
Betterment of 
the World

For the 

The Worldwide  
Bahá’í Community’s  

Approach to  
Social and Economic 

Development 

Prepared by the  
Office of Social and  

Economic Development
BAhá’í InTErnATIOnAl COmmunITy



2   For the Betterment of the World

T
he Bahá’í community’s commitment to social and economic  
development is rooted in its sacred scriptures, which state that all human  
beings “have been created to carry forward an ever-advancing civilization.”  
Bahá’u’lláh wrote, “Be anxiously concerned with the needs of the age ye live 

in, and center your deliberations on its exigencies and requirements.” Fundamental 
to Bahá’í belief is the conviction that every person, every people, every  nation has 
a part to play in building a peaceful and prosperous global society. 

Introduction

And the honor and distinction of the indi-
vidual consist in this, that he among all the 
world’s multitudes should become a source of 
social good. Is any larger bounty conceivable 
than this, that an individual, looking  within 
himself, should find that by the confirming 
grace of God he has become the cause of peace 
and well-being, of happiness and advantage 
to his fellow men? No, by the one true God, 
there is no greater bliss, no more complete 
delight....
 How excellent, how honorable is man if 
he arises to fulfill his responsibilities; how 
 wretched and contemptible, if he shuts his eyes 
to the welfare of society and wastes his pre-
cious life in pursuing his own selfish interests 
and  personal advantages. Supreme happiness 
is man’s, and he beholds the signs of God in 
the world and in the human soul, if he urges 
on the steed of high endeavor in the arena of 
civilization and justice.

 in traditional thinking about develop-
ment, the role of religion in contributing 
to the betterment of the world has long 
been marginalized. “Religion,” a cele brated 
book from the early 1970s asserts, “should 
be studied for what it really is among the 
people: a ritualized and stratified complex 
of highly emotional beliefs and valuations 

that give the sanction of sacredness, taboo, 
and immutability to inherited institutional 
 arrangements, modes of living, and atti-
tudes. understood in this realistic and com-
prehensive sense, religion usually acts as a 
tremendous force for social inertia.”
 yet as we enter a new century, thinking 
in the field of development has been so-
bered by realistic assessment of the strengths 
and weaknesses of the prevailing approach. 
 Despite decades of rigorous effort and an 
enormous outlay of funds, no clear  strategy 
has emerged. There is a pervasive sense of 
failure and despair of achieving develop-
ment’s high aims, even, indeed, of making 
progress beyond a few scattered and  limited 
results. social and economic development, 
it is now widely recognized, is a complex 
process, unresponsive to simple formulae 
that are based on raising income or the 
propagation of technological packages. 
 under intense pressure to find solutions, 
 development thought has focused increas-
ingly on people—their cultures, values, and 
worldviews. in such an expanded perspec-
tive, it has become abundantly clear that 
materialistic approaches alone will never 
succeed in building the capacity of individu-
als and communities to take action and in 
releasing their power. Rather the opposite: 
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their tendency is to produce a debilitating 
effect. interest has thus grown markedly in 
recent years in the potential contribution 
that  spirituality and religion can make to 
development discourse. The aim is to bring 
religious insights to bear on the search for 
ways to harness the scientific, technical, and 
economic creativity of the modern world 
so as to improve the human condition and 
foster prosperity among the diverse inhabit-
ants of the planet.
 Bahá’í experience in the field of develop-
ment stretches back to the beginnings of the 
Faith in iran during the nineteenth  century. 
in that country, the community of adher-
ents were able, in just a few generations, 
to advance from a population consisting 
largely of illiterate villagers to one whose 
mem bers were in the forefront of many  areas 
of endeavor. By 1973, for example,  iranian 
Bahá’ís had achieved a 100 percent literacy 
rate among women followers under the age 
of 40, in contrast to a national literacy rate 
among women of less than 20 percent.
 Widespread involvement in social and 
economic development, however, is a rela-
tively new thrust for the Bahá’í world com-
munity; it rose in significance in the early 
1980s, chiefly as a result of a substantial 
increase in the Bahá’í populations of many 
nations. The ensuing decade constituted a 
period of experimentation, characterized 
simultaneously by enthusiasm and trepida-
tion, thoughtful planning and haphazard 
action, achievements and setbacks. While 
most projects found it difficult to escape 
the patterns of development practice preva-
lent in the world, some offered glimpses 
of promising paradigms of action. From 

this initial stage of diverse activity, the 
community emerged with the social and 
 economic development work firmly estab-
lished as a feature of its organic life and 
with enhanced capacity to gradually shape 
a distinctly Bahá’í approach. This booklet 
describes the ongoing process of learning 
about development from the local to the 
global level, which is facilitated by fostering 
and supporting action, reflection on action, 
study, consultation, the systematization 
of experience, and training. We hope the 
booklet provides a vivid illustration of how 
Bahá’í social and economic development is 
being carried out in practice. 

 office of social and  
economic Development
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B
ahá’ís vieW Development as a global enterprise whose purpose 
is to bring prosperity to all peoples, an enterprise that must pursue its aim  
in the context of an emerging world civilization. humanity, the Bahá’í  
writings explain, is experiencing an age of transition best described as 

a  passage from collective childhood to collective maturity. The revolutionary 
 changes that are occurring with bewildering swiftness in every department of life 
assume their real meaning in this light. During this period, the barriers raised by 
the thoughts, attitudes, and habits of the childhood of humankind are gradually 
being uprooted, and the structures of a new civilization that can reflect the  powers 
of adulthood are taking shape.

Concept

 The hallmark of the age of maturity will 
be the unification of the human race, which, 
in turn, requires the establishment of the 
principles of justice. The current disparity 
between rich and poor cannot be permit-
ted to persist. all of the earth’s inhabitants 
should be able to enjoy the fruits of a ma-
terially and spiritually prosperous global so-
ciety. to create such a society, it is essential 
that people everywhere be empowered to 
participate in the constructive processes that 
will give rise to it. Building the capacity in 
individuals, communities, and institutions 
to contribute effectively to these processes 
is the primary task of development.
 For the individual, this implies develop-
ing a number of interrelated capabilities—
scientific, artistic, technical, social, moral, 
and spiritual. individuals must be endowed 
with an understanding of concepts, knowl-
edge of facts, and mastery of methods, as 
well as the skills, attitudes, and qualities 
required to lead a productive life. in terms 
of the community, capacity building entails 
fostering its development so that it can act 
as an environment conducive to the enrich-
ment of culture. on the community rests 
the challenge of providing the milieu in 

