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by Richard Hollinger

vii

INTRODUCTION:
BAHAI COMMUNITIES IN THE WEST, 1897-1992

In his ground-breaking work on slavery in South Carolina, 
Charles Joyner notes: “All history is local history, somewhere. 
And yet how little this obvious fact is reflected in the schol
arship . . ,”1 A similar observation could be made about the 
scholarship on Baha’i history. There is a significant body of 
literature on the history of the Baha’i Faith in the West, for 
example, but very little has been published on the history of 
local Baha’i communities.2 Historians describe the Baha’i 
community without having examined in depth any particular 
Baha’i community.

This volume is intended as a first effort to fill this gap in 
the literature. The essays by Duane Herrmann and Phillip 
Smith document the history of the Baha’i Faith in Kansas 
and Great Britain, respectively. The articles by Deborah Clark, 
Roger Dahl, Peggy Caton, and Will C. van den Hoonaard 
focus on specific local communities in the United States and 
Canada: Baltimore, Maryland; Kenosha, Wisconsin; Sacra
mento, California; and St. John, New Brunswick.
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These local communities were, of course, affected by na
tional and international trends in the Baha’i Movement and 
their histories should be viewed in that wider context. Three 
of the Baha’i communities discussed in this volume—Balti
more, Kenosha, and Enterprise (Kansas)—date back to 1897- 
1898. During this period the Baha’i Faith was being spread 
in the West almost exclusively by means of a course of lec
tures developed by Ibrahim Kheiralla (a Lebanese convert) 
which began with metaphysical teachings and ended with 
instruction on the Baha’i religion.3 When students had com
pleted the lessons, they were asked to write a letter to 
‘Abdu’l-Baha, the head of the Faith in Palestine, declaring 
their belief. If they did so, they were invited to join the Baha’i 
community. Beyond this, there appear to have been meet
ings, in the Chicago Baha’i community at least, that were 
intended for Baha’is only.4

The communities that developed during this period, as a 
result, seem to have had a fairly clear definition of member
ship, which probably contributed to the development of Baha’i 
identities among the members. Kheiralla’s message, which 
interpreted biblical prophecies as having been fulfilled by the 
Bab, Baha’u’llah, and ‘Abdu’l-Baha, also provided a powerful 
basis of a new identity for at least some members of the new 
Baha’i communities. Nevertheless, it is not clear that all the 
Baha’is of this period viewed the Baha’i Faith as an indepen
dent religion. The presentation Kheiralla offered was cen
tered on interpretation of the Bible and could have given the 
impression that the Faith was a movement within Christi
anity.

Many of Kheiralla’s students were highly individualistic 
in their approach to religion and had already been involved 
in other alternative religious groups.5 The Baha’i teachings 
(however they were understood) were on the fringes of Ameri
can religious belief, and most active church members would
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not have been willing to attend Baha’i classes. Kheiralla him
self observed that most of his students were persons who had 
left their churches and were “true seekers . . . always looking 
about for some new religion.”6 These individuals were not 
subject to the same social constraints as active churchgoers. 
Such persons may have been attracted by some aspects of 
the Baha’i teachings without accepting the Baha’i scriptures 
as a primary source of their religious beliefs.

Even for those who accepted the Baha’i teachings with 
fewer reservations, it took some time to develop personal 
identities in which the Baha’i Faith was a central element. 
During the years 1900 to 1904, this process was facilitated in 
the larger Western communities by visits from several Ira
nian Baha’i teachers, including Mirza Abu’l-Fadl Gulpaygani 
and Mirza Asadu’llah Isfahan!. These teachers, especially the 
former, taught that the Baha’i Faith was an independent 
religion and emphasized its unique laws and rituals.7 The 
publication and distribution of Baha’i scriptures and of some 
introductory literature also contributed to an independent 
conception of the Faith. Some Baha’is who found this diffi
cult to accept left the community during this time.8 How
ever, an active core of believers seems to have adopted this 
understanding.

While this process of consolidation was taking place in 
some of the oldest Western communities, the Baha’i Faith 
was also spreading fairly rapidly in new localities elsewhere 
in North America and Europe. Consequently, while a small 
group of active believers with strong Baha’i identities emerged 
within a few years of the founding of the first Baha’i commu
nities, a significant number of Baha’is at any given time 
were new to the community and probably had weak Baha’i 
identities.

In 1899, according to a list compiled about the end of that 
year, approximately 84% of the Baha’is in the West resided
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in four cities: New York City; Chicago; Kenosha; and Cincin
nati, Ohio. These ranged in size from 69 in Cincinnati to 712 
members in Chicago. Another 7% resided in seven communi
ties in the midwestern and eastern regions of the United 
States (including Baltimore and Enterprise) ranging in size 
from 6 to 23 persons; and a roughly equal number of Baha’is 
were isolated or lived in localities with only one or two Baha’is. 
There was only one Baha’i group on the West Coast: San 
Francisco, with 14 members (1%).9 While most of the Baha’i 
communities were relatively small (the median size was 19), 
the larger communities may be regarded as more representa
tive of the Baha’i experience in 1899. (The average commu
nity size was 113.)

The Baha’i population at the turn of the century was 
centered in the midwestern and northeastern regions of the 
United States, almost exclusively in urban areas. There were 
Baha’is from various social classes, but there were few blacks, 
Jews, or Catholics in the Baha’i population then.10 Few Baha’is 
lived in rural areas. The movement had not spread signifi
cantly outside of the networks of Protestants, in urban in
dustrial centers of the United States, where it had first taken 
hold. It was some time before it transcended these networks 
and penetrated the social barriers imposed by religion, 
ethnicity, and geography.

On the other hand, the geographic dispersion of the Baha’i 
population to other urban centers in the West began rather 
quickly. According to figures collected by the United States 
Census in 1906, there were 24 Baha’i communities in the 
United States at that time.11 The average community had a 
membership of 53, but the average attendance at Baha’i com
munity meetings was probably less than 20.12 Most of the 
new communities were in the Midwest and Northeast. How
ever, between 1906 and 1908 several new communities were 
established in the Pacific Northwest.13 Between 1900 and



Introduction xi

1907, Baha’i groups were also formed in Honolulu, Hawaii; 
Stuttgart, Germany; London and Manchester, England; Paris, 
France; and Montreal, Canada.14 Hence, there was a trend 
toward geographic diffusion as well as a trend toward the 
development of smaller communities.

