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PREFACE

I

We all live at the end of the past. History always ends just
a second ago. We live in the midst of historical change, even if
we only experience it in the autobiographical terms of growing
older. As human beings, it is natural for us to attempt to under-
stand the past and the processes of change to which we are sub-
ject. The need to understand takes different forms, however.

Normally, and quite naturally, we all wish to see the past in
terms that are subjectively important and meaningful to us. We
see the past in terms of our experience of the present. We inter-
pret historical actions in terms of archetypes of good and evil.
We imbue the events of the past with mythical and legendary
importance. All this is normal. What is strange is the approach
of the academic historian. The historian attempts, deliberately
and systematically, to demythologize the past, and attempts the
impossible task of trying to understand historical events and
actions in terms of the logics  and contexts of the historical
actors, rather than our own. He or she questions normally ac-
cepted patterns of meaning and throws popular interpretations
of historical events and actions into doubt.

This disjunction between the common sense view of the past
and the work of the academic historian assumes particular poi-
gnancy in the field of religious history. What the historian de-
mythologizes, the believer may cherish as the basis for personal
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meaning or belief. In this event, there are, historically, two
courses of action open to believers. They may reject the histo-
rian’s demythologization out of hand, either denouncing or ig-
noring it. Alternatively, they may questioningly accept it and
reflectively allow it to modify their own faith. Certainly, they
should not forget that historians are inherently fallible inter-
preters of events. No competent historian claims to provide
definitive and completely comprehensive accounts of the past.
Again, believers need not fear that the historian’s questioning
of commonly accepted accounts of the past of itself need be de-
structive to faith. Religious faith may often be closely linked to
accounts of the past, but it surely transcends them. Only if faith
is rigid and unchanging does the historical enterprise pose a
threat.

In writing about the history of the Babi  and BahP’i  religions,
we are conscious of writing for two audiences: fellow academics
and Baha’is. Doubtless, most of the initial readership of this
book will be Bah&‘is.  To them, we must assert-unambiguously
-that the standards by which this book should be judged are
those of modern academic historiography. As I have suggested
in my opening remarks, there is a disjunction between every-
day religious understandings of the past and the work of his-
torical scholarship. This disjunction is only a problem to the
individual believer if he or she lets it be so.

Let me also state that, whilst most of the contributors to this
book are Baha’is, we are most certainly not presenting a “Bah6’i
view” of Bdbi  and Baha’i  history. What is portrayed here is a
series of separate views by the individual contributors. We are
not advocating a collective position. Each essay is a contri-
bution to the ongoing debates that surround our understanding
of Bdbi  and Bah5’i  history.

For those of us who are Baha’is, as for any other historians,
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the values which we hold will doubtless inform our work. Few
historians imagine that history is “value-free.” Believing Baha’is,
just as believing democrats and believing Marxists, are unlikely
to be able to set aside their values in their research, even if they
should wish to do so. The holding of particular values, of
course, should not determine the conclusions of research. His-
torians seek to evaluate evidence and deduce probabilities.
Values enter in as part of the process of deduction-in regard to
the assessment of human motivation, for example. But an hon-
est regard for sources militates against the doctrinaire applica-
tion of any belief system, be it that of liberalism, Marxism, or
the Baha’i Faith.

Again, outside of the most rigid examples of totalitarian
thinking, the values of a particular belief system are never un-
ambiguous or univocal. Individuals will subscribe to a common
belief system in different ways. There is no single Bah6’i  method
or approach to history, any more than there is a single Catholic
or Mormon method or approach. Shared values may lead to a
certain unity of interests and even of purpose, but they do not
imply any historiographic uniformity.

III

It is customary to link the Babi  and Bahh’i religions together.
This is understandable. Most Babis  eventually became Baha’is,
and there are many doctrinal continuities between the two
movements. This linkage is also misleading, however. Just as
the early Bdbis were inclined to interpret Shaykhism as a prepa-
ration for their later religious beliefs as Bbbis,  so many Baha’is,
down to the present day, have interpreted the Babi  movement
in Bah6’i  terms. Even independent scholars have followed suit,
anachronistically attributing to the Babis,  for example, the
Baha’i belief in sexual equality. Again, by seeing the Bdbis as
proto-Baha’is,  and therefore as non-Muslims, commentators on
Iranian religious history have neglected the role of Babism in
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the development of nineteenth-century Iranian Shiism. This is
unfortunate. If the Babis  are treated as being in some way sep-
arate from the mainstream of Iranian history, this seriously im-
pedes our understanding of important aspects of its processes of
change. Similarly, it is only when we recognize the essentially
S&i’i  concerns of the vast majority of the Bdbis  that their move-
ment begins to make sense.

It is not just the Bdbi  movement that has been neglected. De-
spite extensive persecution, the BahA’i  community remains the
largest non-Muslim minority in Iran. It represents a significant
element in Iranian society. Undoubtedly, it has played a major
role in the complex process of Iranian “modernization.” Yet, in
terms of Iranian studies, the Baha’is have received little serious
attention. It is hardly sufficient to continue to rely on the works
of such turn-of-the-century scholars as E. G. Browne.

IV

We trust that these essays will make a useful contribution not
only to the development of Babi  and Bahh’i studies, but to the
integration of such studies into the mainstream of work on
Iranian religious history. The Baha’i  religion itself, of course,
is no longer a predominantly Iranian phenomenon. Since the
189Os,  it has experienced a gradual diffusion throughout the
world. Today, out of a world-wide population of around
four million Baha’is, only three hundred thousand or so reside
in Iran. Even allowing for the extensive Iranian Baha’i  diaspora,
it is unlikely that Iranians account for more than one in ten of
the world’s Baha’is. For the majority, Iran may be a sacred land
infused with religious significance, the original social and re-
ligious context of their Faith, but culturally and intellectually
they are strangers in that land.

PETER SMITH

BANGKOK

AUGUST 1986



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to acknowledge my gratitude to KalimLt  Press,
and particularly to Anthony A. Lee, for the hard labors which
made the production of this book possible.





AN EPISODE IN THE CHILDHOOD
OF THE BAB

by Stephen Lambden

Few concrete facts are known about the childhood of Sayyid
‘Ali  Muhammad, the Bbb  (1819-1850),  the founder of the Babi
movement and the only son of the Shirazi  merchant Sayyid
Muhammad Rida  (c. 17781-c. 1828 [c. 182011)  and Fatima Bagum
(d. 1882).'  It is clear though that he began his elementary
studies as a boy of about five under the tutelage of a certain
Shaykhi teacher variously known as S_haykh  Zaynu’l-‘Abidfn
Bbid),  S&aykh  Mu’allim, S_haykh  Anam, Shaykh Muhammad,- - - -
and Shaykhuna (d. c. 1846-7) in a school situated in the Bazar-i
Murgh  (poultry  market) of Shiraz?

Various stories exist in Bdbi  and Bah6’i  literature about the
school days of the B6b  which allege his supernatural knowledge
and extraordinary piety. They are reminiscent of the countless
legendary anecdotes which came to be related of the childhood
of Jesus in the apocryphal infancy Gospels and of hagiographic
expressions of the miraculous youth of the Prophet Muhammad
and the Imams in Shi’i Muslim literature.3  Pious devotees of-
those who have come to be seen as saints, prophets or messen-
gers of God have often pictured the childhoods of the objects of
their devotion as being attended by extraordinary phenomena

1



2 Stephen Lambden

and miraculous deeds, utilizing time-honored hagiographic mo-
tifs or legends. To some extent this kind of piety found oral and
literary expression in nineteenth-century Bbbi-Bah&‘i circles. It
is particularly noteworthy in connection with the stories of the
Bbb’s first day at the school of S_haykh  ‘Abid.-

ACCOUNTS OF THE B&3’S  FIRST DAY AT SCHOOL

In the Thrikh-i  Jadid.5  The TMkh-i  Jadid  (New history) of
Mirzh YusaynxamadPni  (d. c. 188x2)  exists in various recen-
sions written in the early 1880s (roughly between 1296 A.H. and
1300 A.H.). Apart from MirzP I+sayn  HamadPni, whose orig-
inal draft appears to have made considerable use of a version of
the Kithb-i Nuqfatu’I-Krif  (c. 1852),  a number of writers, includ-
ing Mirzh Abfi’l-FadI  Gulphyghni (d. 1914),  Manakji Limji Ha-
tari (the Zoroastrian agent in Iran, d. 1890),  and F&&l-i Qb’ini
(Nabil-i Akbar, d. c. 1892),  had a hand in the emergence of this
variously titled work.6 At least one recension of it, transcribed
in June 1881 (Rajab 1298 A.H.) and referred to by E. G. Browne
as the “London Codex” (British Museum [Library] ms., Or.
2942),  contains the following version of the story of the B&b’s
first day at school attributed to Shaykh ‘Abid  himself:7- -

The first day that they brought him [the Bib]  to me at the school,
I wrote down the alphabet for him to learn, as is customary with
children. After a while I went out on business. On my return, I
heard, as I approached the room, someone reading the I$ur’Pn  in a
sweet and plaintive voice. Filled with astonishment, I entered the
room and enquired who had been reading the I$ur’Bn.  The other
children answered <pointing to His Holiness [the BPb]  > “He was.”
“Have you read the Kur’Ln?”  I asked. He was silent. “It is best for
you to read Persian books,” said I, putting the @&ku’I-Y&in  [of
Muhammad BPqir  Majlisi] before him, “read from this.” At
whatever page I opened it, I saw that he could read it easily. “You
have read Persian,” said I; “Come, read some Arabic; that will be
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better.” So saying, I placed before him the Sharjz-i-amthila.  When I
began to explain the meaning of the Bismi’lltth  to the pupils in the
customary manner, he asked, “Why does the word Rahm6n  in-
clude both believers and infidels, while the word Rahim  applies
only to believers?” I replied, “Wise men have a rule to the effect
that <extension of form implies > extension of meaning, and Rah-
man contains one letter more that Rahim.”  He answered, “Either
this rule is a mistake, or else that tradition which you refer to ‘Ali  is
a lie.” “What tradition?” I asked. “The tradition” replied he, “which
declares that King of Holiness to have said: “The meanings of all
the Sacred Books are in the Kur’an,  and the meanings of the whole
Kur’an  are in the Sriratu’l-Fhtiha,  and the meanings of the whole
Stiratu’I-Fbtiha  are in the Bismi’flhh,  and the whole meaning of the
Bismilhh  is in the <initial letter> B, and the meaning of the B is
in the point <under the B > , and the point is inexplicable.“’ On
hearing him reason thus subtilely I was speechless with amazement,
and led him back to his home. His venerable grandmother came to
the door. I said to her, “I cannot undertake the instruction of this
young gentleman,” and told her in full all that had passed. Address-
ing him, she said, “Will you not cease to speak after this fashion?
What business have you with such matters? Go and learn your les-
sons. ” “Very well,” he answered, and came and began to learn his
lessons like the other boys. He even began with the alphabet,
although I urged him not to do so.8

In the TKkh-i  Nabi2 Zarundi.  Mu116 Muhammad, a Bdbi-
from 1848-9 (1265 A.H.) who became one of the leading disci-
ples of Mirza Husayn  ‘Ali,  Baha’u’llah,  and who was known as
Nabil-i Zarandi and Nabil-i A’zam (1831-1892),  completed his
lengthy history of the Bdbi and BahP’i  movements in about 1890
(1308 A.H.).~  The first part of this history was edited and trans-
lated into English by the late Guardian of the BahP’i  Faith
Shoghi Effendi Rabbani (1897-1957) under the title The Dawn-
Breakers: Nabil’s Narrative of the Early Days of the Bahh’i Rev-
elution.‘O  The following episode, which obviously differs from
the loosely parallel account in the London Codex of the THkh-i-
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ladid  (see below), is again narrated on the authority of &aykh
‘Abid:

“One day,” he [Shaykh ‘Abid]  related, “I asked the Bab  to recite
the opening words ofthe  Qur’an:  ‘Bismi’llahi’r-Rahmani’r-Rahim.’
He hesitated, pleading that unless He were told what these words
signified, He would in no wise attempt to pronounce them. I pre-
tended not to know their meaning. ‘I know what these words
signify,’ observed my pupil; ‘by your leave, I will explain them.’ He
spoke with such knowledge and fluency that I was struck with
amazement. He expounded the meaning of ‘Allah,’ of ‘Rahman,’
and ‘Rahim,’ in terms such as I had neither read nor heard. The
sweetness of His utterance still lingers in my memory. I felt im-
pelled to take Him back to His uncle and to deliver into his hands
the Trust he had committed to my care. I determined to tell him
how unworthy I felt to teach so remarkable a child. I found His un-
cle alone in his office. ‘I have brought Him back to you,’ I said, ‘and
commit Him to your vigilant protection. He is not to be treated as
a mere child, for in Him I can already discern evidences of that
mysterious power which the Revelation of the $Bhibu’z-ZamPn  [the
Lord of the Age, one of the titles of the promised Qa’im]  alone can
reveal. It is incumbent upon you to surround Him with your most
loving care. Keep Him in your house, for He, verily, stands in no
need of teachers such as I.’ Haji  MirzP  Siyyid ‘Ali[“]  sternly rebuked
the B&b. ‘Have You forgotten my instructions?’ he said. ‘Have I not
already admonished You to follow the example of Your fellow-
pupils, to observe silence, and to listen attentively to every word
spoken by Your teacher?’ Having obtained His promise to abide
faithfully by his instructions, he bade the B6b  return to His school.
The soul of that child could not, however, be restrained by the
stern admonitions of His uncle. No discipline could repress the
flow of His intuitive knowledge. Day after day He continued to
manifest such remarkable evidences of superhuman wisdom as I
am powerless to recount.” At last His uncle was induced to take
Him away from the school of @aykh  ‘Abid,  and to associate Him
with himself in his own professioni
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In the Thrikh-i  Amriy-i Shirbz.  This narrative of the history
of the Bdbi  and Baha’i  movements in Shiraz composed by f$tji
Mirza  Habibu’llah  Afnan (c. 18751951),  the son of Aqa Mirza
Aqa  (a nephew,of the BBb’s  wife) and the grandson of Aqa
Mirza Zaynu’l-‘Abidin (a paternal cousin of the father of the
B&b)  remains in manuscript. I3 It opens by providing valuable
details about the Bab’s parents and genealogy followed by a
lengthy narrative attributed to Mull5 Fathu’llah  ibn Mulla
Mand ‘Ah-at  the time of the Bab’s childhood, an assistant of
S_haykh  ‘Abid  k nown as the khalif or n&n  (director) responsi-
ble for  selecting suitable pupils (ms., p. 6)-which  includes
several interesting stories about the Bbb’s  childhood allegedly
communicated by the B&b’s  father to Shaykh ‘Abid.  Since this- -
narrative is likely to remain in manuscript for the immediate
future, it may be useful to summarize parts of it:

The Narrative of Mulld  Fafm’llhh.  One day early in the
morning, Mulla Fathu’llah  observed that JinPb-i  Muhammad
Rida  (the Bab’s father) came to the Qahway-i Awliy6’  (the
mosque-like structure which housed Shaykh ‘Abid’s  school
[maktab]).  A long-standing friend of S&y&Abid,  the Bab’s
father sat next to him and explained that God, four years pre-
viously (in 1820-21),  had bestowed a child on him whose
characteristics caused him continual astonishment. When the
Shaykh asked the reason for this astonishment, Muhammad
&I6 &pressed his inability to adequately communicate the
nature of the B&b’s  uniqueness. Such wonders, he explained,
surround his now five-year-old son that a lengthy volume
would be required to fully express them. Having explained his
plight, the B&b’s  father, anxious that his son begin schooling, il-
lustrated with examples the remarkable nature of the B&b.

The B&b,  he said, though a mere child, exhibits an amazing
devotional preoccupation. He recites obligatory and other
prayers during the night in a very touching manner. He is able
to predict the sex of unborn children and is possessed of re-
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markable  prophetic abilities. Though of tender age, he accur-
ately predicted that five women and one child would be killed
when disaster would strike the women’s bath-house (hamhm)  of
Mirz6  Hddi  in Shiraz. He has mysterious dreams indicative of
his exalted status. On one occasion, he dreamed that he out-
weighed Imam  Ja’far Sadiq  (the sixth Shi’i Imam) when placed-
opposite him on one of the (two) scales of a huge balance
(mizhn).

On account of his bewildering nature, Aqa  Mirza  Sayyid Ha-
san (Hbji  MirzL  Hasan  ‘Ah,  a maternal uncle of the B&b)  sug-
gested that the BBb  might have been injured (maddati,  perhaps
possessed) by fairies (pariy;ln)  or malevolent spirits (jinn).  His
father consulted an astrologer-soothsayer (munajjim)  named
Aqa Muhammad Hasan.  Though no sign of disorienting super-

natural influence was discerned by the latter, protective talis-
manic devices and prayers (ta’widh wa ad’iyya) were drawn up
in the light of the Bbb’s  date of birth. These he subsequently de-
stroyed, making a cryptic statement to the effect that being a
source of supernatural protection himself, he stood in no need
of protective charms.

Despite, or in view of, the incredible characteristics of the
Bab,  Shaykh ‘Abid  agreed to instruct him-both he and Mull%
FathuGh  were  astonished at what Muhammad Rida  had nar-
rated. It was suggested he be brought to school at an appro-
priate hour on the coming Thursday morning (presumably in
1824-5 A.D. [1240  A.H.]). Then, as was the custom at the ele-
mentary school of Shaykh Abid,  the primer to be used by the
Bbb  would be presentedon a sweetmeat tray.

When the day came and the BQb  was brought to school, he,
in the light of the remarkable stories surrounding him, became
the center of attention. Haji  Mirza  Sayyid ‘Ali  (the maternal un-
cle and future guardian of the Bib) sat next to Shaykh ‘Abid
when, following certain formalities, the shaykh askedthe  B&b
to recite an Arabic verse:
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The shaykh, according to the custom, said [to the B&b],  “Say: ‘He
is (huwa)  the Opener (al-futfhh),  the All-Knowing (al-‘&n).“’
[Qur’Qn  34:25]  His eminence [the B&b] was silent. The shaykh re-
peated himself. Still he remained silent. The shaykh persisted (iybr
karda)  [with his request]. [At length], he [the Bbb]  said, “Who is
huwa? The shaykh replied, “Huwa signifies God. You are but a
child! How is it that you ask the meaning of huwa?  He [the Bab]
said, “I, verily, am the Opener, the All-Knowing (manam  futtrih
al-‘dim) .I’

Shaykh ‘Abid  was outraged at the Bib’s stubbornness and his
daring-claim. He brandished a rod, as if to beat him, and sternly
admonished him for his pretensions. At his school, the shaykh
insisted, the Bbb  must busy himself with his elementary studies.
To this end, the B&b’s  uncle, Haji  Mirza  Sayyid ‘Ah,  gave his
remarkable nephew some kindly advice and went away.

Such, in outline, is the gist of Mulla Fathu’llah’s  narrative
which draws, in large measure, on a reported conversation be-
tween the B&b’s  father and Shaykh ‘Abid.14

The Narrative of Aq;l  &ha&mad  [ibn] lb&him  Ismh’il
Bayg. Immediately after setting down the narrative of Mull6
Fathu’llah  concerning the Bab’s  reception at school, Mirza
Habibu’llah  records a story about the B&b’s  first day at school
on the authority of Aqa Ibrahim, an older fellow pupil of the
Bab.  It has been paraphrased by Hasan  Balyuzi:

The Bab  had taken a seat, with great courtesy, in between this boy
[Aqa Muhammad, then twelve years old] and another pupil [a cer-
tain Aq5  Mirza Muhammad Rida,  also twelve years old] who was
also much older than Himself. His head was bowed over the primer
put in front of Him, the first lines of which He had been taught to
repeat. But he would not utter a word. When asked why He did
not read aloud as other boys were doing He made no reply. Just
then two boys, sitting near them, were heard to recite a couplet
from Ijafi?,  which runs thus:
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From the pinnacles of the Throne they whistle down to thee;
How is it that in this snare thou now entrapped be?

“That is your answer,” said the Bab,  turning to Aq6  Muhammad-
IbrPhim.“15

This narrative is clearly meant to illustrate the Bab’s  exalted
status and supernatural knowledge. As the couplet from Hafez
indicates, his true abode is the heavenly world and not this nar-
row earthly sphere. Worth noting is the fact that as in the nar-
ratives quoted and summarized above, the Bab  is pictured as
being stubbornly silent when pressed to acquire knowledge
through ordinary channels. His divinely bestowed knowledge
renders normal study essentially unnecessary.

It will be obvious to the reader that the accounts of the Bab’s
arrival and first day at school cannot all be uncolored eye-
witness accounts or strictly accurate historical narratives. The
loosely parallel narratives of the Tcirikh-i  Jadid  and the Ttrrikh-i
Nabil  cannot both be the exact records of the words, observa-
tions and actions of Shaykh ‘Abid.  Neither can they be rec-
onciled with the narratives  of Mull6 Fathu’llah  and Aqa
Muhammad set down i
discrepancies indicate the
of these stories, while th
them are in harmony. T
that the general setting, and certain details, of several of these
stories of the Bab’s first day at school are paralleled by legend-
ary narratives about the childhood of Jesus as recorded in a
wide range of Christian and Islamic literatures.

A comparative and traditio-historical study of the stories
about the Bbb’s  school days strongly suggests that they origi-
nated in Bbbi-BahP’i  circles sometime before the 188Os,  and that
during a period of oral transmission several versions emerged
that, in diverse ways, reflect much older legends about Jesus’
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first day at school. Before discussing the matter further, it will
be convenient to give a few details about the Christian and Is-
lamic accounts of Jesus’ school days.

APOCRYPHAL ACCOUNTS OF JESUS’ FIRST DAY AT SCHOOL

The canonical Gospels, as is well known, record little or
nothing (in the case of Mark and John) of the childhood of
Jesus. It is only in Luke 2:42ff.  that we are told something of the
precocious learning of the young Jesus.‘6  By the time of the rise
of Islam, however, a very large number of apocryphal stories
about Jesus’ childhood and youth were circulating in written
form. One such apocryphal story which is widely attested is
that of Jesus at school in Nazareth. It affords some remarkable
parallels to the accounts of the Bbb’s  first day at school. There
are a very large number of versions of this story (which cannot
possibly all be set down here). It must suffice to refer to one of
the versions of the Infancy Gospel of Thomas, the many recen-
sions of which (sixth century A.D.? and later, including Arabic
versions) attempt to portray Jesus as an infant prodigy:17

Now a certain teacher, Zacchaeus by name, who was standing
there, heard in part Jesus saying these things to his father, and mar-
velled  greatly that, being a child, he said such things. And after a
few days he came near to Joseph and said to him: “You have a
clever child, and he has understanding. Come, hand him over to
me that he may learn letters, and I will teach him with the letters all
knowledge, and to salute all the older people and honour them as
grandfathers and fathers, and to love those of his own age. And he
told him all the letters from Alpha and Omega clearly, with much
questioning. But he looked at Zacchaeus the teacher and said to
him: “How do you, who do not know the Alpha according to its
nature, teach others the Beta.” Then he began to question the
teacher about the first letter, and he was unable to answer him.
And in the hearing of many the child said to Zacchaeus: “Hear,
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teacher, the arrangement of the first letter, and pay heed to this,
how it has lines and a middle mark which goes through the pair of
lines which you see, (how these lines) converge, rise, turn in the
dance, three signs of the same kind, subject to and supporting one
another, of equal proportions; here you have the lines of the
Alpha.” [The text here appears to be corrupt.]

Now when Zacchaeus the teacher heard so many such allegorical
descriptions of the first letter being expounded, he was perplexed at
such a reply and such great teaching and said to those who were
present: “Woe is me. I am forced into a quandry, wretch that I am;
I have brought shame to myself in drawing to myself this child.
Take him away, therefore, I beseech you, brother Joseph. I cannot
endure the severity of his look, I cannot make out his speech at all.
This child is not earth-born; he can tame even fire. Perhaps he was
begotten before the creation of the world. . . . I strove to get a dis-
ciple, and have found myself with a teacher. Therefore I ask you,
brother Joseph, take him away to your house. He is something
great, a god or an angel or what I should say I do not know.”

And when Joseph saw the understanding of the child and his age,
that he was growing to maturity, he resolved again that he would
not remain ignorant of letters; and he took him and handed him
over to another teacher. And the teacher said to Joseph: “First I
will teach him Greek, and then Hebrew.” For the teacher knew the
child’s knowledge and was afraid of him. Nevertheless he wrote the
alphabet and practised  it with him for a long time; but he gave no
answer. And Jesus said to him: “If you are indeed a teacher, and if
you know the letters well, tell me the meaning of the Alpha, and I
will tell you that of the Beta.” And the teacher was annoyed and
struck him on the head. And the child was hurt and cursed him,
and he immediately fainted and fell to the ground on his face. And
the child returned to Joseph’s house. But Joseph was grieved and
commanded his mother: “Do not let him go outside the door, for
all those who provoke him die.”

And after some time yet another teacher, a good friend of
Joseph, said to him: “Bring the child to me to the school. Perhaps I
by persuasion can teach him the letters.” And Joseph said to him:
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“If you have the courage brother, take him with you.” And he took
him with fear and anxiety, but the child went gladly. And he went
boldly into the school and found a book lying on the reading desk
[Cf. Luke 4:16f.] and took it, but did not read the letters in it, but
opened his mouth and spoke by the Holy Spirit and taught the law
to those that stood by. And a large crowd assembled and stood
there listening to him, wondering at the grace of his teaching and
the readiness of his words [Cf. Luke 4:27], that although an infant
he made such utterances. But when Joseph heard it, he was afraid
and ran to the school, wondering whether this teacher also was
without skill (maimed). But the teacher said to Joseph: “Know,
brother, that I took the child as a disciple; but he is full of great
grace and wisdom; and now, I beg you brother, take him to your
house.”

And when the child heard this, he at once smiled on him and
said: “Since you have spoken well and have testified rightly, for
your sake shall he also that was smitten be healed.” And im-
mediately the other teacher was healed. And Joseph took the child
and went away to his house.18

Central to the many versions of the story of Jesus and the
alphabet or of his first day at school is the so-called Alpha-Beta
Logion  which is found in the Epistula  Apostolorum (4), attrib-
uted to the Marcosians by Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. 1.xx.l)  and con-
tained in the Infancy Gospel of Thomas (Greek A + B + Syriac
+ Latin + Arabic, etc.) and the related Gospel of Pseudo-Mat-
thew (Latin + Slavonic + Arabic + Ethiopic,  etc.). Perhaps hav-
ing originated among second-century Christian gnostics,  the
following are a few versions of it:lg

Epist. Apost.:  “[Before I say Alpha] First tell me what Beta is.”
(Greek text corrupt?)

Greek A [Infancy Gosp. Thorn.]: “How do you, who do not know
the Alpha according to its nature, teach others the Beta.” (Also
quoted above.)
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Greek B [Infancy Gap. Thorn.] “Thou that knowest not the Al-
pha, how canst  thou teach another the Beta?”

Arabic: “Explain to me Alaph, and then I shall say Beth.“20

While Brian McNeil has argued that the source of the legend
of Jesus and the alphabet is to be found in a proverb contained
in the Story of AhiJcar  (Syriac 8:36; Arabic 8:33; Armenian
8:23), Stephen Gero has speculated about a Christian develop-
mental sequence?l

A rather interesting, though admittedly very hypothetical, devel-
opmental sequence of the story of Jesus and the teacher emerges
from this discussion. The original logion,  in the first stage of oral
transmission (lst-2nd  century) developed a concise controversy
apophthegm. The apophthegm was written down in the second
century (Epistula  Apostolorum, Marcosians, Irenaeus), but not
thereby removed from oral circulation. In the next “tunnel period’
of oral transmission, from the second to the sixth century, [during
which the history of the transmission of the tradition is obscure]
the narrative material was considerably expanded, but the saying
itself was preserved unchanged. . . . The narrative was then fixed
in writing in the sixth century, and did not thereafter undergo
much further development. However, in this third stage of mainly
written transmission, between the sixth and tenth centuries, the
saying itself began to be expanded, and brought into conformity,
by two successive additons, with a synoptic model. This final stage
is represented by the Greek Vodage of the Slavonic and Greek ver-
sions and by the Syrian prototype of the late Syriac versions.Z2

There are then many versions of the story of Jesus and the al-
phabet in Christian apocryphal and other literatures. As McNeil
notes, however, they all agree in telling a story with the follow-
ing features: “The master attempts to teach Jesus the alphabet.
But, he cannot get beyond the first two letters, for Jesus de-
mands that he explain the meaning of the letter Alpha. In most



An Episode in the Childhood of the Bbb 1 3

versions, he himself then expounds the mystic meaning of the
alphabet.“23

SOME EXAMPLES OF THE STORY OF JESUS AND THE ALPHABET IN

ISLAMIC LITERATURES

Not only is the story of Jesus and the alphabet found in
Christian sources, but it exists also in many different forms in
Sunni and Shi’i Islamic literatures. It is doubtless these Muslim
transformat&s  of the Christian story that have contributed to
both the form and the content of the stories of the Bbb’s first
day at school. Only a few examples of the Islamic versions can
be mentioned here:

The son of ‘Adi  related on the authority of AbG  Sa’id al-Khadri a
tradition [from the Prophet Muhammad] that when hismother
handed over Jesus, son of Mary, to the school that one should
teach him, the teacher said to him, “Write Bismilltthi  (In the name
of God).” Jesus said to him [the teacher], ‘What is Bismi (in the
name)?” The teacher replied, “I do not know.” Then Jesus said,
“[The letter] Bri’  is Bahli’  A116h  [the glory of God], and [the letter]
sin is Sanhhu [His grandeur], and [the letter] mim is Mulkuhu  [His
Kingdom], and Allhh is the God of gods. And al-Ruhmrin  [the Mer-
ciful] means merciful in this world and the next; and al-R&m
means Compassionate in the next world, . . . [etc.P

Here Jesus is represented as giving a profound explanation of
the basmalla  on his first day at school. The teacher does not
know its deep meaning, so the child enlightens him. The B&b  is
pictured similarly in theT&ikh-i  ]udid  and the TMkh-i  Nubil.

A n o t h e r  e x a m p l e :  -
-

Mary took Jesus to a teacher. The teacher asked, “What is your
name?”
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“Jesus,” he said.
“Say the alphabet,” said the teacher.
“What is the alphabet?” asked Jesus.
“I do not know,” he replied.
Then said Jesus, “Get up from your place so I may sit there , am
I shall teach you the explanation of the alphabet.” The teachei
got up, and Jesus sat down and said, “The alphabet begins wit1
four letters, alif,  be, jim and dal:

Alif: Allcih, “God”;
Be: Bahci’  Allhh, “Gods splendour”;
Jim: Ja2lil  Alllih,  “Gods awesomeness”;
Dal: Din Allhh, “Gods religion”;
He: Huwa Al&h, “He is God’;
Waw: Waylat  Allcih,  “God’s woe”;
Zayn: Zabhniyat aZ-klifirin,  “the myrmidons of infidels”;
Ha: Hitta  li’l-khriti’in,  “forgiveness for those in error”;
Ta:  Shajarat Gbh li’l-mu’minin, “the Tuba tree for believers”;
Ya: %A AlMh  ‘al6 khalqihi ajam’in, “Gods hand over all of-

his creation”;
Kaf: K&m Allhh, “God’s Word’;
Lam: Liqh’  Allhh, “meeting God’;
Mim: Mrilik  yawm al-din, “the king of the Day of Resur-

rection”;
Nun: Nzir  Allcih, “Gods light”;
Sin: Sunnat Allhh, “Gods path”;
‘Ayn:  ‘Ilm  Alltth,  “God’s knowledge”;
Fa: Fi’l Allrih,  “Gods action”;
Sad: Sidq  Allhh fi wa’dih, “Gods sincerity in His promise”;
Qaf: Qudrat Allhh, “Gods might”;
Ra: Rabzibiyyat  A116h,  “Gods divinity“;
Shin: Mashi’at Allhh, “Gods will”;
Te: Ta’all~Allrih’ammb yashkurtin,  “God is more exalted

than that for which he is thanked.”

The teacher said to him, “You have done very well, Jesus.” He took
him to his mother and said, “Your child did not need a teacher.“25
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This version of the story of Jesus’ first day at school, trans-
lated from an Arabic recension of Muhammad b. ‘Abdu’llah
Kis&‘i’s  Qisasu’LAnbiyyc5  (Tales of the prophets, thirteenth
century A.D. and early translated into Persian), has Jesus as-
sume the position of teacher and explain the significance of the
twenty-two letters of the “Hebrew” alphabet. Jesus’ bewildered
tutor takes the learned child back to his mother, telling her that
he is in no need of instruction. This is similar to the stories in
which Shaykh ‘Abid  takes the B&b  back home to his grand-
motherTT&ikh-i  ]udid ),  or uncle (TMkh-i  Nubi/),  his father
being regardedas having passed away by-&is time in these two
Bbbi-Baha’i  versions.

In yet another version of the story of Jesus’ first day at school
(as a seven-month old baby), which is attributed to the fifth
Shi’i Imam, Muhammad b. ‘Ali  Baqir (c. 675-732),  there are ob-
Gus parallels to the accounts of the Bib’s first day at school
found in the Thrikh-i  ladid  and the TKkh-i  iVabi1.  Contained- -
in the Kitttbu’l-Nubuwwat  of Muhammad Bdqir  Majlisi’s Bi-
hciru’l-Anwhr  (a massive compendium of S&‘i tradition and
learning that was much read and quoted by well-educated Bdbis
and Baha’is  at the time of the Bbb  and Baha’u’llah,  who also
quoted it), this story may well have inspired something of the
form and content of the story of the Bbb’s  first day at school:

. . . Abi Ja’far said: “When Jesus son of Mary was born and but a
day old he was as if a child of two months. So when he was seven
months old his mother took him by the hand, brought him to the
school (al-kuttrib),  and entrusted him to the teacher (al-mu’addib).
The teacher said to him, ‘Say: Bismi’llrih  al-Rahmlin  al-Rahim.’  So
Jesus said, ‘Bismi’llah  al-Rahman  al-Rahim.’ The teacher then said
to him, ‘Say: abjad.’ Jesus lifted up his head and said, ‘Do you
know what abjad means?’ [Outraged, the teacher] rose up with a
thonged  whip to strike him [Jesus]. He [Jesus] said, ‘0 teacher! Do
not strike me if you know [the meaning of abjad]; otherwise ask
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me so that I can expound [its meaning] for you.’ He [the teacher]
said, ‘Expound for me!’ Jesus said:

‘The [letter] alif  signifies the benefits of God (616’ Allhh); the bh,
the delight of God (babjiat  Allhh); the jim, the beauty of God
(jamril  Allhh); and the dlif,  the religion (or judgement) of God
(din Allbh). In hawwaz  [letters five through seven], the [letter]
hb’  signifies the fear of hell (huwl  juhunnum), the WL~W,  “Woe
unto the people of the Fire” (waif Ii-uhl  al-&r),  and the A’, the
moaning of [those in?] hell (zufir  juhunnum). friutti  [i.e., letters
eight through ten] signifies that the sins (khuthyu) of the peni-
tents have been absolved. Kulimun  [i.e., letters eleven through
fourteen] signifies the speech of God (k&m AUh): “There is no
alteration for His words (kulim~tuhu).”  Su’jus  [i.e., letters fifteen
through eighteen] signifies “measure for measure and portion for
portion ($a’ hi-$a  wu’l-juzu’  bi’l-juzu’).”  Qurishut [i.e., letters nine-
teen through twenty-two] signifies “their collecting  (qurshuhum)-
and their assembling (hushruhum).”-

[Having heard Jesus’ words] the teacher said [to Jesus’ mother], ‘0
thou woman1  Take your son by the hand [i.e., take him home]. He
knoweth and standeth not in need of a teacher.“‘26

It is of interest to note that the versions of the Christian apoc-
ryphal accounts of Jesus and the alphabet were early on elabo-
rated and set in an imamological context by (proto-)  Shi’i
Muslim writers. The “proto-1smailian”  Persian treatise entitled
Ummu’l-Kit6b  (Mother of the book), which apparently reflects
late-eighth-century Shi’i gnosis (in a KhattAbi milieu)27  and- - . .
“abounds in precise Manichean reminiscences and features bor-
rowed from the apocryphal books of the Bible,“28  illustrates
how the story was adapted by Ismaili esotericists. Commenting
on the proto-Ismaili  adaptation of the gnosis of antiquity,
Henri Corbin has written:

The book [ Ummu’2-Kit&]  is presented in the form of an initiatory
discussion between the fifth Imam, Muhammad BQqir,  and three of
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his intimate disciples or “beings of light” (r&hanicin),  as the Imam
calls them. The prologue reports a story from the childhood of the
holy Imam, when his teacher, ‘Abdullhh  $abbPh,  was preparing to
teach him the arithmological powers and symbolic meanings of the
letters- i.e., the jufr, or philosophic alphabet. . . . However, with
the first letter, alif,  their roles were reversed: the poor teacher,
whose learning is outstripped, becomes the pupil, and the young
Imam becomes his initiator. The story repeats the point by point
one that is reported in the Gospel of Thomas and which is also
known from the Epistula  Apostolorum: the young Imam has purely
and simply been substituted for Jesus . . .“2g

PARALLELS WITH STORIES OF THE BiiB

Having set down some details of the Christian and Islamic
versions of Jesus’s early educational experiences, it will be con-
venient at this point to note a few of the detailed parallels with
the stories of the B&b’s  first day at school:

1) As in certain Islamic versions of Jesus’ first day at school, the
BBb  is asked to recite (or expound the meaning of) the basmulla
(T&ikh-i Judid and Tririkh-i  Nabil);- -
2) As in certain Christian and Islamic accounts, several of the
Bbbi-BaM’i narratives indicate that the BBb  was stubbornly silent
before displaying his supernatural knowledge to his bewildered
teacher;

3) As in certain Christian versions and in some Islamic ones (for
example, in the narrative attributed to ImPm  Ja’far S6diq  quoted
above), the account of Mull&  Fafbu’llPh  in the TMkh-i  Amriy-i
Shirhz  has the teacher threaten his precocious pupil bybrandishing
God;

4) As in certain of the Christian and Islamic narratives, the Bbb  is
said to have been taken home or sent away after displaying his
divine knowledge, since he stood in no need of any teacher. Ulti-
mately, however, he is sent back to school.
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In connection with the last parallel, it should be noted that
the various Babi-Baha’i  accounts of the B&b’s  first day at school
differ with respect to who took the Bbb  away and the place to
which he was taken. The account in Tc.Mch-i  Jadid  has it that
Shaykh ‘Abid  took the Bbb  home to his grandmother. That in
the T%ikh-i  Nabil has Shaykh ‘Abid  take him to the office
of his un>e, I-Iaji  MirzaSaysd  ‘Ali.  The narrative of Mulli
Fathu’llah  in the TMkh-i  Amriy-i Shiv&  records that I-Iaji
Mirza  Sayyid ‘Ali  was present  with the%ab  during the first part
of his first day at school and made sure that he commenced his
education before going away. These discrepancies can be partly
explained in the light of the confusion surrounding the date of
the B&b’s  father’s death and who thereafter took care of him?O

As already indicated, it would seem probable that several, if
not all of the accounts of the Bbb’s first day at the school of
Shaykh ‘Abid  are, in large measure, hagiographic reworkings
of  elements contained in the Islamic versions of Jesus’ first day
at schooL3’  While the B&b  does appear to have been a remark-
able youth, the details of the accounts of his first day at school
are unlikely to be historically accurate. Though it is alleged that
S+ykh ‘Abid  “used to relate” (T&@-i  ladid)  or “related’
(Tarikh-i  Nabil) such stories, it is unlikely that the accounts, in
all thz  (sometimes) contradictory details, originated with him.
The B&b’s  one-time teacher died around 1846-7, about thirty-
five years before the TMkh-i  ladid  was written and almost
forty-five years before Nabi  completed his Babi-  Bah6’i
history. The authors of neither work, it is very likely, had ever
met Shaykh ‘Abid-Nabil  became a Babi  about two years after- -
the shaykh passed away.