which individual wills blend, in which pow-
ers are multiplied and manifest themselves 
in collective action, in which higher expres-
sions of the human spirit can appear.
 Beyond the training of individuals and 
the cultivation of community life, develop-
ment strategies have to pay attention to the 
strengthening of organizational structures. 
institutions are needed at every level of so-
ciety that can act as channels through which 
the talents and energies of individuals and 
groups can be expressed in service to human-
ity. one of the accomplishments in which 
the Bahá’í community takes particular pride 
is the erection over its 165 years of exist-
ence—sometimes under the most adverse 
circumstances—of a structure of elected 
bodies that operate at the local, regional, 
national, and international levels. This col-
lective hierarchy devolves decision making 
to the lowest level practicable—providing 
thereby a unique vehicle for grassroots ac-
tion—while at the same time conferring 
a level of coordination and authority that 
makes possible cooperation on a global scale. 
Bahá’í development efforts throughout the 
world benefit from the guidance and support 
supplied by this administrative order.
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 Building the capacity of the world’s peo-
ples and their institutions to participate 
 effectively in weaving the fabric of a pros-
perous civilization requires a vast increase 
in their access to knowledge. Given that 
such a civilization will have to be cognizant 
of both the material and spiritual dimen-
sions of existence, development theory and 
practice must draw on the two basic knowl-
edge systems that have propelled humanity’s 
progress over the centuries: science and 
religion. Through these two agencies, the 
race’s experience has been organized, its 
environment interpreted, its latent powers 
explored, and its moral and intellectual life 
disciplined. together, they have acted as 
the real progenitors of civilization.
 Bahá’ís reject the notion that there is an in-
herent conflict between science and religion, 
a notion that became prevalent in  intellectual 
discourse at a time when the very concep-
tion of each system was far from adequate. 
The harmony of science and religion is one 
of the fundamental principles of the Bahá’í 
Faith, which teaches that religion, without 
science, soon degenerates into  superstition 
and fanaticism, while science without re-
ligion becomes merely the instrument of 
crude materialism. “Religion,”  according to 
the Faith’s writings, “is the  outer expression 
of the divine reality. Therefore, it must be 
living, vitalized, moving, and progressive.” 
“science is the first emanation from God 
toward man. all created beings embody 
the potentiality of material per fection, but 
the power of intellectual  investigation and 
scientific acquisition is a higher virtue spe-
cialized to man alone. other beings and 
organisms are deprived of this potentiality 
and attainment.”

 a cursory survey of the historical forces 
that are shaping the structure of society 
should convince even the most avid de-
fenders of today’s global policies that un-
checked material progress will never lead 
to true prosperity. From the heart of the 
great masses of humanity a dual cry can be 
heard. While it calls for the extension of the 
fruits of material progress to all peoples, its 
appeal for the values of spiritual civilization 
is no less urgent. For material civilization is 
“like a lamp-glass. Divine civilization is the 
lamp itself and the glass without the light is 
dark. material civilization is like the body. 
no matter how infinitely graceful, elegant, 
and beautiful it may be, it is dead. Divine 
civilization is like the spirit, and the body 
gets its life from the spirit....”

concEPt   
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B
ahá’í Development activities aRe governed by certain under- 
lying principles. in the Bahá’í Faith, proselytizing is prohibited, and 
development projects are not conducted for the purpose of public  
relations or as a means of converting people. in the appropriate context, 

funding for projects of a humanitarian nature can be accepted from government 
and donor agencies, but Bahá’ís do not accept or use funds from outside  sources for 
the progress of their internal community affairs. as a religion it, of course,  affords 
opportunities for people to learn about the precepts of the Faith and to join it; so 
too, there are a range of community activities, including those for worship and for 
education, in which all are welcome to take part. Development activities are, how-
ever, intended to involve Bahá’í communities in disinterested service to humanity.

Approach

 endeavors of social and economic devel-
opment play a distinct function in the life of 
the Bahá’í community. They represent the 
efforts of individuals, groups, and Bahá’í 
governing councils to apply their religious 
principles to the achievement of material 
and social progress. They are intended not 
to serve Bahá’ís alone but people of all be-
liefs, and they strive to elicit the widest 
possible participation. often projects are 
undertaken in collaboration with govern-
ment agencies and organizations of civil 
society that share similar aims.
 Because the Bahá’í community is global 
in scope, it transcends divisions prevalent 
in society today such as urban and rural, 
“north” and “south,” “developed” and 
“under  developed.” The process of capac-
ity building that defines development has 
to be carried forward in every part of the 
world. in whatever country Bahá’ís reside, 
whether in their native lands or elsewhere, 
they are morally bound to participate in 
this process and contribute their talents 
to its advancement as members of that na-
tional community. Bonds of collaboration, 

how ever, extend across national boundaries, 
and resources flow from the more materi-
ally prosperous countries to those with less. 
Bahá’ís believe that it is the right of every 
people to trace its own path of development 
and direct its own affairs. The Bahá’í glo-
bal administrative structure safeguards this 
right. Thus, while outside support and re-
sources may be readily available to a project, 
it is left to those directing it to determine 
whether the capacity exists to utilize such 
support constructively.
 progress in the development field, from a 
Bahá’í perspective, depends largely on natural 
stirrings at the grassroots of the community, 
and it is from such stirrings that it should 
derive its motivating force. in general, then, 
Bahá’í efforts in social and economic de-
velopment begin with a relatively simple 
set of actions that can be managed by the 
local community itself. complexity emerges 
naturally and in an organic fashion, as the 
participants achieve success, gain experi-
ence, and increase their capacity to make 
decisions about their spiritual and  material 
progress and implement them. local action 
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gives rise to projects of a more sustained na-
ture with more ambitious goals. invariably, 
organizational structures are created to sup-
port such projects, and some of these nas-
cent agencies possess the potential to evolve 
into fully fledged development organizations 
with the ability to undertake programs in a 
wide field of action.
 the existence of such an organization 
in a region or microregion is imperative if 
 significant progress is to be achieved. For 
while an isolated project can yield tangi-
ble results, experience worldwide amply 
demonstrates that fragmented activities in 
health, education, agriculture, and so on 
do not lead to sustainable development. 
no one discipline can offer solutions 
to all the problems besetting humanity. 
effective  development calls unequivocally 
for  coordinated, interdisciplinary and multi-
sectorial action. organizational structures 
capable of dealing with increasing degrees 
of theoretical and administrative complex-
ity are needed to integrate efforts across 
various fields and to provide the coherence 
required for consistent advance. The grow-
ing network of such organizations in the 
Bahá’í world community allows, too, for 
well-conceived methods and approaches 
that have emerged in one country or region 
to be shared with others, providing a natural 
channel for the flow of knowledge.
 at whatever level they operate, the central 
theme of all Bahá’í development efforts is 
learning. as members of a religious com-
munity, Bahá’ís hold to a common set of 
beliefs and fundamental principles. yet the 
wise application of these principles to social 
transformation is something that must be 
learned through experience. at the heart of 

all collective action, therefore, is a concern 
for the application of spiritual principles. 
not only do such principles point the way 
to practical solutions, but they also induce 
the attitudes, the will, and the dynamics 
that facilitate implementation. equally im-
portant to the learning process are the con-
tent and methods of science, for by religious 
truth is not meant mere assertions about the 
esoteric, but statements that lead to experi-
mentation, application, and the creation of 
systems and processes, whose results can be 
validated through observation and the use of 
reason. Further, the advancement of civiliza-
tion requires the multiplication of material 
means, and these have to be generated by 
scientific endeavor. Development as a learn-
ing process, then, can best be described as 
one of action, reflection, and  con sultation 
—all carried out in the light of the guidance 
inherent in religious teachings and drawing 
on scientific knowledge.
 The following pages offer an overview of 
the projects and organizations operated by 
Bahá’ís worldwide. not discussed here, but 
no less significant, are the contributions to 
the development field made by thousands 
of Bahá’ís who, in their professional lives, 
are working within a host of agencies—in 
the public sector and in civil society—to 
bring about the betterment of humanity.





