Rector's Annual Celebration Address 2026
Minister and partners.
Students and staff.
Once again, it is a great honour and pleasure to welcome you to Aalborg University's annual celebration, a day where we celebrate our shared commitment to creating a better future through education, research and innovation.
Last year I spoke of a light in the darkness. This year, considering everything the world has endured, one light is not enough.
Because I think we all sense that we are living in a time of upheaval. Political, social, cultural and technological changes influence and reinforce each other. We know this well. We feel it. But at the same time, we can find it difficult to put into words what it is that is actually changing – and what it will mean for us.
The German philologist Victor Klemperer described in his classic analysis how the language of Nazi Germany slowly changed reality. The words came as tiny doses of arsenic, barely noticeable at first, but after a while their effect is clear. We know the result: A terrible war, millions of deaths and a Europe in ruins.
There should be no doubt that manipulation, lies and demagoguery have reentered the fabric of everyday life. We see it in Russian troll factories, in conspiracy theories like QAnon, and in digital communities where misinformation spreads like wildfire. The truth is being undermined – one manipulated image, one meme and one fabricated narrative at a time.
So how do we keep the darkness away? How do we hold on to the light, to reality? To what really matters. 
We probably all have our own ways of doing this. For me, it’s often when I take one of my grandchildren by the hand.
For many years, I have taken one of them on hikes in Denmark. Next time, the trip will be to the beautiful, rugged landscape around Råbjerg Mile, one of the most fascinating places in the country.
The dune is enormous. It holds millions of cubic meters of sand and moves 15 meters per year. This means that in 100–200 years, places we know today will be covered in sand. This can be overwhelming for a child, and perhaps also for us adults. Because the idea that everything we know can disappear under the sand contains both a bit of sadness and a great truth.
And that's how the world can feel today. As if our concepts of truth and justice are quietly being buried in sand. 
As if our technological development is happening so fast that we can only just barely keep up. As if the climate crisis, geopolitical conflicts and a media that constantly shouts "breaking news" are obscuring our horizon.
Some days you can almost believe that we are living in the end times.
BUT – and here comes the most important point – on the other side of Råbjerg Mile's wandering, a new landscape appears. Trees and bushes that were swallowed up by the sand reappear after decades. New small lakes emerge. Life returns.
This is the most important thing to remember in a world that feels overwhelming and chaotic. 
Not because we should be naïve or ignore the world's lies, suffering and many crises, but because hopelessness and the passivity it can bring have never created anything good. If we just lie down ... and passively let ourselves be swallowed up by the shifting sand, then evil wins.
Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney addressed this in his now famous speech at Davos during the World Economic Forum. He said, among other things:
"The old world order is not coming back. Nostalgia is not a strategy. But from the fracture, we can build something better, stronger and more just."
Yes, the world is in turmoil, but his appeal is that together we can create light where there is darkness. Here, Aalborg University stands as a beacon of knowledge. Today, we celebrate the thousands of staff and students who work every day to create new knowledge, new solutions and a new future. We are here to celebrate our contributions—big and small—to a world that needs action and hope.
At Aalborg University, we have a responsibility. Not just to understand the technology, but also to understand the human being. Not just to develop new methods and models, but also to ask the difficult questions about dignity, ethics and consequences.
As the German political theorist and philosopher, Hannah Arendt, writes, we humans can only act freely if we can understand the world and distinguish truth from falsehood.
This is what we do. Universities may be the only institution that can simultaneously combine technological insight, human understanding and long-term societal perspectives. Therefore, our responsibility is twofold: We must be able to accelerate innovation, and help people navigate it.
As a university, we have a duty to help people create meaning and a better life.... and bring light to the darkness.
And if it all gets to be a little too much, I would still recommend a hike. Down into the hills of South Funen. Or up into the wind at Råbjerg Mile. Put aside the challenges of the world for a while. Find your way back to reality.
May we all have a good annual celebration – and a good future.
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