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Abs trac t 

Despite the generaliy anti-religious stance of many feminist scholars. religions 

which advocate and implement gender equality may enable female believers to resist 

oppressive noms.  This thesis describes the Baha'i faith as one such religion. An 

ernancipatory vision of gender is enunciated in its central scnptures. and has been 

implemented. albeit to varying degrees, throughout the faith's history around the 

world. The author argues that activism for gender equality has diminished in recent 

years in the Canadian Baha'i community. and describes the testing of storyteliing- 

based consciousness-raising workshops as a rneans to increase Canadian Baha'i 

women's promotion of the advancement of women. 
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"The winds of change blew s o f a  curling througi1 the mind. 

Tt is in the mind first we wake to the whisper of yearnings. 

And hear from the depths a voice calling.. . " 

fiom Thange. " w ~ n e n  during the rrorkshop series 

by one of the participmts. 
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Introduction 

Feminism is rife with contentious issues, which are assiduously studied. 

problernatized, contextualized, deconstructed, and otherwise wrestIed with by the 

ever-growing ranks of feminist scholars and practitioners. These thinkers have 

challenged academic and social practices throughout the Western world. Their ideas 

have blown through the musty halls of acadernia like a great invigorating gust of air, 

eliciting much refreshment and pandemonium. 

Most of the feminist discourse, however, has either been anti-religious. 

envisioning religion exclusively as an agent of patriarchy or social control. or has 

ignored religion without ac kno wledging or de fending this omission. As many ferninist 

scholars seem to be influenced by socialist views, this tendency has largely gone by 

unchallenged. 

In recent years. questions about this pattern of silences and quick dismissals 

and calls for a more nuanced treatment of the role of faith in women's lives and in the 

women's movement have been raised. often by First Nations or black feminists. who 

recognize that religion has played a key role in sustaining the identi~y and cohesion of 

their communities. Ursula King has observed that these feminists. -whilst sharply 

criticizing the negative features ... nonetheless accept certain important parts of 

religion. especially its spiritually empowering, transforming, and healing aspects? 

In this spirit, 1 have in this thesis undertaken an investigation of the influence 

of the Baha'i faith on Canadian female believers' experience of gencïer. In the first 

chapter. 1 introduce the feminist study of religion and survey a range of ferninist 

1 UmIa King. Wornen 2nd Spiritua~ity. (New York: New Amsterdam Books. 1989). p. 35. 



efforts to define andor  create woman-positive belief systems. In the second chapter. 1 

present the Bahd'i faith as an exarnple of one such system of belief. and argue that the 

vision of gender enunciated in its central scriptures may act as an emancipatory force 

in the Lives of Baha'i women. The third chapter is dedicated to describing the 

implementation of this egalitarian vision in Baha'i communities around the world over 

the faith's one hundred and fifty-odd year history. Although oppressive cultural 

contexts and prevailing social norms have influenced the community's ability and 

inclination to clearly interpret and apply this vision of gender. 1 argue thar many 

Baha'i women have been empowered and enabled by their f ' t h  to resist and challenge 

oppressive gender noms.  Equality-seeking has furthermore been consistently 

undertaken and supported by many Baha'i men and administrative structures. 

1 propose, however. that this radicalking and emancipatory influence of the faith on 

the believers' awareness of and activism on gender issues has been maintained in the 

developing world but has significantly diminished in the West since the faith's arrival 

at the turn of the century. In the founh chapter. 1 present and describe research 

undertaken to test my central thesis: that increasing Canadian Baha'i womens access to 

their history of activism through a series of consciousness-raising workshops based 

on radical storytelling rnay remedy this slippage in the community's promotion of the 

advancement of women. 

Pursuing such a study under the auspices of a Canadian Studies program is 

somewhat difficult: the Baha'i community is international in character. and although 

Canada's particular sociological and geographical characteristics m u t  have influenced 

the emergence and form of the Canadian Baha'i community. it does not appear to be 

clearly differentiated from Baha'i communities in Australia, the United States. or. for the 

most part, Europe. Although there may indeed be subtle. disrinctively Canadian 

Baha'i characteristics, they have not yet been discovered and investigated: the corpus 

of Baha'i scholarship addressing the Canadian experience is minute. The big fish in 

this tiny pond is Will C. van den Hoonaard. a sociologist at University of New 



Brunswick. upon whose admirable work sections of this thesis have heavily relied. 1 

have further sought to reinforce the 'Canadian-ness of this project by conducting 

my own research and testing my cornmunity intervention locally: the extent to which 

my findings are influenced by their location is. however. questionable. Sirnilar 

observations and results would probably be obtzined in many Bahai comrnunities 

throughout the western world. As such, references to American and European Baha'i 

scholarship and western Baha'i women's expenence must periodically stand in for 

unavailable purely Canadian sources. Hopefully. this thesis will go some way toward 

alleviating this dilemma for future students of the Canadian Bahai cornmunity. 



Chapter One: The Feminist Study of Religion 

Approaches and Methods in Feminist SchoIarship 

The academy seems to be resistant to change. to cling to old habits of thoughr 

and customs. Nonetheles. for the past thirty years. the roguish seed of feminism has 

been thriving in this ordered garden. resisting all attempts to uproot it, blumng the 

neat borders between disciplines. infiltrating and upsetting carefuLly composed beds of 

theory. forcing scholars ofr the well-trodden paths to struggle in the thickets of thorny 

new questions. Even its proponents are unsure what to  cal1 it: while Ursula King says 

'ferninisrn is both a new academic method and also a new social vision."' Shulamit 

Reinharz. in her exhaustive study. Feminist Methods in Social Research. concludes 

that 'ferninisrn is a perspective. not a m e t h ~ d . " ~  

Whatever the case may be, feminism has radically altered the face of 

scholarship, challenging the rules for both the definition of knowledge and its pursuit. 

It insisrs that women's expenences and opinions must be considered. arguing that to 

ignore women is 

not simply to ignore a signifiant subgroup within the social structure. It is to 
misunderstand and distort the entire organization of that society. 
hcorporating women's experiences into our social analysis involves far more 
than adding another factor to our interpretation and thus correcting an 
admittedly glaring oversight. It forces us to reconsider our understanding of 
the most fundamental ordering of social relations, institutions and power 

arrangements within the society we study? 

Such a fundamental re-orientation will entail both 'changing the criteria for what 

counts as knowledgew4 and 'the transformation of traditional processes of wnting. 

' Ursula King. k roduc r ion :  Gender and the Srudy of R e i i g i ~ n . ~  Religion and Gender. ( Oxford: 
Blackwell. 1995). p. 18. 

Shulamii Reinharz. Ferninisr Merhods in Social Research. (New York: Oxford University Press. 
1 992). p. 24 1. 

Carroll Smith-Rosenburg. DisorderIy Coriduç[. ( New York: New Amsterdam Books. 1989). p. 19. 



teaching. learning. and thinking", a transformation which is 'inextricably connected to 

the subversion of the substance of patriarchal thought.*" 

But to 'subvert patriarchd thought' is a complicated t s k .  The exclusion of 

women's experience of the world from what has been traditionally counted as 

knowledge has undermined many women's confidence and magnified their doubts. such 

that they "...have Little alternative but to believe the rnyths men have created? 

There is, thus. no unity of thought or purpose among women in general. Among 

feminist scholars, too, there is much dissension: and in their determination not to 

oppress one another. this dissension is permitted to flourish. 

Nonetheless, for the most part. feminist scholars seem to agree on the principle 

that 'constmcting knowledge about ourselves [women] . with ourselves as the focal 

point. is a high priority in the quest to end wornen's oppression. But we musc be free 

to do it in our own wayW7 To that end. feminist scholars have proposed and used a 

number of innovative research theories and strategies. re-evaluating the utility of 

'experience, intuition. and evaluation as alternative modes of k n o ~ i n ~ . " ~  and turning 

their attention to new groups of women. behaviors. and forms of data overiooked or 

unexamined by traditional ~cholarship .~ As Shularnit Reinharz has noted. 

Most feminist researchers who develop original methods do not argue that 

these methods meet the norms of science .... rather. they ignore the debate about 

science and strive to find rnethods that fit their definition of ferninisrn." 

The creativity and experimentation of feminist scholars in their quest for new, 

Patricia Maguire. Doin? Paniclpatory Resea - .  . . rch: A Feminist k r o a c h .  (Amherst: The Centre 
for International Educadon, 1987), p. 87. 

Judith Plaskow and Carol Christ.  introduction.* Weav in~  rhe Visions: New Parrems in Ferninisr 
S~ i r i t ua l i ry ,  ed. judith PIaskcw and Caroi Christ, (San Francisco: Harper Collins. 1989), p. 6. 

Dale Spender. .Leaming ro Create Our Own Knowledge.' Convereence 13 .1-2 (1 980). p. 1 6. 

Ibid. p. 15. 
Maguire. Panicioaiorv Research. p. 87. 

Reinharz. -, p. 2 15. 
Ibid. p. 238. 



inclusive research orientations and tools has graduaily coalesced into an ever- 

evolving, yet distinct set of practices. which (depending which feminist you ask) rnay 

or may not be a methodoiogy. but which nonetheless has certain identifiable 

characteristics, Six of these will now b2 introduced. 

The first tenet of feminist research is chat it must acknowledge the pzrsonal 

sources of Our work. Rather than write about women's experience abstractly or in the 

third person. feminist scholars are bidden to use personal experience as 'the very 

starting point of a study. the material from which the researcher develops questions, 

and the source for finding people to study."l ' Whereas in uaditional research. such 

personal expenence is 'thought to contaminate a project's objectivity". in feminist 

research. 'it is relevant and repairs the project's pseudo-o bjectivity." ' In other 

words. it prevents the construction of a pretense of objectivity. which. as noted by 

Patricia Maguire. 'supposes a kind of schizophrenic researcher ... told to separate feeling 

frorn knowing." l3 

The personalization of one's work is dso seen as a safeguard against false 

generalizations. As stated by June O'Conner. 'It is not enough to tell me what you see. 

I wani to know where you are standing as you see and speak. and also why you stand 

there." ' Plaskow and Christ note that. paradoxically enough, it may be through this 

avoidance of generaiizations. this 'articulation of particularity and what seems to be 

difference, that connection and universality are suddenly revealed."15 Recognizing 

that 'al1 knowledge is mediated through the body and that feeling is a profound source 

' ' Ibid. p. 260. 
l 2  Ibid. p. 258. 

l 3  Maguire. Panicioarorv Rrsearch. p. 88- 
l 4  June O'Connor. *The Episternological Significance of Ferninist Research in Religion." Religion 
and cender, p. 48. '' Plaskow and Chrisr. -Introduction." p. 5. 



of information about our lives.'16 feminist scholarship challenges the boundaries not 

just between 'impersonal" and 'personal' scholarship but between 'objective' and 

committed" scholarship as well. As Christ and Plaskow point out. k i t i n g  addressed to 

Our embodied selves may c d  for different forms and strategies than writing addressed 

to dispassionate intellects."l7 The researcher's confession and honoring of 

his or her own personal interests, perspectives. and bises  is one of feminist 

scholarship's most fundamental challenges to traditional research methods. 

Comrni tted 

The corollary to the personalization of feminist scholarship is its engagement. 

Feminist scholars assume the oppression of women. and seek to transform. as well as to 

understand, wornen's experience.18 As Patricia Maguire notes. feminist researchers 

are trying to change the role of the social scientist from spectator andor  detached 

advisor to involved activist. 'The feminist researcher cannot study women's struggles 

from a safe distance. Instead, she [sic] must be a consciously partial and passionate 

frcntline participant in the work to construcr a just w ~ r l d . ' ' ~ ~  

Researchers express rheir cornmitment to change in a variety of wys: some 

argue that "the very acc of obtaining knowledge creates the potential for change 

because the paucity of research about certain groups accentuates and perpetuates 

their powerlessness."20 Others include strategies for disseminating or implementing 

the rindings of their research in the* project methodologies, or use the research 

process itself as a social development tool. The vast majority of feminist researchers, 

' Ibid. 

lbid. 

Jol!ey Bruce Chrisunm. *Working In The Field As A Fernale FriendBW &rh:opolo~y and 
Edi!carion Ouarterlv 19, 2 Uune 1988), p. 70. 
l9 Maguire. Parriciparory Research. p. 10 1. 

20 Reinharz. Egminisr Merhods. p. 19 1. 



however they may realize it, would agree with Maguire's belief that 'our research must 

go beyond documenting 'what is' to proposing an alternative and imaginative vision of 

what 'should beY2 

But while there is virtual unanimity on the goal, there is less clarity on the 

means: a lot of ferninist researchers have insisted that something must be done to 

advance the equahty of women and men. but few have suggested precisely what to do. 

or how. This lack of agreement on means to effect change may anse from feminist 

scholarship's emphasis on diversity and the lack of a generally accepted system for 

mediating and uniting the plurality of women's expenences and views. As pointed out 

tj- PJâricy Adarnson. Linda Briskin. and Margaret McPhail. 

theory is abstract and generalized. while reality is unique and conjunctural. At 

best, theory can give only a very general sense of how to go about achieving 

change. Certainly it gives no prescription. 22  

Non-Objectifying the Subjects 

The rejection of 'objectivity has also affected feminist SC holars' relations hips 

with their research subjects. Infuriated by the ubiquitous objecrification of women in 

patriarchal societies. many feminist scholars express a cornmitment to the ideal of non- 

objectihing researcher-participant relationships. in which 'the distinction between the 

researcher(s) and those on whom the research is done disappears. To achieve an 

egalitarian relationship. the researcher abandons control and adopts an approach of 

openness, reciprocity . mutual disdosure. and shared risk. "23 

Such egaLitarian relationships, mirroring Life in their "continuous processes of 

attachment and separation. involvement and detachment. identification and 

Maguire. Panicipa:ory Research, p. 99. 

22 Nancy Adarnson. Linda Briskin. and Margarer McPhail. -Ferninist Practice: Organizing for 
Change.' Ferninisr Orpanizin~ For Change. ( Toronto: Oxford Universiy Press. 1988). p. 170. 

23 Reinharz. Ferninist Merhods, p. 181. 



in~iividuation. '~~ dernand that the researcher relinquish power over and distance frorn 

their research subjects. This requires the abandonment of most traditional methods of 

data gathering. In their stead. some feminist methodologists ask 'feminist researchers 

to engage in 'conversations' with women which. in form. reflect the ferninist research 

purpose of CO-operatively creating a 'sociology for ~ o r n e n ' . " * ~  In these 

'conversations'. the researchers are further expected to 'project a genuine acceptance 

of the participant's viewpointw in order to create a safe situation for the r e s e a r ~ h e d . ~ ~  

The extent of the practicability of these egaütarian ideals is a point of some 

debate in ferninist circles. While anti-O bjectificationism is a common ferninist cause. 

there are those who argue that research projects need not appear to be and c m  not 

truly be democracies. and that pledging to "project a genuine acceptance" of the views 

of research participants may run contrary to the oveniding goals of honesty and 

furthering the emancipation of women. when. for instance. the participants manifest 

internalized oppression. Nonetheless. while the application of this idea may be 

contested, the underlying principle would be accepted by the majority of ferninist 

scholars. and their research designs would make some attempt to accommodate it. 

Some feminist scholars have replaced the traditional objectification of research 

su bjects with an 'epistemology of insiderness. "27 in which the researchers examine 

their sirnilariries and differences with the research subject(s) in order to place 

themselves on a continuum of 'insiderness/outsiderness.' According to Jotley Bruce 

Christman, 3his perspective stresses that it is not the scientific detachment of the 

24 Chrisunm. -Fernale FriendVw p. 84. 
25 A. Oakley. ciried in Ibid. p. 74. 

26 Chrisman. -Fernale Friend.' p. 80. 
27 Reinharz, Ferninist Methods. p. 260. 



researcher that ensures validity. but knowledge of where one is dong as many 

dimensions of that continuum as possible."28 

While many feminist scholars advocate alertness to the sarneness andfor 

otherness between the researcher and the participants, some furrher propose chat 

researchers should cultivate affinity with their subjects: that is. they should actively 

seek 'insiderness.' As Shularnit Reinharz explains. 

The requirement that feminists establish rapport stems from the ideology that 
women experience relationships through an ethic of care. and that Feminists. in 
particular, are supposed to be able to establish intimate relations with women 
because of our political awareness. Put even stronger. feminists are supposed 
to feel toward other women as if they are their sisters. the presumption being 

that sisters have profound positive relations and shared inter est^.^^ 
This demand for involvement and intimacy with the research subjects may be 

premised on the notion that such relationships are less likely to be exploitarive: 

however, Reinharz has cautioned that the demand for rapport 'rnay have led us to put 

on blinders compelling us to see gender as the most salient characteristic of a woman. 

even when the wornan sees it o t h e r ~ i s e . " ~ ~  Furrherrnore. while supporting the ideal 

of rapport. Christman has expressed concern that her research may in fact become an 

abuse of friendship: 

A woman gave her story to me in an act of fnendship over tea at a kitchen 
table ... 1 still took it away From the kitchen table and set it in a context that 

served rny researc h purposes.3 

The Researcher as Research Subject 

Some ferninist researchers try to avoid this possibility of exploitation by 

turning to themselves as research subjects. thus exposing their own wlnerability to 

28 Chrisman. -Fernale Friend.' p. 73. 
29 Reinhan, Ferninisr Merhods, p. 263. 

30 Ibid. p. 266. 
Chrisunan. -Fernale Friend.. p. 78. 



scholarly examination. This often occurs as the researchers seek to identib their own 

subjective positions by sharing their experiences of the research process. By 

disclosing uthe kind of person that we are. and how we experience the r e s e a r ~ h . " ~ ~  

ferninist scholars hope to reveal the conscious and unconscious fitters through which 

they have sifted the raw research data. 

These attempts to level the researcher-subject hierarchy may be criticized for 

failing to produce substantive equality and for focussing on the wrong end of the 

problem: as Patricia Maguire insists. 'liberation will corne when ordinary women share 

power rather than when powerful wornen share v u ~ n e r a b i l i t y . ~ ~ ~  Voluntary 

vulnerability on the part of the researchers does not necessanly preclude the 

possibihty of exploitation. 

While sorne feminist scholars see self-study as a necessary complement to work 

with external research subjects. others focus solely on their own experience. arguing 

that it is the only voice they are entitled to represent and thac they may express truly. 

This ultimate extension of subjectivity is seen as the most accurate. albeit limited. form 

of research. 

Sources 

Feminist scholars run into a whole other complex set of problems when they 

turn from 'live' research to the study of texts: the main issue being that academic 

sources 'record male activities and male deeds in accounts ordered by male values. 

What we know of women's past are those things men considered significant ro 

remember. seen and interpreted through a value system that places men at the 

centre."34 Ursula King has noted that this problem is cornpounded by the fact that 

32 Ibid. p. 72. 

33 Maguire. Participarorv Resmrch. p. 104. 



"women are not only readers of androcentric texts. they are dso  writers and creators of 

such texts when they are schooled in and express themselves through the dominant 

modes of thinking of their age."35 This problern in the literature has led ferninist 

researchers away from traditional sources on a search for alternative records of 

women's voices and experiences. This exploration is descnbed by Plaskow as 

beginning 

by taking seriously everything which is an authentic reflection of women's 
experience. By everything, I rnean letters. diaries. artwork, drearns. literature 
by and about women, and so on -- all of our hidden history. anything which 
expresses women's expenence of ourselves as opposed to male definitions of 

women's experience. 36 

A nch body of feminist theory has developed around the use of non-scholarly sources. 

including oral tradition and the like. This body of work includes discussion of how ro 

interpret silences in the texts, to sense the discursive tensions under which the texts 

have been produced. and to read 'against the grain' of androcentric texts to unearth 

information about women's experience. 

The six characteristics of feminist research that have been discussed - its 

tendency to be personalized. committed. and non-objectiming: and to encourage 

working as an insider. taking the researcher as a subject. and using alternative sources 

- are among the many contested characteristics that various scholars would ascribe to 

the field. New theones and methods are constantly being developed. rested, and 

criticized. as feminist researchers seek more insightful analyses and more effective tools 

for social change. The foregoing survey. however. will suffice for the projecr at hand. 

and we can now turn Our attention to examining how these alternative approaches 

have crystallized in the field of the feminist study of religion. 

34 Judith Plaskow.~jewish Mernory From A Ferninisr Perspecrive.- Weaving the Visions. p. 4 1. 

35 King. =Gender and the Study of Rel ig i~n.~  p. 19. 

36 Judith Plaskow. -The Feminist Trmsformaüon of Society.* Beyond Androcentrisrn: New Essays 
on Women and ReIi~ion. ed. Rica Gross. (Missoula. Montana: Scholar's Press. 1977). p. 27. 



Perspectives In the Feminist Study of Religion 

A Context of Androcentrisrn 

The most notable characteristic of feminist work in religious studies is its 

premise that it exists 'within an acadernic power structure which is not only male, but 

white. heterosexual, middle and upper class. for the most part Christian. and not 

particularly hospitable to f e m i n i ~ r n . ~ ~ ~  Feminist scholars in religion argue that the 

discipline has so far really only dedt  %th women and feminine imagery as chey are 

rhoughr abouc by the males being i n ~ e s t i ~ a t e d , " ~ ~  and insisc that the androcentric 

appearance of investigated religions may be at least in part attributable to 

androcentrism in the eye of the beh01der.~~ In addition to the common concern that 

their work must ' rely to a great extent on texts and data created or described by 

men.*40 feminist scholars argue that the traditional theoretical frameworks for the 

study of religion are unfit for the analysis of women's experience: 

The unconscious androcentnc presuppositions undergirding almost d l  work 
done to date in the history of religions causes serious deficiencies. especially at 
the primary level of data-perception and gathering. and this deficiency in turn 
generates serious deficiencies at the level of model-building and theorizing 
whenever any hint of sexuality or sexual imagery is present in the data being 

andyzed. ! 

Feminist scholars further complain that 'at present there is often no recognition of 

women as agents and participants in their own right in most literature surveys in the 

field of religious s~udies."~* ~ h e ~  argue that the discipline has become 'over- 

intellectualized" and 'Iext-heavy." and insist that religious scholars must recognize -the 

subjectivity and reflexivity of religious s t ~ d i e s . " ~ ~  

37 King. -Gender and rhe Study of Religion.'" p. 23. 
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Despite their readiness to condernn the androcentrism of traditional approaches 

to religious studies. feminist scholars have not been quick to propose alternative 

theories and methodologies. nor have they challenged the fundamental secularism of 

the discipline: as Penelope Margaret Magee notes. 'the academy is essentially secular 

and even the most Demdan post-stmcturalists do not tend to deconstruct the secular- 

sacred binary opposition."44 This underlying secularism is reflected in ferninist 

scholars' approaches to religious scriptures. in which it is assumed that the texts "are 

not verbally inspired revelation nor doctrinal principles but histoncal formulations 

within the context of a religious c o m r n ~ n i t ~ . " ~ ~  The texts are thus taken as cultural * 

artifacts. 

It does seem peculiar that feminist theory should have blown down the house 

of academe and yet left standing the central pi1la.r of secularism. The notion that 

scholars c m  and should proceed as if a Divine Being may or may not exist would seem 

CO cal1 for the same pseudo-detached 'objectivity' already rejected by feminist theonsts 

as requiring a "schizophrenic researcher" whose feeling is separate from knowing. This 

skip in feminist theory probably arises from a general discomfort with religious ideas. 

which 'are seen as anomalous or difficult to approach from the viewpoint of much 

feminist theory and practice.'46 An explanation for this discomfort is offered by King. 

who argues that many feminists 

see religion as an external institution. authonty and power structure which 
keeps people in a state of dependence and thereby prevents them from 
acquïring autonomy and the will to actively shape their life and take full 

responsibility for it.47 

44 Penelope Margaret Magee. -Disputhg rhe Sacred: Sorne Theorerical Approaches To Gender And 
ReIigion.* Religion and Gender, p. 103. 
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This anti-religious tendency is confirmed by Marilyn Chapin Massey and James 

Massey, who describe 'a remarkable parallelm between the positions taken by some of 

the leaders of anti-religious humanism and "significant viewpoints among 

contemporary feminist religious thinkers. n48 

As a result of its discornfort in the field, Naomi Goldenburg notes that early 

feminist scholarship "did little more to address religious matters than to point out how 

traditional religions reinforced the subjugation of ~ o r n e n . ' ~  King appears to 

support this position, maintaining that ferninist histonans have not always paid the 

role of religion in women's lives due attention.50 In recenr years, however. the 

feminist study of religion has begun to be taken more seriously. as some scholars have 

recognized that "religion is not reducible to its cultural matrixw. rhat it uconstitutes an 

indienable part of human life."51 and that 'the religious. social. and political are 

closely interrelated and cannot be ~ e ~ a r - a t e d . " ~ ~  At the same tirne. new voices have 

joined the field: 

Many aspects of uaditional religion and spirituality have been called into 

question and deeply challenged by feminist writen. This challenge is not only 

addressed to religions from without. but also from within. as quite a few women 

who are strongly committed to a religious faith have developed a growing 

feminist consciousness. This enables them to criticize religion from within 

probably more effectively than secula. wornen can do from ~ i t h o u t . ' ~  

The impact of these faith-committed scholars on the underlyng seculansm of the 

feminist study of religion remains to be seen. 

47 King. Women and Spirirualiry. p. 33. 
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Activism 

As in most fields. ferninist scholars in religion generally undertake their work 

with the explicit objective of social change.54 Indeed. as Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza 

points out. by working with a text that 'is not just a document of past history but 

functions as scripture in present day religious communities." feminisr studies in 

religion are. like women's studies, ' by definition already 'engaged'." in that they 'share 

both the impetus of historical biblical studies and an explicit cornmitment to a 

contemporary group of people, women, who, either religiously or culturdly, are 

irnpacted by the traditions of the ~ i b l e . ~ ~ ~  This observation would probably also 

apply. albeit to varying degrees, to feminist Islamic studies in the Qu'ran. Hindu 

studies in the Vedas, Jewish studies in Torah and rnidrash. etc. 

While some scholars channel their activism into Ydentifying the religious 

sources of women's oppression and proposing changes in order to bring about 

women's ernancipation."j6 othen. who are perhaps less anti-religiously inclined. 

express it by helping women to 'End inspiration and strength in the rich historicd 

data available now on the reiigious activities of women in the past.w57 

Many ferninist scholars in religion are also expressly committed to examining 

the diversity of women's religious experiences. Judith Plas kow States thar 'the real 

impact of our cnticisrn of the universalizing tendency of much theology should be to 

send us delving more and more deeply into the experiences of d l  kinds of women, -58 

54 Plaskow. Transfomarion of So~ ie ry .~  p. 29. 
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and Piaskow and Christ c d  'the increasing chorus of rninority voices ... the single most 

important developrnent in feminist work in religion in the Iast ten years."5g It is 

unclear how this welcome to the diversity of women's voices and experiences would 

hold up if the minority voices in question came to disagree usth the fundamental 

approach of feminist scholarship in religion. 

Feminists writing in religious studies can be roughly divided into two main 

camps: the reformers, who tend to focus on the transformation of exisring 'mainstream' 

religions, and the revolutionaries, who advocare moving out of the mainstrearn 

alrogether into a variety of religious alternatives. In the next few pages. both of these 

positions will be bnefly examined in 

Women in Mainstream Religions 

turn. 

In my reading of the li~erature, three main feminist perspectives on the 

position of women in mainstream religions seem to emerge. First. there are those who 

argue that 'in mainstream religious traditions most women are rnarginaIized.n60 T h s  

marginalization is apparent in the exclusion of women from leadership and educational 

opportunities. and in women's relationship to their faith's institutional structures. 

Feminists of this view tend to campaign for reforms to ensure that women and men 

have the sarne access to such opportunities. 

Second. there are those who propose that "women's religious lives and roles 

should be investigated and understood as a pacreni of exclusion and parücipafion. " in 

which 

at the most generaiized and abstract level. both males and females have access 
to the same experiences and expressions of sacrality. However. on the 

59 Plaskow and Christ. 'Inrroduction." p. 1. 

60 Catherine Wessinger. 'hroducrion - Going Beyond and Reraining Charisrna: Wornen's 
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concrete. most everyday and visible dimensions of the religious situation. that 
overarching sacrality is reached and expressed by differing, parallel. and 

mutually exclusive rnoàes of religious experience and expression.61 

Proponents of this view argue that both men and women have their own exclusive 

religious 'turfs'. and that men are rnarginalized in women's religious sphere as rnuch as 

wornen are marginalized in men's. Their work, then. focuses on revatuing and 

researching women's 'modes of religious evperience and expression" rather than on 

getting the same treatment for both genders. 

Finally, there are those feminist scholars who take the 'gynocnticd appr~ach" 

of studying women as "agents creating their own structures of rneaning.w62 Thar is. 

they focus on women as makers of religious systems rather than as inert victims within 

oppressive structures created by men. As Ruth Compton Brouwer points out. 

women's situations are rarely so one-sided: 

Some writers on the subject have emphasized the restrictive and pernicious 
aspects of women's involvement in mainstrearn religion ... More typically. they 
have been interestea in explonng those aspects of religious ideology and 
activity that American women were able to use to enlarge their own lives. In 
religious institutions. sexism was given divine sanction. Even so. [as] 
historians such as Nancy Cott have maintained. there were abundant 

opportunities within them for women to find f~ l f i l l rnent .~~  

Scholars with this view cal1 for "the formulation of a feminist heuristic frarnework or 

mode1 that allows for the oppression as well as for the historical agencyw of women in 

mainstream religious traditions.64 

Each of these three positions impels their supporters toward different lines of 

action, or. occasionally. to the same action for different reasons. Thus, feminists 

working to reform mainstream traditions are following a variety of agendas. Tracing 

Gross. œAndrocenuisrn and Androgyny." pp. 1 5- 1 6. 
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who is doing what based on which ideology would be a drzzying piece of work. quite 

beyond the scope of this thesis. Let it suffice. then, to crack the lid just enough to get a 

whiff of what is going on, 

One line of feminist action within mainstream traditions involves moving 

beyond motherhood as the wellspring of women's spiritual resources. In nineteenth 

century North America. the search "to establish a place for women in religious 

terminology. imagery. and valuesw65 led to the sacralizing of motherhood and 

motherly virtues of self-sacrifice and Love, epitomized by the work of Carharine 

Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe, who promoted the image of women as Yiner. more 

tender and devoted, and l e s  open to ternptation than men? and thus responsible 

for the mord and religious edification of society through their uplifting influence on 

their chiidren and husbands. Whiie the idea of female moral superiority represented 

progress in the starus of women. in recent years i t  has been rejected by some feminist 

scholars as confining women to the materna1 role and perpetuating hierarchal 

thinking. In its stead. feminist theologians slich as Rosernary Radford Ruether argue 

that women in mainstrearn traditions should develop cornmunities based on sisterhood, 

as 'sisterhood stands for the opposite of male hierarchies and power structures of 

dominant and subordinate. It is associated with communal egalitarian values. -6 7 

More radical thinkers like Mary Daly have also made the building of sisterhood the 

focus of their strategies for religious reform. 

Another line of attack taken up by some ferninists in the field involves altering 

andor  adding to a faith's scriptures in order to ensure that women's experiences are 

reflected. They argue that reclaiming women's religious history through 'the search 

for roots, for soiidarity with Our foresisters, and Finally for the memory of their 

Gayle Kirnball. *Frorn Motherhood to Sisrerhood: The Search for Fernale Reiigious Irnagery In 
19th and 20th Century Theology." Beyond Androcentrism. p. 259. 
66 Ibid. p. 259. 
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sufferings. struggles, and powers as ~ o r n e n " ~ *  will provide haterials  to challenge 

existing reügious authorities and structures by demanding full participation as well as 

public recognition of the many-sided and varied work already done by women in 

religious institutions. "69 Furthermore, they echo Carol Christ's insistence that 

"psychic damage is done to the sexual identity of those who never find the experience 

of their own sex reflected in the text or  tradition. and who must always appropriate 

texts and traditions rnediated through the experiences of those of the opposite sexm70 

As a solution, they propose that scholars produce supplemental scriptures expanding 

and reworking women's stories from a feminist perspective. through a process of 

'remembering and inventing. w7 

On a related tack. many feminists working within mainstrearn traditions pour a 

great deal of energy into 'God-talkw. or the search for acceptable labels for the Divine. 

According to Charlotte Perkins Cilman. patriarchai religions - that is. Christianity and 

Judaism at least, if not al1 "organized" religions - project 'a God of violence. wrath. 

vengeful pnde and judgement:" a God whose teachings focus on life after death (due to 

men's preoccupation with hunting) and who demands obedience and submission 

(which is what men want from women). Current feminists add that this God and His 

patriarchal religions are characterized by hierarchal d u a ~ i t i e s . ~ ~  As Christ and Piaskow 

note, 

We not only call God 'Lord." 'King." and 'Father." and think of 'him" as -big 
and old and ta11 and grey bearded and white," we also conceptualize God as 
radically separate from and more perfect than humanity and naturs. and we 
think of ourselves as 'godlierw than the rest of nature because we think of 

ourselves as created in the image of ~ o d . ? ~  

6g Schüssler Fiorenza. -Wornen's Heritage." p. 35. 
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Despite the glaring Eurocentrism of these arguments, and the self-contradictory claim 

that patriarchal religions are inferior because of their allegiance to hierarchal dualities. 

many ferninists support this analysis of traditional God-language. and insist that the 

internakation of this male God h a  induced women to evoke "cosmic support of male 

nilership of the earth" and to renege on their 'own woman identity.n74 

The way out of this situation, they claim, is to uremind ourselves that al1 

theological narning is really a naming-toward: al1 honest talk about divinity has an 'as 

if" embedded in it."75 Therefore, God-naming is reaily just rnetaphor making. 

Ho wever. as mainstream religions have only permitted O ne metap horic relations hip. 

that of father and child, to represent the Divine-human interaction. the mode1 of father 

has come to be identified with God, and, thus, lost its metaphoric power and become 

i d o ~ a t r o u s . ~ ~  This 'dead metaphor", then. rnust either be replaced or supplernented 

by other names for God. names which. the feminist scholars suggest. should represent 

the female andor ferninine aspects of the Divine. and which would better reveal the 

ufundarnental bisexuality or androgynyw of the Creator. The upholders of this view 

then go on to suggest a range of new terminologies. 

Women Outside of the Mainstrearn 

For many ierninists. these and other efforts to root androcentrism out of 

mainstream faiths prove insufficient. Carroll Smith-Rosenburg argues that the more 

assertively feminist one is. the tess easily one remains in mainstream religions. and the 

more likely one is to pursue alternative modes of religious expression.77 This pursuit 

of religious alternatives has given nse to all sorts of religious experimentation. 

73 Carol Christ and Judith Plaskow. -Namirtg die Sacred." Weavin~ the h i o u .  p-  95- 
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innovation. appropriation. and adaptation. as feminists have sough t acceptable 

vehicles for connection with the sacred. Often. the resulting religious constructions 

are called "marginal." dthough. of course. the location of rnarginality depends on where 

one has placed the centre. 

The eurocentrism which appears to plague the ferninist study of religion results 

in the conflating of Christianity (or, at best, Judeo-Chistianity) wirh mainstream 

belief. although most women in the world and an ever-increasing proportion of women 

in North Amenca and Europe do not corne from Judeo-Christian cultures. 

Furthermore, while the lirerature of feminist religious exploration does document the 

appropriation of certain practices and ideas from 'Eastern" faiths. there appears to be 

little feminist investigation of non-Judeo-Christian major world religions as potential 

religious options. The experiences of Western women who become Buddhist. Musürn, 

Hindu, Sikh. BahCi. etc.. or women who cross between Christianity and Judaism. 

appear not to have received much attention from feminist scholars. This may be a 

refiection of an underlying feminist anti-religiousness, which assumes that women's 

participation in such "organized religions" entails their CO-option by patriarchal 

s t r ~ c t u r e s . ~ ~  If d l  religions are developed by cultures. and all cultures are 

patriarchal. such an assumption may be justified: however. these prernises and their 

supporting arguments do not seem well represented in the iiterature. 

Instead. studies of feminist religious exploration tend to focus on new religious 

movements with generdy Christian origins, founded by women. Historically. these 

studies examine such groups as the Shakers. Theosophists. Quakers. and Christian 

Scientists. which emerged in North Amenca in the nineteenth century. and attracted 

many %sr wave ferninists", who found consolation and inspiration in the teachmgs of 

a Father-Mother or genderless God. The denial of the existence or significance of the 

body in some of these movements held the promise of further liberation for wornen 

whose bodies had been "conceived as the site of sinfulness and a sinful nature."79 

78 Wessinger. OGoing Beyond and Reraining Charisrnarw p. 1. 



while a concomitant emphasis on chastity or celibacy provided relief from child- 

bearing in a time with littie birth control t e c h n ~ l o ~ ~ . ~ ~  The ernphasis on immanence 

and direct communion with the Divine without the nediation of a male clergy further 

empowered and attracted early ferninists. 

Currently, however. most feminist exploration outside of the Judeo-Christian 

mainstream has moved farther away from its theological roots. New feminist theologies 

and spiritual alternatives tend to prefer Goddess to God: to affirm both the body and 

the spirit; and to emphasize immanence, fmding the Divine wirhin, community. and 

connec tedne~s .~~  There is an increasing insistence. perhaps championed most 

notably by Mary Daly and her supporters. that women must leave the church en 

masse and forge rheir own non-hierarchal, ernpowering religious comrnunities based on 

sisterhood and a new feminist theological vision. At the same time. woman-positive 

Wiccan covens are becoming increasingly popular in feminist circles. promising a 

return to pre-Christian and presumably egalitarian or matriarchal traditions. Another 

emerging feminist religious trend involves blending a variety of Hindu. Buddhist. First 

Nations, and New Age beliefs and practices into a flexible. often agnostic. pantheist. or 

animist. unstnictured 'personal" faith. 

These movements, typicaily discussed under the rubric of 'ferninist 

spirituality." are descnbed by Cynthia EUer as accepting anything that makes women 

stronger as valid. and as assuming "that women have access to an unperverted 

spirituality. one that cm prove revolutionary not only to women. but to the 

world.w82 In this regard. they seem to bear a surprising iesemblance to nineteenth- 
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century Christian movements promoting the moral superiority of women. They also 

reflect the anti-hierarchalïsm of current ferninist thought in their anti-authorituianism 

and anti-institutionalism: as Catherine Wessinger points out. the resulting 

heterogeneity and diffusion of the movernent rnay reduce its long-term ~ i a b i l i t ~ . ~ ~  

Con clusion 

The emergence of alternative feminist methods of scholars hip. and their 

application by feminist scholars to the study of religion. has taken on a sense of 

urgency fueled by both the continued oppression of women and by the current 

spiritual clirnate. According to Ursula King, people - borh women and men - are i r i  

search of 'wholeness" and a 'sense of meaning and purpose which can direct their 

thoughts and actions."84 While it may be argued that this is the eternal human 

condition. she suggests that our spiritual angst is unusually severe. as 'questions 

never asked before, problems never encountered in the past, possibilities never 

envisaged confront us in most unsetrling and perturbing ways.w85 Mainstrearn 

religions. which 'have given countless millions a pattern and a language with which to 

make sense of their own selves. of others. and of the world around thernWg6 have been 

rejected by many feminists and are seen by others as in need of radical renewal: in any 

case, they are not the source of comfort and confidence that they once might have been 

for many people. As new questions multiply and old answers fail. the contemporary 

world suffers 'an immense spiritual h ~ n ~ e r . " ~ ~  
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This spintual hunger may be one motivating force behind the increasing ranks 

of feminist scholars who are turning their attention to the study of religion. These 

scholars. however. are also motivated by their recognition that 'gender and religion 

are closely interrelated as Our perceptions of ourselves are shaped by and deeply 

rooted in our culturally shared religious and philosophical heritage. even when this is 

r e j e ~ t e d . " ~ ~  As it becomes further apparent that wornen's position in religion often 

reflects. however obliquely, their status in society. and that religious systems both 

'reflect and reinforce cultural values and patterns of social ~ r ~ a n i z a t i o n . " ~ ~  ferninists 

seeking the transformation of society End religion increasingly impossible to ignore. 

The main goal of ferninist religious revision and innovation has often been to 

develop belief systems in which women exercise b o ~ h  -spiritual or moral authority and 

administrative. institutional authority: while charismatic women have from time to tirne 

gained some religious power through their "direct expenence of the sacredw. they are 

typically "not deemed capable of exercising religious leadership in the ways that are 

institutionally routinized' in 'patriarchalV religions.90 Catherine Wessinger has 

argued that 'routine. non-charismatic religious leadership by women" rnay be possible 

in religions which perceive the Divine as androgynous. bisewual. or 

unanthropomorphized: temper or deny the Christian doctrine of -the Fall"; deny the 

need for ordained clergy: do not see marnage and motherhood as the only proper 

sphere for women: and prornote ' a social expectation of the equality of ~ o r n e n . " ~ ~  In 

the next chapter's discussion of the vision of gender enunciated by the Baha'i 

teachings, it will be demonstrated that the Baha'i faith fits within these critena. 
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However. Wessinger is quick to point out that 'even when leadership may be 

shared equally by men and women in a religious institution. this does not mean that 

power is as weLng2 Furthermore, as noted by Ursula King. women's leadership d e s  

tend to decline over history and within each faith over time.93 In chapter 3. we shall 

explore whether or not this observation holds tme in tne Bahd'i community. 

In recognition of the impermanence of leadership gains made by women. many 

feminists seek a more fundamental shift in religious thinking. arguing that a 'ferninine 

ethicsn based on moral feelings. desire. and non-judgmental moral reception must be 

developed to counterbalance the "masculine ethics" of moral reasoning which have 

beeri dominant. One main feature of such a " ferninine ethicsw is the honoring of 

diffecence; as Christ and Plaskow state, 

Ferninists envision a world of connection and relationship (not dualism. 
division. and hierarchy). a world in which pluralism and diversity (not 
monolithic unity) are celebrated as contribucing to the richness of the 

wh01e.'~ 

Such a world cannot emerge solely from gynocentric religious innovations, based only 

on the experience of women: as Anne E. Carr argues. following the feminist 

deconstruction of error and reconstruction of reality from a feminist perspective. we 

must work to develop general theories and unifying frameworks based on the 

experiences of both genders.g5 Ferninist religious innovation musr therefore 

ultimately rnove toward including men and male experience as =contributing to the 

nchness of the whole." 

Marty women of color and First Nations feminists now entering the debate 

would also argue that the vision of such a world cannot ernerge in a discourse which 

privileges the voices of white. upper and middle class. educated. North Amencan 

92 Ibid. p. 7. 
93 King. Wornen and Spirirualirv. p. 40. 

94 Carol Christ and Judirh Plaskow. Trmsforming die World.' W r a v i n ~  rhe V i s i m ,  p. 269. '' King. -Gender and the Srudy of Religion.* p. 13. 



women. De-centering acadernia and the West could be an important step toward 

realizing a feminist transformation of religious thought, and wmld require that 

feminists continue to look criticaily at each other's ~ v o r k . ~ ~  

In general. however. the specific goals of feminist research and activisrn in 

religion are necessarily vague. Shulamit Reinharz explains that 'vagueness is 

warranted because Our vision and imagination are lirnited by curent  experience. 97 

Nonetheless. this vagueness seerns to pose no deterrent to the ranks of intrepid 

feminist scholars and activists committed to questioning and creating knowledge to 

transform our religious views and practices. In this grear venture. feminists are both 

mu tually supportive and contradictory. However, as Ursula King observes. 

The important fact which ail ferninists have in common. whether they be 
antireiigious, inclined to reform or revolutionary recasting. is the deep 
conviction that a new spirit is needed. a different approach to symbols. myths 
and rites capable to reflect and express their new experience of self. world and 

cosmos today? 
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Chapter Two: The Bahai Vision of Gender 

Pis Ursula King described in the previous chapter. many feminists. spurred by 

a widespread and 'immense spiritual hungern, are seeking palatable religious belief 

systerns. Their search has resulted in efforts to either reform farniliar reiigious 

traditions, or to design creative religious innovations. While many women may be 

fulfded by the results of these processes, many others are left unsatisfied. In this 

chapter. the Baha'i faith wiil be introduced - a new dish. as it were. on the religious 

buffet - which offers a vision of gender that many of those 'spiritudly hungry" may 

End appealing. 

A Brief Introduction to the Bahal  Faith 

The Baha'i laith originated in Persia in 1844. when a young merchant called the 

Bab declared himself as a spiritual reformer. and heralded the immanent amval of the 

Promised One. whose teachings would usher in a new world order. He did not advocate 

Islarnic renewal: rather, he clairned a new, independent Divine revelation. He attracted 

many followers, both male and fernale. thousands of whom were killed as heretics. 

Ultimately. the Bab himself was executed in 1850. 

Three years later. one of the most prominent of the Bab's followers, an 

imprisoned nobleman who came to be known as Baha'u'llah. had a vision in which he 

discovered that he hirnself was this teacher whose advent the Bab had predicted. Upon 

his release from prison. he and his family were banished to Baghdad. Shortly following 

their amival. Baha'u'llah withdrew to the mountains and lived for two years in 

seclusion. During this period, he began revealing a body of work to which he 

continued to add throughout his life, and which would eventually fil1 many volumes. 



including a Book of Laws, the Book of the Covenant. hundreds of tablets and prayers. 

as well as shorter pieces. These writings of Baha'u'llah, which have been preserved in 

the original. constitute the central scriptures of the Baha'i fdth, in addition to the 

writings of the Bab, and those of Bah&illlah's son and successor. 'Abdu'l-Bah& 

In 1863. after a peaceful interlude, Baha'u'llah and his family were hrther 

banished from Baghdad. Prior to their departure. he publicly proclairned himself to be 

the Promised One foretold by the Bab. As he had already been operating as the de 

facro leader of the Babi cornmunity. the vast majority accepted his clairn and declared 

themselves to be Baha'is (Literally. followers/seekers of the iight/glory). After some 

time in Constantinople (Istanbul) and Adnanople (Erdine. Turkey). he and his family 

were ultimately consigned to the Ottoman prison-city of Akka, on the Mediterranean 

coasr in Palestine. There Baha'u'llah lived the rest of his life. gradually rnoving from his 

cell. to house arrest, to a srnall estate on the outskirts of the city, where he died in 

1892. 

Although the authorities had hoped by these imprisonments to crush this faith 

in its infancy. they were not successful. A steady strearn of pilgrims came on foot from 

Persia, and carried tablets and letters back and forth. Thus. when 'Abdu'l-Baha 

assumed leadership of the Baha'i community in 1892. as stipulated by his father's will, 

the community was already established throughout the Middle East and had spread to 

parts of Africa and India. 

In the early l9OO's. following a revolu tion in Turkey. 'Abdul-Baha was freed 

afier 58 years of imprisonment. Shortly thereafter. he traveUed to Egypt. Europe and 

America. During his tenure, the Bahai faith spread to North and South America. 

Australia. Japan, Hawaii. Europe. and parts of Africa. Following his death in 192 1. 

Guardianship of the BahBY faith feli to his grandson. Shoghi Effendi. upon whose 
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Baha'i community was taken on by an administrative system 

This system of appointed advisors and authoritative elected 

assernblies at the local, national, and international level has administered Baha'i affairs 

since 1963, and operates at the international level from the Baha'i World Centre in 

Haifa, Israel. 

Today. 80% of d l  Baha'is are found in the Third World and over 1400 social and 

econornic development programs are offered world-wide. According to the Brittanica 

Yearbook for 1992, the Baha'i faith is the second most widely spread religion in the 

world.' Sorne of the central principles of the faith include: that there is one. 

unknowable Creator: that a l l  religions have emanated from this same Creator and are 

therefore inherently one: that science and religion must agree: that tmth must be 

independently investigated: that wornen and men are fundamentally and absolutely 

equal; that prejudices based on race. creed. nationality. and colour must be abolished: 

that extremes of wealth and poverty must cease: and that education must be universal. 

Baha'i laws. although not particularly numerous. include the requirement of daily 

prayer and an annual period of fasting: prohibit extra-marital sex and the use of drugs 

and alcohol: and set simple guidelines for commemorating Bahai mamages and deaths. 

In addition. the Bahai scriptures describe the purpose of life. the nature of the soul. 

the requisites of spintual growth, and provide responses to most theologicd and many 

practical questions. The Baha'i teachings do not advocate separation from this world 

but rather require active engagement in the world and an ethic of service. Baha'is seek 

the transformation of civilization and the realization of world peace in a unified gIobal 

society. They do not see their faith as the final answer but anticipate the arriva1 of 

another divine teacher in the distant future. 

Cited in W.C. van den Hoonaard. T h e  Bahais in Atlantic Canada: A Retrospective On A New 
ReIigious Movement," (unpublished paper, 1992). p. 2- 



Women and Men in the Baha'i Teachings 

U nhke other major world religions, the Baha'i scriptures unequivocaily assert 

that 'wornen and men have been and will aiways be equal in the sight of ~ o d . " ~  Both 

are created in the likeness of ~ o d : ~  the distinction between male and female is 

described as 'an exigency of the physical worldw which 'hath no connection wirh the 

Thus. the human sou1 has no gender. "To accept and observe a distinction 

which God has not intended in creation", BahA'is are counselled. "is ignorance and 

~uperstition."~ Thus, men and wornen are described as essentiaily the same. 

At the same time, Baha'i sc~ptures  acknowledge rhat this reality is not reflected 

by past or curent  circumstances. The systernatic subordination of wornen. as 

evidenced in lack of access to opportunities for education: violence and abuse at home 

and in society: discrimination in incorne-producing opportunities and farnily decision- 

making; inequality in, or exclusion from, econornic and political power structures; male 

conrrol (and unaccountable use of) ïamily resources: and sole. socially unsupported 

responsibility for child-rearing, are al1 "undermined by explitit Baha'i laws and social 

principles. "6 As pointed out by Mmha  Schweitz, 

Baha'i laws and principles go beyond the notion of equal opportunity to create 
societies which systematicaiiy and institutionally value both rnotherhood and 
the participation of women in public affairs. societies which embody and 

Bahdwu~llbh. not previously ms la ted .  cited in Baharieh Rouhani Manani. *Religion and che Myih 
of Male Superiority," Eoual Circles: Women and Men in the Baha'i Cornmunity. cd. Peggy Caton. 
(Los Angeles: Kalimat Press. 19871, p. 17. 

Baharieh Rouhani Masani. -The Effecr of Philosophical and Linguistic Gender Bi.zses on the 
Degradadon of Wornen's Scatus in Religion." 3he loumal of Baha'i Studies, 8. 1 (Sepc - Dec 1997). 
p. 47. 

'Abdul-Baha. Wom~n:  Bahâ'i Wr i r in~s  on the Equaliry of Men and wornen. (London: Baha'i 
f ublishing Trust. 1990). # 10. - 

'Abdul-Baha. Promulearion of Universal Peace. (Wilrnette: Baha'i Publishing Trust, 1982). 
pp- 280-28 1. 

Martha L. Schweitz. -BahdBi Law and Principle: Creating Legai and Institurional Srructures For 
Gender Equaiity," The Grearness Which Mieht Be ?heirs, (Baha'i International Cornmunity. 19951, 
p. 46. 



express both the feminine 'ethic of care" and the masculine 'ethic of rights." 

which strive both to preserve relationships and to promote j ~ s t i c e . ~  

Thus, in addition to stating equaüty as a spiritual reaüty. the Baha'i wntings assert that 

it must becorne practiced. and include provisions for ensuring that it does. 

The vision of equaüty enunciated in Baha'i teachings "is not based on women's 

enjoying the same position as men. as if the position of men were the divine standard 

by which the position of wornen should be rnea~ured,"~ but rather envisages -a new 

age ... less masculine and more permeated with the feminine ideals ... an age in which the 

masculine and feminine elernents of civilization will be more evenly b a l a n ~ e d . ~ ~  This 

t-afisfarmation of society is seen as a natural manifestation of Divine Justice. rather 

than 'a gmdging concessionw to women's persistent demands. thus removing 'the need 

for women to apologize for seeking it or to adopt manipulative techniques in their 

quest for it."lo 

Activism to promote the advancement of women. then. is described as a clear 

consequence of 'the impact of the most great manifestation. and the power of the 

teachings of ~ o d . ' l l  In the Dispensation of ~aha'u'1lah.l~ we are rold. -women are 

advancing side by side with the men. There is no area or instance where they will lag 

behind .... Such will be their elevation that, in every area of endeavour, they will 

occupy the highest levels of the human ~ o r l d ? ~  Wornen are called upon to enter the 

full range of professions, arts. and occupations. including traditionally male preserves 
- - - - - 

ibid. 

Ross Woocirnan. -The Role of the Ferninine in the Bahai Fai~h.~ The lournel of  bah^-i Srudies. 
7. 2. Ume-Sepr. 1995): 76. 

.Abdul-Baha. quoied in Esselmont. Bahd.u.llahand @Vilmetmette: Bahai hblishing 
Trust, 1980), p. 149 
l0 Janet A. Khan ar~d Perer J. Khan. Advancernent of Wornen. Wilmeire: Bahai Publishing Tnisi. 
1998). p. 163. 

'Abduvl-Bah& Wornen. # 52. 
l 2  The tirne from Bah6'u*lldh1s arriva1 until rhe advent of t h e  nexr Divine Mersenger. 

l3 .Abdul-Bah& Pxis Talks, (London: Bahi'i Publishing Trust. 1969). p. 182. 



such as law. politics. agriculture and i n d u s t ~ y . ~ ~  Women are not, however. expected 

to participate in armed cornbat.15 

The emancipation of women is further identified as "one of the most important. 

though l e s  acknowledged prerequisites of peace." In an O ften-quo ted statement. the 

Bahd'i international goveming body asserts: 

The denial of such equaiity perpetrates an injustice against one-half of the 

world's population and promotes in men harmful attitudes and habits that are 
caried from the family to the work-place. to political life. and ultirnately to 
international relations. There are no grounds. moral, practical. or biological. 
upon which such a denial c m  be justifîed. Only as women are welcomed inro 
full partnership in all fields of human endeavour wiU the moral and 

psychotogical clirnate be created in which international peace c m  emerge.16 

As the realization of world peace and interpersonal unity are highly valued in the 

BahSi teachings, this places a heavy irnperative on promoting the advancement of 

women. The domination of males and "so-calIed male attributes" such as force, 

aggression. temtoriality. and the like. are seen as largely responsible for the dire 

crises now facing humanity. l 

Why Inequaliry Exists 

Baha'i theology argues that God successively sends Divine guidance to us 

through Manifestations. which appear at humanity's various developmental stages. 

reiterate the same essential spiritual teachings (albeit in varying degrees of 

sophistication), and provide social laws appropriate to the needs of the time. Some 

Baha'i authors maintain that. while previous religions taught spiritual equality. the 

Bahi'i faith is the first to teach social equality.18 

l4  Khan. Advancernent of Wornen. p. 45. 

l5 'Abdu'l-Baha. Wornen. # 27. Participation in banle is described as .net worthy of wornen.' 

l6  The Universal House of Justice. To The Peooles of the World: A Bahspi Starernmt on Peace. 
(Ottawa: The Association for Baha'i Studies, 1986), p. 13. 

John S. Harcher. -The Equaiiry of Wornen: The Bahd'i Principle of Cornplernenrariry.. & 
Journal of Baha'i Studies. 2. 3, (1989-1990): 57. 



In any case, the Baha'i writings clearly descnbe women's history of oppression. 

whiie at the same time highlighting women's agency in shaping history. despite their 

circumstances. 'Abdu'l-Baha often recounted the exploits of past notable queens. 

female philosophers. poets. warriors and scientists, as evidence of women's inherent 

equality, and further stated that 

it is well established in history that where woman has not participated in 
human affairs the outcornes have never atrained a state of completion and 
perfection .... every influential undertaking of the human world wherein woman 
has been a participant has attained importance. This is histoncally tme and 

beyond disproof even in religion. l 

Generally. the appearance of inequality is attributed by the Baha'i writings to 

two causes. The firsr and most frequently noted of these is lack of education and 

opportuniy 'She is the coadjutor of man. his complement and he1prneet.- 'Abdu'l- 

Bah3 says, 

Borh are human: both are endowed with potentialities of intelligence and 
embody the virtues of humanity. In al1 human powers and functions they are 
partners and coequals. At present in spheres of activity woman does not 
manifest her natal prerogatives. owing to lack of education and opportuniy. 

Without doubt. education will establish her equality with men. -20 

'Abdu'l-Baha often emphasized that wornen would demonstrate an equal capacity for 

scholarship and the same capacities and abilities as men if given equal access ro 

education. 

The second cause for the appearance of inequality mentioned by the Baha'i 

writings is the importance of force and bodily strength in previous ages. 'The world in 

the past has been ruled by force. and man has dominated over woman by reason of his 

more forceful and aggressive qualities both of body and mind." 'Abdu'l-Baha a ~ s e r t s . ~ ~  

l8 Khan. Advancement of Wornen. p. 25. 
l9 'Abdul-Baha. Promulgation of Universal Peace. p. 134. 

20 Ibid. pp. 136-137. 



Baha as sert^.^^ In another passage. he elaborates: 

In former ages, men enjoyed ascendancy over wornen because bodily might 
reigned supreme and the spirit was subject to its dominion. In this radiant age. 
however. since the power of the spirit hath transcended that of the body ... this 
physical distinction hath ceased to be of consequence ... Today. therefore. there 
is no respect or circumstance in which a person's sex provideth the grounds 

for the exercise of either discrimination or f a ~ o r . ~ ~  

Reproduction. Sexuality. and the Family 

As already noted, many aspects of Baha'i law appear to support this lack of 

'discrirnination or favor'. Although a thorough examination of this topic exceeds the 

present need, it may be worthwhile to briefly discuss the Baha'i laws regarding 

sexuality. reproduction, and the farnily. as an area in which the seeds of inequitable 

treatment are often deeply rooted. 

Refraining frorn extra-marital sex is clearly required of both men and women by 

Baha'i law. and no differentiation between the genders is made in this regard. By 

extension. sexual harassrnent and sexual assault in any context. including within 

marriage, are both condemned. as is female genital Furthermore. the 

concept of 'ritual impurity', panicularly as applied to mensrmating women. is 

abrogated by Baha'i scriptures. 

Marriage is highly recommended for Baha'is but is not ~ b l i ~ a t o r y ~ ~  Many 

marital practices which historically have harmed women. such as polygamy. long 
a 

engagements and child betrothal, are forbidden. and. while not encouraged to do so. 

borh women and men are free to condition mariage on their partner's ~ i r ~ i n i t ~ . ~ '  

21 .Abdu'l-Bah& quoted in Esse~rnont. BahaÜiEh and the New Era. p. 149. 

22 *Abdul-Bah& Wornen. # 10. 
23 Khan. Advancernent of Wornen. p. 109. 

24 Shoghi Effendi, frorn a letter dated May 3 1936 ro an individual believer. cited in . b h $ i  
M a r r ï a ~ e  and Famil? r.ife, (National Spiritual Assembly of the Baha'is of Canada. 1983). #4. 



Either sex is explicitly given the right to freely choose their partner and to propose 

marriage, but the consent of both partners' parents must be obtained before the union 

c m  take place. The marriage vow consists of a mutual confession of submission to 

God's will, rather than submission to one another. A small dowry is prescribed. given 

by the man to the wornan. symbolizing her right to independently own property.26 

Although strongly discouraged in the scriptures, both women and men have the right 

to seek divorce. Thus. many of the inequities ingrained in marriage customs worldwide 

are abrogated by Baha'i law. 

Regarding reproduction, Baha'i texts assert that the sou1 joins the body at the 

moment of conception and the fetus is fully human. Thus. abortion 'merely to 

prevent the birth of an unwanted child" is forbidden. However. deciding whether or 

not to terminate a pregnancy is left "to the consciences of those c ~ n c e r n e d . " ~ ~  and the 

texts anticipate that there will be circumstances in which abortion is warranted. either 

by medical concems or in cases involving rape. In the latter case. should a woman 

decide to keep the resulting child, under Baha'i law she is free ro claim financial support 

from the Farher, while he is given no parental rights.Z8 

As a corollary, Baha'i men and women are free to use birth control: however. as 

the primary purpose of marriage is seen as the production of children. permanent 

sterilization or the use of birth control to prevent any reproduction is not supported 

by Baha'i s ~ r i ~ t u r e s . ~ ~  

25 Khan. Advancernenr of Women, p. 115. citing Baha'ii'llah. Kit5b'i1Aodas. (Haifa: Baha'i World 
Cenue. 1992), p. 150. 
26 Ibid. pp. 74-75. The value of this dowq is less dian rhat of rnany engagement rings. 

27 Frorn a Ietter writren on behalf of the Universal House of Justice KI the National Spirima! 
Assernbly of ireland, March 16, 1983. cited in Helen Hornby. L ~ h t s  of Guidance. (New Delhi: Baha'i 
Publishing Trust, 1988). # 1154. 

28 Khan. Advancernenr of Wornen, p. 1 10. 

29 Various references by Shoghi Effendi and the Universal House of Jusrice. Lighrs of Guidance. 
pp. 346-349. 



A considerable body of Baha'i texts address the inner workings of the family. 

which is seen as "the nation in miniaturew, and thus highly influentid in s ~ c i e ~ . ~ ~  

According to the Baha'i ideal. the family should be neither patriarchd nor 

authoritarian. The writings assert that the mother, father. and children each have 

their nghts, obligations. and prerogatives, and that authority musL not be exercised 

arbitrarily3 Decision-making is to be achieved consultatively . with eac h partner 

deferring to the other at tirnes, and neither dominating the other? 

Both women and men are expected to have a profession. calling. or occupation. 

In addition. however, women are told that they should. if possible, 'be with the baby 

to train and nurture it in its earliest days and r n o n t h ~ . ' ~ ~  The early education of 

children is discussed prirnarily as the responsibility of the mother. 'whose unique 

privilege is indeed to create in her home such conditions as would be most conducive 

to both his [the child's] material and spiritual welfare and ad~ancernent ."~~ Baha'i 

men have a corollary responsibility for supporting the family while women are 

prirnarily engaged in c h ~ d r e a r i n ~ . ~ ~  

Although apparently quite traditional. this division of labour differs from 

current norms in several respects. First. women are given the right to decide on how 

to combine mothering with other occupations, as well as the right to decide that 

homemaking is their occupation. As a corollary to ths .  childreanng is seen as more 

important than renumerative work: 

30 From a letter wrirten on behalf of die Universal House of Jusrice ro a Narionai Spritiual 
Assembly. 22 Sepcember 1983, Liphts of G w .  # 740. 

31 Khan. Advancernent of Wornen. p. 75. 

32 From a letrer written on behalf of the Universal House of justice to rhe Nacionai Spiritual 
Assembiy of the Bahais of New ZeaIand, 28 December 1980. Messages from the Universal House of 
Justice, 1963- 1986, (Wilmette. Illinois: BahAli Publishing Tnist. 1996). no. 272.5e. 

33 The Universal House of jusrice. N ' m .  # 95. 

34 Shoghi Effendi, D a m  of a New Day. p. 202. cired in Judy A. Maddox. 'Two Career Couplesw 
EquaI CircIes. p. 57. 

35 Schweirz. 'Baha'i Law and Principle." p. 43. 



0 ye loving mothers. know ye thac in Cod's sight. the best of al1 
ways to worship Him is to educate the children and train them in al1 the 
perfections of hurnankind; and no nobler deed than this can be irnagir~ed.~~ 

In combination with the previously discussed principtes for decision making, this 

orientation ought to ensure that husbands do not have greater power in the family 

than their (perhaps temporarily) non-wage earning wives. 

Women are thus given primary responsibility for childrearing. but they are 

not given sole responsibility: indeed. men's duties in this regard are seen as so weighty 

that a father who neglects his responsibility to educate his children 'forfeits his right of 

f a t h e r h o ~ d . ~ ~ ~  Furtherrnore. 'childrearing' does not include all other domestic tasks 

usuaily assigned to women. This is exemplified by Baha'u'llah himself who. in 

contravention of prevailing social ncrms. is known to have cooked for his family over 

several years.38 It is also worth noting that spouses are clearly permirred to switch 

roles if they so choose. 

Differences Be tween Women And Men 

Although, as previously mentioned. women and men are spiritually identical. 

several passages in the wntings seem to impIy inherent and permanent gender traits. 

While these distinctions may apply only to our current state. in which the masculine 

and feminine elements aïe not balanced within women and men. it is interesting to note 

that 'in each of these distinctions. the feminine attributes cited are viewed not as signs 

of weakness or as alternative virtues, but as additional and as indications of 

~ u ~ e r i o r i t ~ . " ~ ~  It is also worth noting that while women and men appear to be 

considered "equal and different and the ~ a r n e " . ~ ~  both sexes are expected to develop al1 

the human qualities. 
- - - - -  

36 .Abdu0l-Bah& Selecrions from the Writings of .Abdu.l-Bah& (Haifa: BahSri Wo'orld Cenire. 
1978), # 114. 

- - 37 Bah$u*llah. Kitab i W. paragraph 48. 

38 Lady Blornfield, The Chosen Hiehway. (London: Bahai Publishing Tmst. 1975). p. 47. 

39 Hatcher. "The Equality of W ~ r n e n . ~  p- 64. 
40 OsNeil. *Cornmentary." p. 8 1. 



In this context. it is interesting to examine the qualities particulariy associated 

with women in the Baha'i t e m .  One such area is their abundance of faith: 'Abdu'l-Baha 

has said, 'in some respects, women have astonishing capacities: they hasten in their 

attraction to God. and are intense in their Bery ardour for ~ i r n . " ~ ~  He further 

commented that: 

In this day the duty of everyone. whether man or woman. is to teach the 
Cause. In America. the women have outdone the men in this regard and have 
taken the lead in this field. They stnve harder in guiding the peoples of the 

world. and their endeavors are 

While this acknowledgement of women's capacity is significant. women excelling in 

religiosity faüs within traditional Western gender norms. 

'Abdu'l-Bah3 asserted thac women were superior to men in several other 

respects. includmg receptivity. intuition. tenderness and susceptibility of hearr. 

mercy, Iove. service. sympathy. philanthropic tendencies, responsiveness to the 

needy and suffering, and opposition to While the foregoing may traditionally 

be associated with women. other statements offer less-common praise. cidng women's 

'mental a l e r t n e ~ s " ~ ~  and saying: 'women are most capable and e f f i ~ i e n t " : ~ ~  lhey may 

be even superior to the men. versed in sciences and yet d e t a ~ h e d " : ~ ~  'the woman has 

greater moral courage than the man; she also has special gifts whch enable her to 

govern in moments of danger and cri si^"^^: and. 'the woman indeed is of greater 

importance to the race. She has the greater burden and the greater ~ o r k . " ~ ~  

'Abdul-Baha. W m .  # 104. 