This pattern of geographic diffusion without a substan
tial growth in the Baha’i population appears to have contin
ued until the 1930s. According to the 1916 census of reli
gions, there were 2,884 Baha’is in 57 communities in the 
United States; thus the average community had 50 mem
bers.15 The number of persons who signed a petition to ‘Abdu’l- 
Baha circulated in 1918 suggests that the average atten
dance at Baha’i meetings was about 29 and that as many as 
30% of the active Baha’is in North America may have then 
resided on the West Coast.16 By 1921, there were at least six 
times as many Baha’i communities as there were in 1899.17 
However, a careful analysis by Robert Stockman suggests 
that the number of active Baha’is in the United States had 
not increased significantly.18 We can deduce from this that 
there was great deal of flux in the membership of the Baha’i 
community; a significant number of persons must have drifted 
in and out of local communities during this period.

This pattern was particularly distinct in newly formed 
Baha’i communities, which tended to exhibit the characteris
tics of “voluntary associations” popular with the urban middle 
class. This essay follows Baha’i usage in referring to these 
groups as “communities,” but such social configurations fit 
this description only in the broadest sense of the term; they 
might more accurately be likened to social clubs or religious 
study classes. New communities were usually begun when 
one person (or a family) in a locality opened a home for Baha’i 
meetings; often these would begin as study classes conducted 
by outside teachers. Eventually, one or more local Baha’is 
might take responsibility for conducting the meetings. Often
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when such key individuals left a community, the other mem
bers did not identify strongly enough with the Baha’i Faith 
to take on a leadership role. In such instances, Baha’i com
munities might become temporarily inactive or disappear al
together. An example of the latter is provided in Will C. van 
den Hoonaard’s essay on the St. John community in this 
volume.

The rapid fluctuation in Baha’i membership necessarily 
retarded the development of Baha’i community life. This was 
exacerbated, for a time, by the lack of a generally accepted 
body of Baha’i beliefs and the absence of clear boundaries to 
Baha’i community membership. During the 1890s, individu
als had been obliged to write letters declaring their faith in 
Baha’u’llah and ‘Abdu’l-Baha before they could become mem
bers of Baha’i communities. However after 1900, there was 
no such requirement in most places. Baha’i meetings, there
fore, were generally open to anyone.

The major gatherings in most Baha’i communities were 
weekly meetings that were usually held on Sundays. In many 
communities these were the only Baha’i gatherings. These 
meetings typically included prayers, readings from the Baha’i 
sacred writings and from the Bible, a prepared talk on some 
aspect of Baha’i history or the Baha’i teachings, the reading 
of letters from Baha’is in other localities, a discussion of com
munity business, and sometimes the singing of hymns.19 If 
someone unfamiliar with the Baha’i teachings attended, an 
introductory talk would be given. The Nineteen-Day Feasts, 
social and devotional meetings called for in Baha’i scriptures, 
were held in many communities beginning about 1906. But 
these, too, were often open meetings. In 1909 (by which time 
Feasts were held in most of the larger communities), Charles 
Mason Remey, a widely traveled Baha’i, complained that there 
were almost no meetings being held just for believers.20

In many communities, anyone who attended Baha’i meet-
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ings was regarded as a member of the Baha’i community, 
and would have been counted in the census statistics cited 
above. However, many of those who attended Baha’i meet
ings had not accepted Baha’u’llah as a prophet, had little 
commitment to the community, and held beliefs that were in 
conflict with the Baha’i teachings. For example, between 1904 
and 1912 Anna Monroe, who is not known to have ever ex
pressed a belief in the Baha’u’llah, attended Baha’i meetings 
in the San Francisco Bay Area and in Washington, D.C.— 
and even held Baha’i meetings in her home in Berkeley.21 
Her correspondence shows that she held ‘Abdu’l-Baha in high 
esteem, but that there were other spiritual teachers, such as 
Emmanuel Swedenborg, from whose writings she also drew 
inspiration and whom she may have regarded as equals of 
‘Abdu’l-Baha. Near the end of her life, for reasons that are 
not clear, she stopped attending Baha’i meetings. Marion 
Yazdi, reflecting the standards of membership that devel
oped later, recalled that Monroe “never became a Baha’i.”22 
But Monroe was considered a member of the Baha’i commu
nity while she was attending Baha’i meetings. 23

The lack of clear community boundaries impeded the de
velopment of Baha’i identities, especially in the smaller, newly 
established communities. However, in the cities with the 
greatest number of Baha’is, such as Chicago and New York, 
communities appear to have evolved into social configura
tions that were significantly different from those of smaller 
communities. These large communities were characterized 
by a wide variety of meetings and activities that drew fami
lies and individuals into interlocking social networks similar 
to those of a small town (or parish) church.24 In some specific 
ways, such as the organization of choirs and the development 
of philanthropic endeavors, they emulated church activities. 
As in many of the small communities, large communities 
held Sunday meetings to which non-Baha’fs were allowed (or
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even encouraged) to attend. But their presence probably did 
not have the same impact on the proceedings that it would 
have had in a small community. On the other hand, if some 
persons regularly attended a number of different Baha’i func
tions, they might develop Baha’i identities, and be assimi
lated into the Baha’i community.

In Chicago, at least, there are indications that the devel
opment of social networks within the community led to 
strong bonds of reciprocal obligation between the members. 
One example of this sense of mutual obligation is related by 
Roger Dahl in his essay on Kenosha in this volume. He notes 
that the Baha’is of Chicago arranged for the housing of a 
destitute and elderly Baha’i from Kenosha. Their sense of 
obligation does not seem to have stemmed from a personal 
relationship with this woman; rather, they felt obliged to 
care for her because she was part of the community.