The narratives of the story of the Bbb’s first day at school are
thus not direct eye-witness testimonies, but accounts attributed
to an eye-witness (Shaykh ‘Abid)  by others-no chain (isnhd)
for the transmission-of the story is provided. Even if it is as-
sumed that the narratives actually originated with Shaykh- -
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‘Abid  (and this is unlikely), they must have been orally circu-
lated for between thirty-five and forty-five years before being
written down, and so have been subject to embellishment.
Shaykh ‘Abid,  having apparently become a Babi  toward the- -
end of his life, may have spoken about the remarkable behavior
and erratic schooling of the Bbb. 32 But it is almost certainly the
case that whatever traditions about the Bbb’s early schooling
that may have existed were, during a generation of oral circula-
tion, embellished and linked with the unhistorical narrative of
Jesus’ first day at school contained in Christian and Islamic lit-
eratures. Just as proto-Ismailis  adapted the Christian apocry-
phal account of Jesus and the alphabet to the fifth Imam, so did
pious Bdbis  and Bah6’is  adapt the Islamic versions of the story
to highlight the remarkable youth of the object of their adora-
tion, the Bbb.33

That certain details within the accounts of the Bbb’s first day
at school are nonhistorical, or a pious reflection of the creative
imagination of learned Iranian Baha’is  who lived during the
middle decades of the nineteenth century, should not be taken
to indicate that these stories are meaningless fabrications?*
Since they convey religious perspectives, they are no less mean-
ingful than, for example, the ever-increasing number of New
Testament (synoptic) pericopes which critical research now sug-
gests are essentially unhistorical.

The legendary and mythic dimension of Babi  and Baha’i  his-
torical narratives does not devalue these writings. The saintly
characters from whom certain pericopes contained in such
chronicles originated were, despite and because of their piety,
given to myth-making and the creation of legend. The more or
less precritical religious and ideological milieu within which
nineteenth-century Bbbi-Bah6’i  narrators lived led them to cre-
atively mix “what took place” with what, theologically speak-
ing, “ought to have taken place.” For many among the devout,
legend and myth were important vehicles for the expression of
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meta-historical religious perspectives. It was their conviction
that religious truth goes beyond what “actually took place.”
The primitive Babi  kerygma  and the concrete facts of Baha’i
history were, in certain circles, adapted and embellished with
legend and myth in order to infuse them with religious mean-
ing, and thereby attract prospective converts to the BAbi  and
Bah4’i  fold.

While it would be a gross exaggeration to suggest that
Babi-Bah6’i  historical sources stand in need of a wholescale de-
mythologization, the recognition that they contain legendary
accounts and mythic elements and the appreciation of the func-
tion and meaning of these elements is important. The nonhis-
torical  dimension within the sources cannot be ignored either
by the scholar who desires to determine what happened or by
the devotee seeking religious meaning.

Finally, I would like to make a few basic points of a general
and methodological nature relating to the academic analysis of
primary, nineteenth-century BQbi  and BahA’i  historical sources.
In studying these sources, it is important to develop an aware-
ness of their frequent hagiographical, apologetical, or polemical
orientations and an ability to recognize and understand the
function of such levels of thought as meta-historical legend and
myth. Failure to acknowledge or to understand such dimen-
sions in the sources can result in an unconscious fundamental-
ism that will lead both to a distorted presentation of historical
facts and an inability to divine the religious message conveyed
in these sources.

Narratives, and other elements found in the sources, that are
obviously nonhistorical or meta-historical to the knowledge-
able student (who may nonetheless be alive to their religious
meaning) may be mistakenly taken to be “concrete facts” of
history by anyone who assumes a naively fundamentalist, or a
narrowly historical, approach. It is thus important that the
study of BPbi  and Baha’i  doctrine-the universe of religious dis-
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course-go hand in hand with any historical analysis. The pre-
critical nature of a good many of the sources demands this
methodological orientation.

Nonhistorical elements within Bdbi  and Baha’i historical
sources are frequently to be accounted for in the light of a de-
sire on the part of the pious to demonstrate either a propheto-
logical typology  or some prophecy-fulfilment scheme. The early
believers were eager to demonstrate that the lives of the BPb
and Baha’u’llah  mirrored and were as miraculous as those of
such former major prophets as Muhammad and Jesus.35  In addi-
tion, they wished to demonstrate that Bbbi-BahA’i  history is in
conformity with all manner of eschatological prophecies.36
While I am not suggesting that all the typological speculations
and prophecy-fulfilment schemes that are spelled out in the
sources have no concrete historical bases at all, it should be
borne in mind that a consciousness of their theological function
often enables the scholar to identify and explain a good many
contradictions and proven errors.

It should be recognized, further, that certain narratives are
the result of several decades of oral transmission, and that dur-
ing this period even “eye-witness accounts” originally rooted in
historical fact have been embellished with nonhistorical ele-
ments, censored (or partially altered) to conform to a develop-
ing Bbbi-Baha’i  theology, or transmitted inaccurately.

The study of Bdbi  and Baha’i history will be severely handi-
capped if a critical and comparative study of all available
sources bearing on important episodes is not carried out. This is
especially so inasmuch as certain historical chronicles have
come to be accorded an almost canonical status within the
modern Baha’i community, while others of great importance
have come to be ignored or viewed with considerable suspi-
cion.37  There are parallel accounts of major episodes in nine-
teenth-century Bdbi  and Baha’i history that invite comparative
and critical analysis. These numerous and often conflicting
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accounts exist in a plethora of Muslim, Babi, Azali, BahP’i,  and
other sources that have, on the whole, never been carefully ex-
amined. Baha’i  historiography is in its infancy. It is hoped that
this essay, if nothing else, will highlight the need for BahZ  his-
torians to acknowledge and appreciate the legendary and
mythic elements within the rich legacy of their scriptural and
historical tradition.38
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the childhood of the BPb  designed to highlight his supernatural
knowledge, the story of the “unresolved theological problem.” (pp.
15-17, summarized by Balyuzi in The Blib,  p. 35)

16. On the canonical Gospel accounts of Jesus’ infancy, reference
may be made to Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah (Lon-
don, 1977).
17. On the Infancy Gospel of Thomas and related Infancy Gospels,

see Stephen Gero, “The Infancy Gospel of Thomas” in Novum Testa-
mentum  13 (1971) pp. 46ff (and Bib.); E. Hennecke, New Testament
Apocrypha,  Vol. I (SCM Press, 1973) p. 388ff. (and Bib.).
18. The Infancy Gospel [Story] of Thomas 6:lff.; 7:lff.; 14:lff.;

15:lff.; New Testament Apocryphu, Vol. 1, p. 394ff (see fn. 17
above). Also, M. R. James, The Apocryphal New Testament (Ox-
ford, 1926) p.  49ff. for an English translation of Greek Text A.

19. See S. Gero, “Thomas,” p. 71f., for a more detailed list of ver-.
sions of the Alpha-Beta Logion.

20. Translation from: Gk. A.-New Testament Apocryphu, Vol. I,
p. 394; Gk. B.-James, The Apocryphal New Testament, p. 56; Epist.
Apost. + Arabic-Gero, “Thomas,” p. 71.

21. Brian NcNeil  in “Jesus and the Alphabet” in Journal of Theolog-
ical Studies (NS), Vol. 21 (1971) pp. 126-28, writes: “I suggest that
the source of this legend is to be found in the Story of Ahikar, in one
of the proverbs which Ahikar imparts to his nephew. This is now ex-
tant in three versions:

a) Syriac  viii.36. ‘My son, they say to the wolf, “Why dost thou
follow after the sheep?” He said to them, “The dust is exceedingly
good for my eyes.” . . . And they brought him into the school-
house [lit., “the house of the scribe”]: the master said to him,
“Aleph, Beth’; the wolf said, “Kid, Lamb.“’
b) Arabic viii.33. ‘0 my boy! They made the wolf go to school
that he might learn to read, and they said to him, “Say A, B.” He
said, “Lamb and goat in my belly.“’
c)  Armenian viii.23. ‘Son, they gave teaching to the wolf’s cub,
and said: “Say thou uyb, ben, gim [i.e., the first three letters of the
Armenian alphabet]“; and he said, uyts, bouts, gurhn [i.e., goat,
kid, lamb] .’ “
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(Citing texts and translations from F. C. Conybeare, J. Rendel Har-
ris, and Agnes Smith Lewis, The Story ofA&kar  [Cambridge, 19131).

22. Gero, “Thomas,” pp. 72-73.
23. McNeil, “Jesus and the Alphabet,” pp. 126-27.
24. Cited in J. Robson,  Christ in Islam (London: John Murray,

1929) p. 92. The version of this tradition translated by Robson is
closely parallel to that in al-Tha’labi’s well-known Qisq  al-Anbiy6’
(4th ed. [Cairo] 1382 A.H., p. 522).

25. Translation from W. M. Thackston, Jr., The Tales of the
Prophets of al-Kisa’i (Boston, 1978) pp. 332-33.

26. Translated from Mu116 Muhammad BQqir  Majlisi, Biharu’l-
Anwhr (Tehran: Dar al-kutub al-Islamiyya,  n.d.) Vo1.14, pp. 286-
87. Note that in this version of the story of Jesus’ first day at school
Jesus is represented as explaining the abjad arrangement of the Arabic
alphabet (eight meaningless words which act as a mnemonic device
for remembering the numerical values of the letters) as if its first six
“words” represent the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet. A similar
version of Jesus’ first day at school is referred to by E. Sell and D. S.
Margoliouth in an article entitled “Christ in Mohammedan Litera-
ture” (in A Dictionary of Christ and the Gospels, Vol. II [Edinburgh,
1909])-again  attributed to the 5th Shi’i ImPm:-

Jesus was so intelligent that, when nine months old, his mother
sent him to school. The master said the Bismillah-”  In the name of
God, the Merciful, the Compassionate”-which the child at once
repeated after him. The Master then gave a number of words to be
read, of which the first was abjad. Jesus wished to know why he
should do this, upon which the master became angry and struck
him. The child said: “If you know explain; if you do not, listen. In
abjad, a stands for Allah la ilah (“there is no God but God’), b for
Bahjat Ullah (“grace of God”), j for Jalal  Ullah (“glory of God’), d
for Din Ullah (“religion of God’).

See also, for a more or less parallel version of this narrative, al-
Tha’labi, Qisas  al-Anbiyh’ (Cairo, 1382 A.H.) pp. 521-22.
77.  So Corbin who notes that Abu’l-KhaftLb  was the ‘too enthusi-
astic disciple of the Imam Ja’far al-$adiq  (d. c. 765).”  (See Cyclical
Time and lsmaili  Gnosis  [London, 19831  p. 154).

28. H. Corbin, Cyclical Time, p. 56, fn. 100.
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29. Ibid., p. 168.  The Persian treatise Ummu’ Mithb  was edited
by W. Ivanow in Der Islam  XXIII.

30. Considerable confusion exists in BBbi-BahP’i  sources as to the
exact date of the Bib’s father’s death. While, for example, MirzP
AbG’l-Fad1  GulpPygPni  states in his TMkh-i  Zuhzir  (c. 1900 ?, trans.
in The Bahai Proofs [2nd.  Ed., Chicago,  19141 pp. 31-113) that
Sayyid Muhammad Rid&  “.  . . died before his son [the BPb]  . . . was
weaned” (presumably before he was two years old, p. 35),  &ji Mirzh
Habibu’llPh  explicitly writes (TMkh-i  Amriy-i Shirhz,  p. 17) that he
died when the BPb  was nine yearsold  (that is in828-9).

Amanat (“The Early Years,” p. 102 + fn. 5) rejects the earlier dating
of the B6b’s  father’s death. Though he does not spell out his reasons,
he is probably correct. This, it seems to me, in the light of a Mubarn-
mad (“type”)-BQb (“antitype”) typology. Since the prophet M&am-
mad’s father, according to a multitude of Muslim sources (see for
example, A. Guillaume, The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of
Ibn  Ishaq’s  Sirat  Rasul  Allah [Oxford 19701  p. 69) died during his
wife’s pregnancy, the tendency would be to have the BBb’s  father die
shortly after his wife’s conception or giving birth.

It is probably in the light of such an underlying typology  that the
Tririkh-i  ladid and Tbrikh-i  Nabil presuppose (in the story of the Bab’s
first day at school) that%ayyid  Muhammad Rid&  had died before the
BBb  entered Shaykh ‘Abid’s  school. That the B&b’s  father is not men-
tioned in theaccount  of the first day at school in the narrative of
Mull5  Fatbu’llhh  (in the Thrikh-i  Amriy-i Shir4z  he fades from the
scene), despite the fact that hes representedas having arranged for
his schooling shortly before his entering Shaykh ‘Abid’s  school, may
be rooted in a drawing on oral traditionsthatpresuppose  the early
death of the B6b’s  father-not in harmony with the rest of his nar-
rative, or indeed with u%ji  Mirzh  Habibu’ll&‘s  own statement that
Sayyid Muhammad Rid&  died when his son was nine years old,, that
is, about four years after he entered the school of Shaykh ‘Abid.
Mu116 Fafhu’llPh’s  having &ji  MirzP  Sayyid ‘Ali  present  athe  time
of the B&b’s first day at school is in conformity with the widely at-
tested fact that he (in particular) supervised the BQb’s  education after
his father’s death (cf. Tririkh-i  Nabil). If, of course, the Bgb’s  father
did die before the B&b’s  elementary education began-the “M&am-
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mad-Bib typology” reflecting historical fact or perhaps not being
relevant-then the veracity of Mulla  Fathu’llah’s  narrative is called
into question; unless, and this is very unlikely, the BQb’s  father died a
few days before the Bab  went to school.

31. That elements derived from the Islamic accounts of Jesus’ early
school days were hagiographically reworked in Bbbi-Baha’i  circles in
order to fill out the doubtless reliable tradition that the Bab’s  early
schooling was erratic and largely unsuccessful need not be taken to
indicate a dishonest manipulation of written sources. In a missionary,
promulgatory, or devotional context, the tendency to spontaneously
embellish the story of the BPb  by drawing on elements existing in the
reservoir of prophetological legend would not, in a nineteenth cen-
tury Babi-Baha’i  context, have been something untoward or theologi-
cally illegitimate-especially in the light of the Bbbi-Baha’i  conviction
that major prophets of God are all essentially one.

32. Shaykh ‘Abid  is said to have written a monograph or tract on
the childhood of the Bib,  presumably shortly before his death in
c. 1846-7. (See Balyuzi, The BLtb,  p. 231, fn. 4; Amanat, “The Early
Years,” p. 104, fn. 4). It is apparently in the hands of Muslims not
well-disposed toward the Babi-Baha’i  movement. It would be rash,
assuming this tract really does exist, to argue from silence that it must
be the source of the diverse and contradictory accounts of the B&b’s
first day at school-some of the content of which could have been
orally circulating. Unless Shaykh ‘Abid’s  alleged monograph surfaces,- -
it would seem best to ignore the unlikely possibility that it con-
tains an account of the B&b’s  first day at school parallel with the later
written versions.

Even if this were proven to be the case it could be argued that
Shaykh ‘Abid  himself drew on and adapted the Christian-Islamic ver-
&s of Jesus’ early schooling.

33. Other stories about the Bib’s childhood seem to reflect a “Jesus-
Bab  typology.” In, for example, the KasJu’l-Ghit6  ‘an Hiydu’l-A’db
(Ishqabad, n.d.), Mirza  AbG’l-Fad1  GulpPygani(1844-1914)  relates a
story that he heard from Sayyid Jaw&d  KarbalP’i  (d. Kerman,
c. 1882-3) to the effect that the BBb  came late to school and, when
asked by his teacher where he had been, stated that he had been
(praying) in the house of his ancestor (dar  k@hnih-i  iaddam).  (pp.
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83-4. Cf. also, the similar story related on the authority of Haji
Sayyid Muhammad Shirazi,  p. 84) It is not impossible that this nar-
rative reflects the story of the young Jesus at the Jerusalem Temple
(Luke 2:41-52)-as,  for example, the B6b  was understood to have
been “in the house of his ancestor” so Jesus explained that he was
in his “Father’s [Gods] house” (Luke 2:49). Cf. Amanat, “The Early
Years,” p. 126f.

34. An admittedly speculative suggestion would be that the circula-
tion of the story of Jesus’ first day at school in nineteenth century
Bbbi-Baha’f  circles owed something to the pious creativity of Sayyid
Jawad  Karbala’i  (on whom see, for example, ‘Azizu’llah Sulaymani
(ed.), Mu~abi~y-i  Hiddyat,  Vol. II [Tehran, n.d.1  p. 471ff.). He had
close links with the B&b’s  family, apparently induced Shaykh ‘Abid  to- -
view the Bab  and Bdbism  with favor, and confided in GulpPygPni
who had a hand in the writing of the Tririkh-i  ladid.

3.5. Partly in view of the Babi-Baha’i  doctrine  of “return” (rcrj’a),
such a typology also informs the accounts of the lives of leading Babis
and BahP’is.  In the light, for example, of the fact that MullP  Muham-
mad ‘Ali  Barfurushi, QuddGs,  was once seen as the “return of Jesus”
(who figures in Muslim eschatology), he is said to have been born of a
virgin (see Kitttb-i  Nuqtat  al-Khf p. 199 and cf. Tbrikh-i  Jadid  [Appen-
dix II] p. 366). Enemies of the Babi-BahP’i  movements, it might also
be noted here, take on the characteristics of traditional and
eschatological opponents of Shi’i Islam. The Shaykh leader Karim
Khan Kirmani (1810-1870)  is-pictured in certain  sources  as being
“one-eyed” or a latter-day manifestation of the Muslim Antichrist,
the Dajjhf  (for some details, see my “Antichrist-Dajjal: Some Notes
on the Christian and Islamic Antichrist traditions and their Baha’i  In-
terpretation” in Buh6’i  Studies Bulletin, Vol. 1, No. 3 [December,
19821  pp. 3-43).

36. In Nabil Zarandi’s Tc.Xkh,  for example, it is asserted on the
authority of Mull6 Mirza  Muhammad Furughi that in accordance
with Islamic prophetic tradition (hadith)  Mzla  Husayn informed
QuddGs  that exactly 313 Babis  had arrived at the shrine of Shaykh
Tabarsi in Mazandaran  (see The Dawn-Breakers, p. 256). Thoughit
may have been the case that Mulla  Husayn arrived at this place with
companions whose numbers eventually reached 313 (cf. E. G. Browne
[ed.], A Trauefler’s  Narrative [Cambridge University Press, 18911
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p. 37),  the fact that estimates of the number of Bdbis  present during
the Mazandaran upheaval (which lasted from mid-October 1848 to
early May 1849) “differ widely“ (For details see Momen,  “The Social
Basis of the Babi Upheavals in Iran (1848-53): A Preliminary Analy-
sis” in lntemational Journal  of Middle East Studies 15 [ 19831  p. 161f  .)
suggests that the figure 313 is more meta-historical than concrete fact.
The sources, furthermore, are confused as to at which point the
number 313 was attained, if indeed, this figure is mentioned at all.

A study of the various accounts of the BQb’s  pilgrimage could pro-
vide further examples of the interplay between what “actually hap-
pened’ and what, in the light of eschatological prophecies, “ought to
have happened.”

37. In modern BahP’i  circles the Kitttb-i  Nuqtat  al-Khf  (among
other sources) has come, I think incorrectly, to be deemed an Azali
fabrication. While there are problems surrounding the origins and
authorship of this work it does contain material which accurately re-
flects Babi  perspectives of the early 1850s.  It is neither anti-BahP’i,
nor devoid of historical value. The part of the Thrikh-i  Nabil  trans-
lated by Shoghi Effendi has, on the other hand, cometo  be invested
with an exaggerated authority. Valuable and important though this
work is, it is but one among other important Baha’i  interpretations
(as far as the published part is concerned) of Bdbi  history. Its existence
does not make reference to other, sometimes conflicting, sources
meaningless, irrelevant, or “heretical.”

That “parts of the manuscripts [of the Tcirikh-i  Nubil]  were review-
ed and approved, some by Baha’u’llah, and others by ‘Abdu’l-Baha”
(The Dawn-Breakers, p. xxxvii) need not be taken as proof that every
detail within it is an infallible expression of concrete historical fact. It
should be borne in mind that: We do not (apparently) know which
“parts of the manuscripts” (note the plural, manuscripts) or which
manuscript Baha’u’llah  and ‘Abdu’l-BahP  reviewed; that Baha’u’llah
and ‘Abdu’l-Baha “reviewed” parts of the manuscripts of Nabil’s nar-
rative should not be taken to signify that they were operating like
modern Western reviewers who might be particularly concerned with
empirical historical accuracy.

If a given narrative, such as that attributed to Shaykh ‘Abid,  ex-
pressed a “spiritual truth,” BaM’u’llsh  and ‘Abdu’l-Bah~would  very
likely have regarded it as acceptable, whether or not it represented
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“historical fact”  in all its details. In this respect,  it is also  worth bear-
ing in mind that the writings of Bah$‘u’llah  and ‘Abdu’l-Baha  contain
meta-historical materials. prophet  figures  and holy  men  are  Primarily
concerned  with the promotion  of spirituality,  and not the furtherance. .
of  an academic historiography.  Can one, indeed should  one, rmagme
Jesus  arguing with the scribes  and pharisees about whether Old Testa-
ment pericopes come  from  the alleged “J,”  “E,” ‘ID,”  or “Pr” Pentate’-
c.,al  SOurceS  or whether Moses  lived in the sixteenth or thirteenth  ten-
tury s.c.1  This might  be an exaggerated rhetorical question, but it is
in this light that it is worth noting that ‘Abdu’l-Baha  “reviewed’ many
of the writings  of early  Western Baha’is,  praised them,  and approved
their publication  despite the fact  that a good many of them-as  ‘Ab-
du’l-Baha was obviously  well aware-contained  ideas that were  not
in accordance  with BahQ’f  teachings.  His generous doctrinal liberalny,

designed  to encourage and foster unity, outweighed a rigid  imposition

of doctrinal orthodoxy in secondary  matters. It is not then enough to
asser.  that because  Baha’u’lfah  and ‘Abdu’l-Baha  “reviewed’ Parts  Of
Nab;rs narrative  that this work is done  worthy Of SCho\ar\y  atkn-
tion, or that  it constitutes  an infaIib\e  touchstone for  determining  the
empirical truth of divergent  historica\ perspectives.  Jn  s&oJarly  cir-
cles  it is well known that Nabil’s narrative  contains errors  of a con-
crete  nature.

The Bahh’f  Faith is neither  enhanced by  nor dependent  on an un-
critica1  acceptance  of narratives  reported by Baha’f  historians. Bah5’fs
are  not Obliged  to view them as either  canonical or infallible.  Neither
‘Abdu’l-Baha  nor Shoghi  Effendi  claimed infallibility  when  conveying
historical data.

38a  I shou1d  Iike  to Point Out  to the Baha’f  reader  who  may believe
that an academiC  analysis  of Bbbi-Bahh’f  historical SOUrCeS  is a “threat
to faith”  that such  scholarly endeavors are  not designed to destroy
faith. ‘ltimatelY*  they may aCtUdy  promote a more  balanced faith
when  findings are  articulated  bY  Bahh’f  theologians.  That certain nar-
ratives  in well-known  Bbbi-Baha’f  sources  can  be  shown  to be  essen-
tiallY legendary  or meta-historical does not mean that theY become
less  meaningful for  the Baha’i  believer. They may, in fact,  become
more  meaningful,  and le.%  historically  problematic.  The  modern
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scholarly recognition that the Gospels are not exactly concrete histor-
ical narratives does not make them spiritually meaningless for the
mature Christian believer.

In a devotional context, there is no reason why legendary BQbi-
Baha’i  narratives should not be read and pondered. It would be un-
fortunate if a scholar should argue that his or her exposition of the
nonhistorical nature of aspects of Babi-BahP’i  history should necessi-
tate the communal eradication of meaningful myth and legend. Also
unfortunate would be the thoughtless condemnation of scholars who
attempt to argue that cherished stories are legendary or contain non-
historical elements.



BADi’  (.iQli  BUZURQ-I  NiS&iPfiRi)
in chains and under torture after his arrest in Tehran.



THE BiiBi MOVEMENT: A RESOURCE
MOBILIZATION PERSPECTIVE

by Peter Smith and Moojan  Momen

It has become common to link the emergence and expansion
of the Babi  movement to the wide-ranging social tensions and
crises experienced by mid-nineteenth-century Iranians. We
would not dissent from this view. We assert, however, that the
nature of the linkage between the BPbis  and the social tensions
of the 1840s is as yet far from clear. Both the Bdbi  religion and
the social structure of Iran in the 1840s remain underresearched,
particularly in terms of the specific local situations and linkages
which we believe are crucial to an understanding of the move-
ment’s development.

As research proceeds, we believe that it is essential that the
theoretical as well as the substantive issues of explanation be
made explicit. Such theoretical issues are always implicit in any
historical explanation of a general nature, as with such asser-
tions as that Babism represented an expression of class discon-
tent (Ivanov), or proto-nationalistic sentiment (Avery, Ivanov,
Keddie), regional antagonisms (Avery), political rebellion (Ba-
yat), or social crisis (Smith).l  Only when the theoretical as-
sumptions underlying such theories are made explicit can they
be adequately appraised.

33
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In the present essay, we examine the Bdbi  movement in terms
of a sociological resource mobilization perspective? In so doing,
we are not seeking to provide a “total” theoretical framework.
Acceptance of one particular explanatory historical theory may
lessen the importance attached to other theories, but it does not
necessarily invalidate them.

What distinguishes the resource mobilization perspective from
much of the other theoretical work on social and religious
movements is that it is more concerned with means than with
meaning. It assumes that participation in social movements is
generally both normal and rational. It postulates that, given a
commitment to expansion on the part of the movement’s origi-
nal membership, an effective system of organization, and a
favorable social environment, the growth of any social move-
ment is relatively unproblematic. The central (and more ac-
cessible) research questions from this perspective are concerned
with the investigation of the practical means by which such
organizations are constructed, rather than the putative reasons
why human beings join them. Specifically, it is unnecessary to
explain the recruitment of followers to a movement in terms of
extraordinary motivations supposedly engendered by individ-
ual or social crises. Such crises may well enhance a movement’s
plausibility, but issues are defined, and may even be generated,
by the movement’s leadership. Recruitment need not be highly
motivated. Meaningful social contact with the movement’s par-
tisans may of itself be sufficient to secure initial conversion.
Thereafter, progressive resocialization assures the neophyte’s
continued commitment.

This is not to discount the importance of motivation.3 Thus
at a minimal level, we would assert that the content of a move-
ment’s ideology must be at least accessible and plausible to its
potential recruits. More generally, we recognize the importance
of ideal and material interests in motivating a movement’s
members. We would stress, however, that putative interests are
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often highly complex and need to be related in some detail to
the actual contents and development of a particular movement.
That recruitment to a movement flows along preexisting lines
of social cleavage, for example, need not primarily indicate the
articulation of specific class interests. It may, rather, reflect the
pattern of social networks, here held to be of crucial impor-
tance in affecting recruitment.

Various component elements of the mobilization perspective
may be identified. In the present discussion, we shall deal with
the following: (1) the social environment, that is, the structural
characteristics of Iranian society which defined and facilitated
the emergence of Babism, the role of social control and opposi-
tion, and the interactive process by which the religion’s political
role came to be defined; (2) the organization of resources to
secure the movement’s objectives; (3) the pattern of recruitment
to the movement; and (4) the form and content of the move-
ment’s ideology which defined and promoted its growth. We
will then provide a general characterization of the social loca-
tion and demographic importance of the early Bbbis.  Finally,
we will offer a list of twenty-five propositions which we regard
as basic elements for any future analysis of the social signifi-
cance and context of the Bdbi  movement.

EMERGENCE AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE BiiBi  MOVEMENT

Let us begin, however, with a brief account of the emergence
and development of Shaykhism and Babism, thereby providing
a base for our more theoretically grounded remarks.4 In terms
of the subsequent discussion, it is of particular note that the
Bdbi  movement began as a sub-sect of the Shaykhi school, in
the specific context of the succession crisis of  184%  As a reli-
gious movement, the early Babi  religion may be described as
having passed through two very distinct phases of develop-
ment: an initial “Islamic” phase (1844-48),  and a later “radical”
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one (1848-53). We are not concerned, except incidentally, with
developments after the collapse of Babism as an organized
movement.

Shaykhism. Originating with the teachings of say&  Ahmad
al-Ah&?  (1753-1826),  Shaykhism became a powerful expres-
sion of the tradition of theosophical Shi’i dissent.5 Under the
leadership of Shaykh Ahmad’s  successoy Sayyid Kazim Rashti
(c. 1795-1843/44),%  developed into a well-organized move-
ment within IthnP-‘Ashari  Shiism. Although clerically domi-
nated, it gained large popular following throughout Iran and
the Shi’i areas of Iraq. At a time when the newly dominant
Usulifaction  of the ulama was stressing the importance of
orthodoxy and the authority of the mujtahids,  Shaykhism rep-
resented an appealing continuation of speculative religious eso-
tericism. It gained, thereby, the increasing enmity of UsGli
orthodoxy. Although careful to conceal their more heterodox
teachings, the Shaykhi leaders also promulgated the doctrine- -
that the spiritual guidance of S&‘is depended on the existence in
the world of a “true Shi’i” to function as intermediary between
the Hidden Imhm  and the faithful. By implication, this was
a function performed by the Shaykhi leaders. Again, some
Shaykhis at least were evidently attracted by messianic ex-
pectation.

The succession crisis. When Sayyid Kdzim  died, the S_haykhis
were thrown into confusion. No successor had been designated,
and a number of individuals contended for leadership. Chief
among these came to be Haji  Karim Khan Kirmani (1809/10-
1870/71)  and Sayyid ‘Ali  Muhammad??hirPzi,  the Bbb  (1819-
1850). There were also leadership con&ders  at Tabriz and
Karbala. But these never succeeded in gaining more than local-
ized support, although Sayyid Kbzim’s  son gained the alle-
giance of most of the Arab Shaykhis in Iraq, and the two lead-- -
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ing S_haykhis  in Tabriz came to dominate the Azeri-speaking
aaykhi  communities of northwestern Iran.

In these  latter cases, fragmentation of the movement simply
proceeded along established lines of social division, but the
division between the followers of Karim Khan and ‘Ali  Muham-
mad was more complex.6 In terms of leadership claims, both
men continued the S_haykhi  tradition of laying claim to unique
and supernaturally derived  authority. Karim Khan, a well--
established cleric with considerable local political power in Ker-
man, phrased his claim in the elusive esotericisms of Shaykhi
doctrine. ‘Ah Muhammad, a relatively unknown m&chant,
soon advanced a more radical claim which was generally un-
derstood as that of being the b~+b  (gate), the direct intermediary
between the Hidden ImOm  and the S$i’i faithfuL7  This was a
claim which had messianic import and was of considerable
potential interest to non-Shaykhis. Doctrinal differences be-
tween Karim Khani and B&G  Shaykhism readily followed from
this difference-m claims.

The B&i  movement. During the emergence of Babism as a sub-
sect of Shaykhism, the movement remained strongly Islamic in
its ethos. Advocating a strict adherence to Islamic law, the BBb
appeared merely to accentuate the esoteric and millenarian
motifs of traditional Shiism. This accentuation was radical
enough in itself, but it did not breach the ideological confines of
Shi’i Islam except in regard to the religious status implicit in the
%b’s  claim to authority. Thus, while in his early writings
(1844-48) the Bbb  appeared only to claim that he was the agent
of the Hidden Imam, several of his closest disciples and fiercest
opponents perceived that a more direct claim to divine guid-
ance was implicit in the general style and content of his work.s

Leading Shaykhi and UsGli  clerics began to condemn the move-
ment as h&ticx  As opposition to the movement mounted,
many of the Bdbis  themselves became more radical, advancing
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or revealing clearly heterodox interpretations of their doctrines,
and becoming more assertive in the prosecution and defense of
their objectives. Some BQbis  became militant, and several vio-
lent incidents occurred. The Bbb  himself was now imprisoned,
and was increasingly alienated from the Q&jar  regime. In 1848,
he announced his higher claims to authority, declaring himself
to be the Hidden Imam  and, even more radically, to be the
bearer of a new divine revelation which totally abrogated
Islam. Armed struggle and violent persecution followed (1848-
53),  during which the Babi  religion was effectively destroyed as
an organized movement. The B&b  (1850) and all of his leading
lieutenants were killed.

RESOURCE MOBILIZATION: THE SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT

Social structure. The expansion of any social movement occurs
within an existing social structure. Social networks, group
interests, means of communication, and systems of social con-
trol all form part of the given environment. In the case of the
Bbbis,  the relatively unintegrated nature of Iranian society was
of crucial importance. Three times the size of France or Califor-
nia, divided by mountains and vast tracts of semi-desert, and
possessed in the mid-nineteenth century of no modern means of
communications, Iran was only nominally a unitary state. Cen-
trifugal forces of localism and of ethnic and religious diversity
necessarily limited Bdbi  expansion and led to considerable
diversity of local situations. Under the circumstances, though
the Babis  were largely confined to the peoples of Iran’s Shi’i
heartland, the construction of a new, more or less unified,
national religious movement during the course of a few years
was an impressive organizational achievement. The expansion
of the movement reflected existing social divisions and was
variously related to putative group interests. Existing networks
of communication were efficiently utilized. But when the move-
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ment was proscribed, the Babis’ lack of communicative control
rendered them powerless to defend their public image in the
face of the increasingly hostile myth-making of their opponents.

Besides relative lack of societal integration, nineteenth-century
Iran was structurally conducive to the emergence of what Neil
Smelser has termed “value-oriented movements,” that is, move-
ments concerned not with reformist change, but with the radi-
cal transformation of basic social values and institutions.9 The
characteristics of such structural conduciveness included: (1)
The close interconnections between the major social institu-
tions, and between these institutions and the prevailing value
system. A challenge to one part of the system thus readily
became a challenge to all. Therefore, any major religious move-
ment readily assumed political significance (as did Babism) re-
gardless of its adherents’ intentions. (2) The absence of means
for most of the population to express their grievances, which
inclined them to support movements which postulated total
change. In such circumstances, economic and political demands
were easily joined to programs of religious change. Although,
in the case of the Babis, the exact relationship between such
factors may remain controversial, their presence occasions no
surprise.

Social control and opposition. Social movements are most likely
to emerge when existing holders of power either encourage their
emergence or are unable to apply effective social controls.1o  Ef-
fective action can prevent a movement from developing into a
significant threat to the established order, albeit that the costs
of such action can be high. In the case of the Babi  movement,
no overall effective action was applied to prevent the move-
ment’s emergence and initial expansion. Divided among them-
selves, neither clerical nor secular authorities made any decisive
move until the Babis were well established. As a result, the
costs of extirpation were correspondingly greater.
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In the case of the religious authorities, the Shi’i ulama were
weakly structured to oppose any perceived heresy.  In the ab-
sence of a unified national hierarchy, individual clerical leaders
made their own variant responses to the new movement. Even
in a single locality the response was often diverse. Only when a
cleric combined his antagonism with a secure local dominance
-as did Karim Khan in Kerman-was Bdbi  expansion halted.”
Elsewhere, the diversity  of response worked in the Bbbis’  favor.
Even in the face of official condemnations for unbelief, the con-
tinued sympathy or tolerance of some local clerics prevented ef-
fective persecution. In Qazvin, the power of the vehemently
anti-Shaykhi and anti-Bbbi mujtahid,  @ji  Mu116 Muhammad
TaqiBara&ani,  was not sufficient to prevent the growth of an
active (though semi-secret) Babi  cell.

As for the secular authorities, their initial response was simi-
larly diverse and ineffective. When the Bdbi  missionaries were
cautious in their work and provoked no public disorder, local
governors were generally content to let them be. The under-
lying relationship between secular and religious authorities was
often antagonistic in any case. Even if a particular official per-
ceived the heterodox nature of Bdbi  teaching, he might well
relish the prospect of clerical discomforture. Again, the patri-
cian politics of local elites might give the Babis powerful friends
as well as important opponents, such that local opposition was
ineffective (as in Shiraz) .12

Although severe opposition can crush a movement, opposi-
tion may also be useful to a movement in increasing the com-
mitment of its members and in attracting the attention of the
wider public.13  Even when opposition leads to members being
killed, as long as the human and organizational resources of the
movement are not overwhelmed, such opposition is liable to fa-
cilitate movement growth. Such, certainly, was the case with
the Babis.

Emerging in a religious culture which glorified heroic martyr-
dom, the Babis  encountered a mounting force of ill-coordinated
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opposition. Distinctions between the pious faithful and the un-
godly were thus reinforced, giving rise to a fervor of resistance
which was to terrify their opponents at the conflicts of Tabarsi,
Zanjan, and Nayriz. Only when these lengthy struggles were
concluded, and an extensive and bloody suppression of the
movement instituted, was that fervor finally overwhelmed.

Political interaction. The interaction between a movement and
its wider environment plays a crucial role in its development.14
In the process, a movement’s objectives and modes of action
are rarely unchanged. Thus, while any major millenarian move-
ment in a premodern society bears an implicit or explicit politi-
cal dimension, the actual expression of that political charge is
not predetermined. Of note, however, is Smelser’s observation
that harsh but ineffective repression of a movement engenders
revolutionary action.I5  The Bab’s  challenge to the existing social
order was itself interactive with the response of his potential
supporters and opponents. Successive rebuttals, at first by the
non-Bbbi Shaykhis, then by other clerical leaders, and finally
by the go&&&t,  shaped the nature of the continuing BPbi
challenge. Whatever the exact planning behind the summons to
gather in Karbala in 1845-which  at least some Bdbis  took to be
a call to arms, the Bab  at that point still accorded the Qajar
regime at least nominal legitimacy and sought to convert its
chiefs to his cause.16  The positive intervention of the governor
of Isfahan on his behalf (1846-47)  marked the zenith of such
hopes. Only after his exile to Azerbaijan were these hopes
dashed and the court declared to be the object of divine wrath
and chastisement.

The growth of Bdbi  radicalism and militancy was similarly
interactive.l’ From the beginning, some Bdbi  missionaries (such
as Mu116 Sbdiq  in Shiraz and TLhirih  in Karbala) were prepared
to be quite provocative in the public presentation of their cause.
As clerical opposition hardened and the incidence of persecu-
tion increased, many Babis  became increasingly intransigent
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and radical in their attitudes. Some went further. In several
towns Babis  began to carry weapons openly and in Qazvin they
began to manufacture swords .18 In this deteriorating situation,
even quite trivial incidents could provoke violent confronta-
tions. Once such incidents had occurred, the escalation and ex-
tension of violence became ever more likely. As such escalation
took place, government intervention against the Bdbis became
virtually inevitable. In the resultant armed struggles, the process
of polarization was completed: the Bdbis despatched  their un-
godly opponents “to hell,” while the government leaders readily
and increasingly saw all Babis as active insurrectionaries.

The wider purpose of these conflicts remains a matter of con-
troversy. However, whether or not they formed part of a care-
fully prepared insurrectionary conspiracy-a view which the
present authors would seriously question, the conflicts should
be viewed against the background of established patterns of re-
ligious and urban violence in nineteenth-century Iran. Most Ira-
nian towns were divided into a number of rival and religiously
defined district factions, each with its own patrician patrons
and local associations. Intercommunal fighting was common.
Large-scale conversions to the Bdbi  religion reflected these divi-
sions. Again, leading ulama were linked to the factions by their
patronage of groups of toughs (&is).  With the increasing asser-
tion of clerical power, interclerical disputes were thus readily
prosecuted by resort to street fighting and the physical in-
timidation of opponents. The persecution of Babis  and their
own resort to violence were not abnormal in this regard.19
What was abnormal was the length and intensity of the resul-
tant conflicts. The religious interests of the rival parties were
crucial here. Fervent in their commitment to their cause, the
Bdbis confronted an increasingly assertive clergy whose leaders
perceived Babism as a dangerous heresy fundamentally inimical
to their own interests.

As to the actual outbreaks of violence, particular local factors
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were also evidently crucial. Thus, despite the widespread ex-
pansion of the movement, both violent confrontations (Qaz-
vin, Mashhad)  and major conflicts (Barfurush-Tabarsi, Yazd,
Nayriz, and Zanjan) were limited to a number of particular
towns and Babi  groups. Whatever the motivation of the Bdbis
in these particular incidents, the local situations appear to have
been characterized by an unusual degree of tension. In Mash-
had and Yazd, Babi  violence took place against a background
of wider civil unrest; in Qazvin and Barfurush powerful and
militant anti-Bbbi clerics confronted uncompromising groups of
Babis;  and in Zanjan and Nayriz the conversion of leading reli-
gious notables led to large-scale Bdbi  conversions and condi-
tions of local political instability. Where these factors did not
develop, there were no Bdbi  upheavals.

