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Universities as Economic Actors: The Strategies of the Lebanese
International University (LIU) in Times of Lebanese Collapse
Hala Ali Awada*

— Abstract: This article explores the transformation of the Lebanese
International University (LIU) into a significant economic actor in Lebanon’s higher
education sector amid the country’s deep economic collapse that began in 2019.
Unlike many traditional academic institutions, LIU managed to capitalize on the
crisis by adopting flexible strategies rooted in neoliberal principles —most notably,
geographic expansion and the implementation of low tuition fees supported by a
charitable and socially- oriented discourse aimed at marginalized populations.

The article highlights how LIU benefited from the state’s failure to support the
Lebanese public university, which opened the door for it to attract large segments
of students who were unable to access public higher education—whether due to
strict entry requirements or lack of political backing. LIU adopted the slogan
“Education for AIll”, which enabled its expansion into peripheral and socially
marginalized areas through the establishment of branches across Lebanon.

LIU pursues both local and international expansion through a pragmatic logic
grounded in a sharp understanding of market needs. The university established
external branches in Arab and African countries, such as Yemen, Mauritania, and
Senegal, under philanthropic banners that in practice serve profit-making objectives
and access to new educational markets.

Simultaneously, LIU developed strategic academic departments, such as its
School of Pharmacy, which has become a flagship in terms of both academic
reputation and financial returns. The university invested in recruiting highly qualified
faculty with ideological affinities to its social mission, contributing to the formation
of strong and attractive academic programs.

LIU’s policy is based on offering low tuition fees and generous scholarships,
which enhance its social appeal but also serve the political agenda of its owner,
particularly during electoral cycles. These policies further suppress potential
student activism by prohibiting the establishment of student councils, under the
pretext of maintaining political neutrality on campus.

Ultimately, LIU exemplifies the neoliberal university model that merges market
logic, political interests, and social rhetoric to establish a new form of dominance
within the higher education field. It reproduces political clientelism within an
academic framework that appears neutral.

- Keywords: Open education; education for all; depoliticization; Market and

neoliberal university strategies; academic field; field of power
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