These large communities became centers of Baha’i activ
ity upon which many smaller communities depended for in
tellectual, moral, and material support. Even before 1900, 
members of the New York and Chicago communities had 
begun to support smaller communities in a number of ways. 
They conducted classes and meetings in small communities; 
corresponded with Baha’is in these places; published Baha’i 
literature; and circulated copies of unpublished materials 
that illuminated various aspects of the Baha’i teachings. In 
1908, New York Baha’is launched the first English-language 
Baha’i newsletter, The Bahai Bulletin, noting in the first 
issue its importance to small Baha’i communities: “We in the 
large cities have no idea what this would mean to more iso
lated believers in small towns and villages ... To them a 
paper coming regularly with news of the Cause would mean 
life itself.”25 The function of The Bahai Bulletin was later 
assumed by Star of the West, which was published by the 
Chicago Baha’is. In 1909, the Baha’is of Chicago organized
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the first annual Bahai Temple Unity convention, attended by 
delegates from various Baha’i communities, to facilitate the 
construction of a Baha’i House of Worship in North America. 
All of these activities tied the Baha’is of small communities 
to a larger movement and, in the process, strengthened the 
Baha’i identities of the members.

These activities, because they provided forums for dis
cussing the Baha’i teachings, also contributed to the emer
gence of a normative body of belief among the most active 
North American Baha’is. Even before ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s visit in 
1912, most of the leading Baha’is, though possibly a minor
ity of those who attended local Baha’i meetings, appear to 
have accepted the Baha’i scriptures as their primary source 
of spiritual truth. Other religious teachings might be stud
ied, but they would be interpreted and judged in the light of 
the Baha’i teachings. Dreams, visions, and other forms of 
inspiration were also important in the culture of the commu
nity and were sometimes understood to validate certain forms 
of artistic expressions. For example, the design for the Baha’i 
House of Worship in Wilmette, Illinois, was legitimized, in 
part, by the architect’s assertion that it was “an inspiration 
of the creator ... a copy of a Temple that exist[s] in the spirit 
world.”26 Personal inspiration could also provide proof of the 
truth of Baha’i teachings, evidence for beliefs that were not 
known to have been addressed in Baha’i scriptures and, to a 
more limited extent, esoteric meanings of the Baha’i teach
ings. However, it was not acceptable for such inspiration to 
replace Baha’i scripture as the primary source of doctrine for 
the community.27

Although there was a degree of agreement among leading 
Baha’is concerning these matters, and this consensus was 
reflected in most of the published literature and much of the 
public discourse of the community, individualism remained 
at the heart of the American Baha’i ethos. Because of this,
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some Baha’is could defy the norms of the accepted Baha’i 
epistemology by, for example, circulating documents that they 
claimed were letters received from ‘Abdu’l-Baha through 
“spiritual telepathy.”28 Views that were at variance with the 
general understanding of the Baha’i teachings continued to 
be presented in Baha’i meetings, and such opinions were 
occasionally found in Baha’i publications. While Baha’is might 
express their personal disagreement with such ideas, they 
were reluctant to impose their views on others, even when 
there was a widespread consensus on a particular subject. 
Thus Marie Watson prefaced her criticism of a Baha’i publi
cation with the following disclaimer: “No one can dictate to 
another . . . but I must insist for myself, to sanction only the 
Principles of the Revelation as set forth by Baha’o’llah and 
Abdul Baha.” (Emphasis added.)29

One Baha’i, Charles Mason Remey, for years conducted a 
campaign to purge Baha’i literature, and presentations at 
Baha’i meetings, of ideas that could not be supported by Baha’i 
scriptures. These efforts did achieve results, but they are 
significant primarily because they were so unusual. Although 
other Baha’is may have sympathized with Remey, few were 
willing to take such initiatives.

However, attitudes began to change in 1917 and 1918 as 
a result of a watershed event that has become known as the 
Chicago Reading Room Affair.30 This controversy centered 
around the activities held at a Baha’i Reading Room that 
had been established in Chicago, apparently as a way of reach
ing non-Baha’is with the Baha’i message. This was supported 
by a number of the leading Baha’is of Chicago, and for a 
short time it seems to have been the center of Bahd’i activity 
in the city. However by 1917, there was a serious division in 
the community between those who supported the Reading 
Room and those who opposed the activities there. Separate 
meetings were held by the two rival factions, each of which
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claimed to be the “Chicago Bahai Assembly” (i.e., commu
nity). Under normal circumstances, the matter would have 
been referred to ‘Abdu’l-Baha for resolution, but World War I 
had cut off communication with Palestine, making this im
possible. Therefore, a committee was appointed, by persons 
who had gathered in Chicago to commemorate the one-hun
dredth anniversary of Baha’u’llah’s birth, to investigate this 
division in the Chicago community. The Committee of Inves
tigation concluded that the activities at the Reading Room 
constituted Covenant-breaking and that the participants, 
therefore, should be expelled from the Baha’i community and 
shunned by the believers. This ruling was ratified by the 
delegates at the Bahai Temple Unity Convention of 1918.

Although there were a variety of accusations made against 
the Reading Room group and a number of unusual circum
stances that led to this radical action, the primary argument 
for this decision was that the Reading Room group had split 
off from the Chicago Baha’i community to form a separate 
and rival community, an act expressly forbidden by ‘Abdu’l- 
Baha.31 Behind this legalistic argument, however, lay worlds 
of meaning.

The dominant view of the relationship of the Baha’i Faith 
to other religious teachings, which centered on the concept of 
“progressive revelation,” allowed Baha’is at once to validate 
and transcend the teachings of the major world religions. 
Baha’is could also embrace the teachings of new religious 
movements, with some reservations, on the basis that they 
were (unknowingly) inspired by the spirit of the new age. 
However, the teachings of a few groups, such as Theoso- 
phists and Freemasons, were difficult for Baha’is to encom
pass. Theosophists asserted that their teachings were the 
distillation of truths found in all religions, and therefore the 
true essence of all religion—a claim that was difficult to fit 
into the Baha’i paradigm without ceding the primacy of Baha’i
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scripture as the basis for spiritual truth. Beyond this, The
osophy, because it claimed to have captured the esoteric truth 
found in every religion, presented a paradigm into which the 
Baha’i Faith could potentially be incorporated.