RESOURCE MOBILIZATION: BiiBi  ORGANIZATION

As organizations, successful social movements must achieve
certain goals: motivate, integrate, and direct their member-
ships; and maintain their existence.*O  In the case of the Bdbi
movement, these various objectives were closely interlinked,
particularly as the full messianic import of the movement
became apparent. Shi’is believe that the anticipated return of
the Hidden Imam  w%  revolutionize the whole world and usher
in the Day of Resurrection. The Babis believed themselves to be
the elect who had recognized the Imam  (or initially his agent)
and were thus charged with the recreation of the world. Their
existence as a community was itself an integral part of the pro-
cess of transformation.

Overa  Strategy. Given these revolutionary expectations and
objectives, the question of overall strategy naturally comes to
the fore. The Babis wanted to establish a theocracy, initially in
Iran and ultimately in the whole world. How was this to be
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accomplished? The traditional Islamic expectation was that the
ImLm,  returned as Mahdi, would wage holy war against the un-
godly. This view was initially reiterated by the Bab.  Thus, in
his early writings, the faithful were summoned to prepare for
the forthcoming “day of slaughter” when they would slay the
unbelievers and thus purify the earth for the Promised One.2l
Does this mean that the Bdbis  were consciously and preparedly
insurrectionary in intent, as Bayat,  for example, has recently
argued?22

As yet we remain unconvinced. In terms of formal doctrine,
the B&b’s  initial endorsement of the concept of holy war (jihhd)
was not a call to his followers to straightaway engage in such
a struggle. Moreover, as the B&b  retained for himself the ex-
clusive right to call such a holy war, none of his followers could
legitimately have called one on his behalf. Later, after 1848,
Bdbi  doctrine changed. In the most systematic of his later
works, the Persian Bayan, the Bbb  made only passing reference
to holy war. He also stated that no one should be slain for
unbelief.

Again, although the B&b’s  attitude toward the state became
more hostile after his imprisonment, he evidently retained
hopes that its chief officers would voluntarily convert to his
cause: an objective that was unlikely to have been aided by
mounting an insurrection. Even in the case of the armed strug-
gles which occurred between 1848 and 1853, we would empha-
size the importance of local (and national) political interaction.
Whatever strategic considerations were involved, these conflicts
were also (and perhaps predominantly) tactical responses to
particular situations.23

We may be wrong, of course. The early years of Bdbi  expan-
sion may have masked the conspiratorial planning of an insur-
rection, but we are not aware of any conclusive evidence which
might prove such a hypothesis. Our understanding of human
action and religious enthusiasm inclines us more to emphasize



The Blibi  Movement 47

the interactive processes of development and the unintended
consequences of action. Indeed, if the Bdbis  had made a plan
of insurrection, then, given their degree of organization, we
would expect it to have led to a far more coherent and coordi-
nated campaign of action than in fact was the case.

If, as we maintain, the Babis  were not consciously and pre-
paredly insurrectionary, then what was their overall strategy?
Indeed, did they have one? For the present, we reserve judg-
ment. Certainly, the Babi  leaders were faced with strategic
choices. But these were concerned with immediate tasks and
were usually linked to the general problem of ensuring the
movement’s continued survival.

Survival and adaptation. For the leaders of a social movement
to accomplish their objectives, it is generally necessary for them
to ensure the movement’s survival. A key factor in that survival
is the relationship which develops between the movement and
the wider society. Only when this relationship is relatively
stable and peaceful can the thought of external threats to sur-
vival be ignored and the movement’s membership concentrate
on the accomplishment of established goals.24  Conversely,
when the relationship between the movement and its environ-
ment is turbulent and uncertain, survival is liable to become the
central concern for movement leaders. The primary strategic
task becomes the concern with learning to adapt to change.
Those movements whose leaders choose to ignore this task, or
who are unaware of the implications of environmental interac-
tion, are unlikely to survive. In those cases where actual con-
flict with the authorities has occurred, non-survival may take
the form of physical extirpation.

The relationship between the Bdbis and the wider Iranian
society was evidently unstable and eventually conflictual. Al-
though the movement was finally destroyed by the authorities,
most of its leaders seem to have been aware of the implications
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of environmental interaction and to have taken pains to ensure
the movement’s survival. That they were unsuccessful in this
objective is an indication of the difficulty of successfully man-
aging such interaction. Certainly, in organizational terms the
BPbis  were flexible and responsive to changeF5  Their leaders
and missionaries were not bureaucratic functionaries tied to
static goals and methods, but rather charismatic leaders who
creatively responded to a variety of contexts and local situa-
tions. Likewise, their followers were unlikely to have been
involved in the movement on a purely instrumental basis. Par-
ticipation was necessarily its own reward, and high levels of
commitment were soon engendered.

Given this organizational flexibility, questions of strategic
choice and tactical management are central. Robert Lauer has
suggested that movements are differentiated in terms of three
strategic choices, and by the degree of consensus and per-
sistence with which these choices are pursued?6  Without leader-
ship agreement as to strategy, a movement in an unstable
environment is liable to pass through a series of variant ideo-
logical and strategic phases. Given the organizational flexibility
of Babism, and its later loss of communicative cohesion, this is
precisely what occurred.

FIGURE  1: Stategic  Choices for
Social Movements

Who is ex-
pected to

Primary target implement
Type for change Use of force change

(i) Educative Individuals Nonviolent Society
(ii) Small group Individuals Nonviolent Movement
(iii) Bargaining Social  structure Nonviolent Society
(iv) Separatist Social  structure Nonviolent Movement
(v)  Disruptive Social  structure Coercive/violent Society
(vi) Revolutionary Social  structure Coercive/violent Movement
Figure 1: Robert Lauer’s typology  of strategic choices faced by leaders of social
movements. R. H. Lauer, Social Movements and Social Change, p. 93.
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The framework of strategic choices outlined by Lauer is
shown in Figure 1. Given the Babis’  intention to establish the
theocratic kingdom of the Mahdi, their predominant target for
change consistantly remained that of the social structure rather
than the individual. Individual change was subsumed under
broader societal objectives. In Lauer’s terms, the “educative”
and “small group” options were not relevant possibilities, and
the strategic choices were those concerning the use or non-use
of violence, and of the location of responsibility for affecting
change (that is, whether the society as a whole or the move-
ment itself was expected to play the primary role). Conse-
quently, the movement’s development may be described in
terms of its leaders’ changing responses to these two strategic
choices. Although it is difficult to reconstruct the exact changes
involved, under the pressure of events, Bdbi  strategy appears to
have changed from social bargaining, to social disruption, and
then (for a minority) to revolution.

Initially Bdbi  leaders eschewed the actual use of force (though
not the concept of its use) and were in clear expectation of the
eventual support of the wider society for the establishment of a
Bdbi  theocracy. Their strategy was one of “bargaining.” When
society proved unsupportive and Bdbis  were attacked, a re-
consideration of strategic choices became vital. Tensions then
developed within the movement over the choice of strategy, the
ideological division between Bdbi  “conservatives” and “radi-
cals” mirroring the strategic one. In the changing circumstances
of the time, the conservative option (the continuance of non-
violence and the expectation that society would arise to im-
plement the desired change) proved increasingly untenable,
however. More radical strategies soon came to the fore.

The expectation of societal support was apparently stronger
than the commitment to nonviolence. The “separatist” choice
of nonviolent sectarian communitarianism seems never to have
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been considered. Still perhaps hoping for a widespread uprising
in their favor (or perhaps divine intervention), the Bdbi  leaders
were drawn into disruptive action involving relatively limited
use of violence. Tabarsi became a spiritual pronunciamentio for
the cause of the Mahdi. When this failed, and all hope of sup-
port was lost, effective strategic coordination of the movement
came to an end. In the absence of such coordination, tactical
responses to local situations tended to determine events. Some
of the remaining Bdbi  leaders (Subh-i Azal, Shaykh ‘Ali  Tur-- -
s&izi,  and Sulayman Khan) unsuccessfully gave their support-
to revolutionary terrorism. 27 Thereafter, the movement was
destroyed.

As the wider social environment became more hostile, tacti-
cal management became more constrained. This had several as-
pects. At the outset of the expansion of their movement, the
Babi  leaders were often able to act with relatively little risk to
their persons. Opposition was ill-coordinated, and the nature
of the Babi  cause and even the name of the Bab  were unknown.
Confrontations with clergy had the advantage of surprise, and,
if not physically restrained, a Bdbi  missionary might well at-
tract considerable interest in his master’s teachings. Later,
opposition became more resolute and better coordinated. The
risks of Bdbi  membership, let alone of public declarations of
faith, became considerable. Concealment, secrecy, and covert
proslytism became necessary for all but those Babis  who were
able to physically defend themselves.

Conflict management also became more difficult. During the
early phase of the movement, potentially conflictual situations
could be avoided. Babi  missionaries encountering opposition
could move on. Indeed, the Bab  himself may well have deter-
mined to avoid appearing at Karbala in 1845, after hearing of
the scale of the hostility which his emissaries had generated
amongst the orthodox ulamaF8  Later, as Bdbi  communities
were established and hostility towards the BQbis  hardened, such
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avoidance became increasingly difficult to accomplish. Even
if some Bdbis had not themselves become more militant, the
potential for conflict had greatly increased.

Primary goals. For the early years of Bdbi  expansion, the mani-
fest goals of the movement were to win public support and gain
adherents. To mobilize public support, the Bdbis needed to gain
visibility and legitimacy. Visibility was relatively easy to gain.
Even the initial declaration that the bhb  of the Imam  had
appeared was sufficient to attract widespread public attention.
This was furthered by an extensive missionary campaign, and
the dispatch of letters from the Bbb  to various religious and po-
litical leaders. A series of proclamatory events was also planned.
These included the Bab’s  public declaration of his mission dur-
ing his pilgrimage to Mecca, the gathering together of believers
in Karbala to await the Imam  (January 1845),  and the changing
of the call to prayer to include the name of ‘Ali  Muhammad.
The public challenges (mubhhalht)  made by several Bdbi  dis-
ciples to leading ulama also served this purpose, as did the re-
sultant denunciations and attacks which were meted out to
themFg

Legitimacy was far more difficult to attain. The Bdbis might
win public attention, but they were relatively powerless to
shape the public definition of their movement. Apart from in-
formal contacts and group associations, communicative control
of public opinion was dominated by the ulama. Those Babi
converts who were prominent clerics were able to exert influ-
ence, but in general the ulama closed ranks against the Bdbis
and denounced them savagely from their pulpits. With the
initiation of bloody confrontation and persecution, the Bdbis
became practically powerless to combat the malicious repre-
sentation of their motives and morals. In context, heroic stuggle
and martyrdom remained the only means for the Bdbis to dem-
onstrate the truth of their cause.
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Again, unlike the various clerical contenders for the leader-
ship of Shaykhism, the Bab  had no established religious posi-
tion on which to base his claim to authority. Similarly, though
some of his first disciples were well-respected students of
Sayyid Kazim, none of them were sufficiently influential to
secure the ready allegiance of others for their new master. Even
Mull5 uusayn  BushrG’i  (1814-1849),  the first and initially the-
most influential of the disciples, lacked the formal authority to
possess a following. Only with the later conversion of a few of
the leading ulama were the advantages of established position
brought to the aid of the new movement. These advantages
were by then localized in nature and tangential to the overall
development of legitimacy claims promulgated by the Babi
leaders.

The Babi  leaders were restricted in their attempt to legitimate
their movement. In terms of the possible bases of legitimacy,
the Bib’s claims were largely and necessarily charismatic in
nature.30  Shaykh Ahmad  and Sayyid Kbzim  had exercised their- - .
authority both on the basis of their traditional roles as religious
scholars and jurisconsults and on their charismatic claims to
privileged visionary access to the sacred knowledge of the
Imams.31  Lacking any established religious position or clerical
training, the Bib’s claim to authority was justified almost solely
on charismatic grounds. Ultimately, as he himself made clear,
legitimation of his authority rested in the believer’s response to
the sacred power manifested in his person and his writings. Tra-
ditional or rational proofs were not regarded as sufficient vali-
dations of his claims.32  Such a stance undoubtedly made public
legitimation of the movement more difficult. But for believers
the implications were revolutionary, enhancing commitment
and facilitating the acceptance of radical changes in the move-
ment’s claims and ethos during its later development.

To gain adherents to a movement requires the establishment
of some sort of organization. The Bab  addressed written (and
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unsuccessful) appeals for support to various religious and polit-
ical leaders (including the shah), but the main means of promul-
gating his claim was the missionary apparatus established by
himself and his first eighteen disciples, the Letters of the Living
(,Izurz;f  al-hayy )

It is of note that, in contrast to the clerical contenders for the
leadership of the Shaykhis, the Bbb  and his disciples had few of-
the advantages ofestablished position. They had limited access
to existing networks of higher clerical contacts and patronage
relationships. They had no circles of disciples or students to
mobilize. They had no local political power base to employ.
They did, however, have access to the existing network of
mosques and local Shaykhi communities; they were able to- -
utilize the commercial network of the Bbb’s merchant uncles as
a means of communication; and they presumably had access to
sufficient funds to further their immediate purposes.33  Thus,
while the Bbb  was on pilgrimage, or later under house arrest, or
otherwise restricted in his movements, his disciples dispersed
throughout the greater part of Iran, and also to Iraq and
India.34  Moving from town to town as itinerant propagandists,
they embarked on an intensive missionary campaign. Acting as
the movement’s primary agents of diffusion, they established a
network of Babi  groups throughout the country. They secured
and recorded conversions, disseminated the Bbb’s writings, and
in some instances engaged in public confrontations with leading
ulama. If and when they became more or less settled, they pro-
vided leadership for the local Bdbi  groups.

No system of formal organization was adopted for the emer-
gent network of Bdbi  groups. The Bbb  would appear to have
intended that his followers should be grouped into units of
nineteen (the numerical equivalent of the word z&hid  [unity]) ?5
The first “unity” was to consist of himself and the eighteen Let-
ters of the Living. Thereafter, successive groups of converts
were to be formed into unities, and the unities further grouped
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into units of 361 (19x19), called kullu  shay’ (“all things,” a term-
with the numerical equivalence of 361). Beyond the first, or
perhaps the second z&hid,  this cell-like structure in fact never
appears to have come into being. Perhaps the missionary enter-
prise was itself so time-consuming and turbulent that the task of
organization proved more difficult than expected. In any event,
no uniform organizational system emerged. Where any of the
Letters of the Living resided they provided a focus for leader-
ship, but elsewhere the local communities were led, if they were
led at all, by individuals of established social standing. Usually
these were BQbi  clerics, but merchants, landowners, officials,
and courtiers might also act as informal leaders. In his later
writings the B&b  also introduced a complex hierarchical system
of spiritual ranks consisting of various sequences of Mirrors
(rnarbyli).36  Although several individuals were thus designated,
no practical organizational system appears to have emerged.

Commitment. All voluntary organizations face the problem of
precariousness. Lacking the means of coercion, they depend for
their existence on the continuing support of their members. To
this end an organization will generally develop distinctive
“commitment mechanisms” to maintain its membership’s moti-
vation.  In the case of the Babis  such mechanisms appear to
have been mostly informal in nature. No conversion experience
was necessarily demanded. There was no ceremonial initiation
or requirement of public testimony of belief. Distinctive pat-
terns of behavior appear to have been voluntarily undertaken,
rather than socially enforced. And, in general, no vicinal or
social segregation was demanded. Nevertheless, high levels of
commitment were maintained, as evidenced both by the will-
ingness of so many Bdbis  to die for their faith, and, more in-
directly, by Baha’u’llah’s  later reanimation of the movement
after its seeming total collapse under the pressure of persecu-
tion.
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In the first instance, commitment appears to have been gener-
ated primarily by the movement’s ideology. For devout Shi’is,-
recognition of the Imam  (or his agent) was at the very center of
religious meaning. To become one of the elect who had attained
such recognition in the age of the Mahdi must, of itself, have
constituted a powerful experience of commitment. The ideolog-
ical distinction between believer and unbeliever doubtless rein-
forced this experience.

Beyond such ideological factors, there were initially no uni-
form commitment mechanisms. The Bbb  called on his followers
to perform various supererogatory acts of piety-additional
prayers and fasts, abstinence from smoking, and the employ-
ment of distinctive rituals-but without social enforcement the
observance of such acts remained voluntary.38  Where such acts
were observed, however, they were associated with very high
levels of commitment. The group of zealots surrounding Tahi-
rih in Karbala at one stage even refused to eat from the (non-
Bbbi)  bazaar, as they regarded it as ritually impure.39  Again,
where conversion was closely linked to all-inclusive social net-
works-as in the BLbi  strongholds of Zanjan and Nayriz-
levels of commitment became very high. Here, “being a Bbbi”
became an inherent part of normal daily life and not a volun-
tary commitment to be renewed or abandoned at will. Given
the uneven operation of such mechanisms, it is scarcely surpris-
ing that very different levels of commitment existed within the
movement. Indeed, in Karbala at least, such differences con-
tributed to an acrimonious division within the local Bdbi  com-
munity/O Elsewhere, it is likely that groups of Bdbis  simply
varied in their commitment and ethos. Recruitment was to a
particular local Bdbi  group and should not be thought of as
having been uniform in its implications.4’

The pattern of commitment mechanisms changed as the Babi
movement became more radical. Ideological ties with tradi-
tional Islamic expectations were broken as the movement’s
leaders asserted the reality of a new divine revelation. Social
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ties with non-BPbis  were strained as the movement’s relation-
ship with clerical and political authorities rapidly deteriorated.
Those Bdbis  who found the newly emerging ideological and
social context unacceptable presumably lost commitment or de-
fected. Those who remained were necessarily highly commit-
ted. The charismatic legitimation of Babi  authority aided the
acceptance of change. The constraints of traditional legitima-
tion were disregarded. Psychologically, the sense of a separate
identity is likely to have been enhanced. The abandonment of
Islamic law (the shari’a) and participation in conflict with un-
believers would have constituted definite bridge-burning acts.
The experience of persecution underlined Bdbi  separateness and
stimulated communal identity and action. In the large and
close-knit Bdbi  communities, social pressures to conform or
depart may be assumed to have increased. Heroic martyrdom
provided a powerful validation of Bdbi  claims in Shi’i terms.
Eventually, external definition by non-Bbbis reinforced the
sense of separate identity and in some cases may have made
even defection difficult to accomplish.

Integration and control. Given that recruitment to a social
movement is to a particular local group, the leaders of any
larger movement face problems of integration and control if
they wish to preserve the movement’s unity. Of course, in cer-
tain cases, segmentation can be highly effective. As Gerlach
and Hine have argued, a movement which is strongly experi-
ential in emphasis (Pentecostalism, for example) may spread far
more rapidly without centralized organization. A sense of “con-
ceptual community” provides the basis for continuing inter-
action between a diversity of local groups:2  A movement
which is based on a more restricted sense of charismatic author-
ity lacks this option. Thus in the case of Babism, the initial
focal point for belief was the doctrine that the agent of the
Imam  had appeared and was summoning all people to his
cause. A unified movement was clearly desirable.
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The problems of integrating and controlling the Bdbi  move-
ment were immense, however. Effective communications were
of great importance. The mercantile network established by the
Bbb’s uncles initially played an important role in this regard.
With agents and offices in various parts of Iran and the Gulf,
the Bbb’s family and their business partners could be utilized to
forward correspondence between the Bbb  and his chief disci-
ples. For example, when Mu116 Husayn reached Khurasan in
1844, he was able to send a report to the Bbb  in Shiraz, via
business associates of the Bbb’s uncle in Tabas and the family’s
office in Yazd.43

This was probably not an ideal system. During the B&b’s  life-
time most of his family remained unbelievers and would pre-
sumably have been unwilling to devote too many of their
resources to Bdbi  activities. Again, the system was geared to the
needs of wholesale trade, rather than to religious proselytiza-
tion. Thus as the size of the Bbb’s following grew, a new system
of communication evolved based on itinerant Bdbi  couriers.
Working eventually on a full-time basis, individuals such as
Mulla Adi  Ghuzal (Sayyah,  the “Traveler”) made their way
between the%ab  and the various Bdbi  groups, disseminating the
writings of the Bab  and bringing back reports and messages to
him. Amanuenses in attendance on the B&b  helped deal with
this growing correspondence. Elsewhere believers worked as
copyists to distribute more copies of the Bbb’s writings. The
steady stream of Bdbis  from all parts of Iran who journeyed to
visit the B&b  augmented this communication. Even when the
B&b  was imprisoned in remote fortresses in Azerbaijan (Maku
and Chihriq), this system continued to function with con-
siderable efficiency. Only with extensive persecution was it
disrupted, and even so later Bdbi  and Bah6’i  couriers, working
under the direction of Baha’u’llah,  apparently found it rela-
tively easy to revive.

Efficient communications by themselves were not sufficient
to ensure the continued integration of the Bdbi  movement. As
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the primary agents for the religion’s expansion, the role of the
leading disciples were crucial. If they had asserted their own in-
dependence from the B&b,  the movement could have rapidly
fragmented. Their continued loyalty to their master ensured its
unity. In formal terms, their authority derived from him. As
the movement developed, however, the nature of this authority
changed (albeit in ways that are not entirely clear). Although
all of the Letters of the Living were accorded a special status,
initially it was only Mulla I$rsayn-the  bhbu’l-bhb-who was
generally regarded as possessing any unusual authority within
the movement, functioning effectively as the Bab’s  deputy.44
The intense relationships which existed between Tdhirih  and
her devotees in Karbala, and between Hujjat Zanjani  and his
followers, appear to have been localized and exceptional. Only
after the movement had entered its second and more radical
phase did this situation change. Sequestered in the remote
northwest, the B&b  now revealed his full claims. Whether or
not in a strictly parallel development, three of the disciples
-Mulla  Husayn,  Tbhirih, and Mull5 Muhammad ‘Ali  BPr-
fur&hi  (QuddGs)-now  came to be accorded quasi-theophanic-
status. The three disciples shared something of the Bab’s  charis-
matic authority: the two men at least symbolically reenacted
various of the prophecies relating to the coming of the Mahdi in
the place of their imprisoned leader.

This changing relationship between the B&b  and his chief dis-
ciples was rapidly brought to an end by the violent deaths of all
four. Deprived of its original charismatic focus, the movement
rapidly fragmented. Individual claims to charismatic authority
proliferated, and in some respects the Babis  began to resemble
the segmented conceptual community described by Gerlach and
Hine. Only later, with the reintroduction of a centralized or-
ganisation and the general acceptance of a single charismatic
leader in the person of Baha’u’llah  did Babism again become a
unified movement.
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RESOURCE MOBILIZATION: RECRUITMENT AND CONVERSION

According to the resource mobilization perspective, the most
salient characteristic in the recruitment of the membership of
most social movements is prior social interaction.45  Contact
with a movement is normally assumed to follow from signifi-
cant interaction with its existing members. Recruitment thus
tends to follow preexisting and positively valued social relation-
ships, whether these be based on ties of kinship, patronage, or
vicinal proximity. Conversion occurs as a process of progressive
resocialization, the stereotype of sudden and dramatic personal
transformation being untypical.46

The extent to which this model is applicable to the Babi
movement is difficult to evaluate. Certainly there were a num-
ber of individual Bdbis  who appear to have undergone sudden
transformatory conversions, whether as a result of visions,
encounters with the B&b,  or perusals of his writings. It may well
be of course that these conversions were concentrated amongst
the religious virtuosi who comprised the movement’s leader-
ship.47  On the other hand, that few such accounts are recorded
for rank and file Bdbis  may simply reflect the sparseness of
available historical sources. It is also possible, however, that
normal processes of compression and emphasis during oral trans-
mission have transformed some of these conversion accounts
into idealized patterns.48

Apart from the dramatic conversions of a number of promi-
nent Babis,  the evidence-though scanty-lends support to the
use of the mobilization model.

Thus, in the first instance, diffusion of the movement was
strongly concentrated within the existing network of the Shay-
khi communities. (See Table 1, below.) Gathered together  in
Shiraz during the Bab’s  initial declaration of his mission, the
Letters of the Living then dispersed to various parts of Iran,
Iraq and India. 49 The initial expansion of the movement resulted



60 Peter Smith and Moojan  Momen

TABLE 1: Previous Religious Identities of Prominent
Bdbis  by Date of Conversion

Conversion before 1264 A.H. (1848 A.D.)
- Shaykhis 75
- not identified as Shaykhis 7 0- -
Total 145

Conversion in 1264 or after
- Shaykhis 2
- not identified as Shaykhis 3 8- -
Total 4 0

Date of conversion not known 104
Total 2 8 9

SOURCE: MPzandarLni,  &hziru’l-lylaqq,  vol. 3

from the missionary conversions gained by these disciples.
Whether or not the Bbb  had instructed them to concentrate
their energies on the Shaykhi communities, their initial contacts
were largely confinedo their fellow sectaries. Several of them
-notably Mulla Ijusayn-had already attained some promi-
nence as disciples of Sayyid Kbzim  and were doubtless able to
address their coreligionists with authority, as well as on the
basis of sectarian fraternity. Others were sent to their home
areas, where they presumably utilized their own existing social
networks as a means of diffusing the Bbb’s  message. In some in-
stances, entire local communities of Shaykhis were converted.50
In Kerman, by contrast, Karim K&n’s%thority  within the
local Shaykhi community effectively prevented the Babi  mis-- -
sionaries from gaining access to the social networks which were
most susceptible to their message.

Conversions also occurred following contact with the B&b
himself. Thus individual Shaykhis who had been particularly- -
impressed by the young merchant when they had met him in
Karbala in 1841-42, (that is, prior to his putting forward any
claim), were later amongst the most devoted of his followers.51
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Again, at least eighteen Bdbis  dated their conversions to their
experience of the B&b’s  public appearance in the Vakil Mosque
in Shiraz in 1845-supposedly  made to recant his claim.52

As the Bab’s  disciples went about their mission, news of the
Bbb’s  claim soon began to spread before them. Despite the ini-
tial concealment of the Bab’s  name, the messianic import of his
claim attracted attention well beyond the Shaykhi community.
In several instances, individuals set out for??lhirazor  some other
Bdbi  missionary center to investigate the matter for themselves.
Some were sent as delegates on behalf of others. When such
delegates converted, new social networks were opened to Babi
expansion, and further conversions readily followed. Thus
when Shaykh Salman of Hindijan returned to his home town
from ShirazFhe succeeded in converting some seventy families
of the Afshar  tribe.53  Again, Mulla Muhammad Furughi’s  con--
version was important in the expansion of Babism to-&e Tur-
bat-Haydari area of Khurasan.54

The opening of new social networks was even more effective
when leading ulama were involved. Sayyid Yahya DarPbi
Vahid abandoned his associations with the court in order to be-
come an itinerant Bdbi  propagandist, thereafter converting
many of those who regarded him or his father as their spiritual
guides. His existing networks of contacts in both Yazd and
Nayriz, where he had houses, were especially important in this
regard. Again, the conversion of Shaykh Muhammad ‘Ali,  Huj-
jat Zanjani,  was followed by the<as&onversion  of those of
the inhabitants of Zanjan who regarded him as their religious
leader .55

In the case of Nayriz and Zanjan, the role of preexisting so-
cial networks in determining conversion patterns depended on
more than just relationships of religious patronage and guid-
ance. It was common in mid-nineteenth-century Iran for even
quite small towns to be divided into a number of mutually an-
tagonistic urban districts (mahallihs),  each with its own intense
communalism and linkages to the web of partrician politics.56
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The conversion of a religious notable, such as Hujjat or Vahid,
or Haji  Shaykh ‘Abdu’l-‘Ah-the Imam  Jum’ih of the Chinar-
SGkhtih  Gart;  of Nayriz, thus favored the conversionof  the-
entire local community to which they were related. Corre-
spondingly, success in one urban district disfavored success in
rival districts. Within each town, these districts often coalesced
into two competing and largely endogamous urban factions de-
fined in terms of religious labels. Bdbi  expansion was inevitably
moulded by these divisions, especially where Shaykhism had
become a factional identifier, as in Barfurush and Qazvin where
all or part of the Shaykhi faction simply converted to the Bdbi
faith.57  Even wher&?ShGkhism  was not a factional label, sup-
port for the B&b  was influenced by community divisions. In
Shiraz, support came predominantly from within the Ni’mati
faction, whilst those within the uaydari faction tended to be
opposed’58

Associational and class networks were also important as
channels of Babi  expansion. Prominent here were the linkages
between the members of the ulama. Although the most impor-
tant formal linkages were between the various leading ulama,
and between each of these individuals and their own students
and the clients of their patronage, the whole body of the ulama
represented an informal grouping with considerable intercom-
municative potential. Though largely confined to the lower or
middle ranks of the ulama, the Babi  missionaries were well able
to realize this communicative potential. Identified as clerics by
their distinctive dress and their literacy, with ready access to
the network of mosques and colleges, the learned Bbbis,  like
other members of the ulama, were able to disseminate new
ideas and form new social relationships with their fellows with
relative ease. Thus, even at a personal level, the Bdbi  challenge
could be directed with particular immediacy to the one social
group which was most able to further or retard the movement’s
progress.
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The other associational networks which were important were
those of the bazaar. The wholesale merchants (tujj;lr)  were the
key figures here. Educated, resourceful, and with a reputation
for piety, the merchants enjoyed close association with the
upper- and middle-ranking ulama. The two groups were also
often related by intermarriage and business associations. The
BQbi  ulama were thus able to gain an audience among the mer-
chants. Again, the merchants themselves by dint of their occu-
pation, had wide-ranging national linkages with their fellow
merchants, and local contacts with the craftsmen, shopkeepers,
and petty traders who like them worked in the bazaar. Artisanal
and petit bourgeois elements were thus also accessible to the
Babi  preachers, and in Isfahan at least, the guilded  craftsmen
(asn~$~)  of the bazaar became a major network by which the
movement spread.59

Rural linkages in Bdbi  expansion are less clear. Iranian peas-
ants were socially interlinked in a variety of ways, but as yet
we have only been able to identify patronage relationships as
an evident channel of Babi  diffusion. This one factor may well
account for the highly uneven expansion of Babism into the
rural areas, but more research into the role of working and
marketing relationships is needed.

Kinship linkages as a basis for conversion also need to be
researched.

RESOURCE MOBILIZATION: BABi  IDEOLOGY

Mobilization theory emphasizes the effect and form, rather
than the specific content, of the beliefs and doctrines pro-
pounded by a particular movement. This approach to content
reflects the belief that official ideology is not a good guide to
the reasons why individuals join particular movements. Mobili-
zation theory deemphasizes the importance of motivation. It
indicates that movement members are often found to hold
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a diversity of beliefs, to be variously motivated, and to hold
beliefs which are highly discrepant from those of their leaders.6O
Thus, as a mobilizing factor, the significance of movement
ideology is held to lie in its adaptability and in its provision of
conceptual certitude.6l

Certitude-which enhances commitment-is provided by an
all-embracing meaning system which eludes falsification. Such,
certainly, the Bdbi  movement appears to have had, though the
intricacies of its validation strategies have yet to be studied.
Adaptability facilitates the coexistence of a common rhetoric
(to symbolize the movement’s unity) with the diversity of ordi-
nary members’ beliefs. If a set of beliefs is structured too tightly
the movement is exposed to the danger of schism.62  Again,
though the diversity of Bdbi  popular belief has yet to be prop-
erly evaluated, it is clear that beneath the unitary symbol of
belief in the B&b,  there existed a great array of beliefs by which
Babis  expressed simultaneously the appeals of messianism,
esoteric rationalism, pietism, legalistic reformism, and popular
thaumaturgy. The very diversity of those who embraced the
movement provides an adequate testimony to the adaptability
of its appeal. Adaptability can also find expression in a “split-
level” ideology.63 In the case of Babism, this found formal
recognition in a distinct hierarchical structure of belief. The
esoteric truths accepted by the Babi  elite were only gradually
revealed to the rank and file.

If a movement lacks a distinctive ideology of its own it is un-
likely to preserve its unity and independent existence. Unity
requires that there be a clear locus of ideological authority be-
yond the individual adherent. Independence requires that there
be a distinction between adherents and nonadherents. Among
Bbbis,  the primary locus of authority was provided by the per-
son of the Bab.  However diverse the interpretations of Bdbi
doctrine, and in whatever manner the B&b’s  claims may have
been understood by his adherents, he himself stood at the cen-
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ter of their system of meaning. He was the measure by which
truth was to be distinguished from falsehood. Those Babis  who
relied on alternative sources of authority found continued com-
mitment to his cause difficult to sustain. After the Bbb  had been
executed, there was no longer a point of unity and the move-
ment rapidly fragmented.

As to the distinction between believers and unbelievers this
again centered on belief in the Bbb.  During the movement’s Is-
lamic phase, those who rejected the Bbb  were thought to have
ceased to be Muslims and were thus ritually impure. They were
assigned to hell. In practice, however, this belief (and many
others) was generally concealed by the provisons of the S&i?
doctrine of pious dissimulation (taqiyya). The Babis  might
know themselves to be the true elect, but to outward seeming
they at first appeared to be SaykJ  sectaries, distinguished as
much by their pietistic legalism as by the radical nature of their
religious beliefs. As Gerlach and Hine have argued, in a hostile
environment, ideological ambiguity can play a crucial role in a
movement’s survival and successful propagation.64

As against the more utilitarian statements of mobilization
theory, we would contend that the content of ideology-at
least at a general level-is of considerable significance. Religious
innovation occurs within a preexisting context of traditional be-
lief. For adherents to be gained, a new religious movement must
at least possess ideological plausibility. Its doctrines must pos-
sess an elementary accessibility to its potential membership. In
this area the Bab  was eminently successful. Though heterodox
in the eyes of the custodians of religious orthodoxy, the BQbis
articulated many of the traditional concerns of popular Shiism
and Shi’i dissent. The adaptability and ambiguity of its ideology-
augmented its appeal. To Shaykhis and others in this tradition-
of dissent, Babism reinterpreted the concerns of esoteric Shiism
with its ideas of true knowledge, perfect men, and prophetic
evolution. To all Shi’is, it reasserted the traditions of messianic-
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expectation, pietistic devotionalism, and charismatic leadership.
Its adherents came to witness to its truth with the blood of mar-
tyrdom, consciously reenacting the traditions of Karbala. In an
age which readily accepted the miraculous, those who sought
miracles from its grace found what they sought.

There is a clear continuity between many of the central teach-
ings of Shaykhism and those of Babism, especially during the
period of its early development. ‘Ali  Muhammad Shirazi  may
not have been a distinguished cleric, nonetheless heforcefully
reasserted the Shaykhi concern with charismatic leadership.
Like the gayk&-nasters,  he laid claim to supernaturally derived
authority, differing from them only in the unambiguous
uniqueness and openness of his claim. Like them, he offered
veracious knowledge from the Imams  of guidance and the un-
veiling of the inner meaning of scriptural truth. Again like
them, but more explicitly, he challenged the newly established
scholastic orthodoxy of the UsGli  school. As part of the contin-
uing tradition of dissent, he asserted the potency of divinely in-
spired knowledge.

In terms of motifs, he continued the powerful polar and eso-
teric concerns of Shaykhism, thereby appealing directly to the
now leaderless Shaykhis.b5 When compared with the other
claimants to Shaykhileadership,  he gave more radical, and
probably morepopular,  emphasis to these motifs. As a non-
cleric, his claim to supernaturally derived knowledge repre-
sented a far more radical critique of the legalistic scholasticism
of the Us&.  Unlike Shaykh Ahmad  and Sayyid Kazim, a
distinctly anticlerical e%me$  entered his teachings. Unlike
Karim K&m, he asserted that access to religious truth did not
require an elaborate array of acquired knowledge. It required
only the spiritual perception of the true believer.

Such concerns had a general appeal beyond the Shaykhi cir-
cle. The quest for charismatic authority was corn&n  toboth
official and popular nineteenth-century Iranian religiosity.66
Esotericism remained a potent theme in Shi’i life. At a time-
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when the Ustili  establishment sought to regularize and control
these motifs, the Bdbis vigorously reasserted them. Similarly,
Babism gave powerful expression to Shi’i millenarianism, giving-
it a further linkage to the popular religiosity of the time.
Though mahdist anticipation remained normative in official
Shiism, it presented a potentially unstable enthusiasm which
the ulama preferred to control. In announcing his mission in the
prophetic year 1260 A.H. (1844)-a full millennium after the
concealment of the Hidden Imam-the  B&b  directly addressed
the popular millenarian speculation of the timet7 Moreover, as
actual mahdist expectation and enthusiasm were apparently
mounting at this time-perhaps particularly after the Ottoman
sack of the holy city of Karbala in 1843-the  Bdbi  missionaries
were able to directly address and interpret popular sentiment in
their own terms, and to considerable effectFs  Indeed, it is no-
table that pre-Babi  Shaykhism itself appears to have been af-
fected by adventist speculation, and a definite tension between
the proponents and opponents of adventism seems to have
emerged. Whether or not the Babis  were correct in later at-
tributing adventist themes to the oral teachings of the Shaykhi- -
masters, it is clear that a number of Shaykhis had become- -
adventists prior to 1844, and that these individuals were among
those who became Bdbis. Correspondingly, those Shaykhis- -
who had been opposed to adventist expectation were amongst
the B&b’s  chief opponents.6g

One further motif in early Bdbi  teachings which may be as-
sumed to have contributed to the movement’s initial appeal was
that of “pietistic legalism.“70 Despite the novelty of his claims
and his ultimate abrogation of Islamic law, the BBb  at first ad-
vocated a strict observance of the law. His followers were initi-
ally distinguished more by their fervent devotionalism than by
any obvious deviation from the accepted codes of Islamic prac-
tice. Only with the radicalization of the movement did this situ-
ation change, and the Babis’  heterodoxy become fully revealed.

As the radical nature of Babi  doctrine became more evident,
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those who found its innovations reprehensible abandoned the
movement, or rose up in opposition. The B&b’s  failure to appear
in Karbala in 1845, the radical nature of the validation of his
authority, the esoteric interpretation of the messianic tradition,
the Bbb’s later claims to be a new divine messenger, and the
abrogation of the Islamic holy law all broke conceptual norms.
This placed strains on the process of recruitment and engen-
dered defections from the movement. Some of these strains
were lessened, however, by the gradual progression in the Bib’s
claims. According to the B&b’s  own account, his later and more
extreme claims were initially concealed as a matter of deliberate
policy so that “men might not be disturbed by a new book and
a new Cause.“71 Certainly, this was the sociological effect of
this progressive revelation. When the Bbb’s more radical claims
became widely known, the Bdbis were already integrated into
the movement. If the Bbb’s higher claims had been known from
the start, it is unlikely that he would have been able to gain so
ready an audience, or his disciples gain so many recruits.

At the same time, however, radicalization gave even greater
emphasis to the polar and millenarian motifs. Appearing now
as a theophany, the B&b  gave potent expression to ideas of ex-
treme charismatic legitimacy which, while far removed from
orthodoxy, were not unknown in popular religious culture.
More specifically, as opposition mounted, the Bdbis perceived
the antagonistic arrays of Shi’i apocalypticism come into being:
the hosts of the Mahdi confronted the forces of Antichrist. By
the Babi  doctrine of “return” (raj’a),  the cosmic roles of the
fourteen Very Pure (Muhammad, Fatima, and the Imams)  were
reenacted in the persons of the Letters of Living, while Karim
Khan and I$5ji  Mirza  Aqasi  enacted the roles of their opponents
ZDajjal  and the hideous SufyPni.72  Specific acts, such as the
march of Mulli  I+rsayn and his companions out of Khurasan
bearing a black standard, made literal appeal to messianic
prophecy.73
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Appeal was now also made to the Shi’i motif of pious mar-
tyrdom. The powerful symbolism ofblood  sacrificed in the
struggle against the enemies of true religion was readily evoked.
The Bdbis saw themselves as being like the Imam  Husayn  and
his followers, cut down at the battle of Karbala in 680 by the
Umayyads. Shaykh Tabarsi was Karbala reenacted. The Qbjars
had become latter day Umayyads seeking to extinguish Gods
religion. This symbolism won sympathizers, even among the
armies of the “latter-day Umayyads.“74

THE SOCIAL LOCATION OF THE BiiBi  COMMUNITY

The social location and demographic significance of the Bdbis
are central factors in any consideration of the religion’s wider
importance as a social movement. As yet, our knowledge of
this basic data remains incomplete-a lacuna with serious im-
plications for higher level theories of the reasons for the emer-
gence and expansion of the movement.

B6bi numbers. The demographic significance of Babism is par-
ticularly difficult to discern.75 Estimates for the total size and
composition of the Iranian population in the mid-nineteenth
century vary widely and there are no detailed records of the
total number of Bdbis. Both the Bbb  and the Russian and British
Ministers in Tehran refer to a total of one hundred thousand
Bdbis. If this were the figure, then the Bdbis represented a
significant element in the contemporary Iranian population,
perhaps between 1.7 and 2.2 percent of the total. Good organi-
zation and a particular concentration of adherents in the towns
would have made this number of Bdbis a formidable force in
Iranian society.

