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Abstract 

 

The American University of Beirut was founded by missionaries in 1866 as liberal art university. Since it early 

days, as Syrian Protestant College, the University was involved in social service that ranged from medical 

help to the local citizens and even Ottoman Governess, to different volunteer  groups and institutions that 

were organized among students and faculty members. Some of these were the Young Men’s Christian 

Association (YMCA ),  soup kitchens in the villages of ‘Abeih and Suk al-Gharb, community service center 

offering night classes, evening meetings, and activities for boys of the neighborhood; a ‘clean teeth’ 

campaign started by faculty and students in Dentistry, then medical professors worked with local 

government to eradicate mosquitoes from Ras Beirut and overcome malaria endemic. 

 In 1930s the university established the Institute of Rural Life that guided farm families to improve crop 

production and animal husbandry. Later the university administration tried to channel the new rising 

nationalism into developing the villages through the work of the Village Welfare Service that evolved into 

Civic Welfare League.  The later aimed at development of the rural and urban areas. Even during the Arab 

Israeli wars the AUB students were always among the first to give social aid, medical support, and to carry 

out blood donation and fundraising campaigns to Palestinians and Lebanese victims. 

 

Currently the University is involved in the three initiatives: First the Neighborhood initiative that manages  

research on traffic congestion, air and waste pollution then advancing Research, Enabling Communities or 
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AUB Outreach from the Bekaa Valley, IBSAR an environment related initiative,  and last the Center for Civic 

Engagement and Community Service.  All these activities are well documented in AUB archives in the forms 

of, articles, documents, films, pamphlets, photographs, reports and posters. 

 

 As Archives Librarians it is our duty to draw the attention of our community to the importance of the civic 

service. This will be done by opening up our archives, preparing research guides, finding aids, displaying old 

and new acquisitions in real and virtual exhibit, giving public lectures and implementing open door policy.  

All the above will encourage more research and help our community to serve as role-model to the youth of 

Lebanon and the Middle East in promoting social work and public advancement.   
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 .�� ���ل ��T�T ا��� ا4:(���� وا2G0ض ا��م

 

 

The America University of Beirut was founded in1866 as a liberal art institution. Since its founding as 

Syrian Protestant College (SPC) it had the purpose to prepare and train its students to become leaders. The 

founding missionaries felt “That training must be such as to provide honest, intelligent and courageous men, 

liberal in point of view, devoted to the true interest of the country.” 1  Since 1868 the administration of the 

University has noticed that “it must be remembered that in all countries some of the brightest intellects are 
                                                           
1That They May Have Life, by Stephen Penrose,  p: 4 
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found among the poorer classes; and when educated prove to be most useful in all the departments of life. 

Young men of promise then should, be assisted to that extent, only, which will enable them to avail 

themselves of the advantages of the Institution.” 2 For this reason the university enrolled what they described 

as charity and semi-charity students. Many of these turned out to be very successful members in Lebanon 

and the Arab world. To name two of the early graduates of a long list: Yacub Sarruf and Emile Bustani. The 

first came to the College as a little boy. He approached Daniel Bliss to enroll him in the College but the 

President refused as there were no places available. Then he entered his home for some time. After several 

hours he came out to find the child still waiting at the stairs. He scolded him and asked him to go home. The 

poor boy cried and begged Bliss to try him at school and in return he promised to work for his education. 

Bliss agreed. Several years later he admitted that Sarruf proved to be a brilliant student and later a prominent, 

writer, translator and journalist. The other Emile Bustani was born into a poor family and attended AUB in 

the 1920s. He was given a scholarship to finish his studies and later to become one of the most influential 

businessmen and philanthropists in the Middle East and a leading figure in the politics of the region.  In 

addition to this early American missionaries used to treat the poor for free even supplied them with free 

medication.  