B
ahá’í Development eFFoRts aRe initiated either by the Faith’s  
administrative institutions—local or national governing councils—or by  
individuals acting alone or in groups. of the several thousand social and  
economic development activities worldwide, the majority are fairly simple 

grassroots endeavors of fixed duration. They are fledgling efforts of Bahá’ís in 
villages and towns throughout the globe to draw on the guidance of their Faith’s 
spiritual and social teachings in order to address challenges faced by their local 
communities. central to these teachings is the principle that individual potential 
finds fulfillment in service to humanity. 

First Stirrings
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 consider, for example, a small group in 
tanzania who gathered to study materials 
on the purpose of life, the spiritual nature 
of humanity, and the power of commun-
ion with God. animated by their ongoing 
discussions, they broadened their collective 
efforts in a simple yet natural way, first to 
include literacy activities to better compre-
hend the materials under study and then to 
address vocational needs through tailoring 
classes. most of the members of the group 
have had limited formal education. now 
they testify to having acquired a strong 
sense of identity and to having attained 
new  understanding and capacities. They feel 
galvanized by a desire to serve their com-
munities. They have learned “how to study” 
and know “how to use their minds.” Their 
neighbors “look up to them” and “recognize 
them as people of capacity.”
 The growing confidence and energies of 
individuals in thousands of such groups are 
channeled into action through consulta-
tion, a process of collective decision making 
prescribed in the Bahá’í writings. Rather 
than being a forum for negotiation, this 
consultative process is viewed as the col-
lective  investigation of reality. it calls for 

the free exchange of opinion, detachment 
from personal views, and rational and dis-
passionate analysis of options. it promotes 
creative  solutions to common concerns and 
the fair distribution of resources. it provides 
a voice for community members who have 
traditionally been excluded from decision 
making, most notably women, and nurtures 
such spiritual qualities as honesty, toler-
ance, patience, and courtesy. it produces 
agreement on the steps to be taken and a 
commitment to unifed action.
 The local initiatives that arise from indi-
vidual motivation and group action repre-
sent the first level of experience by Bahá’ís 
in applying their religious teachings to the 
everyday life of their communities. a few 
examples of such initiatives are presented 
on the next two pages.
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In oRDeR to Raise awareness among her peers 
about gender equality and violence against wom-

en, a Bahá’í youth from Gloucestershire, united 
Kingdom, holds biweekly meetings during lunch 
at her high school to discuss issues such as domes-
tic violence, unequal pay rates, and trafficking in 
women and girls.

A one-Day symposium in Dar es salaam is 
 organized by the Bahá’í community of tan-

zania and the Dar es salaam university students 
organisation to examine the importance of 
strengthening families and empowering youth 
in their efforts to help communities prosper both 
materially and spiritually.

Brazil

Brazil

Dar es Salaam, Tanzania

Grassroots Initiatives

AnimateD By the DesiRe to transform them-
selves and their community, individuals 

from edea, cameroon, form “common initiative 
groups.” The groups focus on learning about the 
spiritual nature of human beings as a foundation 
for addressing social and economic problems. to 
raise funds to support their efforts, the individuals 
involved plant produce and raise animals to sell. 

A GRoup oF junioR youth in Brazil, inspired 
to contribute to the well-being of others, con-

sult on the needs they see around them. they 
decide to plant a vegetable garden to provide more 
nourishing snacks during school and make toys 
out of recyclable materials for the children in the 
lower grades to help create a friendly educational 
environment. 
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RecoGnizinG the impoRtance oF gainful 
employment to maintain a sense of dignity, 

Bahá’ís in the Gambia offer computer courses con-
sisting of two sessions a week for three months to 
assist individuals in obtaining jobs. participants 
range from adolescents to middle-aged individuals 
from many backgrounds.

Bahá’í motheRs in a villaGe on the island 
of Karkar, papua new Guinea, determined to 

participate in the development of their community 
and inspired by the principle of the equality of men 
and women, decide to construct their own village 
medical post. The women put their plan into ac-
tion, enabling over 3,500 residents to have access 
to a medical facility.

In zamBezia in mozamBique, where sixty-five 
percent of childhood hospital admissions are due 

to malaria, Bahá’ís participate in an interreligious 
endeavor called “together against malaria” (tam). 
tam collaborates with the ministry of health and 
other organizations conducting anti-malaria cam-
paigns to achieve advances in advocacy, awareness 
raising in the community, treatment access, and 
funding. efforts initially focus on the two most 
populated districts in mozambique, where more 
than half a million children and pregnant women 
lack bed nets.

In an eFFoRt to eliminate hazardous waste 
and to contribute to protecting the environ-

ment, Bahá’ís in michigan in the united states 
participate in an annual earth clean sweep in 
which 300 tons of “e-waste”—unwanted electronic 
equipment such as old television sets, computers, 
and vcRs—are collected and recycled.

A one-Day WoRKshop, attended by parents 
and grandparents, is organized by a Bahá’í of 

the yishun community in singapore to examine 
virtues important for individuals to develop for 
the promotion of strong family life.

Michigan, United States

The Gambia

Karkar, Papua New Guinea
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A
paRt FRom seveRal thousanD grassroots initiatives, Bahá’ís are   
 engaged in over 550 ongoing projects that are larger in scope and more   
 ambitious in their objectives. some emerge from small efforts at the  
 local level, while others are established from the beginning as struc-

tured projects. sustainability is a natural feature of a project that emerges organ-
ically from a grassroots effort. Where a project is introduced into a community, 
particular care is taken to ensure that its scope does not exceed local capacity 
to sustain it. projects, then, gradually grow in complexity over time and extend 
the range of their  influence in keeping with experience and human resources.

Sustained Projects
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 The evolution of one project, an academic 
school in panama, provides a helpful ex-
ample. When it opened in 1993 in a small 
rented house on the outskirts of panama 
city, the school had three teachers and a 
handful of students enrolled in prekinder-
garten, kindergarten, and first grade. at the 
outset, the focus was on gaining the support 
of the local community and establishing 
academic and administrative structures. 
each year two or three grades were added, 
and eventually permanent facilities were ac-
quired. With time, elements incorpo rated 
into the curriculum were able to infuse the 
learning atmosphere with such principles 
as the oneness of humankind, the equality 
of men and women, and the harmony of 
 science and religion. today the school of-
fers a complete elementary education and 
has an ongoing teacher- training program 
to maintain the standard of excellence it 
has achieved. to strengthen  family unity 
and promote parental involvement, it holds 
regular meetings for  students’ parents. as 
service to the community, it has opened its 
computer laboratory as a vocational cen ter 
for  local women.

 Bahá’í projects, like all development 
work, have as their primary concern the 
visible improvement of some aspect of life. 
 Depending on the size of the endeavor, its 
objectives may be modest or far-reaching. 
as action unfolds, and increasingly greater 
challenges arise, a project must be capable 
of learning from experience in order to 
bring about enduring change. every Bahá’í 
development project—whatever its size or 
scope—serves as a center for learning that 
pro motes material, moral, and spiritual 
progress. Thus, while it is appreciated that 
concerted action should lead in time to 
concrete results, success is measured chiefly 
in terms of the impact the action has on 
building the capacity of individuals and 
their communities to address development 
issues at progressively higher levels of com-
plexity and effectiveness.  
 Bahá’ís have initiated sustained projects 
in a wide range of areas. The following pages 
provide a sampling.
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Literacy

Bahá’í liteRacy pRojects promote not only 
the acquisition of reading and writing skills but 

also the spiritual empowerment of individuals and 
communities. in Guyana, for example, the “on 
the Wings of Words” project builds preliteracy 
and literacy skills in children and junior youth 
aged 4 to 16 years, while helping them to reflect 
on issues significant to their lives. The project has 
trained more than 7,200 facilitators and reached 
more than 13,000 young people in both urban 
and rural areas.