But were there one hundred thousand Bbbis?  The figure of
one la@ (100,000) is clearly a rounded figure, and may well
simply have been a synonym for “a large number.” It is only too
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easy to attribute a false facticity to figures employed without
modern statistical intent or exactitude. It may well be that there
were markedly fewer BPbis  than one hundred thousand. Some
sources refer to fifty thousand, but again this may well have no
real statistical base. Certainly, given the considerable disincen-
tives of membership and the very limited period in which the
Babi  missionaries were able to actively recruit members, a
lower figure for membership seems highly probable. A lower
number would also be commensurate with a recent reevalua-
tion of the number of Bdbi  martyrs which reduces the com-
monly-cited figure of twenty thousand to approximately two or
three thousand.76

Whatever the total number of Babis, it is clear that at least
in certain localities they attained a considerable importance.
Indeed, it may well be that what distinguished Zanjan and
Nayriz, the two towns in which there was sustained conflict
between the Bdbis and their opponents, was the unusually high
concentration of the Bdbis in those localities. Thus in Zanjan,
an important town on the Tabriz to Tehran route, the Babis
may have represented some fifteen percent of the local popula-
tion (perhaps 3,000 out of some 20,000). In Nayriz, the figure
was even higher, Babis representing perhaps 43 percent of the
population (1,500 out of about 3,500).77  Elsewhere the local
concentrations of Bdbis undoubtedly varied quite considerably.
Baghdad, for example, may have had about 70 believers during
the period of Tahirih’s  residence, and Karbala perhaps the
same. In Tehran, by contrast, there were about 2,000 B%bis.78

Social location. Nineteenth-century Iran was neither a unified
nor homogeneous society. Babi  expansion was thus inevitably
constrained by the existing patterns of religious, social and
geographical division. While we are not yet able to provide a
precise description of Bdbi  expansion in terms of these patterns,
we feel that some of the main characteristics are now more or
less clear.
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Besides impressionistic evidence, we employ two quantitative
analyses. The first of these, which has already been presented
elsewhere, is an analysis of the identified Bdbi  participants at
the Shaykh Tabarsi conflict (Table 2; N = 365 out of c. 540).7g
The second which is presented here for the first time is an analy-
sis of the biographical information of prominent Bdbis provided
in the third volume of Fadil  MPzandarPni’s  &htiru’I-&qq,  one
of the standard Baha’i  accounts of the period (Tables 1, 2, 3,
and 4; N = 282). Individuals merely listed by Mbzandarani  are
assumed not to have been prominent and are excluded from the
analysis. We assume that in general those Bdbis whom Mbzan-
darani  describes in any detail constituted part of what we might
term the “leadership cadre” of the movement.

Religious background. Most nineteenth-century Iranians were
Shi’i Muslims and the overwhelming majority of BPbis  were
drawn from this grouping. Of the non-Muslim religious minori-
ties-perhaps 3 percent of the population-no Assyrian or Ar-
menian Christians were converted, but there is record of one
Zoroastrian convert and several Jews?“  Of the non-S&G  Mus-
lims, no Sunnis appear to have been converted, but a few con-
verts were drawn from amongst the Ahlu’l-Haqq  (‘Aliyu’llahis).8’
Of the Shi’i converts, most were initially Shaykhis. But as the
movement expanded, adherents were drawnfro&all  schools of
Shiism. Few members of Sufi orders converted, but those that
did included a Ni’matu’llahi leader (murshid). A few wandering
ascetics (Qalandar dervishes) also cameto  be associated with
the movement.

It is of note that of the prominent Bdbis mentioned by Mb-
zandarani  at least a quarter were Shaykhis (Table 1). Indeed, of

ding
-

those known to have converted the early “Islamic” phase
of Bdbi  development (that is, prior to 1264 A.H. [X348  A.D.]),  at
least half had been Shaykhis. As the former religious identity of
many of the individualsmentioned  is unknown, it is highly
likely that both these figures represent underestimates for the



TABLE 2: Occupational Background of Selected Bdbis

BABiS  AT TABARSI’ PROMINENT BiiBiS’

no. % no. vo

Ulama 136 37.3 144 49.8
Major (14) 3.8 (19) 6.6
Minor cm 33.4 (125) 43.3

Landowners
High government officials and

and notables
Minor officials and government

employees

4 1.4
1 2 3.3 1 9 6.6

0 - 7 2.7

Wholesale merchants (tujjbr)

Retail merchants (guild members)
Craftsmen and other skilled urban

workers

5 1.4 3 4 11.8
9 2.5 9 3.1

3 9 10.7 2 0 6.9

Unskilled urban labourers 6 1.6 0 -
Peasants 6 1.6 15 5.2
Tribespeople 0 - 6 2.1

Occupational unknown 152 41.6 31 10.7
Urban (61) 16.7
Rural (73) 20.0
Origin unknown (18)  4.9

3 6 5 100.0 2 8 9 100.0

SOURCE: (a) Momen, “The Social Basis of the Babi  Upheavals in Iran,” p. 162; (b)  Cal-
culated from Mbzandarani, &ddru’l-&qq,  vol. 3.

NOTES: As missing values (“occupation unknown”) have not been excluded from the
percentage figures, the other figures represent minimum values.

1. Figures refer to identified Babi  participants at Shaykh Tabarsi, i.e., 365 indi-
viduals out of a total of c. 540.

2. For definition of “prominent Babis”  see text.
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proportion of Shaykhis. For example, it seems probable that
most of those converted by Mull5 Husayn during his first mis-
sionary journey were Shaykhis, but only a minority are explic-
itly identified as such,

Ethnicity and nomadism. Perhaps one-third or more of the
mid-nineteenth-century Iranian population belonged to nomadic
or semi-nomadic tribesF2  Linguistic and religious divisions rein-
forced their separation from the settled $65  population. Ele-
ments of some of these tribes did become sedentary, however,
and were drawn into settled society. Although we know of no
nomads who became Bbbis,  members of more settled tribal
groups did convert.83 Prominent among these were some sev-
enty families of the Afshars  of Hindijan (Fars), but a number of
Kurds were also convezd.84  Of prominent Babis  (Tables 2 and
3),  five were identified solely as tribesmen, and another two
(a military officer and a landowner; and the son of a courtier)
were of tribal background. These individuals included three
Afshars (one a tribal leader), a JalilG  Kurd (a tribal leader), and-
a Turkaman.

Among the settled population, ethnic divisions do not seem
to have been a significant barrier to Babi  expansion. Although
most Babis  were drawn from the majority Persian (fhrsi-speak-
ing) population, the movement spread readily amongst both
Azerbaijani Turks and Mazandaranis. Lack of success amongst
Gilakis and Iranian Arabs is likely to have been due solely to a
lack of effective proselytism in those areas. Arabs in Iraq were
converted without any problem.

Class divisions. Nineteenth-century Iranian class divisions may
be described in terms of three socio-economic formations:
pastoral nomadism, peasant agriculture, and petty-commodity
production and trade.85 Government officials and ulama rep-
resented distinctive non-class groups. Bdbi  expansion was un-
evenly distributed within these various classes and groupings,



TABLE 3: Prominent Bibis  by Occupation
and Geographical Origin

A B C D E F G H I J K Total

1. Khurasan (incl.  Qa’in & Simnan) 6 32 0 3 0 2 2 0 0 0 3 48

2. Mazandaran 2 8 1 5 0 0 0 1 0 0 6 23

3. Azerbaijan 2 22 0 6 3 2 2 3 0 0 6 46

4. Qazvin & Khamsih 2 10 0 0 4 17 0 9 1 3 1 47

5. Tehran & Qum 2 5 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 11

6. Kashan & Mahallat 1 8 0 0 0 9 0 2 0 0 7 27

7. Isfahan 1 14 1 1 0 0 3 1 0 0 3 24

8. Fars 1 13 1 1 0 3 2 2 12 2 2 39

9. Yazd & Kerman 2 8 1 0 0 1 0 2 0 0 0 14

10. Kermanshah & Hamadan 0 10 00 00 000 2 3

11. Iraq 0 40 00 00 0210 7

Total 19 125 4 19 7 34 9 20 15 6 31 289

Percentage (excl. column K) 7 48 2 7 3 13 3 8 6 2 99

A - Major UIama:  mujtahids,  It&n-Jum’ihs  and any ulama who had a following
B - Minor Ulama:  all other ulama and tullhb  (religious students)
C - Landowners 6 Employers: landowners and landowning farmers
D - Notables &  High Gout. Officials: governors, court officials, army officers of rank of satifp and above, high govern-

ment officials
E - Minor Gout. Officials: Secretaries, couriers, soldiers, kadk&dris
F - Wholesale Merchants (tujjlir)
G - Retail Merchants: Guilded  retail merchants, petty commodity producers
H - Skilled Urban Workers: guilded  craftsmen (enrif) and other service workers
I - Peasants
] - Tribal elements
K - Occupation unknown

SOURCE: MQzandarAni,  Zuhriru’l-Haqq,  vol. 3.
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the most obvious restriction being its confinement to the settled
population.

Within the settled population it seems possible that, as be-
tween the urban and rural sectors, the overall distribution of
Bdbis  did not differ significantly from that of the population as
a whole.86  That is, most or at least a significant minority, of
Bdbis  may have come from the same rural and small town
background which constituted the social milieu of perhaps two-
thirds of the settled population of Iran. Even among prominent
Bbbis,  some 37 percent were of this background (Table 4).

It should be noted, however, that while BPbi  expansion in the
urban sector was well distributed throughout the towns of the
Shi’i heartland, rural expansion was highly localized. Most
rural  areas were never effectively proselytized. In terms of its

TABLE 4: Rural/Urban Origins of Prominent
Iranian Babis

N o . %

Large Towns (pop. over 22,000) 114 4 0
Medium-sized Towns (7,000-22,000) 6 5 2 3
Small Towns (2,000-7,000) 3 7 1 3
Villages 6 6 2 3

Total 2 8 2 9 9

SOURCES: Mazandarani,  &dhu’l-ljaqq,  vol. 3. The list of towns given by
Thompson in Parliamentary Papers, vol.  69 for 1867-68, pp. 507-15 (reprinted
by C. Issawi,  Economic History of Iran, p. 28) has been used for the large and
medium-sized towns. For the small towns and villages, we have used informa-
tion from the Gazetteer of Persia. It should be realised that this information is
very im recise  and it is impossible to determine the size at that time of certain
large vi  lages such as Bushru’iyyih which has been classified here under vil-.P
lages, but may well have had more than two thousand inhabitants.
NOTE: The seven Iraqis included in Tables 1, 2 and 3 have been excluded from
this table, hence the difference in totals.
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social impact, Babism was predominantly an urban movement,
but with a significant rural constituency.

We must assume that the Bdbis of rural origin were mostly
peasants. Unfortunately we are not yet able to say if they came
from any particular stratum within the peasantry, either in terms
of wealth or degree of independence. Given the distribution of
power and education in Q&jar  Iran, it is scarcely surprising that
only 5 percent of the prominent Bdbis  were peasants (Tables 2
and 3). These were mostly fruit-growers from Nayriz. The Bdbi
religion may have succeeded in gaining a significant peasant
following, but it was not (except in certain localized instances) a
peasant movement. Babi  peasant conversions might follow that
of respected religious leaders (as at Nayriz), but it also followed
that of the peasants’ own landlords (as in Mazandaran).

Within Qajar society, land ownership and the political office
which such ownership could support provided the most stable
basis for power. This tiny minority of notables was significantly
represented within the Bdbi  movement, constituting at least 8
percent of the prominent adherents (Tables 2 and 3). Again, we
are not able to specify the location of these individuals in detail.
But it is of note that most do not appear to have been politically
influential, though several moved in court circles, including
Mirza  Rida  Khan Turkaman, Rida  Quli Khan Afshar,  and
Mirza  I$isayn’Ali  NGri,  Baha’u’llah.  The on&exception  to this
observation was ManGchihr  Khan Mu’tamidu’d-Dawlih, the
governor of Isfahan. Several  ofthe  (numerous) Qajar princesses
are also said to have been converted, as well as a number of
petty officials and government employees.B7

Apart from landowners and government officials, the other
elite groups in Qajar  society were the wholesale merchants (tuj-
j&)  and the higher ulama. Both groups were well represented
among the more prominent Babis,  constituting respectively at
least 12 percent and 7 percent of this grouping. Their total num-
bers were necessarily limited, however.
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The merchants dominated the economic life of the bazaar. It
was here that much of the strongest support for the Bdbi  move-
ment was gained, perhaps particularly from the craftsmen and
petty-traders who belonged to the various guilds. These groups
between them contributed some 29 individuals (10 percent) to
the group of prominent Bdbis. The extent of Bdbi  representa-
tion amongst the unskilled workers and urban peasants who
comprised the invisible majority of the urban population is un-
known. None became prominent in the movement, but it is
possible that a large proportion of the Bdbis in Zanjan came
from these groups. It is notable that, from the beginning, uujjat
Zanjani  appears to have developed a strong relationship with
his poorer followers. When the conflict began, it was these who
followed him with greatest constancy, while some of his richer
followers defected to the Muslim side.88

The ulama did not constitute a unitary social class as such,
but rather a distinctive series of groupings with varying eco-
nomic interests. Although the lesser ulama-especially theolog-
ical students-dominated the Babi  leadership (43 percent or
more), a significant number of the prominent Bdbis (7 percent)
were drawn from the higher ulama. Ulama were also the largest
single group identified at the fortress of Shaykh Tabarsi (136
out of 537).

Most prominent Bdbis were men, and it is probably that the
majority of the Bdbi  rank-and-file were also men. Full “familial-
ization” of the movement probably only developed after its
transformation into the Bah6’i  religionF9  Nevertheless, 11 women
were included in the category of prominent Babis.  Given the ex-
treme subordination of women in Iranian society of the time,
this is remarkable. Whatever the symbolic significance of
Tbhirih’s  role as a Bdbi  leader for Iranian women of her own
day, the very fact of her prominence as one of the four leading
Bdbis represents one of the most distinctive features of Babism
as an Islamic religious movement.
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Geographical extent. The geographical expansion of Babism re-
flected the extent of missionary activity and the social composi-
tion of the movementYO  Bdbi  missionaries concentrated their
attention on the Shi’i shrine cities of Iraq and the Shi’i heartland
of Iran. Areas wx  non-Shi’i minorities (which a%o  tended to
be areas dominated by minority  tribes) received little or no
attention. As a result there were no Bdbis  in Baluchistan, the
Gulf littoral, or most parts of the Western mountains. Other
areas, such as Shi’i Arabistan (Khuzistan), Sistan, and Gilan-
were neglected for no apparent reason (other than perhaps their
peripheral location). The sustained opposition of Karim Khan-
in Kerman prevented effective expansion there, but otherwise
all the major cities and provinces of Iran were reached. We
have insufficient data to make any definite remarks about the
overall distribution of the movement. We note that, reflecting
the population distribution of the time, most of the prominent
Bdbis  at least were northerners. This observation contradicts
the hypothesis that the Bdbi  movement reflected southern dis-
content.g1
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ADDENDUM: TWENTY FIVE PROPOSITIONS

In considering Babism as a social movement, we have resisted
the temptation to present high-level hypotheses as to origins
and development. We will doubtless succumb to this temptation
elsewhere. But for the present we have sought to establish some
of the basic questions concerning how the movement devel-
oped, rather than address the more intractable issues of why it
developed.

This is not to devalue these wider questions. We recognize
their importance. As a contribution to this work of theoretical
analysis we present twenty-five propositions regarding the
religious, political and social significance of the Babi  religion.
We regard these propositions as basic elements in the construc-
tion of higher level theories. We have and will write in support
of these propositions elsewhere. Some are supported in the pre-
sent article. This propositional form lends itself to ready
falsification by those who would disagree with us.

A. Religious Factors

1. The Babi  movement was a phenomenon within Shiism. It
made no significant impact beyond the confines of Shiism.

2. The movement carried a strong religious charge. It gave
expression to a number of powerfully evocative Shi’i mo-
tifs. Its leaders spoke to the religious concerns ofthe  day
and presented (some) Bdbi  beliefs in a manner that was ac-
cessible to religiously inclined contemporaries.
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3. More controversial beliefs were initially concealed from
both non-Bbbis  and from the Babi  rank-and-file.

4. At a time of increasing emphasis on orthodoxy (as defined
by the higher ranking ulama), the movement gave voice
to elements of the popular and dissenting religious tradi-
tions.

5. The movement’s leaders initially called for a religious ref-
ormation and condemned clerical corruption.

6. Local variation in appeal was probably great.
7. The movement provided a comprehensive system of

meaning and could ultimately provide an alternative sense
of identity to Shiism. Initially, however, most Bdbis prob-
ably saw themselves as true Shi’is rather than as members-
of a separate religion.

8. There is little evidence for a contemporary crisis of mean-
ing in Iran. Other than the possible effects of repeated
military defeat at the hands of the infidel Russians, there
had been no traumatic challenges to the indigenous Shi’i
religious tradition. The intellectual impact of the west
was as yet extremely limited.

B. Political Factors

1. The Babis  were explicitly political in their demands. The
Bab’s  claim to Mahdihood challenged the legitimacy of all
existing institutions. Their attempt to establish a theocracy
entailed the displacement or cooption  of the existing
regime.

2. The government perceived the Bdbis as insurrectionaries
and suppressed the movement accordingly.

3. Although there were individual Bdbis who were insurrec-
tionary, it has not yet been established that the Bbbis,  as a
community, were consciously and preparedly insurrec-
tionary. If they were, then their attempt was poorly coor-
dinated for such a well-organized movement.
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4. Both Bdbi  radicalism and militancy and the outbreak of
violence are best seen as part of a developing and inter-
active process.

5. Local factors were crucial. Where large Babi  communities
developed, they were inevitably drawn into the complex
web of communal politics.

6. Prepolitical discontent does not appear to have been a sig-
nificant factor. Nonreligious forms of political protest
(such as insurrection) were readily available.

7.  Anti-Qbj6r sentiment does not appear to have become a
factor until the Bdbis  had become alienated from the state.

8. There is no convincing evidence to support the thesis that
Babism was proto-nationalist in its appeal.

C. Socio-economic Factors

1. Differential recruitment to the Bdbi  movement proceeded
along social networks and along class lines. A wide cross-
section of urban social groups was included, and in cer-
tain areas village groups were well represented. No
effective contact was made with the nomadic tribes.

2. The thesis that Babism represented a form of bourgeois
reformism is not well supported. BPbi  laws favoring mer-
chant interests were a late addition and do not appear to
have contributed to the religion’s appeal.

3. “Modernistic” social reform was not a central part of Babi
teaching, albeit that there was some amelioration in the
social laws regarding women.

4. The popular radicalism of the later Bdbis  may be seen as
reflecting eschatologically heightened, but traditional Is-
lamic, ideas of charity, equity, and the struggle against
injustice.

5. The movement may have reflected opposition to the eco-
nomic and political powers of the higher ulama.
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6. Divisions among Babis  between “radicals”and “conserva-
tives” proceeded on class lines. The more affluent laity
and the more established clerics were generally the more
conservative.

7.  Babism expanded throughout the Shi’i heartland of Iran.
It was not an expression of regionalsentiment.

8. Mid-nineteenth-century Iran was experiencing a profound
and multi-faceted economic crisis, but in what manner
this may have been linked to the emergence of the move-
ment remains unclear.

9. The Bdbis  were not anti-European. The BPb  commended
the adoption of various aspects of European life and
manners.
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A TABLET OF THE BiiB

to “him whom God shall manifest.”



HIERARCHY, AUTHORITY AND
ESCHATOLOGY IN EARLY BABi
THOUGHT

by Denis MacEoin

In recent years, the history of the early development of the
Bdbi  movement has undergone extensive and often trenchant
rewriting at the hands of several scholars, including the present
writer.’ There is still much work to be done, but there can be no
doubt that a great deal of light has already been shed on areas
not long ago regarded as impossibly dark. Problems have been
usefully identified in topics long considered settled beyond any
need for discussion. We now possess clear pictures, for exam-
ple, of the main features in the transition from Shaykhism to
early Babism, of the Bbb’s  early career and claims, of the pro-
gress of the Bdbi  uprisings after 1848, or of the writing and
dissemination of the BPbi  scriptural canon. Advances have
been made not only in the realm of factual data, which has been
greatly expanded by numerous discoveries, but, more impor-
tantly, in the field of interpretative historiography, with the
fresh analysis of both familiar and unfamiliar material.

There can be little doubt, however, that one period of BLbi
history continues to stand out as unrelievedly obscure, namely
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the years between the execution of the Bab  in 1850, and the
emergence of distinct Baha’i  and Azali factions within the Babi
exile community in Edirne about 1866, and subsequently in
Iran. This period has for a long time been all but passed over by
historians as a time of confusion, anarchy, and deep doctrinal
division within Babism for which virtually no documentary evi-
dence exists that might enable us to reconstruct its essential de-
tails. Between 1848 and 1852, the Bdbi  community of Iran had
suffered serious losses in the course of clashes between adher-
ents of the sect and the population at large. Between two and
three thousand Babi?  died violently in this period, including
the Bbb  himself and all but a handful of the intellectual leader-
ship of the movement. After the abortive attempt on Nbsiru’l-
Din Shah’s life in August 1852, the survivors (a small number in
termsof  active affiliation with the movement) either recanted,
went underground, practised  dissimulation (taqiyya),  or chose
to go into exile outside Iran.

The effects of this rapid disintegration of an already little-
organized community (if community it can be called) were,
from the point of view of the later historian, quite devastating.
Numerous documents, particularly letters, were lost, de-
stroyed, or stolen.3  Among the most serious casualties were un-
doubtedly works by the leading figures of the Bdbi  hierarchy
who perished in the uprisings at S_haykh  Tabarsi, Nayriz, and
Zanjan.  To make matters worse, fear ofdiscovery  led the Bdbis
of this period to adopt a deliberately enigmatic and idiosyn-
cratic style that now requires considerable effort and ingenuity
to decipher, with the result that many materials that have sur-
vived the tribulations of those years may often present as many
obfuscations as they do glimmers of light.

And yet this is without question a period of the most extreme
importance, both as a postscript to the short-lived experiment
of primitive Babism and as a preamble to the later reconstruc-
tions of the movement in its Azali and BahL’i  versions. Unfortu-
nately, it is precisely the emergence of Azali and Baha’i  Babism
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that renders the task of the historian unusually arduous and
confronts him with serious problems of research and interpreta-
tion. Both parties to the later dispute looked back to the earlier
period, particularly the years immediately following the death
of the B&b  and the transfer of the headquarters of the sect to
Baghdad, with visions much clouded by the demands of con-
temporary polemic or ex-post facto justification of current the-
ological positions and concepts of authority. The polarization
of Azalis and Baha’is  resulted in the rapid displacement of any
serious alternative definitions of BPbi  orthodoxy. And, since
we possess very few manuscript materials from the intermediate
period, we are forced to rely almost exclusively on documents
reflecting, usually quite strongly, the sectarian biases of the two
opposing groups. It is, quite frankly, often impossible for the
historian to choose between one or the other version of the
same events. Very little corroboratory evidence is ever pro-
duced by either side, and there are almost no independent
sources to which one may have recourse.

Nevertheless, it seems to me that the main outline of events
and, to a lesser extent, doctrines may be reconstructed without
serious prejudice to either side of the dispute. If we are willing
to ignore such questions as “who was right?” or “who was
wrong?,” we can, I think, state what happened during this pe-
riod and, as far as is possible, suggest why.

Before the main features of this period can be studied,
however, there is a pressing need for a survey of certain doc-
trinal issues from the early years of the movement. It is the aim
of this paper to provide such a survey, both for its own interest
and as preparation for a future study of the later period.

EARLY THEOPHANIC AND QUASI-THEOPHANIC CLAIMS TO AUTHORITY

It will be useful to begin our investigations with a brief exam-
ination of the nature of religious claims in the early period and
a survey of the later theories of the Bbb  that can be shown to
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have influenced the tone and direction of subsequent specula-
tions. Doctrinally speaking, Babism is a notoriously difficult
movement to define. There were important shifts in belief and
practice within the space of very few years, coupled with signif-
icant differences in the doctrines promulgated by various sec-
tions of the Bdbi  leadership, not to mention the innumerable
obscurities and vaguenesses of even the most reliable texts. I
have discussed in detail elsewhere4 the early claims of Sayyid
‘Ali  Muhammad, the Bab  himself and will not return to that
question here. Suffice to say that there is ample evidence that
for several years he regarded himself and was regarded by his
followers as the bhb,  or representative on earth of the hidden
Twelfth Imam, whose appearance in 1845 was imminently ex-
pected by all the first Bdbis.  Exactly how his claims developed
after that is not entirely clear. Even at the earliest period, there
is evidence that the Bbb  claimed for himself and his writings a
level of inspirational authority well above that normally
associated with the role of bhbu’l-in&n.  This is not to suggest
that he entertained notions of a more exalted status for himself
at this point, merely that the function of bcibiyya (or niyhba) as
he understood and expressed it involved the ability to reveal in-
spired verses and to possess innate knowledge. As I have in-
dicated elsewhere,5  it was the Bib’s status as a source of pure
knowledge more than anything else that attracted followers to
him at this time.

A Baha’i  writer, Sayyid Mahdi Dahaji, basing his remarks
somewhat loosely on an important passage of the Dalh’il-i sab’a
(seven proofs), has put forward the idea that, in the first year,
Sayyid ‘Ali  Muhammad referred to himself as “the gate of God’
(bbbu’llhh),  in the second year as “the remembrance” (dhikr),  in-
the third as “the proof” (hujja),  in the fourth as “another name,”
and in the fifth as the Qa’im in person.6 Although based on the
Bbb’s  own application of part of a tradition of the Imam  ‘Ali
(ha&h  Kumayl)  to each of the first five years of his career,-
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such a picture of a gradual “unfoldment” of the B&b’s  claims
is, however, based largely on polemical considerations7  The
simultaneous use of terms such as b6b, dhikr, and hujja is well
attested from the earliest period,8  and there is no evidence of
major changes in emphasis (apart from a period of dissimula-
tion [ taqiyya] in 1845, when he renounced all claims) during the
first five years of the Bab’s  career.

The Bbb  himself refers more than once to the radical shift
that took place at the end of this period. In several passages
of the Kithb-i panj sha’n (Book of five pyofs),  he states that he Ply14
revealed himself (or God revealed him) in the station of “gate-
hood” (bhbiyya) (fi ‘I-abwhb; bi-ismi abwhbiyyatika, sic) for P*p$)~

four years, whereupon he appeared as the promised Qb’im  (bi-
5/ ‘1

ismi qh’imiyyatika; bi-ismi ‘l-maq$idiyya  al-maw’ridiyya)? We
c”c  )j>  :

possess no exact date for the initial proclamation of q6’imiyya ,J@

by the Bab,  but there is sufficient evidence to place this event
(which was marked by the issue of a letter sent to Mulla S_haykh
‘Ali  Turshizi, ‘Azim)lO  in the later part of the Bbb’s  confinement
in the fortress  of MakG,  that is in the early months of 1848.‘l In
the Persian Bay&,  the Bbb  states that when the return of all
that had been created in the Qur’an  and the beginning of the
creation of all things in the Bayan  occurred, his dwelling-place
was MdkG  (a+ ism-i b6sif)?2 The B&b’s  claim to be the Qa’im
was not, however, restricted to the adoption of the simple mes-
sianic role outlined for the Twelfth Imam  in Shi’i prophetic lit--
erature, but also involved the assumption of theophanic status
coupled with prophetic office as the inaugurator of a new reli-
gious dispensation abrogatory of Islam.13

In developing the elaborate theory of theophanies and reli-
gious cycles around which all of his later thinking revolves, the
Bab  made use of a series of metaphysical concepts common to
the main Shi’i sects. But while many of his ideas and the forms
in which they are cast find important and sometimes detailed
parallels in Isma’ili  and I$nGfi thought in particular, it is not, I
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think, necessary to look for direct influences from these sources.
The main themes and terms are all to be found in Twelver Shi’i
literature, including, of course, the works of Shaykh Ah&d- -
ibn Zayn al-Din al-Ah&Y. The root of the Bbb’s doctrine lies in
the belief that the divine or eternal essence (dhizt-i  ilhhi,  dhlit-i- -
azal)  is wholly unknowable and inaccessible to human beings,‘*
but since the purpose of the creation is for men to know and
love God,15  it is necessary for the creator to reveal himself to
them in a form appropriate to their condition: “in every dispen-
sation, he makes himself known through his own creation.“16
Although the Bab  employs the conventional Islamic terminol-
ogy of prophet and messenger (nabi;  rastil  [frequently]; pay-
gh6mbar),17 and adopts a schema of regularly-spaced prophetic
revelations (among which those of Moses, David, Jesus, and
Muhammad stand out), l8 he is less concerned with the role of
the prophets as divinely-inspired legislators (shhri’tin)  than with-
their function as theophanic representations of the divinity on
earth.

The Bbb’s doctrine of theophanies is expressed chiefly through
the Arabic root ghr  (to become visible, manifest), which ap-
pears in a number of related technical terms.lg  zuhtir (manifes-
tation) is the self-revelation of God to his creation and also the
period during which he is thus manifest. It is contrasted with
buftin  (concealment), the state of Gods invisibility to men and
the period between one prophet and the next, during which he
is hidden to men. Mazhar  is the term most often used to de-
scribe the place of this revelation, the created being in whom
the Divinity manifests himself to other created beings. This
mazhar  is in one sense the locus in which God himself is mani-
fested to men: “the hidden reality of the divine unity (ghaybu’
l-tawhid)  is only affirmed through that which is revealed% the
outward aspect (zhhir)  of the messenger”;2o  “know that in each
zuhtir,  he has been and is the representative (qh’im  maq6m)  of
the eternal and hidden essence (dhlit-i  ghayb-z  aza1)“;21  “bear- -
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witness that God, may his praise be glorified, makes himself
known to his creation in the place of manifestation (maqhar)  of
his own self, for whenever men have recognized God, their
Lord, their recognition of him has only been attained through
what their prophet caused them to know.“**  In the Persian Ba-
y&n, the appearance of the Bbb  (as the nuqfa,  Point) is thus
equated with the revelation of God himself: “the self-revelation
of God (p.&riru’llizh), which is the self-revelation of the Point of..~
the Baybn;23 ‘the seat of  ‘the Point, who is the place of manifes-
tat&-ofSLordship.“24

It is emphasized by the Bab,  however, that the divine essence
as such is not manifested directly to rnenF5  What appears in
the manifestations (maz6hir)  is the Primal Will (al-mashi’a al-
awwaliyya),  itself created by God ex nihilo: “That command
( i.e., the place of manifestation) is not the eternal and hidden
essence, but is a Will that was created through and for himself
out of nothing.26 In the Persian BayPn,  the Bbb  writes that
“there has never been nor will there ever be either revelation or
concealment for the eternal Essence in himself, nor can any
other thing either manifest or conceal him. . . . Instead, he cre-
ated the Primal Will in the same way that he created all things
by himself, creating it likewise by himself and all things (other
than it) by it, and he related it to himself in its exaltation and
sublimity. . . . From the beginning that has no begining to the
end that has no end, there has ever been but a single Will which
has shone forth in every age in a manifestation (~uhtir).“27

Although the Primal Will is single, it appears in each age in a
different person, whose physical form is variously expressed as
its “throne” ( ‘ar&),28  “seat” (kursi)Fg  “temple” (haykal),30  “mir-
ror” (mir’6t [the Will being described as the sun appearing in
it]),“’ or simple place of manifestation (rna?har).32  The Will itself
in its manifest form is referred to by a variety of titles, includ-
ing the Tree of Reality (shajaratu’l-haqiqa),33  or, most com-
monly, Primal Point (nuqtay-i  ~.2lLi).3~  It is from this Point that
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all things have been originated37  and all the prophets and re-
vealed books sent down.38

As in the case of the ImPms  in Shi’i  Islam, the exact status of
the manifestation (ma?har)  is oftenblurred.  Just as the Imams
are referred to as Gods “outward form amidst his creation”
(zhhiruhu  fi khalqihi),3g so the B5b  speaks of the ma?har  as the
“throne of God’s  revelation” (‘arsh zuhziri’llhh),4°  the “rep-- .
resentative of the divine essence,“*l  or the “locus of the manifes-
tation of his self’ (mazhar  nafsihi).42  In the same way that
knowledge of the Im4ms  is knowledge of God43  (the latter being
impossible without the former) the mazhhir  are, for the Bab,
the only means whereby men may know their creator.** God
has made the manifestation “the mirror of his self. . . , in which
nothing is seen but God.“45

The human locus of Gods appearance is, therefore, an essen-
tially ambivalent creature. Outwardly, he is merely a mortal
man: “what your eyes behold of the outward form of the
thrones is but a handful of clay. . . . If you did not look at
what is (manifested) in them, there would be nothing (to see)
but earth in its own place.“46 Inwardly, however, these beings
are divine: “Do not behold the thrones in respect of what they
are in themselves, for I have shown you that they originate as a
drop of sperm and return as a handful of clay. Instead, look
within them, inasmuch as God has manifested himself (tujallh)
to them and through them.“47  Expressed differently, “the in-
ward aspect (b&in)  of the prophets is the words ‘no god is there
but God,’ while their outward aspect (qhhir)  is the mention of
their own selves in each zuhrir through what is manifested from
them.“48 It is because of this difference that the statements of
the prophets differ one from the other, itself the main cause of
religious disunity.4g Otherwise, they are all one,5O  being com-
pared frequently to a single sun that appears on different days
or in different mirrors.51  The number of these places of manifes-
tation is incalculable,52  nor can they be said to have any begin-
ning or end.53
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This much is, I think, relatively straightforward. But the B&b’s
doctrine is, in fact, rather more complex than this and involves
several important elements that were to influence markedly the
development of the religion after his death. The existence of a
problem can already be seen in the S&i?  doctrine of the Imams.
Not only are the Imams  regarded as identical one with another,54
they are also identical in essence with the major prophet figures
of the past: “I,” says ‘Ali  in one tradition, “am Adam, I am ‘I ,,I:;,  IQ
Noah, I am Abraham, I am Moses, I am Jesus, I am Muham-
mad; I move through the forms as I wish-whoso has seen me

l’ ~ \’ \ir;

has seen them, and whoso  has seen them has seen me.“55  I do
not wish to enter here into a discussion of what became a subtle
problem for later S&i?  doctrine, namely the relationship be-
tween Imam  and prophet,56 merely to draw attention to an
apparent dichotomy between the status of the ImPms  as succes-
sors of the prophet Muhammad and their identification with

F,the prophets of the past. This dichotomy is to some extent
resolved through the doctrine of hujjiyya,  whereby it is main- ’ /..f+l.  /,

‘:.  taineZIBi5tthere must always’be dti  earth-a  proof (hujja)  from ‘-:  , ’ q Y ’
: ’ God to men, be it a prophet or Imam.57

Nevertheless something of a problem remains, for it is, on the
i.

.

one hand, an established Shi’i doctrine that the pleroma of
Muhammad and the twelve?mams  was created before and is
superior to all other beings, including earlier prophets, who
were indeed created after them from the residue of their lights8  ““‘2

,:,/.-.‘.:

and who can only approach God through them.5g  They are
often described in terms that make them responsible for the in-
spiration and instruction of even the major prophets of the
past: “The Commander of the Faithful said to Salman and Abu
Dharr: ‘I am al-Khidr, the teacher of Moses: I am the teacher of
&id  and Solo&on,’ “bo or in terms that place them in a rela-
tionship to former prophets comparable to that of God: “He
(‘Ali)  said: ‘I am the one who carried Noah in the Ark at the
command of my Lord; I am the one who brought Jonah out of
the belly of the fish by the permission of my Lord; I am the one
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who caused Moses the son of ‘Imrhn to pass (over the Red Sea)
at the command of my Lord; I am the one who brought
Abraham from the fire by the permission of my Lord. . . .rr’61
On the other hand, they are identified, not only with these
prophets, but also with their successors: “Whoso  wishes to
behold Adam and Seth, behold I am Adam and Seth; whoso
wishes to behold Noah and his son Shem, behold I am Noah
and Shem; whoso  wishes to behold Abraham and Ishmael, be-
hold I am Abraham and Ishmael; whoso  wishes to behold Moses
and Joshua, behold I am Moses and Joshua; whoso  wishes to
behold Jesus and Simon, behold I am Jesus and Simon.“‘62  To
turn this equation around, Seth, Shem, Ishmael, Joshua, and
Simon are (in this instance) the Twelfth Imam, who is, in turn,
the teacher of the prophets and a locus of the Primal Will.

Now this problem, like any other of its kind, can be and has
been solved by the ingenuity of theologians, but I do not wish
to enter into an account of that here. What is of interest in
terms of the present paper is that the paradoxes involved in
these concepts retained their basic dynamism throughout the
early Babi  period and became critical causes of uncertainty in
the Baghdad years. To begin with, there were the numerous
tensions implicit in the varying statements of the B&b,  not only
with respect to his changing status-from “a servant” chosen
to be the gate and representative of the hidden Imam, to the
Qb’im, to the place of manifestation of the divinity and the pro-
mulgator of a new shari’a after that of Islam, but also with
respect to each one zf these roles in its different modes and
emphases. Secondly, the Bab  sought to endow his immediate
followers, primarily the eighteen “Letters of the Living” (fzurri-
fu’l-hayy)  or “precursors” (shbiqh),  with a status that made
them more than mere saints or intercessors between him and
other believers. The Letters of the Living were “precursors,” not
only in the literal sense of their being the first believers in the
Bab,  but more importantly in their having been the first of
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mankind to respond to Gods pre-eternal covenant in the “world
of the first atom,” that is, before the creation of the worldF3
Shi’i  tradition identifies these $2k$uz  with Muhammad and the
Imams  (and often FBtima),64 and in his later works the Bbb
describes the Letters of the Living explicitly as the return of the
Prophet, the twelve Imams,  the four gates (abwhb)  who suc-
ceeded the Twelfth Imam  (later rejected in Bah&‘i  theory), and
FPfima.65

The question of the status of the Letters of the Living became
a crucial one for early Babism and produced considerable con-
troversy. In 1848, the central Bdbi  community of Karbala in
Iraq was split down the middle by a fierce argument between
two factions centered on the persons of Qurratu’l-‘Ayn Tdhirih
and MullL  Ahmad  Khurasani respectivelyP6  Khurasani’s  sup-
porters objected particularly to the status &corded Mu116
Husayn  Busl&i’i and the Letters of the Living in general. Their
opponents defended their position largely by extensive quota-
tions from the B&b’s  writings, in which the &-+‘I-hayy  were
extolled.67  The details of this highly interesting but little-known
debate cannot be entered into here: it is enough for our purpose
to note that the pro-&&tin  faction, with its emphasis on hier-
archy and obedience to charismatic authority, succeeded in forc-
ing its opponents into the background, not only in Karbala, but
throughout Iran as well.

As time went on, not only the original Letters of the Living,
but later converts also were accorded exalted stations by the
Bbb.  As his own claims became more elevated, those given to
his followers rose accordingly. This development is not easy to
trace with any precision, but fortunately that is not essential for
our present course of enquiry. According to Muhammad ‘Ali
ZunGzi,  when the Bbb  abandoned the rank of bhbiyya to take
that of d~ilcru’lllih  (which on Dahaji’s reckoning would have
been in the second year of his career), he gave the title of bhb to
his earliest convert, Mull5 Muhammad Husayn  BushrG’i,68  who-

+q.

