, the objective of which is not only the destruction of the West, but also the destruction of other Moslem Arabs, and the destruction of Arab regimes in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Jordan. Al-Qaeda is also against the Islamic regime in Iran, and the Moslem Shiites of Iran had helped America defeat the Taliban, who are Moslem Sunni.
2. The word “terrorist” is not a synonym for “Arab.” In fact, far more Arabs have been victims of terror than Americans. We must remember that Lebanon is an Arab country, and it has been the victim of terror for the last 30 years. The targets of terror are not limited to the West; they include many countries in the Arab world as well: Jordan, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the Gulf states. The moderate Arab (and most Arabs and Arab Americans are moderate) is more a target of terror than the American. The thousands of people who were killed in the Middle East: Lebanon, Palestine, and Iraq were killed by terrorists. Far more Moslems than Americans have died as a result of terror. Terror killed some 3000 people in America, but it has also killed more than half a million Arabs in the Middle East. Accordingly, America has to understand that the overwhelming majority of Arabs are not only people who do not condone terror, but they themselves are also victims of terror. This is why I believe stereotyping Arabs in America is morally and politically wrong. 
3. Arabs are an asset to America, not a liability. Arab Americans, as I have mentioned, have contributed enormously to America. They bring with them to this country a heritage that America badly needs. It is a heritage of family values, friendship, love, compassion, hospitality, and human warmth. America should invite them to be partners in the war against terror, rather than alienate them as suspects of terror. They are the one ethnic group that best understands the mind of the terrorist. Unless we understand that mind, it would be difficult to defeat the terrorist. 
4. America must understand that the overwhelming majority of Arabs and Moslems love America, its civilization and culture. However, they might distrust and dislike its foreign policy in the Middle East. America has to recognize that the Arab-Israeli conflict in the Middle East is at the root of the phenomenon of terror, and is also at the root of the conflict between America and the Arabs. Solving the Arab-Israeli conflict should be a priority for the current administration, and to future ones. Unless we resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict, it will be difficult to solve the problem of terror. 
What America also needs to understand is that it cannot exercise power over the Israelis and Arabs to bring about peace unless it becomes an honest broker of peace, and, in order to be an honest broker of peace, America must make sure that its foreign policy in the Middle East is even-handed and just. Decision makers in America must learn that justice is far more powerful than military power. In the end, if peace is not just, it will not last. 
5. As we have all realized by now, the war on terror is a long one, and a long-term tool that America should use in this war is one that America has not used so far. It is American education. America should invest far more in education in the Middle East than in its military power there. Ultimately, education is the greatest force that we can use against terror. One of the roots of terror is lack of education. 
B. What Arab Americans need to know about America:

1. America is the wrong enemy. Political movements and most political revolutions in the Arab world in the last 60 years have portrayed America as the enemy. This was a lethal mistake, and there was nothing in my opinion that has obstructed the development and maturity of political and civil movements in our homeland more than this false perception. This perception is also contagious; it has plagued Arab Americans as well. America is a superpower, and it is currently the only superpower in the world. Irrespective of whether we approve or disapprove of its foreign policy in the Middle East, our response should be to work with it, not to attack it. To do so we should not alienate ourselves from America, but integrate into it and work within its system. Arabs and Arab Americans might have felt that American foreign policy with respect to the Arab- Israeli conflict is heavily biased in favor of Israel and that America has always supported Israel unconditionally. This is probably true, but the only way to change that is to work with America than against it. 
2. America, unlike Arab nations, is a democracy. The bulk of Arabs here in America, and in the Middle East, look at America as one single political entity with regard to foreign policy. This concept is wrong. In a democracy there is a government and there is an opposition. The key notion that Arabs need to understand is that many Americans and American politicians support Arab causes and oppose the prevailing foreign policy of America in the Middle East. These Americans are our best allies because they strongly believe in our causes, and they also have the power to change the foreign policy of America. In addition, we should never forget that it is our responsibility to work within the American system and to bring about change in decision-making at two levels: at the level of congress and that of the executive branch. This can only be achieved by establishing an Arab lobby in America. We have not been able to do so because we do not have a unified vision and because of our inability to work together as a team. For us to achieve anything in America we need to learn to work together and to respect each other and respect our differences. 
3. America is an experiment in the making. It is a historical experiment. It is about how people with all their differences in color, religion, political ideology, and geographical roots can rise above all of their differences and work together to build a new nation. It is about how men and women shed their differences and work together to build something great. My team in Houston work around the clock, 24-hours a day, 7 days a week, to treat people with cancer diseases. This team is made of Moslems, Christians, Jews, Agnostics, and Atheists. It is made of people of many different ethnic backgrounds. Some come from Russia, some from China, some from India, some from South America, and some from here. We are all united for a noble cause; the conquest of cancer. This is what I call the road to civilization. It is when we rise above the petty differences that have plagued the world for the last several thousand years, to the level of humanism. 