The uganda program of literacy for trans-
form ation (upliFt), to take another example, is 
working with illiterate adults, mainly women. 
its program stresses the necessity of promoting 
the equality of women and men and the impor-
tance of establishing proper relationships among 
family members. materials discuss topics such as 

community decision making, virtues, and health, 
including the prevention of hiv/aiDs and malaria. 
over 6,000 individuals have benefited from adult 
basic education offered by upliFt.

also in africa, the olinga Foundation in Ghana 
promotes literacy and moral education in rural 
areas. Through the enlightening the hearts lit-
eracy program, predominantly carried out in the 
west of the country, some 260 teachers in primary 
and junior secondary schools have assisted over 
16,000 students in learning to read and write in 
their native language. Between 2002 and 2006, the 
program was able to reach young people between 
the ages of 8 and 15 in over 220 schools, increasing 
the literacy rates within this group significantly 
from year to year.

The Olinga Foundation for Human 
Development, Ghana

“On the Wings of 
Words” project, 
Guyana 
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Schools

Bahá’í eDucational centeRs range from 
simple tutorial classes to schools at both 

 elementary and secondary levels. While all aim at 
academic excellence and place special emphasis on 
service to the community based on moral values 
and spiritual principles, each strives to meet the 
particular needs of the society in which it oper-
ates. a few examples from various parts of the 
globe illustrate how Bahá’ís are putting this ideal 
into practice. 

The santitham vidhayakhom school in Thai land, 
founded in 1967, provides  government-accredited 
nursery, kindergarten, and primary education to 
over 700 children from the surrounding  rural 
communities. The school’s character development 
program helps to prepare students for service to 
humanity. on the opposite side of the globe, the 
nancy campbell collegiate institute in canada, 
an accredited private international school for boys 
and girls in grades 7 to 12, fosters academic achieve-
ment within a clear moral framework that incor-
porates 19 specific leadership capabilities. 

in lilongwe, malawi, the Bambino private 

schools reach some 1,100 students from nursery to 
secondary level. students enrolled in the program 
aimed at the spiritual empowerment of junior 
youth participate in such service activities as plant-
ing trees in the neighborhood, looking after the 
children in the nursery, and visiting and assisting 
orphanages in the community. in neighboring 
tanzania, the Ruaha secondary school is provid-
ing instruction for grades 8 to 11, giving particu-
lar attention to the education of girls. in 2006, 
Ruaha began to offer a teacher-training program 
to a network of Bahá’í preschools in tanzania in 
order to assist in meeting the educational needs 
of the country.

Bambino Private 
Schools, Malawi

Nancy Campbell 
Collegiate Institute, 
Canada

Santitham Vidhayakhom School, Thailand
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Community Schools

In countRies WheRe the national educational 
system does not reach rural areas, a number of 

Bahá’í agencies are working towards the multipli-
cation of community schools to make preprimary 
and primary academic instruction available to 
youngsters. much of the effort of these organi-
zations is focused on developing programs for 
training teachers and raising awareness in local 
communities of the importance of education. it 
has been found that where a community has a 
sense of ownership of the school and supports its 
establishment, both in principle and in financial 
terms, better results are achieved. 

The nahid and hushang ahdieh Foundation 
in the central african Republic has trained some 
100 teachers using materials that discuss concepts 
related to a positive school environment and the 
qualities and attitudes of an effective teacher. its 
outreach to residents and to communities has lead 
to the establishment of 24 schools that serve over 
1,200 children. elsewhere in africa, the nosrat 
Foundation in mali supports 13 rural community 

schools through the provision of teacher train-
ing and the production of educational materials. 
some of the teachers trained by the Foundation 
have gone on to start their own schools in the 
capital city as well; six such schools have been 
established so far. 

in the philippines, the Dawnbreakers Founda-
tion is applying the learning it has gained during 
its many years of experience supporting tutorial 
schools in order to systematically assist eight com-
munity schools in three regions in the country. The 
Foundation plans to further nurture the growth 
of community schools by establishing a regular 
program of teacher training, which is to be offered 
to existing teachers as well as those preparing to 
be teachers. in india, the promotion of village 
schools in the home communities of graduates 
of its teacher training center is one of the ma-
jor lines of action carried out by the new era 
Foundation.

Ecole Mixte “La 
Splendeur”, Central 
African Republic 

Ecole Saint André, Central African 
Republic 

New Era Teacher Training Centre students, 
India 

Ecole Mona & Saint Joseph, Central African 
Republic 

Teacher training, Philippines
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Moral Education

MoRal eDucation is basic to the curricula of 
all academic schools operated by Bahá’ís. in 

addition, a range of programs have been developed 
that reach out to the wider community.

the Bahá’í academy in india collaborates 
with institutions of higher learning to offer the 
education in universal human values program, 
providing interactive courses and workshops on 
moral issues relevant to social progress and the 
development of the individual. as of january 2007, 
a total of 92 study groups had been formed at five 
college-level institutions. 

Through its Golden Way (altyn iul) program 
for social competence and ethical Decision 
 making, the association for creative moral edu-
cation (acme) in Russia works to introduce moral 
education lessons into schools in the Republic 

of tatarstan. The program utilizes 30 video skits 
presenting conflict situations of varying natures, 
which form a basis for discussion. more than 
2,500 students in 23 schools and other educational 
organizations have participated in the Golden 
Way program.

in haiti, centre d’apprentissage et de Forma-
tion pour la transformation (caFt) strives to 
foster positive change in the population it serves 
through teacher training and innovative educa-
tional programs. caFt’s teacher-training program, 
in collaboration with plan international, uniceF, 
save the children, and yéle haiti, has connected 
the organization with 170 schools and over 1,000 
teachers. caFt also promotes a program for the 
spiritual empowerment of junior youth, which 
involved some 800 participants as of june 2007. 

The Royal Falcon education initiative in south 
africa trains young people to offer classes in sec-
ondary schools that engage students in discussions 
on topics such as aiDs, community service, global 
consciousness, and the environment. Royal Falcon 
has reached over 5,000 individuals in 27 institu-
tions in different parts of the country.

Bahá’í Academy, India

Golden Way Program, Russia 

Royal Falcon 
Education Initiative, 
South Africa
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Environment

In the FielD oF environmental protection, 
Bahá’í projects generally take a community-based 

approach. an example is a program being offered 
in the talamanca and caribbean regions of costa 
Rica among the Bribri and cabecar indigenous 
peoples. “community learning groups” study 
modules on environmental and moral leadership 
with the aid of a local tutor and initiate projects 
such as school and family gardens, fish farms, and 
poultry raising. Through their participation in the 
program, over 200 individuals, many associated 
with local organizations engaged in the conserva-
tion of natural resources, have been able to en-
hance their ability to contribute to the sustainable 
development of their communities. 

Besides such community-based 
initiatives, the international environ-
mental Forum operating in europe 
links environmental professionals 
and activists worldwide. The Forum, 
whose membership is drawn from 50 
countries, hosts an annual confer-
ence, promotes networking, pub-
lishes monographs, sponsors online 

courses on sustainable development, and provides 
mentoring to students and young professionals. 