42 Ibid. ## 105. 

43 .Abdu1l-Baha. k i s  Talks. pp.161 and 184: 'Abdu'l-Bah& &ilt  I 'Ilah and rhr New E;-a. p. 149: and 
Prornu@tion of Universal Peace , p. 284. 
44 'Abdupl-Bahâ. cired in Esseirnonr. Bahaüiiah and the New Era, p.149. 

45 'Abdu'l-Bah& Prornulpation of Univenéil Peace p. 284. 
46 .Abdu0l-Baha. Wornen. # 13. 

47 .Abdul-Baha. Abdu'l-Bah5 in London. nondon: Bahabi Publishing Trust. 1982). pp. 102-1 03. 
48 Ibid. 



In addition to these differences in charactenstics. the Bah& writings envisage 

some difference of functions, as ülustrated by the previous discussion of gender roles 

in parenting. On this topic, the House of ~ u s t i c e ~ ~  has said: 

Equality between men and women does not. indeed physiologically it cannot. 
nean  identity of functions. In some things women excel men. for ochers men 
are better fitted than women, while in very many things the difference of sex is 

of no effect at d.50 

and in the same vein: 

That men and women differ from one another in certain characteristics and 
functions is an inescapable fact of nature and makes possible their 
complementary roles in certain areas of the life of society: but it is signifîcant 
that 'Abdu'l-Baha has stated that in this Dispensation 'Equaiity of men and 
women. except in some negligible circumstances. has been fully and 

categoricaily announced? 

One 'negligible circumstance' which bears closer examination is the 

participation of women in positions of Bah8.i leadership. As there are no clergy in this 

faith. community leadership is taken on by two institutions. each of which operates at 

the local, regional, national. and international levels. One of these institutions consists 

of advisors. appointed for set terms. who act as individuals but have no power to enact 

decisions: the international level of this institution is the highesr ranking office in the 

Baha'i administrative struc t ~ r e . ~ ~  The O ther institution consists of elected councils. 

which collectively decide on d l  matters concerning the community. but whose 

individuai members have no special starus o r  authority. The decisions of the council 

at the international level. the Universal House of Justice. are taken by Baha'is as 

divinely inspired. Wornen and men are equally eligible for rnembership in al1 of rhese 

positions except the House of Justice. 

49 The Bahai internarional administrative body whose joint sraternents are authorirarive. 

'O From a lerrer to an individual believer from the Universal House of Justice. 24 July 1973. 
Messages from the Universal House of Tustice 1963- 1986, no- 166.2. 

51 The Universal House of Justice, Introduction to the Kitab-i-Aqdas. by Baha'uvllih. p. 8. '' Known as .Hands of the Cause." 



This exclusion. to many observers. does not seem 'negligible'. Women's access 

to positions of leadership is seen âs an essential indicator of a tradition's patriarchal 

tendencies. However. several mitigating factors bear consideraiion before a prejudicial 

interpretation of this exclusion is adopted. 

When asked to explain this exclusion. 'Abdu'l-Baha responded that the reasons 

for it would become clear in the future.53 Bahavis have been assured that it does not 

stem from some lack on the part of women. nor does it imply superiority on the part of 

men.54 hdeed, a 'fundamental principlen of the Bahai teachings is that whenever a 

group of people is singled out for some roie or station in the faith it is nor because of 

their intrinsic s ~ ~ e n o r i t y ~ ~  

WMe in the secular world. leadership. responsibility, and control are 

associated with power and privilege, and such offices are actively sought by 

individuals, this is not the case in the Baha'i systern. Electioneering and campaigning 

are brbidden by the election structures, and individual ambition is seen as rendering 

candidates unsuitable. No one seeks mernbership on Baha'i governing councils. Those 

elected to serve in such capacities may benefit from the respect associated with their 

office. but enjoy no consequent personal rewards. Indeed. given the demands of the 

position. few Baha'is sacrifice as much and have as little persona1 autonomy as those 

ser~ing on the Universal House of Justice. 

Viewed in this light, it is possible to concede that this exclusion may not be 

inconsistent with belief in the equdity of women and men: rather than being offensive. 

it is merely puzzling. It is also worth noting that the House of Justice is envisaged as 

working in the future as part of a tripartite elected system of world government: 

wornen have not been excluded from membership in the legislative and executive arms 

of this  stem.^^ 
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Approach to Promoting Equali ty 

The Baha'i writings indicate that establishing the equality of women and men 

will require broadly-based change. 'It has widespread implications," the House of 

justice has said, 'which affect and remold dl dimensions of human activity. It cdls for 

a fundamental change in the manner in which people relate to each other ..."j7 

'Abdu'l-Baha emphasized that the required transformation of econornic. social. and legal 

structures, as well as underlying attitudes, is now timely, and must not be put off to 

some future date? 

The writings clearly require Baha'is ro show initiative in promoting the 

required change. beginning within the community, which many believers see as a sort 

of workshop 'where men and women from diverse backgrounds attempt to put this. 

among other Baha'i teachings, into practice.'5g As one Baha'i author has pointed out. 

'though they are avowed adherents, Baha'is themselves are engaged in a gradua1 

process of discovering the full implications of the teachings they e ~ ~ o u s e . " ~ ~  The 

shape and success or failure of the community's efforts on this front will be examined 

in chapter three: interpreting these efforts, however. requires some background 

information about methods and approaches to equality-seeking recommended by the 

BahCi writings. 

The writings contain several practical suggestions for promoting the 

development of 'full partnershp" between women and men, and modiMng those 

'harmful habits" which obstn~ct  progress toward this goal. l The suggested 

56 -- Rouhani Mamani. -Religion and the Myth of Male Superiori~y.~ p. 27. 
R o m  a letter to an individual believer from the Universal House of Jusuce. 24 January 1993. 
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(March/April 1989): 5. 
60 Ibid. p. 12. 



techniques share three characteristics. First, they adopc a gradual. phased approach. 

irnplementing 'long term ... systematic plans."62 As described by the House of Justice. 

Change is an evolutionary process requiring patience with one's self and 
others, loving education and the passage of time as the believers deepen their 
knowledge of the principles of the Faith, gradually discard long-held traditional 
attitudes and progressively conform their h e s  to the unifying teachings of the 

~ a u s e . ~ 3  

This strategy. of course 'has provided abundant ammunition to antagonists of the 

Baha'i faithtmb4 who may interpret small steps as indicators of hypocrisy or weakness 

of resolve. From the BahCi perspective. however. gradual implementation is the only 

way to ensure lasting results. 

A second characteristic of the Bahd'i approach is that 

change. The oppression of women is not seen as an isolated 

it requires broadly-based 

phenornenon. but as 

existing within a mesh of unhealthy social and individual practices: rather like a 

presenting symptom of a systemic illness. Effectively and universally establishing 

equality thus requires that 'it is pursued in conjunction with al1 the other aspects of 

Bahai life? 

Findy. the Baha'i approach to promoting equality is characterized by a 

'conviction that change must be a unibng force. leading towards full partnership of 

men and wornen - and beyond this to the unity of the hurnan farnily.'66 Maintaining 

unity is believed to attract 'spirituai blessingsw and to reinforce the efficacy of Our 

61 Khm. Advancemenr of Wornen. p. 39- 
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initiatives. As instnicted by the House of Justice. 

To maintain this unity. Baha'i men and women must work together co- 
operatively, in striking contrast to the adversarial and denunciatory attitudes 
which distinguish so much of the rnovement for equaüty of the sexes in the 
Iarger society ... 
J a h a ' i s  should realize that the Baha'f approach to tmth-seeking is 
consultative and not adversarial, and that contention between men and women 

is counter-productive in the endeavour to promote equaIity.67 

This orientation toward change challenges widely accepted and ingrained traditions of 

adversarial merhods. The prescribed emphasis on unity. however. 'is not to be 

confused with cornplacency about conducc that does not correspond to that which is 

prescribed in the Bahai t e a ~ h i n ~ s . " ~ ~  As one Baha'i author points out. 

Avoiding contention. ..doesnlt mean avoiding examining the many issues. 
historical, spiritual, psychologicd. economic and social .... Nor does it mean 
women should delay efforts to implement the principle until everyone seems 
ready for it .... The willingness to change. to discard long-held traditional 
attitudes, is the test of a person's capacity to be affected and transformed by the 

Word of ~ o d . ~ ~  

Several strategies incorporating these three characceristics are recommended in 

the writings. 'Abdu'l-Baha himself frequently used analogies. rhetoncal questions. 

direct challenges, and historical examples in his arguments for the equality of women 

and Education is often cited as the single rnost important intervention for 

promoting equality. with the provision that both sexes must follow the same 

cumculum. and that if resources are insufficient for universai education. priority must 

be given to fernale s t ~ d e n t s . ~ ~  The Baha'i technique for decision making through 

consultation is further seen as a powerful tool for promoting the advancement of 

women. as it requires that al1 be free to make contributions -without fear of being 

67 Frorn a letter to a National Spiriruai Assembly frorn die Universal House of Justice. 5 June 
1994. 
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belittled. hurniliated, insulted, or i p ~ r e d . " ~ ~  However, few blanket presmptions are 

offered. Bahais are urged to 'consider varied and imaginative approaches to relating 

Baha'u'llah's Teachings on this subject to the social customs and cultural traditions of 

particular populations," and are rerninded that 

In many areas of the world women need to be encouraged to arise and play 
their part. Without such encouragement they may well continue to remain in 
the background .... It is of particular concern that we demonstrate within Our 

global cornmunity the equaliv of men and women in our daily l i ~ e s . ~ ~  

The 'varied' approaches recommended often include an emphasis on the use of the arts. 

which are described in Baha'i scriptures as an extremely powerful change agentmT4 

In addition to these suggestions regarding approaches to promoting equality. 

the Bahb'i writings comment on whose responsibility it is to do so. In general. -al1 

Baha'is are required. as a matter of personal belief. to commit themselves to 

implernenting it in their personal conduct. to encouraging its practice by others. and 

to fostenng the means by which it is reflected in the operation of the institutions of 

s o ~ i e t ~ . " ~ ~  However. men, wornen, and the Baha'i administration are each given 

specific obligations in this regard. 

Baha'u'llah himself. speaking to Baha'i men, has said. 

The friends of Cod must be adorned with the ornament of justice. equity, 
kindness, and love. As they do not allow thernselves to be the objects of 
cruelty and transgression, in Like manner they should not allow such tyranny 

to visit the handmaidens of ~ o d ?  

Men are given particular responsibiüty for promoting the advancement of wornen. and 

for exorcizing their 'assumption of superiority", which is described as depressing 

72 Ibid. p. 83. 
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women's aspirations and inducing a sense of h ~ ~ e l e s s n e s s . ~ ~  'When men own the 

equality of women." 'Abdu'l-Bah3 States. 'there wiU be no need for them to struggle for 

their rights."78 

Women Likewise are given specific responsibility for the promotion of equality: 

But while this principle of equaiity is m e ,  it is ükewise true that 
woman must prove her capacity and aptitude, must show forth the evidences of 
equality She must become proficient in the arts and sciences and prove by her 
accompLishments that her abilities and powers have merely been latent. 
Demonstrations of force ... are neither becoming nor effective in the cause of 

wornânhood and equality.79 

It is worth noting that 'demonstrations of force'. by either women or men. would. in 

the Baha'i context. be considered inappropriate in any case other than self-defence. On 

the other hand. 'Abdu'l-Baha has commented that 'among the miracles which 

distinguish this sacred dispensation is this. that women have evinced a greater 

boldness than men when enlisted in the ranks of the Faith": and Shoghi Effendi. his 

successor. has pointed out that this 'boldness' must 'be more convincingly 

dernonstrated While force is not advocated. neither is meekness. 

The final agency given specific duties in the promotion of equality is the Baha'i 

administration. 'Abdu'l-Bah2 instnicted that -the members of the Spiritual Assem blies 

should do al1 they can to provide encouragement to the women believers. In this 

dispensation one should not think in terms of 'men' and ' ~ o r n e n ' . . . ~ . ~ ~  Likewise. the 

appointed administrative agents are given specific responsibility for fostering activi ty 

which promotes the advancement of women in the community. 

77 'Abdul-Baia. Pron-p&g tion of Universal Peaces pp. 76-77. 
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The Ferninine 

In order to properly understand the Baha'i vision of gender. it is necessary to 

investigate both its treatment of women and its perspective on the feminine. as the 

oppression of one is often associated with the deprecation of the orher. Conversely. 

the elevation and reinterpretation of the feminine is seen by many ferninists as 

essential to the advancement of women. 

In the Baha'i writings, a variety of feminine images may be found. including the 

association of the earth with the ferninine. as "the Queen of Carmel". God's holy 

r n ~ u n t a i n . ~ ~  and the virtue of tnistworthiness. which is 'personified as a celestial 

b e a ~ t ~ . " ~ ~  However, the rnost developed feminine imagery emerges in discussions of 

God and Divine Revelation. 

In Bahai theology, God is viewed as genderless and ~ n k n o w a b l e ; ~ ~  where the 

source language permits, the Creator is referred to with gender-neutral pronouns. We 

access this unknowable Creator by way of Revelation dispensed through various 

Manifestations of God over time. This Revelation. in Baha'i scnptures. is personified 

by the 'Maiden of Heaven," who may be equated with the biblical Sophia. the 'Spirit of 

~ o d . " ~ ~  She is the "personification of the Holy Spirit ... she embodies connection to 

God in a form of lurninous beauty whose central characteristics are joy. brightness. 

purity, and glory.w86 As a ferninine archetype. she is neither ethereal nor sterile: as 

one commentator has noted. 'she enables us to ... tap into the root of transformation - 

the feminine power of the Revelation to give birth, to create anew. 7 
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In addition to Revelarion's ferninine personification, the voice of revelation, the 

text itself, is feminized as the "Mother Word" which 'is the channel of divine power. of 

transformation ... as well as of the wonderful arts and sciences on which civilization 

prides itself. It is the power of life in the world of ~ r e a t i o n . " ~ ~  Relative to this Word. 

the believers are conceptualized 'as children at the breast. taking our  fi^."^^ The 

ferninine thus is associated with the voice of revelation, and with its 'inner meaning'?' 

This ferninizing of Revelation has led one Baha'i author to suggest that: 

Progressive Revelation [is] the continuous and ceaseless Ferninine unfolding of 
the Masculine WiU of God through an unending procession of Messengers in 

which the Divine Marriage of the Masculine and Ferninine has taken place.91 

While caution must be observed - these musings cake place in commenrary on the 

scriptures, and are in no way authontative - it is clear that the writings offer powerful 

images of the feminine Divine, and that these images occur in interaction with 

masculine forms. This interaction occurs in a context of both/and, rather chan 

e i t h e r / ~ r . ~ ~  This portrayal thus models the complementarity between the masculine 

and the feminine advocared by the Baha'i writings. and offers images of the ferninine 

Divine located not in physical fecundity - with which the ferninine has long been 

associated - but rather in images of spiritual fecundity. which may hold greater 

liberaüng potential.93 

It bears mentioning that the maleness of the known manifestations of God 

(considered by Baha'is to include Baha'u'Uah. the Bab. Mo harnmed. Jesus. Moses. 

Buddha, Krishna. Zoroaster, and others, from the beginning of human history) is 
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unrelated to 'the spirit which they manifest, which is sexlessw . and which. if anything. 

is most likely to be portrayed in ferninine terrnsSg4 Indeed. Baha'u'llah himself clarifieci 

this point. saying 

were He to pronounce one of the leavesg5 to be the manifestation of al l  His 
excellent titles, unto no one is given the nght to utter why or wherefore. and 
should one do so he would be regarded as a disbeliever in God and be 

numbered with such as have repudiated the   ru th.^^ 

As a cornmon component of philosophical discourse at the time of the Bahai 

revelation, the central figures of the faith occasionally adopted terminology which 

divided creation into 'active" and 'passive" elements. Typically. corresponding 

ass~ciations to the masculine and the ferninine were applied. with the feminine (and 

thus women) ubiquitously linked to the passive element. However, in the Bahai 

scriptures this paradigm is handled differently: humanity and God and the Divine 

manifestations are conceived of as al1 simultaneously active and passive. masculine and 

ferninine; both elements have equal roles, and neither is more associated with women 

than with men. While the feminine is often seen exclusiveiy as a passive or receptive 

element in other traditions. in the Bahai cosmology it serves 'as an acriïe principie. 

which creates. ernpowers, rears. and n o u r i ~ h e s . " ~ ~  In this revision of the relatio nship 

between the active/passive and the masculine/ferninine. 'they so inform and infuse 

each other that their difference is now a manifestation of their sameness. ~9 8 

Before concluding this investigation of the feminine in Baha'i scnptures. it is 

worthwhile to briefly consider the writing's treatrnent of the fernale body. Most 

significant. perhaps. in this regard, is that 'Abdu'l-Baha abrogates entirely the ancient 

association of the Original Sin wirh women and the feminine. thus healing 'a radical 

94 Rouhani Manani. MLinguisric Gender Bisses.. p. 58. 
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inner split between the physical and spiritual worldsw in which the body became 'the 

enerny of the soul. engaging it in a state of perpetual ~ a r f a r e . " ~ ~  One of the most 

pervasive and powerful underpinnings of the oppression of women is thus knocked 

out in  the Bahd'f teachings. 

hterpretation and Conclusion 

The Baha'i scriptures. in my view. enunciate a vision of gender with powerful 

liberating potentiaiities. Accessing this vision. however. requires interpretation: and 

interpretation can sometimes be problematic. 

The most senous difficulties in this regard arise from language itself. Those 

revealing scnpture must clothe Cod's perfect will in human. imperfect languages. 

Many - if nor all - languages currently in use were developed in patriarchal contexts. 

by men in societies with masculinist values. The reader of scripture must therefore be 

wary of language*~ ability to distort meaning and subtly perpetuate inequities.loo 

Happily for the Bahd*is. the Universal House of Justice is empowered to dispense 

authoritative clarifications and explanations of the meaning of texts which are unclear 

due to linguistic changes. 

An example of this problem may be found in the translation of references to 

God from the original Persian or Arabic into English, in which Cod-names tend tu have 

been masculinized. both by the the use of 'He" in its generic sense and by the de- 

emphasizing of ferninine or neutral God-names (Creator. Fashioner. Nurturer. 

Consoler, Beloved. etc.). 1°1 The generic 'He' is particularly troubling ro rnany 

believers. as current trends in ferninist thought and language usage have argued 

strongly against such use. However. the Baha'i administration does not intend to re- 

'O0 Rouhani Mavani. -Linguisric Gender B i a s e ~ . ~  p. 56. 



translate the texts using gender-neutral terms. perhaps because their primar-y concern 

is to remain scmpulously faithful to the source documents. Bahais envision the 

eventual creation of a world auxiliary language, in which, it is hoped. such 

troublesome gender associations will not exist. 

Another dilemma confronting Baha'is in their interpretation of the teachings is 

that. while ail of the central texts are widely avadable in many languages. a great deal of 

the Baha'i scnptures is still unavailable in English, as linguists painstakingly Iabor to 

accurate@ translate the original documents. This mass of untranslated material 

includes rnany tablets wntten by Bahau'lléih to or about Baha'i women. which have not 

yet been published even in the original language.lo2 

Nonetheless, the believer takes it on faith that whatever is as yet untranstated 

will not fundamentally contradict that which already is: if the appearance of a 

contradiction were to emerge. the House of Justice would provide the necessary 

reconciliation. Indeed. as one Baha'i author has noted. 'no enlightened believer in 

Baha'u'llah's Revelation will accept a prejudicial interpretation of the holy text. ~ 1 0 3  

Thus. the teachings' egalitarian vision of gender appears secure. 

At the end of chapter one. Catherine Wessinger's mteria for religions which 

promote women's leadership were introduced: that they envision an androgynous, 

bisexual. or unanthropomorphized God: that they temper or deny the doctrine of 'the 

Fall"; that they deny the need for ordained clergy: that they don't confine women 

exclusively to domestic roles: and that they promote a social expectation of equality. 

In this chapter. it has been dernonstrated that the Baha'i teachings meet these criteria. 

and promote the advancement of women not only in religion but also in the secular 

world. 

'O2 Rouhani Matani. 'Religion and the Myrh of Male Superiority.' p. 21. 
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Tt is unsurprising. therefore, that many Baha'i women - and men - have 

experienced these teachings as a powerful promoter of gender equality in their own 

iives. In order to be effective, however, a teaching must be both understood and 

irnplemented. In the next chapter, we will consider the extent to which this has 

actually happened. 



Chapter Three: Baha'i Women's Expenence of Gender 

Eastern Origins 

Iran - then Persia - in the late 1800s was not a nice place to be a woman. As 

described by Ann Boyles. 

women were treated as chatte1 or as mere reproductive vessels. were held 
virtually as domestic prisoners, and were not deemed worthy of any formal 
education that would equip them for any role in greater society - or indeed. that 

would adequately prepare them to be the educators of their own children .... 1 

Women were subject to the authority of their husbands. fathers. brothers. and sons. 

The inner area of the home. in which women spent most of their lives. 'did not even 

have windows opening on the outside world.' and any attempt to seek education was 

seen as 'contrary to chastityew2 'Abdul-Bah& when asked about the sratus of 

women in the Orient, said: 

The community of women was so abased in the East thar, in the Arabic 
language, when a mention was made of them in conversation one would Say: 
'Far be it from thee to be a woman.' as one would Say: 'Far be it from thee to be a 
donkey.' In the Turkish language, it was said: 'Exalted be thy presence from 
the mention of a woman.' And in the Persian language. when talking about a 

woman one would Say: 'May there be no relationship': moreover. the word 

'woman' was used as a synonym for 'weak'. 3 

While rural women. given the exigencies of their local economies, may have 

faced sornewhat rnilder restrictions on their movement. the oppression of women was 

ubiquitous and un~pes t i oned .~  Women lived in a totally separate sphere: r h s  

Boyles. 'Towards the Goal of Full Parmenhip. p. 241. 

.Abdual-Bah& Prornulgarion of Universal Peace, p. 166. 
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separation was enforced by the veil. 

their quarters, and which points to 

and sexuality- 

Constant veiling emphasizeci 

one author points out; 

which was (and is) worn by 

pervasive oppressive beliefs 

wornen's lack of any public 

aU women outside of 

about women's bodies 

identity. Indeed, as 

A woman's existence was only properly acknowledged ... in relation to one or 

more of the male members of the family. Any attempt to discuss the events of a 
woman's life was interpreted as an intrusion on the privacy of that man. who 
had the prerogative of ensuring that the women of his household remained 

concealed and protected. 5 
Birth dates, names, and any other personal information about women's lives was rarely 

recorded. 

Babi and Baha'i historians of the time, al1 of whom were male. wodd thus have 

had great difkulty adequately researching the lives of their female CO-religionists. It is 

unlikely, however. rhat such attempts were made; as Bahaneh Rouhani Ma'ani has 

noted. the attitudes of these early historians 'were so conditioned by customary 

practices and unjust traditions of the tirne rhat they did not notice the stmggles of 

most of the early women believers: or if they did, these appeared so insignificant to 

thern that they did not warrant prof'essional historical treatrnen~."~ Dernographic 

information about early Eastern Baha'i women. their social standing, ages. and 

backgrounds, or even how many there were, remairs unavailable. 

Thus. current attempts to investigate the impact of early Eastern Baha'i 

women's faith on their experience of gender are fraught with difficulties. Nonetheless, 

it is clear that the central figures of the faith both modelled to their followers and urged 

them to uphold a vision of gender which differed sharply from the prevailing norrns. 

New Jersey: Prentice HdI, 1989), p. 200. 
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Perhaps the earliest intimation of this alteration of gender norms can be seen in 

the Bab's relationship with his wife, Khadijih; atthough his texts Say little or nothing 

about w0rnen.s rights, he treated his wife with extreme respect and afièction. and 

allowed her to be the first to recognize his Divine ~ a l l i n ~ . ~  Upon her death. 

custodianship of their marital home. one of the holiest spors for Baha'i pilgrimage. 

passed to her sister. Zahra. and her descendants8 This clearly contravened social 

customs regarding both the possession of property and the holding of important 

religious offices. 9 

Baha'u'Uah supported the advancement of women both in his personai 

relationships and in lengthy correspondences, in which he often confided in women. 

showed trust in their judgement and actions. honoureçi and praised them, and 

conveyed his respect and affectiodO In one tablet addressed to the women of Iran. 

he assures them. "Soon will the pageantry of tyranny be rotled up and the panoply of 

justice be unfolded ...". l1 Other tablets encouraged and praised the boldness of 

women who. though married to Muslirns. became followen of Baha'u'llah. thus 

exposing thernselves to dire consequences. Female believers were often referred to as 

uhandmaidens". a title which Bahb'U'llah stated -far excelleth aught else that can be seen 

in the world."12 He further wrote that -the narnes of handrnaidens who are devoted to 

God are wntten and set down by the Pen of the Most High .... They excel over men in 

the sight of ~ o d . " ' ~  His dismissai of men's superiority as an -idle fancyw and frequent 

praise of women's courage and devoted services as believers sharply contrasted the 

prevailing notions about women and their treatment by traditional religious 

authorities. 
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'Abdu'l-Baha extended this record of implementation. In his own home. his 

daughters and granddaughters received lengthy educations. often being sent abroad 

for funher studies, and being called upon to serve as translators and commentators in 

his rnariy interviews with EngIish-speaking visitors. l He frequently dernonstrated 

his tmst in the capacity of women by giving them responsibility and authority in 

important undertakings, which often involved giving direction to both men and 

wornen.15 Despite pressure from r n q  of the Eastern believers. he neither took a 

second wife nor permitted his followers to do so. He corresponded at length with many 

women. in both the East and the West. and often condernned the oppression of women 

in his homeland. Speaking at a suffrage meeting in Amenca in 19 12. he clearly 

demonstrated his recognition of Eastern wornen's abilities. saying: 

Today, among the Bahais of Persia, there are many women who are the very 
pride and envy of the men. They are imbued with al1 the excellences and 
virtues of humanity. They are eloquent. they are poers and scholars and 
embody the quintessence of humility. The whole Orient bears witness to their 
greatness. In political matters they have been able to withstand the abiiities of 
men. They have given their lives and forfeited their possessions in martyrdom 
for humanity. Their glory, honor and traces will last forever. Tmly the pages 

of the history of Persia are illumined by the lives of such women. 16 

While 'Abdu'l-Baha acknowledged that women in his homeland were terribly 

oppressed. he encouraged them to strive for education and advancement. In one 

letter, he urges, 'do not consider thyself to be insignificant by doubting what a 

handrnaiden living behind the veil can do...", and in another he asserts that "in the 

countries of Europe and Amenca the maidservants of the Merciful have won the prize 

of excellence and advancement from the arena of men ... Ye, who are the blessed leaves 

from the East, should burn more brightly ... Anse, therefore, and exert 

yourselves.. . -18 

l 4  Khan. Advancernent of Wornen. pp. 160. 183. 

l5 One example of this is his selection of Sakinih Sultan to ovenee the distribution of food relief 
he had gathered during World \Var 1, when Palestine was threatened with famine (a service for which 
he was subsequently knighted by the British). For more information on Sakinifi Sultan. see the 
appended workshop materials- ' 'Abdu'l-Baha. cited in Star of the Wes~. 3. 8. (August 1. 19 12): 20. 
l7 .Abdull-Bah& Wornen. # 10 1. 



Baha'u'llah and 'Abdu'l-Bahas actions to foster the advancement of women were 

wide ranging. and a thorough examination of them would go far beyond the purview of 

this thesis. The extent to which these actions affected the lives of Eastern e a d y  Baha'i 

women, however, is hard to determine. The vast majority of these women were 

illiterate: thus. men controlled their access to the Bahd'i writings. and. as Ma'ani has 

noted. 'men were iittle concerned with the needs of ~ o r n e n . " ~ ~  In fact. Mavani 

suggests that the Baha'i community of the time may have actively resisted 

disseminating and implementing Baha'U'liah and 'Abdu'l-Baha's demands for the 

advancement of the status of women: 

The problem of educating men and women in Iran to champion the injunction 
of Baha'u'llah to equality was a colossal one. The male Bahais did not exert 
rnuch conscious effort to promote this aspect of the Teachings. When they 
talked about ito they were more apt to dwell on what 'Abdul-Baha calls 'minor 
differencesw between men and women than on the abolirion of male superiority. 
And it was as hard to bring the conscious awareness of this pnnciple to the 
attention of the female believers as it was to the men. If Baha'u'llah had not 
firmly and explicitly revealed the principle of sexual equality. the oppression of 
women in the name of religion would certainly have continued in full force to 

this date20 

Nonetheless. it is clear that some awareness of this teaching was reaching the 

Eastern community, and that it was making quite a splash: copies of taiks on women's 

rights given by 'Abdu'l-Baha in America in 19 1 1- 19 12 reached Persia shortly 

thereafter. and led some Persian women to "advocate the immediate abolishment of the 

veil. as well as women's full participation in administrative affairs." 'Abdu'l-Baha, 

fearing that such rapid change would divide the cornmunity and expose it to increased 

persecu tion. counselled the women to patience and less controversial measures. 

advising them not to do anything "contrary to wisdom."* Despite this advice, some 

l8 Ibid. # 100. 

l9 Rouhani Masani. 'Religion and the Myth of Male Superiority." p. 21. 

20 Ibid. *' 'Abdu'l-Bahâ. cited in Susan Stiles Maneck. mWornen In The Baha'i Fairh.. Reii~ion and Wornen, 



experirnenting with rnixed groups of men and unveiled women did occur: in such cases. 

everyone was generally so embarrassed that traditional norms were hastily re- 

established.22 

As Ma'ani points out, the contribution of many Eastern women to the 

development of the Bahd'i community consisted mainly of their 'vast capacity for 

suffering in acquiescencew, their 'self-effacement and self-sacrifice." and the 'strong 

offspringw they left behind to carry forward 'the vital work of the Faith. while their 

own services rernained unrecognized and u n s ~ n g " ~ ~  While such services were 

undoubtedly essential to the success and sustenance of the Bah i i  community. they do 

not appear to have held much liberating potential for the women rendering them. 24 

However. some early Eastern female beiievers also seem to have been empowered by 

their faith to take on quite unconventional roles. 

The mosr celebrated of such wornen is undoubtedly ~ a h i r i h . ~ ~  Farnous 

among her CO-religionists and renow ned in 1 9th-century European artistic and 

Orientalist circles. her bold contravention of gender norms made her notonous in 

Persia. where her fiercely anti-clencal poems are nonetheless still widely regarded as 

literary rnasterpieces.26 She was neither a dutiful daughter. in that she continuaily 

opposed her farher's theological views: nor a successful wife and mother. as she left her 

husband and sons and eventually obtained a divorce: nor a coquette. using her (widely 

remarked) beauty for power. as she refused the Shah's offer of rnarriage.27 Her 
- 

ed. Arvind Sharma. (Albany: State University of New York Press. 1994). p. 226. 

22 Ibid. p. 223. 
23 Rouhani hla'ani. -Religion and the Myth of Male Superiority. p. 23. 
n .  

L4 Ir could be argued that such sewices. although apparently within the range of traditions! gender 
norms. may hzve been experienced as Iiberating if the women involved independently chose to cary 
h e m  out. rather chan passively accepting them as an imposed expectation. - 
Z3 Biographical information on Tahirih may be found in the appended workshop rnarerials. 

26 Boyles. Towards the Goal of Full Parrnership. pp. 247-248. 

27 Maneck. -Wornen Ir? The Baha? Faih.. p- 21 3. 



overwhelming - and perhaps only - passion was her faith. Claiming an 'inner 

awareness of God's purpose." she attracted and instructed hundreds of men and women 

in the Babi teachings and instituted a number of innovations within the community. 

including occasionally appearîng unveiied at gatherïngs.28 In response to those 

outraged by her rejection of the dictates of 'chastity', the Bdb named her Tahirih. 'the 

Pure One*. thus expressing his tacit approval and rebutting her critics. 

While most of her biograpners have dwelt on Tahirih's interaction with men in 

the public sphere, she also attracted and galvanized many early Babi women, some of 

whorn have been acknowledged as historically important figures in their own right. 29 

The circle of women which continuaily surrounded her. according to Susan Stiles 

hfaneck, was 

perhaps the first group of women in those regions to have attained an 
awareness of their deprivations as women. Yet Tahirih's activities did not 
represent a woman's liberation movernent in the modern sense. For Tahirih. 
removing the veil was primarily an act of religious innovation. Neither the 
writings of Tahirih nor the Bab concem themselves with the issue of women's 

rights as such. Apparently Tahirih experienced the Bab's revelation as 

liberating. whether or not it addressed itself to the status of women per se. 30 
Whether or not she intended to be a crusader for the advancernent of women, it is clear 

that many of her contemporaries experienced her as such. Indeed. in Moslern circles. 

the story of her audacity and eventual execution became a cautionary tale about the 

dangers of educating w ~ r n e n . ~ ~  Bah& texts also generally portray Tahirih as a 

gender equaliy activist: indeed. Shoghi Effendi calls her 'the first wornan suffrage 

martyr.w32 Her dying words. reportedly 'You 

you cannot stop the emancipation of women." 

interpretation. 33 

can kill me as soon as you iike. but 

would seem to support such an 

29 For instance, see the srory of Sharns-i-Duha in the appended workshop rnarerials. 

30 Maneck, .Wornen In The Bahami Faith.' p. 214. 
31 Susan Sriles Maneck. .Tahirih: A Reiigious Paradigrn of Womanhood." Journal of Bahii'i Sriidies. 
2, 2, (1989-1990): 51. 

32 Shoghi Effendi, God Passes Bu. (Wilrnetre: Baha'i Publishing Trust. 1970). p. 75. 



Tahinh has been discussed by some Western 

the ideal wornan" in the BabBaha'i d i ~ ~ e n s a t i o n . ~ ~  

commentators as the 'paradigm 

Her conflicts with various male 

believers have been construed as signiking a "meeting of archetypes. the clash of 

elements, a confrontation of vast proportions whose psychological as well as spintual 

significance has rocked us for generations s i n ~ e . " ~ ~  In addition to inspiring wornen 

who knew her personally, her story has influenced successive generations of Bahd'i 

women. Thus, her historical importance is certainly recognized. and her life is to some 

extent r n y t h o ~ o ~ i z e d . ~ ~  Her record appears to have been similarly revered in the 

early Eastern communities. 

If we accept for the moment that she rnay senre as a 'paradigrnatic ideal of 

womanhood for Baha'is." it is interesting to consider the implications of this paradigm. 

which, according to Maneck, 

suggests that women are encouraged to be assertive. intelligent. eloquent. 
passionately devoted to causes. and yet. still beautiful. Absent are many of 
those quaiities generally found in other feminine ideals: devotion to family. 

modesty , gentleness. and su bmissiveness. 37 

The operation of such a paradigm in the community would likely have influenced the 

restrictions placed on other early Eastern Baha'i women. possibly by fueling their 

latent activist tendencies. It may also be that the extreme (for the time) radicalism of 

this paradigm provoked resistance to change and greater gender conformity than 

might have otherwise existed among some cornmunity members of both sexes. 

Tahirih is not rhe only early female believer known to have drarnatically 

challenged gender norms; records also indicate that a few Babi women disguised 

34 Maneck. Tahirih." o. 40. - ' 

35 * A  Bahiyyih Nakhjavhi. A s k i n ~  O uestions. (Oxford: George Rondd, 1990). pp. 57-58. 
" b am concerned that such mythologizing acrually diffuses the potency of her srory as a source of 
inspiration for current wornen by reducing one's ability to identify with her struggles and victories. 
A- " Maneck. -Tahirih,- p. 52. 



thernselves as men in order to participate in armed c o n f l i c t ~ . ~ ~  However. rnost 

women7s challenges to tradition took a more subtle course. While less well known to 

modem Bahd'is, such women may in fact have provided more accessible role models to 

their peers and may be more representative of the average early Eastern Baha'i 

woman's exper-ience. 

One wornan whose life was entirely transformed by the Bahbi faith was 

Bahiyyih Khanum. daughter of Baha'U'llah and Asiyrn Khanum. who is descnbed by 

Bah&i'llah as possessing a "station such as none other wornan hath ~ u r ~ a s s e d . " ~ ~  

While Tahirih may be the star of the Bdbi years, Bahiyyih Khanum is 'the outstanding 

fiercine of the Bah& ~ i s ~ e n s a t i o n . " ~ ~  Her life in no way followd the pattern which. 

as a daughter of Persian nobility. she might have expected. as her father's claim to an 

independent revelation from God precipitated the family's destitution, successive 

exiles. and eventuai settlement in a prison-city in Palestine. Despite the many 

deprivations she sustained, she reportedly remained serene. affectionate. generous. 

affable. and kind: sustaining. comforting, and bringing joy to others. while managing 

the domestic affairs of what became a very large and complex household. At the same 

time. she cdtivated a wide range of social relationships which served to protect her 

loved ones. 41 

While these services seem more in line with conventional notions of 'ideal 

wornanhood', it is noteworthy that she did not many. and. in fact. is reported to have 

asked her father's permission to remain unmamed in order to continue in her chosen 

üfestyle. Bahau'Uah is reported to have replied that he knew no man worthy to marry 

such purity as his d a ~ ~ h t e r . ~ ~  Thus, like many early Western believers. Bahiyyih 

38 Maneck. -Wornen In The Baha'i FaidiBn p. 2 18. 
39 Bah$lioll ih.  cired in Bahiwih Khanum: The Grearesr Holv Leaf - A Cornoilation. (Haifa: 3ahi.i 
WorId Centre. 1982). p.3. 

40 Shoghi Effendi. cired in Bahiyyih Khanurn. p. 62. 

41 Ibid. pp. 31.34-35- 



Khanum achieved a greater degree of autonomy than she might otherwise have 

expected only by sacrificing the opponunity to have a spouse and bear children. 

That she was empowered to make such a choice, in a time and culture when women 

usuaily had iittle or no influence on their own marital status. suggests that the gender 

norms operant in her tife were, relative to her context, quite liberal. This impression is 

confkned by the fact that. in addition to her domestic responsibilities. she was on 

several occasions the international leader of the Baha'i community. as regent for both 

her brother, 'Abdu'l-Baha, and her grandson, Shoghi Effendi. dunng ~heir  absences 

from the Baha'i World Centre. In addition. she carried on lengthy correspondences 

with women from both the East and the West. in which she frequenrly encouraged 

then to develop their intellectual and spirirual ~ a ~ a c i t i e s . ~ ~  Several other female 

members of the household. including 'Abdul-Baha's wife. Munirih. carried on similar 

correspondences urging female believers to act outside of traditional gender norms. 

Ir is difficulr to find examples of more 'everyday' early Eastern female believers 

whose Lives illustrate the extent to which their faith affected their ability to resist 

oppressive gender norms. However. several initiatives promo ting the advancement of 

women (however obliquely) undertaken in the early Persian Baha'i community suggest 

that Tahirih and Bahiyyih Khanum's experiencss should not be interpreted as isolated 

instances of quasi-liberation. but rather as indicators of the emancipatory influence of 

the Baha'i faith in the lives of many early female Eastern believers. Three such 

initiatives will be btiefly described. 

The first of these was the establishment of women's assemblages throughout 

Iran between 1910 and 1917. by a cornmittee for the liberation of women which had 

been formed by the wives of two very prominent ~ a h a ' i s . ~ ~  The status of their 

42 The Spoken Chronicle of Bahiyyih Khanurn. Daughrer of BahB'ti'llih. TheChosen Hi~hway.  p. 69. 

43 Khan. i\dvancemer?r of Wornerl. p. 155. 

44  Borh were married to Hands of the Cause. and rhus fairly immune ro cornrnuniry criticisrn. 



husbands in the community undoubtedly enabled them to agitate for equality more 

aggressively than many other women without exposing themselves to the reproach of 

more conservative elements in the cornmuniv. Women's assemblies were intentionaily 

designed to foster the advancement of women by raising their level of knowledge and 

cornpetence: their mandate. as set by 'Abdu'l-Baha, included the discussion of 

educational rnethods. logical analysis and organization of religious arguments. oration. 

medicine and health, general education in the various branches of knowledge. and the 

cultivation of virtues such as constancy. perseverance. strength. determination. and 

fxrnness of purpose. In addition, the assemblages were advised to address the rieeds of 

girls and to avoid frivolous topics, while the participants were counselled to take one 

another seriously and encourage e a ~ h o t h e r . ~ ~  At the same tirne. contention with 

men was discouraged as counter-productive: 'Abdu'l-Baha urged the members of the 

women's assemblages to be patient. saying. 'this newly born babe is traversing in one 

night rhe path that needeth one hundred years to ~ e a d . " ~ ~  1 have been unable to 

find an explanation for the termination of the assemblages after 19 17: a combination of 

factors. including increasing persecution of the community. may have corne into play. 

Nonetheless. these early consciousness-raising groups musr have had a lasting impact 

both on their participants and on the comnunity's reputation as a promoter of the 

advancement of women. 

Another Baha'i endeavour whlch advanced the status of women was the 

opening of a women's clinic and gynecology department at a Baha'i hospital in Tehran. 

at a time when Persian women were totdy deprived of skilled medical care. In 1908. a 

group of male Baha'i Persian doctors, concerned about women's health. asked 'Abdu'i- 

Baha to help them find a Western BahA'i woman doctor to work with them. Soon after. 

Dr. Susan Moody, an Arnerican, arrived in Tehran. For 15 years she treated women of 

al1 religions and social classes at her clinic and in the hospital. where she served as 

45 Khan. Advancemenr of Women. pp. 187- 190. 

46 -Abdul-Baha. Wornen. # 13. 



superintendent and head of gynecology.47 In addition. she held classes for mothers 

and tried to establish a school of n ~ r s i n g ~ ~  Eventudy. she was joined by another 

fernale Bah~*i  doctor and a nurse, who assisted her in these labours.49 In 1925. 

conditions in kan forced her to return to the West: but three years later. at the age of 

77. she returned to Iran, where she continued treating women until her death in 1934. 

As a Western woman in Persia. Dr. Moody may have enjoyed a greater degree of 

equality and inviolability than she could have expected among men of her own race- 

Her engagement with men as peers and her activisrn to promote Eastern women's 

interests must have challenged conventional gender norms and inspired and 

empotvered the local Baha'i women. Thus. the benefits of this initiative weni beyond 

the obvious irnprovernents in women's access to medical care. It may be construed 

from this exarnple that the status of Eastern Baha'i women was positively affected both 

by the intervention of their Western fernale CO-religionists and by acrivities 

undertaken on their behalf by male Bahb'is. whose concern and interest in women's 

well-being must be attributed at least in part to rheir new-found faith. 

A third Baha'i project which affected Eastern women's experience of gender 

involved increasing women's access to education. Ar the time. there were no 

educationd institutions for women and girls in Persia. The Baha'i writings emphasize 

the necessity for education. and indicate that women's education is more importanr 

than men's: however. although the community had been running very successful 

boys' schools in various parts of the country since 1897. schooling for girls was only 

offered by a handful of Persian women on an informal basis. In the early 1900's a group 

of Baha'i women in Tehran, including Dr. Susan Moody and Munirih Khanum. one of 

the women instrumental in establishing women's assemblages, began agitating for the 

47 Baharieh Rouhani Marani. T h e  Interdependence of Bahai Cornmunities: Services of Nonh 
American Bahagi Women to Iran." Journal of Baha'i Srudies, 4 .  1 (1991): 23-24. 

48 Boyles. .Towards rhe Goal of Full Parrner~hip.~ p. 258. 
49 Maneck. Vornen In The Baha'i Faith." p. 226. 



establishment of a formal school for girls.50 With the assistance of endowrnents and 

scholanhips from many Western Bahavi women, including the Canadians Harriet 

McGee and May ~ a x w e l l , ~ ~  the Perjian cornrnunity soon opened a formal girls' 

school. which 'eventually becarne one of the finest girls' preparatory schools in 

~ r a n . " ~ ~  attracting both Bahai girls and the daughters of rnany prominent 

f a r n i ~ i e s . ~ ~  Eventually. 12  girls* schools were esrablished across Persia. ofren 

including kindergartens: despite anti-Baha'i prejudices. almost half the students and 

some of the faculty were not believers. 54 

A few Western Baha'i women. including the Arnericans Dr. Genevieve Coy and 

Lillian Kappes, were recruited by 'Abdul-Baha to ensure that the girls' schools used 

modern teaching methods: several Persian early graduates. such as Ishraqiyyih 

Dhabih and Ruhangiz Fath-'Azarn. also took on teaching r o l e ~ . ~ ~  In 19 1 1 one such 

graduate. Ghodsia Ashraf. went to Chicago to pursue graduate studies in educational 

psychology. becoming the Tint Persian wornan to do so. Upon her graduation she 

returned to teach in the girls' schools: that she also established the women's Society 

for Progress and promoted the advancement of women in a variety of ways suggests a 

clear devotion to women7s emancipation and challenging gender norms. 56 

The curriculum offered to girls, according to 'Abdul-Baba, was to include -the 

various branches of knowledge ... sciences and arts and al1 the wonders of t h s  pre- 

eminent tirne...". and to be the sarne as that offered to boys.57 Accordingly. the 

50 Khan. Advancement of Wornen. p. 184. 

j1 Will C. van den Hoonaard. *Eariy Bah~ï  Sdioois In Iran.' Rahz'i Canada. 11. 5 Oan-Feb 1990): 9. 

52 Mmeck. -Wornen In The Bahami Faith." p. 226. 

j3 Khan. Advancement of Wornm. p. 186. 
54 van den Hoonaard. 'Early Bahki Schools In Iran.'' p. 9. There were also 14 Bahi'i-run boys' schools. 
suggesting ulat male privilege in education was not yet totally eradicated. - - 

55 Khan. Advanc~nenr of Woma.  p. 186- 

56 Ibid. p. 193. 

57 'Abdupl-Baha. cited in A C ~ i l a r i o n  . . on Baha .. I . E d w  
- . - 

, h The Comyiation of Corn-. 
vol. 1, (Victoria, Australia: Baha'i Publications Austraiia. 199 1) , p. 284. 



Persian Baha'i girls' schools used an innovative and broadly-based curriculum. 

including laboratory-based  science^.^ Girls were allowed to sing . dance. and pray 

aloud. none of which were routinely permitted in society, and had gymnastics and 

recesses. which would not be offered in other schools for over 15 years. 59 

In addition, the girls' schools offered a program of continuing education for 

mothers of students and older women, through monthly conferences which attracted 

300-400 participants. Although the programs were not particularly radical. using 

drarna. plays and demonstrations to inform and instruct on topics within women's 

traditional sphere. the act of gathenng women for explicitly educational purposes must 

have had a significant impact. 60 

When, in 1934. the Baha'i schools were shut down by the government. the 

community instituted pnvate classes for Baha'i boys and girls based on a 17-year 

curriculum of moral and religious education. involving over 4000 students across 

~ e r s i a . ~ ~  As a result of these educaüonal initiatives. by 1973. despite a national 

literacy rate of 15%. every Bôhai woman in Persia under the age of 40 was literate. 62 

The impact of access to education on the status of Baha'i women was overwhelming. 

fundamentally challenging the conrinement of wornen's bodies and minds to domestic 

concerns and paving the way for their entrance into the public sphere. 

These initiatives, and the individual exarnples cited earlier. suggest chat rnany 

Baha'i women in the cradle of the faith were. to a surpnsing extent. enabled by their 

faith to resist or (to some degree) escape the crushing confinement of traditionai gender 

norms. Understanding the operation of the Baha'i faith as an emancipatory force in 

58 Khan. Advancement of Mromen. p. 184. 

59 Boyles. Towards the Goal of Full Partnership. p. 234. 
60 Ibici. and Khan. Advancernent of Wornen. p. 19 1. 

61 van den Hoonaard. -Early Bahdei Schoois In Iran.. p. 9. 

62 Boyles. œTowards the Goa1 of Full Partnenhip. p. 254. 



their lives would require painstaking research using alternative sources: as Maneck 

notes, 

... women had their own networks, self-sustaining aqd self-led. within which 
religious ideas could be disseminated and promulgated, apart from the 

observation of men .... Women's networks must be painstakingly reconstructed 
on the basis of oral histories. Literary sources will not. by themselves. enable 

us to obtain a fuli picture of th2 role of women in early Babi-Baha'i history ... 63 

kthough women in the early Eastern community faced many restrictions which would 

chafe the modem reader. (for instance, exclusion from the official public administration 

of the Baha'i community), relative to their context. they were offered revolutionary 

possibilities through allegiance to their faith. The early Eastern comrnunity clearly 

struggled and to some extent succeeded in beginning to practice the vision of 

emancipation it espoused. Could the same be said of Che early Ivestern Bahai 

ccmmuni ties? 

Early Western Developmen t 

To properly consider this question, we must first set the fairh's Western debut 

in contexr. The turn of the century throughout the Western world was characterized 

by social unrest and rapid change. The last frontiers in North America had recrntly 

been settled and urbanization and industrialization were a ~ c e l e r a t i n g ~ ~  The upper 

and middle classes flocked to lectures and clubs to analyse the processes of change 

which were transforming the socio-cultural landscape, and to be soothed by great 

theones and explanations offered by intellectuals whose status and credibility 

approached and ar times surpassed that of the clergy. As pointed out by Ursula King. 

'questions never asked before, problems never encountered in the pasr. possibilities 

never envisaged" confronted them, and continue to confront u s  'in most unsettling 

and perturbing ways. w 6 5  
- -- 

63 Maneck. -Wornen In The BahaÏ Fàth,.' p. 2 18. 

64 Robert Stockman. The  Bahd'i Faith: Beginnings in North Amerka.* World Order. 18. 4. 
(Surnmer 1984) : 7. 



Ail of this unease manifested itself in vigorous religious questioning and 

transformation. Millennialism became widespread and many expected the immanent 

return of Christ. The massive increase in the extremes of wealth and poverty caused 

moral outrage, resulting in a Protestant Social Gospel movernent based on a theology 

of social chang& At the height of this rnovernent in Canada. in the late 1910's. it 

'espoused prohibition, women's suffrage, civil service reform. bureaus of social 

research. expansion of cooperatives. and the decline of party-based government.w67 

At the same time, an increasing emphasis on science. precipitated by 

Darwinism, among other forces. and reinforced by the growth of the intellectual 

culture. posed a major challenge to the churches. Debates over the inerrancy of the 

Bible polarized traditional and liberal Christians into separate camps. setting the stage 

for the later development of ~undarnenta l i s rn .~~ The Tirs: World*s Parliament of 

Religions in Chicago in 1893 perpetuated deeply rooted notions of Occidental 

superioricy but at the same time sparked questioning around issues of tolerance: what 

some promoted as open-mindedness was condernned by others as apostasy.69 It 

would take many years for most Christians to stop damning the heathens. but 

ecumenism slowly began its ascent. In response to these tensions. the American Bahai 

historian Robert S tockman has O bserved that: 

Some reacted to the changes of modernity by rejecting modern science and 
insisting upon absolute acceptance of the Bible. Others rejected churches and 
dogma and became agnostics. Still others fell between these extremes and 
became uncertain about their belief, Yet most continued to consider themseIves 

evangeIicaI Protestants. 70 

'' King. Wornen and Spirirualitv. p- 37- 

66 Srochan.  -The Bah3.i Fairh: Beginnings in North Arnerica.' p. 9. 

67 Will v a  den Hoonaard. The Orieins of :he Bahéivi Cornmuniry of Canada. 1898- 1948. 
Waterloo: Wiifrid Laurier University Press, 1996). p. 30. 

68 Stockman, *The Bahai Fairh: Beginnings in North America.* p. 10. - 

69 Ibid. p-12. 

70 Ibid. p. 9. 



Religious seeking became widespread. and many - particularly in America - turned to 

new religious alternatives. such as Theosop hy . New Thought. Unity. Shakerism. and a 

varïety of metaphysical, mystical, and revivalist movements. 

While such religious experimentation also occurred in Canada. we were. then as 

now, less religiously diverse than the States and more religiously conservative: almost 

90% of the Canadian population in 1901 was Catholic. Anglican. Methodist. or 

Presbyterian. This figure remained relatively constant through the fîrst half of the 

centuryil Thus. though the winds of religious change blew on both sides of the 

border. the Canadian tempest was sornewhat milder. 

At the same tirne. the constructions of fernininity and women's roles were also 

radically changing. The cult of 'me womanhood' or 'virtuous womanhood' was in full 

ideological force throughout North Amenca. The 'New Woman' ran her home with 

scientific efficiency and skiU. creating hawns of moral rectitude in which upstanding 

citizens were lovingly and firmly molded. Women became the embodiment of delicacy. 

purity. and respectability, while men were considered active, worldly, effective. and 

oddly uncivilized. Hers was a glorified and entirely separate private sphere: however. 

this private sphere gradually came to include a certain level of social activism. This 

ideal. as described by Stockman, 

defined women as Ioving exernp1a.r-s and promoters of Christian virtues, 
educators of a virtuous next generation, and perfect homernakers. This role was 

not altogether a passive one - the sphere of 'virtuous' activities ... came to 
include women's involvement in voluntary associations aimed at improving 
society and in professions that educated and nunured, such as teaching and 
nursing. Nevertheless. the ideal of virtuous womanhood implied the exclusion 
of women from politics. voting, business. and other male-dorninated activities 
thar seemed incompatible with the emotiond nature. pure idedism. and moral 

rectitude that were assumed to dominate woman's character. 72 
- 
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In the minds of many, this ideal also included religious roles. inasmuch as women were 

considered the moral guardians of their families. Women's public prayer. testihing 

and preaching: the temperance, social puritv, prison reform, and abolition movements: 

the proliferation of overseas missions: and. ultimately. suffrage, al1 stemmed from 

women's extension of this moral guardianship from the private to the public 

sphere. 73 

Religion was instrumental to die mobilization of women. Indeed. Carroll Smith- 

Rosenburg has pointed out that: 

Ironically. during the very years when the new bourgeois men began to 
proselytize for the confining Cult of Tme Womanhood. wild. religious women 
created a public and powerful role for themselves as a female conscience and 

moral voice crying out in a wilderness of male corruption. 74 

Religion thus provided women with the cmteni of a revolution: but as J. Gordon 

Melton has further noted. religion aiso provided the form: 'in the nineteenth century. 

religion provided a conrext in which women could organize and from which feminist 

impulses could be generated. Before there were women's clubs. women's schools. and 

women's nghts groups, women's rnobilization began in the c h ~ r c h e s . " ~ ~  This view is 

echoed by King. who observes that "women took to the public platrorm on behalf of 

religion long before they were stirred by politics. - 76 

The changes in the Protestant church in the first half of the 19th century had 

created a Christianity in which 'the immediate experience of the Holy Spirit. not the 

moral and orderly progress of the fathers, signified piety .... individual mystical 

experiences broke through the boundarïes between divine and hurnan. female and 

Wornen were able to lead prayer, to speak in tongues. and even at tirnes to 

73 Wessinger. Women.s~ in Marmai Reuions. . . . - p.10. 

74 Smith-Rosenburg. Disorderlv Conduct, p. 130. - - '' J. Gordon Melton. 'Emma Curtis Hopkins: A Ferninist of the 1880s and Mother of New 
Thought." Women's 1.e 

. . a d e r s b ~  in , p. 89. 
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rnount the pulpit. Toward the end of the century. the mainstream. traditional 

churches began becoming less radical. precipitating both the separation of several 

evangelical sects and the protests of many women. who began to resist their 

marginalkation and to seek positions of reiigious leadership. 0 ften. these ambitions 

could only be realized through allegiance to the new evangelicd sects or the ever- 

expanding host of mysticd and other religious movements. in which women's 

charismatic leadership tended to be more readily accepted. Again, as Smith-Rosenburg 

observes, 

To implement their newfound sacred and social responsibilities more effectively. 
many respectable women moved beyond individually inspired behavior to form 

a score of untraditional - indeed. iconoclastic - organizations. 78 
Although these organizations allowed women to achieve some authority based on 

'direct experience of the s a ~ r e d " ~ ~ .  and despite the fact that sorne of thern. such as the 

Shakers and the Universal Friends. were founded by women. most of them uItimateIy 

denied women administrative or organizational power. 

Thus, when a Syrian Baha'i businessman amved in Chicago and began offering 

classes on the new religion in 1895, many women were seeking a mode of religious 

expression which would satisfy their hunger both for God and for emancipation. and 

were wiiling to leave the mainstream churches in order to find it. Within two years. his 

classes had attracted 100 converts; by January of 1898, there were 225 Baha'is in 

Chicago. Among these early followers were several Canadians. including Kate Cowan 

Ives. a transplanted Newfoundlander. who declared her faith at the age of 22 and was 

the first Western woman to remain devoted throughout her life: and Aimée Montfort. a 

'stylish and well-educatedn French-Canadian schoolteacher. She became very active in 

the Chicago community, seMng as president of the Women's Assembly of Teaching 

and offering abundant hospitality. She was married to an eccentnc anarchist. Honoré 

77 Smith-Rosenburg. Disorderly Conducr. p. 129. 

78 Ibid, p. 130. 

79 Wessinger. Wornen's Leadership in Mareinal Reli~ions. p. 1. 



Jaxon, the former secretan/ of Louis Riel. who had also becorne a Baha'i: they returned 

briefly to Canada in 1907-1909. After the First World War Aimée left her husband. 

possibly with his blessings, as many anarchists saw marriage as a form of femde 

slavery. 80 

The first Baha'i in Canada. however. was Edith Magee. of a prominent Irish- 

British famiIy of London, Ontario. Mernbers of her family had first heard of the faith at 

the World Parliament of Religions in Chicago in 1893: during subsequent visits to 

Chicago. Edith, at the age of 17. declared her faith. Upon her retum to London in 

1898. her rnother, 15 year old sister Harriet. and two materna1 aunts also became 

converts. In 1899, they formed a Baha'i study group. which attracted the local US 

consul and his family. By about 1%)0. there were 9 Baha'is in London. 81 

In 1902, the Magees left Canada for New York City. where Edith married a 

prominent journalist. She, her sister. and mother seem to have remained active both 

in the New York Baha'i community and in the early development of a Bahai school at 

Green Acre. in   aine.^^ The farnily, which was raised in an 'atmosphere of tolerance 

and u n i ~ e r s a l i t ~ " , ~ ~  also appears to have been involved in the womenk rnovernent: 

as van den Hoonard notes, 

Edith Magee had a deep interest in the women's suffrage movement and 
participated in marches. On more than one occasion. her husband had to call 
upon his many contacts arnong New York policemen fo  stand by to rescue 

Edith from any violence during suffrage marches on Fifth Avenue. 84 

Her sister. Harrier, was also active as secretary of the Women's Unity. a group of Baha'i 

women dedicated to improving the conditions of their Eastern female CO-religionists. 

80 v m  den Hoonaxd. BahdSi Cornrnunity of Canadg. pp. 17: 20-21. 
81 Ibid. p. 22. 

82 Ibid. pp. 21-23. 
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The Magee's departure was soon followed by the US consul's move abroad. and 

the London Baha'i comrnunity dissipated. Credit for establishing the first permanent 

Canadian Baha'i community is thus given to May Maxwell of Montreal. an American 

who became Baha'i in Paris. She had been raised as a Unitarian, which inclined her to 

openness to new reIigious ideas: had been given to religious dreams since 

~ h i l d h o o d : ~ ~  and had refused all schooling after the age of 14. as she 'felt distinctly 

there was another way of acquinng k n o w ~ e d ~ e . ' ~ ~  Her parents did not get dong: 

thus. May was living with her mother in her friend Phoebe Hearst's apartment in Paris 

in 1898. when Hearst and sorne Arnerïcan friends came through the city.87 The 

group's ostensible purpose was a trip down the Nile. but May soon ferreted out their 

intention to visit 'Abdu'l-Baha in Palestine. May promptly became a believer. and. 

although bedridden with chronic ailrnents for the pre&us two years. as part of the 

legion of middle-class fernale Victonan invalids. she persuaded Hearst to allow her to 

join the group of Bah& pilgrims. 

Following what must have been a rernarkable pilgrirnage.88 May returned to 

Pans as the only Baha'i in Europe. Within a year. there were 14 Baha'is in Paris: by 

190 1. the comrnunity had doubled. In 1902, May married Canadian architect William 

Sutherland Maxwell. He had been wooing her since 1899. but May, unwilling to leave 

Paris until its Baha'i community was secure. had put him off for two years until 

'Abdu'l-Baha sent word that she could go. This delay in her wedding set the course for 

her mariage. in which she was ro consistently place her faith over her role as wife and 

mother, directly contravening the conventionai construction of womanhood and 

asserting the primacy of her individud beliefs. 

Robert Stockman. The Baha 1 Faith Tn A m n c a .  O r l u s  189 ... . . _ . .  3-1 900 Volume L. (Wiimette: 
Baha'i PubIishing Tmsr. 1985), p. 14 2 .  - - - 
86  Marion Holley. 'In Memoriam - May Bolles Maxweii." BahéYi World 1938-1940. v. 8. 
(Wilme~te: Baha'i Publishing Cornmittee, 1942). p. 63 1. 
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detailed study of b i s  pilgrimage. 



After her mariage, she settled in Montreal. and set about forging the first 

Canadian Baha'i community. It soon became a hub of activity and the 'main stimulus 

to the growth of the Baha'i faith in Canadaw for the next thirty years.89 May left her 

home hundreds of times on teaching trips. crossing Canada lrom coast to coast and 

venturing al1 over Amenca. often unaccornpanied by her husband. who. for nany  

years. was not a Bahb'i According to oral tradition. she eventually gave him an 

ultimatum: she was going to continue in the course of her religious Life, and he could 

join her if he chose, but she would not wait around for him to do so. This sort of 

assertiveness was, needless to Say, far from what one would have expected from a 

woman at the time. and remained beyond the reach of most married Baha'i women. 

FiiiaY. he declared in 1 9 0 8 . ~ ~  

In 1909. the Maxwells went on pilgrimage. and prayed for a child: this wish was 

granted shortly thereafter. when May had a daughter, Mary, who would be ber only 

child. At the same time, May worked as an activist for the juvenile justice system. 

single-handedly maintained a children's rnilk station. was active in racial amity work. 

and established a Montessori school, the first in Canada, in her own home. 9 1 

According ro her daughter. May was also at the time 'a flaming suffragette. -92 

In 1912, when 'Abdu'l-Baha visited America. May arranged For his visit to 

Montreal. Later, she became a conduit for 'Abdu'l-Bah& tablets to the Canadian Baha'i 

community. When he died in 1921. she becarne prostrated with grief. so that 'for a 

year we did not know if she would live or die or Iose her ~ n i n d . " ~ ~  However. she was 

restored to health by another pilgrimage, during which she met the Guardian, Shoghi 

*' van den Hoonaard. Wei Comrnunity of C&. p. 35. 
This dzre is contested by others. who clairn he declared in 1903. Conclusive evidence o f  either 

daim has not been seen by this writer. 
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Effendi. successor of 'Abdu'l-Baha. 'From that time," her daughter writes. 'the love of 

rny rnotheres heart became entirely centered in the ~ u a r d i a n . ' ~ ~  

Thereafter. May once again travelied across North America and throughout 

Europe teaching the faith. In 1937 her daughter rnarried Shoghi Effendi. She reports 

that: 

it had always been my mother who was the famous Bahai-she had been ... one 
of the Master's earliest and most distinguished disciples and greatly loved by 
Him. 1 mention this because Shoghi Effendi once said to her ... that had I not 

been May Maxwell's daughter he would not have married me. 95 

May Maxwell also served in a great variety of prominent administrative capacities. ac 

the local and national levels, throughout her life. 

In 1940. at the age of seventy. May Maxwell detided to go to South Arnerica CO 

teach the faith. After securing the blessing of Shoghi Effendi and her husband for the 

enterprise. she enthusiastically embarked on the journey. Just over two weeks 

following her arriva1 on that continent. she died in Buenos Anes. 

For her remarkabk services. May Maxwell has been called the "spintual 

rnorherw of the Canadian Bahai c o r n r n ~ n i r ~ . ~ ~  Arnong the rnany believen she 

attracted to the faith were Dr. Rose Henderson. an internationally published Irish 

Canadian social activist in the labour and peace movements and agitator for the rights 

of wornen and children, who was one of the first women in Canada to obtain a 

P ~ . D . , ~ ~  and Marion Jack. an artist frorn St. John. New Brunswick. who fostered 

Baha'i communities in the Arctic and the Maritimes, as well as several large Canadian 

cities. served as a governess in 'Abdul-Bahas household. and taught the faith in 

Ibid. 
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Bulgaria for 24 years, remaining at her post despite terrible difficulties and 

deprivations brought on by the Second World War. 98 

Canada's early Bahaï commu nity , li ke many transplanted religious movements . 
relied on wornen to spread the Îaith and was predorninantly urbangg Despite 

persistent efforts to attract male believers, loO female converts generaIly outnurnbered 

men by rwo to one, lOl  and constituted nearly 70% of the Canadian comrnunity for 

much of its first fifty years.102 Very few of these women were rnarried: although a 

non-Baha'i spouse does not seern to have slowed down May Maxwell. most mamed 
- 

Baha'i women were either less indomitable or had Iess toIerant husbands, and were able 

to offer only limited services to their faith. There were only a few Bahai couples. many 

of whom were childless: w h a ~  children there were tended not to be integrated into 

communiy activities. The community was thus focussed on adults rather than 

families. IO3 

Although initidly attracting members of the upper class, the faith gradually 

spread to those in managerial positions. The community eventually became 

predorninantly lower-middle class.lo4 In addition. the Baha'i cornmunity seerns to 

have "attracted the 'creative' class. consisting of artists and the like."lo5 By 1947, the 

community was 75% Anglo-saxon: 5% were African or West-Indian Canadians: 5% 

were German or Swiss: and Francophones, Scandanavians. and Jews each constituted 

3% of the community. 106 

98 Ibid. pp. 104: 123-124. 
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As van den Hoonaard has noted. although many Bahais before the 1920's had 

pnor ailegiances to Theosophy. Methodism. or Rosicrucianism. 'it is clear that liberal 

Protestantism was the principal anvil upon which the Baha'i community was initially 

forgedew loir This Protestant flavour persisted despite changes in the cornmunity*~ class 

composition, and influenced believers' interpretation of Baha'i teachings. producing an 

emphasis on the individual. organization. and the so-cdled Twelve Pnnciples of the 

Baha'i faith (rather than. for instance. mysticd union with the Divine through prayer). 