This potential was realized in the writings of W. W. 
Harmon, a Theosophist from the Boston area. He published 
books and circulated lessons within the Baha’i community 
that offered esoteric interpretations of Baha’i scriptures and 
explanations of the stations of Baha’u’llah and ‘Abdu’l-Baha 
that were influenced by the teachings of Theosophy. He was 
careful to note in his writing that the “Bahai Movement” was 
not responsible for his conclusions and that he was not “en
tering into the field of interpretation of the teachings of 
Baha’o’llah.” This itself is evidence that explanations that 
contradicted or significantly exceeded the obvious meaning of 
the scriptures were regarded with some suspicion in certain 
Baha’i circles.32 Harmon’s teachings had been a source of 
controversy as early as 1912, and they faced increasing criti
cism as they became more influential.33 The crux of the dis
pute in Chicago was that the Harmon lessons and other Theo
sophical teachings were being used in classes given at the 
Reading Room.

Many of the other accusations levelled against the Read
ing Room group—that they spread negative rumors about 
prominent Baha’is and sought to take over the leadership of 
the Bahai Temple Unity, for example—could have been di
rected at other contemporary Baha’is, including some of their 
most outspoken opponents. It was the theological challenge 
to the dominant Baha’i paradigm that imbued these accusa
tions with special meaning. If there was the possibility that 
Theosophy could absorb the Baha’i Faith theologically, there 
was a fear that the Bahd’i community could be dominated by 
persons sympathetic to Theosophy. In this context, the 
“Harmonites” came to be seen as conspirators who sought to
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usurp or infiltrate the legitimate leadership of the Baha’i 
community so that they could contaminate the Baha’i move
ment with Theosophical doctrines.

The Reading Room Affair, which affected a number of 
local Baha’i communities in North America, continued to have 
repercussions throughout the 1920s. The incident marked a 
significant step towards defining the boundaries of the Baha’i 
community. Although they were far from defeated as a force 
within the Baha’i community, Baha’is who espoused The
osophy or other metaphysical teachings were put on the 
defensive. After 1918, Baha’i leaders exhibited a greater 
willingness to exercise control over Baha’i publications and 
presentations.

On the other hand, some prominent Baha’is, such as Roy 
Wilhelm and Agnes Parsons, felt that the conduct of the in
vestigation had been inappropriate and sought to cultivate a 
more tolerant attitude in the community.34 While the Read
ing Room Affair served to discredit metaphysical teachings, 
it did not challenge the participation of Baha’is in churches, 
other religious groups or movements for social change, which 
had also contributed to the ambiguity of community boundaries.

In fact, the involvement of Baha’is with other groups that 
promoted teachings similar to those of the Baha’i Faith, ap
pears to have been increasing at the very time when meta
physical teachings were coming under attack. About the time 
of‘Abdu’l-Baha’s visit to the West (1911-1913), Baha’is began 
to place increasing emphasis on the Baha’i social teachings 
in their public presentations of the Faith. Individuals might 
be attracted to specific Baha’i teachings and could on that 
basis be considered Baha’is. This view seemed to be sup
ported by some of ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s public statements. For ex
ample, he was reported to have said: “To be a Baha’i simply 
means to love all the world; to love humanity and try to 
serve it; to work for universal peace and universal brother-
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hood.”35 Responding to such exhortations, Baha’is became ac
tive in movements promoting peace, an international lan
guage, racial equality, and feminism.36 At about this time, a 
view developed among some Western Baha’is that the pur
pose of the Baha’i Faith was to spiritualize and broaden the 
perspective of existing organizations and movements. One 
such Baha’i argued: “The Bahai Revelation is not to be orga
nized. It remains an ideal, a force, a principle. Since organi
zations must be, let the old organizations remain, as many of 
them as prove useful. Infused with the Bahai Spirit, they can 
no longer conflict, duplicate or contend.”37 Some asserted that 
the Baha’i Faith was the “esperanto of religions,” whose pur
pose was to “coordinate the existing sects and religions but 
not attempt to replace them.”38 A number of prominent Baha’is 
felt that Baha’is could (and should) be active members of 
non-Baha’i religious organizations. In 1911, for example, Tu
dor Pole encouraged the Baha’is of London not to leave their 
churches to form another sect.39

During the 1910s and 1920s, many Baha’is, especially in 
the New York and Boston areas, affiliated with churches 
that had adopted progressive social programs, and they hired 
liberal clergymen to make public presentations on the Baha’i 
Faith.40 As early as 1908, Dr. Oliver M. Fisher, an Episcopa
lian minister, was active in the New York Baha’i Commu
nity, where he lectured on the Seven Valleys; in 1910 he 
offered lectures on the Baha’i Faith in London and held Baha’i 
meetings his home there.41 Subsequently, Christian minis
ters were associated with a number of American Baha’i com
munities, and as Phillip Smith observes in his essay on Great 
Britain, a Unitarian minister was elected to the National 
Spiritual Assembly there in 1927. The close association of 
Christian ministers with the Bahd’i community suggests that 
at least some Baha’is attended their churches. Jackson 
Armstrong-Ingram has argued that the affiliation of leading
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American Baha’is with churches impeded the development of 
distinctive community devotional life in the United States.42 
This might also account for the slow development of a dis
tinct Baha’i identity and practice in Great Britain.

The lack of a clear consensus on the meaning of Baha’i 
identity and on the definition of membership in Baha’i com
munities was partly rooted in the absence of local and na
tional institutions whose authority was fully accepted by all 
Baha’is.43 The Executive Board of the Bahai Temple Unity, 
was the first ongoing Western Baha’i institution with more 
than a local scope of responsibility. Initially focusing on the 
task of establishing a Baha’i Temple (mashriqu’l-adhkdr}. the 
body gradually took on broader responsibilities, but it gener
ally functioned as a board of directors answerable to the del
egates who elected it. The delegates themselves might achieve 
a consensus in a crisis such as the Reading Room Affair, but 
there was no regular forum at which they could consult and 
vote on the complex web of issues relating to Baha’i identity.

