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HARVARD MIDDLE EAST CENTER HEAD 

SPEAKS TO NAASR ABOUT NEW PROGRAMS 

Prof. Muhsin Sayyid Mahdi, recently appointed director of the Center for 

Middle Eastern Studies at Harvard University, developed a number of ideas for 

the furtherance of Armenian studies in America before an interested group of 

members of the National Association for Armenian Studies and Research on Decem

ber 10, 1970, at a reception in his honor at the NAASR Headquarters in Cambridge, 

Mass. 

More Armenian Programs Needed 

He urged, among other things, the establishment of additional chairs or 

programs in Armenian studies at a half dozen or more other universities in the 

United States over the next ten years, the creation in particular of a chair in 

Armenian art and architecture, and the broadening of the Harvard program with ad

ditional faculty appointments. 

Prof. Mahdi stressed, also, the importance of Harvard inaugurating a trans

lation series of Armenian literary classics, establishing fellowship and scholar

ship programs to encourage young scholars to enter into Armenian studies, and 

convening periodic conferences of American and European scholars to evaluate the 

progress of Armenian studies. 

Like the proverbial emery wheel throwing off sparks, Prof. Mahdi was throw

ing off literally dozens of ideas of what could be done by NAASR, by Harvard, 

by other universities, and by all in cooperation with each other to advance Ar

menian studi es. 

Joint Harvard - NAASR Projects Urged 

A leading authority on Arabic intellectual history, Prof. Mahdi is a native 
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of Iraq and was educated at the American University of Beirut and the University 

of Chicago. He came to Harvard in 1969 to occupy the James Richard Jewett Chair 

of Arabic. A quiet, personable scholar in his forties, who speaks endearingly of 

his numerous Armenian acquaintances in the Middle East, Prof. Mahdi feels that 

much more can be done jointly by Harvard and NAASR to give Armenian studies in 

America an even greater impetus now that successful full-scale programs are in 

operation at Harvard, U.C.L.A., and Columbia. 

Present at his reception were also Prof. Robert Thomson, who holds the Ar

menian Chair at Harvard; Prof. Richard N. Frye, a NAASR founder and holder of 

the Aga Khan Chair of Iranian; Dr. Vartan Artinian, lecturer and instructor in 

Armenian at Harvard; Manoog S. Young, founding chairman of NAASR, and Thomas T. 

Amirian, another founding member of NAASR. A lively discussion ensued amongst 

them and the audience about the many ways in which Armenian studies can branch 

out in this country and abroad. Present, also, were NAASR Board members Massis 

Thomason, George H. Boole, Jr., and Raffi Yeghiayan. Leo Maghakian, Chairman 

of the Greater Boston Chapter, opened and conducted the evening's program. 

Role of Middle East Center 

Prof. Mahdi explained that the role of the Center for Middle Eastern Studies 

within the university at Harvard is to draw from all departments and disciplines 

in expanding knowledge of the Middle East through research programs, publication 

act ivities, and specialized course offerings and in affording Harvard and visit

ing scholars and graduate students opportunities to pursue studies and research 

while being relatively free of heavy teaching schedules. 

Known especially for his command of Arabic political thought during the medi

eval period, Prof. Mahdi is the author of, among others, Ibn Khaldun's Philosophy 

of History and, with Ralph Lerner, Medieval Political Philosophy, a sourcebook. 

He has also published in Beirut the Arabic texts, with notes and introduction, 

of four works of Alfarabi. Prior to joining the Harvard Faculty, he was a Pro
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fessor of Arabic and Islamic Studies and Chairman of the Department of Near 

Eastern Languages and Civilizations at the University of Chicago. 

Third in Series of Receptions 

This reception was the third in a series sponsored by the Greater Boston 

Chapter. The first one in October was in honor of Prof. William L. Moran, Chair

man of the Department of Near Eastern Languages and Literatures, who spoke of his 

own field of Assyriology and the relationship of the various fields of concentra

tion in the Near Eastern area to Armenian studies. 

The second reception honored Prof. John Carswell of the American University 

of Beirut on the day following his public lecture on New Julfa in November. He 

spoke on the St. James Armenian Cathedral in Jerusalem and showed slides of the 

interior and of the Kutahya pictorial tiles about which he has prepared a two-

volume work which will be published by the Clarendon Press in 1971. 

The next such reception honoring an outstanding scholar will be in February, 

and it will be another opportunity to learn about academic activities in another 

area of studies paralleling Armenian studies. 
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