This Protestant slant, combined with the dearth of children and families and the 

absence of ritual and congregaüonal prayer. must have contributed to the faith's lack 

of appeal to Catholics. who comprised only 4% of the Canadian communiry in 1921. 

and 12% in 1947.1°8 

Des pite rhis grounding in traditional churches . community members O ften had 

quirky tendencies. Many new BahBis had histones of activism in social reform or racial 

arnity work. were suffragists. advocates of 'health fads' or the fight against fluoridarion. 

were defenders of new technologies. or took up similar controversiai causes in addition 

to their espousai of the Baha'i faith. Thus. many believers would have been considered 

a bit odd even without their 'exotic' religion: their faith "increased or reinforced. nor 

lessened. certain unpopular or deviant lifestyles: these lifestyles provided a modicum 

sense of cornmunity."lo9 Such unconventional views may have occasioned the 

disapproval of more conservative elements both within the community and without: in 

America. where a sirnilar situation existed. one early (and unfailingly devoted) adherent 

complained that. 

The Cause has seemed to draw to its ranks great numbers of people who have 
become formerly imbued with al1 sorts of doctrines and philosophies. fads and 
fancies. from 'woman's pre-eminence" to "re-incarnationw . frorn anarchy and 
grosser forms of sociaiism to divine communications and special wires from the 

Infinite. 110 

'O6 van den Hoonaard. kh6'i  Cornrnyairv of C a m .  p. 245. 
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The appeal of the faith to many activists was enhanced by the flexibility of the 

teachings: very little of the scriptures were available in authorized translations. and 

believers had considerable latitude to interpret the teachings in ways which supported 

their preferences. Many such behevers may have seen 'the Baha'i Faith as a 

confhnation of heir personal ideas about anticipated social changew l l2  and as an 

extension of their cornmitment to the social gospel rnovernent. BahA'is highlighted 

those teachings 'that would speak to the larger cultural frame." including Liberal 

Biblical interpretations, the equality of wornen and men, an emphasis on achieving 

universal peace and eliminating the extremes of wealth and poverty. and a tacit 

i n d i ~ i d u a l i s r n . ~ ~ ~  Early believers were thus unaware of a distinctly Bahai moral code: 

the faith could accommodate the most flamingly radical activists ôs well as consenative 

church-goers who saw themselves as "mordIy normative. -115 

The Baha'i community therefore had very fuzzy boundaries. Until the 1930's. 

rnany Bahavis maintained active membership in their churches. l l6 The comrnunity 

advocated active engagement in the wider society: indeed. many Baha'is "maintained 

extensive ties to other circles, often keeping these circles deiiberately separate from the 

Baha'i cornrnunity." l l7 The flexibility of the teachings and the perrneability of the 

community ailowed it to CO-exist with the wider society in relative harmony. despite 

the range of views espoused by the believers. 

l0 Frorn a letter by Thornton Chase to Charles Mason Rerney. 19 January 1910. cired by Srockman. 
T h e  Baha'i Faith: Beginnings in North Arnerica." p. 26- 
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While some were drawn by the allure of the faith's social teachings. many new 

Bahdeis were persuaded by the charisma of individual teachers, such as May Maxwell. 

In addition. van den Hoonaard asserts that: 

Some came to the new religion as a result of their spintual search or were 
attracted by the diversity of its membership. Others were initially drawn to 
Baha'i gatherings by mystical impulses. while others saw their first Baha'i 
involvement as a relief from boredom or as a means of associating with people 

particularly youth. on the 

or Christian aspects. 119 

quite urdike themselves ... 118 

By the 1920's. the faith began to interest other believers. 

smength of its political teachings, rather than its mystical 

The Baha'i teachings on gender must also have been attractive to many of the 

over 550 Canadians who became believers during the community's first fifty years. 120 

However. exactiy what these teachings were remained unclear to Western Bahais for 

some time. Although they asserted that Baha'fi'llah advocated gender equality. the first 

teachers of the faith in the West, as Eastern males. had infused the teachings with their 

own gender biases. including the assumption thar women could not serve on elected 

administrative bodies. l 2  This led to segregated assernblies and occasioned much 

conflict in some communities in the States. most notably Chicago. as the 'official' men's 

assernblies often Iacked financial support.122 while the parallel wornen's assernblies 

represented the vast majority of the community members and thus held considerable 

power.123 While rnany comrnunities. particularly srnaller ones. always had rnixed 

assemblies, on which women and men served interchangeably in al1 roles, the more 

'mature' Chicago assembly's gender segregation rnay have been upheld by some as an 

-. . l8 van den Hoonaard. Bahal P- 82- 
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ideal to be e r n ~ 1 a t e d . l ~ ~  Any inclination to do so would have been stymied by 

'Abdu'l-Baba's dissoIution of dl-male assemblies and demand that mùted assemblies be 

elected in their stead during his visit to the West in 19 1 1- 19 12. 

The Canadian Bah& community at the time existed as a northern branch of the 

much larger American community. Thus. while segregated assemblies were not, to my 

knowledge, elected in Canada. their implications for 'proper' Baha'i gender roles and the 

furor they caused must have affected Canadian believers. 

During his travels in America and Europe. and his visit to Montred. 'Abdu'l- 

Baha made many public talks on the advancement of women. Often. he was hosted on 

such occasions by non-Baha'i women's and suffrage organizations. His speeches on 

the matter were widely published in English. thanks to the development of a Baha'i 

newsletter which served alI of North America and parts of Europe. These speeches are 

frequently cited to this day in elucidations of the Bahai view of gender. By 19 12 the 

Baha'i perspective on this matter. as described in detail in the previous chapter, would 

therefore have been accessible to the Western community. 'Abdu'l-Baha further 

elaborated and explained the Baha'i position on gender equity to the community 

through his responses to scores of letters written to him by (mostly female) 

believers: this process of explanaiion and encouragement was continued by 

Western 

Shoghi 

Effendi upon the passing of 'Abdul-Baha in 192 1. IZ3 

Despite the availability of clear statements of the Bahai vision of gender. 

equality was obviously not fully implernented in this infant community, as evidenced 

by the fact that although only 25-33% of the believers were male. men were seven 

times more likely ihan women to receive full obituary articles in the Canadian B a h a ï  

New upon their deaths.126 An xticle by Dr. Orrol Harper on the equality of wornen 

124 Ibid. p. 37. 
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and men in the 1925 B a h a ï  Year Book. while not authoritaüve. suggests that at least 

some members of the community were struggiing to reconcile the Baha'i teaching with 

their own gender biases. In this article. men of colour (Indians and Arabs) or women 

themselves are frarned as the agents of wornen's oppression. but white men escape 

blame: changes in the status of women are attributed to women's self-improvement and 

realizations, rather than accommodating shifts in social. political. legal. and economic 

structures: women's paid work is glamourized and conceived of as appropnate only in 

those occupations which resemble women's tradiüonal roles; veils are described as 

protective rather than oppressive: masculinity and fernininity are equated with men 

and women; equdity is described as women attaining what men have. rather than a 

lZ7 The radicd paradigrn shift; and emancipation is seen as more-or-less achieved. 

publication of these views, which clearly contradict Bahai scriptures . suggest that the 

community's interpretation of the Baha'i vision of gender was significantly affected by 

prevailing social norms. On the other hand. publishing ventures in the early 

community tended to be run by men: thus. male voices may have been privileged. 

Printed records of conservative gender attitudes thus may not represent the practiced 

gender norms in the community. which likely differed from place ro place and depended 

to a large degree on the attitudes and aptitudes of the individuai believers in each 

group. 

hdeed, historical evidence appears to support the argument that early 

Western Baha'i women generaily found their fairh emancipating. Examples of 

individual heroism far beyond women's traditional p u ~ e w  are too numerous to 

recount: however, such exceptional services were usually available only to Baha'i 

women who were unrnarried or childless.'28 Some of these wornen may even have had 

greater liberty than men. who were often constrained by their financial obligations: as 

lZ7 Dr. Orroi Harper. -The Equality of Men and W ~ r n e n . ~  Bahd'i Yezr Book. vol. 1. April 1925-April 
1926. (New York: Baha'i hblishing cornmittee. 1926). pp. 14'7-1 53. 
1 2 8 h s r r o n g  h g r m .  -Recovering a Lon Horizon.' pp. 33-34. 



Jackson Armstrong Ingram has noted. 'Bahd'i women as a group had more material 

resources. and the freedom that goes with thern. at their disposal. than Of 

course. the vast majority of unmanied women at that time were not wealthy widows or 

women of leisure. but rather supponed themselves with low-paying. low-status jobs. 

Nonetheless, women were both nurnerically and actually dominant within the 

community. The husbands of married active Baha'i women. such as the Canadian 

Laura Davis. would occasionaily be referred to by community members as 'Mr. Laura 

Davis." in a telling reversal of traditional terrns. 130 Van den Hoonaard. in his study of 

the first fifty years of Canadian Baha'i history, found that women were as likely as men 

to give public talks and to lead formal and informal teaching activities. and that there 

appears to have been no systematic differences in topics addressed by men and 

wornen. l Wornen's representation on Canadian local assernblies generaily reflecred 

their proportion of the community. often surpassing 50%: and. while assembly 

secretaries were virtually always fernale, women also often served as chairperson. 132 

It is worth noting in this regard that the office of secretary in a Baha'i assembly holds 

the greatest responsibility. and is not merely a derical function. Women were more 

likely than men to be appointed to cornmittees. aithough often within gender 

appropriate spheres, and two-thirds of those who moved to new areas to found 

Canaûian Baha'i communities were women. 133 

In America. the dorninance of women was supported by patronage networks, in 

which wealthy Bahd'i women would sponsor those less fortunate either for specific or 

extended services: although such arrangements remained private. patronesses in the 

community attained considerable power and prestige and were often elected to 

12' Ibid. pp.39-40. 

13* Ibid. p. 242. 
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community offices. Men were rarely involved in this system. as those with money 

tended to render services themselves. rather than sponsoring others to do so; and 

those requiring patronage seldom sought it from patronesses. However. men were 

sponsored on a few occasions, usuaily by virtue of their relation to an established 

femde client. While the patronesses were simply fulfilling their socially expected 

philanthropie role. their largesse bound together networks of women attached both to 

their sponsors and horizontaliy to one another. 134 Although the Canadian 

manifestation of this phenomena has not been studied, given the integration of the two 

communities at the time, it is probable that the existence of these Amencan networks 

influenced the Canadian community and that sorne Canadian women both gave and 

received patronage. 

Another alleged aspect of the Arnencan community which likewise has not been 

studied in Canada but which may have influenced Baha'i womens experience of gender 

on both sides of the border was the supposed existence of an  esoteric women's 

theology. which was taught only to wornen judged able to comprehend it. and 

elaborated on the Baha'i writing's statement that 'work is worshipw to develop 'a 

concept of the socially reconstructive power of ' s e r ~ i c e ' . " l ~ ~  This theology presented a 

gender-integrated concept of the deity (in keeping with the Baha'i scriptures but not. 

perhaps. with the cornrnunity's common understanding thereof) . and provided an 

'explicitly sexualw syrnbology through which individual devotional and mystical 

experiences could be interpreted. 136 Proponents of this theology were exclusively 

fernale and tended to be recipients of patronage. rather than patronesses: their 

intellectual authority therefore cut across networks of financial a u t h ~ r i t y l ~ ~  While 

such a theology undoubtedly had more to do with individual creativity than with 
.. - . 

134 Armstrong Ingram. -Recovering a Lost Horizon." pp. 42-43. 
13' Ibid. pp. 44-45. 1 say œalleged" because the source article provides neither bibliography no; 
foouiotes and the author has not responded to resuests for references- 

136 Ibid. 

13' Ibid. 



revealed scnpture. its existence suggests that many early Bahdi women had no qualms 

about challenging traditional gender norms, and indeed elaborated upon the tenets of 

their faith in ways which they may have believed would increase their abiiity to do so. 

Nternatively. this phenornenon points out that the early Western believers were often 

more enthusiastic than they were knowledgeable as Bahais. 

Whether or not we judge the early Baha'i women as having resisted oppressive 

norrns. it is clear that their male CO-religionists often found them distressingly 

dominant. Correspondence between two of America's most prominent early Baha'i men 

indudes the following cornplaint: 

women are emotional. uncertain. unsteady, unwise in business affairs. carried 
away by 'devotion', given to dreams and imaginations. and 1 am convinced that 
as long as the Cause in this land is so largely in the hands of women. it 

CANNOT PROSPER. .. .As long as the 'ferninine element' dominares the 

rnovement, it cannot be carried on wisely and well. 138 

To be fair. it must be noted that this passage was wntten before authoritative Bahai 

scnptures regarding the equality of wornen and men were generally available: 

nonetheless. that such a sentiment would be both felt and wntten (albeit privarely) 

indicates chat some Baba'is were oflended by women's newfound leadership and 

independence. Such records rnay, in fact. provide compelling proof that gender oorms 

were being widely challenged within the community. as docile. cornpliant women would 

hardly have occasioned such upset. 

Further evidence that men were distressed by women's dominance is offered by 

the August 20. 1910 issue of B a h a ï  News, which contains the statement that "nine- 

tenths of the active workers in the Cause in the West are women," as well as a Ietter 

complaining that in most Baha'i localities women performed the bulk of the work. 

holding Baha'i meetings in the early aftemoons when men were unable to attend. 

13* Letter from Thornton Chase to Charles Mason Rerney. january 19. 19 10. Narional B a h S i  
Archives (USA). cited in Maneck, 'Women h n e  Baha'i Faith." p. 24 1. 



'Wornen." the correspondent dieged. 'were sirnply content to attend meetings. but 

-139 men needed to do work and very few locaüries were organized for éfficient work . 

Men appear to have been jealous of women's ability to meet frequently. as many 

women either worked from home or had flexible schedules. (The incompatibiiity of 

evening meetings with chüdcare. and thus their inconvenience for women charged 

with that duty. was not noted by male commentators.) Armstrong Ingram has argued 

that Bahai men saw women's dominance as "a threat to the rationai control of the 

development of the movementw, as rationality wzs exclusively attributed to men. 140 

While Canadian examples of the foregoing are not available. it seems likely that a 

sirnilar situation existed. 

This male angst may be the proverbial 'smoke' which points irrefutablÿ toward 

the existence of a fire; in this case. what was burning was traditional gender norms. 

Whether early Western Baha'i women were feminists who embraced the faith to further 

their own preconceived notions of equality. or were traditionalists whose 

contravention of gender norrns arose solely from religious devotion. it is clear that the 

early Western Baha'is were active iii promoting the advancement of women and strove 

to implement this central Baha'i teaching in spite of their attendant fears. It could be 

argued that this community was merely caught in the tide of first-wave ferninism then 

sweeping the West, but the persistence of women's leadership within the community, 

and the extent to which women's services challenged conventional norms. suggest that 

this w u  not the case. Equaiity has always been a central Baha'i teaching: that it was 

then in vogue in the West was merely a happy coincidence. which probably both 

hindered and helped the new Bahd'is in their struggle to understand and practice their 

beliefs. 

13' BahB1i News. cited in Maneck. 'Wornen In The Bahawi Fairh.. p. 221. 

140 Armstrong Ingrm. .Recovering a Losr Horizon.' p. 38. 



Has the Bahd'i community continued to srrive to implernent its belief in the 

equality of women and men? The present project does not ailow a thorough response 

to this question, but a cursory examination suggests that comrnunities around the 

world have worked toward this god. 

Implernenting Equality in Iran 

In Iran, the cradle of the Bahai faith, speciai care has been required in the 

implementation of equality, as the community continues to be vulnerable to 

persecution at the hands of fanatic elements within the clergy and government. As 

explained by Janet and Peter Khan, 'Baha'i actions to emancipate and educate women 

were liable to be stigmatized as encouraging irnmorality. and thus to be used by those 

who opposed the faith as excuses for reinstituting repressive measures. The 

community therefore has had to be careful in its approach to controversial gender 

roles. In the time of Baha'u'llah, when many Iranian Baha'is were being killed. Iranian 

Baha'i women were cautioned against pioneering to open new Baha'i cornmuniries. 

Later. when persecutions eased somewhat. 'Abdu'l-Baha urged rhem to arise in this 

capacity: and in 1954. as the situation becarne even more secure. Shoghi Effendi 

encouraged them to "outdo men" as pioneers and to -dernonstrate greater courage. 

audacity. and detachment than their male counterparts,' asking that they meet or 

exceed the achievements of their Western counterparts. 142 

Cautious action. however. is not the same as inaction. The Iranian 

community's efforts during the first part of this century have been rnentioned earlier. 

Its ongoing educational programs were e ~ c h e d  by the formation of the National 

Cornmittee for the Progress of Women in 1944 which organized women's activities 

l4 ' Khan. Advancement of Women, p. 207. 

142 Shoghi Effendi. cired in Ibid. p. 21 1. and Rouhani Masani. -Religion and the Myrh of Male 
Superiority," pp. 19-20. 



throughout Iran and established a four-year plan with the specific goal of 

administrative equaiity. This cornmittee published a monthly women's magazine and 

held classes and conventions to promote women's interests. Women had for some time 

been voting in Iranian Baha'i elections: in 1954. they became eligible for office. 

Although only two women were observed among the hundred delegates at an Iranian 

Baha'l National Convention in 1970. by the early 1980's. when Baha'i assemblies were 

banned and the mernbers of the National Assembly executed. the chairperson of that 

body was a woman. Zhinous Mahmoudi. a physicist who was the head of Iran's 

meteorological bureau. 143 

Further evidence that Baha'i women continued to resist oppressive gender 

norms cornes from Judith Goldstein. an anthropologist who did field work in Iran in 

the mid-1970s. Maneck. reporting on this study. says: 

She found that BahA'i women, unlike the women of other communities, 
associated freely with men and parricipated nearly equally in religious 

gatherings. The principle of the equality of men and women was a frequent 

topic of discussion. used to establish the supenority of the Baha'i teachings. 

Noting that for Baha'is, 'eloquence is a cultivated virtue: one might argue that it 
becomes a substitute for public. communal ritual. "... she goes on to Say. "Baha'i 
women conduct religious discussions in a manner quite different 

from the style of more traditional women's conversation. The skillful use of 
metaphor and command of argument can be seen ... The Baha'i women's active 

stance is expressed in eloquence. m l 4 4  

Thus, the Baha'i community in Iran. despite the attendant dangers. seems to have 

persisted in its allegiance to the advancement of women. and Baha'i women appear to 

have been thereby empowered to resist oppression. 

143 Filson. Their Cry Shall Rise:.. p. 5. and Maneck. "Wornen In The Baha'i Faiih." p. 227. 

144 Maneck. Tahirih.' p. 52. citing Judith Goldstein. k e n v o v e n  Iden~it ies .~ p. 206. 



In the past one hundred and fifty years. Baha'i communities have sprung up in 

232 countries around the world and have attracted believers from over 2,100 different 

ethnic and tribal groups. 14' Currently, the rnajority of Baha'is live in so-called Third 

World countries. with the largest communities in India. East Africa. parts of Southeast 

Asia. and the Andes. BahB'is constitute up to one-quarter of the population of some 

South Pacific i ~ 1 a n d s . l ~ ~  

Many of these communities have developed within cultures which have long 

histories of severe gender inequality; in response. Baha'is at the institutional and 

individual levels have undertaken projects to improve the status of women. While 

some of these projects are initiated at the local level, others are developed by rhe BahaY 

International Community (BIG) , which has worked independently and in collaboration 

with UN agenties and other NGOs to promote gender equality since the 1950's. This 

work has included active participation in the UN'S conferences on the status of women 

in 1975 /Mexico City. 1980/Copenhagen. 1985Nairobi. and 1995/Beijing. 147 Since 

1992. the BIC has continued its efforts through its Office for the Advancement of 

Women. which has its headquarters in New York and branches around the world. and 

which is mandated to collaborate with NGOs on projects supporting the advancement 

of women. as well as advising national Baha'i assernblies about opportunities for service 

and collaborative efforts in this These Offices are supplernented in Europe by 

a Task Force for Women which worlts to train women across the continent as leaders of 

social change and organizes conferences to that end.149 In addition. rnany Baha1i 

1 4 5 ~ a h ~ i  International Communiry Office for the Advancemenr of Wornen. T h e  Starus of Warnen 
in The Baha'i Community," The Greatness Which Might Be Theirs. (Baha'i International 
Community, 1995). p. 87. 

46 van den Hoonaard. BabB cornmunity of Cana& .o. 

, p. 11. 

147 Khan. Advancernent of Wornen. p. 242. 

148 Ibid. 

14' Ibid. p. 247. 



comrnunities have cornmittees charged with promoting women's interests at the local 

and/or national levels. 

While an exhaustive accounting would exceed Our present purpose. some of the 

projects undertaken by these various Baha'i agencies are listed below. In countries 

where it is a prevalent practice. Baha'is have opposed female geniral mutilation through 

'an ongoing prograrn of education based on spiritual principles and sound scientific 

i n f ~ r r n a t i o n . " ~ ~ ~  In rural India. Bah~'i  projects offer education in marketable skills. 

family planning. hedth and hygiene. literacy. and appropnate technologies. and seek 

to unite wornen by breaking down caste bamers: one such project is credited with the 

elimination of guinea worm frorn 300 villages as female graduates initiated clean-water 

programs. l5 I  Sirnilar projects are run by cornrnunities in Africa. Latin Arnerica. and 

Australasia. In Zambia, where 20% of girls go to school, the Baha'is provide secondary 

schooling. using a broad curriculum which emphasizes sciences and agriculture: while 

in Uganda. women's five-day courses in marketing. bookkeeping. and financial 

management are offered. Other African projects include teaching wornen how to 

plant and prepare soybeans as an affordable protein source. 153 

Baha'i-sponsored health education projects in Malaysia between 1989 and 1994 

supported the eradication of scabies, lice. and worms: irnproved children's dental care: 

promoted vitarnin supplementation. prenatal care. and breastfeeding: and shared 

information on child development and safe rnotherhood, while encouraging women to 

become changeagents within their c o r n m u n i t i e ~ . ~ ~ ~  Another project. run in 

Carneroon, Bolivia, Malaysia, Br&. and Nigeria. taught women action research skills 

to use in analysing local gender norms and developing appropnate behavior-change 

Bahiei International Comrnunity. .Ending Violence Against Wornen.* I h r  Gremess Whiçh 
ph[ Be The&, p. 29. 
Khan. Advancernent of Women. pp. 251.254. 

lS2 Ibid. p. 255. 

153 Ibid. p. 257. 
154 ibid. 



interventions utilizing traditional media such as music, dance. and drama: the resulting 

interventions, which focussed on female illiteracy. men's mismanagement of family 

finances, and women's unfair burden of work, have proven extremely successful in 

changing gender norms and have led to many cornmunity improvements. such as 

latrines, kitchen gardens. and literacy classes. Although this project has been run by 

the Bahavis, beiievers make up 140% of the affected communities. and people of all 

faiths are involved. 155 

Nurnerous conferences and seminars have been sponsored by Bahgis 

throughout the 'developed" and 'developingn world. with topics including domestic 

violence. sexual abuse, aboriginal women's concerns, and combining careers with 

motherhood. in places such as Pen. El Salvador. and Liberia, as well as Barcelona. 

California. Australia, Edmonton, and the ~ e t h e r 1 a n d s . l ~ ~  Other activities in the 

'developed" world include offering consciousness-raising-type groups for teenage girls: 

a Baha'i women's internet forum: and a Baha'i women's scholarly periodical published 

in Japan. 57 In addition. literacy programs are offered to recent immigrants by 

communities in America and Australia and to Turkish wornen by the Bahais of 

France. 158 

Further Baha'i sponsored activities to support wornen's emancipation have 

taken place in Costa Rica. Dominica, Italy. Nepal, Greece. and many other countnes. 

In a 1994 survey of National Baha'i Assemblies. over half reported holding specific 

events focussed on women's issues at least once annually over the past six years: 

topics addressed at such gatherings included promoting equality. women in leadership. 

mariage and family life. parenting. and Bahd'i women's history. The survey also found 

15' Ibid. pp. 258-260: and Boyies. -Towards the Goal of Full Partriership." pp. 260-263. 

56 Anonyrnous. T h e  Bah3.i Faith in the Eyes of the World.' Bahami World 1 994- 1 995: A n  
International Record, (Haifa: BahA'i World Centre. 1995). pp, 155-156. and Boyies, 'Towards rhe 
Goal of Full Partnership," p. 264. - - 

157 Boyies. =Towards the Goal of Full Partnership," p. 264. 

158 Khan. Advancernenr of Wornen. p. 254. 



that, due to special encouragement, more women dian men participated in the üteracy 

prograrns offered by 38 national communities. 159 

Such systematic and widespread efforts to promote equality have been 

mandated by the Universal House of Justice's plans for the development of the 

international Bahal community since the r n i d - 1 9 7 0 ' ~ . ~ ~ ~  The House of Justice has also 

ensured that the community continues to strive for womeri's equal representation in 

Baha'i administration. In 195 1 Egyptian Bahai women received the right ta hold office. 

as did their Iranian CO-reügionists in 1954: ever since. Baha'i women around the world 

have been encouraged to vote for and serve on ail local and national assemblies. As 

one author notes, such service is far from trivial: 

The very act of becoming a Baha'i is the frst major personal decision for most 
women in rural areas. ... Because of their functions in serving on Bahai 
administrative bodies and in voting and being voted for and eIected. women 
have made great strides in a largely male dorninated society. An increasing 
number of local Baha'i assernblies have women as members and local assemblies 

with aLl women members have also been reported. 161 

As this quotation suggests. a significant degree of women's administrative 

participation has been achieved in Baha'i communities. Recent statistics (1997) indicate 

that wornen make up an average of 37% of Baha'i National Assembües. ranging from 

17% in Africa to 5 1% in North America. In 4 1% of cases. a 1994 study found women 

serving as National Assembly secretaries, arguably the m m  powerful national 

administrative post.162 While these nurnbers are far from satisfactory. it should be 

noted that the global average for women's participation in national secular 

O 163 governments is below 10 /o. 

Office for the Advancement of Women. -The Starus of W ~ r n e n . ~  pp. 84-85. 
" Khan, Advancement of Women, pp. 230-232. 

Khan. Advancementof pp. 238. citing -Achievernenü of the Bahami Communiry in 
S'i Worid 1 994- 1995 Advancing the Staïus of Women," in Bah , p. 401. 

16* Ofice for the Advancernent of Women. T h e  Starus of Women." pp. 82-85. 
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A recent study of local assemblies around the world indicates an average of 40% 

female membership. with women serving as secretary on over one-half and as treasurer 

on one-thrd of the surveyed a s s e m b ~ e s . ~ ~ *  Wornen are aiso well represented arnong 

appointed administrators: in 1994. they constituted 47% of Auxiliary Board Members. 

who work on the regional level. and 50% of their Assistants. 165 

Such projects and statistics suggest that the equality of women and men is 

indeed gradually being implemented in Baha'i communities around the world. and that 

many Baha'i women abroad have, by virtue of their faith. challenged oppressive 

gender n o m s  to some degree. Furthermore, it would appear that such efforts have 

benefitted and are continuing to benefit both Bahais and the wider society. as the 

subjugation of women is challenged by Baha'i undertakings both within the 

community and without. Most of the described efforts have been initiated in 

'undeveloped" countries: and. considenng that wornen have a much lower rate of 

representation in Baha'i administration in such areas. one could conclude that rhis 

concentration of effort is warranted. Does this imply, however. that the Baha'i 

community is now Iess active than it once was in promoting the advancement of 

women in the West? Has this affected Canadian Baha'i women's experience of gender? 

Implementing EquaIity in the Current Canadian B a h a l  Community 

Canadian and American feminist scholars regularly churn out rearns of statistics 

which indicate that the equality of women and men has not yet been achieved in the 

econornic, political. legal. medical. or social spheres. Their vigilance in these efforts is 

heightened by fexs of a growing Western 'feminist backlash' which may threaten gains 

already secured. In Canada. these fears coalesce in the form of REAL women and 

similar groups. which, in the view of many feminists. assume the form of the women's 

164 Office for the Advancernent of Wornen. T h e  Status of Wornen.' pp. 84-85. 

165 1bid. pp. 82-85. 



movement while working counter to its aims. In the international sphere, many 

feminist efforts have been 'hoisted on their own petard', as representatives of other 

cultures tum the movement's own moral relativisrn against it in their rejection of 

projects to irnprove the status of women as enactrnents of Western ideological 

imperialism. 

Dissension has also developed within the movement itself, as modes of thought 

emphasizing ciifference - intended to create solidarity between women (as opposed to 

men) - instead create division, as indices of identity other than gender cornpete for 

primacy. Contentious feminist positions, such as the general rejection of 'organized 

rckgicn' as inherently patriarchal. have further marginalized the movement in our 

predominantly Christian Canadian society. This marginalization has been furthered 

by widespread angst over perceived economic crises buffeting the Canadian economy: 

this angst has created governments inclined to cut rather than support 'non-essential' 

programs, such as those fostering the advancement of women. At the same time. 

significant progress in the emancipation of women has been achieved. and equality's 

apparent ideological ascendancy in Canadian society continues unchecked. 

Against this cornplex background, the Canadian comrnunity of about 15.000 

Bah& is chugging dong in its own efforts to irnplernent equality.166 At the 1998 

National Convention, a group of more than 80 believers from across the country 

gathered for a lunch-hour discussion of the advancement of women in their 

communities. Their reports of local initiatives induded participating in a variety of 

consciousness-raising type groups. often with other ostensible purposes. such as 

quilting; offering dinner parties with prominent women speakers: hosting concerts ro 

support women' shelters: working on women's issues with multi-faith groups. like- 

rninded NGOs, academics. and artists: teaching women business. skills through a 

mentoring program: offering women financial planning workshops: convening regular 

166 van den Hoonaard. B&*i cornrnunity of Canada. p. 2. 



gatherings. both large and smaii. to discuss gender issues: supporting and mentoring 

groups of female artists: hosiing community celebrations of Mother's Day and 

International Women's Day; hosting retreats for businesswomen and women in 

shelters: fostering a club for pre-teen girls to celebrate 'coming of age': and 

volunteering in Native communities. 167 

Nonetheless. it was my observation that participants in rhis meeting were 

dissatisfied by the community's record of gender activism. and were more inclined to 

emphasize what remains to be doiie rather than recounting its victoriec. At the same 

time, many participants expressed hesitation about collaborating with non-Baha'i 

feminist groups, which are perceived as having 'extreme" views. They further raised 

the need for greater involvement by men in Baha'i efforts to promote the advancement 

of women, and for greater access to information about Bahai women's history. 168 

The Baha'i administration aiso appears to be unsatisfied: at the repeated urging 

of the i~ternational administration. local and national governing bodies in Canada 

continue to encourage the cornmunity to redouble its efforts in support of the 

advancement of wornen. The March/April 1989 issue of BahZï  Canada. published by 

the National Assembly. contained the following appeal: 

MJe cannot allow deep-rooted prejudices about women to shape Our behaviour: 
we cannot allow men or women to continue the slighting jokes. innuendoes and 
attitudes which reflect inequality: we cannot listen to and value the thoughts of 
men more than women: we cannot continue to dlow women to be the so!e or 
frequent providers of food and child care at Baha'i functions: we cannot 
continue to give men the more prorninent positions at Baha'i functions: we 
cannot value Our son's education more than Our daughters: we cannot 
downgrade the position of motherhood: we cannot prevent women from 
achieving professional and scholarly progress. If we continue 

lE7  From a letter ro al1 chose who attended the Advancernenr of Women meeting at the Bahai 
National Convention. from Karen Sepers. Coordinator. Advancement of Women. B h a ' i  Community 
of Canada Department of Extemai Affairs. 24 July 1998. 



to do these things we have broken a promise to Baha'u'Uah - that is, to 
safeguard. uphold. promote and practice the equality between men and 

women. .. 169 

The inclusion of such an appeai suggests both an institutionai interest in promoting 

equaüty and a community-level lack of profound comrnitment and action in this regard: 

aker ail. if the community were not falling short, it would not invite such a strongly- 

worded exhortation. The Canadian National Assembly's concern about the 

community's implementation of equaiity has persisted despiie women's equal 

representation in local administration and current numerical dominance on the 

National Assembly. 

A recent (1995) study of 'the current status of the Baha'i community in Canada 

in implementing the Baha'i teachings on the equality of men and wornenn suggests that 

the National Assembly's concerns are not unfounded. 170 In this study. Deborah and 

Will van den Hoonaard discovered that the comrnunity neither has a united vision of 

equality and its indicators. nor has the ability to define habits which impede the 

advancement of women.17 Three different approaches to the issue ernerged. The first 

of these seems "mainly to support the sîarus quo ....[ and] emphasize unity in the family. 

suggesting that the implementation of equality rnight threaten that unity": in the 

secular context. such views "normally indicate a rejection of equality." 172 Advocates of 

this approach defend traditional labour divisions as representing gender preference 

and are more-or-las satisfied by the gender norms currently operant in the wider 

~ o c i e t ~ . ' ~ ~  Another approach evident within the Canadian comrnunity posits the 

69 Bahd'i Canada. 1 1. 1. (March/ApriI 1989): 6-7. ciring a letrer by the National Spiritual Assernbly 
of Australia to the B*-i'is of Austraiia, published in ,4ustralizn Baha 1 BuIl .,. etin. # 367. (August 

19881, p. 3. 
17' Deborah and Will. C van den Hoonaard. EupIorin~ Near-To-The-Hem Issues: The Equa!iw of 
Men and Women in the Canadian Bah3.i Communitv (A Preliminary Repod. (unpublished: 29 
Januay 1998), p. A l .  
17' Ibid. p. A4. 

172 Ibid. pp. A3-A4. 
173 Ibid. p. A4. 



need for ltmited changes. such as the provision of childcare at Baha'i events to facilitate 

women's fuil participation, or women and men performing tasks traditionally associated 

with the other gender. Finally, a third approach. advocated by a smaller percentage of 

the cornmunity. asserts the need for fundamental change. including the revahing of 

women's traditional ~ 0 r k . l ~ ~  As Maneck notes. support for this range of 

interpretations may be derived frorn selective readings of the Baha'i scriptures. 175 

The study dso  observed that (in)equality in the cornmunity is virtually always 

discussed in terms of iîs manifestation in personal or familial expenence. rather than 

the communiy or wider society: as such. the van den Hoonaards conclude that the 

cornmunity is still 'inward l o o k i r ~ ~ . " ~ ~ ~  Concern about inequality in the domestic 

sphere was common among believers, as was a troubling tendency to generalize 

scriptural guidance on women's roles in childrearing. 177 

Despite this focus on the family, some criticism of cornmunity practices also 

emerged. particularly concerning the division of labour. which. according to some 

believers. assigns 'glory workw like public speaking. MCing. and chairing events to 

men, while women xe expected to perform 'grunt work" such as cleaning. hospitality. 

and child  are.^^^ Perhaps paradoxically. the authors also found that wornen are 

perceived as more likely to volunteer time in other organizations, thus establishing a 

'fernale face' for the cornmunity in the public sphere. L79 The study further noted 'a 

general paucity of specific activities in the cornmunity that promoted the equality of 

women and men. If there were such events, it was found that the men do not often 

attend thern. m l 8 0  

74 Ibid. p. A3. 

17' Maneck. .Women in the Baha'i Faith.' pp. 2 1 1-2 12. 
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Female participants identified the need for men to step back, not patronize. and 

to discreetly encourage women: to practice feeling-centered communication, and to be 

overtly anti-sexist in their rnarriages and workplaces. l8 Male participants were l e s  

able to identib concrete needs. dthough some suggested that men also required 

encouragement. Women in generai seemed more familiar with pertinent writings. and 

found it much easier to engage in discussion of equaüty issues. Nonetheless. many of 

the women participating in the study praised the Bahai community's achievements in 

the area of equality: they were much more likely to do so than men. who tended to be 

more critical and also more likely to cite their own personal contributions to the 

cause. 182 

The believers generally were cautious and ambivalent about collaborating with 

other organizations in promoting the advancement of women. perhaps because many 

of them are perceived as excluding men. 183 This reticence is aiso attributed to the 

community's fear of accusations of hypocrisy arising from women's exclusion from the 

House of ~ u s t i c e . ~  84 Furthermore, sorne cornrnunity mernbers. particularly youth. 

appear hesitant to expose the community's efforts to promote equality to the scrutiny 

of secular ferninists. fearing that the BahLi community's apparently good record lacks 

substance. 185 

Despite these mosdy depressing findings. the researchers noted that gender 

dynamics within participant groups had been universally respectful. that men had 

tended to neither interrupt nor contradict women's statements. and that it was 

180 Ibid. p. A5. 
18' Ibid. For instance. the wornen wanted men ro vocally oppose sexist advenising. 

182 Ibid. p. A6. This rnay suggest a touch of defensiveness among Bahami men. or wornenPs grearer 
interest in encouragement and not finding fault. On the orher hand. it is rnuch Safef for a woman 
to say that women are not being oppressed than it would be for a man to do so. 

183 Ibid. 

184 Ibid. p. A8. 
18' Ibid. p. A7. 



generally X e '  

commissioned 

improving the 

for women to make their contributions. The fact that such a study was 

by the National Assembly further suggests an abiding dedication to 

status of wornen in the community. In general. however. the van den 

Hoonaards' study seems to have found that the Canadian Baha'i community's response 

to gender issues is predorninantly conservative. 

This perception of conservativism is corroborated by several observers in 

other Western communities. Three common explanations seem to emerge. One school 

of thought appears to attribute it to inherent flaws in the Baha'i teachings and/or the 

community's interpretation thereof: for instance. Maneck cites 'cultural barriers. 

rigidity of certain administrative structures, conceptions 
- 186 interpretations of scrip ture. 

Others point to insufficient effort or resistance to 

community: 

Baha'is have been struggling for nearly a century 

of authority. and literalistic 

change within the 

and a half io bnng the status 
of wornen up the the level of men. In some countries. genuine efforts by men 
and women to hasten the process of wornen's emanciparion have borne 
favorable results. In other places. negligible efforts have been made and little 
progress realized. In a few countries the men cling fanatically to their 
traditional privileges and actively prevent women from developing their 
potential. delaying the realizaüon of the ideal of the equality of men and wornen. 
Even this conscious resistance. however. shows that the men cari no longer 
simply take their superior status for granted and indicates progress in the 
cause of wornanhood. 
There are some Baha'is who believe that since Baha'u'LIah has willed the equality 
of men and women, it will no doubt be realized some time in the future - 
probably hundreds of years from now in the Golden Age of the Dispensation 
when hurnanity will have corne fully of age and will have attained the zenith of 
its maturity .... The question is. however, how long men and women who are 

attached to the opposite way of life will create delay. 187 

186 Maneck, -Wornen in the BahSi Fairha p. 227. 

187 Rouhani Mavani. -Religion and the Myrh of Male Super i~r i ty .~  p. 22. 



Proponents of this view usually perceive such resistance and heel-dragging as 

indicators that the Baha'f teachings have been insufficiently interndized by 

community members. Thus. blame is assigned to the comrnunity. not the teachings 

themselves. 

On the other hand, some authors argue that the community's apparent 

conservativism is not problematic. but is rather a natural consequence of the 

comrnunity's graduai approach to activism. As described by Janet and Peter Khan. a d  

discussed in detail in the previous chapter. this approach 

is characterized by the implementation of the spiritual principle in an 
evolutionary manner over a long period of tirne. sustained by a comrnitment to 

- 

fundamental change and nurtured by educational programs designed to assist 
individu& and communities to gradudly bring attitudes and actions into 
conformity with the spiritual principle ... While the approach may not satisb 

the impatient. it has the advantage of leading to enduring change. 188 

Defenders of this perspective, umffled by the evidences of ongoing oppression. insisr 

that the Baha'i community must provide a non-judgmencai and safe environment in 

which we encourage one another in Our efforts to learn how to collectively implement 

e q ~ a l i t y . ~ ~ ~  Their confidence iç bolstered by the conviction that the Bahal 

administration will neither allow unwarranted deferrd and procrastination in the 

implementation of equaiity, nor permit acts of flagrant sexism by individual Baha'fs to 

continue unchecked.lgO The process of change is bound to be incomplete. they argue. 

as 'the habits of centuries must be changed. and the disruption to traditional practices 

must be addressed. Through the Baha'i teachings." they maintain. 'both men and 

women are being assisted to transform the rnost personai aspects of their domestic lives 

and the most intimate of their social relationships ... Much has been accomplished ... but 

much more remains to be done. ml91 

188 Khan. -of p 52. 
Ibid. pp. 279-28 1. 

lgO Ibid. pp. 282-283. 



Regardless of their expianation for the community's conservative tendencies. 

most commentators grant that there is substantiai need for improvement in its 

implementation of equality. One commonly identified need is for generally accepted 

indicators of progress. As pointed out by Ann Boyles. arriving a t  a clear. broad 

understanding of 'the advancement of women' requires a consideration of the variety of 

ways in which this process can be understood. particularly given the global reach of 

the Baha'i cornmunity. lg2 Statistical measures are only of limited assistance, as Bahai 

institutions are expected to uphold the principle of equality regardless of their gender 

composition. Ig3 Furtherrnore. numericai parity may convey the appearance of 

progress, without necessanly entailing any underlying shift in the dominance of 

masculine values. 

In the absence of such clear indicaton, as Peggy Caton has noted. 'concepts of 

'spiritual' or 'essential' equality rnay be abstractly applied to conditions of the greatest 

practicd inequality without any seeming contradiction to those who do so. *lg4 She 

asserts , 

The Baha'i community must go beyond words and rhetonc: we must examine 
our behavior and attitudes and ask if they truly reflect the equality we so 
confidently proclaim we have. Too often we have setrled for premature 
answers. for stereotypes of both gender identity and equality. Instead of 
regarding the subject as closed and settled. our further development requires 
us to keep an open mind, to regard equality as a process. one that will always 

cal1 for questioning. probing . and seeking new unders tandings. 195 

The rigorous self-examination Caton advocates depends upon the adoption of clearly 

described indicators of progress in the advancement of women. Defining such 

indicators, would. of course, be a difficult and contentious project. and universally 

applicable ones may not be appropriate at this point: however, in the absence of such 

lg l  Ibid. pp. 267-268. 

l g2  Boyles. *Towards the Goal of Full Partner~hip.~ p. 251. 

lg3 Ibid. p. 236. 

l g4  Caton. minrroduction.œ b a l  C i rc i~e  p. xi. 

Ig5 Ibid. p. xx. 



indicators. significant progress in the communinjs efforts to promote equality is 

unlikely to occur. The presence of these indicators in the Bahai discoune would 

further facilitate qualitative assessrnent of gender equity projects, which currently tend 

to remain unevaluated, severely limiting the community's ability to learn thrcugh 

experience. 

On a related tack, authors in the field have also suggested that the community 

may need to reconsider its location of inequality. The Baha'i administration has 

consistently urged the believers to actively promote the advancement of women, "most 

especially in those parts of the globe where the rights of women are traditionally and 

persiçtently denied." l 96 Such statements are usually perceived as assigning priority 

to Baha'i gender activism in non-Western countries. They may further be interpreted 

as implying that such work in the West is not required. despite clear statements to the 

CO n trary. 197 

Accordingly, it is not uncornmon for Canadian Baha'is to assert thar equality in 

the West has aiready been achieved.lg8 BahaVi authors - who rnay be more aware of 

the feminisc social critique, and thus offer a more sophisticated gender analysis - are 

unlikely to espouse this belief, and may take pains to contradict it. For instance, Ann 

Boyles asserts: 

In the 'developed" world. the paradigm shift to equality of the sexes rnay not be 
as dramatically evident as in other parts of the planet, but the changes, whiie 
perhaps more subtle, are crucial to any significant permanent improvement in 
the status of women. How are husbands and fathers in Baha'i families actively 
supporting the advancernent of women? How are they addressing the issue of 

lg6 J q e ~  A. Khan. *Promoting the Advancement of Women.' p. 2. 

lg7  Such as. *the entire Bahi'i  world is cornrnined ro encouraging and stimularing the viral role of 
women in the Baha'i community as wel1 as in the society ar large,, (from the Universai House of 
Justice to Ail Nationai Spiritual Assernblies, 1975)- 

lg8 The author has personally encountered many Canadian Bahais - inreresringly. al1 men - wirh 
this opinion, and has been at public talks where knowledgeable Bahi'i speakers have asserted this 
view unchallenged. 



labor patterns in homes where women are making attempts to 'enter the great 
arena of laws and politicsw? Are Bahd'i women encouraged to adopt leadership 
roles? .... an ongoing discussion and promotion of the issue of equality and the 
encouragement of women is crucial in Baha'i communities al1 over the 

world. .. 199 

Such assertions may only have a limited impact on the persistence of naive and 

erroneous beliefs within the community. unless concerned believers undertake 

systematic programs of consciousness-raising. In this vein. Boyies goes on to Say that 

the Baha'i comrnunity must advance further in its concentrated study and 
understanding of the materials available on the subject. It must learn to use 
the sacred writings as the measure of behavior .... development of consultative 
skills is necessary. ... Findy both women and men must adopt a new 
understanding of the concept of service .... the quality of audacity .. . needs to be 
developed in concert with the humility of servi~ude - a delicare and challenging 

balance! 200 
As discussed earlier, such broadly-based and thorough educational projects are 

uncommon in the Canadian community. and will probably remain so as long as we lack 

clear indicators of (inlequality and perceive it as a non-Western problem. 

Some authors in the field have also noted that Baha'i women need greater access 

to education: 

Baha'i women have yet to become fully as well educated as men. In this respect. 
Baha'i families. for the most part, do not yet ensure that daughters are at least as 
well educated as sons. Baha'i cornmunities must encourage wornen to become 
equally capable with men in presenting the Faith publicly. in pursuing Bahai 
scholarship. and in becoming renowned for their deep knowledge of Baha'i 

teac hings. 20 1 

This deficit is particularly troubling as priority is clearly and incontrovertibly 

assigned to the education of girls and women in the Baha'i scriptures. I t  may therefore 

indicate the extent to which the community is shaped by the wider society rather than 

its faith. 

lg9 Boyies. œTowards t h e  Goal of Full Pmership. '  pp. 272-273- 

'O0 Ibid. 

Filson. Their  Cry Shall Rise." p. 12- 



Other authors. such as Anne Gordon Atkinson Perry and Susan Stiles Maneck. 

have highlighted the needs of Baha'i women seeking to combine their careers or 

callings with motherhood. Perry notes that many women are chronically fatigued or 

depressed by the s a a i  fices such juggIing of duties requires in our unsupportive social 

context. 202 while Maneck asserts that this juggling has placed great stresses on Bahavi 

women. who seek excellence both in eheir careers and as mothers. and are thus prone 

to 'supermom syndrome. m203 This phenornenon is cornpounded by the cornrnunity's 

tendency to adopt troublesome interpretations of the scriptural exaltation of 

motherhood: as Lata Taéed points out, these writings have served as justification for 

an exaggerated ernphasis on women's 'feminine' and materna1 attributes. 204 This. in 

turn. has underrnined support for wornen seeking to develop their 'masculine' 

attributes in non-maternal endeavors. Furthermore. it has perpetuated the 

assignment of women to traditionally feminine roles - hospitality. childcare. and 'grunt 

workw - within the comrnunity. and prevented men from developing their domestic 

aptitudes. While the vast majority of Canadian women are sirnilarly confronted by 

'double day' or 'triple day' workloads. combining paid employment, childcare. and 

perhaps eldercare, as well as domestic work. the Bahai community has yet to End ways 

to help women negotiate and discharge these competing obligations. 

While several Baha'i authors thus readily point out the shortcomings of the 

Western community's efforts to advance women's interests. few offer specific practical 

remedial suggestions. This author was able to find two. First. a few authors advocate 

the developmen~ of 'role models' for Bah& women. drawn from the community's 

histoy. which would 'exempli@ a paradigm that Bahd'i women who are devoted to 

their farnilies may draw strength from. "205 Doing so effectively would depend upon 

202 Anne Gordon Atkinson Perry. -Author's Response to Cornrnentary on 'Wornen In An', by 
Roxanne Lalonde,' Journal of Baha i Stiid 

.). 
ia . 5, I (March-June 1992): 82. 

203 Maneck. mWornen in the Bahi'i Fairh.'' pp. 21 1-2 12. - - 

204 Lata Taeeed. 5ex. Gender and New Age Stereotyping.. The Raha i Srud 
.*. ies Review. 4,  1 (1 994): 

65-66. 



the community's ability to perceive the heroic potential of domestic work. Obviously. 

Tahirih's story would not be particularly helpful in this capacity. 

The other suggestion. brought forward by Trevor Finch, is that Bahd'i 

thinkers and writers should, 'with compassion. courage. and enthusiasm." fosrer 

'dialogue with feminists and women's groups and movements." Finch calls this an 

'urgent priority." and goes on to Say: 

So much emotion, frustration and energy could be refocussed to constructive 
ends among the world's women. and so much Baha'i complacency could be 
transmuted to an awareness of human need if dialogue were entered into on a 

wide-ranging and depth-plurnbing basis. 206 
AS dtscussed earlier. the Canadian community seems reluctant to do so, for a variety of 

reasons. Finch acknowledges this reluctance. and even affirms that some of the 

comrnunity's fears are not unfounded; 

So much of what Baha'is write is not ground-breaking. but distinctly treading 
in others' footsteps. In rnany ways we. as Baha'is. are far behind in developing 
Our thinking in the realm of equaliry and gender studies. much less enacting 
our newly-developed thought processes. Our timid explorations may well seem 

naive to the outside world. if not childish ... 207 

However, he insists that this collaboration must take place. and that it would increase 

the efficacy of projects co promote the advancernent of women both within the 

cornmunity and without. as the experience and insights of the secular wornen's 

movement informs and reinvigorates Baha'i efforts. and the Baha'i "spirituality ... and 

non-confrontational lines of action" help heal the rifts among secular feminists. 208 

'O5 Trevor Finch. Tnclipping the Wings: A Survey of Secondary Lirerature in English on Bahai 
Perspectives on Women," The Bahd'i Studies Review, 4, 1 (1994) : 14. 

206 Ibid. p. 23. 
207~bid. p. 24. 

*O8 Ibid. 



Conclusion 

In the face of this litany of compIaints about the implementation of equaüty in 

the Canadian and Western Baha'i communities. one must consider whether we are 

witnessing the vigorous self-criticism of a healthy. self-aware. striving community. or 

the evidences of failure. As many religious scholars have noted. 'despite initial reforms 

in gender roles. religions generaily adapt to their social environ. lose their ability to 

uansform society, and corne to mirror society at large. While it would be easy to 

argue that this has not happened in the developing world. the ability of the Bahais to 

transform or challenge Western social norms certainly appears to have diminished 

over time. This rnay be a skewed perception: Our current faults may be easier to find 

than those in our past. On the other hand. perhaps we inflate the significance of 

certain past events and personages to create a history of gender activism that never 

was. There is no objective seat from which to fairly judge: certainly the author does 

not daim one. 

Nonetheless. the vision of gender offered by the Baha'i teachings does appear to 

have had a significant practical impact upon the constraints faced by female believers 

early in the faith's history. both in the East and the West. and in communities around 

the developing world. This impact must be attnbuted both to the vision of gender 

enunciated in the Bzha'i scriptures and to the believers' willingness to implemenr this 

vision. a willingness informed by the conviction that equality is the will of God. and 

that efforts to promote it will be assisted by Divine grace. Such conviction may, in 

fact, provide stronger commitment to the cause of women's advancement than secular 

motivations. 2 10 

209 Gould. cired in Karherine K. Young. œIntroduction.w &&,on a d  
. . Womm p. 33. Original 

source information nor provided- 

210 Khan. Advancernent of Wornen. p. 270. 



But it is harder to assess the impact of their faith on current Canadian Baha'i 

women's ability îo resist oppressive social norms. From some perspectives. it may 

appear that the community is in facr behind the general society in its attitudes toward 

the advancernent of women: this view, however, presumes that the wider society is 

leading in a direction which the Baha'is seek to follow. rather than steadily pursuing a 

nearby but intersecting course. It rnay be more prudent. then. if we must judge. to do 

so against the community's own scriptural vision. Against this measure. in the 

author's view. the Canadian Baha'i community appears to be on the right track but 

perhaps moving too slowly. 



chapter Four - Test Intervention 

Whereas a traditional researcher might now be inclined to end up this thesis 

with a sorrowful summation that 'activism among Baha'i women in the West was once 

remarkable but is now. sadiy, on the decline,' or similar dismal musings. with a 

melancholy satisfaction that their underlying cynical western liberal irreligious 

worldview has not been challengeci by their findings. the feminist researcher 

(theoretically, at least) ought to be saying, "akight. now. so what do we DO about it?" 

Feminist Action Research Methods in A Bahal Context 

As discussed in chapter one's introduction to feminist scholarship. 

understanding situations and translorming them are seen as inseparable. Most 

feminist research could therefore be described as 'action research*, which seeks to 

generate both knowledge and change. This. of course. immediately raises several 

problems. Figuring out who gets to decide what is going to change. and how. can 

cause wavenng in even the most stiffly principled feminist researcher. Worhng as an 

insider. with non-objectified subjects. using alternative sources. in a personalized, 

cornmitted mariner. sounds lovely. but most researchers are hard-pressed to sincerely 

value their research subjects' goals as much as or more highly than their own. The 

fact that 'research participants bring their own purposes to any srudyW.l and rhat 

these purposes may be at odds with rhose of the researcher. is enough to bring the 

progress of many projects to a shuddering halt. Theoretical loopholes such as the idea 

of "fdse consciousness" allow some feminist researchers to place priority on their own 

visions of what oughr to change while at the same tirne maintaining the semblance of a 

non-hierarchal. non-exploitive. non-objectifying research dynamic. 



And so. as 1 move from musing about the situation of Canadian Bahai women 

into doing something about it. 1 must skirt some treacherous ground. Happily, îhis is 

facilitated by the fact that this project's research subjects and 1 are al1 Bahais. While 

antithetical to most traditional forrns of research. this 'insiderness', with its implied 

involvement and intimacy, would be considered ideal by many proponents of feminist 

research. This similarity between the researcher and research subjects itseIf is not 

enough to ensure that our goals and visions converge. The relevant (and perhaps 

only) point of sirnilarity between myself and my subjects is Our religious faith. 

Therefore, in addition to my own and my subjects' perhaps contesting views of what 

ought to change and how, it is possible - perhaps even unavoidable - to inuoduce the 

point of view enunciated by Bahai scriptures. which serve as an external authoritative 

voice valued by al1 parties. Thus. deciding what to change is a process ofjoindy 

seeking to understand and conform oneself to what is believed to be the will of Gad, 

rarher than a simple contest between individuais. This radically transforms the power 

dynamics between the researcher and the researched. as 'authority' is posited in 

neither. but rather in God. As clergy are forbidden in the Baha'i faith. 1 as the 

researcher am unlikely to be conflated with that authonty. 

This would certainly raise the hackles of most feminist researchers. who. as 

discussed in chaprer one. tend to adopt the ubiquitous secularism of the academy. and 

would raise fears that Our deference to our conception of God is simply anorher form of 

fernale submission to an external patriarchal structure. a pernicious snare of religious 

false-consciousness keeping us back from the autonomy and independence that might 

be ours. (The valuing of autonomy and independence as the ultimate good is rarely. if 

ever. interrogated.) However. the e thc  of ferninist research requires that the subjects 

themselves have some control, arid that the research serves their best interests. If the 

research subjects have identified their 'best interests' as seeking conformity with a code 



of conduct enuncizted by a body of scnpture, what nght do 1 or any researcher have 

to contradict and undermine their faith? 

It could be vgued that oniy a co-religionist ought to undertake feminist 

research among believers. lest a secular researcher unwittingly give rise to crises of 

faith. Given that many religious people value their convictions more highly than Life 

itself. this could be considered a grievous harm to the research subjects. At the same 

tirne, blind dogmaticism or fanaticism seems inherentiy repulsive. Walking the line 

between promoting open inquiry and underrnining faith is a tricky undertaking. 

Subjects may feel ashamed to voice devotion to a secular researcher. and embarrassed 

to voice doubts to a co-religionist. In either case, it behooves the researcher to be 

very carefuI. 

In working with Baha'i women. however. 1 am helped out of this corner by 

several aspects of our belief system. One of the central tenets of the Bahal faith is the 

independent investigation of tmth. As stated in the scripture: 

The best beloved of d l  things in My sight is Justice: turn not away therefrom 
if thou desirest Me. and neglect it not that I may confide in thee. By its aid thou 
shah see with thine own eyes and not through the eyes of others. and shalt 
know of thine own knowledge and not through the knowledge of thy neighbor. 
Ponder this in thy heart, how it behooveth thee to be. Verily. justice is My gifr 

to thee and the sign of My loving-kindness. Set it then before thine eyesm2 

Vigorous questioning and interrogation of one's beliefs and choices is an integral part 

of the ideal Bahb'i üfe and is quite comrnon in the cornmunity. n e r e  is. of course. a 

vital difference between doing so within a context of hith or within a context of 

skepticism; the scriptures also advise believers to "weigh not the Book of God with 

such standards and sciences as are current amongst you. for the Book itself is the 

unerring Balance established amongst men."3 

' BaMVLllbh. Hidden Words. (Wilmette. Illinois: Bahki Publishing Trust. 1985). p. 4 -  



Thus, although I would not engage a group of Baha'i women in a discussion of 

whether or not a Baha'i teaching were m e .  we could happily discuss our various 

perceptions and understandings of Baha'i teachings, and analyse Our community's 

efforts to implement them. In fact. BahaY gatherings are regularily held in most 

communities for this express purpose, which. given the lack of clergy. is. dong with 

independenr study of the texts. prayer. and reflection. an essential component of Baha'i 

li fe. 

As indicated in chapter two. the equality of women and men is clearly 

enunciated by Baha'i scriptures and its promotion is endorsed as an essential activity 

by both the scnptures and current administrative bodies. Thus. further community 

interventions initiated dong these lines are unlikely to occasion any disquiet in the 

community - indeed, a feminist critique of the community is most likely to be welcomed 

as a helpful and essential service, despite the trauma it rnight entail. While resistance 

to change is ükely in some quarters. it is unlikely to receive institutional support. 

This clement reception. however. depends very much upon the means 

employed: contention and confict are catego~cally forbidden in Baha'i scriptures. 

This mns contrary to the orientation of some feminist interventions. which actively 

cultivate anger among participants, as a supposed catalyst for change. Feminist 

projects which accept or support gender segregation (as with lesbian separatists) or 

which engage in 'male-bashing' would be totally inappropriate in a Baha'i context. This 

point is asserted in guidance issued by the Baha'i supreme governing body in 1994: 
Those Baha'is who devote thernselves to the promotion of the equality of the 
sexes. through speeches and articles. should be aware that such a process will 
be facilitated if it is carried out without disruption to the unity of the believers. 
in order that spiritual blessings are atuacted to the community and its 

Bah$ü'llah. b i s t l e  to the Son of the Wolf. (Wilrnetre. Illinois: BahSi Publishing Trusi. 1969). p. 
128. 



endeavors reinforced. To maintain this unity. Baha'i men and women must 
work together cooperatively. in striking contrat  to the adversarial and 
denunciatory attitudes which distinguish so much of the movement for equality 

of the sexes in the larger society? 

One should not infer frorn the foregoing that the Baha'is would sacrifice equaliq for the 

sake of unity: in fact. the scriptures clearly note that m e  unity without justice is 

impossible.6 Rather. the Baha'i position appears to argue that consultative. non- 

adversarial rnethods are simply more productive. Ferninist interventions must respect 

this preference if they are to be effective in this comrnunity. 

A final aspect of the Baha'i belief system pertinent to the design of community 

intervention methodology concerns individual behavioral and attitudinal change. Any 

process whch  seeks to alter human behavior is premised on assumptions (usually 

unstated and unexamined) about the nature of human beings. The Bahai wodd view 

proposes that every human is 'a mine rich in gems of inestimable These 

'gems' are the latent human capacity to emulate the virtues of God. The development 

and manifestation of this latent capaciy is as close as one c m  corne to 'knowing' God. 

and. dong with contributing to the development of society, constitures the purpose of 

life. Any project which is seen as furthenng these objectives is therefore likely to 

attract highly motivated participants. 

Fostering the expression of these virtues in ourselves is an individual 

responsibility. and is pursued (with varying degrees of diligence) through prayer. 

meditation. service, education. and striving to Live in accordance with the Baha'i 

teachings. all of which requires persistent effort to change behaviors and attitudes. 

The Universal House of .Justice. in a leuer to a Narional Assernbly. dated 5 june 1994. Cited in a 
letter frorn the International Teaching Centre to al1 Counsellors, 5 February 1995. 

Baha'i International cornrnunity Office of Public Informarion. The Prosperiry of Hurnankind. 
(Wilrnette. IlIinois: Baha'i Publishing Trust. 1995). p. 8. 

Baha'uvllah. GbIers of Baha u U& r. . a  r 

, p. 162. 



This effort is informed by the scriptural advice that 'the attainment of any objecr is 

conditioned on knowledge, volition, and a ~ t i o n . " ~  This behavior change 

methodology appears identical to the 'Information-Motivation-Behavioral Skills 

Model" developed by William Fisher. originally in support of an AIDSIHIV fisk 

reduction program. but applicable to any project seeking behavioral change. The 

central supposition of this mode1 is that behavioral change can be stimulated by 

'interventions that are conceptually based. comprehensively focussed on the 

provision of. .. information. motivation. and behavioral skills. and targeted at 

empirically identified. group-specific needs in each of these areas. w 9  

The behavioral and attitudinal changes required for the realization of gender 

equality are, thus. likely to be framed by Baha'is in terrns of what virtues must be 

developed (by whom) , and. to that end. what must be known. what must be wanted. 

and what must be done. Feminist action researchers working in the Baha'i community 

would be well advised to consider this view of behavioral change in designing their 

project methodologies. 

In summary. ferninist researchers arc, of course. free to practise whatever 

methods they choose in their efforts to produce change as well as papers. However. 

projects undertaken in a Bah& context are more likely to succeed if: 

1) God's will, as articulated in Baha'i scnptures, is taken as the arbiter of what changes 

oughr to be made, taking precedence over both the researcher's and the research 

subjects' views. 

2) Interrogation of scriptures and cornmunity practices takes place within a faith- 

positive context, 

'Abdu'l-Baha. Foundarions of World Unitv, (Wilrneue, Illinois: Bahaei Publishing Trust. 1968). 
p. 101. 

William A. Fisher. *Understanding and Prornoting A D S  Preventative Behavior: A Conceprual 
Model and Educational Tools.' The Canadian Tournai of Human Sexualitv. 1. 3, (Fail 1992): 100. 



3) h i t y  and gender collaboration are supported by the project design. 

4) Behavioral change is frarned as a process of fostering the expression of virtues 

through specific knowledge, volition. and actions. 

Feminist Merhodology Models Used In This Project 

Within these parameters. 1 have proceeded to attempt to 'do something* to 

encourage Baha'i women to become more active promoters of the advancement of 

women. In so doing, 1 run no nsk of imposing my own agenda on the research 

subjects, as by their profession of faith they have - wittingly or not - adopted this 

objective as their own.1° 

While it is undeniably convenient to chus allow a 'higher authority* to set an 

uncontested objective. one must still decide how to approach this objective. To that 

end. 1 have called upon the practical (though less authoritative) methodologicd 

guidance of several feminisr action research theorists. Among the plethora of 

approaches they suggest. two seemed particularly appropriate for my purposes. 

Radical Storytelling 

The first particularly inspiring bit of the discourse concerns reclaiming 

womenvs history through storytelling. A variety of feminist scholars - many of them 

working in religious studies - have converged upon this theme. As articulated by 

Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza. this approach rests on the premise thar 'all the 

l0 As discussed in chaprer three. Canadian BahaDis rnay have widely divergenr views of whar 
constirures 'prornoting-the advancernent of women'. Nonethe1ess.-the le&imacy of this objective. 
however ir is defmed, is rarely if ever contested. as its dear scriprural mandate is generally known in 
the community. 



institutions of our culture tell us - through words, deeds. and even worse silence - that 

we are insignificant. But our heritage is our power."ll Thus. the 'search for roots, 

for solidarity with Our foresisters, and finally for the memory of their suffenng, 

struggles. and powers as w ~ r n e n " ~ ~  is framed as an essential prerequisite to the 

promotion of gender equality: 

In order to develop as persons who can manifest egalitarian values. women 
must search for their 'stolen identity', for past sources of strength and identity 

on which to build. l3 

This process requires alternative sources andor  alternative readings of androcentric 

histones. as practitioners are urged 'to notice the footprints and the shadows and the 

remnants that provide glimpses into stories that have not been showcased in the texts 

that have been preserved" . 

In addition to finding these stories. however. advocates of this view argue that 

the stories must be told. Judith Plaskow. in her feminist study of Judaism. asserts that 

Information about the past may be instructive and even stirnng, but it is not 
transformative until it becomes part of a community's collective memory. part 
of what Jews c d  to mind in rernembering Jewish history .... Feminist 
historiography can open up new questions to be brought to the past and new 
perspectives to be gleaned from ir. It must be combined. however. with 

feminist midrash, or storytelling. and feminist liturgylj before it becomes part 

of a Living ferninist .Judaisrn.16 

Storytelling. then. both orally and in pnnt. becomes a tool for connecting women's 

history with their present expenence. and a remedy for 

holes in the text and many women's felt experience."17 

the dissonance between "the 

It also presumably relieves 

Schüssler Fiorenza. -Wornenls Heritage.. p. 35. 
l2  Ibid. 

l3 Kimball. .Motherhood to Sisterhood.' p. 264. 

l 4  OrConner. *Ferninist Research in Religion." p. 52. - # 

As rhere is no lirurgy in the Bah&? context. ~ i s  recornrnendation seerns non-rransferrable. 



the 'psychic damage" done to 'the sexual identity of those who never fmd the 

experience of their own sex reflected in the text or tradition. and who must always 

appropriate texts and traditions mediated through the experiences of those of the 

opposite sex."18 Feminist storytelling provides an affirmation that the religious 

cornrnunity "is a comrnunity of wornen and men. and it has never been o t h e r ~ i s e " . ~ ~  

an affrrnation which in turn empowers women to 'challenge existing religious 

authorities and structures by demanding full participation as well as public 

recognition of the many-sided and varied work already done by women in religious 

institutions. -2 0 

While Baha'i women are not. in my view. confronted by inherently patriarchai 

administrative structures, the believers who enact Baha'i administrative principles 

naturdly carry with thern the baggage of a sexist society. Thus. as discussed in 

chapter three. there are things going on in the Baha'i community which could benefit 

from the type of challenges and demands which such storytelling is supposed to 

inspire. Furthermore, as rny background is in theatre and playwrighting. and 1 have 

used histonc storytelling with some success in past workshops. this method seemed 

particularly suited to my skills and preferences. While the study of Baha'i history is 

encouraged among the believers, and storytelling occasionally occurs in Canadian 

Baha'i gatherings. storytelling [rom a feminist perspective - which I have called 'radical 

storytelling*. in recognition of its change-orienration - has never been systernaticaily 

introduced as a catalyst for behavioral and attitudinal change in the Canadian Baha'i 

community. 1 decided ro make it a central cornponent of my community intervention. 

l8 Chrisr. mFerninist Studles in Religion and Lir~rarure.~ p. 36. 
l9 Plaskow. *jewish Mernory.' p. 4 1. 

