Spirit of Sussex Award speech

Good afternoon dear fellows, Spirit of Sussex Awardees, ladies and gentlemen. 

Thank you so much for the kind invitation to this important and very inspiring event. It is of great honour and privilege to be here with you all. 
 
Let me start with the words used in the invitation email to the Spirit of Sussex awardees that touched my heart. 

The invitation to this event spoke of three shared values to be followed by action. These values were "Dedication, Resilience, and Commitment". Qualities I know are shared by all of us who treasure our Sussex education. 

But knowledge and spirit only go so far. To really change the world for the better, as Sussex has always wanted to do, the education has to leave the Ivory Towers and make its way into society and communities bit needs to become team by "making a positive impact". As a boat is not built for a harbour but to honour into the ocean, what we have learned is not made only for the university but to be put to the service of our fellow human beings. 
 
You may have heard that I am a Chevening Scholar from the war-torn country of Afghanistan. Yes, Afghanistan, a beautiful yet tragic country where today, half of the population is barred from their fundamental rights to education by the Taliban. 
 
Today marks 709 days since secondary education was forbidden to Afghan girls by Taliban, what amounts nothing less than gender apartheid and the destruction of talent and hope. 3-5 million girls are affected. And this figure represents not only numbers but dreams. 

The first black President of South Africa, Nelson Mandela, said:
 
"Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world." 
 
And the women and girls of Afghanistan see the need for change. In this poor and yet beautiful country, problems abound. But it’s citizens typically wanted to change our life, free the country from war, and to enjoy the benefit of development. 

Afghan girls led this charge. They were the top of university entrance exams and ranked first at a national level. From robot teams to sports, government officials and politics, all arenas were filled by women determined to build something better. 
 
My own sister invested six years of her life into making her dreams come true and becoming the first medical doctor in our extended family. Today, she and her fellow medical trainees are banned from taking the final exit medical exam to become medical doctors. I call her a doctor without a certificate because although her documents remain in Taliban hands, education itself is not. She gained knowledge in the hardest days of her life, studying alongside the birth and early years of her three children. She has earned the mastery of her subject. 
 
The outstanding accomplishments that we are celebrating today were not achieved without hardship or challenge. In my own case I applied for the Chevening scholarship over six consecutive years, and for various reasons my application was not accepted. At times, I was depressed, and asked myself WHY AGAIN. Those years were not easy. But each time I started my preparation for the next year's application on the night of the same day that I received a regret letter. No to waste a day but to prepare. 
 
Some dreams are too important to give up. I challenged myself every year with every attempt and every opportunity. I never considered the failure, but rather took each setback as another learning opportunity. I am a learner and will always be. 
 
Eventually, when I made it in 2021, it was in an unimaginable context. Political collapse led to disasters and an entire system around me fell. With the very real threat to life, an unclear future, a life and death scenario, I was still committed to my dreams. We raised our voices for our fundamental right to education, and we finally made it to the UK and - in my case - to the University of Sussex. 

I had been watching the university of Sussex on YouTube for many years. And on 20 September 2021, I stood in the library square. Who said dreams cannot be fulfilled? They can be. What requires is never to quit and always believe in yourself. And now I hold out that hope for my country and so many across the world as we face problems of every kind. 
 
Of course, my own journey and that of my family was not possible without the help of great people of the UK and government support. It was very hard to become for the second time in my life a refugee and leave beloved ones behind and to always have them in your mind. 
 
Yet I did not surrender to a spirit of defeat and neither will Afghan women and girls. I strongly believe in their talent, spirit, love and dedication to education. They will shine as they also have brilliant minds, like each of you awardees. They are awaiting their moment. Our task is to help them to fulfil it. 
 
So, once again, I would like to congratulate you all for your achievements and to urge you to keep this spirit in your life. 

Today you will be honoured by the Spirit of Sussex award. I hope you keep this moment in your heart, use it to give you momentum and continue to be the spirit of your society, community and of one global village. Let knowledge be turned to action. Education can and will prevail against darkness. As the post said, it is not too late to build a better world.
 
Thank you so much! 
