President’s address

Mr Council Chairman, distinguished guests, colleagues, parents, graduates, ladies and

gentlemen:

Please allow me to reverse the order of my speech by first addressing our graduating class.
| would like to congratulate all of you graduates on this most joyful and emotional day.
You, your family and your teachers have put in so much to get you to this point. This day

belongs to you and to them all.

It has been two years since | took up the presidency at Lingnan, and the experience has
been enriching and inspiring. A year ago Hong Kong was a society in turmoil, and Lingnan
also witnessed and felt the ripples of the unrest. As a university president, | was inevitably

caught up in the cross-currents.

Today, our city has not entirely healed its wounds, and the parties with conflicting views
have yet to take major steps toward reconciliation. We all want the best for our beloved
city. But when there are competing and uncompromising visions, voices, and high passions,
common sense and civility may not always prevail. To emerge from this predicament, we
need to seek workable solutions and build consensus. From this perspective, | would like
to invite you to re-examine a crucial concept that is the hallmark of the educated. | am
referring to “critical thinking”, which is a key feature of university education. Put simply,
“critical thinking” is a rational way of approaching and analysing problems, events, and
phenomena, based on evidence and experience. It is strictly a matter of mindset, reflection,
and in-depth analysis. Moreover, a major component of “critical thinking” is the
willingness to actively listen, even when the views expressed are not always compatible

with our own.

This definition, with its positive connotation, is a far cry from the common, but to me and
many others erroneous, Chinese translation, “t¥/] 4 4, which has a distinct negative

connotation of fault-finding and outright criticism. To restore the original meaning of this



term, we don’t need to look further than the Chinese Classic The Doctrine of the Mean,
where one would find two of the five elements of learning emphasised in ancient China,
namely, “{E & and“BHH¥”. The first element, & & refers to careful reasoning; the second
element, “HH#%”, concerns the ability to apply the proper tools of reasoning and inquiry.
Together, these two elements convey precisely and concisely the meaning of “critical

thinking”.

Since February this year our University has officially adopted the term*{& FE HH#¥"as the
Chinese equivalent of “critical thinking” in our University’s mission statement and core
values, and I hope it will stay with you forever. | have found this Chinese term to be truly
insightful and instructive. That is why | am taking every opportunity to share this wisdom
with others, as in the graduation ceremonies of several high schools to which I was invited

as the guest speaker.

But what if we have different views and positions even after our best efforts applying
critical thinking? As captured by Lingnan’s core values, we cherish mutual respect,
diversity of opinions, and an open mindset. In fact, respecting differences is the very

foundation of democracy, something we all want for our society.

The president of a preeminent university in the US recently expressed her views about the
younger generation. In particular, she is concerned by the way young people fail to
understand their dependence on others, and their lack of appreciation for civic values and
duties, and institutions that support our social order and shape our way of life. | share this
concern, and would urge you to be cautious and modest when attempting to make changes
to the society that belongs not just to you, but also to others. In a real democracy, advocates

of change need to convince the skeptics before changes can be made.

I was young once. | understand the urgency of youth, its idealism, its impulse to do good
and change society for the better. But idealism and wanting to do good are not sufficient,
because the world’s problems are often complex, and do not lend themselves to easy or

quick solutions.



As you are the future of our society, | urge you to help society generate viable solutions to
difficult problems and build consensus and cohesion socially and politically. In a
democratic society, great leaders tend to be great compromisers, good at reasoning and

persuading others whose views may be entirely different.

When | was young like you, I, too, was full of ideals and desires to change the world. But
| chose to begin by preparing myself for a life of service with skills that are socially useful.
After completing my bachelor’s degree, I pursued further studies in economics as | was
planning to work for international organisations, such as the World Bank. | wanted to be
part of a noble effort to improve the economic well-being of people around the world,
especially those in developing countries. But | soon realised that promoting economic
development is a highly complex process that cannot be reduced to simple dogmas or quick
fix. | therefore studied methodically in order to acquire the necessary skills in economic
analysis and knowledge of economic development. | resisted the temptation to
oversimplify problems and jump to conclusions. | learned to listen, to respect people with
opposing views. To me, this is applying “critical thinking” in real life, where complex and

often conflicting interests and values are prevalent.

| also realised long ago that | was not the smartest person around, and I learned that being
humble gets things done a lot faster than pressurising others. | want you all to live a full
and productive life in a society that values your contributions. A respectful attitude and the
readiness to listen, together, will go a long way. While this may sound obvious or even
trivial, I believe it will be indispensable as you go through life.

Regardless of what you choose to pursue in life, 1 hope our University motto, “Education
for Service” (in Chinese, “{fEF A » AR5 t1 &™) and our cherished “Lingnan Spirit”
(marked by passion, loyalty, perseverance, openness to different ideas and cultures, and a

readiness to serve) will continue to be your guides.

And now, let me congratulate this year’s graduates once again. We live in difficult times,



but I know that Lingnanians are not afraid of difficulties, obstacles or challenges. Wherever
you may be, carve out your future, go far, and fly high; yet, at the same time, you should

always remember to uphold our core values and the enduring Lingnan Spirit.
Whatever may happen in the world outside, the University will always be your second
home. Lingnan is eager to hear from our sons and daughters. We are, and shall always be,

one family.

Thank you.
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