20 King. Wornen and Spirirualiry. p. 4 1. 



Gatbering the Stories 

1 have been able to find only one article abcut Baha'i women's expenence in the 

academic press. wntten by Susan Sriles Maneck. and pubüshed in Relieion and 

Women, edited by Arvind Sharma. While this article is undeniably helpful. 1 object to 

some of the author's assumptions and resultant analyses. and its examination of Bahhi 

women's history is far from exhaustive. 

One is therefore compelied to rely for the most part on Baha'i histories from 

non-âcademic sources. And, whïle several such histones exist. rhey are primwily 

androcenvic texts, particularly those addressing early-Baha'i history in the Middle 

East. The absence of Baha'i women in the records of this period (with a few notable 

exceptions) is so marked that it has led at least one historian, Peter Smith. to conclude 

that the faith was original& a male presenre and that generally women leamed of the 

faith from their menfolk. kthough women's prominence increased over time. he 

argues that men were the primary carriers of religion, while women ensured the 

religious sociaüzation of ~h i ld ren .~ '  This uncritical reading of the texts denies the 

existence of women's 'own networks. self-sustaining and self-led. within which religious 

ideas could be disseminated and promulgated. apart frorn the observation of men. -22 

networks which reriiained invisible to men and for the most part unrecorded in 

histoncal texts. but which nonetheless must have significantly shaped the course of 

Baha'i history. 

Every early Eastern Baha'i historian was. to my knowledge. male. Given that 

they wrote in a society in which the mere mention of a woman's name 

Perer Smith. The Babi and Bahi'i Relipions. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
92-93. 
27 h.laneck. W'omen in the Baha*i Faith.' p. 218. 

was an insult to 

Press, 1987). pp- 



her chastity, the fact that women are discussed at ail in their texts is itself remarkable. 

Women's appearances were i~sually warranted by extraordinary acts of courage or 

boldness in the promulgation or defense of their faith. or by their relationship to and 

service alongside prominent men. Women who did not contravene gender norms 

almost never appear in print, and those who did are praised for doing so. However. 

this does not necessarily indicate a nascent feminist consciousness among Eastern 

early Baha'i historians. On the contrary. Canadian Baha'i historian WiU C. van den 

Hoonaard has argued that. as early Eastern believers tended ro view the Baha'i 

principles as a fair accompli by their very enunciation rather than as an articulation OP 

a state to be achieved through ongoing conscious effort. historians were exceedingly * 

unlikely to conceptualize the violation of gender norms by Bahai women as part of a 

general struggle for emancipation. 

More modern works in Baha'i history strive to represent the role of women 

more accurately. Two Bahai professors. Robert Stockman and Will van den Hoonaard. 

who have recenrly published histories of the Baha'i faith in America and Canada 

respectively. have also published papers investigating the significance of gender in 

early Western Baha'i history. and strive to provide some gender analysis in their texts. 

However. the tendency to valorize individual heroic women while ignoring their social 

contexts regrettably continues in most of the recent work in Baha'i history. Even 

when ostensibly focussing on women's history. Bahai authors tend to recount the 

astonishing exploits of heroic and peculiar individuals. disassociated from their social 

or even familial contexts. and without reference to the sunounding changes and 

tensions in gender roles, even when their subjects were direct participants in political 

women's movements. Perhaps because of androcenuic squeamishness about the 

pnvate sphere, or in a rnisplaced desire to respect the privacy of their su bjects. most 

texts dwell only on their subjects' stalwart Bahai services and triumphs in the face of 

adversity . 



While finding fault with anyone. particularly dead revered histoncal figures. 

would be extremely inappropnate in a Baha'i context. the authors' histones run the 

risk of presenting an assembly of de-humanized two-dimensional caricatures of women. 

In my view. such treatments are uniikely to inspire anything except perhaps feelings 

of inadequacy in the current Bahagi fernale reader. In order for us to be able to identify 

with Our foresisters, and draw inspiration from them. they must not be 'otheredW by 

the text. This may require a more nuanced treatment, in which their famiüal contexts. 

their relationships. rheir physicality. and their less-laudable emotions and reactions 

are acknowledged as well as their sterling qualities and achievernents. In fact, it could 

be argued that the story of their stniggles is meaningless unless one also sees what 

they struggled against. 

The issue of 'authenticity" in Baha'i history is complicared by the fact that the 

central figures of the faith also wrote histories. and that their versions of "what 

happened" are generally raken as true. However. these same central figures thernselves 

pointed out that their texts were far from complete. Nonetheless. Baha'i historians are 

unlikely to write supplementary histones which in any way cast doubt on the story as 

told by the central figures of the faith. Any text which did so would certainly not be 

well received by the community. 1 wonder if perhaps historians. anxious abour their 

treatment of these quasi-scepturd sources. might not have steered too wide a berth 

around them. The community might in fact be much better served if historians would 

set about offering a lush profusion of histories, from a range of subjective angles. 

padding and intersecting with the 'officialn history, worrying less about citations and 

facts and not contradicting authoritative texts. and more about texture and depth and 

increasing the range of perspectives which are represented. 



These problems led me inevitably toward alternative sources. There are some 

female-authored secondary histoncal sources, mostly articles. many of which are quite 

similar to the sources discussed above. A few really interesting feminist voices have 

emerged, most notably the work of Bahiyyih Nakhjavani. Unfortunately few of these 

voices are well-known or influentid in the community. and exarnples of their work are 

hard to find. 

This leaves us with primary sources. The aforernentioned problems in the 

secondary materiai reflect to some extent the h i ta t ions  of the available prïmary 

sources. The case of early Western Baha'i women may be typical: even though they 

made up two-thirds to three-quarters of the Baha'i community in the West and 

frequently organized their own events, their organizations have left scant archival 

records. Few examples of their correspondence, account books. minutes. or lerterhead 

exist: what is available is often scrawled on the back of Lists and letters. suggesting that 

women's organizations were accustomed to a level of informality which did not lend 

itself to painstaking r e ~ o r d s - k e e ~ i n g ~ ~  It is also possible that any existing records 

were not recognized as important and sirnply were not kept. 

Given the trend in the earlier part of this century for women to carry on long 

and intimate correspondences and to keep diaries, one could hope that these sources 

would be available: unfortunately, few have corne to light. This may be due to 

reticence on the part of the women, as there are accounts of them destroying their own 

diaries and correspondence, presumably because their contents were deemed 

unseemly. or, as some of the women themselves explained. 'were best forgotten." As 

Sara M a s  points out in Discourses of Difference. late-Victonan women writing about 

23 Srockman. .Wornen in the Amencan Baha'i Community. 1900-19 12.- World Order. 18. 4. (Surnrner 
1984). p. 17. 



their own Lives faced ovenvhelming discursive tensions as they attempted to make 

their mark in the public sphere without being seen to depart from their respectable 

roles in the private sphere. The difficulty inherent in negotiating these discursive 

tensions has greatly reduced the quantity and quality of material available to 

researchers. Many of the personal papers which did not end up in the coal grate are 

still in the hands of the women's relatives and, for whatever reason, have not been 

made available to s ~ h o l a r s , ~ ~  while those existing in archives are dispersed over 

several continents and are difficult to access. 

More problems emerge in the treatment of the available diaries. letters. travel 

joumals, and fust-hand accounts by women. Occasionally. they will be pubüshed as- 

is, with a brief introduction providing a few biographical derails about the authors. 

These publications. however, seem to be taken as touching memoirs rather than 

sources of historical facts. Bahai historians, who generally do not iocate their own 

subjectivity. appear much more likely to authenticate rheir accounts of what "really 

happened" by rekrences to other men's unadmittedly subjective accounts. rarher than 

drawing upon these alternative primary sources. At times, it seems that women's 

accounts of events experienced first- hand are perceived as less authoritathre than 

men's second-hand accounts. Newsletters, bulletins, and other official reports from the 

time thus tend to provide the richest field in which to dig around for stories: however. 

although most of them would have seemed fair at the time of writing. they now appear 

rnarred by obvious androcentric biases. 25 

In this context, assembling stories is for me a process of chasing shadows and 

mapping footprints. Jewish and Christian feminist historians. trying to piece together 

their foresisters' stones from a history f a .  more distant, have suggested a process of 

24 Ibid. 

25 For a more thorough discussion of this point. see page 80. 



'remembering and inventing together': but 1 End that 1 balk at the idea of inventing, 

and. given that rny stones are only about one hundred years dead. rather than 

thousands, reviving them without recourse to rny own creativity may be more 

possible, 

And yet it is not an easy task. Aside from the technical problems discussed 

above. the process of sifting through texts for glirnpses into an unknown fabric of lives 

is emotionally difficult. particulariy when seeking the stones of early Persian Baha'i 

women. The few details that endure are often bloated with sadness. One gets edgy on a 

diet of so rnuch depnvation: what 1 am denied by the texts: what the women whose 

stones 1 seek were denied. There is a constant fear of imposing too much of my own 

interpretation onto these women, who seem enigmatic to me. but probably saw 

themselves as quite straightfonvard. The Persian women 1 know seem as far from this 

past as 1 am. but 1 wonder if they might nor have clearer insights into how they felt. in 

the same way as the flavour of my great-grandrnothers' and aunties' prejudices and 

perceptions and passions is familiar to me. So often 1 see the women whose stories 1 

seek only as posed in a moment of valour. bur 1 am repulsed by the idea of cornpiling 

these static monuments into a sort of Disney-tour of prominent Baha*i women. Yes. 

they were noble and upstanding in their sacrifices. but 1 yearn for rhem to be familiar. 

At one point it occurred to me that assembling these stones was like walking 

down a street at night. looking in windows at a variety of scenes: but on this street 

98% of the curtains are drawn. and 1 can see into only a few windows. Those few do 

not occur at random, but because what was going on inside served the vision of a 

histonan and a culture. represented what they wanted me to see and believe about the 

people on this street. What 1 can observe in one window. however dimly. may be 

nothing at al1 like what is going on in the dark next door. 



stories 

Eventudy. despite ail the attendant difficulties, 1 compiled the content for 

which I thought might be suitably inspirational and empowering. They are. 

inevitably, biased and partial. The second bit of methodological guidance I have taken 

from feminist action researchers concerned how to deliver these stories to their 

intended recipients. 

Consciousn ess-Raising 

1 have developed some strong opinions. over the course of my expenence as a 

workshop faciütator, about effective strategies for shanng information with groups. 

and among these opinions is the view that one's methods matter a lot more than one's 

content. For this project. 1 wanted to ground rny methods in something a bit more 

defensible than 'it just felt right'. 1 was therefore quite happy to discover that what 

tends to 'feel right' to me overlaps significanrly with the method feminist scholars 

describe as consciousness-raising. 

Consciousness-raising. which onginated in post civil-war Arnerican women's 

educational study groups, 26 now refers to 'meetings by small groups of women over 

an extended period of time for the purpose of discussing persona1 experiences without 

professional leadership. In these meetings. women attsmpr to articulate a political 

analysis that will facilitate changewz7 Consciousness-raising has been described as 'a 

unique ferninist method" because it enables women to discuss and understand their 

experiences from their own viewpoints.28 and to "make sense of the world in ways 

which do not support male supremacy and which therefore promote o u r  self-esteem 

and personal growth.n29 Marilyn and James Massey have identified it as an ideal site 
- - -  

26 Reinhan. Ferninisr Merhods, p. 220. 

27 ibid. p. 221. 
28 Ibid. p. 220. 
29 Dale spender. -Leamhg ro Create Our Own Knowledge." Conve r~enc~ .  13. 1-2. (1980). p. 17. 



for the ferninist religious experience. which they (somewhat narrowly) define as 

"getting in touch with the body and with deeply buried feelings and e r n o t i o n ~ . ~ ~ ~  

While consciousness-raising has been commonly used by the women's 

movement as a tiberation strategy. it is less often irnplemented by ferninist researchers 

in their community  intervention^,^^ perhaps because it requires a significant time 

comrnitment. Nonetheless. a modified consciousness-raising methodology appeared 

right for rny project. Elements of the mode1 which I particularly wanted to incorporate 

into rny work include its ernphasis on exploring and regaining the lost self, both 

direccly and through accessing Our history; its aim of promoting self esteem and 

persona1 growth: irs fostenng of open discussion and sharing among women: its 

inclusion and honoring of the body and emotion: and its focus on articularing analyses 

which promote change. 

Intervention Methodology 

And so, finally. we corne to the planning of Our community intervention. in 

which we shall see if radical storyteUing with a modified consciousness-raising group of 

Canadian Baha'i wornen increases their level of activism in the promotion of the 

advancernent of women. 

My first task was to decide how to assemble a group. As 1 have been unable to 

determine how most consciousness-raising groups recruit their members, and how the 

duration of the group's existence is decided. I am unsure how far From the original 

mode1 I have strayed in these respects. I decided to target Baha'i women in Ottawa. as a 

medium-large, ethnically mixed. readily accessible cornmunity, not unlike dozens of 

30 Massey and Massey. 'Ferninisrs on Chr i~t ianiy .~  p. 283. 
31 Maguire. Doine Participatory Research. p. 103. 



Baha'i communities across Canada. Left to my own devices, 1 devised a recmitment 

strategy which combined a general invitation for women to apply to participate. 

published in the local Baha'i newsletter. with personal invitations to apply sent out to 

a randomly-chosen fifth of the Bahd'i women in Ottawa (wtiich came out to 25 

invitations.) On the invitations. 1 emphasized that all were welcome to apply. but that 

space was Iirnited. and a group of participants most representative of the community's 

diversity would be chosen from the pool of applicants. As 'consciousness-raising 

group meetings" would sound u n f d i a r  and perhaps intirnidating to many Canadian 

Baha'i women. the project was biiled as a senes of workshops. Copies of recmitment 

matefiais are attached in appendix one. 

I also took it upon myself to arbitrarily set the duracion of the required 

cornmitment to five weekly meetings. Baha'is tend to be very busy people, and 1 felt 

that 1 would be unlikely to find many women willing to take on an open-ended tirne 

commirment. Furthemore. 1 myself was unwilling to do so. and felr that the demands 

of my project did not warrant it. 

As 1 was the researcher, and 1 was convening the groups. and was offering 

stories. it behooved me to clariw the extent of my leadership in the group. Without 

treading too heavily on the toes of the feminist power-sharing ethic. decided to 

clearly assume the role of a facilitator. In addition. 1 called upon the services of a co- 

facilitator to assist me in leading sorne exercises. independentty lead others. and at 

other times participate equally with the mernbers of the consciousness-raising group. 

This CO-facilitator. Faye Dupras. with whom 1 have worked extensively in the past. 

would, 1 hoped. diffuse the focus on a single leader and bridge the gap between 'the 

leader' and 'the led'. as well as collaborating with me in planning exercises and activities 

for the group. 



While recovenng the lost self. through the consciousness-raising discussion, 

nicely complements the process of recovering our lost s t ~ r i e s . ~ ~  a story alone does 

not a transfomative group process make. Adding storytelling to the sharing of 

personal views and expenences usually characteristic of consciousness-raising groups 

could leaven the discussion. broadening its base to help maintain a construcrive focus 

on affrmation and change, but we still had to decide how to use and present the stories 

in order to maxirnize their effectiveness, and what other activities and exercises to 

combine them with. 

Hashing out the procedural details of whar would be provided in each of the 

five workshops was an extremely labonous process which took several rnonths. In 

addition to the aspecrs of consciousness-raising groups which 1 wished to retain. and 

my focus on storytelling, 1 wanted to ensure that the group process would appeal to 

al1 learning styles. My CO-facilitator and 1 therefore painstakingly drafred workshop 

outlines which drew upon a wide range of facilitation and instruction strategies. These 

outlines. and the materials which supported the workshops. are al1 appended. 

One of rny early decisions was that participants were to receive workbooks. 

This enabled us to provide a lot of content - pertinent scriptural extracts. poetry. 

articles by feminist Bahal scholars, and excerpts from primary sources containing 

'seed stones" (the raw materials for story-building) - without cornpressing everything 

into the two or three hours per week of Our group's meetings. Each week would have 

its bundle of 'homework' readings. whch supported and supplemenred the workshop's 

content. and which were accompanied by a sheet of quesrions designed to stimulate a 

deeper analysis of the homework material. The workbooks dso contained a 

compilation of Baha'i prayers using ferninine language a n d o r  images for the 



participants to use at the opening and closing of the meetings, and to be available for 

use in their pnvate worship. 

The provision of primary-source 'seed stonesw in the workbooks was part of a 

two-pronged approach to storytelling. At each workshop, participants would bot h 

have a story told to them and receive the seeds of a story on paper. still buned in its 

source materials. In each case. the subject of the former would be an Eastern Baha'i 

woman, and the latter, Western. My hope was thereby to demystib the story- 

building process. to suggest that many stories remain hidden in the texts. and to 

encourage participants to see themselves as potenual story-builders. 

I divided Eastern and Western stories thus for two reasons. First, if a 

participant's curiosity is piqued by the 'seed stories". they are far more likely to be 

able to find further information on the subjects if they have been drawn from Our 

Western and more recent history. My second reason for this approach was that it 

seemed to reflect the nature of Our relationship to our predecessors: as we move doser 

temporally and geographically to ourselves . our understanding of characters and 

events necessarily becomes more fragmented. complex. and conflicted. Thus. the 

clippings and columns of the Western seed stories pro~lde  an informationai and 

experiential bridge between the smooth. polished narratives of Our more distant 

Eastern foresisters in their stones as told, and the jagged discontinuities we experience 

in Our own lives. 

Another early major decision concerned how 1 was going to present my tellings 

of rhe stories. and which stories 1 would tell. For the firsst workshop. needed a story 

broad enough to introduce a range of women's issues and themes. accessible enough to 

work with an audience which at that point might still be somewhat reserved and 



passive. and controversial enough to engage their interest. No one story seemed big 

enough. Instead. being a playwright, I wrote a one-act play. which my CO-facilitator 

and 1 would present as a staged reading at the Tist workshop. The play introduces 

participants to two Baha'i women frorn 1910. and allows them to eavesdrop as they sit 

on the front porch of their cabin at the first Baha'i school in North America. going 

over a copy of the frst issue of the first Bahai newsletter published in the West. My 

composite characters are able to voice a range of views (some of which 1 myself 

perhaps would not advocate) on  a wide array of issues. accessibly condensing a huge 

amount of information about the position of women in the early Eastern and Western 

Baha'i comrnunities into a haif an hour of often humorous dialogue. Their at times 

provocative gender analysis touches on many historic events. personalities. and 

places: as many of these references may be unfarniliar to participants. glossaries were 

provided for their perusal prior to the play's presentation. The play was to be 

followed by open discussion of the thoughts and feelings it had stimulated. This. dong 

with the initial welcomes and introductory exercises. would take up the entire first 

session. 

In the second workshop. I wanted to explore ideas of masculinity and 

femininity. To support this objective. decided to tell the story of a generally 

unknown woman named Sakinih Sulian. Eariy in her life. Sakinih was rnarried to a 

man who. dong with six of his CO-religionists, was killed for his beliefs in a particularly 

gruesome manner; because of this connecrion. her grandson wrote a fairly detailed 

account of her life. Her story may be as close as the sources get to an account of the 

life of a fairly ordinary early Baha'i woman. After the teiling, participants were to 

brainstorm charactenstics of Sakinih Sultan. This would lead into brainstorming and 

discussion of masculinity and femininity, as manifested in the story. after which 

participants would be asked to explore their own understandings of the masculine and 



the feminine. individually and in pairs, and to consider how they are manifested in 

their own characters. 

This exploration would then be carried into an art activity. A wide array of art 

supplies - papers. paints. glues. fabrics. colored glass. metals. wood. brushes. pens. 

pends, etc - would be laid out prior to the workshop. and each participant given a 

cornfortable work station. For the remainder of the workshop. participants would be 

free to worklplay with the art supplies. Their official mandate would be to create 

something which represented their relationship to the masculine and feminine within 

themselves: however, they'd be free to do whatever they liked. 

The theme for the third workshop was unveiling. and the obvious choice for a 

story was Tahirih, whose literal unveiling was one of the pivotal moments in the 

development of our community. She was an ardent champion of the rights o f  women. 

and utterly unconventional. Her story would provide a perfect stimulus for the 

group's exploration of the role of veils and veiling in our own expenence. The story, 

however. would require careful treatment. Most participants would already be larniliar 

with standard presentations and interpretations of Tahirih's iife. inrerpretations which 

üonized Tahirih but left the hearers static, gazing up. Through a subversive re-telling 

of the story, 1 hoped to point out the gaps in our knowledge of this supposedly- 

known foresister. to highlight neglected questions and parts of her story. and to bring 

her closer to the participants. so that they rnight feel both reverence and affinity. 

To accomplish this. 1 planned to combine a careful scnpting of her story with 

participatory theatre. By veiling participants, limiting their right to speak. alrering 

their seating. and using mirrors. participants were to be kinesthetically drawn into the 

storytelling. After the telling. participants would be given a senes of quick free-writing 



triggers exploring their relationships with veils, both literd and metaphoric. This 

would be followed by a n tuahed  unveiling. after which we would be free to speak and 

discuss Our expenences. The final element of the workshop would involve each 

participant. without feedback. sharing their art piece from the previous session with 

the group. 

The fourth workshop would focus on boldness. submission. and powerlessness. 

1 decided to tell the story of Sharns i Duha, one of the many women who appear on the 

penphery of Tahirih's story. Although she achieved a certain degree of fame. her 

story is still widely unknown. She thus stands somewhere between Sakinih Sultan - 

and Tahirih in terms of farniliarity. Her story combines instances of both 

'ordinarinessw and exceptionality. allowing us to question the othering of heroic 

figures. Furthermore. her status as Tahirih's friend provides an opportunity to 

challenge atornized interpretations of history. and to present an aiternative telling 

which highlights the network of relationships through which many early Bahai 

women supported and sustained one anot her's activisrn. 

The telling would be lollowed by srnall group work and whole group 

brainstorming whic h interrogated concepts of boldness, submission. and 

powerlessness, with a focus on how they appeared in Shams i Duha's actions. 

Su bsequentiy. participants would be offered a participatory theatre exercise, in whic h 

they kmesthetically experience transformations from powerlessness to submission and 

from powerlessness to boldness. The workshop would end with a guided visualization 

which furthered their reflection on the workshop's themes. (Both the partidpatory 

theatre exercise and the visualization are descnbed in detail in the workshop outline 

contained in appendix two.) 



At the fifth and final workshop. after a great deal of deliberation, 1 decided not to 

tell a story at all: at this point. the participants' own stories had to become central. if 

they were to consider what changes and actions they personally could undertake to 

promote the advancement of women. We had to be grounded in the here and now. but 

at the same tirne. not limited by it: all too often. what is meant to be an empowering and 

supportive sharing of experiences and feelings turns into a mutually depressing 

commiseration which inflates Our feelings of grievance and powerlessness without 

reinforcing the positive aspects of our tives. While sharing one's pain has a legitimate 

place. it can easily stray into confession and back-biting or gossip. aU of which run 

counter to Baha'i principles. and the design and Limited duration of this project did not 

allow for a sustained support-group situation in  which such a process may be more 

adequately handled. I decided that it would b e  more productive to promote discussion 

which turned Our attention to fertile ground in which growth might be fostered. 

To that end. 1 planned to ask participants to discuss and contribure to the 

listing and mapping of activities promoting the advancement of women on the global 

and local scales. both within and outside of the Baha'i comrnunity. As  a corollary. they 

would individually write down what was promoting their own advancement on a 'self- 

map'. and share one of those items with the group. 

Subsequentiy. the group would create a joint-poem describing their vision of 

an equal world (descnbed in detail in the attached workshop outline.) Comparison 

between the objectives thus compiled. and the actions listed and mapped in the 

previous exercise. would. 1 hoped. reveal which of Our objectives have been neglected 

by the activity already ongoing. This information would feed into a brainstorm of 

further activities which might be undertaken to promote the advancement of wornen. 

Each participant would then choose one item from this brainstorm to add to their 'self- 



maps' as a new undertaking, a 'gift to themselves.' 1 would then collect the self rnaps. 

which, dong with a transcription of their joint-poem. a copy of their brainstorm of 

activities which could promote the advancement of women. their Listing of what in 

thernselves they keep veiled, a certificate of participacion. and a post-intervention 

evaluation forrn, would be rnailed out to them about two months later. 

The workshop would end with discussion. celebration (by way of food), 

introduction to an annotated bibliography of sources used in preparïng the project, 

Resul ts 

and the frliing out of evaluations. 

Ill summarize what actua This section w Iiy happened, and assess whet 

d i  these Iaboriously crafted methods actuaily worked. 

.her or not 

What Happened 

My first job was to find a group. With the assistance of a community 

members hip iist. provided by the Ottawa Local Spiritual Assembly . invitations to 

apply were rnailed out to a random sample (every fifth woman on the list) and the 

workshop series was advertised in the local newsletter. Within a few days, I received 

about fifteen c d s  from interested women. Ultimateiy. eleven of them applied for the 

workshops. As 1 had space for them all. and as they represented a good cross-section 

of the cornmunity. al1 of them were accepted. 

Ten of the twelve had received invitations by mail. and the other two applicants 

came from an outlying community and had heard about the workshops 'through the 



grapevine'. Thus. the newsletter posting was quite ineffective - probably moreso 

because the ad gave a wrong phone number. Quite a few women caiied or approached 

me at Bahg'i events to express their interest but inability to attend: many of them said 

they would want to attend a subsequent run of the senes. Perhaps greater response 

would have been achieved if the workshops were offered in the fall or winter. when 

most people are at  home. Another factor cooling the community's response may have 

been that several multi-week 'training programs' had recently been offered in Ottawa as 

part of a new national Bahai strategy for promoting community education: the local 

Baha'is rnay have had their fd of workshops for the time being. or may already have 

fully comrnitted their time to such programs. 

There is anecdotal evidence that some women in the community felt that they 

'weren't qualified" to participate in the workshops. Although the wording of the 

advertising. which asked them to "applyw to attend. specified that al1 were encouraged 

to apply and that the application process was oniy being used ro ensure the diversity 

of the group. the idea of applying seems to have intimidated some women. leading them 

to believe that participants ought to have some specid knowledge or experience. Their 

own fear of rejection prevented them from applying. This is particularly regrettable. 

as such women may well have benefitted the most from the workshops. 

While 1 would have loved to know other women's reasons for not attending. 1 

could not think of a way of soliciting this information w'ithout running the risk of 

making them feel embarrassed. AS deepening one's knowledge of Baha'i teachings and 

ability to irnplement them carries such an emphasis in the community. many women 

who chose not to attend may have felt guilty about it. and 1 did not want to add to 

their burden by asking for an explanation. 



In the end. eight women showed up at the first workshop. They ranged in age 

from 28 to 60. with an average age of 40. Four were manied. one separated. one 

divarced. and two single. Two were of Persian descent. one Polish. one African- 

American. and four 'WASP'. While five of them had been Bahhis for twenty years or 

more. one of them had been Bahd'i for three years. one for a year. and one for four 

months. Half of the group said that they were moderarely active in the cornmunity. 

while two members said they were slightly moreso. and two said slightiy less. When 

asked if they would c d  themselves feminist, five said yes. two said maybe. and one said 

no, with the comment that it would -depend on the definition of 'leminist'". Several of 

the women were quick to add that they were not uradical ferninists." 

Seven of these eight women returned for the remaining four weekly workshops. 

Although I initially had planned for a group of a dozen or more. ultirnately the small 

group size lent itself to the creation of greater intimacy and ailowed individuals more 

space to participate in discussions. Any fewer. rhough. would have been difficult to 

work with. Most of the participants did not know each other well prior to the 

workshops. although two of them had a history of prior social contact with me. 

Space for the group meetings had been arranged at the Ottawa Bahzi'i 

Information Centre. in downtown Ottawa. Participants preferred this location. 

perhaps because it is easily accessible by bus. Tt dso had the advantage of being a 

fairly neutral space. and providing lots of room for our theatre and art exercises. 

However. the space was far from ideal. Most problernatic was the lack of privacy: twice, 

other meetings were being held at the sarne time at the other end of the large open area, 

and on several occasions. loud conversations between info centre staff and drop-in 

visitors threatened to disrupt the workshops. 1 found it particularly awkward when 

the interruptions occurred d u m g  the play or the telling of a story. making it 



extremely difficult to keep participants immersed in the dramatic expenence. Even 

when we managed to be alone in the centre, the heavy traffic outside the door and the 

clanking of the cantankerous furnace provided constant background noise. The space 

was also full of fumes frorn an adjoining acrylic nafi emporium (not connected to the 

Baha'is). Finally. its cavernous size did not foster a cozy atmosphere: this iast problem 

was sornewhat remedied by tucking the group into a partially enclosed corner and 

turning off many of the lights. If the group had not clearly expressed its preference 

for the centre, 1 certainly would have moved the workshops to a more propitious 

location. Nonetheless. 1 am very grateful to the Ottawa Assembly for graciously 

allowing me to use its centre. 

The group agreed upon Wednesday evenings at 7:00 as a mutually convenient 

time. On two occasions. a participant was absent. due to either uavel or illness. In the 

future. 1 might prefer to offer the workshops on a weekend afternoon. to facilitate the 

attendance of mothers of young children. and to avoid group 'burn out' after a long 

day at work. Fatigue, in both the participants and myself, cropped up from time to 

tirne, and required that we adjourn by ten p.m. whether or not we were ready to do so. 

While six of the participants reported that the length of the workshops (2.5 hours) was 

'just right*. one participant found them too long: an afternoon time slot would 

probably have avoided this problern. 

Mthough the five week cornmitment may have dissuaded many women from 

applying. the participants seemed to have no problem with it: while five reported that 

the number of workshops was 'just right,' two were eager for more. comrnenting "Want 

more of everything!" and '1 realize a workshop must end at some point and it ended 
33 with great closure but 1 would encourage another or another few ... . 

33 Quows from participants taken from surnrnary of evaluation foms- See Appendix Three. 



Although participants seemed engaged and satisfied. 1 felt that the fist  

workshop got off to a slow srart. The 'sacred objects' exercise (see appenûix). which 

was rneant primarily to break the ice and introduce participants to one another, was 

not weU understood by participants (and thus probably not well expiained or 

conceived by me). 1 was interested to observe the range of objects which represented 

the ferninine and the sacred to participants - they ranged from the conventional (lace. 

pearls. rose petds) to the quirky (a cantaloupe). Participants were quite guarded with 

one another. and the workshop's format was not participatory enough to draw them 

out, nor did the sacred objects exercise create a sense of intirnacy and trust. 

Furthermore. 1 was feeling hamed. as I'd arrived too lare to set the space up 

calmly, and had been thrown off by finding that we would be sharing the centre with 

others. In consequence. my CO-facilitator and I were nor quite 'in sync' with each other 

when we performed the play - our timing and delivery was a bit off - so although the 

group thought it was wonderful, we were both a bit disappointed. as we knew from 

previous performances that it could be much better. Nonetheless. after a few hiccups. 

a lively discussion ensued. and participants seemed to go home satisfied and eager to 

return, unburdened by the knowledge of just how great it could have been. 

The second workshop was not so shaky. Participants were seated in a corner 

which provided greater intimacy, and they seemed rnuch more comfortabie with one 

another. At the sarne tirne, my expectations and anxiety Ievel were much lower. At the 

beginning of the workshop. participants were asked if they had any questions or 

comments based on their homework readings: in this and all subsequent workshops, 

the homework seemed to have been weU received and read. Participants generally had 

one or two things to Say about the readings. but then were ready to move on. 



While this workshop's story was very wel1 received. participants had some 

difficulty with the ensuing discussion of masculinity and femininity. and tended to talk 

across one another and in abstract terms. Partially. this was my fault - 1 should have 

frarned the discussion differently - but it also may have been due to discornfort with the 

topic, which could be quite contentious and emotional. It may be that participants 

were not adequately prepared for this degree of disclosure and thus kept their 

comrnents bloodless and ethereal. This lack of grit and realism Frustrated at least one 

participant, who urged greater honesty. Nonetheless. ail participants contributed to 

the discussion. 

The art work/play which folIowed was very popular. Although one or two of 

the women insisted that they uweren't creative" or "weren't artistic". a l l  of them really 

got into it. and many of them did not want to go home. The art seemed to relax 

participants. who worked calmly. laughing and chatting with one another. and 

appeared to take great pleasure in it. Two of the participants identified this as their 

favorite workshop: one mentioned that she "liked the sharing. the loving, the creatingeP 

while the other explained that 'it was unexpected and 1 never have time to do art 

despite that 1 enjoy it very much. It seems to be low on my priority list." Several of 

the women were surprised by how much they enjoyed both the process and the 

mworks they produced. It was enormously gratibing to see them taking so much 

pleasure from the exercise. but also sad to observe how we deprive ourselves of such 

simple. restorative activities in Our daily lives. 

The third workshop. in which participants were involved in the telling of the 

story of Tahirih, was dogged by interruptions. which diffused its impact to some 

extent. Nonetheless, the veiling was very powerful, and two of the participants 

identified it as their favorite part of the senes. Participants seerned quite moved, readily 

responded to my direction throughout the exercise. and then were quite eager to talk 



about the experience. While the freewriting exercise generated a lot of insights. it 

would have been better if 1 had planned to do something with the results beyond 

compiling them on a flipchart and including transcriptions of them in their post- 

workshop mail-out packages. The workshop could also have benefitted from greater 

use of pertinent scriptures. 

By the fourth workshop. the group was working very weI1. Thankfully, this 

time. there were no interruptions and we had the centre to ourselves. Participants 

were able to engage with the storytelling ana subsequent discussion. However. they 

particularly seemed to enjoy the participatory theatre exercise and the guided 

visualization. Enough trust had been established that they were ready to use their 

bodies. In the theatre exercise. some of the participants were a bit self-conscious. in 

that they could not totally forget about the appearance of what they were doing. even 

though they were unobserved. However. they vocalized this and recognized that it 

needed to be overcome. Al1 of us were surprised by how effective and moving the 

exercise was, and how it transformed our ernotional States. 

The visualization was also very effective. Aftenuards. participants were calm 

and reflective, and spontaneously shared their experiences in the visualization - some 

of them quite personal - with a great deal of murual respect and trust. in an atmosphere 

that was real withour being gnm. Two of the participants identified this as their 

favorite workshop: one because of the "relaxation and expression through our bodies". 

while the other said, 

I felt free to express my inner-self during the tableau exercise and was happily 
surprised at the concrete connection between concentration and stance and the 
energy felt and created within. as weU as projected. It gave me a sense of 
connection with everyone. The visuahzation revealed virtues 1 must continue 

to work on and ones 1 have succeeded at.34 



The fifth and final workshop began with a lot of laughter: the group was happy 

to see one another again, and very comfortable together. One participant brought 

Mies, while another brought a poem that she had wntten based on her expenences 

wirh the group. The initial mapping exercise was serni-successful: a less awkward route 

to the same results would be preferable. It may have been more effective if 

participants had a more active role in the exercise and it somehow involved motion. 

The self-map component of the exercise, although greeted with some confusion. was 

ultimately more successful. perhaps because it was participatory 

The joint poem exercise was similarly well received. and produced quite rnoving 

results. However. the group had a bit of trouble when asked to compare the joint 

poems' statements of objectives with their self maps' statements of what is dready 

happening: either the activity needs to be descnbed more clearly. or it needs co be 

redesigned, or both. Perhaps the joint-poem exercise would work better if placed in an 

eariier workshop. so that it could be synthesized and analysed by the facilitator(s) 

before being presented as a catalys~ for discussion. 

Despire the bumpy ride, the participants were able to stay on track. Their 

ultimare brainstorm of things which could be done to promote the advancement of 

women was very fmitful, and dl of them were quite taken aback by the paucity of 

activities they were able to identify in the local Baha'i cornmunity. The workshop 

ended on a positive. action-onented note. The participants lingered afterwards. 

chatting, unwilling to see the process end. 



Was It Effective? 

Part of my initial task. in designing the methodology for this project. had been 

to select means of evaluating its impact. As this would be a single test. with a s m d  

group. only very provisional. lirnited results could be hoped for: nonethetes, 1 was 

deterrnined to seek resuits more substantive than 'how it felt' and whether or not 

everyone seemed to have a good time. This thesis has asked if radical storytelling with 

a modified consciousness-raising group of Baha'i women will increase their activism in 

the promotion of the advancernent of women: it behooves me to try and provide at 

least the beginnings of an answer. 

My evaluation methodology was quite simple. Participants filed out a 

questionnaire at the first workshop. which gathered personal information. as well as 

gauged their attitudes toward the advancement of wornen: this questionnaire was 

intended to provide a sort of 'base line" profile of the group prior to the inten7ention. 

At the finai workshop. participants filled out an evaluation form. which soughr their 

opinions about the series. their advice. and their assessrnent of its impact. Roughly six 

weeks after the final workshop. participants received a post-workshop evaluadon f o n .  

which asked what they retained from the workshops, what impact the series had had 

on thern. and again gauged their attitudes toward the advancement of women. These 

formal evaluation tools are appended. and were, of course, supplemented by discussion 

and rny own sense of how things were going. 

Participant evaluations from the last workshop were generally positive. While 

one participant found the series only 'moderately interesting-. d l  others rated it very 

or extremely interesting. A range of workshop components were identified as most 

mernorable. Four participants mentioned the stories and the play; as one commented. 

'1 had never corne across such amount of incredible story relling dealing with the 



feminine role." Three participants were particularly struck by the group's discussions, 

noting both that the diversity of the participants had 'broadened my knowledge and 

understanding," and that they'd developed a new appreciation for 'how definitions of 

words can separate us and threaten compassion." Two participants identified the art 

and theatre exercises and our s h e d  joy and 'belly laughter" as most memorable, and 

two indicated that they were most impressed by the bard work, 'creativity, honesty. 

and talent" of the facilitators. Findly, and most gratifjmgly for me. one participant 

said that she'd remernber ' a sense of empowermentw the most. while another said she'd 

remember 'the advancement of women and to keep working and not to give up.* 

Ail participants reported that the workshops had been a worthwhile 

expenence. One said. 'this is the most profound workshop 1 have been a part of in the 

Baha'i community or elsewhere.' Three highlighted the storytelling as particularly 

useful: one said have aiways felt disconnected from Baha'i herstory and this helped 

me take ownership". while two mentioned that the stories had provided courage, new 

role modeIs. and new energy to act and serve. In the same vein. two other participants 

described the workshops as empowenng or inspiring action: one even asserted that 

the workshops 'helped open my eyes to feminism." Three participants also noted that 

'the coming together of all of us as strong women" was joyous and exciting. and had 

increased their love for themselves and their Baha'i sisters. 

All of this would seem to indicate that the senes had quite an impact on the 

participants: however, perhaps paradoxically. al1 but one of them indicated that the 

series had changed or challenged their views only to a slight or moderate degree. At 

the same time. none of the participants reported feeling uncomfortable with the 

information shared - which may suggest good facilitation and judgernent on my part. 

but could also imply that my approach should have been more direct and hard-hitting. 

One participant said she was uncomfortable with what she perceived as 'generalizing 



perceived as 'gener-ng women as having low self esteem," while another confessed: 

Actually. 1 felt, maybe. 1 reveaied more than 1 was expected to at times and was 

surprised at how 1 felt moved to talk and share - something 1 don't always do 

comfortably. 

I was quite pleased by this comment, as it implies that an open. risting group 

dynamic was successfully established. 

Participants were also asked for their advice about the workshops' design. 

While most were content with the arnount of storytelling, two wanted more creative 

exercises, three wanted more visualizations, and four wanred more discussion. The 

most frequently suggested change to the series was to inctude more discussion which 

referred to Baha'i scriptures and adhered to the principles of c o n s u l t a t i ~ n . ~ ~  Journal 

keeping and sharing was also suggested in support of this aim. One participant wanted 

greater clarification of the connection between the individual workshops and the series' 

overall goals, while another asked that the intersection of race and gender be drawn 

into the discussion, and felt that there was too much emphasis on differences between 

women and men. 

Although two participants thought that opening up the workshops to mixed 

groups would be preferable. the rnajority were quite adamant that woman-only 

workshops provided a necessary 'safe space'. At rhe sarne time. four participants 

suggested that running a separate parallel men's workshop series. with occasionai 

pracücal win-win joint exercises, would be ideal, as men also need an opportunity to 

share and to change. and "we need to experience success in gender unity". 

Post- workshop evaluation responses. obtained two months after the final 

session, were also overwhelmingly positive. Several participants noted that the 

35 Consultation is characterized by the frank. open. dispassionare and cordial expression of views. 
followed by the adoption of a decision. eirher unanimously or by rnajoriry vote. which al1 are expected 
to fully support. 



workshops left them feeling 'more liberated" or 'more emancipated": as one of the 

women wrote. "the workshops "had the effect of making me feel more free to be me - 

open. determined, etc."36 In their pre-workshop questionnaires. participants 

unanimously assessed the Bahai community as doing moderately well in its efforts to 

practice equality (giving a grade of 3 on a 5 point scale): however. an ovewhelming 

majority in the post-workshop evaluations indicated that it was 'very important' that 

the community increase its efforts in this regard.37 Although prior to the workshops 

many of the participants had mixed or negative feelings about feminism. after the series 

four felt that it was 'very importantw that they increase their activism on gender 

issues, one felt it was 'urgent." and one felt it was 'moderately important." 

Participants' cornments suggest that the workshops increased both their 

awareness of women's oppression and their capacity and inclination to work against it. 

One participant said the workshops 'were empowering for me as a Bahai and as a 

woman ... [they] made me feel, and still make me feel that there is hope." while another 

stated that they had 'reinforced in me the idea that women's roles and visibility and 

acceptance must be focussed on." One woman said. 

1 pay particular attention to the role of women. my role as a woman and the 
voices of others when discussing the advancement of women. 1 feel compelled 
to move towards bringing this issue up everywhere ... 

Yet another comrnented that since the workshops she felt less burdened by destructive 

baggage. and intended to increase her efforts to empower men as promoters of equality. 

Participants mentioned a range of personal plans for promoting equality. including 

bnnging it up at community consultations: proposing it as a topic for discussion in 

the Local Assembly andor its comrnittees: integrating ir into childrens' classes 

curriculum: giving talks: using 'ferninine" prayers at Baha'i gatherings: and attending 

or hosting related workshops and events. 

36 Al1 quotes taken from sumrnary of post-workihop evaluation responses. artachec! in appendix three. 

37 Five said ir \vas .very important': one called it *urgenrm. and one called it 'moderarely irnportanr.. 



While persona1 activism was recognized as 'the only way society can change." 

some participants expressed qudms about their ability to take on new tasks, citing 

time constraints. personal bagage, hectic schedules or the demands of single 

motherhood. One participant consequentiy noted that she felt able to promote her 

own advancement, but perhaps not the advancement of women in general. Typically. 

however, such concems were raised as inconveniences which complicated but did not 

prevent greater activism. 

The following comment was particularly interesting. as it suggests that the 

workshops may have provoked shifts in both the degree of activism and the methods 

used: 

It also had an effect on the thinking process - your approach in the workshops 
was very organized. very systematic presentations. and perhaps now 1 think in 
a more systematic way. It had not occurred to me before but now 1 apply my 
capacity for systematic thinking and organization - that 1 use in my work as a 
scientist - to promoting the advancement of women. 

The post-workshop evaluations thus suggest that the intervention may have both 

increased and altered participants' activism on gender issues. 

Many participants identified a concomitant increase in their attachment to their 

CO-religionists: one said '1 Feel a closeness to my Baha'i brothers and sisters in rising to 

this challenge, particularly my sisters": another stated "it made me feel bonded to other 

Bahai women [and] relieved to experience such expressions of an understanding of 

women's oppression"; while a third said '1 feel closer to the workshop participants - 

especidly the organizers. I also feel closer to the Baha'i wornen of the pasr." Two 

participants identified this closeness as the most memorablo aspect of the series: one 

was particularly impressed by "the coming together of some strong. loving women in 

the community who are concerned for their well-being when it cornes to equaiity. And 



are willing to roll up their sieeves to heip in this process.' The opportunity to 

network was further identified as a valuable consequence of the series. 

Several participants further expressed an increased connection to the faith 

itself. One woman commented. '1 imagine 1 think more as a Baha'i should think or 

perhaps how 1 think a Baha'i should think," while another said 'It made me think 

there's much work to do and ... the best way to do it is through the Faith." One 

participant explained: 

I'd like to get more involved in the Baha'i cornmunity's activities too - when 1 
work with Bahais there is more excitement and spirit and encouraging one 
another - but in non-Baha'f organizations 1 often get burned out or discouraged 
as there is too much resistance to ferninisrn. 

The deepening of participants' faith and interest in community involvement appears to 

be an unanticipated result of the workshop series. One woman suggested that this 

involvement itself constituted a significant 3 t e p  in the nghr directionw in terms of 

promoting equality. The following participant's comment emphasizes this point: 

The workshops especiaLly suggested to me the need to keep closer contact with 
Bahais. T t  was very joyful and when we are happy we can do more ... together 
we can do more. 

On a more specific level. participants were again ükely to refer to the 

storytelling, play, and other uses of the arts as mernorable components of the series. 

The use of veils in the third workshop's storytelling was expenenced as particularly 

powerful. One participant noted: 

The workshops* emphasis on how more than what was very nice especially for 
me who cornes home exhausted - it made us feel cornfortable. made it interesting. 
The workshops did not stuff us with knowledge and information but were 
teaching us through experience. 1 remember the journey you took us on. 

suggested changes for future mns of the workshop series included more meditation: 

less emphasis on gender differences: an improved meeting place: a weekend (rather 



than week-night) tirne dot: a different approach to the discussion of s e ~ u a l i t ~ : ~ ~  

offering a pre-arranged follow-up plan: and lengthening the series in order to 

incorporate a broader analysis of gender issues. Four participants said they would 

change no thing. 

Discussion 

Several points raised in the foregoing presentation of this project's results bear 

further discussion. First among these is the group's composition. As previously 

described, a variety of somewhat complicated methods were used to recruit 

participants. The group thereby assembled was problematic in two regards: firsr. as 

participants were self-selecting. their attitudes toward gender issues were already 

somewhat more radical than the 'average' Canadian Baha'is. This concern is bourne 

out by comparing the views expressed by participants in their pre-workshop 

questionnaires to the range of attitudes found in the Canadian Bahâ'î community by 

Will and Debbie van den Hoonaard's study. Expionne Near To The Heart Issues. 

Extracts from these questionnaires suggest that participants were aware of inequable 

practices in the community, as judged by the following indicators: 

The percentage of women serving in visible capacities in the community. The 
voices of women at leasts are silent. Very üttie respect for 'mothers' as 
educators. There is a struggle for power: men have a hard tirne stepping down ... 
there's a long way to go! 

Willingness of the Baha'i community to use this principle as a b a i s  for teaching 
systernatically and pubücly. F a n g  support and sometimes murmurs of 
discontent when women-only or women-oriented events are run. Failure to 
support International Women's Day ... 

38 1 had broached rhis topic in workshop one's play. in which the characrers discuss the sexual 
activeness of Baha'ri'llah as the father of 15 (or so) children and the implications of this for Our 
understanding of rhe purity or irnpurity of sex and the (fernale) body. 



Tasks. duties, performed in traditional ways. ie., women in kitchen. caring for 
children. Consultation dominated by men's way of thinking. 

Freedodcourage to express oneself freely. Number of women on the 
institutions. 

Equdity is being worked on but more needs to be done. I think men need to 
work toward this goal harder. They need to be more educated. 

1 have witnessed unwanted sexual advances. 1 have heard destructive jokes. ... I 
know spousal abuse takes place in thb community. 1 also know it is addressed 

at tir ne^.^^ 
While the van den Koonaards also found communiv members apt to raise such issues. 

they concluded that the majority of Baha'is would be i d i n e d  to make more 

conservative criticisms. This project, then. may have successfully increased rhe 

acrivism of women already more-or-less aware and engaged in the promotion of 

equality: how successful it would be with a group of reluctant learners or 'anti-f'erninist' 

Baha'is remains to be seen. Those most in need of consciousness-raising are 

unfortunately also those most unlikely to voluntarily attend. 

The second problem with the group was its size. Although the smallness of the 

group ( seven participants and two facilitators ) enabled us to become quite intimate 

with one another. it also increased the participants' exposure and made my job more 

difficult. These are not serious concerns: however, it is wonh considering why so few 

women sought to participate. It is likely that some women were put off or confused by 

the required 'application* process: future O ffenngs of the workshop series. free from 

academic requirements , can eschew such recruitment techniques and adopt the Iess 

intimidating corne-one, corne-all approach common to many Baha'i events. It may 

simply be that 1 offered an unattractive opportunity: but as many women expressed 

39 Al1 quores taken from surnrnary of questionnaire results. arrached in appendix three. 



their interest in the project, 1 do not believe this to be true. It is more likely that the 

s m d  attendance refiects a broader problem of community support for Baha'i 

educational gathenngs. in which the same core of active believers are likely to support 

al1 endeavors, while the majority remain peripherally involved in community life. 

While the Baha'i community is well aware of this tendency. and often self-critical in this 

regard. it may be that this problem is endemic to d l  organizations and that the Bahais' 

proportion of acrive believers is relatively high. Nonetheles, the problem of 

community transformation becomes insurnountable if one is confined to working with 

seven people at a time. In order for the workshop series to effect enduring change in 

the implernentation of equaüty in the Canadian community, many people must 

participate. The Likelihood of this happening is further diminished by the existence of 

several ongoing efforts to promote other equally imperative Baha'i objectives within 

the community. Alternative or supplemental methods for disseminating the 

workshops' information rnay thus be advisable. such as offering the sessions at Baha'i 

summer or winter schools, giving condensed presentations at feasts and other 

cornmunity meetings, or preparing and distributing related print r n a t e r i a l ~ . ~ ~  

A third aspect of this project which may be reconsidered in future renderings is 

the location and timing. The space chosen for rhis offering of the seties had obvious 

shortcomings; rather than consulting the group and following its suggestions. 1 would 

in future be inclined to immediately re-locate if in my view the space was unsuitable. A 

mid-sized dance studio would be ide& a home could also be effective. 1 would 

furthermore follow participants' suggestions regarding the senes' timing and resist 

offering the workshop on a week night. 

Fourth, several changes in workshop design seem advisable. 1 would be 

inclined to add two or three workshops to the series. in order to facilitate the increased 

40 *Feastsœ are the cornrnunityes regular rneerings. held every 19 days ar the s t a n  of a BahSi rnonth. 



use of the scnptures and hand-outs contained in participants' workbooks. to include 

more meditaüon and discussion. and to more thoroughly address the intersection of 

race and gender and women's experience of sexualiy and body image. 

1 would further aspire to offenng an adapted parallel series of men's workshops, 

perhaps with a male CO-facilitator. which could run sirnultaneously and permit some 

joint muted-gender activities. Work with Baha'i men on gender issues is an essential 

pre-requisite for community-wide activisrn: continuing to offer equdity-promoting 

activities for women alone may perpetuate the notion that implernenting equality is 

primarily women's responsibility. My failure to offer a paralle1 male-stream in this first 

test of the workshop senes is an unfortunate consequence of practicai and time 

cons traints. 

In addition to these modifications of the structure of the workshop series. 

would be inclined to introduce a few specific changes in curriculum. The joint-poem 

activity. which investigates indicators of equality, would be moved from the last 

workshop to the first. to replace the weaker 'sacred objects* opening exercise. The 

discussion of masculinity and femininity in the second workshop would be inregrated 

into a kinesthetic exercise: this and several other components of the senes would be 

re-designed in order to include greater use of pertinent scriptures. Participatory 

methods for the first workshop's play. the final workshop's mapping exercise, and dl 

storytelling would be adopted. The results of freewriting and brainstorming would 

become more integrated into subsequent activities within the workshops. and 

journaling and follow-up activity planning would be added to the program. Finally. on 

a more incidental note. would photograph participants' artwork produced in 

workshop two for my records. 



1 would also undertake to challenge participants' views more directly, 

particularly their hesitancy to coiiaborate with non-Baha'i feminist groups: this would 

ükely require a direct interrogation of the issue of women's seMce on the House of 

Justice. 1 am ernboldened in this course by the participants' reports that the 

workshops challenged or changed their views only slightly. Given the trust and 

openness which prevailed. 1 am inclined to believe that the group would have tolerated 

a deeper investigation of awkward or painful topics. (Of course. going too Far in this 

direction would jeopardize healthy group dynarnics). It is also possible that the 

participants' self-report in this regard may be sornewhat rnisleading: the materials 

presented rnay have confirmed or increased their ability to implement their views 

without necessarily being perceived as changing or chailenging them. 

I would also not hesitate to counter allegations of man-bashing or emphasizing 

difference. One participant in the series raised these sobering charges in her 

evaluations: however. neither rny CO-facilitator nor the ot her participants s hared this 

view, and. while 1 may delude myself. 1 had expressly sought to avoid conveying such 

messages. This may be an instance of projection: in any case, would in future 

respond promptly and directly to such perceptions. 

A sixth issue raised in the presentation of results which bears further 

discussion is my evaluation methods. The single largest flaw in this intervention. in 

my view, was the poor relationship between the pre-workshop questionnaire and the 

post-workshop evaluation tools, which were designed months apart. In future 

offerings. the questionnaire will be re-worked to address more directly the indicators of 

attitudind and behavioral change which the evaluations seek to assess. This weakness 

in the questionnaire significantly limits my ability to categoncally assert that the 

workshops achieved their intended purpose. Nonetheless, ar least three conclusions 



may be drawn from the evaluations: first. the use of radical srorytelling as a change- 

agent arnong Bahd'i wornen appears to both increase rheir dedication to act as 

promoters of the advancement of women and to strengthen their atrachment ro the 

Baha'i community by enabling them to access and interpret their history: second. 

participatory arts-based community intervention methods foster participants' 

engagement and investrnent in the process of change and are likely to be rernembered: 

and finally. groups of Baba'; women rnay easily and eagerly estabüsh a sense of 

sisterhood, characterized by open. supporting, loving communication and connection. 

which they find empowering and inspiring. and often lacking in their lives. 



Conclusion 

In this thesis, 1 proposed that religion can be an emancipatory force in the 

Iives of women. and that the BahA'i faith has acted as such. increasing the capacity of 

early female believers in the East and the West and current Baha'i women around the 

world to resist oppressive gender norms. This liberating influence rnay be attributed 

to the faith's egalitarian vision of gender, which is cleady enunciated in its central 

scriptures. The implementation of this vision, 1 have argued. has differed over time 

and space. and has been affected by the comrnunity's maturity and cultural context. 

Conservativism on gender issues has surfaced in the current Canadian Baha'i 

cornmunity: this thesis sought to test the efficacy of consciousness-raising groups 

based on reclaiming Bahl'i women's history as a means to counter this trend by 

increasing activism in the promotion of equality. 

Despite the aforementioned limitations of the project. the community 

intervention methods tested seem to have significantly increased participanrs' 

awareness of gender issues and activism in the promotion of the advancement of 

women. In addition to benefitting from the workshops* curriculum. 1 was surprised to 

find that participants appear to have been inspired by the systematic activism 

modeiled by me and my CO-facilitator in the course of this project. The intervention 

seems also to have had the unanticipated effect of increasing participants' attachment to 

their faith and to the Baha'i community. If, as van den Hoonaard h a  noted. the 

community tends to lack informal bonds, this sense of connection may be rare and 

precious indeed, and is perhaps itself wonh al1 the bother. (After dl .  one of the prime 

objectives of consciousness-raising is building a sense of 'sisterhood.') The fact that 

the workshops' critique of the implementation of equality in the community enhanced 



rather than darnpened participants' faith further suggests that this intervention has 

respected the beliefs and perspectives of the participants and has helped them further 

their own aims. in keeping with the dictates of action research. 

From rny own perspective. 1 found the process of designing and delivering the 

series unexpectedly challenging and full of learning. 1 felt quite unfit to lead the 

participants. aIl of whom were older (and perhaps wiser) than me: 1 was greatly assisted 

by their patience, support, and encouragement. The success of the venture is further 

attributable to the ideas, intelligence, and expenence of Faye Dupras. my CO-facilitator. 

whose unfailing creativity and audacity shaped many of the most effective components 

of the senes, and whose presence in the workshops was immeasurably helpful. In the 

future 1 would certainly begin collaborating with her earlier in the planning process. 

At the end of any such project, many questions must remain unanswered. As 1 

bring this prccess to a close, 1 wonder if this endeavour runs the risk of adding to the 

burden of imperatives and duties already bourne by Baha'i women, and if this risk is 

mitigated by the fact that this final burden is the duty to free ourselves. 1 seek a 

paradigm in which this process gives them wings. gives 'greater boldness." not just 

guilt at insufficiency and a babysitter biil. 

1 wonder, too, how meaningful such efforts can be in a community so disperse 

and diverse as the Canadian Bahi'is. Nonetheless. 1 am encouraged by the ubiquitous 

institutional and individual support this project has received. 1 would guess thar the 

scope of my efforts to increase the implementation of equality in the community will be 

limited only by my own tenacity and vision: if 1 should aspire to continue this project 

on the regional or national scale. 1 would likely be able to obtain further tangible and 

intangible community support. Deciding on the most efficient. effective. and enjoyable 



means to continue this project will take some thought: in addition to offenng further 

workshops. 1 may invest some time in preparing pnnt materials for wider distribution. 

to quickly increase widespread access to women's stories and a gendered analysis of 

Baha'i history. 1 am convinced. however. that text alone will not prove sufficiently 

transformative. 

1 look forward to collaborating with non-Baha'i feminists. whose years of 

consciousness-raising work may inforrn further effarts to increase the irnplementation 

of equality in Canadian Baha'i communities. institutions. workplaces and homes. arnong 

Baha'i children and men and women of ail ages and ethnicities. 1 also look forward to 

consulting the many knowledgeable and experienced Bahais around the worid whose 

labours in this field pre-date my own. so that we rnay collectively conceive means to 

rransforrn academic Bahai dialogue on equality into widespread grassroots activism. 

Encouraged by the success of this early test venture. 1 hope to expand and extend my 

own srna11 efforts in this regard, sustained by my belief that in so doing 1 promote not 

only finite ideas and interests. but rather that 1 ]end rny will 2nd effort to the 

immutable plan of God. 



Appendix One: 

Participant Recruitment Materials 



In support of rny thesis. 

Greater Boldness: Radical Storytelling with Canadian Bahaï Women 

1 will be offering a series of five workshops 

with storytelling from Baha'i wornen's history 

reflections on women's experience in the Baha'i community 

and discussion of ways to promote the advancement of women. 

The workshops will be offered on Wednesday evenings. 7 - 10 prn. 

July 22 to August 19, at the Ottawa Baha'i Info Centre. 

Any interested Bahai wornen are welcome to apply for a space in the program. 

However. the size of the workshop is limited. and 1 wil1 be trying to assemble a group 

which represents the range of diversity in the community. 

Please let me know if you are interested by July 18 by 

Thank you for your support of this initiative! 

Sophie Tamas 



What is this? 

Dear Friend, 

This is an invitation. 1 am hoping that you will consider applying to 
participate in a series of five workshops 1 am offering in support of my thesis. These 
five workshops will include storytekng from Baha'i women's history. reflections on 
women's experience in the Baha'i community and discussion of ways to promote the 
advancement of women. 

Why are you invithg me? 

This is the first time 1 have offered these workshops and 1 will be trying to 
evaluate their effectiveness and see how they could be improved. My hope is that they 
can become a powerful tool for the promotion of the advancement of women in the 
Baha'i comrnunity. But in order to really find out if they work. 1 need to have a very 
diverse group of participants .... not just people who would usudly go to this kind of 
thing. but every kind of Baha'i wornan. So in addition to advertising the workshops in 
the Cern, 1 have randornly picked 30 women in the Ottawa community and have sent 
out personal invitations, to encourage them to consider applying for the workshop 
series. And you are one of the lucky thirty! 

So what wodd Ihave to do? 

Well. you would have to commit ro coming to a workshop at the Bahai Info 
Centre. every Wednesday night, 7 to 10 pm.. from July 22 to August 19. Al1 
interested Baha'i women are welcome to apply for a space in the workshops, but 1 can 
only work with a small group. Twenty participants who represent the greatest range 
of diversity will be chosen from al1 applications received. But if you are not chosen. 
don't despair! 1 will offer the workshops again once my research and thesis are 
finis hed. 

I want to apply. What now? 

If you want to apply. please phone me at by July 18 at the latest! On 
July 19 1 will cal1 you back to let you know if you have been selected as a participant 
or if you are on the waiting list. 

Thank you for your support! 



Dear . 

Thank you for your interest in the Baha'i women's storytelling workshops. 
This series of workshops is being held to test the effectiveness of historic storytelling 
as a tool for furthering the advancernent of women in the Bahd'i community. The 
results of this test case will be used to support rny graduate thesis at the School of 
Canadian Studies at Carleton University. 

As a participant in this series, you wiu be asked to fi out a short questionnaire 
on your views about the progress of the equaüty of women and men in the Baha'i 
cornmunity. The workshops themselves will be participatory and will make use of the 
arts. It will be important for you to be able to commit to coming to al1 five weekly 
workshops. which will be held at the Ottawa Baha'i Info Centre. Meetings will last from 
2 to 3 hours. 

At the last meeting, you will be asked to evaluate the series. While quotes 
from your questionnaires. evaluations. and group discussions rnay be used in my 
thesis. your identity as a group participant will not be reveaied. Your feedback will 
also be used to develop the workshops for broader use in the Baha'i community. 

As a research initiative under the supervision of the School of Canadian 
Studies. this project has been given clearance by an ethics review board. Should you 
have any concerns or questions about the project. you may Feel free to contact my 
graduate s u p e ~ s o r .  Julien Smith (Canadian Studies), at 520-2366. or my thesis 
s u p e ~ s o r .  Joe Rarnisch (Religion). at 520-2100. You are aiso welcome to cal1 me with 
any questions, at 256-6766. 

Thank you for your support of this project. If you would like to confirm your 
willingness to participate in the workshops. please university regulations require that 
you sign a consent form. which will be distributed at the firsi workshop meeting. 

Sincerely. 

Sophie Tarnas 



Appendix Two: 

The Workshops 



Consent to Participate - Storytelling workshops Series 

1 have read the information letter describing the purposes and the tasks involved in 

participation in a study on the use of historic storytelling as a tool for the 

advancement of Baha'i women. which is being conducted by Sophie Tarnas of the 

School of Canadian Studies at Carleton University. 1 further understand that should 

the information I provide be used in publications or for teaching purposes. my 

identity will be protected. 1 acknowledge that 1 may withdraw my consent to 

participate at any time. 

Participant's 

Signature: 

Witness's Signature: 

Date: 



Questionnaire for Baha'i Wornen 

Age: Marital Status: Ethnic O rigin: 

Where do you live? (ci~/province) 

How long have you been a Baha'i? 

How active do you think you are as a Baha'i) 1 2 3 4 5 
(nor at d i )  (very acrive) 

Would you c d  yourself a ferninisr? (circie one) Yes No Maybe 
Cornrnents: 

How well do you think your Baha'i community is doing in its efforts to practice the 
equality of women and men? 

1 2 3 4 5  
(chere's a long way to go) (equaIicy is fully acheivedf 

On what specific observed behaviors and attitudes do you base your opinion? 



We ail have Our own ideas about what women and men are realiy like. and what 
wornen's and men's roles should be. 
What is your opinion? 

Has membership in the Bahai community changed your ideas about what women and 
men are like and what their roles should be? How? 



Prayers for Women 

Wert h o u  to perceive the sweetness of the title 

'O My Handmaiden ' 

thou wouldst find thyseIf detached from al1 mankind. 

devoutly engaged day and night in communion 

with Him Who is rhe sole Desire of the world. 

Tablets of Baha'u'll2h Revealed After the Ki~âb-i-Aqdas. pp. 254-255 



O Thou who art the chosen one among women! 

He is God: glorified is the splendeur of His lighr. The verses in this Tablet are revealed 
for the one who hath believed in the signs of her Lord and is reckoned among such as 
are wholiy devoted unto Him. Bear thou witness that verily no God is there but Him. 
Who is both my Lord and t h e .  and that no other God besides Him existeth. He is the 
Bountiful. the Almighty. 

Yield thee thanks unto God, for He hath graciously aided thee in this Day. revealed for 
thee the clear verses of this Tablet. and hath numbered thee among such women as 
have believed in the signs of God. have taken Him as their guardian and are of the 
grateful. Verily God shall soon reward thee and those who have believed in His signs 
with an excellent reward from His presence. Assuredly no God is there other than Him. 
the All-Possessing. the Most Generous. The revelations of His bounty pervade ali 
created things; He is the Merciful, the Compassionate. 

Selections from the Writings of the Bab. 163. 

O Lord! Help this daughter of the Kingdom to be exalted in both worlds: cause her to 
turn away from this mortal world of dust and from those who have set their hearts 

thereon and enable her to have communion and close association with the world of 
immortality. Give her heavenly power and strengthen her through the breaths of the 

Holy Spirit that she may arise to serve Thee. Thou art the Mighty One. 

'Abdul-Baha. Bahai Prayers and Tablets for the Young. 19. 

O my Lord. my Beloved. rny Desirel Befnend me in my loneliness and accompany me in 
my exile. Rernove my sorrow. Cause me to be devoted to Thy beauty. Withdraw me 
from al1 else Save Thee. Attracr me through Thy fragrances of holiness. Cause me to be 
associated in Thy Kingdom with those who are severed from al1 else Save Thee. who 
long to serve Thy sacred threshold and who stand to work in Thy Cause. Enable me to 
be one of Thy maidservants who have attained to Thy good pleasure. Venly. Thou art 
the Gracious, the Generous. 

'Abdu'l-Baha, Baha'i Prayers. 32-33. 