The administration did not confine its medical services to prospective students and neighbors but also set 

good relations with Ottoman authorities. In 1915, Syrian Protestant College (SPC) sent a medical delegation 

headed by Dr. Ward and accompanied by doctors, nurses and medical students to Palestine to treat soldiers 

there.3  Even at that time, WWI, with the scarcity of funds the university held fundraising entertainment 

events at West Hall, a student center. The proceeds were used for the Muslim Trade School, started to give 

work to starving Muslim girls. 

 

                                                           
2 Report to the Board of Managers of the Syrian Protestant College June 24th 1868 p: 3 
3  The American University of Beirut,  by Bayard Dodge, p:39 
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Dr. Ward with medical delegation, 1915 

AUB students were always indoctrinated to be influential in their society. In 1916 a student, Yusuf Abs, 

expressed his opinion about “the ideal character in line with that set out by the school’s presidents. In the 

first place, he is polite and kind, and has a love of work etc.” He later explains “service or in other words the 

good useful work one accomplished for his community, is the measure of his worth. The man whose services 

are necessary to his community is the person who is the true Gentleman of the SPC because we come to this 

college to learn how to serve our community, country and the world but the Gentlemen of SPC are those who 

serve for the sake of humanity, for the sake of the welfare of their community. Therefore the Gentlemen of 

this collage is the man whose motto is “I serve”.4  

During the interwar period men and women joined together to carry on social work organized by West Hall 

Brotherhood. They incorporated these principles into their life styles and sought to convey them to their 

community. 

Community service flourished at AUB during the thirties. The Institute of Rural Life was established with 

the financial support of the Near East Foundation to help farmers use scientific methods. In 1933 Village 

Welfare League was established and “three hundred teachers and student showed their willingness to devote 

a considerable part of their summer vacation to volunteer service. Their duties were health surveys, digging 

pits, entertaining village children by playing games and night school to teach villagers to read and write. In 

addition to health projects (clinics)  sanitary projects, (lectures on public hygiene, removing rubbish, manure 

piles, and building sanitary latrines), athletics and recreation, agricultural projects (training in diversification 

of crops, planting fruit trees to replace mulberry trees), preserving fruits and vegetables, survey for economic 

conditions with a view to improving markets and production, classes in home economics for women, a 

literacy campaign in Tikreet and numerous other activities.”5 

 

                                                           
4
  The American University of Beirut, by Betty Anderson, p:82 

5
 That They May Have Life, by Stephen Penrose, p: 272 
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Teaching farmers to use Pesticide, 1963 

 

The Civic Welfare League (CWL) members, founded in 1924, dedicated their time and energy to the 

improvement and amendment of social and cultural norms in the surrounding area.6 

By 1936, the CWL has helped in establishing a center near Damascus, adopted two orphans, administered 

the inoculation of refugees and Beirut school children and contributed money to the victims of 1939-40 

Turkey earthquake. The Night School committee expanded its activities to include volunteer students of 

significant academic institutions in Beirut.  

Later a cooperative was established, by the University, in Abaydieh to help farmers sell the cow milk and  a 

conference was organized on bee keeping which evolved into a bee-keeping owners syndicate. 

Further emphasis on community service can be noticed in the 1940s by the Director of Women, Mrs. Elsa 

Kerr, who stressed that “The girls of the school and college age of today will become the mothers of 

tomorrow. During her education a girl should acquire not only book learning and modern laboratory 

techniques, but self discipline, a sense of values, a better understanding of life, a sympathetic relationship to 

people, and a deep desire to serve her community”7 

By the 1950s the culture of social service has been deeply rooted in AUB and there was hardly both students 

or faculty members were actively participating in social work. 

After the 1967 war most students were indulged in carrying out surveys about the Palestinian living 

conditions and doing fundraising for the refugees. 

Later during the Lebanese civil war, 1975 to 1990, AUB hospital role was emphasized as doctors were 

actively serving war victims and even the campus supplied its vicinity with water and electricity.  

