Professor Inga-Stina Ewbank

Address

It is a very great honour that Lingnan University has bestowed on my fellow honorary graduands and
myself; and it is a very great pleasure to me to have the opportunity to say a few words, on behalf of the three of
us, on this glorious occasion.

The first words must be of gratitude: a warm thank-you to Lingnan University, for academic honours so
generously granted and for a gracious hospitality which has turned this day into a thing of beauty and so, in the
words of Keats, “a joy for ever”. I think we all have a feeling that there is a special glory attached to becoming
honorary alumni of this institution in this first year of your existence as a University, the seventh University to
come into being in Hong Kong,  And because feelings alone are imprecise, I should like to try to define more
precisely what I see as special about this moment.  To do so, I must — because my training is literary — start from
a word, and that word is “first” — and not only because Hong Kong is a region much given to thinking of tertiary
institutions in hierarchical terms of first and last, nor only because the Bible tells us that the last shall be the first.

First or last Lingnan is typically Hong Kong in having proved itself capable of rapid development, and at
the same time Lingnan is uniquely itself, in that what I just termed *development” can more properly be called an
evolution: a movement into the present and towards the future without losing touch with the past. = When I joined
the University and Polytechnic Grants Committee — UPGC as it was then known in 1982, there were just two
Universities and almost two polytechnics. When I first visited Lingnan, in 1987, it was an institution physically
squeezed between Stubbs Road and a mountain wall but spiritually expansive and intellectually buoyant, with
enthusiastic students and staff showing extraordinary loyalty to the College and its aims. When I first visited
Tuen Mun, in 1991, this was in search of a new site for Lingnan. There were three possible sites, and the only
way to get a view of one of them was to climb up onto the roof of a block of flats. There I perched, together with
Brian Smith, (who was then the excellent Chairman of the UPGC’s Lingnan Sub-Committe, of which I was a
humble member).  To be honest, I have to tell you that at the time we were suffering too badly with vertigo to
have any intimations that we were looking down on a Promised Land.  Now, in retrospect, T know that we were
doing just that; and that constructing a magnificent campus in so short a time is as characteristic of Hong Kong as
the layout and architecture of this campus are characteristic of Lingnan, in their fusion of new and old, tradition
and innovation.

For of course the physical features of this campus are important because they express —as the Stubbs Road
site, however well-loved, was not able to do — the ethos of a student-centred mstitution which values tradition
without letting it become a stranglehold.  Furthermore, if, from that precarious roof in 1991, Tuen Mun did not
seem like the Promised Land, eight years later it is clear that the town and the University are symbiotically
important to each other, and that Lingnan has achieved an identity at once local, regional and international.

This is where the question of being first or last loses its significance before the importance of being special.
Lingnan University articulates its special mission as one of being “an internationally recognised liberal arts
university with Hong Kong characteristics”.  To the world at large, Hong Kong tends to mean finance, business,
wealth creation.  The strength of Lingnan as an academic community rests in its assumption that wealth should
also be spiritual, and that finance and business must be underpinned by communicative skills, by social awareness,
and by cultural understanding.  Some of the best of my many happy memories of serving as chairperson of the
Lingnan Sub-Committee are of meeting with Lingnan students (past and present) and of hearing them tell me
how they were welcomed by Hong Kong employers exactly because of such skills and understanding,  There is
little room for ivory towers in the Hong Kong tertiary education system, and I certainly never, in my years of close
contact with Lingnan, found an ivory-tower mentality here: indeed at one meeting we discovered that Lingnan
students were more likely to be readers of the Hong Kong Economic Journal than were their contemporaries at
other tertiary institutions. But I did find a genuine adherence to the idea of a liberal arts education, where
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‘liberal” according to the Oxford English Dictionary (if Professor Halliday will allow me to refer to a source older
than his own distinguished work) means: “Directed to general intellectual culture; not narrowly technical or
professional”.

I think this is also why, to me, the work of the Lingnan Sub-committee was in itself an education.
Beyond and above the inevitable mountains of paperwork there was the human reality of meeting teachers who
were deeply concerned about educating the ‘whole person’ of each student for a productive life in a multi-cultural
and multilingual society, and of students who appreciated and responded to that concen.  Coming to know
Lingnan under the leadership of your illustrious predecessor, as well as under yours, I have been educated in the
ethos of Lingnan, finding in it a grace and style which force me back to the second — and not unrelated — meaning
of ‘liberal’ as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary: “Free in giving; generous; open-hearted”. Today we
three graduands are the recipients of that generosity and assured that the ethos of Lingnan College is carried
forward by Lingnan University.

It seems, then, that all that T have been trying to articulate could be summed up by saying, first, that the
Lingnan tradition of teaching and learning, with its concern for the whole person — for turning each individual into
a thinking, judging, caring and talking being - this tradition makes of teachers and learners one big family. And,
last but not least, that, as we now become graduates, we are particularly proud to be members of that family.
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