Magnified be Thy n m e ,  O Lord my God! Behold Thou mine eye expectant to gaze on 
the wonders of Thy mercy. and mine ear longing to hearken unto Thy sweet melodies. 

and my heart yearning for the living waters of Thy knowledge. Thou seest Thy 
handmaiden. O my God. standing before the habitation of Thy mercy. and calling upon 

Thee by Thy name which Thou hast chosen above al l  other names and set up over d l  
that are in heaven and on earth. Send down upon her the breaths of ï k y  mercy. that 
she may be carried away whoLly from herself. and be drawn entirely towards the seat 

which. resplendent with the glory of Thy face. sheddeth afar the radiance of Tny 
sovereignty, and is established as Thy throne. Potent art Thou to do what Thou 

willest. No God is there beside Thee, the AU-Glorious, the Most Bountiful. 

Cast not out. 1 entreat Thee. O my Lord. them that have sought Thee. and turn not 
away such as have directed their steps towards Thee, and deprive not of Thy grace ail 
that love Thee. Thou art He. O my Lord. Who hath called Himself the God of Mercy. 
the Most Compassionate. Have mercy. then. upon Thy handmaiden who hath sought 

Thy shelter. and set her face towards Thee. 

Thou art. verily. the Ever-Forgiving. the Most Merciful. 

Prayers and Meditations. 147-148. 

Thou seest. O my Cod. how the wrongs committed by such of Thy creatures as have 
turned their backs to Thee have corne in between Him in Whom Thy Godhead is 
manifest and Thy servants. Send down upon them. O my Lord, what will cause them to 
be busied with each others* concerns. Let, then, their violence be confined to their own 
selves. that the land and rhey that dwell therein may find peace. 

One of Thy handmaidens. 0 my Lord, hath sought Thy face. and soared in the 
atmosphere of Thy pleasure. Withhold not from her. O my Lord. the things Thou didst 
ordain for the chosen ones among Thy handmaidens. Enable her. then. to be so 
attracted by Thine utterances that she will celebrate Thy praise amongst them. 

Potenr art Thou to do what pleaseth Thee. No God is there but Thee. the AImighty. 
Whose help is implored by al1 men. 

Prayers and Meditations. 196. 



Glory to Thee. O my Cod! One of Thy handmaidens. who hath believed in Thee and in 
Thy signs, hath entered beneath the shadow of the tree of Thy oneness. Give her to 
quaff. 0 rny God. by Thy Narne. the Manifest and the Hidden. of Thy choice sealed 

Wine that it may take her away from her own self. and make her to be entirely devoted 
to Thy remembrance, and wholly detached [rom any one beside Thee. 

Now that Thou hast revealed unto her the knowledge of Tl-iee, O my Lord. deny her 
not. by Thy bounty. Thy grace: and now that Thou hast called her unto Thyself, drive 

her not away from Thee. through Thy favar. Supply her. then, with that which 
excelleth all that can be found on Thine earth. 

Thou art. verily, the Most Bountifd. Whose grace is immense. 
Wert Thou to bestow on one of Thy creatures what would equal the kingdoms of earth 
and heaven. it would stilI not diminish by even as much as an atom the immensity of 

Thy dominion. Far greater art Thou than the Great One men are wont to cal1 Thee. for 
such a title is but one of Thy names al1 of which were created by a 

mere indication of Thy will. 

There is no God but Thee. the God of power. the God of glory. 
the God of knowledge and wisdorn. 

Prayers and Meditations, 156-1 57. 

O Godf The trials Thou sendest are a salve to the sores of al1 them who are devoted to 
Thy will: the remembrance of Thee is a heaüng medicine to the hearts of such as have 
drawn nigh unto Thy court: nearness to Thee is the m e  life of them who are Thy 
lovers: Thy presence is che ardent desire of such as yearn to behold Thy face: 
remoteness from Thee is a tonnent to those that have acknowledged Thy oneness. and 
separation from Thee is death unto them chat have recognized Thy truth! 

1 beseech Thee by the sighs which they whose souls pant after Thee have urrered in 
their remoteness from Thy court. and by the cries of such of Thy lovers as bemoan 
their separation from Thee. to nourish me with the wine of Thy knowledge and the 
living waters of Thy love and pleasure. Behold Thy handmaiden. 0 my Lord. who 
hath forgotten al1 else except Thee, and who hath delighted herself with Thy love, and 
lamented over the things that have befallen Thee at the hands of the wicked doers 
among Thy creatures. Do Thou ordain for her that which Thou didst ordain for such 
of Thy handmaidens as circle round the throne of Thy majesty. and gaze. at eventide 
and at dawn. on Thy beauty. 

Thou art, verily, the Lord of the Judgrnent Day. 

Prayers and Meditations, 78-79. 



Praised be Thou. O Lord my God! Thou art He Who hath created al1 things through a 
word uttered by Thy behest. and fashioned the entire creation through the power of 

Thy sovereignty and might. The rnightiest of men are abased before the revelarions of 
Thy glory, and they who are endued with strength tremble when faced with the 

evidences of Thy might. Every man of insight is bereft of vision when confronted with 
the effulgence of the gloxy of Thy face, and he who is possessed of riches is poor and 

desolate when beholding the plenteousness of Thy wealth. 

1 implore Thee by Thine AU-Glorious Name. wherewith Thou didst adorn al1 the 
denizens of the kingdom of Thy revelation and the inmates of the heaven of Thy will. to 

grant that my sou1 rnay be attracted by the sweetness of the melody of the Bird of 
Heaven that chanteth amidst the branches of the tree of Thy decree that Thou art God. 

that there is none other God beside Thee. 

Cleanse me with the waters of Thy mercy, O my Lord. and make me wholly Thine. and 
cause me to approach the Tabernacle of Thy Cause and the adored Sanctuary of Thy 
Presence. Ordain. then. for me all the things Thou didst ordain for the chosen ones 

arnong Thy handmaidens. and rain down upon me rhat which will illuminate my face 
and enlighten my heart. 

Thou hast power to do what Thou wiilest. and Thou ordainest what Thou pleasest. 

Prayers and Meditations. 138-139. 

Magnified be Thy narne. O Thou in Whose grasp are the reins of the souls of dl them 
that have recognized Thee. and in Whose nght hand are the destinies of al1 that are in 
heaven and al1 that are on earth! Thou doest. through the power of Thy might. what 
Thou willest. and ordainest, by an act of Thy volition. what Thou pleasest. The will of 
the most resolute of men is as nothing when compared with the compelling evidences 
of Thy will. and the determination of the most inflexible among Thy creatures is 
dissipated before the manifold revelarions of Thy purpose. 

Thou u t  He Who. through a word of Thy mouth. hath so enravished the hearts of 
Thy chosen ones that they have, in their love for Thee. detached themselves from all 
ewcept Thyself, and laid down their ïives and sacrificed their souls in Thy path. and 
borne. for Thy sake. what none of Thy creatures hath borne. 



1 am one of Thy handmaidens. 0 my Lord! 1 have turned my face towards the 
habitation of Thy mercy. and have sought the wonders of Thy manifold favors. 
inasmuch as all the members of my body proclaim Thee to be the AU-Bounteous. He 
Whose grace is immense. 

0 Thou Whose face is the object of my adoration. Whose beauty is my sanctuav. 
Whose court is my goal. Whose remembrance is my wish, Whose affection is rny solace. 
Whose love is my begetter. Whose praise is my cornpanion. Whose nearness is my 
hope, Whose presence is my greatest longing and supreme aspiration! Disappoinr me 
not. 1 entreat Thee. by withholding from me the things Thou didst ordain for the 
chosen ones arnong Thy handmaidens. and supply me with the good of this world and 
of the world to corne. 

Thou art. verily, the Lord of creation. No God is there beside Thee. the Ever- 
Forgiving, the Most Bountiful. 

Prayers and Meditations. 163-164. 

Magnified art Thou. O Lord my God! 1 ask Thee by Thy Name which Thou hast set up 
above all other names, through which the veil of heaven hath been split asunder and 
the Day-Star of Thy beauty hath risen above the horizon. shining with the brightness 
of Thy Narne. the Exalted. the Most High. to succor me with Thy wondrous help and 

to preserve me in the shelter of Thy care and protection. 

1 am one of Thy handmaidens. O my Lord! Unto Thee have 1 tumed. and in Thee have 
1 placed my trust. Grant that 1 may be so confirmed in my love for Thee. and in 

fulfilling that which is well-pleasing unto Thee. that neither the defection of the infideIs 
arnong Thy people. nor the darnor of the hypocrites among ï'hy creatures. may avail 

to keep me back from Thee. 

Purge Thou mine e x .  0 my Lord. that 1 may hearken unto the verses sent down unto 
Thee, and üluminzte my heart with the iight of Thy knowledge, and loose my tongue 
that it may make mention of Thee and sing Thy praise. By Thy might. 0 my God! My 

sou1 is wedded to none beside Thee. and my heart seeketh none except Thine own Self. 

No God is there beside Thee. the All-Glorious. the Great Giver. the Forgiving. the 
Compassionate. 

Prayers and Meditations, 142. 



0 Thou Whose face is the object of the adoration of a l l  that yearn after Thee. Whose 

presence is the hope of such as are wholly devoted to Thy will. Whose nearness is the 

desire of all that have drawn nigh unto Thy court, Whose countenance is the 

cornpanion of those who have recognized Thy tnith, Whose name is the mover of the 

souk that long to behold Thy face, Whose voice is the vue life of Thy lovers, the 
words of Whose mouth are as the waters of life unto all who are in heaven and on 

earth! 

1 beseech Thee. by the wrong Thou hast suffered and the ills inflicted upon Thee by 

the hosts of wrongful doers. to send down upon me from the clouds of Thy m e r g  that 

which will puri@ me of aLl that is not of Thee. that 1 may be worthy to praise Thee and 

fit to love Thee. 

Withhold not from me. O my Lord. the things Thou didst ordain for such of Thy 

handmaidens as circle around Thee. and on whom are poured continually the 

splendors of the Sun of Thy beauty and the beams of the bnghtness of Thy face. Thou 

art He Who from everlasting harh succored whosoever hath sought Thee, and 

bountifully favored him who hath asked Thee. 

No God is there beside Thee, the Mighty. the Ever-Abiding. the Ali-Bounteous. the 

Most Generous. 

Prayers and Meditations, 1 3. 

0 Thou. at Whose dreadful majesty all things have trembled. in Whose grasp are the 

affairs of al1 men, towards Whose grace and mercy are set the faces of al1 n-iy creatures! 

1 entreat Thee. by Thy Name which Thou hast ordained to be the spirit of ail narnes 

that are in the kingdom of narnes, to shield us from the whisperings of those who have 

turned away from Thee. and have repudiated the truth of Thy most august and most 
exalted Self, in this Revelation that hath caused the kingdom of Thy names to tremble. 



1 am one of Thy handrnaidens. O my Lord! 1 have turned my face towards the 
sanctuary of Thy gracious favors and the adored tabernacle of Thy glory. Purify me of 

all that is not of Thee. and strengthen me to love Thee and to fulfîll Thy pleasure. that 1 
may delight myself in the contemplation of Thy beauty, and be rid of all attachment to 

any of Thy creatures. and rnay, at every moment. proclairn: "Magnified be God. the 

Lord of the worldslw 

Let my food. 0 my Lord. be Thy beauty, and my drink the light of Thy presence. and 

my hope Thy pleasure, and my work Thy praise. and my cornpanion Thy 

remembrance. and my aid Thy sovereignty. and my dwelling-place Thy habitation. 

rny home the seat which Thou hast exalted above the limitations of them 

that are shut out as by a veil from Thee. 

Thou art. in m t h .  the God of power. of strength and glory. 

Prayers and Meditations. 126-127. 

Glorified art Thou. 0 Lord my God! Thou art He the f r e  of Whose love hath set ablaze 

the hearts of thern who have recognized Thy unity. and the splendors of Whose 

countenance have illuminated the faces of such as have drawn nigh unto Thy court. 

How plenteous. 0 my God. is the Stream of Thy knowkdge! How sweet. 0 my Beloved. 

is the injury which, in my love for Thee. and for the sake of Thy pleasure. 1 suffer from 

the darts of the wicked doersl How pleasing are the wounds which. in Thy path and in 

order to proclaim Thy Faith. 1 sustain from the swords of the infidels! 

I beseech Thee, by Thy name through which Thou turnest restlessness into 

tranquillity. fear into confidence. weakness into strength. and abasement into glory. 

that Thou of Thy grace wilt aid me and Thy servants to exalt Thy name. to deliver Thy 

Message. and to proclaim Thy Cause. in such wise that we may remain unmoved by 

either the assaults of the transgressors or the wrath of the infidels. 0 Thou Who art 

my Well-Beloved! 



1 am. 0 my Lord. 'ïhy handmaiden. who hath hearkened to Thy call. and hastened unto 

Thee. fleeing from herself and resting her heart upon Thee. I implore Thee, O my Lord. 

by Thy narne out of which d l  the treasures of the earth were brought forth. to shield 

me from the hints of such as have disbelieved in Thee and repudiated Thy truth. 

Powerful art Thou to do what Thou pleasest. Thou art, verily. the Ml-Knowing. the 

AU-Wise. 

Prayers and Meditations. 2 12-2 13. 

My Lord! My Lord! 

Thou hast caused me to hear the Call. guided me unto the sea of favor. awakened me 
through Thy fragrant breeze. and quickened me by the spirit of Thy greatest guidance. 
1 thank and praise Thee for this. 0 my Lord! O my Lord! Verily. 1 am athirst: do cause 

me ro dnnk from the fountain of Thy grace. O my Lord! 0 my Lord! Verily. I am 21: do 
heal me by the antidote of Thy mercy. 

0 rny Lord! 0 my Lord! Verily. 1 am sick: do Thou 
cure me chrough Thy favor. 0 my Lord! O my Lord! 1 am needy: do enrich me through 

Thy compassion. And 1 am poor: render me prosperous by the treasury of Thy 
Kingdom. 0 my Lord! 0 my Lord! Increase my hope in the court of Thy holiness. and 

grant my wishes by thy favor and grace. Confirm me to deliver Thy Cause. enable me 
to c d  in Thy Name. and cause me to show forth the proofs of Thy Manifestation. 

Suengthen me to promote T h j  Word. dilate my breasr by serving Thy maid-servants 
and being humble and subrnissive before n y  beloved ones. 0 my Lord! Verily. 1 am 

impotent: do strengthen me by Thy power. 1 am lost in indigence: do confer on me 
Thy greatest favor. Make me as one of the maid-servants who diffuse Thy fragrances. 
who worship Thy Kingdom. who bow down in the worshipping-places of Thy unity. 
who kneel down on every dust which is related to the threshoid of Thy beloved ones, 

and who serve in Thy vineyard. speak Thy praise and are attracted to Thy love. 
Verily, Thou are the Giver. the Powerful, the Mighty! 

Tablets of 'Abdul-Baha, 6 16- 1 7 



Blessed is the mother who bore thee and the breast whose milk suckled thee and the 
bosom wherein thou wert nurtured. because thou hast apprehended the Day of the 
Lord. hast prepared thyself to enter in unto His kingdom. hast set thy face singly 
toward His Gracious Countenance, hast believed in the Manifest Light. hast rejoiced in 
the Abundant Grace. hast responded to the Voice of thy Lord with a sincere and 
beating heart and hast presented thyself from those regions at the G ~ O ~ O U S  Threshold 
and hast marked thy forehead with the pure, holy. fragrant Tomb. the breaths of 
whose sanctity are spread abroad throughout the lands as fragrant musk is diffused 
unto the distant place! Then thank thy Lord. the Merciful. the Clement, for this great 
salvation and exceeding grace! 

Tablets of 'Abdul-Bah&, 1 14 

As diee. 0 handmaid of God. sofdy recire chou rhis comm une ro diy Lord. and say un CO 
Hirn: 

O God, my God! Fil1 up for me the cup of detachment from al1 things. and in the 
assembly of Thy splendours and bestowals. rejoice me with the wine of loving Thee. 

Free me from the assaults of passion and desire. break off from me the shackles of this 
nether world. draw me with rapture unto Thy supernal realm, and refresh me amongst 

the handmaids with the breathings of Thy holiness. 

0 Lord. brighten Thou my face with the lights of Thy bestowals. light Thou mine eyes 
with beholding the signs of Thine d-subduing might: delight my heart with the glory 
of Thy knowledge that encompasseth all things. gladden Thou my soul with Thy soul- 

reviving tidings of great joy, O Thou King of this world and the Kingdom above. 0 
Thou Lord of dominion and might, that 1 may spread abroad Thy signs and tokens. 

and proclaim Thy Cause, and promote Thy Teachings. and serve Thy Law. and exalt 
Thy Word. 

Thou art verily the Powerful, the Ever-Giving. the Able. the Omnipotent. 

Selected Writings of 'Abdul-Baha. 174 



"0 faidiful ones!" Baha'u'llah specificaiIy enjoins, "Should ye visil the resting-place of rbe 
Most Exalred Leaf. who harh ascended unro h e  Glorious Cornpanion, stand ye and Say: 

Salutation and blessing and glory upon thee. O Holy Leaf that hath sprung from the 
Divine Lote-Tree! 1 bear witness that thou hast believed in God and in His signs. and 
answered His Cd, and turned unto Him. and held fast unto His cord. and clung to the 
hem of His grace, and fled thy home in His path. and chosen to live as a stranger. out 
of love for His presence and in thy longing to serve Him. May God have mercy upon 
him that draweth nigh unto thee, and remembereth thee through the things which My 
Pen hath voiced in this, the most great station. We pray God that He may forgive us. 
and forgive them that have turned unto thee. and grant their desires. and bestow upon 
them, through His wondrous grace. whatever be their wish. 

He. verily, is the Bountiful. the Generous. Praise be to God. He Who is the Desire of all 
worlds: and the Beloved of all who recognize Him. 

Cited in Shoghi Effendi, Messages To Arnerica. 35 

Thine handmaid . O my Lord. hath set her hopes on Thy grace and bounty. Grant that 

she may obtain that which will draw her nigh unto Thee, and wili profit her in every 

world of Thine. Thou art the Forgiving. the All-Bountiful. There is none other God but 

Thee. the Ordainer. the Ancient of Days. 

Gleanings from the Writings of Baha'u'llah. 133-134 

0 kind Lord! O cornforter of anguished hearts! 

Send down Thy mercy upon us, and Thy grace. bestow upon us patience, give us the 

strength to endure. 

The Greatest Holy Leaf 



O tfiou Kind Bestower. O Nourisher of our souls and hearts! 

We have no airn, except to walk Thy path: we have no wish, except to bring Thee joy. 

Our souk are united. and Our hearts are weided. each to each. In offering Thee Our 

thanks and praise. in following Thy ways and soaring in Thy skies. we are ai l  one. 

We are helpless, stand Thou by us. and give us strength. 

Thou art the Protector. the Provider, the Kind. 

The Greatest Holy Leaf 

This prayer was revealed by tibdu'l-Baha for die Consort of die King of Mariyrs. 

He is God! 

Thou seest, 0 my Lord. the assemblage of Thy loved ones. the Company of Thy friends. 
gathered by the precincts of Thine dl-sufficing Shrine. and in the neighborhood of 
Thine exalted garden. on a day among the days of Thy Ridvan Feast--that blessed rime 
when Thou didst dawn upon the world. shedding thereon the lights of Thy holiness. 
spreading abroad the bright rays of Thy oneness, and didst issue forth from Baghdad. 
with a majesty and might that encompassed al1 mankind: with a glory that made al1 to 

fa11 prostrate before Thee. al1 heads to bow. every neck to bend low. and the gaze of 
every man to be cast down. They are calling Thee to mind and making mention of Thee. 
their breasts gladdened with the üghts of Thy bestowals. their souls restored by the 
evidences of Thy gifts, speaking Thy praise. turning their faces toward Thy Kingdorn. 
humbly supplicating Thy lofty Realms. 

They are gathered here to commemorate Thy bright and holy handmaid. a le& of Thy 
green Tree of Heaven. a lurninous reality. a spiritual essence. who ever implores Thy 
tender compassion. She was born into the arms of Divine wisdom, and she suckled at 

the breast of certitude: she flourished in the cradle of faith and rejoiced in the bosom of 
Thy love, O merciful. 0 compassionate Lord! And she grew to womanhood in a house 
from which the sweet savors of oneness were spread abroad. But while she was yet a 



girl. distress came upon her in Thy path. and misfortune assaiied her, 0 Thou the 
Bestower. and in her defenseless youth she drank from the cups of sorrow and pain. 
out of love for Thy beauty. O Thou the Forgiver! 

Thou knowest, 0 rny Cod, the calarnities she joyfully bore in Thy pathway. the triais 
she confronted in Thy love. with a face that radiated delight. How many a night. as  
others lay on their beds in soft repose. was she wakeful. humbly entreating Thy 
heavenly Realrn. How many a day did Thy people spend. safe in the citadel of Thy 
sheltenng care. while her heart was hanied from what had come upon Thy holy ones. 

0 my Lord. her days and her years passed by. and whenever she saw the morning 
light she wept over the sorrows of Thy servants, and when the evening shadows fell 
she cried and called out and burned in a fiery anguish for what had befalIen Thy 
bondsmen. And she arose with dl her strength to serve Thee. to beseech the Heaven 
of Thy mercy. and in lowliness to entreat Thee and to rest her heart upon Thee. And 
she came forth veiled in holiness. her garments unspotted by the nature of Thy 
people. and she entered into wedlock with Thy servant on whom Thou didst confer 
Thy richest gifts, and in whom Thou didst reveal the ensigns of Thine endless rnercy. 
and whose face, in Thine all-glorious Realm. Thou didst make to shine with everlasting 
light. She married him whom Thou didst lodge in the assemblage of reunion. one with 
the Company on hgh: him whom Thou didst cause to eat of al1 heavenly foods. h m  on 
whom Thou didst shower Thy blessings. on whom Thou didst bestow the title: 
Martyrs' King. 

And she dwelt for some years under the protection of that manifest Light: and with al1 
her sou1 she served at Thy Threshold. holy and Iurninous: preparing foods and a place 
of rest and couches for ail Thy loved ones that came. and she had no other joy but this. 
Lowly and humble she was before each of Thy handmaids. deferring to each, serving 
each one with her heart and sou1 and her whole being. out of love for Thy beauty. and 
seeking to win Thy good pleasure. Until her house became known by Thy name. and 
the farne of her husband was noised abroad. as one belonging to Thee, and the Land of 
Sad (Isfahan) shook and exulted for joy, because of continual blessings from this 
mighty champion of Thine: and the scented herbage of Thy knowledge and the roses of 
Thy bounty began to burgeon out, and a great multitude was led to the waters of Thy 
mercy. 

Then the ignoble and the ignorant amongst Thy creatures rose against him, and with 
granny and malice they pronounced his death: and void of justice. with harsh 



oppression. they shed his immaculate blood. Under the glittering sword that noble 
personage cned out to Thee: "Praised be Thou. O my God, that on the Promised Day. 
Thou hast helped me to attain this manifest grace: that Thou hast reddened the dust 
with my blood, spilled out upon Thy path, so that it puts forth crimson flowers. Favor 
and grace are Thine. to grant me this gift which in ail the world 1 longed for most. 
Thanks be unto Thee that Thou didst succor me and confirm me and didst give me to 
dnnk of this cup that was tempered at the camphor fountain [Qur'an 76:5]  --on the 
Day of Manifestation. at the hands of the cupbearer of martyrdom. in the assemblage of 
delights. Thou art veniy the One full of grace. the Generous. the Bestower." 

And after they had killed him they invaded his princely house. They attacked like 
preying wolves. like lions at the hunt, and they sacked and plundered and pillaged. 
seizing the rich furnishings, the ornarnents and the jewels. She was in dire peril then. 
left with the fragments of her broken heart. This violent assault took place when the 
news of his martyrdom was spread abroad. and the children cned out as panic struck at 
their hearts: they waüed and shed tears. and sounds of mourning rose from out of that 
splendid home. but there was none to weep over them. there was none to pity them. 
Rather was the night of tyranny made to deepen about them. and the fiery Hel1 of 
injustice blazed out hotter than before: nor was there any torment but the evil doers 
brought it to bear, nor any agony but they inflicted it. And rhis holy Ieaf remained. 
she and her brood. in the grip of their oppressors. facing the malice of the unmindful. 
with none to be their shieId. 

And the days passed by when tears were her only companions. and her comrades were 
cries: when she was mated to anguish. and had nothing but grief for a friend. And yet 
in these suffenngs. O my Lord. she did not cease to love Thee: she did nor fail Thee. O 
my Beloved, in these fiery ordeals. Though disasters followed one upon another. 
though tribulations compassed her about. she bore them d l .  she patiently endured 
them dl ,  to her they were Thy gifts and favors. and in al1 her massive agony--0 Thou. 
Lord of most beaureous names--Thy praise was on her lips. 

Then she gave up her homeland. rest. refuge and shelter, and taking her young. like 
the birds she winged her way to this bright and holy Land--that here she might nest 
and sing Thy praise as the birds do. and busy herself in Thy love with d l  her powers. 
and serve Thee with all her being. ail her sou1 and hem.  She was lowly before every 
handmaid of Thine, humble before every leaf of the garden of Thy Cause. occupied 
with Thy remernbrance. severed from al1 except Thyself. 



And her cries were lifted up at dawntide, and the sweet accents of her chanting would 
be heard in the night season and at the bright noonday, until she returned unto Thee. 
and winged her way to Thy Kingdom; went seeking the shelter of Thy Threshold and 
soared upward to Thine everlasting sky. 0 my Lord. reward her with the 
contemplation of Thy beauty. feed her at the table of Thine eternity. give her a home 
in Thy neighborhood. sustain her in the gardens of Thy holiness as Thou wiiIest and 
pleasest: bless Thou her lodging. keep her safe in the shade of Thy heavenly Tree: lead 
her, 0 Lord. into the pavilions of Thy godhood, make her to be one of Thy signs. one 
of Thy lights. 

Verily Thou art the Generous, the Bestower, the Forgiver, the All-Merciful. 

'Abdu'l-Bah& Mernorials of the Faithful, 179. 



Workshop One: An Introduction to Bah& Wornen's Issues 

-as people gather 
-tea and cookies 
-distribute binders 
-fU out questionnaires and consent to participate forms 

-welcorne to the workshop series 
-who 1 am 

-why 1 am doing this 
-what my approach/methods will be 
-what is expected of the participants 
-openhg prayer(s) 

-introducing ourselves: sacred objects exercise 
-bring an object that represents to you the sacred and the ferninine 
-in pairs, introduce self and explain your chosen object 
-each participant introduces partner to the whole group 
-objects are displayed in central space 

- 'Green Acre Front Porch" play presentation 
-participants read glossary of background information 
-play is presented as a staged reading, with props and costumes 

-silenr free-nvriring: rhoughts. feelings. and quescions erroked by rhe 
-discussion 

-review o l  homework readings and 'Sorne Questions to Ponder" 

-closing prayer 

-hand outs: 'Green Acre Front Porch* Glossary: supplementary S t u  of che West excerpts: readings 

relevanr: to women's issues that the group rnay be unfamiliar with from B&i'i scriptures 

In this and al1 workshop ourlines. itaiics are used to indicare changes or additions 1 intend to include in 
subsequent offerings of the workshop series. 



Green Acre Front Porch 

Spring I9I O, ac a sumriier resorr in Maine. Two rocking chairs sic on a fow pladorm. a 
small cable and lamp bercveen chem. In one of the chairs s i s  Mildred. wich a book. She 
looks ar a pockec warch. 

Mildred: Oh. ifs a fine time to be gone üke this. isn't it, and a right long time she's 
been gone now, too. Past half an hour. And I'U just pop over, she said, back in a tik. 
And what if you turn your ankle. I said, what if it gets dark. with the rain coming on? 
What rain. she says. and 1 says, oh, 1 know rain. rny dear, what with the rainstorms 
f i e  seen. up there in Newfoundland, caught out in a storm with the rain coming 
down like God's wrath. and knowing that the men are still out there in the boat. 
They'U be corning home with sait boils and half dead with cold if they're coming home 
ar all. Oh, 1 know a Storm coming when 1 smell one. But, Millie dear, she says. 1'11 be 
quite alright. The dear Lord, and all that. and I says. the dear Lord helps those who 
help thernselfs. and then doesn't she up and go. (stands. looking for Pm) Tsk. 

Pru eniers. carrying a rea rray and a bundle of papers under her a m .  Millie s i ~ .  

Pm: (cds ou[) Were you looking for me. then? 

Millie: No. 

Pru: Sorry to worry you. 

Millie: Just stretching my legs. 

Pm: Sarah did want to chat. 

(Pru p u s  the lea uay on rhe table; rhey sir) 

Millie: Wasn't worried a bit. 

Pm: You know how she gets Ionely. And then 1 had to wait for the kettle. 



Millie: What've you got there? 

Pm: Well. What took so long is. after Sarah'd got herself al1 settled down. and we'd 
had our chat. and I'd made my excuses. see. 1 told her you'd be worried. on account 
of a rain coming - 

Millie: Not at d. 

Pm: And she said fiddlesticks, if it was going ro rain. she would have felt it in her bad 
hip. but I told her you could smell it - 

Millie: In any case - 

Pm: Well. and then 1 got the tea dl ready to brhg back to surprise you, d o i t  you 
like it? 

Millie: Very kind of you, m'dear. 

Pru: And then just as 1 was leaving, 

Millie: The posrman? 

who sho uld arrive. 

Pm: So Sarah said 1 should stay. in case rhere was somerhing for us. you know. and 
so 1 did. but then the tea got bitter from sitting too long. so 1 had to throw it a l l  out 
and start over. But Iook at this. 

Millie: Well. will you look at that. Baha'i News. volume 1 number 1. WhoTd have 
thought. 

Pru: Isn't it something? 

Millie: It's a piece of history, that's what. And look. at the top. there: Gertrude 
Buikema, editor. 

Pru: Why d'you suppose they put Albert's narne first? 

Millie: Because he's more important. of course! Well, well. well. 



Pm: Would you lüce some tea? 

Millie: Oh, yes , please, dear. 

Pm: Sarah's not so well. (pours the rea) 

Millie: No? 

Pm: No. 1 wouldn't be surprised if. ..well. You know thereVs been talk of a 
sanatorium. 

Millie: You can never be too careful. 1 always said. All it took was one bad f d .  

Pm: It's a shame, really. 

Millie: How's her spirits. then? 

Pru: Muddled. I'd Say. 

Millie: After all she's done. 

Pm: She's afraid they'll lock her up. 

Millie: Now who would do such a thing? 

Pm: Well, you know how you get to thinking once you've been cooped up too long. 

Millie: Paranoid. 

Pm:  Tt's her nerves. 

Millie: Poor dear. 

Pm: Why don't you read us a bit, then. 

Millie: Poor Sarah. I really should go see her. 



Millie: Well. will you look at this. 

Pm: Sweet looking fellow. But rather rnelancholy, isn't he. 

Millie: It's the Master's poor dear dead brother. 

Pm: You don't say! 

Millie: 'We were imprisoned in the bai-racks. without any substantial change in our 
manner of life, for two years. During t h s  time none of us Lefr the prison." Can you 
imagine the smell? 

Pm: There must have been toilets and bathtubs. surely. In that climate? 

Millie: In a pnson. though? Three bare rooms, that's what Lua said. and eighty-some 
people sharing them. 

Pm: Lord have mercy. 

Millie: 'One evening towards the end of the second year. my younger brother came. 
as was his habit. to write for his Father. But as he was not very well. and as others of 
the family were also ill, the Blessed Perfection (Baha'o'llah) told him to go and corne 
Iater. So he wenr up to the flat roof of the barracks. where we were accustomed to 
walk. and which was our only recourse for fresh air and exercise." Imagine. waiking 
on the roof. 

Pm: Rather dangerous, I'd Say. 

Millie: "He was waiking up and do iting Tablets and gazing at the sky. when 
he sturnbled. lost his balance, and fell through the opening to which the ladder [rom 
beIow led up. 

Pm: Good God. 



Millie: The room into which he fell had a lofty ceiling: it was the living room of the 
family. No one was in the room at the time. but hearing his cries. some of the family 
rushed in and found hirn in a heap on the fioor with blood pouring from his mouth." 

Pru: Oh. heavens. 

Millie: 'We took hirn up and laid hirn on his mat. He was perfectly conscious. Later 
the Blessed Perfection came and remained with him. The physician was sent for: he 
said that there was no hope." 

'My brother Xved for thirty hours." Thirty hours! 1 hope the dear boy had 
sornething for pain! 

Pm: A slug of scotch. at least. 

Millie: Would they have had such a rhing? 

Pm: Perhaps opium. 

Millie: You don't think? 

Pru: It is marvellous for pain. 

Millie: Well. 1 hope they had something. "When he was about to pass away the 
Blessed Perfection said to him: 'What do you desire? Do you wish to live. or do you 
prefer to die? Teil me what you most wish for." My brother replied: '1 don't care to 
live. 1 have but one wish. 1 want the beUevers to be admitted co see their Lord. If 
you will promise me this. it is al1 1 ask." Can you imagine? 'The Blessed Perfection 
told him that it would be as he desired." 

'The death of this youngest and favorite child - of a very gentle and sweet 
disposition - nearly broke his mother's heart. We feared for her reason." Well. I 
should think so. Can't you picture it. Pm, her raging around them dingy rooms? 
The wind howling in the bars? Beating her fists on the walls. tearing her hair. and d l  
that? Orientais are so passionate. you know. 

Pm: It's like Shakespeare. or one of your Brontë novels. I'd go mad. 

Millie: 'When the BIessed Perfection was told of the condition of his wife, he went to 
her and said: 'Your son has been taken away by God that his people might be freed. 



E s  lire was the ransom, and you should rejoice that you had a son so dear to give to 
the Cause of God." When our mother heard these works she seemed to rally. and 
after that she did not shed a tear." How can that possibly be? 

Pm: She'd given her husband to God already. You'd think that was enough to ask of 
one woman. 

Millie: He was her sixth lost, too. 

Millie: First Kazim, then two 'Ali-Muhammad's. and another boy in Tehran. 

Pm: How did she lose them? 

Millie: Who knows. Men don't keep track of thar sort of thing. do they. They don't 
wnte it down. It mustn't be important. Not to them. anyway. 

Pm: Maybe its too private. 

Millie: And then the fifth. in Baghdad. Bahiyyih Khanum remebered how he went. 

Pru: It was thar Mina Yahya. wasn't it. keeping the doctor away and letting the boy 
die? 

Miliie: That's the one. And him just a babe in arms. They all knew he was dying. 
too. but whar could they do? Shat Yahya was in charge. what with Baha'u'llah being 
up in Kurdistan. and the women couldn't just cal1 the doctor themselves. not in 
those days. 

Pm: So then he died. 

Millie: Yahya gave his wee body to a stranger in the Street. Baha'u'llah's own son. 
To this day they don't know where he lies. 

Pm: You'd think she would have lost him, what with losing her house. and 
Baha'u'llah going to prison, and living in fear with the three kids and not a sou1 to 



care for her. and then three months going to Baghdad in the dead of winter. sick and 
hungry and ail? And pregnant through ail thar? It's a wonder she didn't miscarry. 
And then to Iose him anyway, on account of that person. 

Millie: You wonder if He knew, up there in the mountains. If an angel told him. or 
something. BahCu'llAh's own son. You'd think God would have wanted Him to 
know. 

Pm: But then He'd have come back, surely. Ir was two years He was gone, Millie. 

Millie: She can't have bourne it. 

Pm: It must be the hand of God touched her or something. to give her the strength. 

Millie: Seeing as most of the time the hand of God lived down the hall. 

Pm: Tsk! But it's something to think about. isn't it, Him having ail those kids? 
Cause. you know. they didn't just come from thin air. 

Milhe: And there was seven more from the other two wives. 'Course. most of them 
died too. But stiU. that's 15 kids. 

Pru: It's a far cry from the virgin Jesus. isn't it. 

MiUie: Prudence! 

Pru: But it makes you think. It can't really be a sin. then. can it. 

Millie: (leasing) Why don't you ask one of the Persians. 

Pm: Sure. But it does make you wonder. you know. ail those people sayng the 
body's a vesse1 of sinfulness. and ail that. 

Millie: Especiay a woman's. 

Pm: Funny no one mentions it. 

Millie: Makes them too squirmy, I'd guess. 



Pm: But we're not Christian Scientists, you know. Denying the body, and a l l  that. 
1 Say, deny al1 you want, it's not going anywhere. and it's a good thing LOO. It's not 
evil, you know. 

Millie: Old habits die hard- 

Pm: But they don't die at all if you don't think they ought to. 

Millie: Give it time. Pm. We're just babies. 

Pm: Stubborn ones at that. 

Millie: Some of us more so tf ian others. 

Millie: Shall 1 go on, then? "Reception to Dr. Moody ir. Tehran." it says. A party for 
Susan. It's from the 'Maidservants of God in Teizran, to the maidservants in 
Washington. DC. and in other cities of the West." Now then. 'He is God. O ye sons 
and daughters of God! May our iives be a sacrifice to you!" Tell me, Pru, have you 
ever in your entire Life begun a letter like that? 

Pm: Don't be snippy. 

Millie: I'm just saying. It's so peculiar. 'In this Day the maid-servants of Baha have 
gathered in this house this morning and are engaged in reading the Tablets and 
discussing spintual rnatters with Dr. Moody.' Thar rneans they'd be having a good 
old gab. I'd guess. 

Pm: Oh. they're much too devout for that. 

Millie: Wornen are wornen. And men too. 

Pm: Oh, don't start. 

Millie: 'She presented to us the photograph of Mrs. Henrietta Clark Wagner. which 
was sent for Fareeza Khanum. It gave us great happiness and pleasure when we 
looked upon it. Those who were present in the meeting kissed ir many tirnes and it 



was as though that spintual sister was present among us." Oh. that's a Little much, 
don't you think? 

MiUie: 'We read Tablets and convened until lunch time. and after the lunch the girls 
of the Bahai school chanted for us with a beautiful melody the Tablet of the Clarion." 

Pm: Which one is that? 

Millie: Don't know. 'We missed all of you. Afterward this maid-servant of Baha and 

other maid-servants of the Cause of God, and some of the remnmts of the 
martyrdoms of Yazd, served tea." Imagine saying who served the tea. 

Pm: Isn't that romantic, Millie? Wouldn't you much rather be called a 'remnant of 
so-and-sotw than a plain old widow? 

Millie: If a woman dies. d'you suppose they cal1 her husband a remnant? 

Pru: 1 doubt it. 

Millie: "After the tea Dr. Moody sang a holy commune. The meeting was overflowing 
with joy and fragrance, and this maid-servant read one of the Tablets of Abdul-Baha. 
About 4:30 p.m. the men began to corne. and the grandson of the 'Beloved of the 
Martyrsw of Isphahan was present and chanted for us a glorious Tablet with a sweet 
melody." (reading ahead) And then there's a bit about the picture of the Purest 
Branch, how it was hard to End. but the Master told her to get it for the American 
believen, and so on. 'We hope that the news of America will reach us often and that 
you will communicate with us regularly. Upon ye be Baha," etc. It says 106 women 
and 14 men signed it. 

Pm: So at least 106 women in Tekiran can write their own names. 

Millie: Thank God. What's ne xt... the Unity Band is still at it ... 12 women writing to 
Wornen's hsemblies in the Orient. 

Pm: The same as last year? 



Millie: Isabella Brittingharn. Pauline Barton-Peeke. Ida Finch. Henrietta Wagner, 
Marie Botay. Harriet Latimer. Louise Waite. Elizabeth Stewart. May Maxwell - 

Pm: Where's May writing? 

Millie: Zanjan. Wherever that is. Leslie O'Keefe, Claudia CoIes. and Emma Goodaie. 

Pru: I'd love to do sornething so noble as that. I'm just not reliable enough. 

Millie: You do lots of other noble things. Pm. Besides. we can't afford the postage. 
1s there more tea? 

Pm: Dyou üke it. then? It's meant to be good for the digestion. (refi[ls cup) The 
Swarni left it for Sarah. 

Millie: Oh, don't teil me that. I was just liking it. 

Pru: 1s that a new Tablet? 

Millie: Seems to be. The frrst time published, it says. 

Pm: How nice. 

MIllie: It's a long one. too. 

Pm: Don't read it out. III1 take a walk this afternoon, and sit sornewhere beautiful 

and read it myself. Maybe by the river. Oh. it'll be so lovely and calm. And the 
wind'll whisper in the pines ... it'll be just like the wind is whispering the Blessed 
Beauty's tablet to my inner being. Don't you think? 

Millie: You won't be taking my Baha'i News out in the rain. 

Pru: Ii's not going to rain. even the postman was saying so. 

Millie: Oh. the postman. Have you taken a shine to this postman. then? 

Pm: have not. 



Millie: Oh. look. here's an interesting bit. Oh. sorry. 1 won't read it. 

Pru: Oh. go ahead. 

MilLie: You sure? 'O  People! The word must be dernonstratecf by the deed. for the 
nghteous witness of the Word is action. The former without the latter shalI not allay 
the thirst of the needy nor open the doon to the sight OF the blind. The Heavenly 
Wise One proclaimeth: A hanh  word is like a sword, but gentle speech is like unto 
milk." Oh. thafs lovely. 'The children of the world attain to knowledge and better 
themselves through this. The Tongue of Wisdom says: Whosoever possesses Me 
not. has nothing. Pass by whatever exists in this world and find Me. 1 am the Sun of 
Perception and Ocean of Science. 1 revive the withered ones and quicken the dead. 1 
am the light which illumines the path of Insight. 1 am the Falcon of the Hand of the 
Almighty; 1 bear heding in My wings and teach the knowledge of soaring ro the 
Heaven of Truth." 

Pru: That's so beautiful, Millie! 

Millie: Are you sure you want me to go on? Even without the pine trees. and dl? 

Pm: Go on. 

Millie: "O Friend! As there were few ears to hear, so for some time the Pen has been 
silent in its own chamber and to such a degree that silence has preceded utterance." 
Now. what do you suppose that means? 

Pm: We'll ask Lua, when she gets back. 

Millie: 'Say, 0 People! Words are revealed according to capacity. so that the 

beginners may make progress." That's us. 1 suppose. 'The rnilk must be given 
according ro the measure. so thar the babe of the world may enter into the realm of 
grandeur and be established in the Court of Unity." 

Pru: That's quite a lot of talk of breast milk, isn't it? 

Millie: I suppose so. You don't think of it. do you. 



Pm: The Holy Scriptures as breast rnilk. God nursing the world. It's quite an 
image. you know. A Far  cry from the God we grew up with, isn't it. 

Millie: Oh, look. They've set the convention program. Had a meeting at Corinne 
Tme's. 

Pm: Now, there's a few folk around there who could use a close reading of this here 
tablet. don't you think? k i n g  how it goes on about moderarion of speech. and all 
that? 

MiUie: It's a sharne, that whole mess. Good men and women wasting their breath 
fighting each other when they just ought to be getting on with Cod's work. 

Pru: And it's been such a long time. Nearly ten years now. isn't it. with the separate 
Assernblies in Chicago. and who knows where al1 else. Going on over silly things. 
r edy ,  like where to put the centre, what meetings to hold, for pity's sake. Husbands 
and wives fighting over it. 

Millie: It's ridiculous. really. 1 mean, the men's assernbly may feel it's right. calling 
itself a House of Justice. and all. and for al1 I know right they may be. But when 
three quarters of your community is women. it's just good sense to mind their toes a 
little. 

Pm: Not that al1 the women were up in arms. There was Ida Brush. as good as 
saying the woman's place is in the home. Which got al1 the suffragists going. didn't 
it. 

Millie: Of course it did. And such cliquiness. Each little group of women with their 
own axe to grind. Of course. men are just the sarne. But you don't catch folks saying 
so, now, do you. 

Pm: But you have to admit, the men were good, for the most part. even in 1902. 
when they got hold of Corinne's Tablet saying the House of Justice was just for men. 
They didn't lord it over the women. 1 heard. And if there was grurnbling. folks kept 
it to themselves. Such lovely letters frorn the Master to set things right. 



m e :  But really, Pm. Women are good for more than rnaking cakes and 
decorations. 

Pm: 1 know. Ifs hard on them. I'11 grant you that. Some feel it's not nght. still, 
women not having a say in things. at least. not oficially. Iike. But we do do more 
than cakes. Millie, you have to admit. There's a lot of care to the sick and needy goes 
on on account of us women. 

Millie: Corinne showed me a tablet, Pm. She got it last year. And it says, plain and 
simple, that the Universal House of Justice is for men only, and that everything else. 
including the Spiritual Assemblies, is for men and women both. She showed that 
men's assembly. but they just don't see it. They think they're a House of Justice, 
Pm. they're so used to being our lord and master that they can't see the word of God 
plain for what it is. 

Pru: Millie. 

l e  They told Connne that they weren't going to put women on the Assembly. 
and that they weren't going to publish her tablet. neither. for fear of stirrîng up 
'misunderstandings". Misunderstanding. my eye. 

Pru: Now, now. 

Pm: Don't upset yourself. 

Millie: It's just so plain that God wanted it one way. and here we go straight off 

doing things the other way. and I just don't see how that's going to do anything to 
help us reach a i l  those poor people out there with God's love, when we can't even 
sort out a stupid thing like this amongst ourselves. 

Pm: Tsk. 

Millie: They even checked the translation. Pm. 

Pm: They must think they're a Universal House of Justice. 



Millie: But they're not. He even said. in 1902. remember. there was that tablet. 
calling them the spiritual assernblies. or a house of spirituality, or a spiritual house. 
or wharever. but not a House of Justice. 

Pm: They mean well, m e .  

Millie: They're wrong. 

Pm: WeU. it's not for you to tell them. We must support the assemblies, dear. 

Millie: 1 know. 

Pm: Corinne's got you al1 worked up. 

Pru: The Master will set it ail right. Millie. You wait and see. I'd be willing to ber he's 
got sornething up his sleeve. But you mustn't go on about it. It's no better out in 

San Francisco. you know, where the women run everything. Mason was saying the 

men can't get a foot in the door because the women are having d l  the Baha'i meetings 
in the damme when they're at work. 

Millie: Of course they're in the daytime. The women can't get out at night. can they! 
Who'd mind the children? 

Pm: But really. it's not fair to the men. 

Millie: P hooey. 

Pm: We mustn't argue. It's too bad for our black litùe souk. 

Millie: She aura reader who was here last week distinctly said that my sou1 was 
magenta. So there. 

Pm: Purple with rage. no doubt. 



Mme: Oh, phooey. 

Pm: Anyhow. what's next? You're taking forever to get through it! 

Millie: Well, if you'd stop intermpting me. Let's see. 'Persia. In a Letter from the 

Bahai Assernbly at Mashad, Persia, dated October 18, l9Q9. is the foIlowing:" 

Pru: (teasing) Do you suppose they have women on their assemblies. Millie? 

Millie: Well, they should! 'The latest news which has happened in these parts. is 
that two villages in the Province of Khorassan. called Hassar and Narnag" ... 1 
suppose they mean, at these two villages ... 'five sanctifîed souls were martyred. and 
four of Our spiritual sisters were assaulted and wounded. and they have cut off the 
ears of one of the believers; while other Bahais have been the subjects of persecution. 
pillage, etc." My God, Prudence. What do you suppose they mean by 'etc?" 

Pause 

Pru: 1 think it's started to rain. 

Millie: There's another letter from Susan. with a picture. Gosh. Will you look at 
them. Pm. 'Please redeem a promise 1 have made to the sisters here that their photo 
should be copied and spread in America." she says. '1 think 1 mentioned that t h s  is 
an important event in their lives; they have thrown down one rule. for once. that is. 
to show their faces to the world." My God. '1 cannot describe to you how they are 
depnved. Again today 1 was in a home - the wife's morher was closely veiled because 
the husband's young brother was in the room: and later al1 the women left the room 
because two men friends of the family were corning. 1 could stay and enjoy hearing 
the newcomen tell of a recent trip to Russia. etc. On leaving 1 went to Say good bye 
to the women - their rooms are in an entirely separate court, as if in another house. 
A man servant passed just as 1 raised the heavy curtain to leave. md al1 the women 
screamed and puued down their veils, or drew the 'chadur" up over their mouth and 

n 

nose. 

Pru: That's ridiculous. She can't be serious. 

M i e :  Ridiculous. yes. and evil besides. if you ask me. 



Pru: But who would ever Say. alright. now. Iook, Mrs. So and So. just put your head 
in this black bag. there you go, never mind that it's hotter than blazes. It's 
preposterous! 

Millie: So are corsets, 

Pru: That's not the saine at dl! 

Millie: Oh, isn't it? 

Pm: They think women are fools. Or maybe think we're really clever. but wicked. 
like witches or devils. But nobody modern thinks that, certainly nobody Arnerican. 
Harriet Beecher Stowe said women are morally superior. and we're responsible for 
the spintual upliftment of our husbands and the next generation. Thôt's why we've 
got to have the vote, so we can clean out ail the corruption and meanness in the 
governrnent. It's not the sarne at dl. 

Mihe: That wasn't Harriet Beecher Stowe, 

Pm: It was too! 

Millie: Well, anyhow, ifs the flip side of the sarne coin. They might Say we're worse 
than men. they might Say we're better. but you sure won't catch them saying we're 
equd. And a woman's place is the home. same as ever. 

Pru: But look at Susan. I rnean, there's a wornan who's a doctor! On the other side of 
the world. for pity's sake. and she's independent. the sarne as any man. Or look at us. 
even. 1 mean. we don? depend on anybody. but God and Our friends. 

Millie: But how many Baha'i women do you know with husbands? 

Pru: Not many. 

Millie: There's a few. aren't there. but most of them keep home. don't they? Have to 
keep up appearances. Oh. sure, there's some do alright. like Lua or May, I guess. but 
if he's not Baha'i. or not progressive. like. she's done for. isn't she? Or if she's got 
kids? Who's going to raise them up? The maid? And who's going to pay the bills? 
Old spinsters we'll be, old maids, eating bread crusts. 



Millie: And where would we be if it weren't for Our Sarah. 1 ask you, taking us in? 
Back on our brothers' doorsteps Like a couple of beggars. Like beggars. 1 say! And 
what kind of freedom is that? 

Fm: It's better than Mother had. 

Millie: WeIl. I'11 grant you that. 

Pm: But they don't mean to be wretches. 

Millie: And the Romans didn't mean to kiU the Messiah. 

Pm: So what do you propose we do with thern. Millie? 

Millie: Prove them wrong, 1 guess. Nicely. Oh. I'm al1 for marches and blowing up 
buildings. 1 am, I'd like a stiff riot as much as the next girl. But you know. they'll 
just Say it's us getting hysterical. just like a woman. they'd Say. and rhat's ir. then. 
So you do it nice, Like the Master. coming up soft. yes sir. no sir. please and thank 
you. sir. minding your manners. keeping your wits about you. so they don? see it 
CO mi ng . 

Pm: You're making speeches. again. 

Millie: Well, 1 just get stearned. 

Pm: They're already grumbling about us women being too pushy. you know. and 
taking things over. Taking advantage. 

Millie: They're scared of getting a plateful of what they've been dishing out since 
who knows when. And lucky for them ifs not women running the show. or they 
might just be getting it. But it's Cod's wiil. isn't it, not yours and mine. And He's not 
inclined to be spiteful. 

Pm: D'you thmk God would mind me wearing trousers? 



Millie: 1 can't see why He'd care in t he  siightest. you scandalous girl. 

Pm: More tea? 

End. 

'Green Acre Front Porch" O Sophie Tamas 1998. 
Please do not copy, perform, or otherwise use without the author's permission. 



Green Acre 

A Baha'i school in Eliot. Maine. on the Piscataqua River. Green Acre was 

founded as a resort hotel in 1890 by Sarah Farmer and four business partners. By 
1894. Sarah had turned it  into a retreat for the study of comparative religion. 
Lectures on science, business, languages, etc. were offered dong  with courses in 
dozens of religious traditions. Farnous mystics and swarnis such as Vivekananda 
frequented Green Acre during this penod. By 1901 Sarah's partners had become 
critical of her increasing ernphasis on the BahA'i teachings. and Green Acre was beset 
by legal and financial trials. In 1912 'Abdu'l-Baha spent a week at Green Acre and 
asserted that it would be the site of the f is t  Bahai university. Gradually the role of 
ascetics. spiritualists, and fortune tellers waned as Green Acre became solely devored 
to Baha'i teachings. From its inception, the arts played a prominent role in Green 
Acre's activities, with classes in pottery and a range of crafts: many pageants. plays. 
musicds, and poetry readings: a Stream of resident painters: and weekly dances. In 
its early days, many Baha'i women would spend the summer resting at Green Acre as 
it's water and air were deemed healthful and restorative: this phenornena occurred 
within the context of the late-Victorian women's Spa movement. in which many 
upper and middle class women becarne chronic invalids as a means to escape the 
confinements of a proper Victorian woman's life. Spas and retreats like Green Acre 
gave such women physical and intellectual stimulation and freedom from their 
domestic obligations. 

Sarah Farmer 

Founder of Green Acre, the only surviving child of well-to-do and free- 
thinking parents. whose home was a station on the underground railroad. The 
Farmers were transcendentalists and gave a great deal to charity. Her mother 
Hannah was a prominent abolitionist. philanthropist, and early feminist, who 
founded a country retreat for unwed mothers and poor working women from the 
Boston slums, while her father was an electrical engineer and prolific inventor. In 
1900 Sarah went on pilgrimage. met 'Abdu'l-Baha. and became a BahCi. She single- 
handedly ran Green Acre. with the financial backing of her frïend Phoebe Hearst. 
until 1907, when she became an invalid as the result of a bad Ml. In 19 10 she went 
to a sanatorium, returning bnefly to Green Acre for 'Abdu'l-Baha's visit in 1912. 



during which he directed a few of her fnends to End a legal means to get Sarah out of 
the sanatorium. Eventudy it became apparent that she was being held against her 
will. and in 19 16 a group of Baha'is obtained a warrant for her release and kidnapped 
her from the sanatorium against the protests of her doctors. She was very glad to be 
back among her friends and things, and died peacefully a few months later. 

The first newsletter of the Baha'i cornmunity in the West was started in March 
1910. In 191 1 its narne changed to Star of the West. and in 1922 to the Baha'i 
Magazine. It eventudy included a Persian section and had a substantial circulation 
in both the West and the East. It was a key tool for the consolidation of Bahd'i 
communities. Issues from March 19 10 to March 1924 were bound and published by 
George Ronald in 1978. These newsletters are a source of many delightfully 
surprising nuggets of history. 

The Purest Branch 

Named Mihdi. he was the second-last chitd of Asiyih Khanum and Baha'u'llah. 
When the family left Tehran in 1853, in the dead of winter and with scant provisions 
for the journey, Asiyih was persuaded to leave Mhdi. rhen about 3 years of age. with 
her grandmother, as he was too weak to make the difficulr journey. He was reunited 
with his farnily seven years later. He was a faithful Baha'i, and ofren served as his 
Father's secretary. He was about 20 years old when he died. 

Moves and Some Major Evenrs in che Life of rhe Holy Fami!y 

12 Nov. 1817 
June 1848 
Aug. 1852 

12 Jan. 1853 
10 Apr. 1854 
22 Apr. 1863 

3 May 1863 
16 Aug. 1863 
12 Dec. 1863 
12 Aug. 1868 

Baha'ti'llah born in Tehran 
The conference at Badasht 
Siydh-Chdl 

Banished to Baghdad 
Baha'ti'Ilah retreats to Kurdistan 

Ridvan garden 
Banished to Constantinople 

Arrive in Constantinople 
W v e  in Adrianople 
Depart Adrianople 



31 Aug. 1868 Arrive 'Akkb 
23 June1870 The death of Mirza Mihdi 
4 Nov. 1870 The farnily moves to house arrest 

June 1877 Baha'u'llah moves to Mazraih 
Sept. 1879 BahA'fi'llah moves to Bahji 

1886 Asiyih Khanum dies 
29 May 1892 Death of Bahau'llah 

Christian kien t i s ~  

In the late 1800s. a great deal of religious experimentation was going on in the 
United States. Swedborgians. Theosophists. Spiritualists. Shakers. and many others 
sought new religious solutions for the dilemmas of the time. Wornen's access to 
leadership roles in rhese new religious movements was often greater than in 
traditional churches. Christian Science emerged during this period under the 
leadership of Mary Baker Eddy. who. among her other teachings. promoted the 

concept of the body as an illusion and referred to the Divine as a 'Father-Mother 
God." 

This early Baha'i woman is farnous for her years of service in Iran. She was 
born in New York in 185 1 to an upper-class. conventional Scottish farnily. After 
working For a time as a school teacher. she began medical school. but broke it off to 
study music. painting. and sculpture for several years in Chicago, Philadelphia. New 
York, and Paris, berore finally completing her training as a doctor. In 1903 in 
Chicago she was taught the Bahai Faith by Isabella Brittingham, and became a 
confumed believer, soon opening the frst Bahai Sunday SchooI in Chicago. In 1908 
'Abdu'l-Bah2 asked her to go to Iran to serve as a doctor. She stopped in Akka en 
route and an-ived in Tehran in 1909, soon leming Persian (Farsi), and sending 
many letters home describing women's condition in the East and her work there. 
Over the next fifteen years. she established a hospitat. serving as its superintendent 
and head of gynecology. and initiated the opening of a girl's school. In 1925. 
conditions in Iran forced her return to Amerïca. In 1928, the Guardian asked her, at 
77 years old, to return to Iran. She did so. and remained working there until her 
death in 1934. 



The Uniry Band 

A group of Arnerican women, formed in the early 1900's. which sought to 

increase amity and unity between Bahai women of the East and the West by 
corresponding regularly with Women's Assemblies in a variety of cities in Iran. 
Interest in such East-West exchange was fairly common at the tirne, as OrientaIism 
was very popular in everything from home decor to scholarship. Generally. 
however. it took the form of rnissionary work. premised on notions of Western 
cultural and religious superionty. Ironicaliy. this clairn to superiority was often 
supported by comparing the oppression of women in the East to the 'libertyw of 
women in the 'enlightened" West. Contemporary texts often descnbed in lush. 
creative detail the dissipation and debauchery of the East. and the 'sensual" nature of 
Orientais was seen as another sign of Western superiority. Women's initiative in 
rnissionary efforts in the East was reinforced by their newfound legitimacy as the 
spiritual guardians of their race ( see 'Harriet Beecher Stowe". below) - However. 
unlike most such efforts. which sought to impose a Western. 'superior". white. 
Christian belief-sysrem on Eastern lands. Western Baha'is in East-West ventures 
were new converts to an (at the time) essentially Eastern religion. whose teachers and 
leaders were virtually all Persian. As such. although most of the Western Baha'is 
concerned probably shared many of their culture's prejudices about the East. Baha'i 
East-West organizing. which was very active in the early 1900s. did not sirnply 
represent another example of Western cultural imperialism. 

Corinne True 

A prominent early Baha'i woman. Born in 1861. she married and bore 8 
children. Although svictly raised by her father, a Presbyterian minister. the deaths 
of five of her children and her husband led her to seek spiritual alternatives. turning 
to Unity, Divine Science and Christian Science before becoming a firm Baha'i in 
1899. Following her frst  pilgrimage in 1907, she became a central supporter of the 
Temple building campaign. handling the massive project's finances and writing many 
progress reports for the Baha'i News. She received many letters from 'Abdul-Baha 
and was one of the key figures in the debate over women's participation in BahaTi 
administrative bodies. She made nine pilgrimages in ail. and was elected to the first 
American National Spintuai Assembly in 1922. In  1952 the Guardian named her a 
Hand of the Cause of Cod. She was an ardent teacher and travelled widely for the 
faith in Europe and North America. She died in 196 1. in her one hundredth year. 



Women 's Assem blies 

In the early l9OOs, as Baha'i communities in the West began organizing 
thernselves, there was a great deal of debate over women's eligibility to serve on 
communities' elected executive committees. and about what such committees should 
be called. In some communities, women and men served together until about 1902, 
after which women were deemed ineligible. These decisions were based on 
rnisinterpretations of poor translations of guidance from 'Abdu'l-Baha. The debate 
over women's representation on elected councils in the Baha'i community reflected 
the iarger suffrage battle raging in America at the time. Among Bah&. however, the 
issue was further complicated by the fact that women made up two-thirds to three- 
quarters of the early Western cornmunity: thus, despite the male governing councils. 
the real power in the community lay with women. Often. these women organized 
paralle1 'Women's Assemblies, " which took on responsibility for teaching campaigns . 
philanthropie work, fundraising. corresponding with Eastern communities. and a 
variety of other duties, sometimes including catering and hosting events planned by 
the "offinal" (men's) assemblies. Relations between men's and women's assemblies 
were at times cooperative, and at other times hostile. Many letters were sent to 
'Abdul-Bahb by Baha'is of differing views. asking for His guidance. which when 
received inevitably ernphasized *the need for unity and cooperation between women 
and men in the cornmunity. By about 191 1, the Master had become quite b l u n ~  in 
His cal1 for single. mixed-gender governing councils. A thorough analysis of this 
aspect of Western Baha'i history has not yet been published: however, you may 
refer to Robert Stockman's article "Women in the American Baha'i Community. 1900- 
1912," in World Order, Winter 1993-1994, for some of the relevant tablets and 
additional information. 

Ida Brush 

A prominent member of the Chicago Baha'i community in the early 1900s. In 
1909 she wrote a paper. based on her interpretation of tablets by 'Abdu'l-Baha. 
which argued that women and men should have separate spheres. and that men's and 
women's assemblies' complementary functions paralleled that of a husband and wife. 
Her paper went on to support the popular Victorian ideals of "virtuous womanhoodw 
and "educated motherhood" (see below) . ignoiing writings which indicate that women 
s-uld engage in trades and professions and avoiding reference to the central Baha'i 
teaching of the equality of women and men. This paper appears to have represented 
the views of a minonty of Baha'i women. However. it is interesting to note that 
when, in 19 12, 'Abdu'l-Bahd asked the Chicago Bahavis to re-elect a mixed assembly, 
both Ida Brush and Corinne True were arnong the women elected. 



Hamet Beecher S~owe 

A prominent Victorian author. one of several contributors to the 'cult of 
virtuous womanhood". She and her sister Catherine Beecher enunciated a new 
vision of women as the spiritual saviors of their families via their edifying influence 
as mothers. Defenders of this view. while usually rnaintaining that the woman's place 
was the home, argued that through proper performance of their child-rearing and 
wifely duties women in fact had a significant. it not central. role in the shaping of 
sociev. While the equality of women and men was not suggested. women were 
descnbed as inherently rnordly superior, as the urnoral guardians of the racesm This 
view was used to defend women's suffrage and their leadership in the prohibition and 
abolition movements. 



Photograph of Susan Moody with a group of Persian Baha'i Women 

from Bahd'i News volume 1 #2 (April 9, 19 10). p. 9. 

3earest E u :  
Please redeem a promise I have made ro rhe siscers bere 

rhac rheir phoro should be copied and spread in America. 1 think 1 mencioned rhar rhis 
is an imporrmr event in their Iives; they have thrown d o m  one rule, for once, is, 

ro show their faces ro the world. 
I c m o t  describe m you hon rhey are deprived. 

Again today 1 was in a home - rhe wife's mother \vas dosely veeileed 
because rhe husband's young brother was in the rom:  

and larer dl the wornen lefr the room because two inen fnends of the family were 
coming.. . 

On leaving 1 wen t ro Say good-bye ro the women - 
their rooms are in an entirely seperate court. as if in another house. 

A man servanr passed just as I raised che heavy currain ro leave. 
and dl die wornen screamed and pulled dorvn rheir veils, 

or drew h e  Chadur' up over their moudi and nose ... 



'Abdu'l-Baha re: Women's Assemblies 

Baha'i News volume 1 #5 aune 5. 19 10). pp. 10- 1 1. 

O thou duughfer of the Kit~g&oml 
Thy Zetter was considered. On account or the 

lack of tirne, a brief aaswer fa glven. 
The Spiritual Assernbfies whfch are organized 

for the sake of teacbfng the Trutfi, whether as- 
gembILes for men, assemblfes for women or mixed 
assembiies, are al1 accepted and are conducive to 
-the spreading of the Fragrances of Qod. Thfs is 
esaentlal. Likewise the public meeting in which, 
one day during the week, the believers gather, to 
ùe engaged in the cornmernoration ot God, to read 
communes and deliver effective speeches, is ac- 
ceptable and belored: But now it is utterly im- 
possible t o  establish the Kouse of 3ustice. which 
is mentioned in the Book of Akdas; nay, rather, 
jt is impracticable and not to be thought of. That 
is for t h e  time when the Cause is proclaimeci and 
the Comnands of God have become' effective- 
Therefore, now is not the time for the House of 
Justice, which ntust be established by general elec- 
tion. Its mention is not permissibie and its retil- 
ization impossible. 

Endeavor ye as much as possible that differences 
rnay not arise In the affairs; let not every in- 
sfgnificant xnatter become the cause of dfsagree- 
ment. If  such a conclition exists. the end wfll be 
complete dispereion. 
The believers and the maid-servants of the Mer- 

ciPu1 must ail consider how to produce harmonj, 
so that the unity of the human world rnay ùe real- 
ized; not that every whoIly unimportant subject 
becorne cond~icire to differences of opinion. It 1s 
m y  hope that the friends and maid-servants of 
America become united on al1 subjects and not 
disagree at ail, for disagreement destroys the foun- 
datfon of the Cause of God. If they agree u p o ~  a 
subjeci, even thotrgh ft be wrong, it i~ better than 
to disagree and be in the right. For  this ditfer- 
ence wil'i prodiice dernolition of the Divine foun- 
dation, Though one of the parties may be in the 
right and they disagree, that wiU be the came of a 
thousand wrongs; but if they agree and both 
parties are in the %-rang, as it is unity, the truth 
wilf be revealed and the wrong made right. 

Upon thee be Baha ELABKA! 



Abdul-Bah6 re: Women's hembl i e s  (2) 

Baha'i News. volume 1 #9. (August 20. 19 10) 

The letters of Mr. Remey, gublished In this 1s- 
sue, and the Ootfowing extract from a Tabfet to 8 
believer in Persia, should receive the careful pe- 
rusal of the men wba are interested fn the progress 
oiE the Cause in the Occident: 

'4tou have written regardfng the Aasembly of Wornea, 
Undoubted'iy, show ye great effort in this matter, and 
make constant endeavor in the expansfon of its spheres, 
and know Fe of a certainty that it will be crowned with 
great SUCCe66. This subject is pregnant with far-reach- 
ing results and when ft Is dtrected in a benefltting man- 
ner, such women wiil be trairred in that Assernbly that 
the whola world wW be astonfahed by thefr e'loquent 
speeches and fluent utterances, and they WH silence and 
discornfort the orators of the East and the West. To- 
day the women In the West lead the men Jn the service 
of the Cause, surnrnon the people under the shade of the 
Blessed Perfection, and laasen their longues in eloqueat 
lectures, delivery of wonderful proofs and the elucida- 
tion of new arguments. 