‘..
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had already been identified by him as the return to earth of the
prophet Muhammad. This transfer of station is corroborated
by the earliest BPbi  history, the Nuq~at~‘I-k#.6~  The latter work
also refers-with what degree of accuracy it is difficult to estab-
lish-to other shifts of status ascription between individual
members of the Bdbi  hierarchy. Thus, the station of bhbiyya
was passed on Bushru’i’s  death to his brother Muhammad
Ijasan,  also a Letterof  the Living;70  at Bada&,  Mulla Muham-
mad ‘Ali  BbrfurGsJ,  QuddGs, claimed to be the return of the
prophet Muhammad, adducing in evidence of this his ability to
produce verses, prayers, and homilies;71  later, at the shrine of
S&ykh  Tabarsi, QuddGs is said to have referred to Bushrh’i
(originally understood to be the return of Muhammad) asthe
Imam  Ijusayn?* More controversially, the Nuq&.xtu’I-kizf main-
tains that when, in the year 5, the B&b  laid claim to the rank of
Q b’im, “the Point of q6’imiyya  manifested itself in the temple of
his holiness the Remembrance [i.e., the Bab],  who became the
heaven of the (Primal) Will (samh’-i mushiyutt), while the earth
of illumination and volition (u&i  ishr-&.uu  it-h&)  was his holi-
ness Azal (i.e., Mirza YahyP  NGri,  sbh-i  Azal) .“73 In apparent
-but not, as will be shown, necessarily real-contradiction to
this, the same source elsewhere maintains that QuddGs was
himself the Qa’im and ‘Ali  Muhammad his b6b,74  the former
having advanced his claims in the fourth year after the period
during which the latter had summoned men to God.75  QuddGs,
it is said, made his claims independently and became the heaven
of will, with the Bbb  the earth of volition.76  Similarly, QuddGs
is described as “the origin of the point” (a+i  nuqtu),  ‘Ali  Mu-
hammad again being his bhb.  And, more confusingly, it is
stated that the Bbb  and Quddus  were both the Qa’im, in the
same way that the Shi’i ImPms  may all be referred to by this-
title’.77.

Lest these statements seem wholly idiosyncratic and be attrib-
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uted to the unreliability of the Nuqtatu’l-khf  as a source (or in-
deed, be adduced as evidence of that works unreliability), it
will be worthwhile to note that there is independent corrobora-
tion of the fact that QuddGs was regarded by some at least as
the Qb’im  (either independently of the Bbb  or in tandem with
him and/or Mu116 Husayn  Bushru’i)  and that he himself ad--
vanced  claims of a messianic and theophanic nature. An impor-
tant early history of the Shaykh Tabarsi siege, the Waqciyi’-i
mimiyya (Events of the letter  m%),  consistently refers to Qud-
dGs  as “the Qa’im of JilPn”78 and cites a sermon by Mu116 Hu-
sayn in which he refers to QuddGs as “the one whose advent
you have awaited for one thousand two hundred and sixty (sic)
years, “79 a claim the latter is said to have advanced in his own
behalf.8O  Another early account of the events at Shaykh
Tabarsi, Lutf  ‘Ali  Mirza  Shirazi’s  untitled history, notes,-&  e;
ample, that the BPbis  atthe  shrine regarded QuddGs as the
point towards which prayers were to be directed and turned to
him when they performed their devotions.81

The Nuqfatu’l-khf  (and, following it, the later Baha’i TMkh-i
Jadid)  applies a number of Shi’i traditions to QuddGs in con-
nection with his identifications Qa’im. Among these are ‘Ah’s
reference to events between the months Jumada  and Rajab,8z
and the prophecy that the Qa’im would be killed by a bearded
Jewish woman named Sa’ida (who is identified with QuddGs’s
executioner, the Sa’idu’l-‘Ulama’  BarfurGshi)F3  The early attri-
bution of this latter prophecy to QuddGs &d  Sa’idu’l-‘Ulam6’  is
confirmed by its use in the same context in the Waq6yi’-i
mimiyya.84 Even a much later Baha’i history, the Tizrikh-i
Nabil,  relates QuddGs’s  arrival at the shrine of Shaykh Tab%-.
to a well-known tradition concerning the Qa%n’s  arrival in
Mecca and his leaning his back against the Ka’baF5  (a tradition
which is not, curiously enough, related by Nabil or other Baha’i
writers, as far as I know, to the Bab’s  pilgrimage to Mecca in
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1844--S),  while the number of Babi  participants in the Mbzan-
daran  conflict is given as exactly 313, the number of the com-
panions of the Qa’im.Sb

Apart from Quddus,  of course, other members of the BPbi
hierarchy continued to be accorded important positions, includ-
ing even that of qh’imiyya. Mulla Ijusayn,  as we have seen,
was referred to by QuddGs  as the Imam  IyIusayn,  an identifica-
tion supported by Nabi1F7 but is also described throughout the
Waqhyi’-i  mimiyya as the “Qb’im  of Khurasan,“s8  a messianic
role much enhanced in several accounts by his bearing of a black
banner from Mashhad.Bg  The Bab  himself made it quite explicit
that not only had the Prophet, the Imams, and the nuwwizb
(abwhb) returned to earth in the persons of the Letters of the
Living, but other prophets and saints had reappeared in other
of his followers: “The first to swear allegiance to me was
Muhammad the Prophet of God, then ‘Ali,  then those who
were witnesses after him [i.e., the next eleven Imhms],  then the
Gates of Guidance, then those to whom God had accorded such
grace of the prophets and holy ones and witnesses and those
who believed in God and his verses.“go  This same view is ex-
pressed in a letter written by Mu116 Shaykh ‘Ali  Turshizi, ‘ATim- - -
(to whom the letter from which the above quotation is taken
was addressed): “The Letters of the Living are true and are the
tombs in which they [Muhammad, the Imams, and the four
Bbbs]  have returned (hum marhqid  rujti’ihim),  and certain of
the believers are the tombs of some of the prophets and saints
and witnesses and holy ones; all have returned to the first life.“g1
In the course of the Shaykh Tabarsi struggle, QuddGs  is said to- -.
have written a number of letters addressed to his followers in
which he identified each one of them with a prophet or saint of
the past. One of them, for example, is described as the return of
S_haykh  Ahmad ibn Abi T&lib  Tabarsi, the saint buried at the
shrine itself.g2  Similarly, Zawara’i  refers to the 313 companions
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of QuddGs  as nuqab&,r’q3 evidently a reference to the “direc-
tors” who were expected to return with the Qb’irny4

LATER CLAIMS OF DIVINITY

Nor was the extension of hierarchical status limited to the
identification of individuals as the “return” (raj’a) of a particu-
lar holy figure of the past. In the last years of his career, the
B&b  bestowed on large numbers of his followers individual
names of God numerologically equivalent to their original
names. Thus, Mu116 Muhammad ‘Ali  B&fur&hi  was called
“QuddGs,” Shaykh ‘Ali  Turshizi was ” ‘Azim,”  Sayyid Yahya
Darabi  and Erz6’ahyP  N&?-both  “Wahid” (the former being
known as “Wahid-i A’zam,”  the “greater unity,” the latter also
being named “Azal”), Mirza  Asadu’llah  K&‘i  “Dayyan,” MullP
Rajab ‘Ali  Isfahani  “Qahir,” and so ong5  Each such individual
seems in some sense to have been understood as a manifestation
of the particular attribute of God indicated by his name. It is in
this sense, but with possibly wider implications, that Muham-
mad ‘Ali  B&-fur&&i,  Quddtis,  was called by the Bbb  “the last
name of God” ( ismu’llhhu’l-ttkhir)?6

Beyond this, certain individuals were seen as manifestations
of the divinity in a broader and more explicit sense. One of the
most compelling examples of this is the following statement of
the Bbb  concerning Mulla Husayn  BushrG’i:  “And make men-
tion of the first to believe, for if you should  travel upon the Sea
of Names, you will behold him to be the Primal Will, and if you
should travel on the Sea of the first creation, you will behold
the one who was the first to believe in him; and know that he
has ever been and always will be alive. Whoever possesses
might in the Bay&  has become powerful through him, and
whoever possesses knowledge in the BayPn  has become knowl-
edgeable through him. . . .“97
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In an interesting passage of his “Lawh-i Siraj”, Mirza  Husayn
‘Ali  NW,  BahL’u’llPh,  quotes in part and paraphrases in part
words of the Bab  concerning Hajj  Sayyid Jawad  Karbala’i, in
which he describes the latter as “the primal Mirror which has
from all eternity reflected and will for all eternity reflect God,”
as “the Primal Cause” (‘illat-i  awwaliyya),  and as “a prophet
unto all the worlds.” Baha’u’llah  himself comments on the
reference to Sayyid Jaw&d  as the Primal Cause, saying that
“this station is above all names, be they of the Essence of God
(&6ru’Wr),  or the Reality of God (kuyn&nutu’l/6h),  or the
Remembrance of God (dhikru’flbh),  or the Mirror of God
(mir’litu’llhh), for previously anyone who attributed such a sta-
tion to the Prophet of God would have been declared an un-
believer, inasmuch as men believed the Primal Cause to be God
Himself .“99

As in the case of claims of qb’imiyyu,  it seem to have been
Muhammad ‘Ali  BarfurGs&,  QuddGs,  who was the Bbb’s  chief
rival in respect of claims to some form of divinity. ‘Abbas  Ef-
fendi,  ‘Abdu’l-Baha,  maintains that Quddus’s  commentary on
the letter shd  of the word al-sumad  (Qur’bn  112:2) which he “re-
vealed” (nhzi2  furmlidund)  at Shaykh Tabarsi, was “from begin-
ning to end . . . (filled with the words) “Verily, I am God.“‘loO
There certainly appears to be confirmatory evidence that, in the
course of the Shaykh Tabarsi siege, QuddGs  did, in fact, make-.
claims of this kind. Zawara’i  refers to him as a “place of Gods
manifestation” (muzhur-i  khudh),lO1  while a BBbi  apostate who
encountered him in Bdrfugsh  after the end of the siege is said
to have rebuked him with the words: “You claimed . . . that
your voice was the voice of God.“lo2  QuddGs’s  own claims to
divine status for himself are reinforced by many of the B&b’s
statements about him. In a Tablet of visitation (ziyhru)  written
at some point after QuddGs’s  death in 1849, the B&b  writes:
“from all eternity you have existed in the exaltation of holiness
and majesty, and unto all eternity you shall exist in the exalta-
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tion of holiness and majesty. You are the one who is manifested
through the manifestation of your Lord (anta ‘I-zhhir  bi-zuhrir-i
rabbika) and the one who is concealed through the concealment
of your Lord. In the beginning when there was no beginning
but you, and in the end when there will be no end save you;
you ascended through all creation to a horizon unto which
none preceded ~ou.“‘~~ In a section of the Kithb-i panj  sha’n
written for Mulla Shaykh ‘Ali  Turshizi, the B&b  explicitlyde-
clares  that “the lasGa;of  God has shone forth and flashed
and gleamed and become manifest; well is it with him who sees
in him nothing but God.“lo4

Within the context of such statements, it may be possible to
suggest a fresh dimension to our understanding of the events
which occurred at the Bdbi  assembly at Badasht in 1848, which-
is generally associated with the abrogation of the Islamic laws
(shari’a), the proclamation of the inauguration of a new age of
inner  truth (though not, I am inclined to think, at this stage the
implementation of a Bdbi  shari’a), and the announcement of the-
imminent appearance of the Qb’im.  (A secondary objective
of the meeting was to draw up plans for the release of the
Bbb  from prison in Azerbaijan.) In what is in some respects
a curious letter, ‘Abdu’l-Bah6  states that “many have mani-
fested divinity (ulrihiyyat)  and lordship (rubtibiyyat).  . . . At
Badas&, her excellency Tahirih raised to the highest heaven
the cry of “Verily, I am God,” as did many of the friends at
Badasht.“*05 Brief as it is and lacking in direct evidence, this
theologically uncharacteristic statement is nonetheless extremely
suggestive and may prove an important starting point for fresh
enquiries into the significance of the Badasht gathering. It may
well be the case, for example, that the recorded  divisions be-
tween the participants in the meeting, in particular that be-
tween Qurratu’l-‘Ayn and Quddus,  relate in some way to the
advancement of competing claims of this kind.

Certainly a number of Babi  texts of the post-Badasht  period
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contain what would only a few years previously have been
regarded as pure blasphemy. Some of the Bbb’s  later writings,
including numerous sections of the Kit&i  panj  sha’n, contain
exordia such as “this is a letter from God, the Protector, the
Self-subsisting, to God, the Protector, the Self-Subsisting,“lo6
or “this is a letter from God to him whom God shall mani-
fest .“lo7 Even more direct is the following passage from a letter
of the Bbb  to Mu116 Ibrahim  Qazvini, Rahim: “‘Ali  before Nabil
[ i.e., ‘Ali  Muhammad, the Bab]  is the Self of God (nafsu’-
llhh)  . . . and the name of Al-Azal, al-Wahid [i.e., Mirz6
Yahya Nuri,  Subh-i Azal] is the Essence of God (dhcitu’llhh).“108
In a letter also written to Qazvini after the Bbb’sdeath, the lat-
ter’s former amanuensis, Sayyid Husayn  Yazdi, declares “were
it not for the existence of God in my beloved, the Eternal, the
Ancient (al-azal  al-aqdam)  [i.e., Qazvini],‘Og  I should not have
addressed these words to you, my beloved,” and goes on to
refer to the B&b’s  death as “the disappearance of God’ (ghay-
batu’lbh)  and “the ascension of God” (+‘Lidu’lllih).“llo  -

I am of necessity selecting passages in order to get across a
rather neglected point, and I would not wish to suggest that I
have exhausted the possibilities of late Babi  theophanic doctrine
or that I have necessarily offered the most reliable picture of it.
What I wish to do is to lay a basis for the study of subsequent
developments by showing that there was general acceptance in
the BPbi  community of widespread claims to theophanic status
and authority and that no very systematic or consistent doc-
trine had been either developed or promulgated to resolve the
issues such claims inevitably brought to the surface. It is, I
think, important to do this in order to balance somewhat the
view put forward by the Baha’i  writer Balyuzi and others to the
effect that the doctrines contained in the Nuqtatu’l-khf  are
merely “a reflection of the anarchy of the darkest days of the
Babi  Faith’ and that early Bdbi  leaders such as Darabi, ZanjPni,
Mulla Husayn, QuddGs,  and Qurratu’l-‘Ayn could not possibly
have held such opinions.“’
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I am willing to accept the view that the doctrinal situation
following the death of the Bgb  and the core of the BQbi  leader-
ship was confused. But I think I have shown that the roots of
later speculation lay incontrovertibly in theories and events
close to the heart of the Babi  movement throughout its most
coherent period. The notion of a united, doctrinally unobjec-
tionable “Bbbi  Faith” is merely a reflection of the retrospective
systematizing tendencies of modern Baha’is.

THE BiBi  HIERARCHICAL SYSTEM

Of paramount importance for our understanding of sub-
sequent events, among which the Bah&‘i/Azali  split is the
most significant, is the hierarchical system of “mirrors” (ma-
rciyli),  “glasses” (bultiriylit),  “guides” (adillh’),  and “witnesses”
(shuhadh’) developed by the Bbb  in his later writings. This is
not,  in the strict sense, an organized system of hierarchical
grades since the terms involved are, to a large degree, mutually
interchangeable and imprecisely used in the texts. Nevertheless,
hierarchy is certainly involved in the concept, and there are in-
dications that definite roles were envisaged for individuals exer-
cising the functions associated with the titles. In this respect,
BPbi  doctrine offers a clear continuation of the Shi’i theory of
hujiyya,  which is extended, not only to the prophet  and the
Imams  or their equivalents, but to other grades of a loose hier-
archy as well.

In discussing the meaning of the term nujabh’, applied to the
saints who will accompany the Qb’im  on his return, Shaykh
Ahmad  al-Ah&t?  refers to variants on the well-known SGfi
hierarchy which includes, according to one version, a single
“pole” (qutb),  four “pillars” (arkf.bz),  forty “replacements” (ab-
d62),  seventy “nobles” (nujab6’),  and three hundred and sixty
“righteous” ($lihrin).112 Such an arrangement, al-Ah&Y says, is
not to be found in the works of Shi’i tradition, except for a-
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statement by the Imam  ‘Ali  ibn al-Ijusayn  referring to “the rec-
ognition of the meanings (c&ma’hni)  in the second, the recogni-
tion of the gates (&&whb)  in the third, the recognition of the
Imam  in the fourth, the recognition of the pillars (al-ark&z)  in
the fifth, the recognition of the directors (al-nuqubh’) in the
sixth, and the recognition of the nobles (al-nujubu’) in the
seventh.“l13 The first four of these (al-tuw&d  [in a common var-
iant, dbuy6n],  dmu’6ni,  al-ubwtrb, and al-imizmu)  are gen-
erally regarded as referring to the Imams: as the stations
(al-muqbmht)  in which God is known to men; as the “mean-
ings” of Gods acts; as his knowledge, power, wisdom, and so
forth; as the “gates of God”; and as Imams in the visible
realm .l14 In al-AhsZi’i’s  opinion, the four ark&z  are equivalent to
the four nuwwcib of the Twelfth ImPm,  the nujubh’ (whom he
equates with the ubdd)  are the first ranks of the righteous in
Shi’i  Islam (khiyhr al&Vu),  and the nujubh’ are the second rank
of these.l15  -

This hierarchical grading is linked by al-Al&Y  to the degree
of spiritual knowledge available to each of its ranks. The nu-
qubh’  (or khusisrin,-. “special ones”), for example, can know the
Imams in their highest stations of muqtrmht, mu’6ni, and
ubw6b;  whereas the nujubiz’  are capable only of knowing them
in the rank of im6mu.l16  From a different angle, it is said that
the believers receive their knowledge of God from the prophets,
who in turn receive theirs from Muhammad and the Imams,
who are the first beings to whom God made himself known-
a process which is compared to that of a series of mirrors re-
flecting the same original image in descending degrees (an
analogy of importance in the present context).l17

Implicit in this hierarchical system is the notion of intermedi-
acy. The Imams are, in the first place, the primary intermedi-
aries between men and God, being the “gates” or “paths” that
link the creation with the Creator.‘18  There must, at the same
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time, be further intermediaries between the Imams and the
believers in general, since not all the latter possess the same ca-
pacity. Al-Ah&?  speaks of these latter intermediaries in the
context of a much-commented quranic verse: “And we ap-
pointed, between them and the towns we blessed, manifest
towns, and we measured the journey between them. Travel in
them by night and by day securely.” (34:18) According to a
tradition related from the Imam  Bbqir,  the “towns we blessed’
are the Imams, while the “manifest towns” (quran  p%zira)  are
the messengers and transmitters from the Imams to the be-
lievers (shi’a) and the scholars (fuqahh’)llg  of Shi’i Islam.12o

The B%i  leader Qurratu’l-‘Ayn Tdhirih  also Ekes  use of this
quranic verse, referring to an alternative interpretation which
identifies the “manifestations” with Shi’is in general and the
four “gates (abwcib) in particular.‘*l She makes this identifica-
tion in the course of a broader account of the continuing pro-
cess of divine guidance through the ages, according to which
God has sent a mazhar  and guhtir in every age and period. Thus
prophets were despatched  until the coming of Muhammad
(who is, of course, their seal). After Muhammad, men were
tested through the ImPms  until the disappearance of the last of
them, after which the “gates” were appointed so that humanity
should not be left without guidance. Following the “gates”,
pious ulama guided the Shi’is’** until the appearance of wicked
scholars who made exalted claims for themselves and corrupted
the faith. Since, however, the Hidden Imam  wished to distin-
guish the good from the wicked, he chose a perfect man to
whom he taught his inner knowledge and whom he preserved
from sin and error.lz3  Although she does not give his name, it is
clear from subsequent references that Qurratu’l-‘Ayn is here re-
ferring to S_haykh  Ahmad  al-Ah&Y  On his death, she says,
God appointed Sayyid Kaqim  Ra&ti  to be the sign (al-6ya)  and
proof (al-hujja)  on behalf of the Imam  to all men. After Rashti,



1 1 6 Denis  MacEoin

‘Ali  Muhammad Shirazi  was made the bhb and hujja.lz4  The
B6b  himself, she concludes, will be followed in his turn by the
open appearance of the Imam  in person.lZ5

In another treatise, Qurratu’L’Ayn  links the concept of the
“manifest towns” to the Shaykhi theory of the “fourth support”
(af-rukn al-rhbi’).  This l&&  theory is fairly complex, and I do
not propose to discuss it in detail here. Suffice it to say that,
where traditional Shi’i theology speaks of five “bases” (u&l) of-
religion (i.e., the oneness of God, prophethood, resurrection,
the justice of God, and imamate), Shaykhi doctrine reduces- -
these to three: knowledge of God, prophethood, and imamate.
Added to these is a “fourth support,” which is knowledge of the
“friends” (awliyh’) of the Imams,  a term which includes the nu-
qabiz’  and nujabtr’,  together with mujtahids  and the ulama in
genera1.1z6  In the course of a defence  of the concept of four sup-
ports, Qurratu’l-‘Ayn states that the “fourth support” may be
identified with the “manifest towns.“127  She further argues that
the meaning of the messenger (rastil) in every age is the “bearer
of the hidden sign,” a branch of the tree that gives the fruit of
true knowledge. This fruit is renewed in every age in order to
put men to the test. This bearer of God’s hidden knowledge is
revealed at whatever time the will of God deems it proper.lz8  In
this age, she says, God has revealed the “fourth support” and
sent a messenger (rad),  who is the remembrance of the Imam
-in other words, the Bab.  This individual she then identifies as
“the manifest town,“12v later describing him as the “special shi’a-
(shi’ay-i khasi? .  .  . az maqizrrz-i  ikhti&)  and one of the nu-
qabb’  or (echoing al-Ah&Y) “specixShi’a.“130 She also defends
the B&b’s use of the words “I am he who manifested himself to
Moses on Sinai” (man-am mutajalliy-i  Mrish  dar Ttir) by refer-
ring to a well-known Shi’i tradition to the effect that the one
who appeared to Moseswas  a man from behind the throne of
God, one of the shi’a of the Imams.131  More widely, she states
that, in this age, the nuqabb’  are shining forth from the glory of
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the Imams,132 probably a reference to the Letters of the Living
or other members of the Babi  hierarchy.‘33

The B&b  himself makes use of the sevenfold concept of tawhid,
ma’lini, abwhb, imhma,  arklin,  nuqabh’, and nujabh’. Although
he does not identify them with any specific individuals, he does
indicate that these last two groups exist on earth and go unrec-
ogized by men. 134 He does, however, identify the Letters of the
Living as the “manifest towns,“135  an identification also made
by Qurratu’l-‘Ayn in a commentary on one of the Bab’s  let-
ters.136 Qurratu’l-‘Ayn significantly precedes her own reference
to the scibiqtin  as the “manifest towns” by describing them as
“the paths and gates of the Remembrance” (subul  al-d&kr  wa
abw4buhu),137 epithets which draw attention to the role of the
shbiqrin as intermediaries between the primary manifestation of
the Will and the rest of mankind.

Curiously enough, the Bbb  makes little use of the terms
nuqabh’ and nujabh’, preferring instead to employ the terms
already mentioned (ma&y&  adillLi’,  and shuhadir’).  In the Panj
sha’n, however, there occurs an important reference to the
nuqab6’  and nujabh’; in the context of an explanation of the
Bbb’s  theory of secondary mirrors. We have already noted that
he often refers to the place of manifestation of the Will as a mir-
ror, in which the sun of God (or of the Will) may be seen.138  But
this original mirror, as the representative of the hidden Essence,
marks only the inception of a descending hierarchy, the grades
of which are themselves described as mirrors reflecting it in a
manner identical to that outlined by al-Ah&Y in his account of
the hierarchy of knowledge.13g “If,” says the B&b,  “unnumbered
mirrors were to be placed before him [i.e., the ma?har]  and he
were to decree prophethood [for them], they would be prophets
(rusul);  and if unnumbered mirrors were to stand in front of
them and he were to decree guardianship [for them], they
would be guardians (awliy6’);  and if unnumbered mirrors were
to stand before them and he were to decree directorship, they
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would be directors (naqib);  and if unnumbered mirrors were to
stand before them and he were to decree nobility, they would
be nobles (najib); and likewise for every goodly name.“lao

This sequence of primary, secondary, tertiary, and other mir-
rors is, according to the Bib,  an actual characteristic of every
revelationary cycle, not only in the lifetime of the prophet (who
is the primary mirror) but throughout the subsequent period,
leading up to the reappearance of the Primal Will in another
prophet. “Consider,” he says, “the revelation of the prophet
Muhammad; how many mirrors appeared up until the time
when God manifested the Point of the Bayan. . . . Similarly,
behold in the Bayan, from the first moment that God sent it
down upon the Primal Point until the time of the next resurrec-
tion, wherein God shall manifest him whom God shall
manifest. . . all the pure glasses that have appeared, all the un-
touchable mirrors that have reflected. . . .“lal In a lengthier
passage, he describes the relationship between the primary and
the other mirrors: God, he says, “has singled out from his cre-
ation a mirror indicating his firstness and his lastness, his ap-
pearance and his concealment, and has established it as his
Will, inasmuch as it has only wished for that which he has
wished. . . . In this mirror there is seen nothing but his most
holy essence. . . . This mirror has appeared from the beginning
that has no beginning in every revelation (pdztir)  with a (dif-
ferent) name, and in every period of concealment (buttin)  it has
manifested itself on (different) thrones.“142  Although they are
innumerable, these mirrors are but a single mirror in which
God alone can be seen.la3  All other mirrors exist in the shadow
of this single mirror and are all manifestations (tajalliyybt)  of
it.la4  This, however, raises the question of how there can be a
multiplicity of mirrors in any one dispensation-to which the
B&b  replies that in each revelation the “speaker” (nhfiq,  the pri-
mary manifestation of the divine Will),la5  which is a mirror
showing the “manifest exaltation” of the pdzrir, summons men
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to the revelation, while all the secondary mirrors to be illu-
mined in that suhrir  summon others to the primary mirror.146
God, indeed, wishes to see innumerable secondary mirrors
placed beneath the shadow of the first, all of them remaining
entirely dependent on it.14’

This hierarchical principle is precisely observed in the Bdbi
dispensation. God, says the Bab,  created him and made him the
mirror of his self, after which unlimited secondary mirrors were
created from him. Out of these latter, God again selected a sin-
gle mirror to be a mirror for himself, causing it to speak on his
behalf and to act as a locus (maqhm)  for his revelation and con-
cealment. From this secondary mirror in turn other mirrors are
to be brought into existence, all of them calling men to God,
informing them about him and guiding them to him.‘48  This
sequence is described in detail in a subsequent passage:

God, praised be he, has singled out in this revelation an untouch-
able mirror and an exalted glass in which the sun of reality is re-
flected, upon which the point of divinity has shone, and in which
the real being of eternity is displayed. . . . This mirror shall be re-
flected in (another) mirror, which mirror shall be reflected in
(another) mirror, which mirror shall be reflected in (another) mir-
ror, which mirror shall be reflected in (another) mirror. Even were
I to make mention (of these mirrors) to the end that has no end, the
accounting of my heart would not be free of those shining reflec-
tions, those ascending manifestations. But until now only that
(original) mirror has appeared with pure innate capacity (fitru
Ynah&)  .149

This series of reflecting mirrors parallels and is in some ways
closely linked to the better-known hierarchical system of Bab-
ism composed of “letters” (hunifht),  “unities” (w$zidht),  and
“all things” (kullu  shay’). Together with the Bab  himself, the
eighteen “Letters ofhe  Living” formed the “first unity” (al-
w&d  al-awwal)150 of the Bayan. It seems to have been the
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Bab’s  intention to establish a complete and identifiable hierar-
chy based on the multiplication of “unities” (whhid),  beginning
with the Letters of the Living. According to Nabil, the BLb  in-
structed his first disciples to record the names of those whom
they converted, lists of which were to be forwarded to him via
his uncle in Shiraz. These lists were to be classified by the Bab
into “eighteen sets of nineteen names each,” each set constitut-
ing a single “unity” and the total, together with the first “unity”
coming to 361, the number of “all things” (i.e., the numerical
equivalent of the phrase kullu  shay’)>51

Although the Bab’s  later writings continue to contain complex
references to this overall concept, there is no evidence that his
original object was ever attained or that the classification of
“unities” proceeded as planned. Nevertheless, there are refer-
ences to a “second unity” (al-whhid  al&hi),  which included
the Bdbi  leader Sayyid YahyP  Dbrabi, Vahid,152  and to “unities”
other than the first,lS3 and it seems likely that the Bbb  retained
hopes of ultimately organizing his followers according to this
scheme.

A related but more complex concept, which I cannot claim to
understand or be able to explain fully at this point, is that of
mirrors reflecting the letters of the unities or the unities in gen-
eral. This idea is expressed simply (but unfortunately without
any reference) by the Baha’i  writer IshrLq-Khavari,  who states
that the BQb  “established eighteen mirrors  beneath the shadow
of each of the Letters of the Living, in order that they might
form the number of w&d  (19)  together with the Letters of the
Living.“154 This seems to be related to the progressive develop-
ment of the Bib’s claims, as he himself indicates in the Panj
sha’n:  “I revealed myself in the gates for four years, and it is
necessary that a mirror be found for each letter, that it may be a
place of manifestation (maqhar)  for those letters.ls5  This sense
of progression is emphasized in the following passage:
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“You revealed me in the name of your gates for that number [i.e.,
the number of years corresponding to them], 4; wherefore, create,
0 my God, for each unity an untouchable mirror that may reflect
your essence, and an exalted glass that may guide (men) to your
oneness. Then you removed the honor of that garment and raised
me up from that inaccessible horizon and revealed me in the guides
to your guardianship (fi  adillb’  wilhyatika)  and the names of your
unity. Wherefore, create 0 my God, in each year for each unity an
untouchable mirror and an exalted glass that will reflect from my
self in all the grades of your power and the manifestations of your
glory,“‘56

Or again:

“I bear witness that God manifested me in the gates for the number
of [the letter] dril  [i.e., 41,  in which we remained speaking; and
since my self has recognized all things, it is necessary that that mir-
ror be reflected by (another) mirror. . . , indeed it is necessary that
there be found in each year a mirror for each manifestation of the
guides of the unity (adilb al-z&hid)  .“lS7

What this appears to mean is that the BPb  hoped a fresh mir-
ror would be found to reflect each of the original Letters of the
Living every year, in this way creating new unities, leading ulti-
mately to the creation of one or more kullu shay’. It would,
however, take a total of three hundred and sixty-one years to
reach the first kullu shay’ in this way. If, on the other hand, we-
think of an exponential progression, with each new unity gen-
erating subsidiary unities every year, numerous kullu shay’-
would rapidly come into being.

Possibly related to the above concept is that of the regular
appearance throughout the Bdbi  dispensation of temples (hay-
kals), apparently manifestations of each of the members of the
first unity: “Nurture, 0 God, the tree of the Bayan  until the
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day of him you will manifest; and cause to appear, 0 God, at
the beginning of every (period of) sixty-six years a temple be-
longing to the temples of the unity, that they may raise up your
paths in the Bayan [i.e., promulgate the Babi  laws] and take
hold of what you decreed from your horizons in the Bayan un-
til the day your heaven, your earth, and all that is between
them shall be illumined by the appearance of him whom you
will manifest .“158 The significance of this is somewhat clearer
than that of the foregoing. In the course of his lengthy and
complex discussion of the significance of “temples” in the last
sections of the Punj sha’n, 15g the BPb  says that every sixty-six
years of the quranicera  passed about one letter of the first
“unity”.160 Significantly, the Bbb  compares the first temple (the
locus of the Primal Will) and the eighteen temples beneath it to
the sun and the mirrors reflecting it.16’  It is unclear what the
relationship between the two ideas must be, but in the Hnykal
al-din (Temple of religion), the Bbb  orders the renewal of all
books every sixty-six years .162 Perhaps the idea is that fresh
knowledge will be revealed every sixty-six years and that,
therefore, all previous books will become worthless.

It is far from clear to what extent the Bbb  wished to formalize
this system. Many of the references to udill6’  , shuhadh’,  and
murizyci  seem quite general and open-ended. At the same time,
there are hints that some sort of organization was to be intro-
duced. In the Arabic Bayan and the Huykul  al-din, for example,
the BPb  describes the division of the spoils of war to various
groups, including “the first letters” (al-hurtif  al-z.%)  and “the
witnesses” (ul-shuhudh’).163 In the Persian and Arabic Bayhns
the B&b  lays down general rules for the distribution of tax rev-
enue to the members of the unities, as well as the descendants of
the Letters of the Living.16“ In one place, he instructs future Bdbi
kings to select twenty-five individuals from the ulama who are
“horizons of the letters” (mut~li’  al-hurrif)  to teach the people.165
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LONG-TERM ESCHATOLOGICAL EXPECTATIONS

Whether organized or not, the concept of guides and wit-
nesses is closely linked to the Bib’s anticipation of the eschato-
logical events related to the appearance of the next locus of the
Primal Will, generally referred to in his writings as “he whom
God shall manifest” (man yuzhiruhu  ‘llbh). The BPb  expected his
laws and teachings to be preserved and promulgated in the long
term by a succession of guides who would eventually lead men
to the recognition of the next prophet. It is, as we have noted
previously, a basic Shi’i principle that there must always be-
a divine proof (hujja)  for creation. The Bbb  himself emphasizes
this doctrine in a highly important passage of the Panj sha’n,-
which I shall quote almost in full:

Know that [it is the case] in each manifestation (pJn2r)  that, until
the creation of that manifestation has reached the limits of perfec-
tion, the divine Will and eternal Volition of the Living One will not
return to men. From the beginning of each manifestation to the day
of the next manifestation, all the guides that appear always have
affirmed and always will affirm the acceptance of that revelation;
and they have been and will be the ornaments embellishing that
period of concealment [buttin;  i.e., between revelations]. They are
all mirrors reflecting the sun of oneness belonging to that manifes-
tation and shining glasses displaying the Countenance of that con-
cealment .

And know that there has always been and always will be a proof
on the part of the God unto his creation, for all things exist through
the Will of God; indeed, it cannot be imagined that there should at
any time be a thing and the proof for it on the part of God not be
complete. . . . Just as the Living One has always existed, so there
has ever been established the existence of the throne of reality
among created beings. Throughout eternity his station has always
existed, except that in the day of resurrection (yawm-i qiy6mat)  he
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is manifest and shining above the horizon (m&riq),  while in the
days of his setting (ghurtib)  he is knowing and hidden.-

Yet during the period of his concealment, there have been and shall
be guides to his cause in each manifestation who have preserved
and shall preserve his religion. And there have been and shall be
witnesses to creation on his part. These are the lights of guidance in
the night of nights, through whom all (others) are guided.lbb

Referring to the questions of how long a period will elapse
between his revelation and that of him whom God shall mani-
fest, the Bab  states that, in every manifestation God chooses
for the locus of manifestation guides, witnesses, preservers
(h@z),  and forerunners ( YUZOWG~~)‘~~  who preserve Gods laws
from manifestation to manifestation and summon men to God
from concealment to concealment.168  It is men’s duty to recog-
nize the “throne of revelation” in each manifestation and cling,
in each concealment, “to the guides of the one veiled in that
manifestation.16g

It is clear that this principle is also to obtain in the period be-
tween the manifestation of the Bab  and that of him whom God
shall manifest. “In the days of God,” the Bbb  writes, “every
glass that rises up will be a guide to him whom God shall mani-
fest and all shall reflect him.“170  “While the sun is shining [i.e.,
while the Bbb  still lives], let you all obtain illumination from its
light. But after that, he who recites171  the verses of God in their
true nature (bi-fipatihh),  may you obtain illumination from
their [the verses] light. And if after that there should shine forth
one like him, then you shall be guided by one like him and shall
shine with the light of God, until such time as the unity is com-
plete, whereupon the affair shall return to God.“172

This last passage seems to be made even clearer in the follow-
ing lines from a letter of the Bbb’s  to Mirza  Ibrahim  Qazvini, to
whom he writes: “The cause shall reach the Name al-Wahid
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[i.e., MirzP  YahyL  $ubh-i Azal], for his appearance in himself is
a proof; and after him, should God reveal one like him possessed
of proof, it [the cause] shall reach him; otherwise the cause is in
the hands of the witnesses in the Bayan, until the day of him
whom God shall manifest in the next resurrection.“173  It seems
evident, then, that the B&b  anticipated some form of continuing
bujjiyya,  mediated at first through single individuals and then,
if necessary, through the “witnesses” in general. That this was
so is emphasized by his statement to the effect that “the creation
shall be in the night of nights just as it was after Muhammad,
until you [God] show beneficence towards them through the
manifestation of your self in the day of resurrection.“174

A crucial question, of course, was that of how long the period
of concealment between the Bbb’s death and the appearance of
him whom God shall manifest would be. Although it cannot be
proved, I am of the opinion that this did not actually become
an issue until the mid-1860s,  when conflicting Azali and Baha’i
claims about the length or brevity of this period raised it to a
central position in the debate between these two factions. The
Bbb’s own writings, as we have seen, imply an interval similar
to that between any two previous prophets. The reference to
temples appearing every sixty-six years would seem to preclude
any manifestation before at least one such period. More tell-
ing are the numerous passages that anticipate the appearance
of BPbi  kings,175 ministers, governors, and ulama;176  or the con-
quest of the entire earth by the Babis;177  or the general ap-
plication of Bdbi  laws, including that of pilgrimage; or the
construction of mosques and tombs; or the levying of taxes; or
the regulation of trade-all of which necessitate the existence of
a developed and stable Bdbi  state.

Indeed, some of the Bab’s  laws, such as the regulations that
books must be renewed every 66 or 202 years178  or that furni-
ture must be replaced every 19 years,17v  of themselves imply
a long-term outlook on his part. But perhaps the clearest indica-
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tion of the minimum time-scale anticipated by the BQb  is to be
found in a passage of the Hayka2 al-din which, in spite of its
obscurities, is quite explicit as to the number of years involved.

If he [God] wished, he could decree more than a “unity”; and if he
desires he is capable [of revealing] until the day of resurrection
thrones of the living (a’rbsh  hayy,  sic); and if he wishes he will
command you (to obey/follow?) one whose knowledge encom-
passes the laws of the BayPn  after the sun has set. After six hundred
and sixty-two years have elapsed of the BayPn,  present yourselves
before your ruler (mulikikum, God?) every eleven years (?,  fi
ihb’ushar  sana,  sic), then praise [him?], that you may thus present
yourselves before him whom God shall manifest.180

It is worth referring, even if only in passing, to the vexed
question of the terms aghyuth  (of ghiyuth)  and mustughghtrth,-
which are used by the Bbb inthe  Persia~Buyun  in connect&
with the appearance of him whom God shall manifest.181  The
most important passage in which the terms are used is in the
sixteenth bcib  of the second w&l:

I promise the people of the Bayan  that if, at the time of the appear-
ance of him whom God shall manifest, you should all attain to that
mightier paradise [i.e., belief in him] and that greater meeting, you
shall be blessed, you shall be blessed, you shall be blessed. Other-
wise, should you hear that a revelation has appeared with the signs
of the former (revelation), in the number of God the Most Succour-
ing (al-ughyuth  = 1511),  let you all enter in. If that should not take
place anz  it ?;as reached the number of the name of God the
Beseeched (al-mustughhth=2001),  and if you should hear that a- -
Point has appeared yet you have not all been convinced, have
mercy on yourselves and all in your entirety enter beneath the
shadow of that manifest Point. . . . If you do not hear [that he has
appeared], then abase yourself and offer up supplications that the
grace of God may not be cut off from you until [the  time of] mus-
tughhth.  And if you hear between now and mustughrith  that he- -
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who is my beloved and your beloved, my sovereign and your sov-
ereign, has appeared, do not hesitate even for a single second, but
enter you all together beneath God’s shadow. . . . 0 People of the
BayAn,  if anyone should hesitate even to take one breath after two
thousand and one years, he shall without question no longer be-
long to the religion of the Bay&n  and shall enter he11.182

Baha’i  writers have, I think, been correct in pointing out that
the two figures of 1511  and 2001 years represent the latest date
at which the next manifestation was to appear, and in stressing
that the B&b  himself held that only God knew the time of the
revelationla3  and that, whatever the date, all were obliged to
recognize him whom God shall manifest when he came. At the
same time, whatever later interpretations of these passages may
suggest, it is highly unlikely that much or any early Babi  opin-
ion anticipated the next manifestation before the passage of a
considerable period of time, and certainly not as soon as the
ninth or nineteenth year after the B&b’s  own appearance.la4

It is also, I think, obvious that it is impossible to maintain
that the Bab  clearly foretold the year of the appearance of him
whom God shall manifest or identified him with a living indi-
vidual, and at the same time to hold that he set no time at all
or, indeed, that he felt some need to refer to the latest date of
the manifestation as 1511  or 2001 years in the future.