Health

Bahá’í activities in the health field take 
 diverse forms including clinics, dispensaries, 

and medical and dental camps, as well as primary 
health care and health education. a notable exam-
ple is the long-standing primary health education 
program in zambia, through which over 1,600 
individuals have participated in health educa-
tion courses since 1998. materials for the first 
level of the program aim at preparing men and 
women to be Family health educators, promot-
ing sound health practices within their extended 

families. topics in the first-level text include 
sanitation, immunization, malaria, and symptoms 
of common health problems, as well as the special 
needs of women, children, and the elderly. The 
second level builds the capacity of individuals to 
serve as community health educators who can 
carry out activities such as mobilizing people in 
a village or town to participate in a government 
immunization campaign. supplemental materials 
at the second level provide specialized knowl-
edge and skills  related to specific issues including 
women’s health, hiv/aiDs, nutrition, disabilities, 
and  alcohol and drugs. 

Bahá’ís are also eager to respond to calls for 
assistance in the health-related endeavors of oth-
ers. For instance, health for humanity, a Bahá’í-
inspired nongovernmental organization in the 

united states, has been collaborating with agencies 
in albania, mongolia, and cameroon to enhance 
eye care facilities, train eye care staff, and increase 
access to services in order to address blindness 
caused by cataracts, childhood diseases, and on-
chocerciasis. it also provides a channel for those 
in medical professions to offer their services to 
projects at home and abroad.

Costa Rica

International 
Environmental Forum 
conference 

Training demonstration for Community 
Health Educators, Africa

Health for Humanity representative in a 
hospital in Mongolia
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Advancement of Women

The equality oF men anD Women is a 
 cardinal principle of the Bahá’í Faith. central 

to every project undertaken by Bahá’ís is a com-
mitment to the goal of ensuring that men and 
women are allowed to work shoulder to shoulder 
in all fields of human endeavor—scientific, politi-
cal, economic, social, and cultural—with the same 
rewards and in equal conditions. specific programs 
aim at eliminating prejudices against women, at 
establishing mechanisms to protect their interests, 
and at providing the education they need to take 
their rightful place in society. 

an example is the Barli Development institute 
for Rural Women, which offers six-month and 
one-year residential programs for tribal women at 
its facilities in the indian state of madhya pradesh. 
The program combines practical skills training 
with consciousness raising and the development 
of spiritual qualities. Recognizing that attitudinal 
change on the part of husbands, parents, and chil-
dren is equally essential, the institute continues 
to work with the women after they return home 
and conducts conferences and meetings in their 
villages. a number of extension centers have also 
been established in order to make the educational 
program available to an increasing number of 
women. more than 2,500 women in some 300 
villages have taken part in the program since the 
institute’s inception in 1985. 

in a different context, the tahirih justice cent-
er in the united states offers legal, medical, and 
social services to immigrant and refugee women 
seeking protection from gender-based human 
rights abuses. The center provides pro bono legal 
representation to foreign-born women and girls 
fleeing abuse through the Gender-Based asylum 
project, the Battered immigrant Women project, 
and the protection for victims of trafficking and 
other crimes project. a referral program makes 
available a range of social and medical services 
that assist women and children to rebuild their 
lives. in the area of public policy advocacy, the 

tahirih justice center counts among its successes 
a campaign launched to end exploitation of  foreign 
women by international marriage brokers, which 
led to the signing into law of the international 
marriage Broker Regulation act that enables 
foreign women to access important information 
that can protect them from violent abuse by men 
through the mail-order bride industry. since its 
founding in 1997, the center has helped well over 
5,500 women and children.

Barli Development 
Institute for Rural 
Women, India

Tahirih Justice Center, United States
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Community Banking

M icRoFinance pRoGRams generally involve 
credit, savings, and related services for the 

less prosperous segments of society, depending 
on an outside lending agency and outside cap-
ital in order to operate. however, education, 
curriculum, and training associates (ecta), a 
Bahá’í-inspired nongovernmental organization in 
nepal, has developed a program through which 
groups of between 10 and 30 men and women 
form and manage community banks capitalized 
from their own savings. loans from these banks 
are small at first, but interest earned on them re-
mains with the members, divided proportionally 
according to the amount of savings each has on 
deposit. Further, a portion of the profits is put 
into a social and economic development fund for 
the benefit of the community at large. The banks 
provide their members with the opportunity to 
learn skills of sound financial management and 
encourage them to establish or expand their own 
businesses. more than just a savings and credit 
program, these community banks also serve to 
develop in their members attitudes and qualities 
vital to the task of managing financial resources—
such as trustworthiness, cooperation, and a spirit 
of service—fostering consultation, solidarity, and 
unity within the group. ecta’s program began 

in 2002 with five banks in the morang district of 
nepal and has since grown to include 60 banks 
operating in different parts of the country.

Bank meetings in Nepal 

A small business in Nepal 
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The Arts and Media

Themes such as unity, courage, optimism, 
trustworthiness, generosity, courtesy, and racial 

harmony form the basis of many Bahá’í programs 
that utilize arts and media. The children’s Theater 
company, for example, works to incorporate 
such spiritual values into artistic performances 
by children and youth of different races in new 
york city, in the united states. The company 
has now been selected as the official speaker for 
the uniceF/FoX Kids literacy and girls’ educa-
tion television campaigns. also concerned with 
the well-being of the young, people’s Theater in 
Germany has developed “stop and act” shows 
aimed at empowering youth to prevent violence 
in schools and was selected by start social—an 
association of German companies—as one of the 
25 most promising social initiatives in the country 
in 2004 and 2005. 

meanwhile, Bahá’í-operated radio stations in 
latin america and asia provide a notable example 
of the role that media can play in contributing 
to the material and spiritual progress of society. 
Radio Bahá’í ecuador, for instance, has served the 
quechua- and spanish-speaking inhabitants of the 
rural province of imbabura and pichincha and 
the urban areas of otavalo and cayambe since it 
began broadcasting in December 1977. The station 
promotes education, development, and commu-
nity service through programs that nurture moral 
values and emphasize indigenous culture. 

Children’s Theater 
Company, United 
States

People’s Theater, 
Germany

Junior youth being interviewed on Radio Bahá’í 
Ecuador
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A
s Bahá’í Development pRojects grow and diversify, organiza- 
 tional structures evolve to ensure their long-term viability and to meet  
 expanding needs. at present most Bahá’í development organizations fall  
 into one of two categories. some are agencies of Bahá’í governing 

councils and benefit from the legal recognition these enjoy. others are initi-
atives  undertaken by groups of individual Bahá’ís—often with like-minded 
 colleagues—as nonprofit, nongovernmental organizations operating under the 
laws of their  respective countries. Both types of organizations have as their aim 
the application of the Faith’s teachings to one or more aspects of the process of 
civilization  building. to this end, they systematically train human resources and 
manage a number of lines of action to address problems of local communities 
and entire regions in a coordinated, interdisciplinary fashion. 