( Ssgned) ABDUL-BAITA ABBAS. 

We can testify that the above statement fs the 
truth. Nine-tenths of the active workers in the 
Cause in the West are wornen. This should not 
onIy encourage the women of the East, but should 
awaken the  men of the West to their duty Ln the 
flefd of service. 



Ghodsia Ashraf 
Extacts from a Speech 

Bahd'i News volume 2 #7-8, (August 1, 19 11) 

1 have corne to America as the î b t  Persian woman who hm left ber country to  be 
,mdop&ed a b r o d .  I have heard that the Americazlrr bave much aympathy and affection for 
the P e a ,  who are 80 eager to study at thie tirne. 1 am sure you will be glsd fo hear 
aomcthiug ahout the wonderfal progr- they are making, but as 1 kaow more nbont th 
ladies, I Iike 20 tell you a h u t  t h a a  

f ersin h m  b e n  very sick, and rihe could not be cured b ~ -  any rneana; but in m e n  
yars-five o r  six y a r s  ago-shc wns owkcned und che in now reiiùy for progress. P o  
cvonder why 1 say this, bnt i t  is becanse Peraia bas had iis constitittiou only three ycztrr 

whiIe some other countries have had it f o r  a longer period. 
1 am proud of the Pcrsinn wonien, for the: have donc m m y  greet thingr i n  t h i  

short p r i a d .  Wo had no girls' rsclioole i n  Persiri, except the mis~ionarp sehools and t h  
Catl~olic schools, but the  Pcrsinn women ncver went to the schools until five years agc 
Tlien they began to open scborils for themselres- The Mohnrnniedan clere  would not Icr' 
t h m  go to school ther did not know men anything about their religion hecwee t k y  did 
not have  RE^ eduwtion. Severai years ngo somc of the men had edtication- -4.fter the 
constitution the? b e g ~ n  to  opcn sc:hools, a n d  especialiy in the city of Tehcran, from wiiich 
1 have corne. It ie ver? harrl in Persia to gct able teirchers, but Persian girls are making 
gwnt progress in spitc of this difficultg. Thc girk in -4merica are eùitcuted, but 1 have this 
gra t  nerm t u  teIL yan-as you are very affectionatc to the Pwiuus-that the Persian girls 
are niakiag grent progrcss- One girl in a ~chool k n m s  tliree languages already. AJI this 
secn:s wonilcrful to  me bccaiiee tkey are  not sccustomed t o  cducation, but they now go to 
echool and do such goid work tlwt jt seems wonderful. The  woinezi Jid everytbing they 
roiild to get the constitution, and eapeciaily they wantcd the eo~stitution to  have educa- 
tion. So now theu nre mlikirig grent progrcm T' a m  not a sample of the Persian girls, but 1 
can tell yott they arc advancing vcry rapidiy. 

My object in speaking espwial- of the education of the girls is bccausc, i n  my 
opinion, the ecitication of the girls is the must important t h g ,  for they are the matliers 
of the children and thereforc! ehould be educatcd to teach their childrftn. If they are not 
ediwareil. Iiow c m  their ehilùren be different from themf So thcy :ire t q i n g  to ge t  freedom. 
and icith freedom, education. As tbe Amcrican fricnds are helping thern, 1 Lope they =il1 
gct  hoth. Ehcn 1 was Ienving Persia al1 the frieuda cRme to me nnil tuld me to give their 
greet in~  to t h e  Americans. T am ve- fond of  telling the good aews. liut 1 ani #or- t h a t  
T caiinot talk and sa 1 bcg p u r  ynrtloii fo r  m g  poor EngIirh- .T came to America t h a t  1 
nia? be erlutateil in your p a t  country and go bvck and help my sistcrs in Persia. 



Some Questions to Fonder 
(ponder v. think over. consider: muse, be deep in thought.) 

How do you think the women in the picture with Susan Moody feIt about their 
situation? 

The tablet from 'Abdu'l-Baha was written to Louise Waite of Chicago in answer to a 
question. What rnight her question have been? 

Why do you suppose 'Abdu'l-Bahd answered her the way he did? What does this 

suggest about our approach to equality issues in our communities? 

The extract from a tablet by 'Abdu'l-BahB cited in vol. 1 #9 rnakes several asserrions 
about the role of women in the Baha'i community. 
This tablet was initially sent to a believer in Persia. What impact do you think it might 
have had? 

What does the editor's comrnents about the extract suggest about the condition of the 
comrnunity in the West? 

The Unity Band was a group of Western Baha'i women who wrote monthly letters to 
wornen's assemblies in Persia. (A male believer in Persia received and distributed the 
letters.) In 19 11 the Unity Band sponsored a graduate of Susan Moody's girls' school 
to come to America to pursue higher education. in order to return to Persia and work 
as a teacher. 
The attached account of her arriva1 States the hope that "...from now on rnany orhers 
with come every year to ... be imbued with the principles of social freedom and equality 
and cary  back the sarne to their own sisters." 
The article describes in detail the oppression of women in the East. but makes no 
mention of the oppression of women in America. Why? 



Supplementary Readings - Workshop One 

Blessed are ye. O ye stars who are beaming with the light of the love of God! Blessed are 
ye, O ye lamps iighted with the flre of the love of God! Blessed ye are. 0 ye who are 

attracted to the Kingdom of God! Glad-tidings be unto you. 0 you who are 
severed from aught else Save God! Blessed ye are, O ye pure and chaste ones! Glad- 

tidings be unto you through the gift of the Covenant. from the light of which ail 
regions are illuminated! Be rejoiced that the lights of the Sun of Tmth are shining forth 

unto all parts: be gladdened at the gifts of your Lord. which have surrounded a l l  the 
universe: dilate your breasts by chanting the verses of God. and console your eyes by 

witnessing the bounties of the Supreme Concourse. 

By God, the True One. verily, the angels of heaven praise you every morn and eve 
from the loftiest apex. and announce to you a favor which will surely appear as clear 
and lucid as the Sun in mid-day. Then your faces wiil shine with a light which will 

gleam forth unison and harmony. in diffusing the fragrances of God, in preaching the 
Beauty of El-ABHA, and promoting the word of God. Let each one of you be attracted 
to the love of the other. so that ye may become as fountains flowing from one source. 
stars bearning with one life, rnyrtles verdant and flourishing by the abundance of one 

rain. By this your hearts will be punfied. your consciences illurnined. your souk 
made clear, your banners hoisted. and ye will become signs of guidance among the 

maid-servants. standards of chastity and piety throughout al1 the nations of the earth. 
and the appearances of the gifts of your Lord among women. 

Verily, I implore God to gaze upon you with the eye of His rnercy. to raise you 
through a godlike power. to move you by the breezes of His glory. to make you fluent 

in irrefutable and divine proofs and arguments. to sever you from the world and d l  
therein, to purify and sanctiQ you from every material grade. and enable you to 

diffuse the bounties of the Divine Worlds. 



The teachings of Baha'u'Mh aiso proclaim equaüty between man and woman. for He has 
declared that aU are the servants of God and endowed with capacity for the attainment 

of virtues and bestowals. Al1 are the manifestations of the mercy of the Lord. In the 
creation of God no distinction obtains. All are His servants. In the estimation of Gad 
there is no gender. The one whose deeds are more worthy. whose sayings are better. 

whose accomplishments are more useful is nearest and dearest in the estimation of God. 
be that one male or female. 

Promulgation of Universal Peace. 3 75. 

Know thou, 0 handmaid. that in the sight of Baha, women are accounted the same as 
men. and God hath creared al1 hurnankind in His own image. and after His own likeness. 

That is, men and women aiike are the revealers of His names and attributes, and from 
the spiritual viewpoint there is no difference between thern. Whosoever draweth 

nearer to God. that one is the rnost favoured. whether man or woman. How many a 
handmaid. ardent and devoted. hath. within the sheltering shade of Baha. 

proved superior to the men. and surpassed the famous of the earth. 

The House of Justice, however. accordmg to the explicit text of the Law of God. is 
confined to men: this for a wisdom of the Lord God's. which will erelong be made 

rnanifest as clearly as the Sun at high noon. 

Selecred WrWngs of 'Abdu Maha. 79. 

Women have equal nghts with men upon earth; in religion and society they are a very 
important element. As long as women are prevented from attaining their highest 

possibilities, so long will men be unable to achieve the greatness 
which might be theirs. 

Paris Taiks, 133. 



Question: What is the status of woman in the Orient? 

Answer: The status of woman in former times was exceedingly deplorable. for it was the 
belief of the Orient that it was best for woman to be ignorant. It was considered 

preferable that she should not know reading or wnting in order that she might not be 
informed of events in the world. Woman was considered to be created for rearing 
children and attendmg to the duties of the household. If she pursued educationd 

courses. it was deemed contrary to chastity: hence women were made prisoners of the 
household. The houses did not even have windows opening upon the outside world. 
Bahd'u'llah destroyed these ideas and proclaimed the equality of man and woman. He 
made woman respected by commanding that all women be educated, that there be no 
difference in the education of the two sexes and that man and woman share the sarne 
rights. In the estimation of God there is no distinction of sex. One whose thought is 
pure, whose education is supenor. whose scientific attainments are greater. whose 

deeds of philanthropy excel. be that one man or woman. white or colored. is entitied to 
full rights and recognition: there is no differentiation whatsoever. Therefore. the status 

of women in the East has undergone change. At present they attend schools and 
colleges, pursue the ordinary cumculum and day by day are becoming indispensable 

to men and equal to them. This is the present condition of womankind in Persia. 

Prom dga tion of Universal Peace. 1 66. 

"Hear thou Me once again," He reassures her [Nawab], "God is well-pleased with thee, 
as a token of His grace and a sign of His mercy. He hath made thee to be His 

cornpanion in every one of His worlds, and hath nounshed thee with His meeting and 
presence, so long as His Name, and His Remembrance. and His Kingdom. and His 
Empire shall endure. Happy is the handmaid that hath rnentioned thee, and sought 

thy good-pleasure. and humbled herself before thee, and held fast unto the cord of thy 
love. Woe betide him that denieth thy exalted station. and the things ordained for thee 

from God, the Lord of a l l  names. and him that hath turned away from thee, and rejected 

thy station before Cod. the Lord of the rnighty throne." 

Messages to Amerka. 35. 



In this Revelation of Baha'u'llah, the women go neck and neck with the men  In no 
movenent will they be left behind. Their rights with men are equal in degree. They will 
enter al1 the administrative branches of politics. They will attain in ail such a degree as 

will be considered the very highest station of the world of humanity 
and will take part in all affairs. Rest ye assured. Do ye not look upon the present 

conditions: in the not far distant future the world of women will become dl-refulgent 
and d-glorious. For His Holiness Bahd'u'lldh Hath Willed It so! At the time of elections 
the right to vote is the indienable right of women. and the envance of women into al1 

human departments is an irrefu table and incontrovertible question. 
No sou1 c m  retard or prevent it. 

But there are certain matters, the participation in which is not worthy of women. For 
example. at the time when the cornmuniiy is taking up vigorous defensive ineasures 

against the attack of foes. the women are exempt from military engagements. It may sa 
happen that at a given time warlike and savage tribes rnay furiously aitack the body 
politic with the intention of carrying on a wholesale slaughter of its members: under 
such a circumstance defence is necessary. but it is the duty of men to organize and 

execute such defensive measures and not the women--because their hearts are tender 
and they cannot endure the sight of the horror of carnage. even if it is for the sake of 

defence. From such and similar undertakings the women are exempt. 

As regards the constitution of the House of Justice. BahauIllah addresses the men. He 
says: 'O  ye men of the House of Justice!' But when its members are to be elected. the 
right which belongs to women, so far as their voting and their voice is concerned. is 

indisputable. When the women attain to the ultimate degree of progress. then. 
accordmg to the exigency of the time and place and their great capaciv. they shdl 
obtain extraordinary privileges. Be ye confident on these accounts. His Hoiiness 

Bahd'u'llah has greatly strengthened the cause of women, and the rights and privileges 
of women is one of the greatest principles of 'Abdul-Baha. Rest ye assured! Ere long 
the days shail corne when the men addressing the women. shall say: 'Blessed are ye! 

Blessed are ye! Verily ye are worthy of every gift. Vedy ye deserve to adom your 
heads with the crown of everlasting glory, because in sciences and arts. in virtues and 
perfections ye shall become equal to man, and as regards tenderness of heart and the 

abundance of mercy and sympathy ye are superior'. 

Paris Talks, 184. 



Wcrkshop Two: Masculine and Ferninine 

-tea and cookies 
-0pening prayers 
-discussion of the homework readings from last workshop 

-Story: Sakinih Sultan 

-Brainstorm: what characteristics of Sakinih sultan are reveded by the story? 
-record on flipchart 

-What is the nature of masculinity and femininity? 
-presen t two or three relevant seiections from Baha 'i scrip iure 
-open discussion 
-attempt to categorize Sakinih Sultan's Listed characteristics as masculine or 
fernini ne 

-1ndividually lisr yo ur O wn mosr prorninenc characreristics 
-in pairs. acrempr &O categorize hem as masculine or ferninine 

-Art Project 
-mange work space for each participant and tables of supplies: gIues, fabrics. 
a variety of paints, coIored glas  pieces. a variety of papers. wood. brushes, 
pencils, pens, crayons, tape, wire, etc. 
-participants are asked to make something beginning with the idea 
of representing their relationship to the ferninine and the masculine in  
themselves 

-introduction of this workshop's homework readings 
-closhg prayer 

-band outs: ^The Rise of Women" (Marzieh Gaii): article on Susan Moody: extracts from the 

Baha'i writings about the feminine/women and their characteristics 



The Story of Sakinih Sultan 

In the house of 'Abdullah Pasha, there is a large room on the second floor. This 
room has carpets on the floor, and couches around the walls. and enormous arched 
windows all down one side, letting in the bright mediterranean sun and the ocean 
breeze. In this room. early every morning. 'Abdu'l-Baha and his household 
gathered to share dawn prayers. 'Abdu'l-Bah& sat on the right hand corner of a 
couch beside the window, with his family around him. and the families of martyrs 
whom he'd taken under his care spread out around the room. Here, for an hour 
each day. they would listen tu the children chant. while 'Abdu'l-Baha supplied 
forgotten words: and they would play with the parrot Bahiyyih Khanum had 
taught to Say, 'Shoghi Jun": and they would drink their morning tea. 

The tea came from a tall. shining samovar. standing by the door on a Persian tea- 
cloth. A happy-faced woman with deep dimples in her cheeks and thick black 
braids sac on the floor behind the samovar. Every morning, there she sat and 
served the tea, from time to time throwing a lump of sugar to the sparrows which 
flew in and out of the open windows. And the pilgrims came and went. and the 
fortunes of the faith swung from peril to peril. from victory to betrayal. and the 
rnembers of 'Abdu'l-Baha's own farnily rose up against him and fought. and all the 
while. every morning. çakinih SultAn served the tea. 

She was the eldest daughter of nine children born to a respected Baha'i family of 
Yazd. As a child. she probably ran and played quite freely: but from about the age 
of nine, she would have been confined to the home and involved in domestic work. 
At the age of 13. her mother arranged her rnarriage to a Baha'i silk-weaver. Ali- 
Asghar. aged 23. At the time, marriage at such an age was seen as normal: she 
moved into her husband's home, and came under the authot-ity of her husband and 
his mother. She probably knew very little about s a .  and nothing about birth 
control; but she must have learned quickly, because within the year, she was the 
mother of a little girl named Faitimih. 

And so her life went: nursing. sewing. cooking. cleaning. working with the women 
of the household. and listening at curtains when the men spoke of the outside 
world, a world she saw only through lattices and veils. Perhaps she was content. 



Perhaps her men-folk permitted her a certain power of influence in their decisions 
about her life: perhaps she never missed wdking outside unattended. riding a 
horse. looking a stranger in the eyes, laughing out loud in the street. going 
swimming, or reading and writing. 

We'lI never know. But we know she loved her husband. in her own way. And we 
know that he went out one spring day when she was fifieen to meet 6 other Bahais. 
And we know that the next-door neighbors told the police about this meeting. and 
that rhey were raided. and arrested. and-that they refused to recant rheir faith. The 
seven men had their bellies split open. their organs pulled out. bits of their bodies 
cut off for trophies, and their heads put on spikes carried through town by a mob. 
And we know that Sakinih Sultan was sitting with her mother-in-law in a room on 
the ground floor when suddenly they heard the music and shouting of the mob 
outside their door, and that the next thing she knew her husband's head had been 
tossed through the window and rolled at their feet. 

We are told that then Sakinih fainted. But  her mother-in-law picked up her son*s 
head off the floor. took it to the washstand and cleaned it. and gave it back to the 
mob, saying. that which we have given to God we do not ask back. 
The other believers in Yazd were scared for their own skins and hid. so they were 
abandonned with no food and no water, and the mob howling outside, until some 
Dutch merchants took pity on thern and sent in provisions. 

So Sakinih was a widow, and al1 her male kin were dead or dispersed. We. who may 
speak to strangers, and go out unescorted, and act on our own behdf in the public 
sphere. c m  we imagine what it \vas like for Sakinih without a man to represent her? 
She was an embarrasment. an aberration. something suspect and pathetic. Her 
family urged her to remarry. but she did not wish it. She had a message sent to 

'Abdul-Bah& asking for his help. pleading. And he said, come. But how? BWomen 
could not travel alone: nor could they travel with men who were not kin. so it was 
two years before she could find an appropriate escort. two years before she and her 
four year old daughter Fatimih made the long trip West to Akka. At first. she lived 
with Munirih Khanum's sister, Gawhar, who was mamed to one of her uncles. but 

soon she was asked by 'Abdu'l-Baha to come and live in his household. 

So Sakinih became one of 'Abdul-Baha's tmsted servants. Her daughter. Fatirnih, 
grew up in the Holy farnily and ir is said that she was the first girl among them to 
go to school. learning reading and writing from the Nazarene Sisters in Haifa and 



studying calligraphy with the eminent Mishkin-Qalam. Fatimih was clever and 
gifted in hand-work and embroidery, and made 'Abdu'l-Baha several coats. 
including one that was his favorite. One day, when Fatimih was in her late teens. 
Gawhar came to Sakinih to arrange the mamage of Fatimih to her son Badi Effendi. 
'Abdu'l-Baba approved the match: and Sakinih saw her daughter go off to Cairo to 
start her married life. 

Joy and pain embrace. Nine months later. Fatimih bore a son: but she took fever 
after the delivery and ten days later she was dead. But Sakinih was in Lebanon. 
looking after Mina Abu'l-Fadl and Shoghi Effendi in his first years at University. 
so she missed both the labouring and the funeral of her only child. Ml that was left 
was her newborn grandson. By custom. she had no daim to him: the children went 
with their fathers. But customs had a way of yeilding to kindness and good sense 
in the house of 'Abdu'l-Baha. so Sakinih was given the baby. And she raised him 
in the home of the Holy family. while her black braids turned grey. and the 

samovar bubbled. and the tea was served. In 1945, she died- The grandson she 
raised, Labib Shahawas a faithful Baha'i all his life, and is the one who has Ieft us 
her story. 

(Based on information found in The Dia? of JuIiet Thompson. by Juliet 

Thompson: The Shell and The Pearl, by Roger White, and references cited therein: 
and Daily Lessons Received At Akka. by Helen Goodall and Ella Goodall Cooper. 
1908 .) 

The Story of Sakinih Sultan O Sophie Tamas 1998. 
h a s e  do not copy, perform, or othenvise use without the author's permission. 



'The Rise of Women", from Dawn Over Mount Hira, pp. 128-1 36 
by Marzieh Gail 

AFTER L ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ '  IN THE - B R I T A N N I C A ,  we come to Women, 
Diseases of'. - 

This is the first reference to 'Wornen'. The idea of women 
being chronic invalids seems to the Encyclopedia the most perti- 
nent fact about them. 

Man, of course, fares very differently. He is not pluralized, but 
occurs proudly in the singular. His first heading is : 'Man, Evolu- 
tion of '. He stands for a11 hunianity, and he isn't even sick. 

The Britannica was written primarily by men. W e  live in a 
man's world ; that is the matter with it. 

Pio religion prior to the Bahh'i Faith taught sex equality. The 
OId Testament says to woman, of her husband 'and he shall rule 
over theeT.L Ender Mosaic law, it is true that mothers are to be 
honoured along &th fathers, and daughters may inherit - in the 
absence of sons. But women are of less account than men. They 
rnay not e w n  serve as witnesses in civil or criminal cases. They 
pray to givr birth, not to daughters, but  to sons. 

Marriage according to  the Old 'fistarnent is polygamous. There 
is no legal lirnit in Mosaic Iaw to the number cf wives and ccncu- - 

bines a man may have. If a man wishes a divorce, he carries out the 
provisions in Deuteronomy zq:x, as follows: 'When a man hath 
taken a wife, and rnarried her, and i t  come to pass that she find no 
favour in his qes ,  because he hath found some uncIeanness in her; 
then let him write her a bill of divorcement, and give it in her hand, 
and send her out of his house.' 



Even after the express prohibition of polygarny by Rabbi 
Gershom B. Judah, 'The Light of the Exile' (960-1028 A.D.), many 
of the Jcwish peoples continued to practise it; the Jews of Spain, 
for example, were polygamous as late as the 14th century A.D. 

The Jewish Encyclopedia, under polygamy, states: 

In spite of the prohibition agairrst pobgamy and of the general 
acceptame thereof, the Jnoish laoo siiZZ retains m y  provikions 
which apply only to  a statc wltich perrnits polygamy. The marnage 
of a married man is Zegally valid and needr the fornzality of a bill 
of dic.orce for ils dissolution,  chil le the nzurriage of a mawied 
wuman i s  zwid . . . 
There is no justification for reading sex equality back into the 

New Testament. It is not there. 
Jesus healed women along with men; He praised a wornan's 

faith and hm jove, fie condemned the scribes 'which devour 
widows' houses'; He conversed with a woman in the same tones He 
used to men; He gave such women as do the will of the Father the 
rank of His mother and sister; He reiterated the Old Testament 
commandment to honour father and mother; He forgave the 
woman taken in adultery; and He softened the curse of the Old 
Testament: 'in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children' with : 'as 
soon as she is delivered of the &Id, she rcmernbçrcth no more thc 
anguish, forjoy that a man is born into the world'.z 

He protected women from the lust of nien; and He saved them 
from being cast aside in divorce, except for adultery: 'And 1 Say 
irnto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be for 
fornication, and shall marry another, committeth adultery: and 
whoso marrieth her which is put away doth commit adultery.' 
Again: 'And if a woman shall put away her husband, and be 
married to another she committeth adultery? 

But nowherç in the Xew Testament do ae find any slightest 
indication as to the sexes being equal. On the contrary, the New 
Testament declares woman the inferior: '[man] is the image and 
g l u s  of the man. For the man is not of the woman; but the wornan 
of the man.'' '1 suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp autliority 
over the man, but to be in silence. For Adam was first formed, then 
Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but the woman being deceived 
was in the  transgression.'5 'Let your women keep silence in the 



churches: for it is not permitted unto thern to speak . . . And if 
they wiI1 learn anything, let thern ask their husbands at  home3 
Vives,  submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the 
Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the 
head of the church: and he is the saviour of the body. Therefore 
as the Church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives be to their own 
husbands in everything? 

Christian practice down to our times has been based on the 
belief that woman (Eve) is the destroyer of God's image, man; that 
she is the devil's gateway and a painted hell - see the Church 
fathers for-these and other metaphors; that she is mentally and 
physically deficient; that mar r iap  is evil, although preferable to 
licence; that chiIdren are born in sin. Chivalry and the worship of 
Mary, both imports from the East, had Iittle appreciable effect on 
the status of the average Christian u70rnan. 

Anyone who believes that Christianity teaches sex equality has 
only t o  study the history of the Woman Suffrage movement. The 
dates alone tell the story. An early, revered landrnark in the evolu- 
tion of women's rights is Mary LVollstonecraft's A Vindication of 
the RRights of Wmna, inspired by France's 'Liberty, Equality, and 
Fraternity' and brought out in 1792. On July 19, 1848, the first 
Women's Rights Convention met at  Seneca Falls, New York, a t  the 
home of Mrs. Elizabeth Cady Stanton. However, the famous 
gathering at  Badaçht, Q u r i s i n ,  Persia - which posterity will 
recognize as an irrevocable break with the past, and in the course 
of which woman's equality with man was unforgettably pro- 
claimed - antedated this by a few days, or weeks.8 It was at 
Bada& that the great Tahirih (Qurratu'l-'Ayn) appcared without 
her veil, and with solemn triumph, in the heart of a Muslim nation, 
addressed the stupefied gathering, crying out: 'This day is . . . 
the day on which the fetters of the past are burst asundedg 

Freedom for wornen was so dear to n h i r i h  that she died for it. 
She was 'the first woman sufirage martyr'. In August, r852, she 
gave up her life, executed for lier life's work. In her last moments 
she said, Tou  can kill me as soon as you like, but you cannot stop 
the emancipation of women .''O 

In 1867, in the case of Chorlton v. Ling, it was sought to estab- 
Iish that women were persons and as such entitied to the Parlia- 
mentary vote. The Married Women's Property Acts were passed in 



Great Britain in 1882 and 1893; prior to this the wife's legal 
existence was rnerged with her husband's: 'My wife and I are one, 
and f am he,' expressed it. (The reader should, however, refer to 
Mary R. Beard's Woman as Force in History for a thorough stud y 
of the field; as her title indicates, the author shows that women, far 
from being at d l  times a subject sex, have activrly shaped history. 
This thesis iç familiar to Baha9is; see for example a discourse 
delivered by 'Abdu '1-Bahh in I g r 2.)" 

In the United States, the 19th Amendment, enacted August 
26, 1920, gave ,4rnerican women the right to vote. E t  reads: 'The 
right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied 
or abridged by the United States or by any Statr on account of 
sex. ' 

The New Testament does not teach monogamy nor condemn 
polygamy. John  ilt ton's brilliant Treotise on Christian Doctrine 
establishes this. He States : 

In the definition which 1 have given [of marriage], 1 have no1 said, 
in cornpliance with the cornmon opinion, of one man with one 
woman, lest 1 should by implication charge the koly patriarchs and 
pillars cf our faith, A6raham, and the others who had more than 
&e eu& at the same time, with . . . adultery; rmd lest 1 should 6e 
forced to exclude from the sanctuary of God us spwwus, the koly 
offspring which spang from t h ,  yea, the whole of the sons of 
Isroel, for w l z a  the santtuary itself wus made. For it is s d ,  

Milton denies the b a i n  sMl be one Aesh' verses, so ofien ad- 
vanced as meaning monogamy (e.g. Matthew 19:5), any such 
connotation; he says in part, 'the context refers tu the husband and 
that wife onIy whom he was seekhg to divorce . . .' H e  advances 
Exodus 2 r :IO as clearly showing the sanction of polygarny : 'if he 
take him another wife, her food, her raiment, and her duty of 
marriage shall he not diminish.' And lie adds: 'It cannot be sup- 
posed that the divine forethought intended to provide for adultery.' 

MiIton continues: 



Muhammad was the first modern feminist. The Qur'h gives 
women many and çpecific riglits. As learncd Muslims and Islamists 
have not failed to point out, this Book grants spiritual equality to 
believers of either scx : 

Truly the men chu resign t b m e 1 e . e ~  tu God (Mudims), and the 
women who reszgtt themselzes, and the beliêvkg men and the be- 
liee5z.g wmen, and the deoout men and the devout women, and the 
men of truth, and the women of rruth, und the patient men and the 
patient momen, and the humble men and the humHe women, and 
the men who gize a l m  and the wonzen who giûe alm, and the men 
nüho fart and the züonten who fast, a d  the chaste tnen atzd the 
c h t e  wumen, and the men and the women d o  oft r e m b e r  God: 
for them hath God preparerlforgtkeness and a rich recomperrse.''3 

In the Qur'in, Adam is as guilty as Eve; Satan seduced them 
both and in another passage Adam is the one deceived. In wornen 
Gad hns placed 'abundant good'. Men arc bidden to  'reverence the 
wombs that 6ear you'J4 

Wornen inherit and own property and act as witnesses; they 
receive alimony and widows also receive a provision. Divorce is 
discouraged; according to a hadith - (oral tradition) it is lawful, but 
abhorred by God; arbitration is enjoined to  forestall divorce: 'And 
if ye fear a breach between man and wife, then send a judge chosen 
from his family, and a judge chosen h m  her family: if thcy are 
dcsirous of agreement, God wiil effect a reconciliation . . .'The 
love between man and wife is one of the signs of God: 'And one of 
His signç it is, that He hath created wives [mates] for you of your 
own species, that ye may dwell with them, and hath put love and 
tenderness between you.'15 

Uromen are to be protected from 1ust;'G men are to iive 'chaste- 
ly . . . and without taking concubin es'.^ Monogamy is enjoined, 
since the Text states: 'marry but two, or three, or four; and if ye 
still fear that ye shall not act equitably, then one only'Y Elsewhere 



the teb of the Qur'h states that such equitable action ïcvould he 
irripossib1e: 'And ye will nut it at alf in your power to treat 
your wives alike, even though you fain would ao do . . .' 

In spite of wornaxi's tremeridoiis advarice under Isl&ni, in the 
law of Muhairirnad, as in that of Moses and Jesus, inen are supcrior 
tu uiomen and the wife is suhjcx? to the hushand; the Qur'hn 
tcaclies : 

* Mm (me saprnioy to women on account of the quuIik- with which 
(=oJ hath gifred the one tdove the ot/rer, and on ~z~ou7zt of t h  oui- 
laj) they make fiom tfreir oeon substarzcc for ihem . . . chide those 
fbr whoss rcfractoriness y s  huve cause to fmr . . . crnd strie theni: 
but ifthey are obediml tu  yorc, thm se& not occcriion rzgaitlst b e m m  

Otlier verses sliow tIiat wwornen 1300 years ago had not acliieved 
equality with men? 

UTe caniiot forcsee where the BoIii17i principk of sex equality wiIl 
Lead; it is new, and connotes vital charigcs in the social structure. 
Up to uow, rriari -and at tiines, pediaps, women, for the matrinrch- 
atc in its broader sensr. is nrguablc - has bcen dominant. Now at 
fast a uinlc-fmIe cliedc arid bülnrice systein is establislied. 

Anyho w, the iinplicatioris are important for world peacc. Man's 
dorriestic dominance r r i q  well have been a contributive cause of 
war ; t h  home patterti of aggression, resen trricri t and rctaliation i s  
sirrdar to that wliicti on the world scale devclops as war. Moreover, 
rriost languagrs are weighted with the idea of malc superiority, aiid 
the child i s  taiight to disparage feinale opinion, wliich means also 
to disparagc: wornari's antipathy to war. 

1-iere are sorrie aspects of the pictnre as cnvisagad by 13ahi7is: 
'Abdu'l-Batiü. affirms that not orily man, but woiriari, i s  creatcd in 
the image and iilccness of God: 'The "image" aiid "likencss" of 
God applies to her as wcll.' I f e  shows that sstags of lifc lower than 
r r m i  do not treat the fcrrlale as inferior : 



glory in its Being male and suprioT to the fernale. In f& equality 
e&s and rS recognized. Why should man, a hIlpk und more 

'Abdual-Bah& says : 

God dues not inquire 'Art 
humun actions. If these 
Glmiow One, mat& orrd 
rewarded. 

And eIsewhere: 

and deprive himself of Zhis equaky the 

ihou woman or art thou man?' He judgez 
me acceptable ai the ihreshold of the 
woman wiZ2 be egually recognized und 

in some countrzes man went so far as to believe and teach ihat 
w o m n  belonged to a sphere Zmer than human. But in this century 
which is the cenhry of I&ht . . . God ikprooing to the satisf'ction 
of humaniiy that ail this is ignorance und errw; nay, rather, it is 
well estoblished that mmtkind and wonzankind as factors of c m -  
ponte humaniiy are co-equnl and that no differtvzce in estint.de is 
aZIma6le . . . The conditions in past centuries were due tu woman's 
Zack of opportutrity . . . She was . . . ieft in hm undeveloped 
state.22 

Few perçons or institutions today practise the Baha'i teaching of 
educating the daughter rather than the son if it is impossible to 
provide education for both; during the war, for example, crowded 
American schools were not unknown t o  favour male candidates, 
neglecting the female. 'Abdu'l-Bah5 says : 

The education ofwoman is more necessary and important t h a  lhat 
of man, for w o m n  rk the trainer of the child from its infnncy . . . 
The mothers are the p s t  educators of mankind; $ they be im- 
perject, alus for the condition and future of the race? 

'Abdu'l-Bahl does not accept the argument of male superiority 
based on the  size of the brain: 

Some philosophers und writers have casidered woman naturally 
and by meaiion infmioor io man, claimitg os a proof that ihe bruin 
of man is larger and heaetier than that of womm2. This is frai[ and 
fuulty midence inasmuch as small brains me ofterr found coupled 
a i th  superior intellect and large brains possessed by- those who are 



The Mastcr a f i r n s  that woman should not be considered in- 
ferior because she does nat go to war, and adds: 

Yet be it Rnoevn t h t  if wunutn hod been taught and traimd in the 
mililary sciènce of slaughter she ecould Arme 6em the epubalent of 
m m  even in this . . . But God forbid! . . . for the destruction of 
hummity is m i  aglorious achieucment . . . Let not a man glory in 
thb, - that he c m  RiCI his feZZw-meaiures; nay, rather, let him 
glory in this, that he c m  lave them.25 

'Abdu'l-Bah& describes a striking difference between man's 
psychology and woman's. He states that man is more inclined to 
war than woman; that wornan, once she becomes fully effective in 
society, will block war. Women, then, do not derive from warfare 
the psychological satisfactions obtained from it by men, and their 
repupance to war should be implemented tu keep the peace: 

The m o t k  bears the troubles and anneties of rea~ing the child; 
undergoes the ordeal of its birth and training . . . Therefore ii ü 
m s t  dzjjîali fou tnothers to send those upon d o m  they have 
lacished such !me and care, to the baitlejield . . . So if will come 
to p m  that when wonzen participate juily and equollj in the affairs 
of the euorki. . . war will cease; for woman wifl be the obstade and 
hindrance ro it, This is trueand wt'thouf doubP7 

What 'Abdu'l-Bah& teachcs rcgarding the effect of constant 
negative environmental suggestion on woman should be especial$ 
pondered. Everywhere woman is battered down by depressing 
suggestion - that she is sick, rattle-brained, incompetent, that she 
ages quicker than man, and su on. One sees here the same type of 
poisonous social suggestion which attacks hlack American citi- 
zens.28 This gifted people (whom North America will some day 
recognize as one of her most valuable population elements) is con- 
tinually being told in thousands of subtle ways - in books, linguistic 
expressions, movies, the theatre, from lecture pIatforms - by the 
majority that they have no future, must stay in their 'place', are 



biologicaIly unfit, etc. The wholesame suggestion established by 
black leaders - successful artists, writers, educators, sports cham- 
pions and the rest - is extremeiy important. A fact is irrefutable; it  
is there for people to see. In the same way one successful woman 
gives the lie to al1 the old husbands' tales of woman's inferiority : 

T k  only remedy is educatim, opportunity; for equalify mems 
equal qualz@caation . . . the assunrptim of s u p e ~ i d t y  by man wiZZ 
continue to be depressing to the ambition of woman, as zjC her uttuin- 
ment to eqwlity cons creationally impossible . . . If a pupil ir told 
thai his intelligence is las than his fehw-pupils, it is a very great 
drawback and handicap to hi" progress. He m u t  be encouragecf to 
advance . . -29 

Since work in future will be allottrd only on the bâsis of know- 
ledge and skill, there is no need to particularize here; it is interest- 
ing, however, that " ~ b d u ' l - ~ a h i  especially recornrnends the 
'industrial and agri cultural sciences' for wornen.30 

Pol ygamy inevitably connotes woman's inferiority. Monogamy 
is Bahl'i iaw. The marriage contract is a partnership of two equals; 
neither agrees to o b q  the other, and neither beIongs to the other; 
one individuaf cannot own another. 

Women, under Bahi'i law, are accorded a few exemptions in 
their religious observances. Furthemore, a few restrictions apply 
to wornen: women inherit a lesser share than men, although this is 
not mandatory if an individuai prefers to distribute his property 
otheru;ise,sI and women do not serve in the Universal House of 
Justice, aithough they serve on the Local and National Houses, and 
the rnembers of the last-named elect the members of the Universal 
body. Of this non-membership in the Universal House of Justice, 
'Abdu'l-Bah6 said the reason 'will presendy appear, even as the 
Sun at middayV.s2 It does not affect woman's status of equality, 
since the highest rank a BahB'i can attain, that of Hand of the 
Cause, is open to women as well as men. 
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A. Ybuf  'Ali ttanslates, 'Chastity, not lewdness, hTor secret intrigues.' 
A fourth version is, 'Without taking (other) cornpanions.' 

18. Qur'itz 4:3. A. Yiisuf 'Ali's note on this reads: 'The unrestricted 
number of wives of the "Times of Ignorance" was now strictly limited 
to a maximum of four, provided you couId treat them with perfect 
equality, in material things as well as in affection and immaterial 
things. As this condition is rnost difficult to fulfil, I understand the 
rewmmendation to bc towards monogamy.' (The HoIy Qur'h 1, 
1791 n- 509) 

19. Qur'h 4:38. A. Yusuf 'Ali translates : k a t  them (lightly).' Sale : 'and 
chastise them.' Wife beating was of course legal in Christian countries. 
Yiisuf 'Ali's translation of4:38 ù-egins: 'Men are the protectors . . . of 
women, Because . . . They support them'; he translates 2:228: 'But 
men have a degree (of advanage) over them.' His note on 2 :228 shows 
clearly the non-equality involved: 'The difference in economic pusi- 
tion between the sexes rndces the man's rights and IiabiIities a little 
greater than the woman's . . . in cenain rnatters the weaker sex is 



entitled to special protection.' (op. cit., 1, 90, n. 255). The Bahh'i 
Faith, it goes without saying, does not consider one sex 'weaker' than 
the other. (Cf. Pr~tculgatian pp. 72-3) 
Sale translates the passages: 'Men shall have the preeminence above 
women . . .' (4:38) and 'the men ought to have a superiority over 
them' (2 :228). A leading contemporary Islamist translates : 'Men are in 
charge of women (lit., they are standers over theni)' (4:38) and com- 
ments on the rncaning of 2:228: 'Man is the creditor, wornm the 
debtor.' 
Qur'in 43 : 17-1 8 ; 2 : 228 
Pronzulgation, pp .72-3 
ibid. p. 129 
ibid. 
ibid. p. 277 
ibid p. 72 
ibid. p. 278 
ibid, p. r 30 
In the United States, the rise of women is in fact bound up with the 
rise of the American Negro race, It was to emancipate the black that 
early women leaders needed public pIatforms - and were opposed by 
the churches, who suffered them not to teach. This parallel dcvelop- 
ment is thought-provoking : one oppressed group orking to serve the 
other; both, so far and to a certain extent, victorious. 
Certain of the words addressed by 'Abdu'l-BahA to women are identi- 
cal in sense with those He spoke to the black people: to the latter He 
said: 'In the estimation of God there is no distinction of coïor; a21 are 
one in the color and bcauty of servitude to Him. Color is not impor- 
tant; the heart is al1 important . . . The minera1 kingdom abounds 
with rnany-colored substances and compositions but we find n o  strife 
arnong them on that account. In the kingdom of the plant and vege- 
table, distinct and vanegated hues exist but the fruit and Aowers are 
not in codict for ti-tat reason . . . In the anima1 kingdom also we find 
vanety of color . . . They do not make difference of color a cause of 
discord and strife . . . They know they are one in kind.' And again : 
'. . . the accomplishment of unity between the colored and wbites will 
be an assurance of the world's peacc.' (Promulgation, 41-43). And 
further : '. . . evcry man irnbued with divine qualities . . . io venly in 
the image and likeness of God.' (ibid. p. 67) 
Pronrtdgation, p. 73 
Promulgation, p. 277 
The Universal House of Justice, Synopsis and Codification of the Laws 
and Ordinances of the Kddb-i-Aqdas, (Baha'i World Centre, Haifa, 
1973)~ p. 43, p. 46, item 0, and pp. 60-61, note 25 

'Abdu'l-BahG, Tablets of 'Abdu'GBnhd, (3 vols., Baha'i Publishing 
Society, Chicago, xcpg-19r 61, vol. 1, p. go 



Some Questions to Ponder 

How does Gail's account of the history of women's rights make you feel? 

Gai1 suggests that 'eveqrwhere woman is battered down by depressing suggestion - 
that she is sick. rattle-brained, incompetent. that she ages quicker than man. and so 
onw . and 'Abdu'l-Bahd States that '...the assumption of superiority by man wiil 
continue to be depressing to the ambition of woman. as if her attainment to equality 
was creationally impossible...". How have you been affected by 'depressing 
suggestion" and men's assumption of supenority? 

Do you think women have already achieved equality?. 



A Baha'i Pioneer of the East and West - Doctor Susan 1. Moody 
(The Hand-Maid of the Most High) 

Amatu'l-Aïa 

by Jessie E. Revel1 

''1 N mliry," rays ' Abdual-Bahi, "faich 
crnbodics three degrees: ro confess with the 
tongue; to believe in the heart; to givc cvi- 
dence in our actions-" In wriring 2 brief 
account of che life of Dr. Susan 1. Moody 
rhe rcal t i t h ,  as quoted herc, is ouucanding. 

She was born November 20, 1851 in 
Amsterdam, New York, of Scotch-Cove- 
nanter parents. Here she received the usual 
schooling and orthodox religious training of 
the "best" families of the day. After 
graduating from Arnsrerdarn Academy, shc 
taught school, later entercd the Women's 
Medical College in hTcw York City. Aftcr 
her parencs passed away, she madc ber home 
airh hcr brortrer in  Chicago where she 
studied music. S d 1  Iater, Dr. Moody 
studied painting m d  sculpture as che Arc 
Xnstitutc of Chicago. chen for chree years 
in the Acadcrny of Fine Arts in PhiIadel- 
phia, rhcn under che great painter Chzse, in 
New York and finaIly, in the art schools 
and studios of Paris, but  shc was noc, how- 
ever, to make art  her life work for instead 
of folIowinIS the professionzl art carccr, for 
which shc x~as  well qualified, she finally 
yieIded to rhe constantty incrcasing urgc 
which she felr and concluded her study of 
medicine, graduating from a Chicago medi- 
cd coltegc. 

During those early days of her life in 
Chicago, she met friends who were attend- 
ing thc first classes forrned for the study of 
che Bzhi'i Revclation, which c l ~ s c s  shr 
joined but did not become a confirmcd be- 
licver uncil 1903, t f t e r  rnaking an inten- 
sive srudy of the teachings wich Mrs. Isa- 
bella D. Brictinghzm, for  the priviIege of 

whose teaching Dr. Moody was always ex- 
cecdingly grare£ ul. 

The first Bahi'i Sunday School in Chicago 
was conducced by Dr. Mwdy and Iater 
she was one of the group of Bahi'i sisters 
who travcied up and dawn rhe outskirts of 
Chicago's north side in ~ a r c h  of the bcsr 
location for the now farnous Bnha'i Temple 
in Wilmette, Illinois. 
About 1908 a pxry of Americsn Bahi'iz 

travekd to frin to visit thc Bahi'is in that 
land, and white there somc frinian doctors 
asked if it wouId be possible to induce an 
Americzn womzn doctor to come to Tihrin, 
frin, to  live, for the purpose of clring for 
the women of f r i n  who at that tirne werc 
so dcprived of skilled medical care. Stop- 
ping in 'Akki, Palestine, on their recurn, 
the Arnericans comrnunicated this wish to 
'AbduSI-Bah5 who asked them if they knew 
of such a doctor. The name of Dr. Moody 
was presented, and shc received word with- 
ouc deIay from 'Abdu'l-Bahi telfing her 
she had ken chosen for this grcat medical 
work in frin. "1 knew thtn," Dr. Moody 
often remarkcd, "why 1 had felt the urge 
so strongly to srudy mcdicine; 1 was obliged 
to study medicine in order CO come to frfn." 
When the cal1 came f rom 'Abdu'l-Bahi, 
she proceeded immediately on her journey. 

Enroute to frfn, Dr. hioody scopped in 
the Holy Land to sec 'Abdu'l-Bah5 and re- 
ceive from Him the necessary instructions 
and encouragement for chc work ahead of 
her. At the timc of parting H e  said, T o u  
wiI1 need patience." H e  also further stated 
that He was sending her ro frin and 
whethcr living or dead He would always 



Dr. Susan 1. hfoody, 1851-1934. 

bc with her. During that visit with 'Ab- 
du'l-Bahi, Dr. Moody made s vow which 
was, "Al1 thac 1 am and hzue, 2nd a11 that 
I hope to be and have, 1 dedicatc to Thee, 
O God." She afso said thac those three 
days in the Holy Land with the Master, 
'Abdu'l-Bahi, were d l  her lifc. 

Dr. Moody arrived in Tihrin November 
26, 1909. ' Abdu'l-Bah3 mentioned ro some 
pilgrims the great love wich which rhe 
Bahi'i of frin had greeted Dr. Moody when 
she arrived in f r h ,  saying thst between 
Enzdi; on the Caspian Sea, and Tihrin thcre 

*teen were nineteen reIay stations and ac si- 
of these there were Bahi'is gathered to 
greet the western Bahi'i. Soon after her 
arriva1 a reception was given CO her and 
Dr. Moody then kncw she had an eter- 
na1 home in the hetrrs of thcse dcar 
f riends. 

During her fiftcen years of service to 
the Cause in frin, rnany were her di6culties 
and hardships but she had an inflexible 

dererrnination to accompIish what 'Abdu'l- 
Bahi wished her CO do. 

Oftcn she prayed for the supremc pa- 
tience which 'Abdurl-Bahi had prescribed. 
She m n  becamc fiuent in the frinian lan- 
guage. Frequent were het letters ro Amer- 
ica, explaining her work, enclosing phot6 
graphs and r;elIing of the hck of frcehrn 
and educarion of the frinian women, of the 
custom of wearing the veil, etc., of the 
Bahi'i work of establishing a hospital, a 
girl's school and a Mas_hriqu'l-A&kir there. 
In a Tihrin ncwspaper in 1910 appeared 
the foilowing: 

"DOCTOR MOODY-AMERZCAN LADY- 
not only does she know medicinc, but aIso 
gynecology, obstetrics and women's dis- 
cases. Her g d  qudities and kind attri- 
butes, ber love for her Persian orienta1 
siscers, are al1 equal. Evcry day from morn- 
ing tif1 noon she is in her office, No. 10 Ave- 
nue Ahdauleh, rcceiving her patients for 
consultation, examination and rrcatrnent, ex- 



cepting Friday and Sunday a i  ternoons, when 
she goes to the Hospital Schnr (Hospital of 
Health), whcre she meets the patients of 
the higher and wealthier class. 

"We give the utmost thanks and grati- 
tude to such a noble woman, to such a re- 
spected person, whose presencc herc is a 
greac privitege to  the councry of Persii. 
O n  account of the great care of this blesscd 
person, the sick of d l  nationalities, Moslem, 
e t  al., become welf. W e  beg of God ro 
keep this blessed and respecced person with 
us." 

Aside from her medicaI work, therc was 
ever present in her mind the most impor- 
tant question of the education of girIs- 
Often she would say, "My hcart aches for 
the neglected ones." She found chac rnany 
of the Bahi'i men were in full sympachy 
wirh her views and through Bahi'i co- 
operation and consultation a girl's school 
was started with an attendance of thirty 
pupils. I t  has now an enrollment of sev- 
eral hundred and is known ss the Tarbiyat 
SchwI for Girls. Sorneone has declared it  
co be "the grcatest nrnong a11 the schools 
in Tihrin." One of rhe activities most dear 
to the heart of Dr, Moody was the raising 
of funds for an additional building. Shc 
wished this fund to be known as the "Kap- 
pes Memorial Fund" in memory of Miss 
Lillian Kappes, the first American Bahi'i 
teacher who died in f r in  afrer giving nine 
years of untiring service to  the School. Dr. 
Mwdy not only scarted the Tarbiyat School 
for the sccular cducation of girIs, she also 
founded the Bahi'i study classes for girls 
and herself visiced these cIasses every Fri- 
day. These study cltsses were managed by 
trained teachers and in these classes many 
who started years ago in the first course 
arc now teaching others. 

Dr. Moody was Ioved and honored by 
thousands of people in her Iife time, among 
them being Major Robert W. Tmbrie, who 
offered protection to  the Bahi'is and who 
suffered martyrdom by fanaticai Muham- 
madans. During the epidemic of influenza, 
the famine and a vtriety of dreadfui con- 
ditions, Dr. Moody wrore to  Amenca, "Oh, 
what a mercy that we are alive and awak- 
ened and trying to  serve in the Kingdom of 
Abhi." The secret of Dr. Mwdy's noble 

and self-sacrificing life was the fact chat it 
was builc on the solid foundation of the 
Word of God. Shc had a k e n  spiritual 
perception, a pure and undefiled conception 
of the Bahi'i teachings, and a desire to 
render instant obedience. She was humble, 
stlfless, and her sense of justice was out- 
standing. 

After fifteen years of unique service in 
frin, Dr. Moody returned to  America unci1 
conditions in T ihr in  would improve and 
cntble her to resumt her work. Accom- 
panied by Miss Elizabeth H. Stcwarc she 
made a visit in Haifa and there the writer 
joined them. Dr. Moody was the first of 
the four American Bahi'i women to go to 
frin and survivcd the longrst. 

Dr. Mwdy, Miss Scewart and the writer 
arrived in N e w  York City in January, 
1925, where the Bahi'is had arrangcd a 
reception at  the Hotel Waldorf Astorit. 
Calmly, yet with the dramatic cmphasis 
which always surrounds one who has actu- 
ally participated in stirring events, Dr. 
Moody related her experiences in Tihrin. 
After this reception she remarked to the 
writer, "To recurn to  America and receive 
such love from the friends, is worth more 
than any sacrifice one could make." 

Thar the remarkable work of Dr. Susan 
1. Moody in  T ihr in  had made her a public 
figure in this country was well illustratcd 
by extensive articles which appeared in the 
press. While in Oakland, California, she 
took a short trip in an aeropIane and the 
press published her picture with her pilot 
and an article in part  as follows: "Accord- 
ing to Dr. Moody, who contrasts her entry 
into Tihrin, the capital of frin,  in a coach 
and four where she went to  spread the 
gospel of hygiene to  the Muhammadan 
women, and hcr exodus in a "flivver" of 
doubtful vintage twenty yurs* Iater, shc 
sees no reason why aerial transportation 
shouId hold any fears for the women of 
today." 

During her stay in America from Janu- 
ary, 1925, to  November, 1928, Dr. Moody 
was interesting friends to help with the 
work she, together with the Tihr in  friends, 
expected to  continue on her return to frin, 
the Kappes Memorial School. She was a 
member of the ReveIl househoId in Phila- 



. .  . . .. . . 
-'delphii for nbout a jcar  durihg duc iiistruccing' i>fr i i .  rrer monument perpeui- 
timc ikhough she wzs t h c i  p z t  75 ycacs .a+g mcmory '(of) hcr mblc tnisuion. (1) 
of age,  CC youiig in ifiii ' a d  progrcssi~c pm &dlx -ddnyiag wha~cves 1expen.rc in- 
and activc, she studicd tXspcranra .witli 2-1 ilirrcd as' iokcn ( o f )  m y  admiration for 

.. .A 

- . *  c h .  . ' . . ::.; . community {LE-; 'Americz) to wbich slic - In 1928, Sho& Effendi, the ~ u a r d h n o f  - . ~ r i ~ i i i i i f l y  bclonged &d rn +hich her slcrcd 
. th Ihhjr'i Cause,. setir. di<: fcdlowing in- -. He dtcd impcri~hablc~lwtre. Advk  hold- 

srruccions ro Dr. Moody: .Y. y rhît you ing hfirfing Meinorid girlicriiig (in) 
.may Hian in the conipiny of a ç~pzblc arid - ~ c r n & l ~ ~ o m d &  t.izll." 

- 

dwoted Amcrican CO-prorkrr, resurtic 
- 

Hcr runcrd.w;is attendcd l y  bundrcds of 
histonc l a b i s  for 6ùr' hlavcd '.Ou- -in . . Uahi'i .friends. 'Scores of schonl girls, with 
Tihrin." Folhwirig t-lus .wggcstion on Na-  f'iowers in hsnd watkcd in processiun 
vcnikr 17, 1928, Dr. Moody, then 77 smrs , rlmxagli the city for ;it h s r  one mifc ra 
of agr, lcft for frh ,  accornpanird by Mks . Gulastin-i-Javid (IktxmiaI Garden), dic 
Adclaidc Shmp of'Saii Frrncisco, Cn tifornit, burying ground oL rhc BaLi'is. . 

who voluntrcred hcr scrviccq ar rhe 'Cad~ i -  D;th&'u'lliih iii o i ~ c  of His Tablcts says: 
yac ScEuol in Tiltrio. Tu Dr. Moody's his- "The sou17 t h é  Ilacli rrmjiricd fsichhl t o  
roric career in J'ihrin. wis now ra he ;icIdcd the. C~USC uf C;od 2nd stwd ttnwaveringiy 
the final chaptrr of cotrryleti corrsccr;ltiori firm in His p ~ h  sliall, aiter l i s  arccn~i~ii, 
to Bahi'i scrvice, Thcy confcrrcd wich Lc pouscscd of such power t h ~ c  al1 th 

Shoghi IXendi in t t i f a  en rouw to iriti. worlds which rhc Almighry haïli crçatcd 
Dr. Moody, natncù ly 'AbJu'L-Bah; . can hcncfir tlmmgk hirn." (VI, 483-6) 
"Ain3tii'i-A%" which rneans chc haridniriid 
o f  thc Most Hi~ir, wrote OC t h  welcorrir in 
Tilirix~ in part as follow~: "The friends 
came sin&, in grtiups, comcniticcs, asscrn- 
blici, morc tiraci scvrii hundrtui . t h  firsr: 
week, and seifI we arc gtcccing rnmy ncw 
and uld friertdu, torh worrisn aiid inen. 
Words faif to cxprcss t l ~ c  jay of ortr 'home- 
coniiiig.' X wish you mi& h v e  sccri 1 1 0 ~  

that love ovcrflowtd in j+frs, pocrcd V ~ ~ I C S ,  

plants, flowcrs, d v e r  vaws, confcctit~nery, 
swerts ol a11 kinds. Do you woncicr why 
clic two Amcricaiis wcrc ovcrwheImc(i?" 
Aftcr hcr return ta Tihriin, duc rc, agc, hcr 
h e h h  gcaclwlly wt.akciicd but sfic con- 
tinudly workcd for thc Kappcs 'Mcmoriîl 
SchooI, and the friciids callcd on her con- 
stantly. At tlic cnd of her lifc when &cd 
for somc starcrncnr from hcr rçg:trding kr: 
scrvicc to kccy for psccricy, Dr. Moody 
said, "I.ct it go, tcc i t  pas!; iGo the Tnfinitr." 

Shoghi Eflcndi cablcd co Ainerica 2s fol- 
lows: "I'assing dcarly lxloved Susan Muudy 
clcprives Hahh'i woritf (of thc) fat4arncd 
pionccr who, rlmuoh ber iridoiniriihlc spirit, 
cc~xlcss serviccs, ca.cncd tiniqur! discinctioii. 
(Shc) fur& iirst link in (rhc) chah 
uniring ( t h )  spirim;i[ dcstinics {of the) 
cradIc of our faich (i:e., 1'crsi;i) and ( d ~ )  
corninunity (of its) stalwarr dcfcndcrs in 
( t h )  greac Anicrican Kcpuldic. (f am) 



Some Questions to Pondes 

Susan Moody received 'the usual schooling and orthodox religious trainingw. What 
enabled her to become so unusual and to do such unorthodox things? 

Susan studied music. painting, sculpture. and medicine, at a time when most wornen 
were unable to get more than the most basic education. What factors in Susan's life 
made her studies possible? 

Revell says that 'During her fifteen years of service to the Cause in Iran, many were 
her diffcuities and hardships but she had an inflexible determination to accomplish 
what 'Abdu'l-Baha wished her to do." What do you think some of her hardships and 
difficulties might have been? 

There was only one Susan Moody. What do you suppose happened to most Persian 
women when they becarne ill? 

Reveli says that Susan wrote many letters descnbing her work and the lack of freedom 
women faced in Persia. Some of these letters were published in the Baha'i News in 
Amenca. and many of them descnbe the difficulties Susan faced in trying to estabiish a 
school for girls. However. Revell also says that Susan '...found that many of the Baha'i 
men were in full sympathy with her views". If the Bahii'i men supported this idea, why 
did it take Susan years of detemùned effort to establish a girls' school? Why did Susan 
have to work so hard at fundraising for an additional building? Why did teachers have 
to be sent from America? Why were there no Baha'i classes for girls. either. until 
Susan started them and personally saw that they were maintained? 
Given aLI of these facts, why do you suppose Jessie Revell nonetheless writes that the 
local Baha'i men were in 'full sympathy with her views"? Furtherrnore. why doesn't 
ReveU mention how the local Baha'i wornen felt about Susan's work? 

Revell attributes Susan's successes to her 'keen spintual perception. a pure and 
undefiled conception of the Baha'i teachings, and a desire to render instant obedience". 
and describes her as noble, self-sacrificing. humble, selfless. and with "an outstanding 
sense of justice." 
Given the work that Susan accomplished, what other qualities do  you think she must 
have had? 
Why has Jessie ReveU chosen to emphasize that Susan was noble. humble. selfless, 
obedient. and spiritually perceptive? 

What do you suppose Susan's private life was like? Whar had she given up in order to 
do what she did? 



Supplementary Readings - Workshop Two 

Now in the two lower kingdorns of nature we have seen that there is no question of the 
superiority of one sex over the other. In the world of humanity we find a great 

difference: the fernale sex is treated as though inferior, and is not allowed equal rights 
and priviieges. This condition is due not to nature. but to education. In the Divine 

Creation there is no such distinction. Neither sex is superior to the other in the sight 
of God. Why then should one sex assert the inferioricy of the other, withholding just 

rights and priviIeges as though God had given His authority for such a course of 
action? If women received the same educôtional advantages as those of men, the r m l t  

would demonstrate the equality of capacity of both for scholarship. 

In some respects woman is superior to man. She is more tender-hearted. more 
receptive, her intuition is more intense. 

It is not to be denied that in various directions woman at present is more backward 
than man. also that this t e m p o r q  inferionty is due to the lack of educational 

opportunity. In the necessity of life. wornan is more instinct with power than man. for 
to her he owes his very existence. 

If the mother is educated then her children wiU be well taught. When the mother is 
wise. then will the children be led into the path of wisdom. If the mother be religious 

she wiIl show ber children how they should love God. If the mother is moral she 
guides her litde ones into the ways of uprightness. 

Ir is clear therefore that the future generation depends on the mothers of today. 1s not 
this a vital responsibility for the woman? Does she not require every possible 

advantage to equip her for such a task? 

Therefore. surely. God is not pleased that so important an instniment as woman 
should suffer from want of training in order to attain the perfections desirable and 

necessary for her great life's work! Divine Justice demands that the rights of both sexes 
should be equally respected since neither is superior co the other in the eyes of 

Heaven. Dignity before God depends. not on sex. but on purity and luminosity of 
heart. Human virtues belong equally to d l !  

Paris TalIcs, 160. 



God is the Creator of mankind. 

He has endowed both sexes with perfections and intelligence. given them physical 

members and organs of sense, without differentiation or distinction as to supenority; 

therefore. why should woman be considered inferior? This is not according to the plan 

and justice of God. He has created them equal: in His estirnate there is no question of 

sex. The one whose heart is purest. whose deeds are most perfect. is acceptable to God. 

male or female. Often in history women-have been the pride of humanity--for exmple,  

Mary, the mother of Jesus. She was the glory of mankind. Mary Magdalene. k y i h .  

daughter of Pharaoh, Sarah. wife of Abraham. and innumerable others have gloriried 

the human race by their excellences. In this day there are women among the Baha'is 

who far outshine men. They are wise. talented. well-informed. progressive, most 

inteiligent and the üght of men. They surpass men in courage. When they speak in 

meetings. the men iisten with great respect. Furthermore, the education of women is of 

greater importance than the education of men. for they are the mothers of the race. and 

rnothers rear the children. The first teachers of children are the mothers. Therefore, 

they must be capably trained in order to educaie both sons and daughters. There are 

many provisions in the words of Baha'u'llah in regard ro this. 

He promulgated the adoption of the sarne course of education for man and woman. 

Daughters and sons must follow the same curriculum of study. thereby promoting 

unity of the sexes. When dl mankind shall receive the same opportunity of education 

and the equality of men and women be realized. the foundations of war will be utterly 

desnoyed. Without equality this will be impossible because al1 differences and 

distinction are conducive to discord and strife. Equality between men and women is 

conducive to the abolition of warfare for the reason that women will never be willing to 

sanction it. Mothen wiU not give their sons as sacrifices upon the battlefield after 

twenty years of anxiety and loving devotion in rearing them from infancy. no matter 

what cause they are called upon to defend. There is no doubt that when women obtain 

equality of nghts, war will entirely cease among mankind. 

Promulgation of Univend Peace. 175. 



Today among the Baha'is of Persia there are rnany women who are the v ~ y  pride and 
envy of the men. They are imbued with all the virtues and excellences of humanity. 

They are eloquent: they are poets and scholars and embody the quintessence of 
humiüty. In political ability and acumen they have been able to cope and compete with 

representative men. They have consecrated their lives and forfeited their possessions 
in martyrdom for the sake of humanity, and the traces of their glory will last forever. 

The pages of the history of Persia are illumu-ied by the lives 
and records of these women. 

The purpose, in bnef. is this: that if wornan be fully educated and granted her nghts. 
she will attain the capacity for wonderful accomplishments and prove henelf the equd 
of man. She is the coadjutor of man, his complement and helprneet. Both are human: 

both are endowed with potentialities of intelligence and embody the W u e s  of 
humanity. In al1 human powers and functions they are partners and coequals. At 

present in spheres of human activity woman does not manifest her natal prerogatives. 
owing to lack of education and opportunity. Without doubt education will establish 

her equality with men. 

Promulgarion of Universa[ Peace. 136. 

Therefore, strïve to show in the human world that women are most capable and 
efficient, that their hearts are more tender and susceptible than the hearts of men. that 
they are more philanthropie and responsive ioward the needy and suffenng. that they 

are inflexibly opposed to war and are lovers of peace. Strive that the ideal of 
international peace rnay become realized through the efforts of womankind, for man is 
more inclined to war than wornan. and a real evidence of woman's superiority will be 

her service and efficiency in the establishment of universal peace. 

Promulgaoon of Universal Peace. 284. 

0 handmaid of God! ... To the rnothers rnust be given the divine Teachings and effective 
counsel. and they must be encouraged and made eager to train their children, for the 

mother is the first educator of the child. It is she who must. at the very beginning. 
suckle the newborn at the breast of God's Faith and God's Law. that divine love may 

enter into hirn even with his mother's milk, and be with hirn till his final 
breath. So long as the mother faileth to train her chiidren. and start them on a proper 

way of life, the training which they receive later on will not take its full effect. 

Selections from the WnEings of 'Abdu ?-Bah& I 38. 



Equaiity between men and women does not, indeed physiologically it cannot. mean 

identity of functions. In some things women excel men. For others men are berter fitted 

than women, while in very many things the difference of sex is of no effect at all. 

nie  Universal House of Justice, 24 July 19 75. m an individual belierrer 

You will see that the directive is for the fnends to be engaged in an occupation which 

will be of benefit to mankind. Homemaking is a highly honorable and responsible 

work of fundamental importance for mankind .... 

The Universal Ho use of fisuce. 1 6 June 1 982 

There are times when a wife should defer to her husband. and tirnes when a husband 

should defer to his wife, but neither should ever unjustly dominate the other. 

The Universal Hotrse of fus~ce, December 1 980, to h e  Baha 'is of New Zedand 

The world in the past has been ruled by force, and man has dorninated over woman by 

reason of his more forceful and aggressive qualities of both body and rnind. But the 

balance is aiready shifting: force is losing its dominance, and mental alertness. 

intuition, and the spiritual qualities of love and senice. in which woman is strong. are 

gaining ascendancy. Hence the new age will be an age less masculine and more 

permeated with the ferninine ideals, or. to speak more exacrly, will be an age in which 

the masculine and ferninine elements of civilization will be more evenly balanced. 

Baha'u 'Ilah and the New Era. 149. 



The woman indeed is of greater importance to the race. She has the greater burden 

and the greater work. ... The woman has greater mord courage than the man: she dso 

has special gifts which enable her to govern in moments of danger and cnsis .... 

Abdu '1-Bah2 in London, 1 02-1 03 

In some respects, women have astonishing capacities: they hasten in their attraction to 

God. and are intense in their fiery ardour for Him. 

'Abdu ?-Baha. Compilation on Wornen. 37. 

Among the miracles that distinguish this sacred dispensation is this. that women have 

evinced a greater boIdness than men when enlisted in the ranks of the Faith. 

'Abdu 1-Baha, Compilation on Women. 42. 



Workshop Three: Unveiiing Women's History 

-tea and cookies as participants gather 

-Story: Tahirih 

-have art from previous workshop on side table. covered 

-have blank paper and a pencil on each participant's seat 

-have a candle and one rose in rniddle of floor 

-have seating at one end of the room. facing a big mirror. placed 

such that a l l  participants can see one another in it 

-explain exercise and ask for silence to begin 

-veil participants and facilitator(s) 

-ask for an opening prayer 

-seat participants in front of mirror and light candle 

-tell story of Tahinh (no discussion or questions allowed) 

-Free-writing 

-using the supplied paper and pencils, and still veiled. participants 

silentiy free-write for two minutes on each of these questions: 

-what is it like to iook at something veiled? 

-what is it like to be behind a veil? 

-what can you see or do whle veiled? 

-what in ourselves do we keep veiled? 