Boards of Counsel (the precursors to Local Spiritual As
semblies), seem to have exercised more authority at a local 
level, but they did not always function with clear mandates 
to make decisions on all matters for the community. Some
times their decisions were ratified by a general vote of the 
believers. In any case, most communities did not have 
elected consultative bodies; instead they had community 
officers who were elected or chosen in an informal manner 
by the community. As Mariam Haney, a Baha’i since 1900, 
explained: “. . . the affairs of the Cause were administered by 
individuals who seemed naturally to have the necessary abil
ity to function.”44 Thus, at both a national and local level, 
Baha’i organization at this time could be described as a par
ticipatory democracy.

However, in the early 1920s this began to change. Shoghi 
Effendi, the grandson and appointed successor to ‘Abdu’l-
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Baha, drawing on the principles outlined in the Will and 
Testament of ‘Abdu’l-Baha and in other Baha’i scriptures, 
began to alter the existing Baha’i community practices in 
significant ways. Local Spiritual Assemblies of nine adult 
members were to be elected in every community that was 
large enough, and they were to have the authority to govern 
the affairs of the community. National Spiritual Assemblies 
were to have authority independent of the delegates who 
elected them. Only persons who had declared their belief in 
Baha’u’llah were to attend Nineteen-Day Feasts or vote in 
Baha’i elections.45 The dissemination and implementation of 
these principles in the North American Baha’i communities 
took until about the mid-1980s, and these efforts were not 
without opposition.

Baha’is who did not believe that the Baha’i Faith should 
be organized, who felt that excluding non-Baha’is from some 
Baha’i meetings contradicted the spirit of the Baha’i teach
ings, or who opposed what they perceived as the dictatorial 
tendencies of Baha’i administrators, coalesced around Real
ity magazine (published from 1919-1929) and the New His
tory Society (founded in 1929). These organizations promoted 
the idea of an inclusive Baha’i movement rather than an 
organized Baha’i religion. However, neither of them appear 
to have had widespread support among Western Baha’is; both 
were able to continue their activities primarily because of 
the financial support of wealthy individuals.46

After ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s Will and Testament began to be cir
culated in 1923, it became more difficult to advocate an 
anti-organization position, because this document included 
an outline for the development of Baha’i organization. Nev
ertheless, many Baha’is continued to be troubled by what 
they viewed as intrusive aspects of the new Baha’i adminis
trative practices. When the Local Spiritual Assembly of Los 
Angeles sought to control the Baha’i meetings held by Ed-
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ward Getsinger, for example, he questioned their right to 
intervene in his personal activities and decried the “drift in 
the Cause toward sectarianization.”^’

Such tension between older Baha’is and the newly estab
lished Baha’i institutions was common, but the broader trend 
was toward acceptance of institutional authority. By 1925, 
support for the concept of a Baha’i movement was so weak 
that Reality magazine sought a rapprochement with the Na
tional Spiritual Assembly.48 Ultimately, however, neither 
Reality nor the New History Society was willing to submit to 
the authority of Baha’i administrative institutions. Those who 
continued to be involved with these groups either distanced 
themselves from the Baha’i community or were excommuni
cated, which effectively ended their influence among Baha’is.

This outcome, which became evident by the end of the 
1920s, illustrates the changes that had occurred in the Baha’i 
community by this time. Fifteen years earlier, the activities 
of Reality magazine and the New History Society probably 
would have continued within the community. As there was 
then no mechanism for resolving the differing concepts of 
Baha’i community and Baha’i identity, it is likely that most 
Baha’is would have viewed them not as opposition groups, 
but as representatives of different schools of thought within 
the Baha’i Faith.

Although they did, in fact, have a profound effect on the 
New York Baha’i community, the activities of the New His
tory Society and Reality magazine were intended to influence 
the direction of the Baha’i Faith at a national and interna
tional level. But the authority of both the Guardian and of 
the National Spiritual Assembly of the Baha’is of the United 
States and Canada, the legitimacy of which they attempted 
to challenge, had been firmly established within the Baha’i 
community by the late 1920s. There were still minor dis
agreements about the jurisdiction of the National Assembly
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in local affairs and its relationship to National Convention 
delegates until the mid-1930s.‘19 But by 1930, the National 
Spiritual Assembly was able to focus its attention on the 
implementation of administrative changes in local communi
ties.

In 1931, for example, for the first time the National As
sembly directed that local communities should be confined to 
the legal metropolitan boundaries of the town or city; those 
who lived outside these boundaries were to form separate 
communities.50 The impact of this policy is noted in several of 
the essays in this volume.51 The implementation of this new 
rule obviously had important consequences for persons who 
were cut off from the communities to which they had be
longed, but the loss of members was also sometimes trau
matic for the rest of the community. For example, when the 
Berkeley Baha’i community broke off from the San Francisco 
Baha’i community, which then included all Baha’is in the 
San Francisco Bay Area, it was the San Francisco Baha’is 
who were upset by the change.52

The National Spiritual Assembly also began to coordi
nate teaching activities in various parts of the country. Dur
ing the late 1920s and early 1930s, many new local commu
nities were established by teachers whose presentations had 
been approved by the National Assembly. As a result of the 
activities of these teachers, there was also a substantial 
change in membership in some of the established communi
ties. Extended Baha’i study classes were held in many local 
communities to insure that community members had a thor
ough understanding of the Baha’i teachings and the prin
ciples of Baha’i Administration.

As we can see from the articles on Kansas and Baltimore, 
this process of reeducation may have also functioned as a 
way of identifying and removing from the membership lists 
those individuals who were not Baha’is according to the new



standards. In the 1930s, it became customary in most local 
communities in North America for persons to be required to 
attend study classes for as long as a year before being al
lowed to enroll in the Baha’i' community.53 This prevented 
the development of the ambiguous boundaries of member
ship that had existed during earlier years and resulted in 
much greater consistency in Baha’i beliefs.