Arab Americans are invited to join in the making of this experiment. America provides us with a unique opportunity to go beyond ourselves. I say to my fellow Arab Americans: sort out your heritage, and take only the best. I also say to you; sort out your American experience and accept only the very best. It is wrong to believe that everything you brought with you from the homeland is bad, and it is also wrong to assume that everything you find in America is good. Here, in this land, we have the option of synthesis. This is the option of preserving the best we brought with us from the East, and combining it with the best we find here in America. This mixture is superior to either culture alone. Only we immigrants have this option of synthesis.
In addition, America provides an opportunity for us to develop a tolerance for opposing views. We learn from America the importance of commitment to hard work and discipline, and the importance of being objective in our work and daily lives. We learn from America the beauty of diversity, and that people are by far more important than their religions, ideologies, or ethnic backgrounds. 
4. To gain respectability and credibility, we must contribute to America. We are here not only to take, but more importantly to give. We can only share in the making of America when we contribute to it, and we do whatever we do with love and excellence. The greatness of a job is not in the kind of job it is, but in how well it was done and how much love and excellence were invested in doing it. It is immaterial whether you are a doctor, engineer, mechanic, lawyer, technician, or an owner of a grocery store; what matters is how much you put of yourself into your work, and how well you do it. 
My fellow Arab Americans, America has provided us and our children with a great opportunity. Our response should be, above all: gratefulness. My call to you is to come together and work with America rather than against it. America needs us as much as we need it. The making of America will not be complete without us. 
At the end, I would like to remind you that I am a medical doctor, and I have spent the last 40 years of my life chasing a vicious enemy: cancer. Being a doctor and an expert on the human body, I have never seen this body differ, whether you are a Moslem, Christian, Jew, or an Atheist. I have not seen disease discriminate against people because of their religions or political ideologies. 
One of the most eminent scientists in America, Francis S. Collins, the head of the Human Genome Project, describes in his newly published book “The Language of God”, his journey from atheism to belief as a result of his acquisition of knowledge as to the biological nature of man. In his book he also speaks of the lessons learned from the Genome Project; a project that succeeded in mapping the human genome. He says, “At the DNA level, we humans are all 99.9% identical. That similarity applies regardless of which two individuals around the world you choose to compare. Thus, by DNA analysis, we humans are truly part of one family”. In my opinion, this lesson, that man is one in health and in disease, might have been the greatest one that man has ever learned in the last 3000 years. We only differ as humans in 0.01% of our genes. Wouldn’t it be a shame if we allowed the 0.01% to conquer the 99.9%? 
My message is to rise to our humanness, to be prepared not only to be good citizens of a nation, but good citizens of the world. The future is for the global village. Ultimately, nationalism will fade away, and the earth will be one. 
Lastly, I say to you my fellow Arab Americans: Let us shed our shells, and let us all come to America. Let us make America greener. Let us make America greater. 
Arabs and Arab Americans might have felt that American foreign policy with respect to the Arab- Israeli conflict is heavily biased in favor of Israel and that America has always supported Israel unconditionally. This is probably true, but the only way to change that is to work with America than against it. 








� For that cause We decreed for the Children of Israel that whosoever killeth a human being for other than manslaughter or corruption in the earth, it shall be as if be had killed all mankind, and whoso saveth the life of one, it shall be as if he had saved the life of all mankind. Our messengers came unto them of old with clear proofs (of Allah’s sovereignty), but afterwards lo! many of them became prodigals in the earth. [Verse 32, Surat al-Ma’ida, Pickthall’s translation]
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