-participants remove veils (maintaining silence) 

-using the 'Unveiled 1" guidesheet in their workbooks. and a supplied bin of 

colored pens. participants free-write for a further 5-10 minutes on unveiling 

-during this freewrite. unveil artworks and place in centre of room 

-Discussion 

-share responses to the freewriting questions 

-discuss impact of veiling and silence on their experience 

-Sharing Artworks 

-each participant presents/explains their work to the group 



-group is asked NOT to respond (question. thank, congratulate. etc.) 

-Closing Remarks: the representation of Tahirih in the story reflects the gender 

biases of the historian: likewise. what we conceal or reveal reflects our gender biases: 
thus much of wornen's expenence and ferninine values are erased from Our records of 

history and Our public selves: this harms the advancement of women. 

-introduction of this workshop's homework readings 

-closing prayer 

-handours: 'Magic Marna'. by Marge Peircy: excerprs frorn m e s r i o n s  (Bahiyyih Nakhjav&i): 

articles about Genevieve Coy: extracts from the Baha'i writings on self-know!edge 



The Story of Tahirih 

We know so little about the women in Our history. but thereTs one woman we 
rernember. We name Our daughters afier her. we write small plays about her from time 
to time, and that woman is Tahirih, 

So what do we know about this farnous Tahirih? 

Well. for a start, unlike most wornen of a e  time. including the great Asiyfh Khanum. 
we know when Tahirih was born. in 1817. We know this only because someone 
thought to note down that Tahirih and Bahd'u'Uah were exactly the same age. 

It's also pretty cornmon knowledge that she was born in Qazvin, a city of honey- 
colored brick. bound by mnning water. in the gracious home of a very religious 
family. who named her Fatimih Umm Salamih. but called her Zarrin-Taj. Crown of 
Gold. 

She was pretty and pleasant and clever. we're told, but these things are often said 
about nice little girls. What's more interesting is that her family fostered her 
cleverness instead of punishing her for it. She was allowed to eavesdrop on her 
brothers' tessons. and before long her facher and uncle, who were both priests. were 
letting her listen in as they taught Modem scripture to large classes of men. Even 
when she started butting in and contradicting them from behind the curtain, instead of 
kicking her out. they admitted their error and the tmth of her point. 
Remember. this was at a time when women were considered only slightly bnghter than 
donkeys. and many clergy seriously doubted that women even had souls. 

So how did this happen for Tahirih? Perhaps, whatever their faults. her father and 
uncle bore a greater allegiance to knowledge than they did to custom. Or perhaps the 
women of the household recognized Tahirih's gifts and used their covert power to 
persuade the men to make an exception for her. maybe just to get this strange child 
out of their hair. or maybe because they really loved her. Or maybe Tahirih was just 
so gifted that none of them could bear to waste such a frighteningly bnlliant mind. 
One of her brothers has wntten 'We, all of us, her brothers. her cousins. did not dare 
to speak in her presence, so rnuch did her knowledge intimidate us." 
Imagine. this. from a Persian brother, who ought to come first in al1 things. and be 

waited on by his sisters. How admiration and resentment must have coiled rogether in 
their hearts. 



But even the indomitable Tahirih did not always get her way. And ifs less well known. 
but m e .  that she was marrïed against her will to an older cousin. also a priest. when 
she was 13 years old. 
Think. for a moment. of someone you know. who is 13 years old. 
When we come to this, her mamied Iife, hstory draws back in silence. 
We know he opposed her views. 
We know he gave her three sons. 
And we know, after some years, she becarne a heretic. 

You may have heard of this part; how she found some books by the controversial 
Shayki thinker. Siyyid Kazim, hidden in a relative's library, and. much to everyone's 
dismay. declared that she agreed with him. that the Promised One was indeed at hand. 
Her family thought this was ridiculous. 
When she told her uncle she wanted to be the first woman to serve the new Prophet 
when He appeared. because Iran had sunk so low and women were educated so poorly. 
her family thought this was preposterous. 
But when she started corresponding with Siyyid Kazim. and he named her Qurraruïl- 
Ayn, Solace of Mine Eyes. her family must have began to get frightened. 

But even in this, history muscn't be telling the whole truth. because how does a 
married woman send and receive letters from a stranger. a man. without an accomplice? 
Sorne male close relative who either loved her so well or was so under her thumb that 
he would do her bidding. no matter how outrageous. We know she was beautiful. and 
frank to a fault, but she also must have been able to charm the angels out of heaven 
when needs be. and must have had her allies. because there's no other explanation for 
how she got her way so often, how they didn't just bear her to a pulp. 
And how she got her husband and father. suspicious as they were. to let her go off 
with her sister and brother-in-law to Karbila after 13 years of mariage. It's a 
pilgrimage to the holy shnnes of the Imams. they're thinking. maybe it'll bring her 
back to the true Islam. Did they know her so  little? Did they not know that Karbila 
was the home of Siyyid Kazim. the hotbed of Shayki thinking? Maybe they thought, 
there's no nsk, here is her home. and her three sons, and everything she knows. 
abandoning al1 this would be unthinkable. even for her. even the indomitable Tahirih 
would not go so far as this. 
h thinkable ,  indeed. 
And yet again, they rnisjudged her. 
And history has glossed over this tear in the fabric of custom. has not inquired or 
speculated or discussed how or why she could do  such a thing. 



But the facr is, she got to Karbila. and went straight to Siyyid Kazim's school. and 
found that he was ten days dead. 
She was 26 years old and already her poetry and scholarship was famous in Persia. 
Her brother-in-iaw, the only man with her whose authority she had ro worry about. 
became a Shayki. 

Rernember, things were a mess. Siyyid Kazirn was dead, his students were arguing 
about what to do, and a bunch of them decided they ought to go out and look for the 
Promised One. Ker brother-in-law went with them. 

History has found this unremarkable. In fact, most people know nothing about this 
whole penod. and her role in getting rid of the only male relative with her that we 
know about is unknown. %ut this apparentiy left her for the fint time in her life 
essentially unsupervised. 
She and her sister moved in to Siyyid Kazim's house. with his family, and she took 
over the teaching of Siyyid Kazim's students. 
Every day, she taught classes of men. from behind a curtain. Rernernber. this is Persia. 
where a woman's name couid not be spoken by anyone other than close relatives. 
Allowing hundreds of strangers to hear her voice. let alone instmcting them. was seen 
as blatantly immoral. If ever a shred of evidence of irnpropriety could have been 
found. Tahirih would certainly have been branded a whore and killed. But somehow 
in this. as in so many things, she prevailed. 

But what is even less well known than this. and less remarked upon. is thar at the same 
time. Tahirih also gathered and taught classes of wornen. She and her sister, and 
Maryam, the sister of Mulla Husayn. and Shams-i-Duha. whom you'll hear about next 
week. and who knows how rnany other women, locals and pilgrims, whose narnes 
history has not found worth mentioning. met and Tahirih taught them to read. and to 
write, to and analyze scripture, and to question the texts, and to question their culture, 
and their veils, and the power of their clergy. 

And when, one night, Tahirih had a dream in which a young man stood in the sky 
reading verses from a book. and Iater found those same verses in a commentary by the 
Bab, when she then declared her faith in Him as the Promised One. and wrote to Him. 
and was accepted by Him as one of the Letters of the Living. the first group to become 
aware of Him, when this came to pas ,  naturally. Tahirih and her sisters taught the 
townswomen this too. 

It was like spreading sparks in a dry field. 
And the men of Karbila knew fear. and the clergymen were sweaty in their cloaks. 



because it is the women who pass on the culture to the next generation. and they 
could feel the grip of their power slipping. The ignorance of women was their greatest 
weapon. and Tahirih was taking it from them. 

On the anniversary of the death of the Imam Husayn. when all of Karbila - if not ali 
Iraq and Persia - wept and wore black. Tahirih wore bright party clothes to celebrate 
the arriva1 of the Promised One. This final flouting of convention was more than they 
could bear. and Tahirih was put under house arrest for three months. 

The history books do not note the irony of this punishrnent: how different is house 
arrest from a life in which you cannot leave your home without the permission of your 
father or husband, and without a close male relative as your escort? In this the rural 
women and the poor had greater liberty - their labour was needed outside or in the 
fields. But city women - like Tahirih - this was how they iived their üves. Nor did she 
suffer isolation: we're told that it was while under house arrest that skie learned of the 
planned gathering of Babis at Badasht. so news and messages still reached her. 

Afrer three months Tahirih negotiated a release. How. we do  not know. Soon after. she 
and her companions - a group of clever, unconventional. astonishing women. women 
who were never silent in their lives but whom history has given no tongue - she and 
who knows how many of them left Karbila. How many townswomen grieved behind 
their veds that day, while the pnests led a mob to peIt Tahirih's howdah with rocks? 

She had not seen her sons for three years, but she did not go home. Instead. she 
began working her way toward Badasht. seeking permission from local officials to 
travel. to enter a city. to leave. Her movement still depended on her ability to bend 
men to her will. This was not freedom: you are not free when your liberty depends on 
your skill at winning the indulgence of men. 

At first. she got as far as Baghdad. where she had to wait for permission to leave the 
country. In the meantirne. of course. she got busy. We're told that the leaders of the 
Shi'ih and Sunni Moslems. and the leaders of the churches and synagogues in Baghdad 
all came to argue with her. and d l  came away impressed and silenced. By a woman! 
Her former students in Karbila heard that she was teaching in Baghdad and many came 
to hear her, and many became devoted foilowers of the Bab. And al1 the while, she and 
her fnends were gathering women. and teaching them literacy and scripture. teaching 
them to learn and to think for themselves. 



Of course. it couldn't last, and soon enough she was under house arrest again. in the 
home of the Judge of Baghdad. This judge has said of her. "1 see in her such 
knowledge. education, politeness, and good character as I have not seen in any great 
men in this century." Who knows if he, or any of the men who were forced to 
recognize Tahinh's abilities. then saw their own femde kin any differently. 

Before long. we're told, Tahirih was off. with thirty people seeking to go with her. In 
the first village she stopped at. 1200 people volunteered to do her bidding. In 
Kirmanshah, the Governor himself became a Babi. and the mayor and opposing priests 
took fright and had her party dumped in the desert at nîght wiîh nothing but their 
veils and the clothes on their backs. 

But you may know all this already. History rushes on. recounting such acts. skipping 
toward Badasht. while her greatest gift goes unnoticed. unrnentioned. because it 
happened between womnn. It could be the best thing she ever did. Such a small. 
simple thing. But a few years later, in the cold of winter. a small family wouId be 
coming to Baghdad. hungry, frost-bitten. poor. with two srnall children. two brothers, 
one of them weak from long imprisonment. and one woman. enormously pregnant. and 
so weak and sickly that her husband was doing the cooking and her brother-in-law 
doing what cleaning and shopping he could. This family would move into tiny. squalid 
rooms in Baghdad. destitute and ffiendless. But within a few hours. the doors would 
open on women. veiied. smiling, bringing provisions. welcoming them. touching the 
swollen belly, clucking and rustling and doing what women do. They were friends 
Tahirih had made in Baghdad. Arabs, who came now and befriended the farnily of 
Baha'u'Uah in their time greatest need. 

But the story marches on. In Hamadan a messenger came from her father. asking her 
to corne home. 
Asking? Telling? Begging? Al1 we are told is that she dispersed her followers and 
went. though unwilling. back to Qazvin. 

How the women received her we cannot Say. No one has written whether her mother 
and sisters and sisters in law and aunties wept and kissed her in a fiurry of skirts and 
black braids and stories to fi in the years. the showing off of new babies. the 
recounting of injuries. deaths. births, and mariages. good fortune and bad. or if they 
received her coldly, drawing back from this woman-once-known. now stranger. strange 
in word and deed. her every direct look and firm step. the boidness of her camage 



marking her as other. her difierence hanging between them like a reproach. 
And if they feared and wondered at her. whispering. watching her over their 
embroidery, and falling siient as she passed by, vras she hem-broken and lonely for 
her soul-sisters. for their grit and iaughter and intelligence and love? For that handful 
of Babi woman-fnends whose presence bore witness that she was not crazy? 
Perhaps she was stronger. maybe she was one of those torches that burns hot and 
ruthless, burning away al1 need for human love and understanding, in the blaze of 
their single-minded devotion, in the white-hot purity and peace of the2 sacrifice. 
Or maybe she came home and wept in her mother's lap, her back heaving as she 
sobbed out the fear and frustration of being everywoman's hero, the weight of so many 
futures pressed on her small, plump shoulders. 

History decided that this was insignificant. But it tells us how the men received her: 
that they gathered in a study, and her father, uncle, and husband argued with her, 
pushed her to recant her faith. 
Her father must have loved her still. He said. 'If you. with ali the learning and 
intelligence you have, were to clairn to be the Bab or even more than that. 1 would 
immediately agree with you and believe in you - but what can I do when you choose to 
follow this young man from Shiraz?" The agony in his heart. his twisting hands. his 
po werlessness, 
She replied. W i t h  the knowledge which I have it is impossible that 1 could be 

mistaken in recognizing Him Who is the Lord of the Worlds. Him Whom all people are 
waiting for. 1 have recognized him by the proofs of reason and the facts of knowledge. 
But this knowledge of mine is only a drop, cornpared with the great ocean of knowledge 
which is the Bab's." Knowledge 1 taught you. he is thinking. facts which you learned 

at my knee. O my daughter. He is asking himself, did 1 do wrong? 

Her husband. who was now the mujtahid, tried to asserc his clairn over her. to snare 

her in the coi1 of his nght by marriage to rule her person, to force her back into his 
home, 
She was not cornpliant. 'Say to my presumptuous and arrogant kinsrnan." she said. 
'to my proud and false-hearted husband. 'If your desire had really been to be a faichful 
mate and cornpanion to me. you would have hastened to rneet me in Karbila and wouId 
on foot have guided my howdah all the way to Qazvin. If you had done that. 1 would 
have aroused you from your sleep of heedlessness and would have shown you the way 
of truth. But this was not to be. We have been apart for three years. Neither in this 
world nor the next c m  1 ever be associated with you. 1 have cast you out of my life 
forever." 



And so she dumped the mujtahid. 
He fought it, of course. and tned to defame her. but somehow she prevailed. His fury 
cooled, perhaps. or she simpIy wore hirn down. but eventually he gave up and 
divorced her. 
Do you think then that he allowed her even to see her three sons? 

The third man there to challenge her was an uncle, and his approach was simple. He 
beat her. He cursed the Bab. and beat her, and she said to h m .  'O  Uncle!" speaking 
very calmly, she said '1 see your mouth filling with blood." 
And then history says no more. 
A thin trickle of her blood drips on the tile in the ringing silence of history. where 
writers turn away. ashamed, from the battered wornan. 

Tahirih's uncle becarne driven to squash the Babis, and her defiance inflamed his 

resolve. Perhaps you have heard this. Finally, a fellow mulla. outraged by the man's 
torture of innocents. caught hirn alone at his prayers in the rnosque. and buned a 
dagger in his mouth, killing him. 

The mulla confessed. but her uncle's heirs had a taste for blood. and every Babi they 
could find in Qazvin was jailed, then attacked by a mob. Their bodies were hacked into 
bits, and nothing was left to be buried. 
But the blood that they thirsted for the most was Tahirih's. She had predicted this 
corning, they reasoned, and so she must bê behind it. 

She was confined to her father's house while her fate hung in the balance. 
And then. we are told. Tahirih took a stand. 'If my cause be the cause of Truth." she 
wrote to her husband, 'and the Lord whom I worship be none other than the One 
Tnie God. He will deliver me from this house before nine days have passed. If God 
does not deliver me from here, you are free to do what you wish with me." 
And then she prayed. Perhaps she was crazy. to Say such a thing. 
Perhaps he sneered, and gloated. her husband. at the chance to kill this woman who 
had shamed hirn and to prove the falseness of her God in one fell swoop. or perhaps his 

heart shook as he picked up the gauntiet she'd cast. 

If it did, he needn't have worried on her behalf. 

History notes she was rescued, by the efforts of Bahd'u'llah. And while that is 
there is more to the story than this. and probably more yet that will never be 

true. 
known. 



To some things, mer. were blind. Those standing guard saw no threat in the stooped. 
veiled form. begging at the door for bread: it was, after dl. just a wornan. one black 
scurrying form among many, unworthy of notice. And once in the hail. no longer 
stooped, she was just one more veiled servant. She kept her hands steady. her step 
calm. When she sofdy opened the cellar door. no one stopped her. and when two black 
shrouded forms slipped into the street some time later, in no hurry. heads together. no 
man of honor would think of approaching them, forcing them to speak their names or 
show their faces in public. They would have laughed if it were not so dangerous. Who 
was to know it was Tahirih that walked by. and Khatun-Jan. her sister-in-law. a fellow 
Babi, who delivered her? 
Who was to know. but the other women. Surely. as they crossed the courtyard. 
among the playing children. and passed the others. drawing water. spinning. 
chopping lamb. or mending, sitting on cushions drinking tea. surely there was a 
shiver of silence, a whispering of curses or blessings at their backs. But none of them 
barred the way, none whispered a word to the guard. Their silence changed the course 
of history, and so we see that even in Persia in such times women have always held 
some unwriuen power. We are not and never have become sheep. even when forced 
to appear so. 

Khatun Jan guided her friend safely through the city to a carpenter's house by the 
walls, where her husband waited. At nightfall they went over the wall. Tahirih hefting 
her considerable weight, and then to a slaughterhouse, where horses waited, and the 
beating adrenalin of an all-night gallop to Tehran. 

History does not pause here, in its rush to the reckoning at Badasht. but consider 
what it might have been for them, that nighr: to straddle a horse, the wind whipping 
at their clothing. the stars and the pounding of hoofs and the dust and the exultation - 
had they ever been so close to the feeling of freedom? Had they ever even beer? on a 
horse? And then in the gates of Tehran at dawn. the heart-pounding moment as they 
slid under the glance of the guard. down the street into Baha'u'llah's home, Asiyih 
there to receive them. the laughter and nursing of saddle sores and then the deep. 
sweet sleep. 

This is worth remembering. in my view. That night deserves its place in the history 
books. And Khatun-Jan. who made it happen: she flares up at the edge of sight and 
disappears, sinks back into that underground river of women who pushed history 
forward, whose stories and names died with them. 



And so on it goes. We see Tahirih. with the young 'Abdu'l-Baha in her lap. Perhaps 
you know the rest of the story. That she knew the station of Baha'u'llzih then, when it 
was years before that veil would be lifted. That her quiet act of appearing unveiled at 
Badasht. her announcement. 'this is the day on which the fetters of the past are burst 
asunder - 1 am the Word which the Promised One is to speak. the Word which shall 
put to flight the chiefs and nobles of the earth!". that this act was the pivot that swung 
the Babis into the next dispensation. 

You must know she was imprisoned again in the mayor's house, but they could not 
keep the women from coming to her, that even in the rnidsr of a wedding party they 
would cluster around her like moths to a flame. and they would Iearn. The Shah 
himself told her that he'd marry her and make her the guardian of all of his women. if 
only she'd becorne a good Modem. 
She refused, of course, politely. When he found out rhey'd killed her behind bis back. 
the history books Say that he wept. 

And kill her they did. of course. First they argued. one priest after another. until 
fmally she told them, "Your reasoning is like that of an ignorant and stupid child. How 
long will you keep repeating these stupidities and lies?" 

And then she prepared for death. She had always loved make-up. and pretty dresses. 
and perfume, and candies. sweet and beautiful things. She was 36 years old and she 
dressed for her death like a bride. carefully. in white siik. 

She prayed alone through her last hours. and did not weep. and wenr to her death 
quite calmly. we're told. When the guard came at night to take her. she kissed the 
women of the mayor's house goodbye. her fiiends and would-be jailers for the past 
three years. They sent dong a sun to make sure she was not raped. and he stood by 
and watched the dninken soldiers bicker. watched her hand the man a silk scarf. saying 
'you can kill me if you like. but you cannot stop the emancipation of women, ' watched 
him strangle her with it. her limbs jerking. and quieting. watched the man kick her 
body in the side and chest, his boot-prints ugly on the white dress. And then he 
stepped fonvard, and saw that she was lowered into a half-dug well. and buried. The 
image of her white hand, upturned on the earth, of a pale cmmple in the well. seared 
into his memory. 



This is the story we're told, of a woman who died by the words of her own mouth. 
dropped iike a stone in a well, like a stone that spread rippies on an underground 
river, ripples that turned into waves, waves that turned into a torrent oE women with 
stories and voices and names that are breaking the surface of history. that are pushing 
through veils, to hear one another. and be heard. 

(Based on information found in Tahinh The Pure One, by Martha Root: The Babi and 
Baha'i Religions. ed. Moojan Momen: Dawn Over Mount Hira and Other Essavs. by 
Marzieh Gail: Robe of Lieht. by David Ruhe: and The Dawn Breakers. by Nabil-i- 

Azarn.) 

The Story of Tahirih O Sophie Tarnas 1998. 
Please do not copy. perform. or otherwise use without the author's permission. 



Freewriting Aid 

Unveiled 1.. .. 

feel 

want 

need 

seek 

believe 



'Magic Marna" 
from Mv Motheis Bodv. by Marge Piercy 

8 Alfred A. Knopf. 1988 

The wornan who shines with a duiI comfortable glow. 
The woman who sweats honey, an aphid 
enrolled to sweeten the lives of others. 

The woman who puts down her work like knitting 
the moment you speak. but somehow gets it done 
secretly in the night while everyone sleeps. 

The wornan whose lap is as wide as the Nile 
delta, whose flesh is a lullaby 
of goosedown petds Iaclcing the bite 

of menace real lullabies ride on 
(if the bough breaks. birds 

and butterflies pecking out his eyes). 

Whose own eyes are soft-focus mirrors. 
Whose arrns are boIsters. Whose love 
is laid on like the municipal water. 

She is not the mother goddess. vortex 
of dark and iight powers with her consorts. 
her hungers. her favorites, her ternper 

blasing the corn so it withers in the ear. 
her bloody humor that sends the hunter fleeing 
to be tracked and torn by his hounds, 

the great door into the earth's darkness 
where bones are rewoven into wheat. 
who loves the hawk as she loves the rabbit. 



Big marna has no power, not even over herself. 
The taxpayer of guilt. whatever she gives 
you both agree is never enough. 

She is a one-way street down which pour 
parades of opulent gifts and admiration 
from a three-shift factory of love. 

Magic marna has to make it right. straighten 
the crooked, ease pain, raise the darkness, 
feed the hungry and matchmake for the lonesome 

and ask nothing in retum. If you win 
you no longer know her, and if you lose 
it is because her goodness failed you. 

Whenever you creare big marna from another 
woman's smile. a generosity of spirit working 
like yeast in the inert matter of the day. 

you are stealing from a woman her own ripe 
grape sweet desire, the must of her fears, 
the shadow she casts into her own future 

and turning her into a diaper service, 
the cleaning lady of p u r  adventure. 
Who thanks a light bulb for giving light? 

Listen. your mother is not your mother. 
She is herself and unmothered. It is tirne 
to take the apron off your mind. 



Excerpts from As- pp. 86-103 
by Bahiyyih Nakhjavdni 

'When Tahirih enters the room fded with eighty men. many of whom are 
scholan and trained priests. and when they see she is unveiled. they have to face their 
own lust. their own cupidity, their own narrow-mindedness and greed. That is why 
some of them leave and never return. That is presumably why one of them slits his 
throat with horror. ..." 

'Veils, according to Bahii terminology, are those delusions that we carry 
around based on false assumptions or misconceptions of reality. Mhen choices or 

decïsions are perceived through such a delusive medium the outcome is generaily dirn. 
Neither we nor anyone else benefits and frequently great harrn is done. What is 
alarrning about this process is that we very often assume the veil without questioning 
its vaiidity. You might almost imagine that there was something in us inclined towards 
veils, but maybe that thought too is an illusion. It is like believing that a certain state 
is 'natural' or 'normal' just because we have never seen an alternative to it. The most 
disturbing consequence of veils is that we think by their means we are avoiding 
choices when in fact we are giving ourselves false ones. ..." 

'To accept [veils] is to become a prisoner of fdse premises: to impose them on 
others reveals how much a prisoner one is oneself. Not surprisingly, one's own veils 
c m  be rent only by oneself: they are self-delusions and require self-knowledge if they 
are to be removed. However well-meaning Our fnends. however supportive the 
community around us, however enlightened the sociev or utopian the world. we 
remain swathed so long as Our individual will is not engaged. 

There is in the symbol of the veil another less abstract fear. a cultural 
connotation which also leaves its traces in a Baha'i context. The veil in IsIarnic 
countries has traditionally been associated with femaie exclusion. It is a wornan's 
thing. Not only does it separate her from the power centers of society. bound to a 
narrow and domestic world but it also symbolizes her vulnerability to men outside her 
world. Her veil provides her with the appearance of unassailable virtue and protects 
her from lascivious and greedy eyes. The reason she wears it is because she believes 
the eyes must be greedy, men must be lascivious and her virtue will be assailed. The 
veil. therefore, summarizes all that women feel and fear in a male-dorninated society. 

Finally, there is a third aspect to the word, in the present context which 
concerns the idea of oppression. Veils have this connotation m t  only because of their 
association with women but also because of the mental and psychological oppression 



they symbolize for anyone. The veil is the fear that separates us from the light. that 
chokes the Iight itself, that cloaks the mind's eye in chosen doubt instead of darkened 
certainty. We are both unknown to ourselves and unknowing when we are veiled. 
Ignorance encourages fear, even when freely chosen. ...' 

'Tahirih was the daughter of a mulla. and due to her extraordinary intelIectual 
abitities, had eamed herself the education of a priest: but she was a woman. and it is 
this conjunction between women and fear touched upon earlier that we must finally 
explore. The fact of Tahinh's femininity could never have been far from people's 
thoughts at Badasht. It would have been difficult for men of such a time and place, 
with their background and education, trained as so many were to become priests. to 
have totally ignored her sex in revering her knowledge. Many indeed chose not to 
revere her knowledge because of her sex. Even if a number of them succeeded in 

abstracting her totally into a myth - 'the very incarnation of Fatimih' - her face was a 
sufficient symbol, within the Islamic tradition. of her sexuality. Small wonder then 
that some of those present 's'enveloppèrent la tête de leur vêtement pour ne point voir 
le visage de son Altesse la Pure.' [hid their heads in their clothes so as not to see the 
face of the Pure One] 

No doubt. cherefore, a large percentage of that audience. unaware of the 
immense spiritual significance of the One in Whose presence they were sitting. 
uncertain even in retrospect perhaps that the episode might have been 'a God-sent 
test designed to separate the true from the false and distinguish the faithful from the 
disloyal', saw the confrontation between Quddus and Tahirih primanly on sexual 
grounds. Should Quddus refuse to submit to the request of a woman because she was 
his inferior? Could a woman possessed of such immense spiritual powers be a man's 
superior? For some present. Quddus would have been perfectly justified in the 
rudeness of his reply. the arrogance of his refusal. simply because of his sexual 
superiority. Even the implicit violence written across his face at Tahirih's cataclysmic 
entrance - 'holding the unsheathed sword in his hand, his lace betraying a feeling of 
inexpressible anger ... as if he were waiting for the moment when he could strike his fatal 
blow at Tahirih' - seems to reverberate with this implied sexual outrage. a violence that 
in p~ychological terms is rooted in the threat of castration. the impulse to punish by 
rape. 

We cannot underestimate the sexual impact of this confrontation or ignore the 
flood of intense and pent-up sevual emotions that surge within this episode. We 
should not too hastily push its significance into dimly understood abstractions or 
adopr Shoghi EffendiPs terrninology without recognizing its roots. None of the issues 
he raises - the 'departure from the time-honored traditions'. the 'revolution 



in ... outlook, habits. ceremonials and manner of worship' - c m  be fully grasped if we try 
to dilute the basic challenge posed by the pnnciple of sexud equality in this context. 
It was not Tahirih's station only. nor her action merely. not even her words that 
caused the consternation: it was her body. It is one thing to accept the concept of 
equality as a theory; is it quite another to be told what to think by that female body. 
by sorneone like your wife or your mother or your sister. The profound threat which 
this imposes on men. the fear it incites which has i s  roots in some earlier tirne, some 
deeper and subconscious issues, aU add fuel to the Bres of fanaticism that raged about 
the Babi community. The women too would fear such ideas with equal if not more 
virulent ferocity. They would cling to their veils and revile their sisters who did not, 
because by their antagonisrn they could prove their faithfulness to the old Iaw thereby 
earning honor. as Delilah did. frorn the old priests. The veil was. finally. the symbol of 
sexud fear." . . . 

'It might be useful one last time to consider the stimng call of this 'trumpeter' 
as Shoghi Effendi calls her, 'the noblest of her sex [whose] call...was the death-knell of 
the twelve hundred year old law of Islam.' Here she is, a woman. claiming to be that 
immaculate, hitherto dl-male Word 'which the Qa'im is to utter'. She is claiming to the 
Word that has been associated with the station of the Son of God whose interpretation 
has depended on those lesser sons of God, the priests. She is claiming to be 

everything which in past dispensations has been associated with patriarchy: the 
symbol of God's Revelation, God's Word and God's Law. ..." 

"It is an earth-shattering claim. If she is the Word. and the Qa'irn is to utter it. 
is not her expression and her defiance of the old order, her unrestraint and courage in 
embracing the new. the very message of the age? In what way, then. does this message 
challenge the men and women that hear it?" 



Some Questions to Ponder 

Bahiyyih Nakhjavani describes veils as 'those delusions that we carry around based 
on false assumptions or misconceptions of reality." How do we veil ourselves? What 
impact does this have? 

How do we remove veils? 

Why are we veiled? 

TAhirih forced those at Badasht to confront their fear of a woman's body. Does this fear 
stiU persist? In what form? How does this effect Our lives? How can it be confronted? 



'Genevieve Lenore CoyW 
Obituary from Baha'i World XIV (1963-1968) 

Dr. Genevievc Coy. for more than k i f  a 
ccntury, w e d  the Baha'i Faith selfksly and 
m i n g l y  with distinction in a wide -ety of 
roles, as pioncer, teachcr, administrator and 
author. To have known Gcnwicve Coy was to 
have found a ~onfîdant and fricnd, and-to have 
had one's horizons expanded beyo~d the 
Iimitations of seif. She was kcenly interestecl in 
the spiritual capacity within the individual, the 
crcative e m g y  with which the Ttachings tel( us 
dl men are en&* and through her wn'tren 
articles and spoken discourses Dr. Coy en- 
deavoured CO bring others to rhis awmncss of 
tbeu latent capacitics. 

Befort she came into contact with the Ma'[ 
Faith in 191 1, Dr. Coy composed apocm, " k t  
Mc Know Life*', publishtd in the cariy BafiA'i 
mgazk, Star of the W u f  (Vol. XXI, No. 4, 
July 1930. p. IOl), ofwhicb chtcdiiorswrote: It 
was as if shc had previously reachd out sub- 
consciously for tnith and hzd arrived at an 
attitude of mind and spirit which ma& t h  
m t h  of the BaWi Cause a compIctt fulfillmcnt 
of her spiritual aspirations." One fclt that 
Genevicve Coy's Bahii'iscMœwas her grriteful 
rcsponse to that fulfiHrncnt, 

Of the many articles contributai by Dr. Coy 
to BaWi publications ovtr the years, none is 
more precious than the account of hcr pil- 

to the Hoiy L394 made belwan 
September 1-8, 1920, in Company wiLh Makl  
m d  SyIvia Paine, and Cora Grey. Gmcvicvc 
recounted this visit in scvcral issues of Star O/ 

the Wcsr (Vol, xn, Nos. 10-13. Sept.-Nov. 
1921, pp. 163-214). From h# touching word 
portrait of the Mastcr is derivcd, too. a portrait 
of Guicvievc Coy : 

"ltis very difiuit to reniernbermuch of what 
Hesaid. hdc& it was almost difficult to listen! 
1 wished on1 y to Iook and iook at thc bcauly of 
His face! For that was what irnpresd me first, 
the cxquisite beauty of the Mastcr, T t  was iike 
the most bcautifui pictum wc have OF Him, 
with lifc and color addtd. H is is n face of living 
siIvcr-the wonrirrful silvtr of b i r  and beard, 
and thc blue of His eyes. Thc si& face is majes- 
tic and swut and loving. 1 t wns that which we 
saw most of the time. The full face is more 
digiiried; to me it sœmed more awe-inspiring. 
And yct, when He smiled, it was most cxqui- 
sitcly fricndy, andhuman! But He lookdvery, 
very tired . . . and yt% the wearinw was nof 1 
think, a weariacss of spirit. 1 cannot tell why 1 
ftlt that way, pady because H e  can rcach, as 
no one eisc can, the infinite sourm of spirituri1 
otrrnnth 

Geneview finore Coy 

"I had no desire to speak to the Master; 
there was nothing that K could %y. I do not 
bow what happtned in rny mind and heart. 
Incn was no shocIc, no surprise. no sadness, nc 
21ought of my own faulty pzst, But I came ta 
mderstand that for one who bas ben Iong in 
Ris prestnce, there can be no d c s k  cxcept ta 
m e  Hirn; ihat one's Iilc would bc happy on14 
is one pleascd Rim; thaî one wodd be sad only 
IS one gticved Him, 1 f ' t  then that 1 had btguo 
AI Iearn-that the will to seme was bacorniog 
pater, as 1 had prayed that it might. . ." 
In 1921, after the passing of Miss Lillian 

:Gippes who had served as director of the 
rarblyat School for girls in TihrBn, the Master 
lsked whethcr sornwne from the Amcrican 
Wi'i communily couid bc x n t  to Pmia ta 
arryon hcrwork- " ïh  Anoual Convention of 
est ycar (1921) with His confkmation chose 
dis Gurevicvc L Coy, a specialist in &t cùu- 
xtion of giftcd chiidren and tcachcr of psycho- 
ogy in ont of the great Sbte Univcrsitics, who 
his sprïng Cook hm Ph.D. at Columbia Univer- 
ity, New York," States the account of this 
nudent in Star of the Wesl. " D h g  the year 
ha h+s bccn studying Persizn and prcparing 
or hcr work of teachingEngIish to thechiidrra 
n Tihdn. Shcsaiied from New York for Egypt, 



May IO, 19î2. She will stop in the Holy Land 
on her way to Persia." Un&r her able director- 
ship the school continued Io grow in rcputation 
and stature and bccamt the foremost institution 
of its kind in Persia. Dr. Coy's description of 
the Tarbfyat Schml appeared in an article 
entitlcd "Educating the Wornen of Persia", 
Star of the West, Vol. x w ,  No. 1, April1926, 
p. 50. 

Upon her retum to the United Stat-m, 
Genevieve Coy made a highiy effective contri- 
bution to the work of the Cause, swing for a 
number of years on the Spiritual Assembly of 
New York City. A friend describes t his period : 
''1 had the privilege of serving on the Spiritual 
Assembly at  a tirne when Genevieve was chair- 
man. 1 was deeply impressed by her msitivity 
to others; how she drew out the timidAssernb1y 
member and, with Ioving kindness, subdued the 
too vocal mernber. She was boundless in her 
patience with others. She was never quick in 
passing judgment but always considered the 
motives of the individual. It is obvious that her 
educational background, her training as a 
doctor of psychology, gave her a deep insight 
into areas of thought and behaviour with which 
the average beIiever wtls unfamiliar. Her com- 
passionate and warm nature drew many to htr 
for counseiiing. 

"Not ody was she a fine adrninistrator, but 
an outstanding teacher as well. Her own thirst 
for knowledge was contagious and a like thirst 
rapidy developed in her students. She made any 
topic so interesting that soon one became 
fascinated with the Writings on the subject. 
Early in the Ten Year Crusade 1 remernber that 
Dr. Coy gathered a large number of believers 
at the New York Bah21 Centre and had each 
one select for study one of the pioneer goals of 
the P b .  We were asked to go to the public 
Iibrary and return with al1 the information we 
could obtain about our particular subject. 
Genevieve made an adventure of Iearning. As 
a result of that research project, many of the 
participating believers pioneered to distant 
goals during the Crusade." 

Mr. H. Borrah Kavelin has provided this 
tribute to Genevieve Coy : 

"1 have the deepest admiration for Gene- 
vieve Coy with whom 1 was associated in 
service on the Spiritual Assembiy of New York 
City from 1941 onward. Baha'u'IlAh has 
written : 'O Son ofMan! For everyihing there is 

a sign. The sfgn of love is fortitrrde &r My 
dccree andpatience d e r  M y  W.' Fortinide, 
patience, detachment and integrity are the 
qualities that k t  dcscribc the I i i e  and suvice 
of thls devoted, highly mmpetent and faithful 
maidservant of BahZu'lIah. SuEering Cor rnany 
yearsfromaphysicaldisôbilitywhichcaused her 
to walk with what must have  k n  a painful 
Iimp, Genevieve Coy was dways the essence 
of radians and sertne acccptanct of God's 
WiIL 

"As a distinguished educator in the field of 
psychology, shc was able to relate htrself 
closcly to thc Tcachings of 'Abdu't-Baha and 
His exaxple in deafing with the various prob 
lems that came bcfore the Spiritual Assembly 
in the City of the Couenant, New York- She 
seryed on the Assembly for many ycars and 
was a tower of strcngth for dl who sought her 
wise a m 1 .  By nature, sbe was rnodtst axid 
self-effacing, but in relation to matters affecting 
the Faith she was a mode1 of courage, convic- 
tion and assurance. AIthough shy, she had a 
wry sense of humour and was always a pleasant 
and cheerful cornpanion. 
"Ha cntire life was an example of total 

dedication to the Faith. Gsstxedly, her passing 
was an unqualified passport to the AbM 
Kirigdom where loving arms awaited her 
arrivai." 

A contcmporary of Gencvieve Coy records: 
"Thosc of us who had the privikge of servbg 

with Dr. Coy at Green Acre BahA'i School of 
which shc was senior administrator and chair- 
man of the program cornmittee, wodd perhaps 
single out this contribution as one of héi. great 
services to the Faith, if not her greatest. She 
transfonucd Gretn Acre frorn a vacation place, 
where people of dinerent religious and philo- 
sophical persuasions met, to a school of cduca- 
tion, Her experienu as principal of the Daiton 
School in New York City, one of the first pro- 
gressiva sch00I.s in the Unit& States, and her 
detp understanding of the Writings, contribu- 
ttd much to the success of Green Acre during 
the ycars she administered it- She was always 
considerate in ber planning of the programs of 
Green Aae, takiig into account the naedç of 
those who were just approaching the Faith and 
of those confumed and longstandmg believers 
'who had rcad everythhg'. She found a way of 
inciuding everyone in th ciasses and curricu- 
lum and, avoiding rigidity, allowed for creati- 



vity and exploratioa But study one must if hc 
or she wcrt to m i n  at Green A m .  T b  
school cauid well be a mernorial to Gencvieve 
coy." 
In 1957, Dr. Coy rctVed from the Dalton 

School and looked fonvard to the freedom 
retirement would bring, but &ter six month 
she had had a11 she wantcd of retirement and at 
the Intercontinental Confercnce hdd in Chic- 
cago in May 1958, she was one of those who 
came forward to the platform and voluntcered 
to pioncer to h k a  or Africa. Her physician 
suggestcd the wanner dimate. She feft im- 
mediately for Salisbury, Rfiodesia. Her con- 
cluding years of srnicc were to be performed 
on a third continent. The National Spiritual 
Assernbly of the Bahk'fs of Rhodcsia has 
written : 

"Genevieve Coy came to South Africa as a 
pioncer very late in fier Iife but was of trtmen- 
dous service to the Faith during the period she 
lived here. While in Sdisbury she f ived at the 
National BahCi Centre for a tirne, enabling 
many BahB'i friends to bnefit from hu: vast 
knowledge of and experienœ in the Faith. She 
wrote two correspondence courses which wcre 
and are in wi& use, one on Baha'f History and 
one on character &veIoprnent entitled 'To Live 
the Life.' 

"Genevieve wss a &votcd and dcdicrttfd 
soul, serving BaM'u'llah un&r great physical 
stress in the k t  years of her M e  in Salisbury. 
Shc was sady rnissed by alI when shc passed 
away on July 3 1,1963. How fitting that sbe was 
laid to rest next to the k t  African woman to 
acctpt the message of Baha'u'll6h in Rho- 
dcsia!" 

Gcnevieve Coy's Iife was a rich and faithful 
cxemptification of one of her favourite passages 
firom the Writings of 'Abdu'l-Bah& 

"How wonderfid it will be when the terrchers 
are faihful, attracfed and assured, eriucafed 
and refiired Baki'&, well-grounded In thc 
science of peri;zgogy and famlliar with chiId 
psychology ; thus rhey moy rrah llte chfldren 
wlth the fragrances of God- In the scheme of 
hummi life the teocher and his sysrern of 
teachiilgpkrp rhe most important role, carry- 
ing with it the heaviest responribilities and 
mosr subrle influence." 
(Star of the West, vol. xvn, No. 1, p. 55) 



'Here 1s The Perfect Silence" 
by Genevieve Coy 

Here is the perfect silence. 

Above the white and blue of ancient w d s ,  
The siIver censer of the moon swings in rnid-heaven 

Faint fragrance of white jasmine is the spirit of all love 
Set free, - a still white flame within the crystal air. 

Upon the seaward slope. the grove of giant pines 
1s etched in rnajesty against the moonlit night: 

Those tall black trunks are bars across the argent light. 
A high barred window set against the sky. 

At sunset, when 1 knelt within the Shrine 
The windows to the West were walls of fire. 
Within my sou1 the flame of His great Name 

Was like a flashing sword, that severed d l  my past. 

From this eternal moment - 
1 knew myself before the Face of God. 

Too temble His glory and too great His power! 
How shall one drop resist the ceaseless tide 

Of His celestial sea? 

But now, when night is deep upon the land 
And the calrn beauty of the moon 

Moves softly through the vast ethereal arch, 
Peace breathes through every atom of air 

And draws each living spark to one pure unity. 

The Timeless holds this instant in His hand: 
"Be still, be stil,  and know that 1 am God!" 

Here is the perfect silence. 





girl who had been brought up by an 
uncle was married to 8 very old man. 
AB was natural, she had no love for him, 
and she mon lost her heart to a yomg  
man whom she met secretly, Her hus- 
band learned of ber love for  the yomg  
m m ,  and one day killed his wife, her 
uncle and himelf. H e  kilIed hk wife 
becanse of her love for the yomg man; 
himself, to escape pmkhment  for the 
murder of his wife; the unde, because 
lie "should bave brought the girl up 
better, so that she would not fall in 
love." A young Mohamrnedan girl be- 
came a widow, and later fell in love 
with a Christian. Her father had the 
young man killed, whereupon the mother 
of the Christian had the yonng widow 
brought into court and accused of the 
murder. It was only the intervention 
O£ influentid friends that saved the 
girl £rom prosecution for a crime that 
had caused her the utmost horror and 
rnisery. A young girl was married by 
force to a relative whom she disliked 
very much. She was very unhappy and 
sooa became ill. A child was born, but 
it died because of the weakness of the 
mother. For this ~ r l  there is no £uture 
but al-health, misery and unhappincss. 
Such stories as the above may occa- 
sionally be told of young women in 
America, but in rnany parts of the East 
they are the rule rnther than the ex- 
ception. 

Imagine the effects on the moral and 
spiritual lifc of a country in which stich 
an attitude toward women prevails. 
There is no encouragement for the de- 
veJoprnent of the finer, higher qualities 
in women. Man, lacking the utmost of 
aspiration that woman can give, fails to 
attain his own highest developrnent, The 
early years of the children's lives are 
hal£ wasted, because the mother is lit- 
tle more than a child herself. The 
whole social structure suffers from the 
lack of the intelligent service of hdf of 
the population. In this connection 
Abdul Baha says: "Women have equal 
rights with men upon ewth; in re- 

ligion aiid in society they are a sery 
important element, & long as wornen 
ure prevented from atbining tu their 
hïghest possibilities, so long wiU men 
be unable to achieve the greatness 
wIiich might be theirs." 
The remedy for theae evils lies in the 

educaeion of the women of the East. 
Westerners can never anderstand the 
situation £uUy enough go that they may 
prescribe treatment. But when the 
girls and women of the Orient begin 
to &are the edncationd advantages 
which are free to millions of children 
in  America, they will be able to develop 
solutions for their own problems. 
There are few schools for girls in 

the East and afl of these are, by East- 
ern standards of money values, very 
cxpensive. To send a six or seven yaar 
old girl to a good school in Haifa, Psl- 
cstine, CO* $150.00 a year for tuition. 
By the t h e  the child is twelve years 
old i t  is necessary to send her to some 
àistant school for' the higher courses. 
A year in a school in Beyrout or Cairn 
costs at least five hundred dollars. 1 
am told that to send a girl O£ Pdestine 
or Syria to school for twelve yecirs costs 
about four thousand dollars, Even ia 
America only a srnall percentage O£ par- 
ents can afford to spend that sum in 
order that the child may graduate from 
high school. O£ the Bahai parents  of 
Haifa very few c e  d o r d  such an ex- 
penditure and the same is doubtless true 
o£ all t o m s  and cities of the East. 

But even suppose that parents can 
afford to send a girl to the best schools 
the country provides, will the result be 
-a satisfactory education? The Bahai 
friends of the Orient answer tbis ques- 
tion in the negative. They appreciate 
the education and training given by 
these schools, but they regret that the 
teaching in them is sectarian and lim- 
ited, rather than universal and inclusive. 
They desire for their children an educa- 
tion which is free from al1 suggestion 
O£ racial prejudice, In the schools of 
thc future they would tcach not the re- 





'Genevieve Coy. " 
by 0.2. Whitehead 

Nota  g r a t  deal is known about GaievicvcLrnorc C o y ' s ~ r l y  
childhood. but shc wts born in 1886 iri a village near Chicago. 
Uinois. AU WC have is a comment she wrote h t r r  in lifc which 
stares thac. for rasons shc could no longer dcarly reuU,.she 
had. as a child of sevm o r  cight years otd, devclopcd a grnt 
f u r  of  dcath, for wtiich she appa ra~ t ly  had produccd the 
followuig iiitriguing solution: 

I thought a grcat da1 abouthow 1 could avoid it. and fmaliy dccidcd 
that thc b a t  thinp to do was CO pn)*ardently thatChristwauld come 
again during m y  Iifenrnc- 1 undcnraod. fiom rbe taching 1 had 
rcccivtd Li Suiicty School. b a t  whcn He came we would al1 bc 
'uughc up into Haven' with Him. If chis could happm co me. 1 
could avoid dying!' 

While sri11 a child, Gcncvicvc h n i c  a scrioiti student and 
rernaintd onc for the resc o f  her Iitk Dceply intcrestcd in 
spirimal mattcrs. Gencvirve wrote the foilowing pocm, most 
likrly beforc rcziching swcncy: 

Lct mc know Life:- 
Whcrc sunlight 5WCCp5 the carth and s a s  tumuinsous 
Ring bannrrs of  whitc sbttcred foam 
ln challcngc ro the high vcilcd gods 
Who nod abovc chat glonous strifc- 
Lct mc know Lifc! 
For never by the drcuiiing rivcrs have 1 praycd 
Wirh chsping hinds. ro rtiosc old sleeping gods. 
For ptacc and sofc concciit - 
Thc future 1 luvc Ioved and nor r h t  pst .  
Then risc! chou Guardian of the Future. nsc! 
Froin far frec ends ofcarth whcrc dawn 
Lias found Thcc rady ar n i y  work 
Through tlie ghd cumulr of uprising millions. come! 
1 hail a God with Izughtcr on Iiis iips 
And morning in His cycs.' 

Howcvcr, dunng thc five years prior to 191 r whm she first 
hcard o f  thc Bah5'i Cause, Gcncvicve sccrns t o  hzve 
cxpericnctld a pcriod of rcacüon 2nd disilhsionnicnt, 
bccoming a sccpcic and a rnaterialist. Acthac rime shc was both 
texhing and studying in 'a grcac Amcr i an  ui~ivcrsity'. She 
subsequcntly rckced: 
The very u-ords 'Gd', 'spirit'. 'faith'. a m c  to havc an urraly 
disaurteable couiiotatiorl ro me. . . f w2s Icfi wich no snndards. saut 

O n  9 juruary 1919 in Haifa. Ptlcstinc. Shoghi Effendi 
utnsIated rhis beaufil. encouraging Tablet r e v d e d  by 
gAbdu'l-Bahi: 

To the maid-servant of Gd. Gencvirvc L. -y. 
- 

Columbus. Ohio -Upon hcr k [BÎhSu'I-Abhdl 
He is Cd! 

O &ou who hast sought guidance h m  die Khydorn of Gad! 
Thyhcr. dacd Occobcr y r h  igr 8. w u  rcreived. The purport was 
conduave ru Iuppùiar- Pnise bc unto W. chou Zust bccn ficcd 
from the fcttrr ~Fagnouricisrn (1 know nouling) whidr is indicative 
ofuncr ignorance. and hast hisret~cd co thcRctlm of 'Vcriiy. 1 h a w  
merythiiag!' For iiavcnly soiils acquirc t)lc powcr of perception and 
ulrirnarely rcwh unto a nanon at which ckcy cornprchcndcd the 
mk'tits of tliings. Formcrly clic)- wcrc rgnostia; btcr on t h q  - 
k a m c  cmc and finn bdievers. M y  hopc is b a t  &ou mayat  atsiit 
such a snrion. 

In uiat City. although chefireofthe lovcofGod has no: yet betnser 
abluc. soon it shaL1 becornt aflame, blascd souls shalI uitcr thc 
divine Kingdom. shall arisc with nghrcous aim and chasu dccds in 
chc scrvicc of rhc worid of humaniry, shall riise the a11  of the 
Kingdom and shall ignirc a andlc in cvcry har t .  

1 pny  in beIulfof the inhabitants of chat city and k g  for rhcm chc 
Iigh t of suprunc guiduicc. d i x  spirit5 may bc ifluinincd and harts 
be glddcned by rhc glad-tidings of Gad, 

Upoii rhcc bc [Bahi'u'l-Abhf]. 
(Signcd) j'Abdu'I-Bah5 Abk~Y1.~ 

Ln August r920 Gcnevicvc and thrcc of hcr cIosc fricnds. 
MabcI Payne, hcr daughtcr. Sylvia Parmdec, and C o n  Grcy, 
sailcd from Ncs -  York Cicy on the first stage of cheir journey 
to the HoIy Land. A vivid. rnoving accounc of rhcir 
piIgrimage, by Gaievieve enocled 'A Wcck in 'Abdu'l-Baiil's 
HOLIK'. appa red  in four consccutive issues of the Bah5'i 
r n a g ~ l c  Star of h c  Wcsr from B Septcmber 1grr. O n  the 
arrivai of the four hdics a t  the old Western L'ilgrh Housc in 
H i f i .  I î t c  in the aftcrnoon ofwcdnesday, I Scptcrnber 1920, 
the discinguished Amcrican belicvcr, Emogene Hoagg. who 
had bccn a gucsc o f  thc Master's since carly h i  the sunimet, 
showed thcm CO th& rooms, Thc  n a t  day a t  lunch thcy wcrcr 
told thac thc M ~ s t c r  w o d d  sce &cm at four o'clock thac 
zfternmn outside the Tomb o f  the Bib. Gcncvic\*c recorded: 
'As we rodc up the stecp road towards the Tomb.  thcrc was a 
strangc mixrurc o f  love and drcad and longing in m y  h c a r ~ ' ~  

Whcn thc Mastcr walkcd toward us. it xerncd to mc rhat 1 had seen 
Him comc iust chat way at somc prtvious cime. . . Trwvas 2 momat 



w b r  happcncd in my mind and h m .  . - But 1 arneto undmund 
chacforonewho has becn Iongin His prncnce, t k a u b e n o  dezirc 
exccpt to rrvc Hirn; thnt onc's Iifc wodd bc happy onIy as one 
plascd Kim; chat one wculd k wd only as one e c v d  ~ i m )  

EÎrly in the morning of Samrciay. 4 Septcmbcr, roon afttr 
Gcncvieve and Con izad left the Tomb of the Bfb,  where thcy 
had spcnL perhaps a n  hour in praycr and meditarion, during 
which an 'exquisitc peace* had filied th& h m .  the Master 
sent word chat Hc wanttd to sec &cm in thc house ncar the 
Tomb whcrc 'Abbfs Quli, its crreaker, Iivcd. Thc two IÎdies 
jointd Him thtre cagerIy, of comc. and without dday. 
Gencvievc has writtcn: 

Ttie Masur mld us CO a+ AS wcacc, H e  w u  silcnr . . . His baunful 
profik wasoutlined y&t thewindow;his g a c m e d c o  dwcff on 
distanr 'Akki. -and ( a u I d  not but chi& of chose Iong y a r s  or 
imprisonmeur that He tiid spent iii b a r d  'Akki, Srne  siightvision 
of aii  He had s u f f i  swcpt over mt- I kncw rhm, beyond JI 
question. that 1 had found Ziim as  rhe Muter, My spirit h e l t  in 
bundity at His &CL' 

The ncxt moniing. in the dining-roorn of die Wstctn Pilgrim 
Housc. the Masccr gzvc the four Amcrian ladies chis 
important advicc: 

You have corne hem, and cvery &y you to  jrnprove . . . You 
must bccomc pure in hart. Thcn when you remm ta Amcrica. y ou 
must carry spiris~taiity and inspincion with you. You musr be like 
Jacob inhaltd the fiagrana OC the garmetit of  Joscph h m  a 
distanai, Buc more than that. you musc bc one who arrits  the 
gamcnc. who spreads the fiagrancm o f  dre Spirit! 

Late  chat same afternmn thc ladies 2gaiu visitcd thr Tomb of 
the B5b. Gentvieve has u-rincn: 

Whilc the tdi. black-robcd Bthi'l fioru 'Isbqibid [in Russian 
Turkistin] c h a n d  rhc Tablct o f  Visitation in Pcrsian. the Masister 
s t d  in rhc doorway. and &crooni \\-as fillcd with a divine ndiana 
OC Love. Ac che thrmhold of char Tomb onc rnay lay al1 burdzns 
dom-  Lifc k o m e  simpIc and srraight beaurc one fccls 
surroundcd w t h  Divint  ove.^ 
Orr Mon&y rnorning ac cïghr o'dock the Mascer scnc 
Emogcne Hoagg, the four othrr Amcrian hdies and somc 
mcnibcrs of His household CO 'Akkl- Grncvievc has described 
thur  visit to thcTomb o f  Bah5'u1llîh in thesc words: 
WC found oursclva in a iarge room. with a grrdcn in the ccnter- Ac 
the war  aid chere werercvml windows. and floods oflighc pourcd 
down uponcu. tiom rhcgbss windows in theroof. In the north-[clsr] 
corner o f  chc room, a cumincd doorlcd inro rbe Tonib isclf. . . WC 
knclt in dit spacc before &c door. I pnyed . . . brthe power CO seme 
His Gusc. Thcn L prayed fix various pcaple 1 kncw who werc in 
nerd of A -&ion of cbr ptcarncrs ofGod's love. And then for rhe 
Bahf i' fiicnds in ~ r n a i m ' ~  . . - Finailp [Qyi  K&num\. . . w a i t  ro 
rhc front of the room. and oprncd thc' curtainrd door . , - Timc's 
passing ceascd for us. My vcq. braching wzs a d c d i d o n  o f  mysclf 
CO {Bah5*~'lI ih~. '~ 
In The P-ect S ibxc ,  a powc&l pocni which Gcnevicve 
wrotc. probably sonle yurs latcr. shc has again rcfrrrcd to chis 
samc cxpericncc: 

At sunscc. when I k r d t  withir) LfK Sfm-nc 
Thc windows t o  thc w a t  wcrt walls of tire. 
Within m): sou1 the flarnc o f  HÏs grclt Namc 
Was likc a flashing sword, that scvcrcd III my p a r -  

&et in the morning of the ncxt &y thc Master invitcd Cota 
and G e n ~ ~ e v c  to His room. Mer Eitst expresshg Kis regret 
chat Hc h d  not btm abIr to sct morc of them during thcir 
visi& H c  cxptained: ' . . . it is noc the lrngth of time d u c  one 
spends herc chat ïs important. Somc people sny a rhorc urne. 
and thcn go and do g r a t  xnGcc, Other people arc herc a long 
amc. and chi). ltam n~düng.' '~ At  this s a n c  meeshg :he 
Master blcsscd the ringstoacs and chc rosaries which tlic nvo 
k d i a  had bought in Ha& and rcaïvcd Gom thm Ittxcrs 
which samc hntncuz fricnds had wnctcn Him. 

That evening aficr dinncr the Masux saïd good-bpc to rhe 
four. . , pilgrims. He told chcm ' ha t  His Iove. thoughcs and 
pnyers, would go with* thcrn and said CO givc 'Hïs love and 
grceings to a11 the Bahi'fs in Amcria'. 

Gencvicvc Sas telateci, '1 kncw th;it I would tiot sec Him 
again. but I f d c  no sadncss or grid'. Hi love , , . pourcd in a  
d a n t  flood about me, and held nie suspendcd in a pricciess 
momurr. when cirue scood sall. and I livcd in cvrnir).."' 

b e r ,  at the urnud Bahi'i Cortvcnuon m spnng ryrx 
Gcncvitve was choscn. wirh cAbdu'l-Bah5's approvd, as 
director of rhc Tarb<yat School for Girls in Fhrin. P m i a  - CO 

replace LiIIizn Kappcs who had died the prcvious Deccmber- 
During the nem y u r  Genevicvc connliued h a  work in 
psycholog).. obtaining her Ph.D. ~t Columbia Univtnicy. 
Ncw York. S h c  used this rimc ro gain somc knowlcdgc of 
Pcrskn and prcparc hcnclf; as bcst she couIci, to mch childrrn 
who spoke that  lmguagc- 

O n  lier way to T a r i n  Gcntvicve made t second pilgrimage 
to the Holy Land. Sincc dninst two months bcfore hcr a m k l  
there thc Guardian had aIradv lcfi f i s  home in f-rîifi for a 

ncccss;rry rcsc and cxtended his visit  to Europc, shc did not 
have the grcat hppiness of mtering hiin. 

In hcr Journa1 o f  I Juic 1922 G C ~ C V ~ C V C  wrott: 

To comc brck ta  the Pilgrîm Houx is to comc badc honic. Irs d c u  
puce and quiet fiil onc's hmrc, 1 Iovc irs Ggh-cà1ingcd roorm, -&c 
f&t fi-agrancc chat grcm ont - the dunlincxi - h c  tikd floocs. the 
bcauOtUl mgs. As I stc hcrc cvriring. 1 r rn  sec the rop of the Master's 
housc. abovc the ~ s l 1 . ' ~  

A t  s i x  o'clock ncxc morning Gentvievc and Dr Lu~fu'llih 
Hakim Icfi the Pilgrim Mousrand climbcd u p  thcMountaÏn of 
the Lord, On rtaching the Shrhc of die Bib. thcy entertd i r  
togcthcr. She has rccardcd: 'To be again in chat pkce. . . what 
words can tell wliat it mcans to onc's h e m  and spirit? Iris so 
perfeccly narurai uid casy CO pray chcre . . . One rdizcs God 
sn ncar. chat one nec& makc no effort ta find tiin~.''~ 

Diredy aftrr thcy h î d  irft the Shrhic of chc B5b. Gcn&cvc 
and Lutfull5h visitcd chat of 'Abdu'l-Bah& Shc rcmarkcd: 
'The fister 's spiricdwctls thcrrin p a c r  and iove. Onc knows 
as nevcr bcfarc the victory of life chat ncver ceases. but o d y  
changes ics form.'" 

For the lidc over onc y e x  chat she rcrmined in "Filirix. 
Gcnrvievc scrvcd as Dircctor of the Tarbiyat School for Girls. 
During this pctiod she workcd hard CO cstabiïsh it as '. . .the 
forcmost insunician ofits kkid in pcrsia'.Is Hcr cfforts to  t a c h  
thete. howevcr, wcre only pm-ally succcssful. As the 
disangu"hed wriccr. Manich Gd. has rcmarkcd. 'Shc was 
pcrhaps coo much of a scholar to cnch girls from a reIativel 
simple ctiviroruncnt for more chan a iïmiccd Icngtii of  tinie. 0," 
Gcnevicvc's spc&iity was morc in the cduacion of Sifted 
childrcn and as a tachcr of psycho~onv-20 



nich schml i; îs the pridege atWcscern girls and wornen boas&. 
Through such hclp rht Easrtrn womcn wiii be aidcd CO obcy the 
iIrrruEaons of'Abdu'1-Ba& whm He says: Womcn must cndcrvor 
ta tuah gmur  pctfcccioas. ro be man's q u a i  in every respect. co 
rrulrc progms in di things in which shc had bccn bzckward so &at 
man will be compeIlcd to ackaowkcige kcr equality uf apacity and 
atrainmcnt, 

In her iixsc~uco've arn'clc, 'Eduating the  Womcn of Fe&, 
which was pubkhcd Li Star uJthe ZYcst, May 1926, Genevievc 
gave much pnire CO thc important scrvica which the Bahff 
cachen of the Tubiyat School wcrc pcrformuig for the 
young girls kt Tihdn.  To prove hrr point, among othttr 
stateinmts she wroe: 'A ractioirîry Mkiktcr of Edutaùon 
said to thc principal ofanothcr school, "The Tarbiyac Sdiool is 
dic hest school for girls ui Tihnn, Alas chat th ty  arc  
Ba.lzi'is!"'P 
On hcr rcrunr CO chc United Suce  mriy in rgu Gmcvicvc 

scttlcd in Neu- York Ciry n a r  Greenwich Village. Shc was 
s m n  afierwsràs engagcd as a teîchcr of psychology a: the 
Dalton Schoo1. onc of rhc firsr ptogressivc oncs in Amcria, 
Around this timc shc coniçrnplatcd marriqe, but some 
difiîc~fty s r o x  and she did nos do so. Throughour the thirt).- 
Lhrcc years that shc livcd in New York City shc x r v t d  the 
Cause o fGod  unccasingly. Ekcttd alnlost evcry year to the 
Local Spiritu31 Assernbly, she was ofccn arhcr chairman or 
sccretary o f  rhis body. 

Doris Ho1lc)-. who for many ymts IiveJ ncar Gcnevicvc, 
once told me: '1 Ioved and admircd Gcncvicve- Shc was jar. 
kind, honounblc. dependablc and unprcjudiced. Shc wls a 
red schoIar with a fine înceikcr. Shc rcally iived the Iife.' 

Gcncvievc spcnr c o q  summn ac Green Acre. cht firsc 
Bihi'Z Sumnrcr School in Amcrica. An estau of alrnosr two 
hundrcd a m .  Grceri Acre is siturtcd on chc bank of  che 
Piscacaqua River. in Eliot. Maine. about four mila fiom the 
Aclantic Occan and nnr to Portsmouth. NCW Hampshire. At 
this: famous. artnctivc school. whcrc. in che course of His 
immorrd journcy CO the Amcrican coiitincnc, 'Abdu'l-Bah5 
stayed for one w e k .  Ccnevieve. from 211 avahblc  accounts. 
did rnost valuable tcachirig and adminiscacivc work. A 
contcmporary o f  Gcnevicvc's recordcd: 

Tbosc of us who had thc pnvilcge of scrvùlg wirh Dr Co y ac Grcrn 
Acre BIhi'f School of which she wss wiuor adminutrator and 
chuman of thc progmm commirtcc. wuuM pcrhaps single out this 
contribiition as one of  ber grcar services ta rhe hich. if not hcr 
gmctst Shr transformcd Green Acrc fmrn a vaution place. whtrt 
pcoplc ofdiffcrcnt rdigious and philosophicai persuasious mer, ro a 
s&wl of cduaaon . . . Shc found a way ~Cincluding cvcsyonc ir. 
the classa and curriculum and. avoiding rigïdity, aUowcd for 
aativity and explontion. But rtudy one muif if he or she wcre tc 
rcrniin at Gr- Acrc. Thc sdtool couId well be n mernoriai rc 
Gcnevicve Co y .= 
Doris Holley hts furthcr rcmarkcd: 'Genevicve did noc belitvc 
that &c cIasscs ar Green Acrc should bc composed of  lmures. 
but chat the one in charge shouId encourage a gcncrai 
discussion. She was vcry good at bringing out othcr people.' 

In 'Scicnccin c)icChiid's Cumcufum', which was published 
in Jan- rg25. she assmed:  

The pue sacntutis impersondin his attitude- Hclcarns to livr abovc 
cnvy, jalousy. and hancd:. , . This artjtudc of  unsd6shly working 
cowud an idcd k ont that a11 BahA'C young pcople W% nccd CO 

cultivltc. In the great Kingdum ofthc filturc therecan bc no place for 
sdfecking, pridc, and concek.'' 