 The seed of one such organization, for 
example, was planted when two doctors and 
their families decided to move to a remote 
region in honduras and do what they could 
to help the progress of the indigenous popu-
lation. to support themselves and provide a 
service to the wider community, the families 
established a small hospital with modest 
surgical facilities. From this simple begin-
ning sprang a range of programs in such 
areas as health education and sanitation. 
after a decade of activity, a nongovernmen-
tal organization then was created to give 
formal structure to the programs offered in 
the  region. emphasis shifted to the larger 
problems of education, and a pilot project 
was launched to introduce a tutorial sec-
ondary program into local  communities. 
With support from various agencies—the 
Kellogg Foundation, the Department for 
international Development of the united 
Kingdom, and the canadian  international 
Development agency—the  organization suc-
cessfully tackled the usual problems of im-
plementation. Gradually stu dent  enrollment 

increased. The program has since been for-
mally recognized by the government, and 
upon completing it, students receive a fully 
accredited secondary diploma. The organiza-
tion is now working to extend the program 
to other parts of the country.
 The existence in a region of a develop-
ment organization dedicated to the advance-
ment of a population provides a coherent 
framework for actions of various kinds. 
capacity is created to assess social forces 
and conditions, to build a vision of the fu-
ture, to evaluate resources, and to devise 
well- defined strategies. as the organization 
systematizes the knowledge being gener-
ated through action and reflection in divers 
fields, the learning that is a prerequisite for 
meaningful transformation occurs. 
 today there are about 50 Bahá’í develop-
ment organizations worldwide with rela-
tively complex programmatic structures 
and significant spheres of influence, each 
at a different stage of evolution. seven are 
described in the pages that follow.
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Mongolian Development 
Centre

The monGolian Development centRe 
(mDc) was established in ulaanbaatar, 

mongolia, in 1993. Working with local commu-
nities through programs centered on development 
and education, mDc contributes to a learning 
process aimed at the sustainable social, economic, 
and spiritual advancement of the country.

one of the organization’s areas of focus has 
been an early childhood development program 
rooted in the conviction that every child is cre-
ated noble and endowed with innate capacities 
and potential. as part of the program, a character 
development curriculum was created to nurture 
moral reasoning in children between 3 and 6 years 
of age, emphasizing service to humanity. train-
ing is provided to assist teachers of kindergarten 

classes in using the curriculum as a supplement to 
the existing preschool curriculum produced by the 
government. mDc works with over 110 teachers 
from 16 kindergartens and has offered training at 
a national level to teachers across the country who, 
recognizing the benefits of the approach, have 
asked that it be implemented in their districts. 

mDc also administers a junior youth program 
to foster the empowerment of 12 to 14 year olds 
by assisting them to develop intellectual and 
moral capabilities that enable them to transform 
themselves and contribute to the upliftment of 
their communities. mDc began conducting the 
program in a few schools in 2005, and by 2007 
the program had been adopted by 11 schools in 
Baganuur, muron, sainshand, and ulaanbaatar, 
involving over 1,300 junior youth. 

to empower individuals, families, and groups 
to bring about sustainable change in their commu-
nities, mDc has initiated a community capacity 
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Development program that focuses on two in-
itiatives. a gardening project offers courses in 
biointensive methods for growing vegetables and 
in social enterprise, which explores such areas as 
consultation, acquiring new skills, initiating ac-
tion, and working in unity for the benefit of the 
whole community. The project blends theory with 
practice, enabling participants to study techno-
logical innovations on the basis of real experience 
gained in the field and to translate their learning 
into action. a second endeavor, the commu-
nity Banking program, aims at increasing the 
financial resources available in a community and 

building local capacity to manage these resources 
by  combining spiritual principles with practical 
considerations. in 2007, there were six community 
banks with some 100 members operating in two 
different locations in mongolia. 
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FUNDAEC

La FunDación para la aplicación y enseñanza 
de las ciencias (FunDaec) was established 

in colombia in 1974. it is animated by two key 
concepts: first, that in order for a population to 
walk its own path of development, there must be 
institutions and structures that genuinely belong 
to the people; second, if people are to take charge 
of their own development, they must engage in 
systematic learning. to translate these principles 
into action, FunDaec has created the university 
for integral Development—a framework within 
which learning processes can be set in motion in a 
given population. The processes include the search 
for alternative systems of production, the estab-

lishment of viable systems 
of formal education, and 
the strengthening of local 
economies. 

most notable among the 
results of this learning is 
a program now being im-
plemented in several other 
countries in latin america. 
Through years of research 
and act ion to address 
the needs of rural youth, 

FunDaec has developed an alternative secondary 
tutorial school system, sistema de aprendizaje 
tutorial (sat), and a corresponding university-
level teacher training program—both suited in 
content and method to rural populations. The 
sat program, with its emphasis on the applica-
tion of scientific capabilities to local contexts, has 
reached some 70,000 students in colombia alone. 
to respond to the interest shown in sat by an 
increasing number of Bahá’í-inspired organizations 
around the world, FunDaec has modified some of 
its curricular elements and assembled them into a 
program called preparation for social action (psa) 
for widespread distribution. 

FunDaec has also developed the capacity—
with the help of a postgraduate program called 
“education for Development”—to enable other 
organizations to apply the approaches of the uni-
versity for integral Development to their programs 
and projects: to effectively foster people’s motiva-
tion and aspiration to take responsibility for their 
own development; to build local institutions, 
which are essential if rural communities are not 
to be swept away or assimilated by the process 
of globalization; to place the powers of science 
in the hands of rural people so they can become 
protagonists in the collective enterprise of gener-
ating and applying new knowledge; and to wed 
the knowledge systems of science and religion in 
the investigation of reality and the transformation 
of society.
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Badi Foundation

The BaDi FounDation, established in 1990, 
is a nonprofit, nongovernmental organization 

based in macau that creates and applies strate-
gies for the development of human resources and 
designs curricula and methods for educational 
programs in china. 

one of the Foundation’s major projects is the 
school of the nations in macau, which has more 
than 260 students in its regular academic program, 
from preschool through the secondary level. The 
school’s curriculum concentrates on the develop-
ment of students’ character and intellect and places 
a strong emphasis on fostering a spirit of social 
service within them.

The Foundation’s environmental action pro-
gram aims at empowering individuals, in particular 
rural women in china, to apply their energies col-
lectively to promote sustainable development in 
their communities. Through its training courses, 
participants deepen their understanding of envi-
ronmental science, develop the skills needed to 
evaluate the sustainability of their own farm sys-
tems, and build the capacity to work cooperatively 
to improve agricultural production.

additionally, the recently initiated institutional 
capacity Building program serves to foster the 
development of grassroots organizations to support 
the long-term spiritual and material advancement 
of local communities.  The human resources raised 
up through this endeavor either become trainers 
for a program focusing on the moral empowerment 
of junior youth or work towards the promotion of 
scientific learning and sustainable agricultural prac-
tices among rural women. Following their initial 
training, participants are assisted in establishing 
organizations suited to the conditions of their local 
communities and are supported through regular 
visits and continued training which makes use of 
materials that reflect the learning gained through 
similar efforts. in addition, courses have been cre-
ated by the Badi Foundation to assist with the 
strengthening of a number of capabilities essential 
to the proper functioning of these organizations.
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CORDE and UniED 

In the WaKe oF decades of internal conflict and 
civil unrest in cambodia, two Bahá’í-inspired 

organizations grew out of the efforts of individuals 
striving to raise the capacity of the population to 
determine for itself a path of development. The 
first of these, the cambodian organization for 
Research, Development and education (coRDe), 
began its activities in 1994 in the northwestern 
province of Battambang in an endeavor to ad-
dress the educational needs of the country’s pre-
dominantly younger generations. coRDe offers 
free tutorial classes to well over 1,200 students in 
several provinces, while volunteer teachers work 
with more than 600 students in its eight centres 
of learning (ccl).