With the beginning of the 21st century AUB has shown great enthusiasm to serve the community. Many 

students’ clubs, founded late 20th century, continued and many new ones have started to give the community 

a helping hand. Among these clubs were Red Cross Club, Green Peace Club, Environment Club, Women's 

Rights Club, Junior Chamber International Club, Social Service Club, Children of Adam Club, Bisharaf, Aie 

Serve club, U.N.I. Help Club, Special Olympics Club, and Awareness Club. Their missions differed from 

raising awareness to HIV, blood, organ and clothes donations, human rights, fundraising activities for 

patients and needy people, to contributing efforts to improve local and global environmental conditions. 

Other clubs activities range from hands-on work, such as planting trees, to social responsibilities, such as 

                                                           
6
 http://www.aub.edu.lb/WOMEN_LEAGUE/HISTORY/Pages/history.aspx 

7 Anderson p:110 
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holding events to promote environmental awareness. Many other clubs, not social service related, also lend a 

hand when the need arises. 

  

                       
                     Red Cross Club                                                                Bird Sanctuary Dedication Ceremony 
              Blood Donation Campaign 2007                                                          Environment Club   2003 
 

In addition to student clubs the university has many volunteer groups; like the Women’s League and 

Women’s Auxiliary. The purpose of the first was to organize an employment agency, began early work in 

the prison reform movement, and donated food and clothes to refugees.  Women’s League established a 

mother's club to educate families about hygiene and child care.  The League also established the Bargain Box 

and was concerned in fundraising for needy families and physically challenged students.  The Women's 

Auxiliary grew out of the Women's League. Its main interest was to raise funds for needy patients, to support 

the Medical center by providing medical equipment and services, and to help instill community awareness 

through various activities.  

On the administration side, the University, provides scholarships to needy students and encourages 

graduating students to donate to their fellow needy students through the Fingerprints Program.  

 

AUB, is currently, involved in several community service initiatives: First the Neighborhood Initiative that 

manages  research on traffic congestion, air and waste pollution, then Advancing Research on the social and 

economic issues that affect people’s health. Another project IBSAR, is an environment related initiative, to 

promote conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity for the purpose of enhancing wellbeing of people 

and nature by providing an open innovative and collaborative platform. One more initiative, University for 

seniors, gives older people the opportunity to share their wisdom and passion and to learn things they have 

always wanted to learn in a friendly academic environment. Finally the Center for Civic Engagement and 

Community Service which aims to develop a culture of service and civic leadership within the AUB 
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community and provide opportunities for AUB students, faculty, and staff from all backgrounds to study 

and respond to  social and civic issues of critical importance to the Lebanese people and the Middle East. 

 
 
How can Librarians be advocates of Civic Service? 
 
Currently AUB’s mission is to prepare “Graduates that will be individuals committed to creative and critical 

thinking, life-long learning, personal integrity and civic responsibility and leadership”. Located in an area 

that is experiencing “the Arab Spring” and a country that suffered several wars and disturbances, where 

many victims and hardships are encountered, where civil service is always a vital need and where very few 

institutions preserve and safe guard cultural heritage, it is our duty as Archives Librarians is to draw the 

attention of our community to the importance of the civic service. Librarians have acquired archival material 

that document the above mentioned activities from offices and student centers under normal and hard 

circumstances. They helped research and held several exhibits on different occasions. Email reminders were 

sent to AUB community about the University Archives Program, mandated by AUB President in 2001. Open 

houses were organized for students at the Archives. Often librarians faced difficulties due to the great work 

load on department’s staff and to volunteer groups. In the future we will market our archives, organize more 

frequent open houses and invite the community to the department to see our resources and projects. We will 

prepare research guides and finding aids on AUB community service groups. We will be displaying old and 

new acquisitions relating to volunteer groups, in real and virtual exhibits, giving public lectures at new 

faculty and students’ orientation, and implement open door policy.  

 All the above will support research and help our AUB community to serve as role-models to the youth of 

Lebanon and the Middle East in promoting social work and public advancement.  
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