Early Bdbi  opinion as to the probable lateness of the next
manifestation would have been reinforced by numerous state-
ments of the Bbb,  particularly in the Panj sha’n, to the effect-
that, unless the creation begun under one manifestation has
reached a state of completion (or perfection), the next manifes-
tation will not arrive.185  Such statements are almost without
exception accompanied by references to the guides or mirrors
who will appear to preserve the faith throughout the time of
concealment. This principle of completeness preceding the re-
creation of all things in a new revelationls6  is stated explicitly to
apply to the Babi  dispensation: “Unless the creation of the Bay&n
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reaches perfection, God shall not manifest him-do you not
see? All who shall appear before his appearance are guides to
the fact that there is no god but him and that all are his ser-
vants. “lB7  “God knows the periqd  (that will elapse) between the
Point of the Bayan and him whom he shall manifest; but if the
creation in any given manifestation does not reach perfection,
God will not manifest the locus of the revelation of himself in
the next manifestation.188  “Today,” he says, “the BayPn  is in a
state of seed; but at the beginning of the revelation of him
whom God shall manifest, there will be the final perfection of
the Baybn.“189

Related in some way to this notion of increased perfection
(which has important analogies in other aspects of Bdbi  doc-
trine)lpO is the concept that, as a revelation progresses, time be-
comes increasingly thin or subtle to the point that a fresh locus
of manifestation has to appear. This idea may have been de-
rived by the Bbb  from Shaykh Ahmad al-Ah&?,  who employs
it in relation to the appearanceof  the Twelfth Imam. According
to al-Ahsa’i,  the beginning and end of time are both subtle
(latif),  while its middle is dense. As men draw closer to the time
of the Imam’s  appearance, time becomes increasingly subtle un-
til he finally returns.lgl This appears to be linked to the theory
that the heavens move quickly during a time of injustice and
slowly during a period of justice, so that, when the Qb’im ap-
pears, a year will equal ten normal years.192  Al-Ahs6’i  also be-
lieved that, when the Qb’im appeared, the heavens would
return to their original position and commence their second
revolution. 193 It certainly seems that al-Ah&?  conceived of
time as essentially single, beginning with the creation and cul-
minating in the appearance of the Hidden ImPm.  The Bbb,
however, while borrowing the idea that time becomes increas-
ingly fine, sees this as a process that recommences with every
fresh revelation of the Primal Will. “In every manifestation,
when the era (ktir)  has reached the extremity of fineness and the
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cycle (ttir)  [has reached] the utmost degree of thinness, he
[God] has manifested himself to his creation in the throne he
has chosen from among men, the seat he has selected from
among his servants.“194 Thus, time became increasingly subtle
through the 1,270 years of the Islamic era until God revealed
the Bab,195 so that time is now in a state of subtlety.196  Since the
BQb  elsewhere states that God nurtured men for 1,270 years,197
it seems evident that the processes of temporal refinement and
gradual perfecting are assumed to go hand in hand during the
period of concealment.

Finally, it is worth noting in passing that the B&b  hinted more
than once that the time of the appearance of him whom God
shall manifest could, in fact, be calculated in advance: “The
length of time from this revelation to the revelation of him
whom God shall manifest is known to God. But it is possible
for men to know it from what they deduce through the science
of letters [gematria]. Should God give anyone that knowledge
in its entirety, he will make his deduction just as those who de-
duced [the time of] the revelation of the Point of the Bayan
from poems.“19s “The period separating one manifestation from
another,” he says, “is known only to God or to those to whom
God has given the science of letters in its entirety .“199 Among
other things, the final sections of the Panj  sha’n are devoted
to the revelation of the science of letters, with the aim of en-
abling men to recognize him whom God was to manifest on his
appearance. And it seems to be the case that specualtion
employing gematria  was used by many BPbis  in an attempt
to “decipher” the rather abstruse statements found in these
passages.200

SHORT-TERM ESCHATOLOGICAL EXPECTATIONS

If, as I think is correct, the vast majority (if not all) of the
Babis  in the period after the Bbb’s  death regarded the next
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manifestation as an event that would occur in the distant
future, possibly as much as 2001 years away, what did they ex-
pect to happen in the immediate future-in the next ten or
twenty years, let us say? I should like to look at one or two in-
dications that there was some kind of messianic expectation in
primitive Babism, even after the Bab’s  own claims had reached
their highest point. This was, as I propose to demonstrate,
largely rooted in Shi’i eschatological theory and in various allu--
sions in the writings of the Bbb  himself. But I think it can also
be attributed in part to the actual conditions of Babism in the
1850s.

The sharp contrast between Shi’i messianic expectations re-
lating to the earthly triumph ofthe  Qb’im  and the rapid estab-
lishment of a reign of justice under his government, on the one
hand, and the physical destruction of the B&b  and his leading
followers, on the other, must have been a tremendous shock to
the large numbers who had put their faith in the Bbb  as their
messiah. In such a situation, the failure of prophecy will pro-
voke a variety of responses: the abandonment of belief, more
intense faith, or readjustment or rationalization of the content
of the prophecy that has been deemed to have failed. Rather
than simply resign themselves to the failure of their immediate
hopes and patiently await the coming of him whom God shall
manifest, it is probable that a large part of the Bdbi  community
would have looked for further eschatological events and per-
sonages in the present.

S$i’i prophecy relating to the events surrounding the appear-
ance of the Q&‘im,  Muhammad, and the other ImLms  is ex-
tremely flexible and open to varying interpretation. Even such a
devout believer in the validity of S&i?  traditions as Shaykh
Ahmad  al-Ah&?  was forced to admit that the prophetictradi-
tions were full of irreconcilable contradictions.201  It is, there-
fore, possible to create a variety of scenarios for events to
come, each of which can be justified by reference to different
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prophecies. I do not wish to enter into a detailed discussion of
these prophecies here-the interested reader may find adequate
information in the standard workszo2-but instead to draw at-
tention to one or two that may be particularly relevant to our
present discussion.

According to a number of traditions, the Qa’im will be the
first of the Imams to return to earthto  after which he will rule
for seven or nine years, each of which will be the equivalent of
ten normal yearsTo Al-Ah&Y expresses a definite preference
for the figure seven (seventy).205  After fifty-nine years of the
Qb’im’s  rule have passed, the Imam  Husayn will come forth; he
will remain silent (@nit)  for eleven years (i.e., until the year
seventy), whereupon the Qa’im will be killed and his place
taken by Husayn for nineteen years until the appearance of
‘Ali  ?06

Now, it was true that the Qa’im (i.e., the Bbb)  had been put
to death in the sixth (thus, sixtieth) year of his “reign.” The logi-
cal conclusion must, therefore, have been that the Imam  Hu-
sayn would now appear to take over the task he had begun.
However, this did not tally very well with strict Babi  theory.
The Bbb  had, as we have seen, stated categorically that the
Imam  Husayn had already returned to earth along with
Muhammad, Fatima, the other Imams,  and the four Gates. In
at least one place, moreover, he had gone on to say that “who-
ever awaits, after this, the appearance of the Mahdi or the re-
turn (raj’a) of Muhammad or one of those who have believed in
God or his verses, is of those who possess no knowledge- [this
shall be so] until the day when God causes me and those who
have believed in me to return. That shall be the day of resurrec-
tion, when all shall be in a new creation.“207  Since the letter in
which this passage occurs is known to have been widely spread
among the Babis,  we must assume that this clear rejection of
further “returns” was reasonably well known within the com-
munity.
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And yet it must have been tempting to ignore it or interpret it
away, for the Shi’i prophecies did not speak of all the sacred
figures of Islamreturning  at once, and it was well known that
‘Ali  in particular was expected to have “two returns.“208  There
were, moreover, hints in the B&b’s  writings that further escha-
tological events could after all be anticipated in the very near
future. These hints are far from easy to disentangle, but I shall
attempt to give some idea of what they involved.

Let me begin by looking at a passage of the Dalh’il-i sabb
where the BPb  commences by quoting part of the well-known
S3’i  tradition, the “Ijadith Kumayl,” interspersing his citations
with references to each of the first five years of his prophetic
mission. Thus, in the first year there occurred “the uncovering
of the veils of glory, without any indication,” in the second “the
extinction of what was doubtful and the clarification of what
was known,” in the third “the rending of the veil through the
overcoming of the mystery,” in the fourth “the attraction of
oneness to the attribute of singleness,” and in the fifth “a light
shone out of the morning of eternity (subh  al-azal)  upon the
tabernacles of oneness.“z0g He concludes by telling his corre-
spondent that he will indeed see the light from the morning of
eternity if he does not despair.21°

Immediately after this, the B6b  turns to examine a phrase in a
morning prayer (du’a  al-sahar)  written by the Imam  Baqir,
which begins with the well-known words “0 God, I beseech
you by your beauty (bahh’ika) in its most beautiful [aspect],
and by all your resplendent beauty. 0 God, I beseech you by
all of your beauty.“211 According to the BQb’s  interpretation,
this first section of the prayer refers to Muhammad, the next to
‘Ali,  up to the fifth section (which begins, “I beseech you, 0 my
God, by your light [ntirika] in its most luminous aspect”), is a
reference to the Imam  Ijusayn. 212 Identification of the word
light (ntir)  with Ijusayn  occurs elsewhere in the B&b’s  writ-
ings213 and can, therefore, be regarded as entirely normal in the
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present context. Although he does not say so explicitly, it is
clear that he is linking the light that occurs in the fifth phrase of
the “uadith Kumayl” (and hence in the fifth year of his mission)
with the light that is mentioned in the du’ri  al-sahar  and which
is identified with the Im6m  Ijusayn.  In other words, the Imam
Ijusayn  is the light that “shone out of the morning of eternity.”

Following this, the Bbb  quotes a short passage from a letter
written by Shaykh Ahmad  al-A&?  to Sayyid KPTim  Rashti,
ending withthe  words: “You shall know his call after a time
(ba’da hin).“*14 This is not the first time the phrase ba’da bin
occurs in the Dalh’il-i sab’a: several pages earlier, the B&b  cites
two passages from the Khufba  al-tutunjiyya attributed to the
Imam  ‘Ah,  in the secondof  which the following words occur:
“After a time you shall possess a new thing (turfa)  through
which you shall know part of the explanation. Thereupon the
regions shall be tongue-tied through men summoning others to
every vanity. Beware, beware, and expect the appearance of
the greatest relief.‘1215

In spite of its obvious meaning of “after a while,” ba’da bin
has been interpreted numerologically, the word bin being taken
as a reference to the year 1268 A.H.Z~~  In other words, ba’da bin
may be read as “after 68,” namely the year 69 or, within the
context of the Babi  dispensation beginning in 1260, the year 9.
In order to get a little closer to what the B&b  is trying to say in
the Dalh’il-i  sab’a, let us look at a number of passages in the
Panj sha’n. Here, he refers to the year 9 and to what will pre--
cede and follow it. Thus, for example, he says: “This is what we
promised you a time ago (min qabli bin [lit. “from before a
time”]), when we replied to you: “Wait until nine has elapsed of
the Bayan, then say “blessed be God, the best of creators.““‘*17
Immediately after this, he says (again, it appears, referring to
an earlier reply) that “before nine (al+‘),  there must appear in
six (al-z&w)  two signs from God in the book from the early
ones (al-awwalin) .“*18 I shall come back to these two “signs” in
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a moment, but first let me quote a later section of the Panj  sha’n
addressed, like the first, to Mulla Shaykh ‘Ali  Turshizi ‘ATm:
“Before the maturity (b&g/z) of th&ir&l  Point inthe  wombs
of existence ‘before nine’ (Gbla  ‘I-tis’a), [which is] the equiva-
lent of ‘before a time’ (qabla  bin),  it is necessary that two mir-
rors reflect God.“21g

It would seem that the ‘two signs’ and the ‘two mirrors’ men-
tioned in these passages are to be regarded as identical. But
what are they references to? After the first of the passages
quoted, the Bab  continues as follows: “Say: the first of them
[ i.e., the two signs] is Yahya the prophet [i.e., John the
Baptist], and the other is the son of ‘Ali.“22o  After the second, he
goes on: “for from the beginning of creation (min badi’  al-
awwal)  until this time, no one was born after the passage of six
months except YahyP  the prophet and Ijusayn  the son of
‘Ali.”

Both the second passages from the Panj sha’n and a similar
passage quoted by Baha’u’llah  in his Law~~ShaykhZZ2  speak- -
in terms of “maturing” or of the development of an embryo
(a common Islamic and Bdbi  image). The lines just quoted ex-
plicitly bring in the notion of an embryo reaching maturity in
the brief period of six months. Could, therefore, the appearance
of the “two signs” (or “two mirrors”) in the year 6 (1266
~.~./1849-~OA.D.)  be intended to indicate the actual birth of
the Bdbi  revelation, which had previously been in a state of ges-
tation? The Bbb  may have anticipated that “before nine,” which
seems to mean “in the year six” (nine months being, of course,
the normal period of gestation), the Bayan would reach matur-
ity in the appearance of two mirrors representing I$.rsayn  and
John the Baptist. As far as Husayn  is concerned, this would cer-
tainly correspond to the prophecies referring to his appearance
in the sixtieth (thus, the sixth) year of the reign of the Qb’im.

But what of the “year nine” itself? There are clear references
to it in some of the Bbb’s  writings. In the Arabic Bay&, for ex-
ample, he writes: “When you hear the mention of the one we
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shall manifest in the name of the Qb’im, anticipate the differ-
ence between al-qci’im  and al-qayytim. Then you shall attain to
all good in the year nine.“223 This statement is echoed in some-
what different words in the Haykal al-din: “Rise upz2*  when
you hear the name of the Qb’im  and when you mention [it].
And you shall witness all good between the difference of
al-qtr’im  and al-qayyrim  numerically (‘adadan) in nine years.“225
One of the problems posed by the use of the terms al-qayyzim
(meaning something like “self-sufficient”) in these passages is
that it is not a normal eschatological term in Shi’i literature and
cannot readily be identified with an expected eschatological
figure. Normally, in fact, the word occurs as a title of the
divinity. In a letter to his uncle, uaji  Mirza  Sayyid ‘Ali  Shirazi,
the Bab  identifies it numerically with the name YGsuf  (=156)
and says that “it means the Qa’im of the family of Muham-
mad,” which is, of course, himself.226  Nor is the numerical dif-
ference between al-q6’im and al-qayytim of much help, since
this may amount to 5, 9, or 14,  depending on the value given to
the third letter (either yiz’  or hamza)  of qh’im.

The reader-if he has persevered this far-will by now have
reached the conclusion that none of this is very clear. I suspect
that many early Bdbis  may have felt the same way. Neverthe-
less, it is apparent that references of this kind must have en-
couraged interest in the years around 1268, 1269, and 1270 A.H.
(1851-54  A.D.) and suggested the possibility of the initial ap-
pearance of John the Baptist and Husayn  in 1266/1848-49,
possibly followed by their later activity in 1269/1852-53.  And
the question of husayniyya- the claim to be the return of Hu-
sayn-did indeed come to be of more than passing interest
around this period.

NOTES

This paper is an expanded version of a paper written for the Second
Annual Los Angeles BahB’i  History Conference, August 1984. It is
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only part of a larger study of authority claims in middle Babism (c.
1850-1866) that I have undertaken. The purchase of many of the
materials used in the preparation of this paper was made possible
through a grant from the Research Committee of Newcastle Univer-
sity, to whom I wish to express my thanks.
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ziylira,  vol. 2, p. 192.
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which the Imams are the loci, see al-Ah&Y  Sharh al-ziyhra, vol. 4,
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pp. 157-60.-

29. The BPb,  Panj sha’n, p. 24 and passim.
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42. Ibid., p. 23.
43. See al-Ah&?,  Shark  al-ziyhra,  vol. 2, pp. 108 233; vol. 3, pp. 29,-
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70. Kashani,  Nuqtatu’l-kbf,  p. 181.
71. Ibid:  p. 152.
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al-‘arabi]), pp. l-2. On the return of all former prophets and saints in
the raj’a,  see al-Ahsa’i,  Sharh  al-ziyhru,  vol. 3, p. 69. On various
meanings of rajk, see K&l&i,  Nuqtatu’l-khf,  p. 170. The identifica--
tion of the first and second to swear allegiance to the QB’im  as



146 Denis  MacEoin

Muhammad and ‘Ah,  followed by the other ImPms,  is based on
prophetic traditions to this effect (see, for example, text quoted al-
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141. Ibid., pp. 162-67
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158. The B&b, $ulht  al-huyhkil, quoted ibid, f. 58a; also quoted
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194. The BPb,  Punj shu’n, p. 248.
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201. Al-Ah&?,  Sharh al-ziybru, vol. 3, pp. 63, 87, 115, 120.
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205. Ibid., pp. 58, 60.
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208. See, for example, al-Ahsa’i,  Shurh  al-ziyhru,  vol. 3, p. 60.

-209. The Bib,  Dulh’il,  p. 58.
210. Ibid.
211. Ibid.
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almost certainly the letter quoted in part by Ras&i  himself in his Dali1
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215. Quoted in the Bab,  Dalri’il  p. 46.
216. See Shoghi Effendi, in Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, p. 18, f.n. 1.
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218. The B&b, Panj sha’n, p. 256.
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line), 168 (last two lines); Kashani,  Nuqtatu’l-klif,  pp. 429-30; the
B&b, Dalli’il,  p. 72; idem,  letter  in the Bab  and Yazdi, Qismati az
alwhh,  p. 9, 35.
220. Idem,  Punj  sha’n, p. 256.
221. Ibid., p. 2807
222. Baha’u’llah,  Law&i  Shaykh, pp. 113-14 (trans. Epistle, p. 152).
223. The BQb, al-Bayhn  al-‘arabi,  6:15,  p. 27.
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225. The Bab,  Haykal al-din, 6:15,  p. 25.
226. Letter quoted in Mazandarani,  zuhtir al-haqq,  vol. 3,
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pp. 316-17; Mazandarani,  Asrbr, vol. 4, pp. 259-31; MirzP  I$tsayn
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A UNIQUE ESCHATOLOGICAL
INTERFACE: BAHkU’LLAH  AND
CROSS-CULTURAL MESSIANISM

by Christopher Buck

Religions decline in fortune over time, between heyday and
renaissance. Whether due to oppression from foreign conquer-
ors, or to eclipse from the rise of a more popular movement, or
to the threat of encroaching secularism, or to the decay of the
social order itself, a religion will eventually face crisis. It is dur-
ing such crucial periods that a peculiar type of scripture dawns
on the historical horizon, that which we call apocalyptic.

The 1979 International Colloquium on Apocalypticism at
Uppsala and the 1983 Princeton Conference on Maitreya Stu-
dies are two instances which show how interest in the apoca-
lyptic is still quite alive.’ Most religions, if not all, develop
future-oriented “visions of the end.” In such eschatological
dramas, cosmology is applied to the future, and these prophe-
cies, often modelled  on past events, may be regarded as a kind
of projected or inverse history.2  Central to most apocalypses is
the messianic savior whose function is to effect a deliverance
from oppression, after which will be the revitalization of reli-
gion-from lowest ebb to restored power.

IS7
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The morphological and historical nucleus of messianism is,
on comparative grounds, defined by Lanternari as follows: “A
messianic movement is, in general, a collective movement of
escape from the present and of expectation of salvation, pro-
moted by a prophet-founder, following a mystico-ecstatic in-
spiration: a movement which intends to start a renewal of the
world which will be realized in an eschatological perspective as
a return to a primordial and paradisical age.“3

In all apocalyptic traditions eschatological associations are
proclaimed by the charismatic aspirant to messianic office.
Prophecy is drawn on for purposes of legitimation. This phe-
nomenon repeats itself over and over in history. But when a
new religion or messianic movement encounters diverse tradi-
tions beyond its own ideological milieu, what kind of cross-
fertilization occurs?

The case of the Baha’i  Faith demonstrates the process, since it
is both well-documented and ongoing. Baha’u’llah  (1817-1892),
prophet-founder of the Baha’i  cause, has been heralded by his
followers as the eschatological Imam  Husayn  (Shiism), Shah
BahrPm  Varjavand (Zoroastrianism), the Spirit of Truthor
Comforter (Christianity), Kalki Visnuyasas (Hinduism), Mai-
treya (Buddhism), as well as Viracocha (Peruvian Incan  tradi-
tion). Other instances of messianic dignity conferred upon
Baha’u’llah  augment this eschatological constellation.4

The only important historical parallel to this example of
what one might call a “multiple messiahship” is afforded by the
prophetology of Mani. In a passage preserved by al-BirGni  from
Mani’s  now-lost Shhhprirug&z,  Mdni  proclaims:

Wisdom and deeds have always from time to time been brought to
mankind by the messengers of God. So in one age they have been
brought by the messenger of God called Buddha to India, in
another by Zoroaster to Persia, in another by Jesus to the West.
Thereafter this revelation has come down, this prophecy in this last

I



Bahli’u’llizh  and Cross-Cultural Messianism IS9

age, through me, MAni,  the Messenger of the God of Truth to
Babylonia?

MPni, who evidently styled himself “the seal of the prophets”6
(as later Muhammad likewise would), was regarded by early
followers (according to the newly discovered Cologne M&i
Code-x)  as a manifestation of the “True Prophet” whose spirit
enlightens a succession of revelators throughout the ages. Such
prophetology echoes Elkasaite doctrine (as Mdni  was raised
among Elkasaite baptists), and is strikingly evocative of the
True-Prophet Christology of Ebionite Christianity as developed
in the Pseudo-Clementine Romance.7

Thus a unique contribution of Mani to religious thought is
the way in which he universalized prophetology through a fed-
eral ideology adapted to embrace wisdom-traditions outside the
Abrahamic thought-world. So successful was Mdni  that during
his own lifetime, the religion spread to Ctesiphon, Babylon, Ar-
menia, India, Mesene, Susiana, and Edessa.8

Although MLni  was probably the first person in history ever
to have consciously pursued the role of a world-prophet, nine-
teenth-century civilization proved a far more auspicious time
for such a figure. Like Mani, Baha’u’llah  was a Persian, yet
both transcended their own cultural boundaries. However, Ba-
ha’u’llah  succeeded where Mani failed. Through a comparable,
though perhaps more august proclamation, Baha’u’llah  was a
superior organizer of an optimistic rather than pessimistic
spirituality. By formulating a code of laws replete with a clear
structure for the future development of his community of be-
lievers, Baha’u’llah  founded a Faith with the potential for be-
coming a world religion.9

As the “World-Reformer,” through whose “new World Or-
deP” the peoples of the world would be universalized, Ba-
ha’u’llah  began to articulate an ideology which relativizes all
past apocalyptic visions as expressive of the same theme, hope,
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mandate, and promise. Within a single vision, legitimated
through Baha’u’llah’s  federal prophetology, is developed a con-
cept referred to as “progressive Revelation”:

Contemplate with thine inward eye the chain of successive Revela-
tions that hath linked the Manifestation of Adam with that of the
BBb  [BaM’u’llPh’s  forerunner]. I testify before God that each one of
these Manifestations . . . hath each been the bearer of a specific
Message, that each hath been entrusted with a divinely-revealed
Book and been commissioned to unravel the mysteries of a mighty
Tablet . . . And when this process of progressive Revelation culmi-
nated . . . He hath arisen to proclaim in person His Cause unto
all.‘]

Bah&‘u’llah  taught as “fact that all the Prophets of God . . .
have invariably foretold the coming of yet another Prophet
after them, and have established such signs as would herald the
advent of the future Dispensation.“lz  Such tension of eschato-
logical expectancy belonged to past religions, but in this age:
“The Prophetic Cycle hath, verily, ended.“13  BahZu’llah an-
nounces: “Say: He Who is the Unconditioned is come, in the
clouds of light, that He may . . . unify the world.“14

Of universal movement in Baha’i  prophetic history is Baha’-
u’llLh’s  advent as the “Promise of all the Prophets of God, . . .
heralded in all the sacred Scriptures.“1S  Augmenting the great
announcement are the specific eschatological claims advanced
by BahL’u’Uh  himself. Taking each eschatological association
separately, Baha’u’llah  proclaimed himself to be four messianic
figures, correlative of course to the four religious traditions
which then predominated in nineteenth-century Persia. This is
the point of departure for the Baha’i process of cross-accultur-
ation of its own universal messianism.

Bah6’u’llah’s  fourfold messiahship is interesting to document,
since this proclamation in effect originated a Bah&‘i  teaching
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technique. Through these specific eschatological bridges, built
to appeal to various apocalyptic traditions, potential converts
were enabled to make the crucial connexion of faith between
Bah6’u’llah  and an expected deliverer foretold in prophecy.

This eschatological interface was expanded through the mis-
sionary endeavors of Baha’u’llah’s  followers, and to some extent
by the official pronouncements of the successive heads of the
Faith. Now, as the Baha’i  teachings are increasingly promul-
gated among the worlds tribal and minority cultures, new apoc-
alyptic expectations are encountered by Baha’i  teachers, who
seek to build appropriate eschatological bridges. A closer look
at Baha’u’llah’s  inaugural role in this “Diffusion of the Baha’i
Faith’ (which topic was discussed by panelists at two confer-
ences of the American Academy of Religion in 1984)  is in order
and calls for a systematic description.

Quite public about his intentional role as a universal apoca-
lyptic figure, Bah6’u’llah  directed his proclamations to specific
religious communities, informing us that:

At one time We address the people of the Torah and summon them
unto Him Who is the Revealer of verses, Who hath come from Him
Who layeth low the necks of men. . . . At another, We address the
people of the Evangel. . . . At still another, We address the people
of the Qur’bn  saying: “Fear the All-Merciful, and cavil not at Him
through Whom all religions were founded.” . . . Know thou,
moreover, that We have addressed to the Magians Our Tablets.
. . . We have revealed in them the essence of all the hints and allu-
sions contained in their Books.lb

To examine Baha’u’llah’s  specific claims within each of the four
aforenamed traditions illustrates the appeal to prophecy which
a charismatic aspirant to messianic office necessarily makes for
purposes of legitimation. Such testimonia are naturally enlarged
upon by later followers. Before we proceed to this secondary
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process, let us look at Baha’u’llah’s  appeal to messianic expecta-
tions then current in Persia and elsewhere among Shi’i Muslims,-
Christians, Jews, and Zoroastrians.

Shi’ih Islam: Baha’u’llah  first acknowledges a popular belief in
Imami Shiism: that of the appearance or emergence (qhtir)  of
the Hidden Twelfth Imam, who is called qh’im, followed by the
return (ruj’;lt)  of other Imams  to eventually establish their rule.
The return of the third, ImPm  IyIusayn,  represents an apoca-
lyptic vision which has been at times a very passionate longing
in S&i?  folk beliefs. Among the bewilderingly numerous apoca-
lyptic traditions in Shiism, the exegesis of the Quranic passage:
“Then, returned We unto you the turn [to prevail] against them
and aided you . . . ,” (Qur’an  17:6) attributed to the sixth
Imam, Ja’far-i-Sbdiq, was quite influential. Here, by “returned’
is meant the return of Imam  Ijusayn,  who will be flanked by
the seventy-two of his companions who were martyred with
him on the field of Karbala. These companions will announce
the return of Ijusayn.  At the same time, the Qb’im  will be
among the people. When the people have truly recognized Iju-
sayn, the Qb’im  will die, and uusayn  will perform the funeral
rites and burial.” With this all-too-slight background, the rele-
vant messianic claim is advanced by BahP’u’llah  as follows:

Consider the eagerness with which certain peoples . . . have anti-
cipated the return of ImPm-Ijusayn,  whose coming, after the ap-
pearance of the QA’im,  hath been prophesied, by the chosen ones
of God, exalted be His glory. These holy ones have, moreover, an-
nounced that . . . all the Prophets and Messengers, including the
Qa’im,  will gather together beneath the shadow of the sacred Stan-
dard which the Promised One will raise. That hour is now come.
. . . The seal of the choice Wine of His Revelation hath, in this Day
. . . been broken. Its grace is being poured out upon men. Fill thy
cup, and drink.18
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Both Shi’i and Sunni Islam anticipate two expected deliverers,
the firstbeing  the Mahdi (the “Divinely Guided One”)-whom
Shi’i tradition identifies with the hidden Twelfth Imhm.  Follow-
ins the Mahdi is to be (in Sunni tradition) Jesus Christ, who
returns to break crosses and to kill swine. In Shi’i tradition, this
tradition is replaced by belief in the return of  ImPm  Ijusayn,
the Prince of the Imhms.  The martyrdom of Ijusayn has moved
the Persian psyche as powerfully as has the crucifixion of Jesus
Christ for Christians down through the centuries. There is a
particularly striking passage in the writings of Bahh’u’ll&h,
where his identification as the Return of Ijusayn is achieved
through an allusion to the martyrdom of this heroic figure. This
passage is translated below, from a Tablet (the Law&i  Ala&-)
mostly in Persian and which was revealed during the Adriano-
ple period (X363-68).

By God! This is He Who hath at one time appeared in the name of
the Spirit [Jesus Christ], thereafter in the name of the Friend [Mu-
hammad], then in the name of ‘Ali  [the Bgb],  and afterwards in this
blessed, lofty, self-subsisting, exalted, and beloved Name. In truth,
this is uusayn, Who hath appeared through divine grace in the
dominion of justice, against Whom have arisen the infidels, with
what they possess of wickedness and iniquity. Thereupon they
severed His head with the sword of malice, and lifted it upon a
spear in the midst of earth and heaven. Verily, that head is speak-
ing from atop that spear, saying: “0 assemblage of shadows! Stand
ashamed before My beauty, My might, My sovereignty and My
grandeur. Turn your gaze to the countenance of your Lord, the
Unconstrained, so that you may find Me crying out among you
with holy and cherished melodies.”

Christianity: Since the chronological sequence of BahP’u’llhh’s
initial proclamations is difficult to establish, apart from the ex-
tant datable writings, the order of the four religions given here
is arbitrary. Wherever dates occur they will be noted. In Stiles’s



164 Christopher Buck

study of the conversion of religious minorities to the BahP’i
Faith in Iran, she notes that while a significant Jewish conver-
sion movement began in Hamadan around 1877, and while in
the early 1880s Zoroastrians were drawn to the Baha’i  Faith, no
conversions among Persian Christians appear to have taken
place.19

Yet this should not obscure the fact that Baha’u’llah  and his
followers were engaged in dialogue with Christians at an early
date, as well as during later stages of contact. Stile’s intriguing
observation awaits further documentation.

While the psychological and theological changes which occurred in
the BabVBaha’i  community between 1850 and 1875 prepared
Baha’is  to receive non-Muslims, those changes did not in them-
selves cause the conversions. Were this the case we might expect a
close correspondence between conversion and BahVi  outreach to
certain groups. I did not find this to be the case. Of all non-Muslim
religions, Christianity was addressed most frequently in BaM’-
u’llah’s  writings, and much earlier than Judaism and Zoroastrian-
ism. Early Bahb’is  often approached Christians and requested their
scriptures.20

Momen’s  survey of early relations between Christian mission-
aries and Babi/Baha’i  communities is particularly interesting in
this context ?I

Returning to Baha’u’llah, we find him addressing a number of
epistles or “Tablets” to Christians during the ‘Akka  period of his
ministry (1868-1892).22  Of these Tablets, the most important
was the one to Pope Pius IX, written around 1869. In it there is
what one might call a dual messianic claim. Specificially, it is:

This is indeed the Father (akdid),  whereof Isaiah gave you
tidings [Isa. 9:6b] and the Comforter (al-mu’azzi)  whose coming
was promised by the Spirit.Z3
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In Baha’u’llah’s  Law&i  Aqdas, often referred to as the Tablet
to the Christians (late 187Os?),  this dual claim is reaffirmed:

This is an Epistle from Our presence unto him whom the veils of
names have failed to keep back from God. . . . Say, 0 followers of
the Son! . . . Lo! The Father is come, and that which ye were
promised in the Kingdom is fulfilled! . . . Verily, He Who is the
Spirit of Truth is come to guide you unto all truth.24

The same passage (Isa. 9:6b) again appears to be alluded to
here, since Isaiah is the only Old Testament prophet explicitly
referred to in the entire Tablet. Of the two, the Comforter/
Spirit of Truth declaration seems to be the more important for
Baha’u’llah,  not only for establishing a prophetic relationship
to, but also claiming an actual parallel with Jesus. This is inti-
mated by such texts as follow:

The Comforter Whose advent all the scriptures have promised is
now come that He may reveal unto you all knowledge and wis-
dornF5

This Day Jerusalem hath attained unto a new Evangel, for in the
stead of the sycamore standeth the cedar.26

0 concourse of Christians! Verily, He (Jesus) said: ‘Come ye after
Me, and I will make you to become fishers of men.’ In this day,
however, We say: ‘Come ye after Me, that We may make you to
become quickeners of mankind.‘z7

As Riesenfeld has pointed outF8 currents in early Christianity
looked upon Jesus as the Comforter. Evidence for such identifi-
cation is found in I John 2:1, where Jesus is called parhklhtos
(albeit in a juridical sense). A further witness occurs in a frag-
ment from the Acts of John discovered in one of the Oxyrhyn-
thus papyri: “0 Jesus, the Comforter . . .I’  (POxy 850, uerso
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10) ?9 It would make sense, therefore, that Baha’u’llah,  far
removed from Pentecostal presuppositions, could interpret the
Johannine Jesus’ promise of “another Comforter” (John 14:16)
to be transparently a reference to a future advent of a Prophet
like unto Jesus, parallel to Moses’ promise of a Prophet like unto
himself (Deut . 18:X5-19) ?O

What is unclear, however, and deserves further enquiry, is
how the Father is associated by Baha’u’llah  with the messianic
Spirit of Truth. The mere juxtaposing of two prophecies is pos-
sible, but does not account for BahL’u’llah’s  deliberately consis-
tent juxtapositions in Christian contexts. Did BahL’u’llPh  see, in
the subordinationist Christology of John 14:28, a prophecy of
the coming of the Father, indicated as an eschatological event in
verse 30 (as a possible reading), when “the prince of this world
cometh”?  One could see, however unconvincingly, how the oc-
currence of the term “Father” in the verse immediately follow-
ing the later Spirit of Truth prophecy (John 16:12-14)  could be
viewed as a name for the second Comforter.31  “For the Son of
Man shall come in the glory of his Father” (Matt. 16:27) also
associates the name of the Father with the second Advent in
glory.

Bah6’u’llPh’s  proclamation was not just theological; and its
impact must be explained otherwise. Charismatic power was
what rendered his claim to be the “Father” plausible. A case in
point surrounds the conversion of the first Christian Baha’i,
F&is Effendi, the Syrian Protestant who was won over to the
Faith by the Bah&‘i  poet and historian Nabil-i-A’zam. This event
took place in Egypt (rather than Persia, where a few Armenian
Christians would later convert) in the year 1868. Faris  and Nabil
were cellmates in a prison in Alexandria. Like Hakim  Masih,
the first Jewish Baha’i, Faris  was a physician; but he was a priest
as well (hence his title, Q&s-i  Sziri).  Naturally, both of the
prisoners tried to convert the other. Since Faris  was a priest, he
must have encountered the claim that Bah6’u’llah  was the
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“Father” with some astonishment, but he was able to make the
eschatological connexion to become a Baha’i.

It happened that BahP’u’llah,  himself a prisoner, was an-
chored in the port of Alexandria in August 1868, en route to
exile in the prison-city of ‘AkkP.  So close was the steamer that it
was visible from the rooftop of Faris’s  prison. Faris  took this
opportunity to dispatch a special messenger to deliver a letter to
Baha’u’llah. The messenger was a Christian watchmaker named
Constantine who, upon returning from Baha’u’llah’s  ship, ex-
claimed, “By God! I saw the Father of Christ.”

Zoroastrianism: Given the despised minority status of nine-
teenth-century Persian Zoroastrians, Baha’u’llah’s  open recog-
nition of Zoroaster as a great Prophet (y&-i  az payghambar~n-i
buzurg)  assumes considerable significance. Moreover,  BahP’u’-
116h  wrote directly to Persian Zoroastrians in a manner sympa-
thetic to their traditions. Again, the leading Bah&‘i  teacher
Mirza  AbG’l-Fad1  Gulpaygani was at pains to demonstrate that
Bah6’u’llah’s  lineage could be traced back to Yazdigird III, the
last Zoroastrian monarch to occupy the throne of Persia.

Baha’u’llah wrote to particular Zoroastrians of prominence
and to the dasturs (or high priests) as well. Cambridge Orien-
talist E. G. Browne published partial texts of three epistles of
this kind.32  The most celebrated Zoroastrian to whom Bah&‘u’-
11&h wrote was Manakji Limji Hataria,  known in Iran as
Manakji SPhib,  who had met Baha’u’llah in 1854, while passing
through Baghdad en route to Persia from India. As emissary
from Parsi  India, Manakji did more for the amelioration of op-
pressive conditions for Zoroastrians in Persia than any other
nineteenth-century figure. For several years Manakji corres-
ponded with Baha’u’llah through Mirza  AbG’l-Fad1  Gulpaygani,
a newly-won Bah6’i  who was in Manakji’s employ from early
1877 to late 1882, years between two major imprisonments for
being a BahP’i.33



168 Christopher Buck

As with other letters from Baha’u’llah to Zoroastrians, some
of the Tablets to Manakji were composed in pure Persian, with-
out a trace of Arabic. This was considered by all to be a literary
feat. One of these Tablets advances a veiled messianic claim:
“When the world was environed with darkness, the sea of gen-
erosity was set in motion and divine illumination appeared . . .
This is the same illumination which is promised in the heavenly
books.“34

To Zoroastrian dasturs Baha’u’llah wrote: “0 High Priests!
. . . The Incomparable Friend is manifest. . . . Whatsoever
hath been announced in the Books hath been revealed and
made clear.“35 But the most specific of Bah6’u’llah’s  proclama-
tions to Zoroastrians was penned in a Tablet known as
Shir-Mad  (Lion of a Man) or L&-i  Huft  Pursi& (Tablet of-
seven questions), to Ustad  Javan-Mard, principal of the Zoro-
astrian school of Yazd. In response to Javan-Mard’s question,
Baha’u’llah  explicitly identifies himself as the eschatological
Shah Bahram  Varjavand, the expected Zoroastrian deliverer.36

Judaism: To the religious leaders of Christendom, Baha’u’llah
shows preference for Isaianic imagery in messianic context: “0
concourse of bishops! . . . He Who is the Everlasting Father
calleth aloud between earth and heaven.“37  This preference is
made clear in Baha’u’llah’s  direct declaration: “I am the One
Whom the tongue of Isaiah hath extolled.“38  Allusion to Isaiah
9:6b has been indicated in the Tablet to the Pope (above). Ap-
peal as well to the following verse (Isa. 9:~) is transparent from
a call to the “people of the Torah” along with related passages
which would no doubt be communicated to many Jews by Ba-
ha% who would cull such of Baha’u’llah’s  claims as:

The Most Great Law is come, and the Ancient Beauty ruleth upon
the Throne of David.39

The Promised Day is come and the Lord of Hosts hath appeared.4O
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0 concourse of the divines1 The heaven of religions is split and the
moon cleft asunder and the peoples of the earth are brought
together in a new resurrection. . . . The episode of Sinai hath been
reenacted in this Revelation.41

Behold . . . all the testimonies of the Prophets in My grasp. . . . 1
am He Who feareth no one. . . . This is Mine hand which God
hath turned white for all the worlds to behold. This is My staff;
were We to cast it down, it would, of a truth, swallow up all
created things.4Z

Moses/Sinai typology  is strong throughout Bahh’u’ll&‘s  writ-
ings; in many other places, moreover, he is “the Voice of the
Lord . . . coming from the Burning Bush.“43  This led to accusa-
tions that his followers believed in his “Divinity and Godhood,”
but Baha’u’llah responded: “0 Shaykh! This station is the sta-- -
tion in which one dieth to himself and liveth in God. Divinity,
whenever I mention it, indicateth My complete and absolute
self-effacement. This is the station in which I have no control
over mine own weal or woe nor over my life nor over my resur-
rection.“44

BahP’u’llah’s  denial of any personal claim to “Divinity and
Godhood’ did not preclude him from speaking in the voice or
persona “of the Lord,” however. Metaphors abound in his writ-
ings to express the unique position he affords at the intersection
of the human and divine realms as the Theophany, or Manifes-
tation of God:

Consider the goldsmith: Verily, he makes a ring, and although he
is its maker, yet he adorns his finger with it. Likewise, God the Ex-
alted appears in the clothing of the creatures. (Lawhu’z-&hr)

I am the royal Falcon on the arm of the Almighty. I unfold the
drooping wings of every broken bird, and start it on its flight.
(Law&i  MaqSzid)
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And elsewhere Baha’u’llah  speaks of himself as the:

Youth who is riding high upon the snow-white She-Camel betwixt
earth and heaven. (Tablet of the Hair)

Relative to past prophets, Baha’u’llah  designates Muhammad
as the “Seal of the Messengers,” the BQb  as the “King of the
Messengers” (sul[& al-rusul),  and refers to himself as the “Sender
of the Messengers” (mu& al-rusul). Since all past prophets
were sent to progressively prepare the world for its eventual
unity, the spirit which propels mankind toward its own unifica-
tion is the same spirit that has empowered messengers of the
past to fulfill their preparatory roles. Baha’u’llah’s  fourfold
messiahship, therefore, functions not only as an ideology which
can create eschatological bridges for winning converts, but also
serves as a kind of theory of religious relativity.