As the Kansas essay illustrates, some persons left Baha’i 
communities when the membership requirements changed, 
but they were probably outnumbered by new converts. Ac
cording to the 1936 census of religions, there were then 2,584 
Baha’is in the United States in 88 Baha’i communities.54 Al
though this estimate may be slightly high, and there is some 
question about whether the Baha’i population grew signifi
cantly in the previous decade, there can be little doubt that 
were many new converts during this time and that their 
presence and involvement in Baha’i activities changed the 
nature of Baha’i communities.55

A survey of local communities conducted in 1937 illus
trates some of the changes that had taken place in Baha’i 
community life. The majority of the Baha’is in these commu
nities were reported to have been enrolled after the “estab
lishment of the administrative order.”56 Hence the majority 
of Baha’is, and the total membership of some communities, 
had by then been socialized into a Baha’i culture that placed 
great stress on organization. This did not simply entail an 
acceptance of the authority of Baha’i institutions. New Baha’is 
understood that when they had accepted the Baha’i Faith 
they had also joined a community in which they were obliged 
to be active workers. In 1937, there was an average of 6.3 
committees per community, or one committee for every 4.8 
persons.57 Many tasks that had previously been handled by 
individuals, such as the planning of the Nineteen-Day Feast 
or the maintenance of a Baha’i Library, were now handled
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by committees. This came to be viewed as the proper way to 
accomplish most tasks; and, as the example of Edward 
Getsinger suggests, activities that were not under the control 
of an institution were seen as improper. Mariam Haney, writ
ing in the mid-1940s, observed that in the period prior to the 
establishment Local Spiritual Assemblies, “even the commit
tees did not preclude the friends from serving and teaching 
in accordance with their own guidance. Those were the days 
when the ‘rugged individualism’ of Americans was greatly in 
evidence.”58 We can infer from this statement that such indi
vidual activities were no longer the norm when she wrote 
this. Although, as Deborah Clark observes with regard to 
Baltimore, some local committees may have been quite 
small, it seems probable that most active Baha’is were on 
a committee.

This suggests that, in comparison to earlier periods, there 
was a high level of commitment among the membership. The 
level of participation in Baha’i meetings also seems to have 
grown from earlier decades. Attendance at Feast in 1937, for 
example, was estimated to be, on average, 56%; in 1918, it 
was probably about 38%.59 Further evidence of this commit
ment can be seen in the high number of Baha’is who “pio
neered” to new localities to establish new communities in the 
following decade. Between 1937 and 1944, 241 Baha’is—5% 
to 10% of the North American Baha’i population—became 
Baha’i pioneers.60

Of course, this is evidence not just of high levels of com
mitment, but also of changing priorities in Baha’i communi
ties. By the end of the 1930s, North American Baha’i com
munities had been transformed into an organizational type 
that one sociologist has termed a “mission,” an organization 
in which a high proportion of resources is directed towards 
evangelical activities.61 Beginning in 1937 in North America, 
and in 1940 in Great Britain, plans were developed to focus
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the resources of Baha’i's almost exclusively on the recruit
ment of new members. After World War II, North American 
Baha’is began systematically to spread the Baha’i Faith in 
Western Europe, establishing a number of new communi
ties.62 After 1937, the Baha’i population of the United States 
doubled roughly every thirteen years until the 1960s, when 
growth became more rapid.63 The Baha’i population of Canada 
seems to have grown at a faster rate—doubling every five or 
six years—but the membership was not measured in the thou
sands until the 1960s.64 Baha’i evangelical activities in North 
America, some of which were attempts to attract specific mi
norities, began to change the demographic composition of the 
Baha’i population. By 1937, about 6% of the North American 
Baha’is were former Catholics and about 2% were former 
Jews.65 Both groups were underrepresented in the Baha’i com
munity in comparison with the larger population. This is 
probably because both groups had developed cohesive social 
networks that were difficult to penetrate; Catholics and Jews 
were less like to convert to any other religion than were 
Protestants.66 However, several surveys suggest that Catho
lic and Jewish representation in Baha’i communities did in
crease. In 1953, for example, 15.6% of the Baha’is of New 
York City were from a Jewish background, an increase of 
10.7% from 1937.67 In a 1968 survey of new Baha’i converts 
in the United States, 15% were former Catholics and 4% 
were formerly Jewish.68 Finally, a 1979 study of the member
ship of the Los Angeles Baha’i community found that 7.6% 
of the members were former Catholics and 9.3% had been 
Jewish.69

There were significant numbers of African-Americans in 
one community—Washington, D.C.—even before ‘Abdu’l- 
Baha’s visit there in 1912. In the later 1910s and 1920s, 
blacks became members of at least 19 other Baha’i communi
ties. By 1937, they comprised about 5% of the North Ameri-
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can Bahd’i population and were found in 34 communities, 
with the largest number in Chicago.70 Their representation 
within the Baha’i community was not equal to their percent
age of the U.S. population. However, if a comparison is made 
just of the populations of the states in which there were 
Baha’i communities, African-Americans were overrepresented 
in the community.71 By 1950, blacks were estimated by one 
observer to comprise 15% of some local communities.72 In the 
1968 survey cited above, 13% of the new Baha’is were found 
to be black.73 These percentages reflect the composition of 
Baha’i communities before a surge of black conversions in 
1970 and 1971.