among the various agencies with which coRDe 
collaborates is the university for education and 
Development (unieD), which was established 
in Battambang in 2002. unieD was created to 
contribute to rebuilding cambodia by providing 
education that would enable groups of students to 

gain the necessary skills, insights, and qualities to 
become involved in the social and economic de-
velopment of their communities at the grassroots 
level. students come from Battambang as well as 
neighboring provinces to enroll in the school’s 
wide range of courses, which include economics, 
financial management, and community banking; 
the management of ccls; environmental educa-
tion; agriculture; and agribusiness. unieD offers 
a six-month certificate, a one-year diploma, an 
associate degree, and undergraduate degree pro-
grams in education for Development, community 
Development, and human Resource Develop-
ment. integral to each course of study is a service 
component, which the participants must fulfil 
before they can graduate. every student devotes 
a number of hours each week to assisting in the 
development of nearby communities by provid-
ing intellectual, moral, and spiritual education 
to children and junior youth. after completing 
their education at unieD, most graduates return 
home to contribute to the betterment of their 
local communities.
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New Era Foundation

The neW eRa FounDation was constituted in 
2003 in panchgani, maharashtra state, india. 

it currently oversees three main lines of action: 
the provision of sound academic and moral educa-
tion at the new era high school; the training of 
schoolteachers by the new era teacher training 
centre (nettc), awakening in them a desire to be 
of service to their communities; and the promotion 
of village schools in the home communities of the 
training centre’s graduates.

established in 1945, the new era high school 
is one of the oldest Bahá’í schools in the world. 
its more than 800 students are drawn from some 
20 countries and from diverse religious and ethnic 
backgrounds. the school continues to give at-
tention to infusing its curriculum with spiritual 
concepts and building and tapping the capacity of 
faculty and staff, while creating an uplifting envi-
ronment in which students can live and study.

nettc grew out of the extensive outreach ef-
forts of the new era high school to promote 
community development. For some two dec-
ades, thousands of rural youth participated in 
programs, both at a central campus and in their 
villages and towns, that provided them with skills 
and abilities to teach primary school and engage 

in various vocations. Gradually, the vocational 
training programs were phased out and nettc 
emerged, centering its activities on raising up 
schoolteachers dedicated to the advancement of 
their local communities. in addition to training 
individuals to teach the national educational cur-
riculum, nettc improves the english-language 
skills of its students and prepares them to offer 
materials that foster the intellectual and spiritual 
growth of children and junior youth. students 
gain experience by teaching at surrounding schools 
and in villages during their training. as of march 
2007, 1,800 pupils in 30 schools were engaged in 
the study of the materials with the assistance of 
nettc students, while a further 1,200 children 
and junior youth in 30 villages were benefiting 
from similar study.
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Nosrat Foundation

The nosRat FounDation was created in mali 
in 2000 to address a pervasive need in the coun-

try, especially in rural areas, for primary education. 
The Foundation assists with the establishment, 
monitoring, and support of community schools; 
offers training sessions for preschool teachers and 
parents; and is involved in the development of 
educational materials. 

in the first four years of its existence, the nosrat 
Foundation helped to open 13 village preprimary 
and primary community schools in three regions 
of the country with a collective enrollment of 
about 900 students. The schools were established 
through consultations with the local communities, 
which selected individuals to serve as teachers, 
provided labor and some of the building materi-
als, and committed to sustaining the operations 
of the schools by raising funds for the teachers’ 
salaries. each of these schools is owned by the 
community it serves, has an association of parents 
which oversees its management, and is officially 
recognized by the government. Representatives of 
the Foundation conduct training sessions for the 
teachers and visit the schools to observe classes 
and to hold consultative meetings with the teach-
ers and parents. The schools are also assisted in 
meeting their infrastructure needs. in 2007, for 
example, the Foundation began to collaborate with 
a French nongovernmental organization, eau vive, 
to build six wells for schools that do not have easy 
access to water. Beyond its work in the rural areas 
of mali, the Foundation has conducted trainings 
in the capital city, Bamako, resulting in the open-
ing of six preschools in that locality. 

training modules have been created by the 
nosrat Foundation to help teachers understand 
their role as spiritual and academic educators and 
to raise parents’ awareness of the value of a sound 
education. materials have also been developed for 
communities, addressing the importance of girls’ 
education, introducing consultation as a tool for 
conducting school board meetings, and promoting 
trustworthiness as a basis for managing finances. 

in addition, to further assist in providing for the 
intellectual and spiritual education of children, the 
Foundation is developing primary school curricu-
lar elements for grades 1 through 6 that emphasize 
moral concepts. 
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T
o Facilitate leaRninG aBout development theory and practice within 
the Bahá’í community, the office of social and economic Development 
(oseD) has been established at the Faith’s world headquarters in haifa, 
israel. The agency helps to strengthen institutional capacity in every 

country to promote Bahá’í development efforts. it ensures that material resources 
become increasingly available to such efforts, coordinating the international 
flow of such resources and administering some of the funds intended for this 
purpose. oseD also offers general advice, technical and otherwise, in response 
to questions that arise.

Systematization of learning 

 The functions oseD performs provide it 
with the perspective needed to gather and 
systematize the learning about development 
taking place in Bahá’í communities around 
the world. When it identifies certain ap-
proaches and methodologies that are achiev-
ing particularly good results in some area 
of action, oseD arranges for pilot projects 
to be launched in different continents, the 
aim being to refine the content and methods 
and assemble them in a tested program. The 
program is then disseminated worldwide, so 
that national Bahá’í communities can adapt 
it to their specific needs. Four examples will 
help illustrate how the process unfolds.
 in 1994, a group of educators were invited 
by oseD to analyze the experience gained by 
Bahá’í communities in promoting literacy. 
on this basis, pilot literacy projects were 
created in cambodia, the central african 
Republic, and Guyana. consultations at 
the end of the projects’ first year produced 
a refinement of strategy and the decision to 
extend the learning process to four other 
countries—colombia, ethiopia, Ghana, and 
malaysia. Representatives subsequently met 
to share observations and reflect on achieve-
ments. it became clear that those most recep-
tive to programs that enhance the power of 

expression were junior youth, aged 12 to 15. 
The junior youth spiritual empowerment 
program was developed as a result. Beyond 
instructions in the simple mechanics of 
reading and writing, the program seeks to 
endow young people in this age group with 
the capabilities of reading with good com-
prehension and expressing thoughts clearly 
and eloquently. emphasis is placed on the 
need for positive words and thoughts to be 
accompanied by pure deeds.
 in 2002, oseD drafted a document de-
scribing the background, characteristics, and 
general parameters of endeavors aimed at the 
spiritual empowerment of junior youth. The 
dissemination of the document lent further 
impetus to the work with that age group 
worldwide, and a new stage in the process of 
learning opened. as projects for junior youth 
multiplied, oseD sponsored several conti-
nental seminars in which representatives 
from different countries could share their 
experience, receive training, and formulate 
plans. When a certain degree of capacity 
to sustain activity had been developed, the 
focus of the seminars shifted to the prepa-
ration of resource persons in each country 
who could be deployed to strengthen and 
enhance the quality of the program. new 
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approaches to learning and dissemination 
of knowledge are now being explored. 
 primary health care is another area of 
concerted effort. During the 1980s and 
early 1990s, a wide range of health-related 
projects were undertaken by Bahá’ís. in 
analyzing their experience, oseD noted 
that the most successful projects belonged 
to a network in east africa that promoted 
primary health care, especially through the 
training of community health Workers. 
Those involved in the projects were brought 
together by oseD for consultations in 1996. 
What emerged was a program that aims at 
raising up human resources to bridge the 
gap between health needs at the grassroots 
and medical services of government agen-
cies. Though in many parts of the world 
adequate medical provisions are in place at 
the local level, in countries lacking such in-
frastructure, the primary health education 
program can be used to develop the ca-
pacity in a region to address basic health 
issues. it is based on the premise that those 
at the grassroots can acquire progressively 
more complex skills and abilities, as well 
as scientific knowledge and spiritual in-
sights. at present, it provides two levels of 
training, the first to prepare Family health 
educators and the second community 
health educators.
 The promotion of community schools is 
a third area receiving systematic attention. 
in the 1970s and early 1980s, simultaneous 
to the introduction by the Bahá’í commu-
nity of large academic schools throughout 
the world, a global campaign was launched 
to promote tutorial schools—schools 
with modest facilities and simple overall 
structure, typically in rural settings, and 