Conclusions: Baha’i  messianism’s cross-cultural expression at
first appears to be an eschatologically eclectic and adaptive syn-
cretism, with a messianic mixing of various apocalyptic tradi-
tions. Such a view has influenced both scholar and polemicist in
various assessments of the BahP’i  Faith. Recalling E. G. Browne
once again:

From what has been said above, the Western reader may be tempted
to think of the Babi  [BahP’i]  doctrine as embodying, to a certain ex-
tent, the modern Western rationalistic spirit. No mistake could be
greater. The belief in the fulfillment of prophecies; the love of
apocalyptic sayings culled from the Jewish, Christian, and Muham-
madan  scriptures . . .45

And Browne goes on. Our purpose is not to prove this view
wrong, but rather to refine it. Without a History of Religions
perspective, the perceived necessity of such cross-cultural ex-
pression is not so obvious; but parallels in Christian and Islamic
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missionary enterprise are clear. Since the rational spirit is
strongly cultivated, with science given a status complementary
in function to that of religion in Bah6’i  principle, the super-
ficiality of Browne’s analysis comes into focus once the Bah6’i
worldview is grasped. With Baha’u’llah’s  pronouncement that
“all the Prophets of God proclaim the same Faith,“46  Baha’is  are
oriented towards a kind of praeparatio messianica appreciation
of all past apocalyptic urges.

There is some validity to Browne’s criticism, on the other
hand, since Baha’i  appeal to prophecy to date has tended to be
somewhat uncritical. This is characteristic of testimonia in all
religious apologetics which in argument depend on apocalyptic
proof-texts. As I have shown in two earlier papers, where I sub-
jected Baha’i  appeals to prophecy within Hindu and Zoroas-
trian traditions to critical analysis, apocalyptic literatures are
predominantly “prophecies from past events” when it comes to
messianic predictions, are of priestly redaction, with typologi-
cal dependence on past prophet/warrior deliverers, tend to be
religiously and culturally ethnocentric (often with vengeful at-
titudes toward oppressors), and are discordant in their lack of
uniformity.47

Positively, Baha’is have fostered renewed interest in past tra-
ditions. This in itself helps break down religious prejudices,
since Bah&‘is  embrace earlier world monotheisms as a part of a
global heritage. Thus, Baha’u’llah,  perhaps more than any
other religious figure, has not only integrated eschatologies as
convergent, but has cultivated a unific awareness of the parallel
and complementary integrity of all faiths.
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AMERICAN BAHki WOMEN AND
THE EDUCATION OF GIRLS IN
TEHRAN, 1909-1934

by R.  Jackson Armstrong-Ingram

In 1909, the Protestant women of the United States were rep-
resented in “heathendom,” after fifty years of effort, by 1,948 un-
married women missionaries whom they supported through 44
missionary societies which collectively contributed four million
dollars that year. In the same year, the first representative of
the Baha’i women of the United States to be sent to that vast
realm of missionary activity, Dr. Susan Moody, arrived at her
post in Tehran. Moody was joined over the next few years by
Elizabeth Stewart, a nurse; Dr. Sarah Clock; and Lillian Kappes,
a teacher. These four women formed the first resident em-
bassage  of Western Bah&‘i  women in the East.

The Baha’i  women had much in common with their Protes-
tant compatriots: they were unmarried; they were products of a
nineteenth-century North American socialization and educa-
tion; they were fired with an urgent need to enlighten and to
succor; and they would be faithful to their calling unto death.
But they had also much that set them apart.

For most of the missionaries who came bearing the lantern of
Western Protestantism, their main wish was to light the way to
faith, however important the work of health and education
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along the way. The Baha’i women came to the homeland of
their faith. The members of the community they joined there
were themselves bound up, as were their recent forebears, with
the early history of that faith, and they had among them some
of its most illustrious propounders. The ultimate goal of the
Protestant missionaries was an accomplished fact for the Baha’i
women-an established and operating community of faith. The
latter’s attention could be more confidently concentrated on
goals that were more socio-political then overtly religious. To
convert was not their chief aim, but rather to assist the already
converted. The expansion of the host community was primarily
its own concern, theirs was largely the welfare and prestige of
that host community. To be sure, their activities were not lim-
ited to the Baha’i community in Tehran: indeed, their influence
outside that community was considerable. But that outside
activity was only indirectly linked to spreading their faith: they
might teach it by example, by preparing the ground, but they
did so without expectation of any immediate harvest.

The Protestant missionaries were often, with varying degrees
of formality and actuality, under the supervision of American
men. The Baha’i women were independent of such control.
Certainly, the official authority structure of the Baha’i com-
munity in Tehran was male, but as Westerners these women
functioned largely as honorary men within that structure, rather
than filling any available female role. That is, although not
eligible for elected offices and while associating freely with
women, they otherwise participated in men’s social and religious
activities and had personal friendships with men.

Western BahP’i  men had visited and continued to visit Tehran
(as did other Western Baha’i women), but the only American
man who had become a resident member of the Tehran Bah4’i
community, the teacher Sydney Sprague, left as the group of
women was becoming established. The Western BahZ  presence
in Tehran was female and was largely supported by a female
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constituency in the United States. Thus, though it operated
with reference to a male host community, it had no immediate
need to refer to, confer with, or defer to a male incursionary
element parallel to itself; and in their interaction with that male
host community these women knew, as did their hosts, that
their concerns and efforts had the fervent support of the then
head of their common faith, ‘Abdu’l-Baha.

The careers of these Western BahP’i  women in Tehran are of
interest, not only as features of both Western and Eastern
Bah%‘i  history, but also as being part of, yet distinct from, the
general missionary effort being supported by American women
at the time. My concern in this essay is to present some selected
aspects of their careers- in particular, their work as change
agents in the field of the education of girls in Tehran, in respect
to both general education and religious education within the
BahP’i  community.

This group of women was active in Tehran from the period
of their arrival (1909-1911)  to the mid-1920s. By then both
Clock and Kappes had died, the latter being replaced for a time
by Genevieve Coy. In 1925, Moody and Stewart arrived back
in the United States for the sake of their health and to encourage
support for the work they had been doing in Tehran. During
this visit, Stewart died in October 1926, one month before Sho-
ghi Effendi wrote to the American BahL’i  community asking
that competent teachers be sent to assist the schools in Tehran,
with Moody accompanying them if possible. In 1928, Moody
left the United States for Iran accompanied by Adelaide Sharpe.
They were later joined in Tehran by Sharpe’s mother, Clara
Sharpe. This “second wave” of American Bah6’i  women is link-
ed to the first by the presence of Moody and by its overt social
intent: but in considering it, we find some differences between
the attitudes that Moody and the Sharpes had about their
posts. As a complement to the discussion of the activities of the
early group, I will discuss the tensions inherent in the later one.
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Moody went to Iran in 1909, in answer to an appeal that an
American woman doctor join with a small group of Iranian Ba-
h&‘i  doctors in starting a hospital in Tehran, so that the new in-
stitution’s services could be made available to women. After
her arrival in Tehran on 25 November, Moody established her
own practice as well as working with the group of Bah&‘i  doc-
tors and other Iranian doctors. On 26 December 1909, she
wrote:

My sign was swung below the window yesterday. So imagine me
hanging there in both English and Persian. I think the news of my
being here spread rapidly over the city and the sign serves to locate
the office and dispensary of Dr. Moody, the American.’

Her services were evidently in considerable demand and she
was consulted by men as well as women:

There is work for 20 women doctors in Teheran. I wish you could
have seen into my house to-day-crowds, and when a hurry call
came from a distance where a woman had been poisoned-I had to
turn away 5 women and three men and rush off in a carriage.2

And on the following day she had to, “turn away ten patients,
time and strength cannot be stretched further.“3

Despite her heavy schedule Moody found time to visit and be
visited. From the day she arrived, she had frequent visitors
from among the Baha’i community and their friends, and was
taken to various homes. The Tehran Baha’is  did their best to
make her feel welcome and appreciated, including giving her
Christmas (1909) presents of rose water, nougat, pomegranates,
etc. She gave a special dinner for three guests:

Christmas day was a pleasant one for me. Ismail  did his level best
and served our little feast well. I was a little uneasy when I saw the
small size of a Persian turkey, but it went the rounds. He stuffed it
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with pistachio nuts, figs, thin slices of cocoanut, etc., and it tasted
delicious. Our drink was a sherbet made of quince juice. We had
nuts and fruit, as well as some of Mrs. Lundberg’s gift of fruit cake,
and “American chocolate creams” for desert.4

As Moody knew some Persian (f&i) before coming to Iran,
she was able to converse directly with her new friends. Also, in
some of the homes she exchanged visits with, various members
of the family spoke English or French. As might be expected, a
number of the homes that Moody saw belonged to the more
prominent members of the Tehran Bah6’i  community. On the
afternoon of Sunday, 28 November 1909, she was collected at
her hotel to visit the Varqa home:

I knew I was to go there, so put on my hat again and went down to
find their carriage and a fine team of greys at the door. Was driven
rapidly to Arbab Jemshid, the Varga home, where Mr. Sprague
lives. It is a beautiful home. Walls hung with fine rugs and exquisite
Japanese embroideries. Lemon trees loaded and plants and flowers
in the drawing room. Fine banquet lamp. Tables of fine brass open-
work. Luxurious chairs and sofas and the floor covered with the
choicest rugs. Mirza Azizullah Khan and Mirza Valiollah Khan
both took me to the door of the women’s apartments. When the
former turned back and the younger took me in to see his wife and
mother. The latter is the wife of Varga and mother of young Ru-
hullah,  the martyr. She had a sweet sad look, born of sorrow. . . .

Then came one of the deep experiences of my life. I hardly dare
to write of it. They have the most precious mementoes of the Bab
and of the Blessed Perfection [BahP’u’llah],  as well as their own
loved ones, and of Abdul Baha and these treasures they opened
and showed to me. My dear friends, I cannot describe them. It is
impossible. Enough to say we four were sobbing together. It was a
long time before we could again converse.

We had tea and real sponge cake, the first I have seen since I ate
it in America.

Later they asked me to go back to the drawing room where Mirza
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Azizullah Khan was teaching the head Mollah of Teheran. His
secretary was with him. The Mollah had read but did not believe
and easily became irritated. I could see that his discomfiture was
making a Bahai of his secretary and was sure of it when the latter
took my hand in parting for that is unheard of from a devout Mus-
sulman. It was most interesting to listen, though I could follow but
little. I could see the Mollah’s weakness. Mirza Azizullah Khan
brought me back to the hotel . . .5

In January 1910, she met “the son of the Regent of Persia” at
another home:

His title is Sirdar. He spoke of his pleasure in having an opportun-
ity of meeting the two Americans of whom he had heard and ex-
pressed delight that Mr. Sprague, who was also there, had adopted
the “kola” (Persian hat).
This family are advanced, the women are educated and do not veil
before the men visitors; that is, the older ones do not, but the
young married daughter of the doctor’s, who had been playing
both European and Persian music for us on the tar, left the room as
the Sirdar came in. She had not veiled for Mr. Sprague. The doc-
tor’s sister has lived in Paris, going there with a daughter of
Muzaffar-ed-Din-Shah, sixteen years ago.6

This issue of veiling was one of great symbolic significance
for Western Baha’i  women and their progressive Eastern sisters.
It functioned as a symbol of all that they felt to be wrong with
the position of women in Iranian society, while being unveiled
was taken as evidence of progress. Also in January 1910, Moody
sent a photograph of a group of unveiled BahP’i  women of Teh-
ran to the United States to be duplicated and spread there at the
women’s request:

I think I mentioned that this is an important event in their lives;
they have thrown down one rule, for once, that is, to show their
faces to the world. I cannot describe to you how they are deprived.
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Again today I was in a home-The wife’s mother was closely veiled
because the husbands young brother was in the room; and later all
the women left the room because two men, friends of the family,
were coming. I could stay and enjoy hearing the newcomers tell of
a recent trip to Russia, etc. On leaving I went to say good bye to
the women-their rooms are in an entirely separate court, as if in
another house. A man servant passed just as I raised the heavy cur-
tain to leave, and all the women screamed and pulled down their
veils, or drew the “chadur” up over their mouth and nose. The hus-
band we met in Paris and since being on the continent, he is anx-
ious to help free the women from their dreary life.7

Among the women Moody met in Tehran were those who
had been leaders in advancing women’s education in the Baha’i
community, and she found that one of her main roles was to re-
inforce and legitimize their efforts. Moody felt that her work
for women’s health was inextricably linked to the developing of
women’s education. The conditions she found when visiting the
sick, even in quite affluent homes, were not conducive to her
work as a doctor:

. . . how often I long for dear Miss Stewart, as the need for good
nursing becomes more and more evident. The women seem so ig-
norant and incapable of the simplest hygienic measures, and my
own strength is often overtaxed in giving douches, enema and rub-
bing. I try to teach a midwife, if present, these things, but younger
women would take it up easier. I discussed this with two of the
men yesterday and find there is a barrier still to be surmounted-
a false pride . . . only education can set these dear sisters free.8

In these homes I must do all the work myself, and so little to do
with; not a piece of flannel, nor rags enough to put on a compress;
they know so little about nursing that they think I should stay and
do everything day and night. I just have to break away when I feel
that the patient is out of danger. Wouldn’t your tender hearts ache
if you could see some of these homes? One room, the only sign of
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furniture is the “corsi”, . . . a table covered by a quilt, beneath is a
brazier of charcoal. It is about two feet or 18 inches high and they
sit or lie with feet under it. The walls and floors are mud, the ceil-
ing is rafters which show the straw covering. The poor are very
poor.

In the better class homes they still use the “corsi” and sleep on
the floor. I was called the other night to a wealthy home, the owner
of the electric light plant here. Several courts and several separate
dwellings enclosed within the grounds. The wife, who was ill, is a
beautiful woman; her mattress was on the floor, but there was a
fire in the chimney place. Everything showed wealth. This dear
woman has hysteria, beside physical ailments, and her brother
who talks French, told me that he knew it came from living in the
harem. No exercise, no outside interest.

Well, my American sisters, I am sure your hearts would ache in
this home as well as in the other. Nothing but education can free
them and it cannot come too soon.9

Some Bahh’i  women in Tehran had conducted small schools
for girls, an exercise that could sometimes be hazardous due to
the combined prejudice against Baha’is  and against the educa-
tion of girls on the part of the majority of the population. For
several years the Baha’i community of Tehran had maintained a
boys school, and in 1910 Moody persuaded the school commit-
tee to adopt one of these fledgling girls school as a separate
department under the aegis of the boys school committee. This
girls department began with 30 Baha’i girls from poor homes.
But by the time it was closed in 1934, it had grown to around
750 students of various religious backgrounds and had the
reputation of being the best girls school in Tehran, drawing
pupils from all levels of society.

The other strand of education that Moody found herself in-
volved with was religious education within the Baha’i commun-
ity itself. As with secular education, the Bah&‘i  community of
Tehran had provided organized religious education for its boys
for some time, but no comparable program for girls. There
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were study meetings held for interested women in the houses of
certain Baha’i teachers, but there was no graduated program to
prepare girls for participation in their religious community.
Moody, and the other American Baha’i women, assisted in the
establishment of a religious education program for the com-
munity’s girls comparable to that provided for the boys.

These two strands of education that the Western Baha’i
women became involved with were central to their concerns.
Although three of the women were theoretically concerned pri-
marily with medicine, and most of their time was devoted to
health care, the main thrust of their correspondence is the de-
velopment of girls’ education and the need to support it. Their
attitudes toward and activity in education, as well as those of
the succeeding group of women, had a significant impact on the
development of the education of girls in the Baha’i community
of Tehran, and more generally on the education of girls in Iran
as a whole. (It should be borne in mind throughout this essay
that the focus is on the attitudes and perceptions of the Ameri-
can women. This is not a rounded account of the education of
girls in the Baha’i community in Tehran, but a detailed look at
only one facet of that topic. On many of the issues discussed,
there were no doubt other points of view which must be taken
into account in any attempt to paint a broader picture.)

The change from small independent schools run by individual
women to a department of the boys school was not an unmixed
blessing as it put the education of girls under the direction of
the boys school committee. Relations between the American
women and this committee were not entirely happy for several
years. Even when relations improved because of changes in the
composition of the committee, there was a feeling that the girls
school did not receive the same level of consideration that the
boys school did. This was particularly felt in regard to the ac-
commodation made available for it. In 1916, Clock decided
that it was time for the Bah&‘i  women in the United States to
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know the problems their representatives had been facing with
the committee:

Yesterday Miss K. [Kappesl  was simply abused by the meeting of 5
men, came home in perfect nervous collapse & was awake all night
from sheer nervousness & worry. Until now we have kept all our
troubles to ourselves & I do not know what will come of my hav-
ing told this, but I have not asked any one’s advice about it. I only
hope all the Bahai women will know but not Miss K’s family, of
course it will turn out right some way, we don’t know how. . . .

Not long ago a tablet [i.e., a letter from ‘Abdu’l-BahPl  came to a
Persian here praising Miss K & her work in the school, the im-
provement among the teachers as well as pupils & she has the
moral support of many of the best men, all the women who in an
excited meeting all stood by her.‘O

. . * if Miss Kappes were not a Bahai or not less than a saint she
would not have put up with all she has, for five years her hands
have been tied, that is they have not allowed her to use her own
advanced ideas as to a school, she is exceedingly clever, the only
reason was because one man had power but no sense. last year the
school committee turned him out & another man was put in his
place, who having been educated in Europe is advanced & the
school came up wonderfully. . . . At the time Miss K took her
vacation July & Aug. (the schools were all closed during July) the
entire committee disbanded & a smaller one of 5 men attempted to
put things in shape, one of these 5 is the one they forcibly turned
out. he is Miss K’s enemy. They put in two teachers whom every-
one knows cannot teach & when Miss K returned to school every-
thing was in terrible shape, now they want her to take full charge
of the finances, a thing they failed in themselves, besides all the
other management, she has refused to take the financial responsi-
bility. . . . some of the good men are entirely with her. They offer
to open another school for her & several of the nicest of the girls
will teach for nothing.”

By 1918, Clock was able to report that things were going
better:
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The working affairs of the school are being much better conducted
than last year when through personal enmity among themselves
the schools were made a target, but this year both the boys and
girls schools have been put in the hands of a society of young men
who follow all Miss K’s suggestions even in the working of the
boys school where she taught English until last year when they per-
mitted her to devote all her time to the girls . . .12

Apart from the basic issue of who should control the girls
school, the committee or those who were actually running the
school, the main bones of contention were finances and the cur-
riculum. The premises provided for the girls school were much
inferior to those provided for the boys, and the women who
taught there were paid a pittance. The American women felt
that some of the school’s financial problems were due to the
committee having “put in many pupils as free who can afford to
pay.“13 They wanted the decision as to whether or not a pupil
should be subsidized to be in the hands of those capable of
judging the pupil’s ability. Clock wrote to Mrs. Platt:

Miss K & I are agreed on the question of free pupils & what we
really think from practical experience would startle most people.
Miss K took on a little girl as your pupil [Platt was providing a
scholarship], tried her for a year & she did not make good progress
either she was lazy or lacked in brain capacity & so Miss K said,
‘How can I keep that child & let money from Mrs P go toward her?’
she notified the family if they want her kept in school they must
pay for her & so now they do. almost without exception the girls
who are free pupils are the ones who cause disturbance & we think
they should be made to pay even a part of the regular fee, but the
fees are so small it is not enough to pay proper teachers for good
work, building rent, coal & the ordinary incidentals, & provide
materials such as is often needed, school furniture, materials for
teaching. there may be & have been exceptions to this idea of ours
& if Miss K finds a girl whom she thinks bright & ambitious whose
parents are not able to pay for her she will tell you, but most of the
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charity children come from the lower class who have not brain
capacity & the money spent on them is wasted.17

The American women ameliorated what they saw as the in-
adequate financial management of the committee by keeping
control of certain funds in their own hands. Scholarship funds
from the United States for both the boys and girls schools came
through Moody. But aside from these funds, some women
wished to send further support specifically to the girls school.
At first they were asked to send educational materials that were
difficult to obtain in Iran, but later quite considerable sums of
money were sent.

In July 1919, a bank account was opened in the name of the
girls school into which such contributions could be paid. And
Iranian Baha’i  women were encouraged to contribute directly
to it also. The main aim for this account was that it should
grow into a building fund to permit the erection of a purpose
built girls school. This effort was seen as being equivalent to
the effort of the American Baha’is  to raise money for the Ma-
shriqu’l-Adhkar  (Baha’i House of Worship) in Wilmette, Illinois.
Knot  being possible at that time to contemplate building a
public place of Baha’i  worship in Tehran, to work for the reali-
zation of what would become a dependency of such a place of
worship was regarded as of equal importance. After Kappes
died in 1920, the fund that she had started continued as the “Lil-
lian Kappes Memorial Fund,” and into the 1930s  it was an
important source of auxiliary funding for the school. The ex-
pansion of the school was aided by this fund: for example,
when new grades were added, it often paid for the desks and
chairs.

On the matter of the girls school curriculum, Kappes felt
that: “The feeling here is more in sympathy with domestic &
child training work than higher instruction . . .”  Her view was
that the necessity was for a “solid academic basis” to be given in
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the school, so that there would be a growing core of capable
women teachers to make a good education for girls more widely
available. The “domestic arts” she felt would be more ade-
quately raised by developing “a modified ‘girl-scout’ move-
ment” that took account of conditions in Iran.15  Her feeling that
the teaching of the “domestic arts” needed to be adapted to Ira-
nian conditions was based on experience, as Kappes had tried
teaching them in the school:

. . . giving  cooking  lessons  to  the  7th  class  as  well  as  sewing  and
housekeeping,  the  latter  is  very difficult  to  teach  here,  since  all  the
furniture  in many  houses  consists  of the  rugs  on  the  floors,  and
then  very simple  cooking  utensils,  a very small  proportion of peo-
ple  have  tables  and  chairs  and  much  smaller  still  have  bedsteads,
they  sleep  on the  floor on  often a very thin  mattress.16

(In fairness to the Baha’is  of Tehran, it should be mentioned
that after Godseah Ashraf arrived in the  United States in 1911,
as the first Iranian Baha’i woman to be sent there to study, her
pursuit of a lengthy education,  including graduate  work  in  edu-
cational philosophy and psychology, was looked upon as un-
necessary and wasteful by some American Baha’i  women who
felt that all she needed to assist her in teaching the girls of Iran
was a quick diploma in home economics.)

The American women’s view of a suitable curriculum was
that of an “advanced’ Western school, but with some adapta-
tion  to local circumstances.  Character  moulding was to be an
important goal, in  particular as the “Oriental” character was
held to be severely flawed:

You  may  think  as  I did  the  Persian  children  are  very docile  & lamb-
like  but  if  you  were  here  you  might  call  some  of them  lambs  but
many  of them  would  have  to  be called  by another  name.  I believe  it
is  Abdul  Baha  who  says  “now  they  are  the  most  depraved  people  in
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the whole world’, BahaUllah  also speaks of their degradation etc.
We must be most charitable with them but in the school small
things cannot be overlooked & any one is fortunate who has a girl
under the care of Miss Kappes to be trained. They have an inborn
sense of disregard for the truth, all of them, I do not know one
single person upon whose word you may rely, not excepting one,
but I think some of the girls at least will learn to tell the truth for
Miss K washes their mouths well with good strong laundry soap &
it has worked wonders. No matter where you go in a meeting or
anywhere else you can always pick out a girl from The Tarbiat
school from her behavior & general conduct. . . .

In general there is no such thing as a sense of necessity of disci-
pline in a Persian home, if a child wants anything it has but to cry
& everything comes its way. No such thing as self control is even
dreamed of & the great lack in the Persian character is Sincerity. I
do not wish to give you an exaggerated idea or put them in a false
light to you, but if some of these things were not true why were we
sent here to work among them? I am sorry that we did not know
more of the truth of the people before we came . . .17

The harshness of these comments is typical of observations
by many Americans on the members of cultures distinct from
their own among whom they have lived for any length of time.
The American women in Tehran did make friends for whom
they had considerable respect, but these were mainly from
among those who also filled roles as change agents within the
community.

The women also felt that the girls were handicapped by their
native language, in that traditional texts and their associated
pedagogical methods were so inadequate. They felt that: “there
is only one way in which they can be taught, that is by learning
another language & teaching them in it.“ls One of the principal
aims in making a wider range of educational materials available
to the girls through another language was to broaden their
worldview, both literally and figuratively. Clock reported that,
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“Miss K’s ambition has been to have the girls have enough
knowledge of English to teach them proper geography.“19  Thus
there was an early concern to acquire good geography teaching
aids for the school, maps of the world and the continents and
texts. Clock also reported that by 1916, “many of the girls
know enough English to be taught all sorts of subjects in Eng-
lish’20; and among these were anatomy, physiology and first
aid.

The girls’ horizons were also expanded by the regular use of
pictures cut from American magazines (the Ladies’ Home Jour-
nal was particularly available) as rewards and as stimuli for
English lessons. It must not be thought that there was a con-
scious effort to “Americanize” the pupils, however. On the con-
trary, there was a conscious attempt to instill in them a sense of
Iranian national identity and a consideration of their own roles
in the progress of their country. This blend of elements may be
clearly seen in the commencement ceremonies held by the
school from 1917 onwards.

The 1917 commencement was held in a garden adjoining the
school and was attended by about three hundred women. The
decorations for the occasion were planned by Clock as, “the
Persians know nothing about what we call decorations, their
only idea is to hang up rugs on the walls.“21  Clocks idea was to
festoon the verandah of the garden, which was used as the
stage, with garlands of ivy and to place a picture of the shah,
inside a heavy ivy wreath, as the centerpiece. This somewhat
somber motif was lightened by a liberal use of Iranian flags.
The girls entered the garden in a procession and all from the
third through sixth grades carried flags: “each one was made by
hand by the little girl who carried it &  she even drew the ‘Lion
& the Sun’ herself. Some of the sewing is very good &  some
very bad.” As the girls reached the stage the teachers collected
the flags and hung them on the ivy. Before making the flags, the
girls had not even known the colors used in it. Their sense of
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the national colors was reinforced by all “displaying the Persian
colors, green, red &  white,” in some way in their dress except
the graduates who wore whiteF2

The program continued with a mixture of poems and songs in
Persian and English, with one recitation in French, and the
reading of several essays, including one on hygiene and one on
the “duty of extending the work of the school by opening higher
grades.” The climax of the program was the recitation by the
entire school of a poem to the flag that had been commissioned
for the occasion. This was followed by a group of five third-
grade girls from various states singing “Our Native Land,” with
the school joining in the refrain, and then the fourth grade sing-
ing “Iran.” The program represented an amalgam of “advanced”
ideas, including a display of gymnastics (“because some talk
had gone abroad that I try to teach dancing which here is re-
garded as something akin to a sin”)t3  and an effort to infuse a
national consciousness. The amalgam seems to have been well
received:

At the end of the program one of the princesses who occupied one
of the front seats, called Miss K down from the platform &  took a
beautiful gold ring with her own initials from her finger &  put it on
hers. She also wrote a little speech which was read by one of the
teachers thanking the Americans in a very nice manner. Everybody
everywhere is praising Miss K for her work . . .24

The making of the flags became a regular feature of the school
curriculum for the next several years, and was one of the fea-
tures of Kappes’ regime copied by other girls schools. However,
the staffs of these other schools were often unaware of the
rationale behind what Kappes did and could introduce quirks
into their copying that defeated the original point. This was the
case in one school with the idea of the flags:
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To show you how silly some of the women are one of the schools
has imitated Miss K’s idea of making flags by the pupils but not of
Persian colors, of blue &  pink. Many of them imitate her methods
in school work but in such a crude way you hardly realize the orig-
inal plan, they think they improve on the ways of the Tarbiat
school ?5

Kappes influenced other schools also by her pupils going to
them as teachers. Once a girl had taken the Board of Education
examination, she was technically qualified to teach in any girls
school in Iran. Girls who had passed that exam under the
tutelage of Kappes were widely regarded as the cream of poten-
tial teachers. Indeed, not only schools but mothers of mar-
riageable sons attempted to recruit through Kappes, although
she declined to take advantage of this latter testimony to the
reputed quality of her product.

A useful assessment of what had been achieved by the school
during this early period is given in a report by Kappes’ succes-
sor, Dr. Genevieve Coy. As a highly trained educationalist,
and as someone who had not had ties to the school during the
Kappes regime, Coy’s assessment is the nearest to neutral expert
testimony available. After her arrival in 1922, Coy found that
the school had 255 pupils, of which around a quarter were not
Baha’is.  By this time, the school had expanded to nine grades
and a further grade was expected to be added shortly. Most of
the teachers had been trained in the school, and Coy felt that
the success with which the school had continued to operate be-
tween Kappes’ death and her own arrival was due to the quality
of the training they had received there. However, she also
relieved  them to be very underpaid and mostly “working en-
:irely  for the love of the work and the Bahai Cause,” and she
Nas  eager that their salaries should be raised. The building used
‘or the school was still not a satisfactory one, either. She
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thought that the girls were, “on the whole, a happy, merry,
well-behaved group,” who had, “learned to play, in the last few
years.” As to the opinion of Tehran at large: I

Y.~

The school is recognised  as the best Persian Girls’ school in the city.
Not long ago the City Director of Education said the Girls’ Tarbiat i

School was the best girls’ school in the city, that all their work was I
excellent,-but alas, that they were Bahais!26

During this early period, then, we may say that the Western
Baha’i women had a large part in establishing a creditable edu-
cational institution that catered to the secular educational needs
of some of the girls of the Tehran Baha’i community and that
was sufficiently non-sectarian for the quality of the education it
offered to be recognized and utilized by a number of non-
Baha’is.  They do not seem to have succeeded in having the edu-
cation of girls taken as seriously as the education of boys within
the Tehran Baha’i community, at least if we may use the criteria
of finances to judge this point. They did succeed in making the
internal operation of the girls school largely independent of the
male authority structures of the community and in fostering a
deep concern in the women of the community for the education
of girls. The American women brought with them an expertise
that, allied with their honorary male status, enabled them to
legitimize and actualize the wishes of the leading women of the
Tehran Baha’i community to an extent that would have hardly
been possible without their presence. Many Iranian Baha’i
women shared in the development of secular education for the
girls of their community, but the four Western Baha’i women
were a necessary leaven in the process.

The Western Baha’i women themselves had an undoubted be-
lief in the validity of the content and method of “advanced’
Western education, but this was balanced by a concern that
these advantages should be integrated into a program that also
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developed a committed sense of national indentity. The West-
ern women may have had considerable doubts about the value
of certain aspects of Iran’s past and present, but they had none
about the importance of its future and the need for women to
play an active role in the making of that future.

The Western women were also concerned that the girls of the
BahA’i  community be firmly grounded in their faith, as well as
given a good secular education. There was already a graduated
system of instructing and examining the boys of the community
and, in 1914, twelve centers where girls would be taught a simi-
lar program were established?7  In 1915, Moody described the
examinations held for these girls:

We are also examining in my home, all the advanced girls who
have completed the first and second courses in their study of the
Revelation. We take them in small groups by request of the Spiri-
tual Assembly. They are given simple gifts, as a remembrance-a
penholder; a ticket bearing their name and stamped by the Mahfil
Dam  Aklagh [the organizing committee]; once we added a printed
telegram from Abdul-Baha; another time one of Mr. Remey’s illu-
minated cards; again, a photographic copy of a holy tablet. Miss
Kappes loans out a beautiful gold medal sent by Miss Holmes,
which is worn by each graduate in turn during one session of the
class. We serve sherbet and tea, the pupils chant prayers and
poems from memory and the atmosphere is just what one desires,
nearness to each other and to the Beloved.28

By 1923, there were sixteen centers with thirty-two teachers
md assistants and a number of visiting inspectors who exam-
ned the girls as they passed from one grade to the next.29  In the
xrea  of developing religious education for girls within the Teh-
‘an Baha’i  community, then, the Western women also served
m important leavening function.

Although it is beyond the scope of this essay to go into it in
letail, it should be mentioned that the Western women did not
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limit their educational efforts to girls, but were also concerned
with the adult Bahi’i  women of Tehran, even providing some
of them with training and experience in coping with mixed gen-
der situations. No doubt their activities with the adult women
strengthened the support available for their activities with girls.

The second period of Western Baha’i  women’s resident influ-
ence in Tehran began with the departure of Moody and Ade-
laide Sharpe from the United States in late 1928. Moody returned
to take up her practice again, and Sharpe took over the girls
school. They were later joined by Sharpe’s mother, Clara
Sharpe, who assisted with the school and kept house for her
daughter. As before, Moody was the main channel through
which Western funds came to the school, mainly through the
Kappes Memorial Fund.

They found the school in considerable financial difficulty,
largely they felt because of laxity in collecting school fees, and
they started a vigorous collection program that recovered much
of the delinquent amounts. The school also had a debt for con-
struction work. Moody paid part of this from the Kappes Fund,
leaving the remainder to be paid in installments by the school
committee. They also felt that some of the problem with the
school had arisen “from ignorant management by underpaid
teachers who of course lacked the inspiration to do their best.‘130
Indeed, six of the original teaching staff had left, and Adelaide
Sharpe had to train older girls to take classes. Sharpe and her
principal assistant were both appointed to the school commit-
tee, the first time that it had included women.

As part of the reorganisation, the school was expanded fur-
ther by adding a kindergarten, the Kappes Fund providing the
furnishings. More significantly, in respect to the curriculum, a
rug weaving department was opened with the hope that “in
time this will be of some financial aid, tho’ at first an expense.“31
The establishing of this latter department seems to depart con-
siderably from the ethos that embued the Kappes regime. Even
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the hint of possible future financial advantage takes it beyond
the “handicraft” level of her curriculum. Also, when one con-
siders how important an issue workshop rug weaving was to
those concerned with the welfare of children in the Middle East,
since  it was the main area of industrial exploitation and abuse
af children in the region, to create such a department in what
‘was  considered one of the most “advanced’ girls schools in Iran
suggests  that a different view was being brought to bear.

Adelaide Sharpe does not seem to have developed a rapport
Nith  her staff either. Even if she did train much of her newer
:eaching  staff, in 1933 she could still write:

I have no real competent help in the school and so many little
things that the teachers should do fall on my shoulders and I find
that I am quite worn out at the end of school. There are 34 teachers
and when each one shirks her responsibilities you can imagine how
tired I am at times.32

Despite Sharpe’s opinion of her staff, the school’s reputation
memained  high and the number of girls rose to 400 by late 1929,
u-rd  to 750 by 1933.

The relationship between Moody and the Sharpes suggests
nuch  about the latter’s attitudes to their new environment.
1fter  her return to Tehran, Moody found that her age did not
bermit  her to practice full time, although for a while she did
;eep  a free clinic and see a few paying patients. For the last four
rears  of her life she was increasingly bedridden, suffering a
umber of bouts of dysentery and pneumonia. From her return,
he lodged with a Baha’i  family the husband of which was vir-
ually  her foster son. The Sharpes maintained their own house
t the other side of the city. Clara Sharpe warned Platt that if
he ever visited them she:

. . . must expect to find every thing in a very primitive condition.
We have no luxuries here. While I am writing this a woman is
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sweeping the floor with some broom straws tied together, they are
about a foot long. You can imagine the dust she leaves behind her.
The usual method of dusting is to blow the dust where it has settled
with your breath. Breath costs nothing, or sometimes slap here and
there with any thing that is convenient. Not speaking the language
makes it a little difficult to teach them how to work but little by lit-
tle something can be done. I have yet to see a kitchen that is clean
or that has any conveniences. They have no one place to put any
thing nor very few methods for doing their work. I read much
about this country before coming here and I thought they were
often too hard and unjust but I could have written worse things
two weeks after being here. One has to be here awhile to be able to
realize what Baha’u’llah said when he wrote that it was a dark
country. They can be excused for many things because there is
nothing to do with. The new king is trying little by little to arrange
for finances to have things manufactured, get clean water to drink,
and have things a little more convenient.33

While the Sharpes did evolve a style of housekeeping more to
their liking, they do not seem to have adapted as well to living
in Tehran as the earlier women. However severe her strictures
on the population generally, Clock could also state:

We live so much more comfortably than people may think we do,
our house is very nice for a Persian one, we have very nice coffee
with real cream in the a.m. and altho we have but one servant we
are good to him and he is very faithful, of course we are not quite
as clean as we want to be for this is a country with plenty of dust.34

The two groups of women had come from different Ameri-
cas. The first group had grown up with unpaved streets, oil
lamps, garbage and attendant livestock in the gutter, and water
supplies of uncertain provenance. Particularly for the two older
women, Clock and Moody, there can have been little in the
physical conditions of life in Tehran that was that different
from the experience of much of their life in the United States.
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New York at the end of the last century was not so different, as
far as its cleanliness and “conveniences” were concerned, from
the Tehran they lived in.

For the Sharpes, however, there was a much greater change.
l?hey  came from an America of municipal services and soap,
:ven  of washing machines and vacuum cleaners. Moody’s
)reference  for living in a “native” household, rather than with
hem, they found explicable only by presuming her senility:

Dr Moody has given us much pleasure this summer by coming
several times and spending two days with us. She, too, enjoyed it
so much. We want to keep her with us all the time because she is
becoming more feeble and forgetful than she realizes and does not
get the care there that she should. Altho they have money they
have no idea how to take care of old or sick people & the condi-
tions I have had to put up with when I go out to help her when she
is ill make me sick at heart. She has turned over every thing she has
to them to keep for her so whatever she wants she has to ask for it,
which often she will go with out rather than ask and if I take the
most necessary things out for her to use when I go out again they
are lost. So we only take what is needed for the moment. This
causes me too much trouble as she is too far away. It is difficult to
get a carriage when you need it and takes much time. She has
always paid her board there and met all her expenses. While if she
were with us we would be glad to take the best care of her just
because we love and appreciate her with out any thought of re-
muneration. Recently she had dysentery for about two weeks
which left her very week. I went out and did my best to get her to
return with me but she became very indignant, told me she had
rather stay there and to go home and mind my business. Altho she
always appreciates so much when I do go out to do things for her
or take her things she needs and does not get there. I had some one
go to the National Spiritual Assembly and see if they could not
make it better for her there. She found it out and was very indig-
nant and told me so in no pleasant terms. This does not make me
feel the least hard toward her for I know she is old and childish and
I am keeping away from her for a week or so hoping she will forget
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all about it and perhaps we may get her to come to us yet. She said
one time she might have to come to us but would not until she had
to as she would not burden us. We assured her in every way pos-
sible that it would not be a burden but a joy to have her, that we
needed her in the work and that her place was with us. But they cry
out there and goodness only knows what else and because they do
not know how to take care of her she has to suffer for it. Altho she
pretends it is a joy.35

The struggle over where Moody should live continued for the.
remainder of her life. The Sharpes were really concerned for
her, and they felt they were acting for her own good. They ob-
viously held her in high regard: Adelaide always introduced her
as the “mother of the school” when she visited there. However,
they were incapable of seeing her wish to stay where she was as
a rational choice. She simply had to be senile or undue influence
had to be involved. Part of this influence they felt to be directed
toward Moody’s money and the Kappes Fund. The Sharpes ac-
cused the family she lived with of appropriating her own
money and of tricking her into handing over some of the Kappes
Fund.

Whatever may be the actual facts of the last months of
Moody’s life, during the preceding years her correspondence
does not suggest any great deterioration of her faculties, indi-
cates that she had very few personal funds, and that she contin-
ued to operate the Kappes Fund as usual. The Sharpes tried to
stop money being sent direct to Moody for over two years be-
fore her death on the grounds of her incompetence. Their con-
tinued claims of her incapacity during the last few months of
her life, when she was not able to write and present her own
views, must be taken in the light of the very probable exagger-
ation of their earlier ones.