This cultural diversity affected the development of com
munities in a variety of ways. In some localities, there was 
opposition to interracial meetings from groups such as the 
Ku Khix Klan,74 and some communities were investigated by 
government agencies such as the FBI, presumably because 
organizations that sponsored integrated meetings were sus
pected of being influenced by Communism.75 Such interfer
ence, when it was overt, may have contributed to a sense of 
community solidarity. On the other hand, cultural differences 
may have contributed to a diminished intimacy in the social 
relationships within communities. In several instances, indi
vidual members of Baha’i communities openly opposed the 
integration of Baha’i meetings. Although such positions were 
almost unheard of after the 1950s, subtle forms of cultural 
tensions remained in some Baha’i communities, and Baha’is 
may have developed more formal social relationships within 
communities because this insured a certain distance from 
persons with whom they felt uncomfortable.76

In any case, a trend towards greater formality seems to 
have been encouraged by the direction focus of Baha’i activi
ties for several decades. Although this has yet to be adequately 
studied, it appears that Baha’i communities in the 1940s and
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1950s were characterized by high levels of membership com
mitment to the Baha’i Cause, but rather minimal bonds of 
reciprocal obligation between the Baha’is themselves. Baha’is 
might provide financial or other forms of assistance to each 
other, but this seems usually to have stemmed from an un
derstanding that the assistance would aid someone in his or 
her service to the Faith. In most communities, there was 
little development of communal devotional activity, which 
might have enhanced community solidarity, and most com
munities were too small to offer the types of services to be
lievers that churches could. Because of the changes in the 
physical boundaries of communities and the emphasis on “pio
neering,” Baha’i communities tended to be smaller than in 
earlier decades. While the number of Baha’i communities 
roughly quadrupled between 1936 and 1947, the average size 
of local Baha’i communities in North America went from 30 
to 15 during this period.77 Fifteen believers came to be seen 
as the ideal size of a Baha’i community; when communities 
exceeded this size, Baha’is were encouraged to move else
where to form new communities. In these small communi
ties, the basic Baha’i activities of the time—Feasts, commemo
rations of Baha’i holy days, firesides, Local Spiritual Assem
bly meetings, and committee meetings—occupied the active 
Baha’is to such an extent that little consideration could be 
given to other matters.

However, in the 1960s and the 1970s the Western Baha’i 
population experienced a series of significant demographic 
changes which changed the composition and focus of many 
local communities. For one, there was a relatively rapid pro
cess of suburbanization in the post-war period in North 
America, as middle-class families moved out of urban cen
ters. This migration was reflected in the loss of members in 
urban Baha’i communities and contributed to the growth of 
new communities in suburban areas, a process that is ob-



served in the essays on Sacramento and Baltimore. However, 
a study of the Baha’i population in 1976 shows that the num
ber of Baha’is living in suburbs was disproportionately low. 
It appears that many Baha’is left large cities to establish 
new communities in small towns (under 45,000), where the 
Baha’i population was disproportionately high.78

The major event that affected Baha’i communities, 
however, was the rapid spread of the Baha’i Faith, espe
cially among youth, which occurred in a number of West
ern countries in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The Baha’i 
population of the continental United States during this 
period increased from about 11,000 in 1963 to about 75,000 
in 1976; it had reached 110,000 by 1991.79 The rate of growth 
appears to have been higher in Canada, where the Baha’i 
population went from 554 in 1953 to 17,724 in 1986.80 Simi
lar growth took place in other Western countries.81

This process received impetus from the growth of the coun
terculture, which removed social constraints from youth that 
might have otherwise impeded their investigation of the Baha’i 
Faith and which simultaneously encouraged the study of 
nontraditional religious teachings. However, few of the Baha’i 
converts seem to have been deeply involved in the counter
culture. In the continental United States, many of the youth 
conversions resulted from activities on college campuses82; 
while in Hawaii, the vast majority of the converts were U.S. 
military servicemen who were stationed in Honolulu.83 These 
persons may have been influenced by the pervasive youth 
subculture, but they had not dropped out of society to pursue 
alternative lifestyles. Like the youth described in the Sacra
mento article, many of the new Baha’is expressed their iden
tities using the symbols and trappings of counterculture, and 
they seem to have developed an oral teaching that mediated 
those elements of the Baha’i Faith that were most incongru
ent with that culture. But the message these young Baha’is 
conveyed within that subculture may have been far closer to
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mainstream Baha’i thought than other Baha’is realized. Most 
of the new Baha’is were able to make a transition to a middle
class lifestyle with little difficulty. Those who did were prob
ably more likely to remain active in Baha’i communities.

A series of surveys conducted in the 1970s and 1980s 
illustrates this point. A 1979 study of Baha’is in Rhode Is
land found only one Baha’i—a former Hare Krishna mem
ber—who had been part of any group identified with the 
counterculture.84 Surveys of Baha’is in Los Angeles and in 
the United Kingdom conducted in the same year found that 
5% and 12.1% respectively had been members of non- 
traditional religious groups. But most of these persons had 
been Christian Scientists, Mormons, or Spiritualists, groups 
that were not associated with the 1960s counterculture.85 A 
1985 survey of Baha’is who had experiences with non- 
traditional religious groups found persons who had been mem
bers of groups that were associated with the counterculture, 
such as a Kundalini Yoga Ashram and the Children of God, 
but they were outnumbered by former Jehovah’s Witnesses 
and Mormons.86 Although no reliable statistics are available, 
it is highly unlikely that persons who had been members of 
nontraditional religious groups ever comprised more than 10% 
of the Baha’i population.87 Nevertheless, anecdotes that cir
culate among Baha’is suggest that in the early 1970s a 
significant minority of new Baha’is had been involved in 
nontraditional religious movements. The surveys seem to in
dicate that those who were deeply identified with this reli
gious subculture were less likely than others to remain ac
tive in the Baha’i community.88 A significant percentage of 
all new Baha’is, perhaps one-third of those in North America, 
became inactive or withdrew from the Baha’i community by 
the late 1970s, but the Baha’i population continues to be 
dominated by babyboomers, most of whom converted during 
this period.89

The growth of the Baha’i population in the 1960s and
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1970s increased the ethnic diversity of Baha’i communities. 
In the United States, a significant percentage of the new 
Baha’is were African-Americans. This was true in urban ar
eas, but the Baha’i Faith also began to spread among blacks 
in rural areas of the American South, especially in South 
Carolina. About 20,000 persons converted there in 1970 and 
1971, but the absence of established communities in these 
areas made it difficult to reinforce and sustain the Baha’i 
identities of new converts.90 In urban areas, new Baha’is were 
gradually socialized into a new identity through association 
with a community, both before and after conversion. In some 
parts of the South this was not possible, and many Baha’is 
there seem to have continued to regard themselves as Chris
tians. Nevertheless, well-established communities have 
emerged in the “mass teaching areas,” and this represents 
the first major penetration of the Baha’i Faith into the rural 
population of North America.