usually managed by local Bahá’í institutions. 
numerous Bahá’í communities around the 
world were successful in establishing such 
schools. however, in the absence of insti-
tutional capacity at the regional or national 
level to support their continued progress, 
it proved impossible to sustain them. over 
time, two Bahá’í development organiza-
tions emerged in africa, one in the central 
african Republic and the other in mali, to 
promote community schools through the 
provision of a coherent teacher-training 
program. informed by the experience ac-
cumulated by these two agencies, as well as 
previous insights gained over the decades, 
oseD has outlined elements of a strategy to 
assist, in a systematic way, the establishment 
of community schools in countries where 
the institutional and human resources exist 
to embark on such an effort.
 a fourth area in which learning is being 
systematized is community banking. how 
spiritual principles can be applied to eco-
nomic relationships in the world is clearly 
a complex issue that will require decades 
of thought and action. the community 
Banking program developed by education, 
curriculum, and training associates (ecta) 
in nepal represents a modest contribution 
towards such efforts. The program brings 
together small savings groups at the local 
level, and oseD has begun to explore how 
elements of the program can be applied in 
other settings. among the questions under 
consideration at this early stage are what 
kind of institutional capacity is needed at 
the national or regional level to sustain an 
endeavor of this nature and what spiritual 
conditions make it propitious to introduce 
local banks into a village or town.

SyStEMAtIZAtIon oF LEArnInG   
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F
oR the Bahá’í community the expanding network of activities  
described in the foregoing has had significance well beyond the 
immediate benefits that have accrued. The experience of applying the  
principles in the Faith’s writings to a highly diverse range of situations 

has  progressively clarified the community’s understanding of current challenges 
in the development field and equipped it to contribute ever more confidently to 
the global discourse taking place. That involvement, in turn, represents another 
important and continuing learning opportunity.

Contributing to Global  
Development Discourse

 at the general level, the Bahá’í inter-
national community (Bic) has partici-
pated in a number of major international 
summits and nongovernmental forums. 
notable among them have been the united 
nations conference on environment and 
Development (the “earth summit”) in 
Rio de janiero in 1992, the World summit 
for  social  Development in copenhagen in 
1995, and the Fourth World conference on 
Women in Beijing that same year, as well 
as the World conference against Racism in 
2001 and the World summit for sustainable 
Development in 2002, both held in south 
africa, and the 2005 annual meeting of 
the World economic Forum in Davos, 
switzerland.
 Because of the worldview deriving from 
the Bahá’í system of belief, the community 
has taken a particularly keen interest in 
discussions that explore the contribution of 
religion to questions of development. These 
have included the World Faiths Develop-
ment Dialogue conference, cosponsored 
by the World Bank and the archbishop 
of canterbury held in lambeth palace, 
london, in 1998, and the parliament of 
the World’s Religions held in south africa 
in 1999. especially enriching has been the 

involvement, from 1995 to 2000, in a project 
sponsored by the international Develop-
ment Research centre (iDRc) in canada, 
which explored the relationship between 
science, religion, and development.
 The community has found in this series 
of activities welcome opportunities to give 
expression to the central conviction animat-
ing Bahá’í work in the development field. 
as early as the earth summit, a statement 
submitted by the Bic to the plenary session, 
on behalf of all religious nongovernmental 
organizations, concluded: “The profound 
and far-reaching changes, the unity and un-
precedented cooperation required to reorient 
the world toward an environmentally sus-
tainable and just future, will only be possible 
by touching the human spirit, by appealing 
to those universal values which alone can 
empower individuals and peoples to act in 
accordance with the long-term interests of 
the planet and humanity as a whole.”
 two major Bic documents develop this 
conception at greater length: The  Prosperity 
of Humankind, distributed at the World 
summit for social Development, and 
Valuing Spirituality in Development: Initial 
Considerations Regarding the Creation of 
Spiritually Based Indicators for Development, 
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prepared for presentation at the World 
Faiths Development Dialogue conference. 
The first of the two statements, which de-
fines human prosperity in both spiritual 
and material terms, advances a frank analy-
sis of the  prevailing materialistic notions 
and practices in the development field, and 
proposes a development strategy aimed at 
empowering the generality of humankind 
in taking responsibility in the shaping of 
the planet’s future. Valuing Spirituality in 
Development suggests five principles funda-
mental to the attainment of a civilization 
that is just,  united, and sustainable: unity 
in diversity, equity and justice, the equal-
ity of the  sexes, trustworthiness and moral 
leadership, and the independent investiga-
tion of truth. The statement goes on to focus 
attention on  areas of work that it believes 
must command priority in the application 
of these principles: economic development; 
education;  environmental stewardship; the 
meeting of basic needs in food, nutrition, 
health, and shelter; and governance and 
participation.
 as the twentieth century drew to a close, 
Bahá’í institutions had reached the conclu-
sion that a permanent forum was required 
for ongoing, in-depth exploration of these 
concerns. The result was the creation of the 
institute for studies in Global prosperity, 
whose first initiative, in  november 2000, 
was to sponsor a colloquium on science, reli-
gion, and development in new Delhi, india. 
The conference, devoted to the discussion 
of integrating religious values and scientific 
methods in development work, brought to-
gether more than a hundred  representatives 
of nongovernmental organizations from all 

regions of the country. Greatly encouraged 
by the success of the event, and the respons-
es it evoked, the institute for studies in 
Global prosperity has set in motion a similar 
process of consultation with organizations 
of civil society in several other countries in 
africa, asia, and latin america, and in each 
a core group has begun to emerge that is 
seeking through various means to influence 
development policies and practices.
 no serious observer can fail to appreci-
ate the need for the massive investments of 
human and material resources that govern-
ments and organizations of civil society 
dedicate to promoting the well-being of the 
human race; nor indeed to value the intel-
ligence and spirit of idealism that animates 
this work. committed to the expansion of 
its own development programs, the Bahá’í 
community continues to refine its vision 
that the key to successful development is the 
building of capacity. such a vision calls for 
engaging people everywhere in the genera-
tion and application of knowledge. spiritual 
principles and the methods of  science, to-
gether, can mediate such engagement. it 
is in sharing the learning thus acquired, 
the community believes, that its most use-
ful contribution to the global discourse on 
 development must ultimately lie.
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