It is clear from her own letters that Moody was in no way
pretending joy at her circumstances. She was exactly where she
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wished to be. Her health was looked after by Dr. YGnis  Kh6n
Afrfikhtih,  and her care cannot have been that bad, since itsaw
her through four years of frequent dysentery and pneumonia.
Though she was often restricted to her bed, or the house, she
was much loved by the Tehran Bah6’is  and was regularly vis-
ited when too ill to go out:

The friends here come to me often and we have beautiful meetings,
chanting by these young brothers is simply heavenly food. I do not
get around among the friends but next Sunday there will be a meet-
ing of the women here . . . and I shall go up stairs and enjoy it
with them.36

Moody died on 23 October 1934, after a final illness of twelve
lays. Her funeral was a considerable affair:

Some of the children of the school led the hearse while the teachers
of the school followed with her Baha’i sisters and then last but by
no means least came her Baha’i brothers.

The Baha’i cemetery is not a cemetery in comparison to the Mos-
lem’s but is a garden. Ours here is called the Everlasting Rose Gar-
den. So Dr. Moody was taken to the Everlasting Rose Garden
where a most impressive ceremony was held. Jenabe Fadil read the
burial prayers.37

Her burial was majestic because hundreds of Bahais men &
women and Tarbiat Girls’ school students thronged with flowers in
hand and she lies near Dr. Clock and Miss Lillian Kappes, because
it was her wish to be buried near them.38

The Sharpes persisted in their view that Moody had been
:hildish”  and had been taken advantage of. That she had sim-
ly  become so acculturated to the local environment that she
:eferred  to live as part of it was inconceivable to them. This is
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what sets them apart from the earlier group of women. The dis-
pute over what part of the Kappes Fund had, or had not, been
embezzled-with a cognate dispute over Moody’s will-con-
tinued for several years. But the girls school as an interested
party only survived Moody by a few weeks.

The closing of the school was a great shock altho we had expected
that it might happen. The Bab’s Martyrdom in this country is kept
by the Arabic Calendar which came this year on the 6th of Decem-
ber Thursday, Friday is Muhammadan holyday  and no schools are
opened. Saturday afternoon a policeman came with an order from
the Board of Education to close the schools. They said Tarbiat had
been closed for no reason Thursday and the license for Tarbiat
school existed no longer. This order came after school had been
dismised and there was no time to tell all the children, so A & her
assistant went to school the next morning at 6.30 a.m. before the
policeman could get there so they themselves would be sure of get-
ting in and as the children came to enter the school they had to be
turned back. This was very hard as many of the little ones did not
understand and called to Adelaide to tell the policemen to let them
in and many cried. Our porter of the school also stood at the door
and explained to the children that the school was closed because we
had kept the Holyday  of the Bab’s Martyrdom. This annoyed the
policeman very much and he told told him not to explain to the
children but he said they would have to tell their mothers why &
kept on telling why in a very loud voice. . . .

The Bahai children have not gone to other schools, a few had
been going to other schools and one man took his out because Tar-
biat was closed. The Muhammadan children of course went to
other schools but they are not satisfied or happy. Tarbiat School
was far ahead of the other persian  schools, in their text books,
character training and every thing else. All the schools say this.
The educated Muhammadans are with the Bahais. One important
Muhammadan said he knew it was a Bahai school when he sent his
children there and said that was no reason for closing the school
and he would tell the Board of Education so. We had many of the
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best families in town sending their children and they are feeling
very badly about it. There are nearly 1500 pupils in both schools &
about 50 teachers.39

The Sharpes stayed on in Tehran after the school was closed
continue other work with the community’s women. Adelaide

larpe,  herself, eventually became the first woman elected to
e National Spiritual Assembly of the Baha’is  of Iran.

The activities of the American Baha’i  women who were in-
Jved  with the girls school in Tehran encompass twenty-four
ars, but the earlier of those years seem to have been fueled
.th  a vision that was lacking in the later ones. The early group
women went to Tehran to teach, but also to learn. They

me to teach the methods and content of “advanced’ Western
ucation, but they also expected to learn from the history, de-
Ition  and life of the community they came to. They came to
in their sisters in belief in creating a new day. The later group
3s both literally and conceptually a rescue mission. To rescue
e school from its mismanagement, and to rescue the ignorant
st through Western enlightenment.
Moody retained the old vision and was incomprehensible to
ose with the new. The early women came from an American
Ih&‘i  community that was only recently established. It felt its
lorance  of the history and practice of its faith and in its
zetings  with the Eastern Baha’i  community was eager to re-
ive as well as give. The later group came from an American
.ha’i  community that was rapidly institutionalizing and devel-
ing a self-image as the model for other communities to fol-
N.  Its humility and openness were the less for that. The early
oup saw their relationship with their hosts, particularly the
Jmen,  as symbiotic: the future was to be their mutual cre-
.on.  The later women saw their role as teachers.
It will take a great deal of study to eventually determine what
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the effect of these women was on the position of Baha’i  women
in Iran generally. That there was no sudden, or even relatively
rapid, change from inherited Middle Eastern patterns of gender
interaction is apparent. But undoubtedly, the presence of the
early group made considerable difference to a number of Baha’i
women in Tehran. The possibilities of their lives were changed,
and they had choices that did not previously exist. The impact
of the later group was much less dramatic, their activities being
largely a continuation of, rather than a departure from, estab-
lished patterns.

The biggest hurdle to change, the attitudes of men in the Ba-
h6’i  community, was not cleared by either group. Much of the
support they received seems to have been from men who already
had exposure to Western ideas. Most others who were prepared
to support the separate education of a few girls were unlikely to
have had any associated commitment to a basic change in gen-
der roles. The mothers who sought wives for their sons from
Kappes probably expressed the mass view of the utility of girls
education. As in much of the Third World today, an educated
girl was seen as a better bargain in the marriage mart.

NOTES

This essay draws generally on a familiarity with the holdings of the
National Bah6’i  Archives, Wilmette, Illinois. The specific manuscript
materials cited are from the Thornton Chase Papers and Orol Platt
Papers. Of the periodicals cited, the Star of the West is too well
known to need further comment, the Magazine of the Children of the
Kingdom was published by Ella Robarts from 1919 to 1924, and is an
insufficiently known source of Baha’i  children’s activities of those
years. All quotations are reproduced here as in the source.

The statistics on the involvement of American Protestant women in
overseas missionary work at the beginning of this essay are from a
1910 survey of the field excerpted in Rosemary Radford Ruether and
Rosemary Skinner Keller (eds.), Women and Religion in America:



The Education of Girls in Tehran 209

The Nineteenth Century, San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1981. De-
spite the title of this book, the documents and essays in it also cover
the early part of the twentieth century.
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LIGION AND FAMILY PLANNING
CONTEMPORARY IRAN

Mehri  Samandari Jensen, Ed. D.

cause of the ever-increasing interdependence of the nations
e world in economic and political matters, contemporary
th of population in the Third World has become a major
of concern.] In many developing countries, the introduc-
Jf modern medicine and standards of public health have
) a marked decline in mortality rates. For the most part,
decline has not been accompanied by a lowering of tradi-
ly high birth rates. The increase in population which has
ed has often made goals for economic and social develop-
difficult to obtain, and in some instances has led to politi-
stability.
z response to this problem has been the promotion of fam-
Inning  programs by government agencies. The success of
programs in various countries has varied considerably,
rer.  While some have experienced a marked decline in
.ates,  others have found no such success. A major factor
considered by experts in attempting to account for this
rice  is the wider pattern of socio-economic development.

it is argued by some that, as was experienced in devel-
,buntries  generations ago, the growth of prosperity will

213
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lead to a lower birth rate. Therefore, it is expected that as the
modern urban and industrial sector expands, so the birth rate
will fall and Third World countries will experience a demo-
graphic transition to a Western-style population structure.

Unfortunately, experience indicates that this goal is not so
easily attained. Many developing countries remain severely im-
poverished; and even where significant urban and industrial ex-
pansion has occurred, much of the population remains rural,
maintains traditional attitudes toward desired family size, or re-
sists the adoption of family planning practices.

One key factor in the preservation or change of traditional
attitudes is religion. The impact of religion on differential fer-
tility in the Middle East has been a controversial subject among
population experts for many decades.2 Dudley Kirk, the Direc-
tor of the Demographic Division of the Population Council, in
a lengthy discussion and a statistical documentation of all
Muslim nations in the world, stated that “empirically Islam has
been a more effective barrier to the difussion of family planning
than Catholicism.” He furthermore concluded that, within the
important limitation of the data, it may be said that the Mus-
lim birth rate was almost universally high, that it showed no
evidence of change over time, and that it was generally higher
than that of neighboring people of other major religions.3
Richard A. Fagley, however, has refuted this generalization and
concluded that underdevelopment and not Islamic teaching was
responsible for the high birth rate among Muslims.4

A survey of the literature on the Middle East indicates that a
majority of the research has been done to compare only Chris-
tians and Muslims, and that invariably this research concluded
that in general Muslims had a much higher birth rate than
Christians. The literature indicates that, not only was Muslim
fertility high in the Middle East, it was also high in countries
where Muslims live as religious minorities.5

But, the research findings regarding the impact of Islam on
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amily planning seem contradictorary and confusing. On the
brie  hand they imply that the internalized values, religious be-
iefs, and the inner being of the human guides his or her behav-
or-as in the case of Muslims, who have the highest birth rates
vhere  they were found. On the other hand, the studies also im-
Jy that the cultural milieu and the outer environment, not reli-
;ious  ideology, determine fertility behavior.

Religion by itself cannot be the only factor affecting Muslim
ertility,  of course. It would seem that there are two interdepen-
ent factors responsible for high birth rates among Muslims:
pecific  Islamic ideology and other social and cultural elements.
ome of these latter elements include: agricultural modes of
reduction, the underdevelopment of many Muslim countries,
le low status of women in family and public life, male domi-
ante, the emphasis on virility symbolized by having many
hildren through male progeny, and even the need for old age
rcurity achieved through offspring who are obliged to care for
leir aged parents .b Religious factors that are unique to Islam
nd that may contribute to the high birth rate include: the lack
f a taboo on sex and the enjoyment of the flesh, the practice of
olygamy and temporary marriage (sighih),  a high level of
ltalism  reinforced by scriptures that makes planning unfavor-
Ae since it is God that creates sexuality and determines procre-
:ion or barreness, the universality of marriage among women,
Id  the fact that asceticism is not highly valued in Islam as it is
I Christianity.7
From a survey of the literature pertaining to fertility rates in

Le Middle East, then, it would seem that the birth rate among
Muslims is always high, and generally higher than that of
:ighboring  people of other religions. Generally speaking, this
mclusion  results from comparing Muslim and Christian birth
tes, and assuming that all other variables are held constant
:cept the religious difference.
It is likely, however, that cultural values related to family
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planning are derived not from the religion of the peoples but
from their culture of national origin, since most of the Chris-
tians in the Middle East make up separate nationalities in the
region. In Iran, for example, Armenians, who comprise the ma-
jority of Christians, consider themselves culturally and ethni-
cally non-Persians.8 Although they have been settled in Iran for
many centuries, they identify with the West and with the coun-
try of their origin, Armenia. To a large extent they are an
unassimilated population, and their views are European. Gen-
erally they are regarded as non-Persians. For many centuries,
the Armenians have been known as and called “foreigners” by
the Iranian public. Universally they speak Armenian as their
first language and Persian (fksi),  the official language of Iran,
or other local dialects as their second language. They even
speak Persian with a noticeable and distinct accent. Their
names and often their lighter complexion and mannerisms set
them immediately apart from Persians. Thus, because of these
differences between Christians and Muslims in Iran, it is not
clear whether religion on the one hand or general cultural out-
look and Western ethnic identity on the other contributes most
to the lower birthrate among Christians.

An objective of this study was to reexamine the relationship
between the religion and the birthrate of the population in Iran
by correcting for this contaminating factor found in the back-
ground culture of the Christians. Another objective was to pro-
pose that religious affiliation alone does not weigh as heavily in
determining individual behavior as does the degree of religios-
ity: the feelings, beliefs, practices, and knowledge of their re-
spective religions.

The Iranian Baha’i  community provides an ideal comparative
group in this context. Iranian Baha’is  are an indigenous popula-
tion of the same nationality and culture as Iranian Muslims.
(We here exclude a minority of Baha’is of Iranian Jewish and
Zoroastrian backgrounds.) Therefore, the only important dif-
ference from their fellow countrymen is their religion. The
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ralue  of the Baha’i  community as a comparative group also
terns from the clear ideological differences that exist between
&slims  and Baha’is, particularly with regard to social teach-
ngs. Iranian Muslims tend to subscribe to a religious ideology
hat stresses fatalism and male dominance, that is resistant to
Yestern  influence and to the adoption of birth control measures
n particular. Iranian Baha’is claim a belief in sexual equality
hat, when implemented, would lead to more egalitarian re-
ationships between husband and wife, and emphasize the de-
irability of female education-both factors that are likely to
acilitate  readier acceptance of family planning. Further, Baha’is
tress positive social action rather than fatalism.

‘rocedures  and Methodology. A two-step procedure was used
o select samples of Baha’is and Muslims. First, a Baha’i  sam-
Jing area was selected from a population, and then within each
u-rit the samples of subjects were drawn. The reason for this ap-
broach was that taking a random sample of a religious minority
n Iran is difficult, if not impossible. There are no reliable maps
.vailable  which indicated the location of farms or housing
within  the villages. A list of Baha’is and Baha’i villages was vir-
ually nonexistent in the government records. Although many
uch villages are known and functioning, in the census records
hey might be completely dropped or listed as “religious affilia-
ion not mentioned.”

Amani’s survey of religious minorities in Iran, published in
970, makes no mention of the Baha’i Faith, although it is
r-town  to be the largest minority group in Iran.g  Instead of list-
ng  the BahP’is,  there is a column comprising the largest per-
entage under the title “religion, others” or “religious affiliation
lot  mentioned.” It seems improbable that, in a country where
eligion is the most distinct criteria for social differentiation, far
nore important than race or ethnicity, so many nonreligious
lopulations  could exist. In 1972, when this investigator visited
he government census bureau in Tehran and interviewed the
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general director, she was told that often a census worker may
leave a predominantly or exclusively Baha’i  village and report
the population as zero. When confronted, the answer would be
“they are not human beings,” or “they are only Baha’is.”  There
were no such problems with identifying Muslim villages and
towns.

Given these difficulties, it was decided to select Bah&‘i  sub-
jects and villages with the assistance of the Baha’i  offices of
membership and records, and local Spiritual Assemblies (mlifil-i
rawh6ni)  of the Baha’is  in the localities under investigation.
The Baha’i  institutions were well known for their efficient regis-
tration system of birth, death, and declaration of faith. (Any
individual over the age of fifteen declares his/her belief in the
Faith in order to become a full member of the BahP’i commun-
ity.) Even this approach had difficulties, however, as period-
ically the Baha’i centers and administrative offices have been
confiscated by Muslims and their records seized or destroyed.
These outbreaks of persecution have happened all too often,
with the most recent raids occurring during 1980-1981. BahP’i
membership lists have also been used by the Muslims for
harassment, assaults, and lynchings. Such religious discrimina-
tion and persecution against the BahP’is  of Iran has led to the
segregation of BahP’i villages and communities. Due to this per-
secution, a nonrandom sampling procedure was used in select-
ing the Baha’is to be interviewed for this study.

The locales chosen for the study were in the province of
Mazandaran, in northern Iran: Mahfroozak, a Baha’i village;
Lormahalleh, a semiurban area; Babol (BbrfurGsh),  a city with
many Baha’is; and Daryakenar, a prestigious resort city where
only recently nine Bah6’i  households had settled.

These places were then matched with similar Muslim settle-
ments by controlling for distance from major cities, degree of
mechanization, transportation facilities, types of crops, irriga-
tion, and land tenure. In some cases the Bah&‘i  areas mentioned
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above  had sufficiently large Muslim groupings to be used also
is  the source of Muslim sampling. This was true for the areas of
,ormahalleh  and Daryakenar. Gelmahalleh, a Muslim district
n the town of Babol, had a few Baha’is  in it, and so they were
11~0  contacted. The other Muslim sites chosen were Areteh, a
&slim  farming village; and Shohada, another district of the
&slim  city of Babol.

There were 245 households contacted, but not all of them
net the criteria of sampling characteristics. In the end, 218 cou-
bles  were interviewed (436 individuals). These were all married,
iving with their spouses, professed their religion to be either
!aha’i  or Muslim, and were acknowledged by others to be
nembers of that group.

The following variables were then documented by interviews
n order to compare Muslim and Baha’i  family planning: the
lependent variables of knowledge, attitude, and practice of
amily planning; and the independent variables of socio-eco-
lomic  status, income, occupation, education, religion, and degree
d religiosity. The independent variable of religion and degree
If  religiosity was measured by a scale devised by the investiga-
or since there was no satisfactory scale available to measure
.egree  of religiosity across the religions of Islam and Baha’i.
ilthough  these religions are both monotheistic and basically
each  the same moral and spiritual principles, their religious ter-
linology and concepts (Day of Judgment, sin, etc.) are very
ifferent. Social teachings also differ markedly, as do practices
I marriage, divorce, inheritance, and other matters of personal
tatus.
These problems manifested themselves during the prelimi-

ary interview session or pretest. It was found that questions
lat were based on the social teachings of the Bah&‘i  Faith were
misunderstood or even regarded as offensive to the Muslims.
or example, when Muslims were asked questions based on the
aha’i  principle of worldmindedness (such as whether or not he



TABLE 1

Sampling Distribution: The Number of Subjects
Selected by Residence and Religion

Total
Couples

Type Total BahP’i  Muslim Con- Data
Site of Site Households Couples Couples tacted  Used
Mahfroozak

(BahVi) Rural 6 2 6 0 2 62 50
Areteh

(Muslim) Rural 5 8 0 5 8 58 50
Lormahalleh Semi-

(BahP’i) urban 8 9 74 15 26 25
Gelmahalleh Semi-

(Muslim) urban 9 0 2 8 8 27 24
Shohada

(only Muslim) Urban 7 8 0 7 8 28 26
Babol

(only Baha’i) Urban -- 25 -- 25 25
Daryakenar Sub-

(BahaYMuslim) urban 4 8 9 3 9 19 18

Total Couples 24.5 218

loved mankind) some were offended because the question was
misconstrued to mean that they might be accused of loving for-
eigners, Westerners, or BahP’is.  Thus, in the actual interviews
for each religious group, a different set of questions was used to
measure the functionally equivalent items for all five dimen-
sions of religiosity developed by Faulkner, King, and Glock:
the experiential (religious feeling), the ideological (religious
belief), the ritualistic (religious practice), the intellectual (reli-
gious knowledge), and the consequential (the impact of religion
on the individual in everyday life).‘O
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The first step in data collection for the author was to meet a
gatekeeper, a person who was influential and well-known in the
village. Then, in his company, the investigator visited people
and asked some preliminary questions without pencils, paper,
or tape recorders. This procedure not only relaxed those to be
interviewed and loosened the tight boundaries between the
researcher and the subjects, but at the same time gave the re-
searcher an idea of what kind of questions to put in the inter-
view format and how questions should be asked to insure the
validity and reliability of the data. In addition, the pretest of
the instrument for data collection was accomplished.

The interviews were conducted by trained male and female
Interviewers. These were selected from the reputable and promi-
?ent  members of the community or from people who were
Norking  for them or were related to them. This enhanced trust
n the investigator and in the motives of the research. A pair of
nale and female interviewers visited the household members
Gmultaneously  whenever possible. Each interviewed the subject
)f his/her own sex in a variety of circumstances, comfortable,
:onducive,  and convenient for the subjects (e.g., working on
,he  farm, sorting out crops at home, pulling cotton from the
lad, or walking to the spring to fetch fresh water). The inter-
view  was always conducted in the local dialect.

Results  and Discussions. When the data was all in and the in-
ormation organized, the results provided support for the
lypothesis  that the difference of religion, whether Muslim or
Saha’i,  did affect family size in Iran. There were also other in-
eresting observations that could be made. Differences between
he rural, semiurban, and urban populations help to refine the
original  hypothesis. With this in mind, each village will be dis-
,ussed  in turn and compared to the others. It must be empha-
ized, however, that this was a pilot survey. Further work is
teeded  to substantiate the author’s findings.



TABLE 2

Mean Number of Pregnancies, Children Desired, Ever Born
and Lived, by Socio-Economic Status in Areteh (Muslim)

W o m e n
C o n -

tacted Mean Number of Children
Preg-

% # nancies  Desired Born LivedSocio-Economic Status
I. Landholding

Large owner/farmer 10
Medium & small 3 6
Landless 4 6

II. Ownership of durable goods
High 3 0
Medium 3 4
L o w 3 6

III. Husbands occupation
Farmer 6 0
Farm and non-farm

laborer 3 0
Store keeper, etc. 1 0

IV. Husband’s education
6th grade/read &
write 2 0
Only read 3 0
Illiterate 5 0

V. Wife’s education
6th grade/read &
write 10
Only read 2 0
Illiterate 7 0

1 0
1 8
2 3

5.7 5.3
5.5 4.9
5.3 4.8

15
1 7
1 8

5.6 5.3
5.8 5.2
5.3 4.9

3 0

15
5

6.1 6.4
6.2 6.3
6.0 6.3

6.0 6.1
5.9 6.1
5.5 5.9

6.0 6.2

5.7 6.0
5.9 5.7

5.7

5.7
5.3

5.5

5.1
4.9

1 0 6.0 6.0 5.9 5.3
15 5.9 6.2 5.8 5.2
2 5 5.7 5.9 5.5 4.9

5 5.3 5.5 5.2 5.0
1 0 5.7 6.0 4.8 4.9
3 5 5.8 6.2 5.3 4.8

Table 2 presents the data gathered for the village of Areteh,
the Muslim farming village. It presents the mean number of
pregnancies, children desired, children born, and children who
lived, by socio-economic status. It shows that fertility was high
among Areteh residents, especially farmers. It is also interesting



The Religion and Family Planning in Iran 223

to note that the mean number of pregnancies, children desired,
children born, and children who lived, is lowest among the
more educated wives.

Table 3 presents the data gathered for the Baha’i  farming vil-
lage of Mahfroozak. In terms of its socio-economic status and
composition, the sample is similar to that for Areteh, although
there are significantly more large land owners and farmers (24 %
as compared with 10% of the samples). The major difference is
in terms of education, however. Among the Bah&‘is  of Mah-
froozak, 50% of the husbands and 46% of the wives are fully
literate (that is, can read and write) or have received an educa-
tion up to at least sixth grade. By contrast, among the Muslims
of Areteh, the figures are 20% and 10% respectively. It is of
note that not only is the BahL’i  sample better educated, but the
level of education of wives is similar to that of husbands, in
marked contrast to the situation in Areteh.

The data suggests that the Baha’is  were practicing their
religious principle of the equality of men and women in univer-
sal education. Long before the literacy corps was established in
Iran to combat the high illiteracy rate, local Spiritual Assem-
blies of Baha’is  in many villages where there were no schools
were offering adult education classes independent of the gov-
ernment. Women were especially encouraged to attend these
classes. It is a belief among BahP’is  that enlightened mothers en-
lighten their children. Therefore, in Mahfroozak, women re-
ceived a better education, and this is most likely reflected
in their attitude toward birth control.

Turning to the number of children desired, pregnancies, and
live births, we can note consistently lower rates for the Baha’i
sample, even when the level of education and socio-economic
status is held constant. This difference is particularly marked in
the case of the more educated wives and husbands. Thus, for
the fully literate groups, the mean number of pregnancices  is
1.5 higher in the Muslim village for the educated husbands (6.0
as compared with 4.5) and 0.9 higher for the educated wives



TABLE 3

Mean Number of Pregnancies, Children Desired, Ever Born
and Lived, by Socio-Economic Status in Mahfroozak (BahP’i)

Women
Con-
tacted Mean Number of Children

Socio-Economic Status
Preg-

% # nancies  D e s i r e d  B o r n  L i v e d

I. Landholding
L a r g e  owne;/farmer  2 4
Medium & small 4 6
Landless 30

II. Ownership of durable goods
Hierh
Mldium
Low

30
40
30

III. Husbands occupation
Farmer
Farm and non-farm

laborer
Store keeper, etc.

IV. Husband’s education
6th grade/read &
write
Only read
Illiterate

V. Wife’s education
6th grade/read &
write
Only read
Illiterate

15
20
15

70

20
10

35

10
5

6.0 5.7
5.8 5.7
5.9 6.1

5.7 6.9
5.6 5.2
5.5 5.4

5.4 5.6

5.9 5.8
5.8 5.5

50 2 . 5 4.5 4.4
30 15 5.1 5.3
20 10 5.2 5.8

46 23
36 18
18 9

4.4 4.3
5.1 5.0
5.2 5.8

12
23
15

5.6 5.5
5.6 5.3
5.5 5.0

5.6 5.5
5.5 5.3
5.2 5.0

5.2 5.3

5.6 5.3
5.3 4.9

4.2
5.0
4.9

4.2
4.8
4.7

(5.3 as compared with 4.4). For those who are illiterate, or can
only read, the differences are 0.7 for both husbands and wives
(each 5.8 as compared with 5.1). We can also note that in the
BahP’i  village, the number of children desired by husbands and



TABLE 4

Mean Number of Children Ever Born by Socio-Economic Status
in Semi-Urban Areas of Lormahalleh and Gelmahalleh

Socio-Economic Status
LandholdingI.

II.

II.

V .

V.

Large owner/fanning
Medium & small owner
Sharecropping
Landless

Ownership of durable goods
High
Medium
L o w
Husbands occupation
Professional/ technical
Large business/management
Small business/management
Sales/clerical
Farmer
Husband’s education
College/secondary
6th grade/read & write
Only read
Illiterate
Wife’s education
College/secondary
6th grade/read & write
Only read/no schooling_...Illiterate -

Mean Number of Children

11 5.8
50 5.7
9 5.6
30 5.3

26 5.3
30 5.5
44 5.7

15 2.9
5 3.1

20 3.2
30 3.2
25 5.2

4 2.5
87 3.0
8 3.9
2 4.0

3 2.2
85 2.9
1 0 3.5
2 3.9

9
26
15
50

20
20
55

2
0
3
5

90

2
35
3

60

0
16
9
75

6.0
6.0
5.9
5.6

5.7
5.9
6.0

3.5
4.3
4.7
4.9
5.9

3.2
3.5
4.2
5.3

2.3
3.5
4.9
5.5

rives is similar, while in the Muslim village, literate wives de-
ire fewer children than literate husbands.

Table 4 presents the total number of children ever born, by
ocio-economic status, in the semiurban area of Lormahalleh
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and Gelmahallea. The detail of this table shows that there is still
a high percentage of people who are landowners or farm own-
ers in these semiurban areas. They may live on the outskirts of
the town and not on the the farm, but they are farming. Conse-
quently, they may maintain some rural values and rural men-
tality, together with urban values. Results indicate that their
birth rate was lower than rural people.

In this type of sampling area there were more professional
and technical people, and more people engaged in business,
management, and sales when compared to the rural areas. This
is especially true among BahA’is.  There were more wives in pro-
fessional and technical positions, owners of small businesses,
and members of the clerical occupational class, again, especially
among the BahA’is.  But, overall, the two samples were not of
comparable populations, 90% of the Muslims being farmers
while only 25% of the Baha’is were.

Compared with the villages, there were far more educated
women in these semiurban samples. This was particularly true
of the Baha’i  sample, in which some 87% had some schooling
or were at least able to read and write. The women in the Mus-
lim sample were very different-only 16% had received school-
ing or were able to read or write. Of the schooled group, the
mean number of children born to the Baha’is was 2.9, while for
the Muslims it was 3.5. For the unschooled group, the figures
were 3.6 and 5.4 respectively.

Table 5 shows the mean number of children ever born, by
socio-economic status, in the Muslim urban area of Shohada
and the BahA’i  households in the urban area of Babol. In these
areas, there were property owners who own land and villages
but they did not do the farming themselves. However, the num-
ber of children among Muslims was still slightly higher than the
Baha’is in these types of residences. But, when education of the
husband was higher, the number of children was lower, especi-
ally if the wife’s education was also higher.

In this category there was not much difference between the



TABLE 5

Mean Number of Children Ever Born by Socio-Economic Status,
Religion, and Degree of Religiosity in Urban Area

of Shohada (Muslim) and Babol (BaM’i)

BahP’is  (N = 26) Muslims (N = 28)
Mean # of

Children
Born

I. Property holding
Large 3.2
Medium and small 3.5
N o n e 4.2

II. Ownership of durable goods
High
Medium
L o w

II. Husbands occupation
Professional/technical
Large business/man-

agement
Small business/man-

agement
Sales/clerical
Laborer/peddler

V. Wife’s occupation
Professional/technical
Business management
Sales/clerical
Servant/laborer

v’. Husbands education
College/secondary
6th grade/read &
write
Only read
Illiterate

I. Wife’s education
College/secondary
6th grade/read &
write
Only read
Illiterate

3.1
3.5
3.9

2.5

2.6

2.8
3.0
3.1

2.3
2.3
2.4

_ _

2.5

2.9
3.2
3.5

2.1

2.4
2.9
4.6

Degree of Mean # of
Religio- Children

sity Born

29 4.1
26 4.3
1 2 4.9

2 8 3.2
25 3.7
1 4 4.8

30 3.1

30 3.1

27 3.3
19 3.8
17 3.9

29 2.9
29 3.4
20 3.5
_ _ 3.9

28 2.9

21 3.1
1 9 4.1
10 4.3

29 2.3

23 3.3
18 3.5

9 4.6-

Dearee of

-

-

Rkgio-
sity

1 2
1 5
29

1 2
19
27

6

5

1 1
20
26

5
6

1 1
25

5

6
1 1
28

5

6
1 6
29
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mean number of children among the two religious groups. Again
we note that Table 5 shows the fertility rates for women of all
ages. Still the desired number of children among the women
who have higher education was much lower than that among
those in the uneducated and illiterate population.

Figure 1 shows the degree of religiosity of Muslims and BahP’is
by number of children ever born. It should be viewed together
with the information presented in Table 5, which showed the
number of children ever born by socio-economic status and de-
gree of religiosity in the urban areas. The study of Figure 1 and
Table 5 indicates that the higher the level of education of the
Baha’is,  the higher the degree of religiosity and the lower the
number of children. On the contrary, among Muslims the higher
the degree of religiosity, the lower was their level of education
and the higher the number of children ever born. This might be
due to the principles of the Baha’i Faith that encourage educa-
tion among all members, and that in turn keep the members in
touch with progressive principles.

Table 6 shows the mean number of children ever born by

Muslim
BahP’i

NUMBER OF CHILDREN DESIRED

FIGURE 1. Degree of religiosity by number of children desired among Muslims in the
urban area of Shohada District and BahB’is  in the city of Babel.



TABLE 6

lean Number of Children Ever Born by Socio-Economic Status, in
Suburban Area of Daryakenar (Bahi’is  and Muslims)

Baha’is  (N = 9) Muslims (N = 9)

% of
Mean # of
Children % of

xio-Economic Status W o m e n Born
I.  Property holding

Large 95
Medium and small 5
N o n e --

. Ownership of durable goods
High 93
Medium 7
L o w - -

. Husbands occupation
Professional/technical 59
Large business/man-

agement 37
Medium & Small

manaagement 4

Wife’s occupation
Professionaltechnical 37
Large business/man-

agement 13
N o n e 50
Husbands education
College/secondary 98
6th grade/read &
write 2
Only read - -
Illiterate _ _

Wife’s education
College/secondary 95
6th grade/read &
write 5
Only read _ _
Illiterate - -

2.5
2.7
--

2.3
2.4
--

2.5

2.5

2.6

2.3

2.4
2.6

2.3

2.5
--
--

2.1

2.5
_-
-_

W o m e n

97
3

-_

97
3

-_

83

17

-_

15

2
83

75

25
--
--

10

80
1 0
--

Mean # of
Children

Born

2.6
2.9

_-

2.5
2.7
--

2.6

2.7

--

2.4

2.6
3.1

2.7

2.9
--
-_

2.2

2.8
2.9
--
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socio-economic status in the prestigious resort area of Darya-
kernar, an urban area with both Muslims and Baha’is. In this
necessarily small sample, the number of children was very low
among both groups. There was a high percentage of younger
professionals using the residence in this area as a second home.
The subjects were generally large property owners whose wealth
was obtained through inheritance and family fortune. It is im-
portant to bear in mind that, among Muslims at least, the pat-
tern of arranged marriages is still usually practiced. Marriage
within the same socio-economic status group was common.
Only recently, during the 1970s  did professionally educated
men who might not be wealthy marry women from wealthy
families who might not necessarily be educated. Whether the
same pattern held true among the Baha’is  is uncertain. Cer-
tainly, arranged marriages were far less common and are offici-
ally discouraged.

The inverse relationship between fertility and socio-economic
status noted above held true for this group. The number of
children born was slightly lower among the Baha’is as com-
pared to Muslims, but the difference was not significant. As the
education of the wife increased, the number of children de-
clined for Muslims and Baha’is-a pattern noted in the other
localities as well. However, there were more Baha’i  women
who were educated and engaged in professional fields and in
small business in all areas.

Looking at other combinations of this data, Table 7 presents
the mean number of children ever born by socio-economic sta-
tus, residence, religion, and use of birth control devices for only
those women between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four in
Areteh and Mahfroozak. It can be seen that the percentage of
women who use birth control is much higher among BahP’is
than among Muslims and the mean number of desired children
is much lower among the Baha’is.  But when the level of educa-
tion is high, there is much less difference between Bah6’is  and



T ABLE  7

dean Number of Children Lived and Desired by Socio-Economic
Status, Religion, and Use of Birth Control Devices Among

Women 15-24 in Mahfroozak and Areteh

Baha’is  using Birth
Control (N =loO)
Mean # of Children

DesiredLivedocio-Economic Status
Land and durable goods
High
Medium
L o w

Husbands occupation
Professional/technical
Large business/man-

agement
Small business/man-

agement
Sales/clerical
Farmer
Laborer

Wife’s occupation
Professional/technical
Large business/manage-

ment
Small business/manage-

ment
Sales/clerical
Farmer
Laborer

Husbands education
College/secondary
6th grade/read & write
Only read
Illiterate

Wife’s education
College/secondary
6th grade/read & write
Only read
Illiterate

2.9
3.1
3.2

--

__

2.9
2.9
3.0
3.0

__

__

2.9
2.9
3.2
3.3

__
2.3
2.4
3.3

--
2.9
3.1
3.2

2.0
2.5
3.1

2.0

2.1

2.2
2.2
3.2
3.1

2.0

2.0

2.2
2.3
3.0
3.0

2.0
2.0
3.0
3.5

1.9
2.1
2.3
3.9

Muslims using Birth
Control (N = 100)

Mean # of Children
Lived

3.3
3.5
4.1

_ _

--

3.1
3.2
4.4
4.3

_ _

--

3.1
3.3
4.9
4.5

--
_ _
3.5
4.2

--
_ _
4.2
4.8

Desired

3.2
4.0
4.1

3.0

3.1

3.2
3.3
4.1
4.0

3.2

3.2

3.5
3.7
4.8
4.9

2.3
2.2
3.3
4.0

2.0
3.2
4.1
5.2
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Muslims in regard to the use of birth control, desired number of
children, or the actual number of children.

One finding of the study which should provoke further re-
search is the effect of differences in the degree of religiosity.
The data for the urban areas of Shohada (Muslim) and Babol
(Baha’i)  suggests very divergent relationships between the num-
ber of children desired and the degree of religiosity among the
two groups. Thus, for the Baha’is, the higher the degree of reli-
giosity, the lower was the number of children desired. For the
Muslims, the number of children desired increased with the
level of religiosity. These patterns are shown graphically in
Figure 1, and are revealed in more detail in Table 5. This table
also demonstrates a second pair of relationships between reli-
giosity and socio-economic status and education. Briefly, among
the BahA’is  the higher levels of religiosity were found among
those of higher social status and level of education: while
among the Muslims the relationship was reversed, with higher
levels of religiosity associated with lower social status and
levels of education.

These patterns are further supported by the data presented in
Table 8, which shows the relationship between the level of the
wife’s education and the degree of religiosity for the urban,
semiurban and rural samples. In both the urban and semiurban
samples, the two divergent relationships are strongly expressed.
They can be discerned, however, even in the rural samples. The
overall patterns are shown graphically in Figure 2, which relates
the degree of religiosity to the level of education.

Finally, the age variable must be considered. There is only a
small difference between the birth rate among Baha’is and Mus-
lims in the rural areas, especially among the older generation.
This could easily have been the result of the lack of knowledge
and availability of birth control devices. However, among the
younger age group of women aged fifteen to twenty-four, the
younger BahL’is  did use birth control more often than Muslims



TABLE 8

Degree of Religiosity of BahA’is and Muslims Residing
n Urban, Semi-Urban and Rural Areas by Education of the Wives

Degree of Religiositya
Urban Semi-Urban Rural

Bah6’is  Muslims Bah6’is  Muslims BahP’is  Muslims
life’s Education (N=34)  (N=37)  (N=26)  (N=27)  (N=50)  (N=50)
ollege or secondary 2 9 9 2 8 1 2 2 5 --

h grade/read and write 2 6 13 2 5 12 2 3 2 5

snly  read 2 0 2 4 1 9 2 3 19 2 6

iterate _ _ 2 7 -- 2 8 1 8 2 9
Degree  of Religiosity scores are composites of the scale of religiosity:

30 - 21  = high
20 - 11 = medium
10 - 1 = low

Id their desired number of children was closer to the number
F living children they had. In semiurban and urban areas
here the level of education among Muslim and BahZi women
as close to being the same, the difference between the number

! living children was minimal.

‘onclusions.  The research indicates that one factor which ap-
zars  to clearly differentiate the Bah6’is  from their non-BahZi
lmpatriots  in Iran is the higher levels of education found in
le community as a whole. There may be little difference among
lose  of higher socio-economic status, but among those of
lwer  status-and particularly among women-the BahP’is  are
?tter  educated. This has resulted, not just from the Bahh’i  be-
:f  in the importance of education, but from the practical steps
Iat  the Iranian Bahh’is  have taken over the years to implement
Iat  principle.



Muslim
____________ Bahb’i

None Only Read 6th Grade 12th Grade

EDUCATION
& Over

FIGURE 2. Degree of religiosity of the BahL’is  and Muslims by level of education.

Education, and particularly the education of women, appears
to be a crucial factor in determining differences in birth rate.
We may reasonably suppose that the Bah6’is’  strong support for
female education is a major reason for the lower birth rate
among the Baha’i  community, especially in the lower socio-eco-
nomic groups.

A second factor, and more difficult to determine, is the effect
of Baha’i  beliefs in the equality of the sexes and in the need for
consultation between husband and wife as equals. It is not rea-
sonable to suppose that all Baha’i  couples automatically imple-
ment such principles, but we may suppose that these beliefs
have some impact on the community as a whole. Indirect evi-
dence for this impact may be provided by the fact that Baha’i
husbands and wives generally desired similar numbers of chil-
dren, while among Muslims the husbands generally desired
more than the wives.

Most interestingly, the findings of this study indicated that
the higher the level of education among the BahP’is,  the higher
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leir degree of religiosity and the lower their mean number of
hildren. This was not true in the Muslim sample where higher
!vels  of education were associated with low levels of religiosi-
7,  and high levels of religiosity were associated with high levels
f fertility. We may reasonalbly assume that among the Baha’is,
modern  education and progressive social principles mutually
:inforce  one another. One consequence of this is a lower level
f fertility, especially among the more religious and educated. *
y contrast, among the Muslims, modern education and high
vels of religiosity are in tension with each other.
In conclusion, the findings of this investigation were consis-

,nt  with the hypothesis of the study. They indicate that the
mceptual framework upon which this study was based is at
ast a partial explanation of why Muslims have a higher birth
te than neighboring people and countrymen who have similar
stional,  racial, and ethnic characteristics. It was concluded
.at the religious principles of Islam and the Bah6’i  Faith are in
ct very different and that these differnces  help to explain the
fferences in fertility patterns.
The results of this study are not definitive. Further and more
tensive research is called for to determine whether the results
stained  in this study are typical of demographic patterns in
3x-t as a whole. Again, the ideological impact of the Islamic
evolution  and the new Islamic government on family planning
shavior  needs to be investigated. More generally, the whole
lestion  of the relationship between religion and ideology and
mographic behavior requires closer and more careful ex-
Gnation.

)TES

.is  paper is based on an extract from the author’s doctoral disserta-
n, “The Impact of Religion, Socio-Economic Status, and Degree of
ligiosity on Family Planning among Moslems and Baha’is in Iran:
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A Pilot Survey Research,” submitted for the degree of Ed.D., Univer-
sity of Northern Colorado, 1981. The author wishes to offer her
thanks to Mr. Joseph Weixelman for his help in preparing this article
for publication from the text of her dissertation.
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