In the 1960s, the Baha’i Faith also began to spread in 
another sector of the rural population: Amerindians in the 
United States and Canada. As with rural conversions in the 
South and in some other parts of the world, many of these 
Baha’is seem to have developed dual religious identities; and 
many still practice their traditional religions.91 There have 
also been some conversions of Hispanics in rural areas, pri
marily in the American Southwest. Because many of these 
Baha’is are migrant farmworkers, their integration into ex
isting communities and the development of new communities 
among them has been problematic.

Rural conversions have changed the social base of the 
Baha’i population, but, because the new converts are geo
graphically segregated from the majority of the other Baha’is, 
this has had a very limited impact on the majority of local 
communities. Other demographic changes had a greater im
pact, especially in the larger urban communities. For example,
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although their numbers have been relatively small, the con
version of Hispanics in urban areas of the United States and 
of French-speaking persons in Canada has added to the di
versity of a number of communities. The influx into the Ameri
can Baha’i population of Southeast Asian refugees—some of 
whom converted before they arrived and some after—has dra
matically changed the demographic composition of a few 
Baha’i communities, primarily on the West Coast.

The most dramatic demographic change to affect West
ern Baha’i communities, however, has been the influx of Per
sian refugees following the Iranian Revolution of 1978-79. 
They spread throughout North America and Europe, and al
though no reliable statistics are available, it seems probable 
that they comprise 15% or more of the Baha’i population in 
these areas.92 Both the Iranian and Southeast Asian emigres 
tend to be disproportionately represented in certain large 
metropolitan areas, where they sometimes comprise the ma
jority of Baha’is in a community.

The frequency of certain Baha’i activities in these com
munities—race unity deepenings, cross-cultural workshops, 
language and culture classes, and the like—suggests that 
there have been some difficulties dealing with cultural differ
ences among Baha’is. At the same time, such activities also 
underscore the commitment of these communities to full in
tegration. Serious cultural tensions have emerged between 
Iranian and local Baha’is, but this phenomenon appears to 
have been specific to a few large urban communities. In gen
eral, Iranian Baha’is seem to have assimilated more easily 
into Western societies than non-Baha’i Iranian immigrants,93 
and their presence, as Peter Smith and Moojan Momen have 
observed, has contributed to “an increased sense of interna
tional Baha’i solidarity and cohesion.”94

The growth of the Baha’i Faith since the 1960s has 
changed the size and character of many local communities.
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Although it is not possible to determine with accuracy the 
current average community size, we can observe that in the 
United States the average number of Baha’is in a locality 
went from 5.1 in 1947 to 14.2 in 1991.95 If Baha’i communi
ties experienced a similar growth, the average community 
would have 41 members. Some of the communities in major 
urban centers now number several hundred, while the Baha’i 
population of Los Angeles has exceeded one thousand for 
more than two decades. The increasing size of communities 
has allowed for the development of more diverse and special
ized Baha’i activities, a trend that became very visible in the 
1980s.96 A number of activities that fostered a stronger sense 
of community were sponsored by Local Spiritual Assemblies, 
including counseling services, women’s support groups, Alco
holics Anonymous groups, Baha’is in Recovery Programs 
(which has chapters in many communities), ESL classes, 
dance and drama workshops, programs for single Baha’is (in
cluding at least one matchmaking service), and Youth for 
One World (a youth organization with chapters sponsored by 
local communities). These changes seem to have been more 
pronounced in the large metropolitan communities.

The 1980s also saw the emergence of activities that drew 
together Baha’is from various local communities around a 
special interest or profession. For example, the Association 
for Baha’is Studies now has a number of special interest 
sections that have facilitated the development of networks of 
Baha’is with particular areas of expertise, and there are now 
organizations or informal networks of Baha’i lawyers, physi
cians, publishers, computer users, short-wave radio opera
tors, and academicians. There have also been a number of 
new Baha’i journals—mostly short-lived—focusing on special
ized subjects, such as literature, social issues, parenting, 
women’s issues, and the academic study of the Baha’i Faith.97 
It is significant that a number of these endeavors were initi-
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ated not by Baha’i institutions but by individual Baha’is. 
Corporations owned by individual Baha’is have also been 
formed to publish and distribute Baha’i books, audio record
ings, and other materials; and to initiate philanthropic 
projects. This is a marked departure from the Baha’i practice 
considered normative for several decades.

Many of these activities, whether begun by individuals or 
Baha’i institutions, amount to the formation of voluntary as
sociations within the Baha’i community. Their impact on lo
cal communities is not yet clear, but presumably they draw 
some resources away from local activities. On the other hand, 
although they only involve a minority of Baha’is, they appear 
to have fostered greater social cohesion in the Baha’i popula
tion at an international level.

The way communities were affected by and responded to 
the trends described above has varied greatly and has usu
ally been dependent on the local conditions within and out
side Baha’i communities. Some of the diversity of the Baha’i 
experience in the West is documented in this volume. How
ever, significant areas of Western Baha’i history, are not rep
resented here. It is hoped that future volumes in this series 
will include articles that, for example, document the experi
ences of African-Americans in communities in South Caro
lina and Amerindians on reservations and reserves in the 
United States and Canada. It is especially important that 
histories be written for Baha’i communities in continental 
Europe. The focus of this introduction on North America is 
no reflection on the significance of European Baha’i history; 
it is a reflection of the state of the existing literature. It is 
equally important that histories of communities outside the 
West be written and published.

As the study of the Baha’i Faith develops as an academic 
field, such detailed histories will become essential. There is a 
huge mass of primary source material relating to the history
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of the Baha’i Faith, including community records, personal 
papers, newsletters, and memoirs. These materials, especially 
voluminous for recent decades, are scattered around the world. 
No single historian can hope to make use of all of these 
sources. Therefore, the development of a secondary litera
ture, including well-researched local, regional, and national 
histories is necessary before reliable broader studies can be 
written. This volume is intended as a small contribution to 
such a literature.
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