In 'Childrm's Purposes and Educaüon'. which she wrote chrcc 
y u n  drcnvards, Gentvicve condudcd: 
Many of us who b m m c  Bahi'k tficr a childhod and youth in 
which much ofour effort w u  spcni in avoiding bhme and winning 
pnisc, and it ver). difficdt to acquirc ;in accitudr ofnot giving undue 
importance to whar othtr peopIc rhink and say of us . . , Buc if WC 

a n  be wisc cnough CO sa tnin our young childrm thac rhey arc not 
toa agcr  for ortr pnist nor too mnccmcd by Our bLme. we shJI 
perhaps havc givcn them a linlc hclp on the road to r d  frccdorn and 
happinas , . . the hppincss chat coma whcn one loscs one's self 
urtcriy in in  activiry uihich & for the hîghar cffort one cin giv~.25 

In 'Spin:ud Frccdom' which appurcd in Mardi 1930. 
Gcncvieve has ssnccd hcr bclicf chat rhe only way in which wc 
a n  find frecdorn from 'the &rk skvcry of the opinion of 
othcrs' is to say to  o~rsdves:  

'What  would the Mastcr rhink abour chat? Whar would rhc Masur 
do uiidcr thosc tizcunistanccs?' I f  we urnat ly  try ro do what He 
would do. thc ody  approvd wc ticcd se& is Hk approvll; thc only 
censurt wcnccd dradis our own inncr conviction char wc b c  donc 
wrncthing t he  Mastcr could noc prake.s 

In 'Mental Hcalth and N e w  World Ordcr'. zn artidc which 
appeared in three instatmcncs in Star o j t k  i t 'u r  during 1932. 
Gencvievc pcrsriisively concludcd; 

In chc Bahi'f way oflife dl theessenrials for menml h d t h  are  found. 
In aucpting rhc Bahi'î hi th  uch has rcalirtd char in it hc has 
discoverrd a movcmcnt in which his own dcsircs and abiliucs a n  hc 
m a s  cornpletcly unificd . . - Hc is compellcd neithcrby fur.  nar bu 
daire for profit or posiuon . . . He knows himsdf to be parc of a 
spirinul unity so g r a t  chat hc can gîvc no plaw in his nature to 
disuitcgrzang fars and sdf-rrnttrcdness . . . Thc truc Bahi'iattains 
rncnul hcalth . . . as he becornes m ~ctivc. effkicnc, happy part of 
thc grut spirinul harmony ~ f l i f c . ~  

In 'Unity of Races', an cssay on one o f  chc scvcn unicies 
cmphasizcd by 'Abdul-Bahi, which was published in 1937. 
Gcncvicvc dcdarcd: 

Bahf'u'luh hîs givcn mînkind a Divine P h  for world order. But 
this pian annot hnction until m m  rtJizc that thc o d y  powcr which 
should control thclives ofhurnanity is spirituai Iaw. Whcn rhcy turn 
CO thc g m t  spirinid Eduaton co lurn J iu  Iaw. thcy wiii cuse to 
dairc pmoml or  nacional or racial powcr. Thcn raad prcjudicc 
gnduany diuppcir. and wcshaii bc rcady ro cntcr into chc age ofrhe 
oncness of rnankhd.18 
In 'Eduation for a New World Ordcr', which was ~ublished a 
few months Inter, shc cxplîined char . . -  BAi'is 'JO not rhink of - - 



duatiot i  as sorneching that ends whcn the studcnt lerva 
sdiool- W e  sec it as z Uc-long cxpm-cncc o f  training onssdf 
away fmnl indulgence in private vaiucs and striving forspecul 
privile c and of movement toward a life of füiowship and 
unicy.J) 

Continuhg to srrcss this slmc important subjcn in The 
Devclopmcnc of the Crutive Individual'. which apparcd in 
194 1, C;rnevicvc wrotc: 
T h e  Bahi'Z gradullJy bccomcs aware h t  anly the crt;rck.e and 
wungcaus individual is able ro p!ay an accivc part in the buiIding of 
3ii ncw world fdiowship 2nd cooper;icïon. For th i s  tason. hc 
srriva ro chmge his oid habia ofin&. conformicy wirh madition, 
ind  acccpuncc of old paturns of bthvior. He l u r n s  co ignore the 
cricïcism ofthose who do not undtnruid his purpose, and judgcs his 
awn bchavior in c c m s  of thc Bdd'î stuidird: 'Does ciris action - - 

inause unity and fellowship among d chose whom la rilults nuy 
touch!"" 

iatc ui June rg53 1 lcfr Los Angcles to livcin New York. A fcw 
dtys afier rny arrixd thcrc. on the cvcning of q Junc. at rhc 
Fast of R.mt [Mercy'J. 1 first mct Gu~evicve in the Bahïi 
Centre of that cïcy, loatcd in an ordinary oEcc-building on 
WCSC  ph Street. 

Whcn the dcvou'onaI p x t  of thc Fcast wu ovcr Guievicvc, 
as chairmu1 of the Ioal Spiritual Asscmbly, lefi hcr scat 
among thc other bcIicvcrs and wdkcd wich a Iimp to a position 
facing thcin. AIthough she was in hcr n~iddle si~tics, cxcepc 
for hcr limp shc showcd no othcrsigns afphysical frdty. Hcr 
Lice had a warni. sensitive expression. Standing very smighr 
in front a f  pcrhaps a hundrtd and fdcy believm, shc spokc 
to chcm in a clcar. gmde, but positive tone on what w u  of  
much conceni to thac community and ro thc rcst of tht  Bahi'i 
world. 

As most Amcrican Bsha'is know. iii his famous mbkgram 
of 29 Aprii t953, addrascd to the Forty-Fifrh Annu1 
Convacion of the Anicrican Baiij'i Comrnunity. Shoghi 
Effcndi aIlcd upon rhc bclievcrs in that cornmuniry to fulûi 
twenty-four vital nsks in his rccc~itiy launclicd World 
Spiriniai Crusade. The firsc nsk whidi heouttuicd was that of 

s&ct t r / .  Since I had nevcr donc tny work of this naturc 
More I wrou the minutes ccrttkJy in morc deail chan was 
necÉssary, and zto in ratha an ruiusuai style- Whcn 1 r n d  
them to the Awcmbly the othcr rnernbm ofchat body tughed 
with good-nanirtd amusement. Lns-d of  bcing criad, 
Gaievirvc saïd co me penomlly that my minutes were 
kqudy wr im and thac I shoutd not c q  to change diem at dl. 

In Novcniber 1954, bcctuse by that cimc, owing to 
dispend. the sizc of tht communiry hid considenbly 
decreased, the Assembly gave up thc old ccncrc on West I?fiy- 
Scvcnth Snecr and movcd to two rooms. nather ofthem very 
large. in the Hotd Packside on Twenoeth Strctt. ovalooking 
rhc acmccivt and historic Gnmrrcy Park, Dcspite hcr 
advanceci agt, and the dcrnanding position otprinapd which 
she now hcld at the Dalton S & d .  Gcncvievc ncvcr f d e d  ta 
actcnd a m&~g. Undoubtedly arcd ac &es, she sùll did nnt 
show it. Whcrhcr serving as chairmm o r  as scnctaty, she wts 

alm and moderate in hcr mannu- S6t Iistcned cartftlly to 
what cach member winted to say and ncver cried t o  ovemdc 
anyonc wich an opinion of her own, No proHem, iiowcver 
xrious, tbat a m e  beforc the AsstrnbIy scemed to disturb hcr. 
O n  chc contrary six took obvious plasun in trying to hclp in 
its solution, 

One morning in the summn of  r 954. at Grecn Aac.  aficr 1 
b d  guided a scssion thcrc and w u  about to do thc samc for 
another, Gcnevievc said to mc privatdy.  T o u  made your 
s&on so dull.' She had spokcn to me in such a direct, honcst 
and fiendly way that 1 did not fni hurt. Alrhough T Liad not 
comc to this admissionon rny awn account. 1 realutd that her 
sutemcnt was obwousiy cortea. Acting upon her advice I 
bcgan to plan how i might br abIc to m k e  my nact session 
more interescing. 

Whenever I saw Genrvievc at Grem Acre. shc scemed 
rclaxed and bappy. In the course of x v m l  conversations 
which lhad witb her, wcspokc fmnkly togecher ona varicry of 
subjcas, Ncvcr adhcriiig to convenuont f bclicfs. shc always 
orprtsscd whxt 1 thotight w u  a broad, hmane uid bdanced 

scnding at Icasr one Bahi'i m twcnty-ninc differmt ttrrÏtorics point of vicw. 
not yct opmcd CO chc Causc of In ]une 1956 Gencvieve rctircd frorn chc Dalton Schw1. 

On the tollowing r 3 M a y  ht again a b k d  th& same A f t a  spcnding the foiIowing July a d  August as a cacher 2nd 
communicy: 'Scroiigly urge intcnding pionccrs to scattcr as an adrninistntot ac Grcm Acrc, shc acctptcd an invitation 
widely as possible. s ede  cvtn ccrricoria, istands not frorn hm close friends, Rafi and Mildrcd Mottahcdch CO stlyat 
specificaliy assigncd to Unitcd u ta tes.'" thcir home in Stanford. Connecticut, so that she could hdp 

By the evcning of the Fcisc just nicntïoncd no Bahi'i had so them esciblish a Spirimal Asscmbl y in that town. 
far lefi New York City in accordance with the Cuardian's On &c rnoming of 4 May 1958. at  h c  Intcrcontinentd 
instructions. 00 this occasion. howcver, Gmevicvc tirst Confcrcncc which w s  hctd at the Eighth Strcct T h m r c  in 
anuounccd with cnthusiism thac Rose PerkaI was prcparing to Chicago, Illinois. Gencvicve, ac the t g c  of sevcncy-cwo, 
scttic in Kodiak Isknd and thcn in die samc tone askcd hcr CO among a hundrcd othcrs, oScred to pioncereithtr in Afria or 
say a fcw words to tiic fiknds about her plans. This kdy, a Alaska. Smcc hm docmr felr thar shc shodd iivc in a warm 
charming Bahi'i ofJewish background, tising from hcr s n t  in &mate, with the enchusiastic approval of thc Pioncer 
chc back ofthe room, said most happily thatshehopcd to be on Committtc for the Amcrican Community shc I d i  immc- 
her way to char island bcforc the end of thc monch. dutcly for Salisbury, R h ~ d c i i a . ~  

Gnduaiiy somc of chc bclicvcrs movcd from Ncw York According ta a l e m  fiom the Nation J Spirimal Assembly 
City to livc in othcr places. in March 1954. a f k  the Spiriml of thic country. whkh Doroche Morteu R e d  bs quotcd in 
Asscmbly had dçdared ics second vacancy sincc the bcginning ber loving tribuccto Gcncvievc. forpartofchelast five yurs of 
of rhe cnisade. 1 was ciectcd co this body. Although 1 had not hcr Lie, aU of which shc spent in Salisbury. Gnicvicvc lived in 
yct b e n  a membcr of the Bahï i  Cornmunity for a full fivc the National Baha'f Ccntrc- m i l e  stlying thcrc shr always 
ycars. 1 now had the privikgc of scrving on an Asscmbly with made htrself availablc to bclicvcrs and enquirers aiikt. As a 
Guicvicve, dong with Bornh Kavciin, now a rncmbtt oCthr m d t ,  of couac. thcy wcrc able 'to benetit frorn hcr va t  
Univcnd House ofJusticc and a t  chat timt a mcmbcr of thc knowledge and expericnce in the  ait th'.^ 
Amerian National AssembIy, as wcll as othcr Bahïis of wide 
cxoericncc in thc Cause. For a few rnonths 1 actcdas rccordinn 



While shc  was Living in Salisbury Genevicvc wrotc a short  Whcn you have aquircd a dep uutcr couviaion rhat you wïii 
but vaiuable book enticlcd CounreIs of Pe6ction. Rckrring t o  conthue CO livc through the unthinhble ager of eremity. y m  can 
fis work a course. she descfl'bcs ir as +naianjy a of begh CO livt in the ecemal kingdom w h i  still on  tbis ah- YOU 
suggestions as to how we may dcvdop our &a~~ctcrs  in such a be 1- imp-t w h  G o s s  plin seans to k wifolding slowl~*- 
rrny thar wt incceise the &-icndlinas. &: &dnss, a d  When y w  have y o u r k t ,  but a certain has oocnicmded 
love which wiu bring univ among mmhdt.s  hi^ in i n e n g  ttit wc1hre of orhm. you wili bt able CO acccpr r h u  

book con- advicc. d husdy mnfimled ' ~ p ~ ~ ' ~ u ~ M f i ~ q ~ r ) . *  b o h 6  ~ ' i f ~ e ~ ' ~ ~ ~ ~  6 d  
w h t  you rricd ro da wiil cventutUy corne t o p a s  - - - niU d o r t  to bq wcll-chosm quoticionr fmm Bahi'i Sm-pture Wrinm Li,,e Li nuniW. hne ad ir a pqantion fol rhc of 

wch dccp conviction. Coume& o/ Ptrj'ëcrion k bound m dir body, w ~ c h  wdc4me 'mCSfcnF ofjoy-yt 
cncoungc al1 serious r a d a s  CO try noc only to mature 
thcmselva. bu t  t o  hdp 0th- iu thc same purmit. During thc 1st ycars ofher life, aside from the ailmen: dready 
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Some Questions to Ponder 

What did you know about Genvieve Coy before looking through these readings? 
W hy? 

What do you still not know about her? 

Do you think Genvieve Coy would have considered herseIf' a heroine? 

Do you consider her one? 

Why or why not? 

Are you heroic? 



Supplementary Readings - Workshop Three 

Qurratu'FAyn was a Persian woman without fame and importance-- unknown. like al l  
other Persian women. When she saw Bahaüllah. she changed completely. visibly. and 

looked within another world. The reins of volition were taken out of her hands by 
heavenly attraction. She was so overcome that physical susceptibilities ceased. Her 
husband. her sons and her family arose in the greatest hostility against Baha'u'llah. 

She becarne so attracted to the divine threshold that she forsook everything and went 
forth to the plain of Badasht. no feir in her heart, daunrless. intrepid. openly 

proclaiming the message of light which had come to her. The Persian governrnent stood 
against her. They made every effort to quiet her, they imprisoned her in the 

governor's house. but she continued to speak. Then she was taken and killed. To her 
very last breath she spoke with fenid eloquence and so became famous for her 

complete attraction in the path of God. If she had not seen Baha'u'llah. no such effect 
would have been produced. She had read and heard the teachings of scriptures al l  her 
life, but the action and enkindlement were missing. AU women in Persia are enveloped 

in veils in public. So completely covered are they that even the hand is not visible. 
This rigid veiling is unspeakable. Qurratu'l-'Ayn tore off her veils and went forth 

fearlessly. She was like a iioness. Her action caused a great turmoil throughout the 
land of Persia. So excessive and compulsory is the requirement for veiling in the East 
that the people in the West have no idea of the excitement and indignation produced 

by the appearance of an unveiled woman. Qurratu'l-.Ayn lost al1 thought of herself and 
was unconscious of fear in her attraction to God. 

Prom ulgacion o f  Universal Peace. 251 

True loss is for him whose days have been spent in utter ignorance of his self. 

Tablea of Baha'u Ilah revealed &ter rhe Kitab-i-Aqdas, 156-1 57. 

The spirit of holiness beareth unto thee the joyful tidings of reunion: 
wherefore dost thou grieve? The spirit of power confirmeth thee in His 
cause: why dost thou veil thyself? The light of His countenance doth 

lead thee: how canst thou go astray? 

The Hidden Words of Baha'u 'J.lah (Arabic) p. 34 



At the tirne of the appearance of K m  Whom God will make rnanifest the most 

distinguished among the lexned and the lowliest of men shall both be judged alike. 

How often the most insignificant of men have acknowledged the truth. while the most 

learned have remained wrapt in veils . Thus in every Dispensation a number of souk 

enter the fue by reason of their following in the footsteps of others. 

Selections from the Writings of the Bab. 9 1. 

Beware lest ye suffer one another to be wrapt in veils by reason of 

the disputes which may, during your night. arise among you as a result OF  the 
problems ye encounter or in consideration of such matters as your loftiness or 

lowliness. your nearness or rernoteness. 

Seleccions from die Wnrings of che Bab. 131. 

O SON OF MAN! 
The light hath shone on thee from the horizon of the sacred Mount and the spirit 

ofenlightenment hath breathed in the Sinai of thy heart. Wherefore. free thyself from 

the veils of idle fancies and enter into My court. thar thou mayest be fit For everlasting 

life and worthy to meet Me. Thus may death not corne upon thee. 

neither weariness nor trouble. 

The Hidden Words of Baha 'u 'ilah (Arabic) . 63. 

Burn ye away the veils with the fue of My love, and dispel ye the mists of vain 

irnaginings by the power of this Name through which We have subdued the entire 

creation. 



The Cause is manifest. it shineth resplendent as the Sun, but the people have become 
veils unto themselves. We entreat God that He rnay graciously 

assist them to return unto Him. 

Tablets of Baha'u l k h  revealed afrer che Kirab-i-Aqdas. 79. 

Say. take heed lest the overpowering might of the oppresson alarm you. The day 
is approaching when every embtem of vainglory will have been reduced to 

nothingness: then shall ye behold the invincible sovereignty of your Lord ruling over 
a l l  things visible and invisible. Beware lest the veils deter you from the outpourings of 

His bounty in this Day. Cast away the things that keep you back from God and 
persevere on this far-stretching Way. We desire naught for you but d-iat which 

profiteth you as hath been 
recorded in f i s  Preserved Tablet. 

Tablea of Baha'u'llah revealed afier die Kirab-i-Aqdas. p. 266 

Unto Thee be praise. 0 Lord rny God! 1 entreat Thee. by Thy signs that have 
encornpassed the entire creation. and by the light of Thy countenance that hath 

illurninated a l l  that are in heaven and on earth, and by Thy mercy that hath surpassed 
aU created things, and by Thy grace that hath suffused the whole universe. to rend 
asunder the veils that shut me out from Thee. that I may hasten unto the Fountain- 

Head of Thy mighty inspiration. and to the Day-Spring of Thy Revelarion and 
bountiful favors. and may be immersed beneath 

the ocean of Thy nearness and pleasure. 

Prayen and Medi ta rions. 4. 

0 Thou Who art the Lord of al1 names and the Maker of the heavens! 1 beseech Thee 
by them Who are the Day-Springs of Thine invisible Essence. the Most Exalted. the 

All-Glorious. to make of rny prayer a Are that will bum away the veils which have shut 
me out from Thy beauiy, and a light that will lead me unto the ocean of Thy Presence. 

Prayen and Meditaüons, 31 7. 



0 PEOPLES of the earth! Verily the tme God calleth saying: He Who is the 

Rernembrance is indeed the sovereign Tmth from God. and naught remaineth beyond 

tnith but error. and naught is there beyond error Save fire, irrevocably ordained ... 

O Qurratu'l--Ayn! Point to Thy rnithful breast through the power of truth and 

exclaim: 

1 swear by the One tme God. herein Lieth the vicegerency of God: 

1 am indeed the One Who is regarded as the Best Reward 

and 1 am indeed He Who is the Most Excellent Abode. 

SeIfctions from rhe Wntings of rhe Bab. 66. 

0 my spiritual loved ones! Praise be to Cod. ye have thrust the veils aside and 

recognized the compassionate Beloved, and have hastened away from this abode to the 

placeless realm. Ye have pitched your tents in the world of Cod. and ro gloriS Him. 

the Self-Subsistent, ye have raised sweet voices and Sung songs that pierced the hem. 

Well done! A thousand times well done! For ye have beheld the Light made manifest. 

and in your reborn beings ye have raised the cry. 

'Blessed be the Lord, the best of d l  creators!' 

Ye were but babes in the wornb. then were ye sucklings. and from a precious breast ye 

drew the milk of knowledge, then came ye to your full growrh. and won salvation. 

Now is the time for service, and for servitude unto the Lord. 

Release yourselves from al1 distracring thoughts, deliver the Message with an eloquent 

tongue. adorn your assemblages with praise of the Beloved. till bounty shall descend 

in overwhelming floods and dress the world in fresh greenery and blossorns. 

This streaming bounty is even the counsels, admonitions. instructions. 

and injuncrions of Almighty God. 

Selections from the W~tings o f  'Abdu '1-Baha. 3 I 8. 



O ye maid-servants of the Merciful! Leaves of the Tree of Life! 

Thank ye the Lord, for He hath rernoved the covenng from off your insight. 

illurninated your eyes by witnessing the Sun of Truth, purified your souls, and hath 

quickened your hearts through the holy fragrances which are being diffused from the 

garden of the kingdom of His Great Glory! 

O ye maid-servants of the Mercifull It is incumbent upon you to soar up with wings of 

joy and happiness unto the apex of exultation and gladness: For He hath vsigned unto 
you the greatest guidance in the Day of Resurrection. and hath crowned you with the 

diadem of glory and divine honor arnong the women of the whole world. and hath 

chosen you above the queens of the world for His great bounty. 

Verily. the crowns which are on the heads of the noble women - the queens of the 

world -- ail their bases will be finally broken, their gems scattered away. their luster 

removed and will become as dispersed dust. But your magnificent crowns are 
everlastingly brilliant and permanently glorious and mighty and their gems 

scintillating throughou t cycles and ages. 

This is the highest gift! This is the greatest bestowal! Thank ye your Lord For this great 

bounty and favor! O ye maid-servants of the Merciful! verily. your Lord. the Suprerne. 

is calling upon you from His Ancient Kingdom and announces unto you such glad- 

tidings, whereat the hearts of the ângels of heaven rejoice. 

It is incumbent upon you to strip yourselves of every old garrnent (i. e.. old beliefs 

and past customs) . It is incumbent upon you to be severed from this contemptible 

earthly world. It is incumbent upon you (to seek after) the Kingdom. in rhis great 
Day ! 

Puri& ye your hearts. sanctib your souls and cleanse your spirits: so that ye may 

attain to this great success. Then ye will become the angels of heaven. will enter 

among the Supreme Concourse and will permanently abide in the paradise of union 

(with God), and will be associated with the Beauty of El-ABHA. 

Tablets of 'Abdu 'l-Baha, 143. 



Workshop Four: Greater Boldness 

-tea and cookies 
-opening prayers 
-feedback frorn previous workshop: responses to the readings 
-introduce homework readings for this workshop 

-Story: Khurshid (Shams i Duha) 

-Explonng submission. Powerlessness. and Boldness 
-break into groups 
-using 'Some of What Sharns i Duha Did In Her Lifew worksheets. 
participants categorize her actions as examples of submission. powerIessness. 
o r  boidness 
-on flipchart, whole group brainstorms characteristics of subrnission. 
powerlessness , and boldness 
-introduce ideas: powerlessness as imposed: submission as chosen: 
submission and boIdness as the passive and active forms of the same 
spirituaily healthy condition 
-participants revisit their categorizations on the worksheets 
-collective categorization of 'Some of What Sharns i Duha Did In 
Her Life" on the flipchart 

-Tableaux - Transitions from Powerlessness to submission and Powerlessness to 
Boldness 

-participants move to a clear area in the room 
-participants stand at one end of space 
-when ready. a participant moves to the other end of the room. says 
'powerlessnessw, and represents that state with her body 
-when ready. a second participant joins the frrst. representing powerlessness 
with her body. and touching the first participant 
-when the second participant is in position. she says 'twon 
-once she has said this, another participant may join in 
-this continues until d l  participants are in 
-then the first participant extracts herself. looks at the group. goes to the 
other end of the room, says 'submissionw. and represents that state with her 
body 



-she is joined one by one by the other participants. as before 
-once this representation is complete. the first participant crosses the roorn, 
and begins another representation of powerlessness 
-once this is complete. the first participant again crosses the roorn. to begin a 
representation of boldness 
-once this representation is complete. the first participant extracts herself, 
crosses the room, and says, 'one outw 
-the other participants follow iikewise, one by one. silent until al1 
participants are out  
-group shakes-out and talks about exercise 

-Guided Visualization 
-participants lie down on blankets 
-facilitator asks participants to close eyes. be aware of breathing (deep and 
through nose). talks them through tensing then relaxing each part of the 
body one by one 
-participants asked to visualize lying in warm sweet grass. then 
covered and f i e d  with different colors, one after another. and to consider how 
each color feels: if it represents submission. powerlessness, or boldness 
-participants are guided up through a field. across rneadow, into a 
path in a forest. and asked if path is clear or obstructed. forest is 
dark and rainy or light and calrn: and reassured that they are safe 
-participants find creek and leave path co follow it; it broadens inIo a river and 
leads them to the ocean 
-they cross the beach and enter the ocean and stan to swim: they 
are told that though this may seem scary they can feel the strength 
of their bodies and their ability, and they are able to swim well 
-they arrive at an island, which is a safe comfort place for thern (they choose 
one from their own experience) 
-in this comfort pIace, they are asked to remember times in which 
they experienced powerlessness, submission . and boldness 
-they leave the comfort place, find themselves back in the field. and lie down 
again in the grass 
-the facilitator brings them out of the visualization 

-closhg prayer 

-handouts: extracts from 'Baha'i News" (Masan Remey's and Mr- Wilcott's letters): 

artides about Marion Jack: Baha'i writings on boldness. subrnission. and powerlessness 



The Story of Shams-i-Duha. or Khurshid 

Sharns -i-Duha. the Morning Sun, named Khurshid. was an orphan. raised by her 

grandmother in the home of her cousin, Isfahan's leading rnujtahid. who recognized 

her talents and character and gave her a thorough education in the sciences. arts. 

and theology. And pity the poor rnujtahid: like Tahirih's father. he couid not help 

teaching a child so clever. but deep down they must have known that they were 

sowing the seeds of their own undoing. When she came of age - that is. when she 

was about twelve - Khurshid married Hadi And this was a lucky match. for Hadi 

was a free thinker. who recognized her intellectual capacity and studied the Shayki 

teachings with her. Before long, the couple went to Karbila with Hadi's brother 

Muhammad-Ali to study with Siyyid Kazim. In Karbila, Khurshid bore a son. 'Ali. 

and a daughter, Fatimih, but at the sarne time she attended al1 of Siyyid Kazim's 
classes with her husband and brother-in-law. Listening to the lectures and asking 

questions from behind a curtain. 

When the cry was raised that the Bab had declared Himself in Shiraz. Khurshid 

immediately believed: but while her husband and brother-in-law at once lefr 

Karbila to join Him, Khurshid had to stay in Karbila with her children. To make 

matters worse, Siyyid Kazim soon died: but within a week, Tahirih amved in 

Karbila with her sister. Khurshid. the rnorher and sister of Mulla Husayn. and 

Tahinh spent most of the next three years together. deepening and teaching and 

kicking up trouble in Karbila with Tahirih as their ringleader. Finally, it was too 

much for the mullas; they broke into the women's house and seized Khurshid. 

thinking she was Tahirih: they abused her. and cursed her. and dragged her 

through the streets, beating her with clubs and rocks and assaulting her 

repeatedly. undl Tahirih heard of the rnistake and sent word - '1 am at your 

disposal. do not harrn any other." 

The women were put under house arrest that dragged on as the government tried 

to decide what to do with them. Finally, Tahirih proposed that they leave Karbila. 

and so Khurshid and her children and mother in law and Tahirih and Muiia 

Husayn's sister went frorn town to town. from Baghdad to Kirmanshah to 

Hamadan, arriving, teaching the Faith to many of the leading men and al1 of the 

townswomen, and staying in each place until the mullas intited a mob to drive 



them out. Finally, they came to Qamin, where Tahinh was obliged to return to her 

father's house, and where Khurshid's husband Hadi, who hâd been with the Bab in 

MAh-Ku, was waiting for her. 

So Khurshid left Tahirih, and went with Hadi back to their hometown of hifahan: 

but no sooner had they arrived then Hadi left again to go to the conference at 

Badasht with his brother. How Khurshid must have Ionged to go. knowing that 

her friend Tahirih would be there! But she stayed in Isfahan. On his way back 

from Badasht, her husband was attacked by a mob ana died of his wounds in a 

ruined caravanserai. His brother Ali buried him by the side of the road and kept 

walking. 

Khurshid stayed in Isfahan. teaching the women and becoming farnous for her 

cleverness and persuasive arguements. There were in Isfahan three brothers. who 

were very wealthy and respecteci, and who were also Babis: it was by their financial 

assistance that the Holy Family was saved from starvation in its earliest days in 

Akka. Because of Khurshid's marvellous reputation. the eldest of these brothers 

sought to marry her daughter Fatimih. Khurshid then came to live in his house. 

where her teaching work increased. AU the wornen of Isfahan flocked to her door. 

Khurshid became the grandmother of a Little boy. Abdul-Husayn. and became 

known as the Bahg'i's Lady of Light. 

The family was famous for its support of the Bab. and taughr boldly in the face of 

the mullas of Isfahan. but they were so well-loved that most people thought chem 

immune from persecution. And they may have been, too, if the Ieading rnujtahid of 

Isfahan had not owed them eighteen thousand tumans, and decided that killing 

them off was easier than repaying his debt. When the mob finally came. they 

stripped the house. torturing, beating. cursing, and mocking the women and 

children. impnsoning the men. not even sparing the infants at the breast. The 

women and children fled to the homes of friends and relations, but were refused 

sanctuary. Finally. they took shelter in the outer room of a telegraph office. where 

they sat for a few days with no money and no food, until the scandal of their 

presence in the quarters of Europeans shamed their families into take them in. 

Khurshid's son-in-1aw and his brother became the King of Martyrs and the Beloved 

of Martyrs, and now they came after her. S he hid in the home of her brother. a 



Moslem but a pious and reclusive man who took no interest in the persecutions. 
Finally, however, she was found, and her brother was told to take her to the 

Governor's house. He waited outside while she was taken to the women's quarters, 

where the governor kicked and beat her into unconsciousness, al1 the while c a . n g  

his wife. saying. now look at the Bahg'is lady of light,' saying. this is what happens 

to women who step out of line. Saying, see how this woman fdls me with fear. how 
her words scare me so badly 1 kick her teeth in to ma!se her stop speaking. 

The women mopped up the blood, and put Khurshîd to bed in one of their roorns. 
But her brother pleaded with the governor. saying, look. her only sin is her 

kinship to her son-in-law, she is beaten to the point of death. let me take her home 
to die there. And the governor said, she is one of the great leaders and heroines of 
the Bahd'is, she will just cause another uproar. But her brother promised she 

would not Say another word, and that. indeed. she would soon die and be no  more 

trouble to anyone. 

So he took her home, but Khurshid was not so quick to die, and inconvenienced 
everyone by staying alive, praying and greiving by day and by night, and the 

mob would not leave her alone. Now, you must understand. her brother was a 

herrnit, and much distressed by the commotion around his house and the rnisery of 

his sister. So he resolved to take her to Mashad on pilgrimage. and this he did. 

And every morning he went to the mosque. and every night returned, speaking to 

no-one, and if he noticed his sister's improvement, and the constant shortage of tea. 
he did not ask. He was either oblivious or willingly blind. for as soon as he left 

each morning, the house filled with women, their chadors puddled on the floor, 
chiidren too smail to tell taies on their hips. and Khurshid moving among them. 
teaching them to read, telling them about her new faith, sending them home as 

Babis. And each evening they faded back into the streets before her pious brother 

came home in a haze of prayer. 

This went on for some time. and the townspeople in this zealously anti-Babi town 

became quite aggitated. before her brother finally took action. But although he had 

the right to do with her as he wished, and to kill her if he liked. he did not reproach 

her. did not speak a harsh word. He quietly took her back to Isfahan without 



warning. and sent her to live with her daughter, where her boldness would trouble 

him no longer. So Khurshid was back with her daughter and grandson. back in 

Isfahan. and back in business. teaching and proclaiming the faith as loudly and as 

often as she could. And just as the government was about to rise u p  again to 
silence her. word came from Akka that she, her daughter. and grandson. were to 

corne and take refuge with the Holy Family. 

And so they made the long trip. and Khurshid knew peace for a time. But soon her 

grandson tied of TB. and then. before long, Baha'u'lkh passed away. and Khurshid. 

under this final, insufferable blow. released a life's worth of grieving, ending her 

days bedridden, praying, teIling stones to her attendents, until finally she packed 

her gear and passed into the Abha Kingdom. 

(Based on information found in Tahirih the Pure One, by Martha Root; Robe of 

L i ~ h t  by David Ruhe: Memonals of the Faithful by 'Abdu'l-Bah& and The Babi 

and Baha'i Relieions. by Moojan Momen, ed.) 

The Story of Shams-i-Duha O Sophie Tarnas 1998. 
Please do not copy. perform, or othenvise use without permission. 



Letter from Charles Mason Remey 
To the Mernbers of the Kouse of Spirituality of Bah& Chicago, Illinois 

From Baha'i News volume 1 #14 (Nov. 23. 19 10). p. 3. 

Dear Brothers - 

... Of the forty and more centres which we have visited on this present tour. 
but very few are organized for efficient work. In most places the worK is canied on 
by the women almost entirely. The fact that in many places the meetings are held 
in the early afternoon would indicate the absence of many men. Wherever we have 
gone we have tried to stir up the men to organized effort. Now. if you could work 
for this end with al1 of the organized assemblied in the country, 1 am sure that a 
great work would be accomplished. In order to hold and interest men they must be 
kept busy. Women naturally gravitate together in meetings even when there is no 
work doing, but men do not. Just now the men are most in need of being reached. 

In sorne assemblies they have started organizing Women's Meetings before 
organizing the men and women together, thus accentuating, rather than 
rninistering properly. to the difficul~. Only today 1 had a letter from a good maid- 
servant saying that the only man in her assembly had refused to corne to meetings 
because he was the only man present. 1 mention this because this condition is 
typical of that in rnost of the assemblies of Amenca. No one can gainsay that the 
dear maid-servants have far more zeal than we have. but 1 know that in many 
places the men are simply waiting for men to show them how to work and what to 
do. 

Now. brothers, if you c m  through correspondence arouse the men in the 
various assemblies to organization. you will indeed do a work for 'Abdul-Baha. In 
most places the men are doing but little. As soon as they are organized and 
working together they will bnng in more men - and so on. 

The work of organization is, I feel, especially necessary in the early growth 
of an assembly. 1 have seen the ill-effects of unorganized efforts which have been 
allowed to run dong indefinitely.. . 

From what 1 have seen in rny recent travels 1 know that the Bahais 
throught the couuy would hail with delight and respond to a plan of simple 
organization which you could suggest. Now is the time for such a move. The 
results of it will be far-reaching. All the people need is a good suggestions and a 
little encouragement.. . 

Dear brothers, 1 know you will understand my motive so 1 will not 
apologize to you for giving so much advice. 

Yours in His Service, 
Charles Mason Remey 



Letter from John H. Wilcott 
From BahdP News volume 1 #14 (Nov. 23. 19 10) 

Witù issue No. O of the BAEU KWE, a d i p  6th 
the following wording waa sent to the men on anr 
mailing list: 

A iew interestiag 1 e t t . e ~  were received. One of 
them we pablish herewith, believing it will demon- 
strate wkat csbn bc accomplished for .the spread of 
the Cause, no matter how adverse the conditions. W e  
are  p l u d  to present this letter from Mi-. John H. 
Wilcott, aho wtiI be remembered as a former active 
member of the gjenosha, Win., hcnzbly: 

Xenâ~ll. Harit.. Sept 13. 1910. 
To the Ra- Nrwa. 

Dear Berranta 02 Abûnl-grha:-1 know yua wU1 8e pleue< 
ta hrar from thta part of Ux Wcat. dltboagh the work O: 
girlog the Me8aa.g~ IF rather slow, we aIlow no opportnnlty t c  

g s m .  
Mother and 1 am the onïy Buhda a m n d  hem t h r t  ni 

o n  OC, a d  ap to thk tlme wa hiire O h i d  cowbapr. rbep 
b+* m<l r ter nnchrn  to t i l t  to who?&o many miles a p r t  
Ky neorent ranchman o m w â  27 mhcr Ioag of land rhlch h i c  
now becn mld to the rajlroarl wmpaw. Tb& 16 the wny I reack 
t h w  people. whicl: mbr seem atmnge to ym: PYrst of 811. ms 
clnlm 1s juat wbere erery one has to make tliefr rauado K m  
dmdr o l  cattle ire nroiind u~ &II the Ume. 1 have r klI m. 
bof6 ~ u l t .  and 1 am out  ~ U L  the boys and secm t o  k u 
tough an the? are, no not to be R tenderfoot- Fmrn one to eighl 
corne to my tmt dnliy and I am now c d i d  "the pnrcbcr" 10? 
mues amund Wel!, thta 1s sornetblng ne= to the hoj6--6om~ 
one to tnlk o f  Qal t o  the-nd yet 1 aecm llke one of tbem. 
They tell l t  a11 orer and I frequcntlp meet r neW oue w h  h u  
heard of un. Onz old pheep-bxmr who ufmï to cime and mt 
onder h tret ln air Fard vbUe wabhing hfi iheep at. tnb to  
nhom I would then tlilk m . t t c r l  RCJ preatly the llfe be hrd 
llred that he told me hc Gais gnlng auay h m  tbis 1Ue attar UT- 
h g  here chlrtr warm, &fore lenvlne. he came to bld rw -- 
bye aiid WC garé U n  a gcmU meal. L think the m d  h d  ttrrted 
to Erm- 

Xariy of the cowbops shoot game and b r l w  Lt to UR. Ot 
courac v e  have to feed many of them i t  tfrnw. but  that 16 the 
on!y =as  ae can mach thcm. At Lmt wlmc of them dld no: 
waat to beat anyt&lnfi oi (tod-irsld there wis no î ï o d d u t  
ifter some of the  r a t  hlcldcu mntrdw wre crpiaîned ta 
them. ihey became ffiiercstd. and you would be mtprfwd 0 
mec w~ alttirig on a log outsldc. or in the te% untll IO o'dock 
ut ntght. 

My dcrr rnotber fs  the only dactor rmnnd bete for Corty-are 
mWs- The linri l x  now nt1 ciken on anfi eettlera are cornlrrp ia 

w!u dia Es l e t  tbacre Indlurr klll thae psopIc In iuch i 
W U I * ~  ~ i u t  savc me am opportunm. r o E w  tbc nmn - - 
to m b  Babi l  booka and Uotd nor m m  mon in our cent. 
1 d 0 ; t c d  raidlnp Mr-  Rerncr8a lettcr i n t h e  FllFur Nsws. I 

war rem moeh lmori-ed rlth hl6 itlitcmait thst when one 18 
out twlag to glre  the M a i g e .  he nceds ancouragernent Crom 
the otber bsllevtrs. 1 I n 6  i t  ma bcre rnd  feel thnt the t r h d i  
.hoaï& thtnt mare CU t u e .  A ~ i t t ~ i r  or m j  experiwce ama cori- 
rince une of the tmth OC thlr atattmcnt, 1 have mcel+sd uns 
letter mm Johnstown. h a  h m  ChIcago and a f e r  fmm 
Xrs. y+. .of Kanaht .  that put nrw ~fe'lato me to do more 
wwk. 

&y Ilterature rqarüinp the Conire WU ba g1idly accepted 
i n b  handcâ to mme of the ncw ~e t t l e r s  h e m  Tb- cowborr 
are a11 gddd te l lom a ~ d  Uceû of tbla I l k  They u e  meklng 
fur 8owtUn~ i n 6  do no1 hior  ahtre  to get it-Ir h thia 

&ff. Bo W h o  any me goea out to tfy to rc the Xea- 
et 0s ~IICO-IP *cm. In  a place U e  thg God 1s not 

knom- Tbey htliere tbere la w a d .  no heswn or bcll. be- 
came tbg  have *- uygbt io. I t  18 not euf ind m e  inmld 
be mcoprpgrd. 

Thii  m n t w  ia wUd v l t h  riltuerinikea and a d v ~ .  1 b i r e  
kllled m r w  aoakes. but  an the country 10 noir k!ng uttled 
tàe onrlrm a m  dluppsrfng. One r s s  In oor tsut 3a.t night. 
W a  bcud M ~ I  mttle. wk'r b r e  nat dwp wlm ao a m  antuide 
of tbe M. I t  1. getUae cold; tbe moruittlns u e  corereâ 
ritb mow and ne h i c  four inchea of It. We rrr rtiU ln A 
tent. but X mm bolldlng a log houre. m t  kllled nearlf a11 *: 
had. bar G d  @teth and Ood taketli nuay-pmrse  Xls X a m e -  
When 1 g Cor mail 1 r n bcirue OC wUd stms. 
E r e t r  one arrlra a *II k c r v s c  o f i i t t l e  and mates. 

Xy mother la 70 jesrm old and k e e p  np qolre ml]. W c  
bave Iotn of ha7  on the ab In the t m t  Co k w p  m r  feet 
mm. bot re h r r s  been f;" op alth colda. merythlng hete 
hai  1.0 be hinle4 fmm Imwistaïni lortplltc miles. Our n m m t  pce ii ~ e n d ~ 1 1 . '  a m i i l  tom. '6.800 c e t  h i e  I. Uie moua- 

in- md mining torn-abont  tea hoasta bullt  on rocki on 
the rtde o f  the hflL 011 cors  JO cents a @Ion. potntdes 1 
cana t pomd. etc. Belore tbla cold weather came 1 ooed to 
Ik in bed In CIL* m o r n ! ~  and tske my gun Lrom the rtde of 
my pülow and rhoot ange heu6 or prnlrie cblcken. They de- 
rtmycd my @nlen. and Cour or  five t f m e ~  r 4ay 1 need Co go 
uoruid tbc wrdm ta Rrtve tbem out and rlso the mBblta. 

1 hrre ~ a k c n  m e  ctriru* 016 .wnd ron me of 
n a  na I go ammg Che &B. 

Bcrc corne6 anuthm old nbe crd wbo Iikea to came hem 
-1 cm hear bb voire OICJ t h e  % calllng the .hm?.. 80 I cumt 
stop writlng. 

We senQ a11 Our Rahd km and ink y w r  enruent pra$err, 
Pour serr4at la Hia Nrme, JOXUZ a. W u c m .  



Some Questions to Ponder 

What does Mason Remey's letter suggest about the state of the Baha'i community in 
1910? 

What do you think about John Wilcott's letter as an example of what men are -doing 
and planning to do for the advancernent of the Cause"? 

What was John Wilcott's mother's name? 

Do you know any women like her? 

Do you think she would have considered herself bold? 



'Marion Jack" 
Obituary from Bah& World. Cornp. of vols. 1 - W .  pp. 657-6ô0. 

Cabiegrana from the Guardh: 
Mourn Ioss (of) imrnortal heroine, Mar- 

ion Jack, grcatly-loved and deeply-admired 
by 'Abdul-Bah& (a) shining example (to) 
pionecrs (of) present (and) future genera- 
tions (of) East (and) West, surpassed (in) 
constancy, dedication, self-abnegat ion (and) 
fearlessness by none except (the) incorn- 
parable Martha Root. Her unremitting, 
highIy-meritorious activities (in the) course 
(of) almost half (a) century, both (in) 
North America (and) Southeast Europe, at- 
taining (their) climax (in the) darkest, most 
dangerous phase (of the) second WorId 
War, shed imperishabIe Iuster (on) cmtem- 
porary Baha'i history. 

(This) triurnphant sou1 (is) now gathered 
(CO the) distinguished band (of her) co- 
workers (in the) Abha Kingdom: Marcha 
Root, Lua Getsinger, May Maxweli, Hyde 
Dunn, Susan Moody, Keith Ransom-Keh- 
ler, Ella Bailey (and) Dorothy Baker, whose 
remains, Iying (In) such widely scattered 
areas (of the) globe as Honolulu, Cairo, 
Buenos Aires, Sydney, T ih rh ,  Isfahin, 
Tripoli (and the) depths (of the) Mediter- 
ranean (Sea) attest the magnificence (of 
the) pioneer services rendered (by the) 
North Arnerican Baha'i cornrnunity (in the) 
Apostolic (and) Formative Ages (of the) 
Baha'i Dispensation. 

Advise arrange (in) association (with 
the) Canadian National Assembly (and 
the) European Teaching Comrnittee (a) 
befitting mernorial gathering (in the) Ma- 
&riqu'l-Aak5r. Moved (ta) share with 
(the) United States (and) Canadian Na- 
tionaI Assemblies (the) expenses (of the) 
erection, (as) mon as circumstances permit, 
(of a) wcrthy monument (at) ber grave, 
destined (to) confer eternal benediction (on 
a) countv  already honored (by) its close 
proximity (to the) sacred city associated 
(with the) proclamation (of the) Faith 
(of) Baha'u'liilh. 

Share message al1 National Assemblies. 
-SHOGHI Haïfa, Israel, 

Marion Jack, "immortal heroine," "shin- 
ing example to pioneers," passed from this 
Iife on March 25, 1954, in Sofia, Bulgaria, 
wherc she had k e n  Iiving for twenty-four 
years as a pioneer of the Baha'i Faith. Her 

rcmains are buned in the British cemetery 
there. The Guardian's tribute, expressed in 
his cabIegram of March 29, attests the high 
station which this "triumphanc soul" has 
attained. 

Marion Jack's services in the Bah$; Faith 
began early in the new century. Born in 
Saint ~Tbhn,  New Brunswick, Canada, on 
Dccember 1, 1866, of a prominent family, 
she received much of her =ducation in Eng- 
land and particularly in France, where she 
studied art. Landscape painting was her spe- 
cial fieid. Some of her paintings are pre- 
served in the HoIy Land a& the Worid Cen- 

Marion Jack. 
She first learned of the Faith at a social 

gathering during her student days in Paris. 
Charles Mason Remey writes of this first 
introduction: 

"My first rernembrance of Marion Jack 
was when we were students in the Latin 
Quarter in Paris. She was studying painting, 
1, architecture, and 1 used to see her in the 
'Quarter' dong the boulevard on Mont 
Parnasse. In the Quarter lived a Mme. Phi- 
Iippe who kept a Pension where a number 
of girl students lived. Mme. Philippe gave 
dancing parties at infrequent intervals. It 
was at one of these affairs, a fancy dress 
dance, that I met Marion. She was dressed 
in a fiery red costume that she had made 



herself of crinkled tissue paper topped off 
by an enormous 'Merry Widow' hat deco- 
rated with large yellow paper flowers . . . 
It was as we danced and sat out between 
dances that 1 told Marion of the Baha'i 
Faith. She was, as many were in those early 
days, ofire with the Faith then and there, al1 
at once. Marion met the Baha'is, came to 
meetings in my studio and elsewhere, and 
that was the beginning of her belief." 

Frorn this time forward, ber Iife was 
dedicated to the service of the Faith. She 
spent some time in 'Akkb and was there in 
1908, where she taught EngIish to 'Abdu'l- 
Baha's grandchildren. She continued her 
painting while she was there. 

By 1914 she had returned to North 
America. She was one of the first to re- 
spond to the caU of the Divine Plan of 
'Abdu'l-Bah& perfonning pioneer service 
in Alaska and teaching in Toronto, Mont- 
real, and many other places. She also spent 
a good deal of time in Green Acre, Eliot, 
Maine, helping with the teaching work al 
the Baha'i School and continuing her paint- 
ing. 

Many friends remember this joyous, 
wholly dedicated sou1 from those days. Im- 
pressed by her gracious charrn, her under- 
standing, her twinkling sense of humor, ev- 
eryone who recounts some association with 
her does so with a srnile which seems to 
spring spontaneously from the mention of 
her name. "Jackie," as she was affection- 
ately called, was ageless in her cornplete 
at-home-ness with young and old alike, was 
beloved wherever she went, drawing al1 to 
her and to each other through the quality 
of her faith, love and devotion to the Cause 
and to her beloved Guardian. 

One of her Green Acre friends writes: 
"She was such a IoveIy person-so joyous 
and happy that one loved to be with her. 
Her shining eyes and beautiful smile showed 
how much the Baha'i Faith meant to her 
. . . We used to love to go to her studio 
and talk with her, also to see her paintings 
of the HoIy Land and familiar Green Acre 
landscapes. . . . She always entered into 
any plan with zest. . . . If we could al1 
radiate happiness as did Jackie; I am sure 
we would attract more people to the Faith." -- - -  

In 1930 Marion Jack returned to Haifa 
and following this visit went t0 %fia, Bul- 
garia, where she s p n t  the remainder of ber 
life. During the earlier -years of this per id 
she attended the German Summer Schwl 
and undertook teaching missions ta Vienna 
and Budapest. Tn Sofia she held irequent 
meetings that were well attended by people 
of prominence and capacity. AS World 
War If approached. and al1 who codd fled 
the country, the Guardian suggested that 
she go to Switzertand or to some safer place. 
She pleaded to be allowed to remain at her 
p s t ,  preferring, as she put it, to "=main 
a t  the switch." Living on 'a small pension, 
which did not always reach her in recent 
years, suffering serious deprivaiion, aged 
and in poor bealth, she remained at her 
p s t .  Tt was not without reason that 'Abdu'l- 
Bah& used to cal1 her "General Jack." 

One of the friends writes of these days: 
"She was rnuch sought- out and beloved 
everywhere she went. As the so-calkd Iron 
Curtain dropped, fewer people attended her 
meetings because of fear of the government. 
Towards the end of her Iife even her closest 
friends no longer went tu see her, except one 
Baha'i. . . . During the !ast months of fier 
severe illness, 1 wrote Miss Jack almost ev- 
ery week and in her 1a.t Ietter she bade me 
goodbye, hoping for a reunion in the King- 
dom. When Miss Jack still corresponded, 
her letters were aIways cheerful, most spirit- 
ual and even humorous. . . . The British 
ConsuIate called her 'our friend.' . . . She 
was a consecrated Bah57 teacher, full of 
charrn, understanding. gaiety and humor." 

One of her devoted students, who became 
a Baha'i through her, writes of the later 
years in Sofia: 

"1 met Miss Jack in June, 1938, in Sofia. 
1 had left Austria when HitIer took over 
and found a temporary position in Sofia, 
waiting for rny visa to the United States. 1 
noticed her in the restaurant where 1 took 
rny luncheon and she impressed me irnmedi- 
ately with her friendIy smile that she had 
for everybody. One day when her regular 
waiter who spoke English had bis day off, 
the hostess asked me to serve as interpreter 
and from that day on, 1 shared the luncheon 
table with her regularly. Tt did not take long 



before she invited me to join a srnaIl group 
of hcr friends with whom she had discus- 
sions in her botcl room, and that was how 
1 met the Faith. 

"Her room wss a museum, full of ber 
pictures, books and papers al1 over. W e  sat 
whercver there wns some p l a w n  'the* 
chair, the bed, on the floor, and she aIways 
had some refreshments for her guests. The 
discussions on the Faith were handicapped 
by the compkated language question. Mar- 
ion had no Baha'i fiterature in the Bulgarian 
Ianguage, few people understood Enprlish, 
and her favored book, 'Abdu'l-BahB's Park 
Talks, had to bc translated by one penon 
from French into German o r  English and 
by somebody else into Bulgarian. It was 
fun, but how much of the original spirit 
remained was questionable. 

"Marion had to be very careful in the 
cfioice of her guests. Bulgaria had one offi- 
cial State Religion, the Greek Orthodox 
Church, and only a few other religions were 
perrnitted, like CathoIic, Jewish, Luthcran, 
Baptist, Scventh Day Adventist and Islam. 
Every Faith that was not permiited was 
forbidden and meetings like ours werc Ue- 
gd. State cmployces had to sign loyrilty 
oaths stating their adherence to the legd 
Faith and we had one girl who worked for 
the government. 
"Whcn WorId \Var II broke out, Marion 

had to discontinue her meetings. Sofia be- 
came the center of European spy systems. 
Neiiher she nor 1 (a German citizen of 
secondary quality) could dare to be seen 
togecher. 1 kept contact with her indirectly 
througti 'neutral' Bulgarian citizcns. She 
was in finaacial difficultiçs because her 
funds did not get to her. But her spirit was 
unbroken. 

"In October, 1940, when 1 fbally got my 
visa for the United States, I dared to c d  
her on the phone and even to see her. She 
had moved to a cheapet hotel. Her room 
was probabIy ioo smali for two people and 
we met in the hote1 lobby. 1 told her of my 
plan to go ta the United States by the com- 
pIicated way, crossing the Black Sea to 
Odessa, through Russia on the Trans-Sibe- 
rian RaiIroad and across the Pacific from 
Iapan to thc United States. I invited hcr to 
corne along and promised that I wouId take 
care of her. But she declined. She told me 
that the Guardian had permitted her to go 
to Switzerland rather than to wrrit for the 
Gcrman invasion in Bulgaria which was ex- 
pected d~i ly .  She considered it her duty to 
stay in Sofia and would neither seak secu- 
rity in Switzerland nor in hcr native Canada, 
nor the United States. 

'We cxchangcd lettcn until Bulgaria bc- 
came part of the Iron Curtain and she indi-. 
cated tbat it was too dangcrous Lo reccive 
rny letters and to write to me-" 
In a letter dated Junc 17, 1954, to the 

National Spiritual Assembly of the BahB'is 
of the British Ides, the Guardian, lhmugh 
his secretary, extols the standard set by 
Marion Jack as e pioneer: 
"To remain at one's p&, to undergo sac- 

rifiai and hardship, IoneIiness and, if neces- 
sary. persecution. in order to hold aloft the 
torch of Bah6'u'llih, is the true function of 
every pioneer. 

"Let them remcmbcr Marion Jack, who 
for over twenty years, in a couatry the Ian- 
guage of which she nevcr mastered; duriog 
war and bombardment; evacuation and pôv- 
crty; and at Iength, serious illnesç, stuck to 
hcr p s t ,  and has now blesed the soi1 of 
the land she had chosen to serve at such cost 
with her precious remains. every atom of 
which was dedicated to BahiYu'llAh. Perhaps 
the friends are not aware that the Guard- 
ian, himself, during the war on more than 
one occasion urged her to seek safeiy in 
Switzerlnnd rather than rernain behind en- 
emy lines and bc entirciy cut off. Lovingly 
she pleaded that he wouid not require hcr 
to ieave her post; and he aquiesced to her 
requcst. SureIy the standard of Marion Jack 
should be borne in mind by evcry pioneeri" 

In a letter to the European Teaching 
Cornmittee, dated May 24, 1954, through 
his secreiary, the Guardian also stressed the 
quality of Marion Jack's services to the 
Criuse and the heroic conditions. under 
which shc Iived and worked: 

"He would suggest that, whëïn writing to 
the European centers, you share with the 
believers thc glorious example of the Iife 
of Marion Jack. Young o r  old couId never 
find a more inspiring pioneer in whose 
footsteps to walk, than this wonderful soul. 
"For ovcr thirty years. with an entarged 

heart, and many other ailmcnts she re- 
rnained at her post in BuIgaria. Nevcr welI- 
to-do, she often suffered actual paverty and 
want: want of heat, want of ciothing, want 
of food, when ber rnoney failed to reach 
her because Bulgaria had corne under the 
Soviet zone of influence. She was bombed, 
lost her possessions, she was evacuated, she 
lived in drafty, cold dormitories for many, 
many months in the country, she returned, 
valiant, to the capital oE Bulgana after the 
war and continued, on fmt, to carry out 
hcr teacbing work. 



"khc: Guardian himself urged her 
smngly, whcn the war first began to 
threaten to cut her off in Bulgaria, to go to 
SwitzerIand, She was a Cansdian subject, 
and ran Rreat ridu by remaining, not to - 
mention the dangers and privations of war. 
However, she begged the Guardian not to 
insist, and assureci .him her one desire was to 
rernain with her spiritual children. This she 
did, up to the last breath of her glorious 
Iife. Her tomb will become a national 
shrine, immensely loved and revered, as the 
Faith rises in stature in that country. 
"He thinks that every Baha'i and most 

particularly those who have left their homes 
and gone to serve in foreign fields, should - 
know of, and turn their gaze to, Marion 
Jack." 

As requested by the Guardian, a Merno- 
rial gathering was held for Marion Jack in 
the Baha'i House of Worship in Wilmette, 
IIIinois, the program prepared by the Na- 
tional Spiritual Assembly of the Baha'is of 
the United States in association with the 
Canadian National Baha'i AssembIy and the 
European Teaching Cornmittee, on Iuly 3, 
1954. Arnong the over two hundred Bahi'is 
attending were representatives from the Ca- 
nadian Bahaï  Community. To pennit more 
of the Canadian Bahavis to share in a Me- 
morial to Marion Jack, a time had k e n  set 
aside at the Canadian National Baha'i Con- 
vention, on May 1, 1954, for the Canadian 
friends to gather for commemoration and 
prayers. 

In their rribute to Marion Jack, publishcd 
by the National Spirirual Assembly of the 
Baha'is of Canada as an insen to their Ba- 
h f i  News of April, 1955, are cited the fol- 
lowing Words of Bahii'u'llih (Gleanings, 
p. 319): 

"When the vicrory arriveth, every man 
shall profess himself as believer and shall 
hasren ro rhe shelter of God's Fairh. Happy 
are rhey who in the days of world-encom- 
passing trials have stood fart in the Cause 
and refused to swerve from the Faith." 



Bahg'i News - re: Marion Jack 
frorn Star of the West volume 13 #5 (August 1922) 

L one o f  the w a n d e ~ g  apodes 
of old, Miss Marion Jack ha5 been 

travelling from city ta city in the vast 
northern hsl£ of the North American 
continent, qnietly telling those she met 
of the Olad Tidinm O£ the new day of 
nnity. She has been to Alaska and the 
great Northwest. Ber home ia in New 
Brunswick. Her father was a general. 
Abdul Baha o f h  d l e d  her a general, 
too. She is seking to mnster one by one 
the soldiers of the  army of iight, who, 
as the wise Zoroaster three rniileniums 
ago predicted mould at the end of three 
thonsand pars vanquish the forces of 
darkness and et up t he  Kingdom of 
God, "the Wise Lord" upon earth. 

Recently Miss Jack has been sowing 
the seeds of that Engdom in eastern 
Canada- The Earnilton Spectator con- 
tains a long, beautifully written inter- 
view with her, presenting with great 
cbarrn the Bahai message of world 
brotherhood. T t  describes " her so jonm 
in the little prison city of Palestine 
whither ahe went to sit at  the feet of the 
&sian noble who led the ~elflesa life, 

labord for the realization of the 
idgion of Cbriçt in this WQM of 

today. 
" h I ' i  Jack stateù that she was S W ~ Y  - 

ing in Paris and London when she 
fi& becam* interested in the Bahai 
movement. The fame of the remarkable 
man whose mesage had been carried to 
ail countrieô and to ail rdigioas 60 in- 
prwed her thnt the urge to visit him 
becanie too insistent to be disobeyed. 111 
1908 ahe journeyed to  Acca, the Turkiah 
convict town, where, for forty pa r s  
Abdnl Baha had mEercd imprisoment 
for his principles. Miss Jack recnlled 
the fact that Acca was the ancient city 
dubbed by Napoleon 'this grain of sand, ' 
md the resietance of which to his forces, 
he declared, prevented him fmm k ing  
master of the whole world. 

"For six months Miss Jack had the 
privilege of sssociation  th Abdul 
Baha, teaching his four lovdy daugh- 
tem Enghh; Iearning fiom bim the 
basic principies of the came of B a h  
'Ullah and seeing hourly for herself the 
selfiess We of the ~preader  of the gos- 
pel. She declared that it was a most 
precious experience, and one which had 
illumined ber whok Iife. Last fd, at 
the age of seventy-seven, Abd& Baha 
passed on, leav-ing his grandson, Shoghi 
Effendi, as the guardian of the more- 
ment. From al1 over the world had 
corne pilgrirns of every race and creeù 
to sit at the feet of Abdnl Baha, and 
Miss Jack rehted many remarkable ip- 
stances O£ the unifying power of this 
exponnder of the word. . . . 
" 'The Bahai rcvclation cornes as the 

confirmation of these truths of the reli- 
gions of the past and in ita teachinm the 
people of the varions religions find the 
fülfillrnent of the sacred teachings of the 
past, and a3so the sohtion O£ the great 
latterday problem of religious unity, for  
the Bahai teaching confirms and com- 
pletes al1 religious teachings which have 
gone before, and oEers a practical phil- 
osophy which meets the present-day 
spiritual needs of humanie.' " 



Some Questions to Ponder 

How weii do you think Marion Jack 'fit in" in St. John. New Brunswick? 

Why do you think Marion Jack never married? 

How would her early life have been different if her family were poor? 

How do you suppose she coped with fear? Loneliness? 

How does her exarnple of boldness and submission make you kel? 



Supplementary Readings - Workshop Four 

0 thou handmaid aflarne with the fire of God's love! Grieve thou not over the troubles 

and hardships of this nether world. nor be thou glad in times of ease and cornfort. for 

both shall pass away. This present life is even as a sweUing wave. or a mirage. or 

drifting shadows. Could ever a distorted image on the desert serve as refreshing 

waters? No. by the Lord of Lords! Never can reality and the mere semblance of reality 

be one. and wide is the difference between fmcy and fact, between tnith and the 

phantorn thereof. 

Know thou that the Kingdom is the real world. and this nether place is only its shadow 

stretching out. A shadow hath no üfe of its own: its existence is only a fmtasy. and 

nothing more: it is but images reflected in water, and seeming as pictures to the eye. 

Rely upon God. Trust in Him. Praise Him. and cal1 Him continuaily to rnind. He verily 

turneth trouble into ease. and sorrow into solace. and toil into utter peace. 

He verily hath dominion over all things. 

If thou wouldst hearken to my words. release thyself from the fetters of whatsoever 

cometh to pas.  Nay rather. under al1 conditions thank thou thy loving Lord. and yield 

up thine affairs unto His Will that worketh as He pleaseth. 

This verily is better for thee than al1 else, in either world. 

Selections from the Wrirings of 'Abdu l-Baha. I 77. 

Nothing short of the spirit of a tme Baha'i can hope to reconcile the principles of 
mercy and justice. of freedom and submission . of the sanctity of the right of the 

individual and of self-surender. of vigilance. discretion and prudence on the one 
hand, and fellowship. candor. and courage on the other. 



0 ye Cohorts of God! In the moment of catastrophe. End ye patience. resignation and 
subrnission. The more the calarnities are intensified the less become ye disturbed. 

In the Narne of God. the Exalted, the Most High 
The source of al1 good is trust in God. submission unto His command. and 

contentment with His holy wiU and pleasure. 

.Inspire them, 0 my Lord, with a sense of their own powerlessness before Him Who is 
the Manifestation of Thy Self. and teach them to recognize the poverty of their own 
nature in the face of the manifold tokens of Thy self-sufficiency and riches. that they 

may gather together round Thy Cause. and cling to the hem of Thy mercy. and cleave 
to the cord of the good-pleasure of Thy will. Thou art the Lord of the worlds. 

and of al1 those who show mercy. art the Most Merciful. 

Prayers and Meditacions. 4 7 

... the resourcefulness and incredible audacity of Zaynab. a village 
maiden, who, fired with an irrepressible yearning to throw in her lot 
with the defenders of the Fort, disguised herself in male attire, cut 

off her locks, girt a sword about her waist, and. raising the cry of Ya 
Sahibu'z-Zamh!" rushed headlong in pursuit of the assailants. and who, 
disdainful of food and sleep, continued. during a period of five months, 

in the thick of the turmoii, to animate the zeal and to rush to the 
rescue of her men cornpanions ... 

God Passes %y. 35. 



0 thou handmaid of God! In this day. to thank God for His bounties consisteth in 
possessing a radiant heart, and a sou1 open to the promptings of the spirit. 

This is the essence of thanksgiving. 

As for offering thanks by speaking out or writing, although this is indeed acceptable, 

yet when compared with that other thanksgiving. it is only a semblance and unreal: for 

the essential thing is these intimations of the spirit, these emanations from the deep 

recess of the heart. It is my hope that thou wiit be favoured therewith. 

Depend thou upon God. Fonake thine own will and cling to His, set aside thine own 
desires and lay hoId of His. that thou mayest become an example. holy, spiritual. and of 

the Kingdom. unto His handmaids. 

Selections from die Wrirings of 'Abdu 1-Baha. 1 79. 

0 thou who hast bowed thyself down in prayer before the Kingdom of God! Blessed 
art thou. for the beauty of the divine Countenance hath enraptursd thy heart. and the 

iight of inner wisdom hath faed it full, and within it shineth the brightness of the 

Kingdom. Know thou that God is with thee under al1 conditions. and that He guXdeth 

thee from the changes and chances of this worid and hath made rhee a handmaid in His 

mighty vineyard.. . . 

As to thy respecred husband: it is incumbent upon thee to treat hirn with great 

kindness. to consider his wishes and be concilia~ory with hirn at all times. rill he seeth 

that because thou hast directed thyself toward the Kingdom of God. thy tenderness for 

hirn and thy love for God have but increased. as well as thy concem for his wishes 

under all conditions. 

I beg of the Almighty to keep thee firrnly established in His love, and ever shedding 

abroad the sweet breaths of holiness in ail those regions. 

Seiecüons from rhe Wfirings of 'Abdu '1-Baha, 1 22. 



0 thou who art advancing toward the Kingdom of God! 

Verily. 1 supplicate God to illuminate thy heart through the iight which is shining 
from the Suprerne Concourse that His mightiest power may strengthen thee to be 

f m .  steadfast, subrnissive and lowly before the Kingdom of God. and to be an example 
of good deeds arnong the maid-servants of the Merciful. And I beseech Hirn to make thy 

breast a dear mirror to reflect the light of the spirit of God. 

Selections frorn rhe Wrjcings of 'Abdu 1-Baha. 121. 

Rally your hearts, rnake firm your sieps. trust in the everlasting bounties that will be 
shed upon you. one following another from the Kingdom of Abha. 

SeIecrions from the Writings of 'Abdul-Baha. 85. 

Perseverance is the magnet that will. in these days. attract the prornised blessings of 
the Alrnighty Author of our beloved Faith. Unity and harmony constitute the basis on 

which the structure of these activities can securely rest. SeIf-sacrifice, audacity . 
undeviating adherence to the essentials of the Faith. will reinforce that structure and 

accelerate its rise. 

Dawn of a New Day, by Shoghi Effendi, p. 99 

No tirne or effort should be wasted. AU. young and old. must be aroused to a new 
consciousness of their collective responsibilities. A greater measure of self-sacrifice, a 
greater audacity . a greater reliance on the sustaining grace of Baha'u'llah, are required 
to lend the necessary impetus to the progressive unfoldment and ukimate fmition of 

this dynarnic process which the followers of Baha'u'llah, labouring in the 

heart of a world encircling empire. have set in motion. 



O SON OF MAN! 
Wert thou to speed through the immensity of space and traverse the expanse of 
heaven. yet thou wouldst find no rest Save in submission to Our cornrnand and 

humbleness before Our Face. 

The Hidden Words ofBaha'ullIah (Arabie), 39-41 

Liberty must. in the end. lead to sedition. whose flames none can quench. Thus 
warneth you He Who is the Reckoner. the AU-Knowing. Know ye that the embodiment 
of liberty and its syrnbol is the animal. That which beseemeth man is subrnission unto 
such restraints as will protect hirn from his own ignorance. and guard hirn against the 
harm of the rnischief-maker. Liberty causeth man to overstep the bounds of propnety. 

and to infringe on the dignity of his station. It debaseth hirn to the level of evtreme 
depravity and wickedness. Regard men as a Bock of sheep that need a shepherd for 
their protection. This. verily, is the truth. the certain truth. We approve of liberty in 

certain circurnstances. and refuse to sanction it in others. We. verily. are rhe Ml- 
Knowing. Say: True liberty consisteth in man's submission unto My commandments. 
little as ye know it. Were men to observe that which We have sent down unto them 

from the Heaven of Revelation. they would. of a certains.. attain unto perfect liberty. 

The Kirab-i-Aqdzs. by Bah&illah. p. 63 

None can escape the snares He setteth. and no sou1 can find release 
except through submission to His will. 

The f i rab- i - fqa ,  251 

Furthermore each and every one is required to show obedience. submission and 
loyalty towards his own government. Today no state in the world is in a condition of 

peace or tranquillity, for security and trust have vanished from among the people. 
Both the governed and the govemors are alike in danger. The only group of people 

which today submitteth peacefully and loyally to the laws and ordinances of 
government and dealeth honestly and frankly with the people. is none other than this 

wronged community. 

Selecoons from die Wrirings of 'Abdu '1-Baha. p. 293 



Workshop Five: Activism 

-tea and cookies 
-feedback from last workshop's homework 

-pas out BahL'i readings on activism taken from this workshop's homework: each 
participant reads one aloud 
-read aloud the letter from the International Teaching Centre to All Counsellors - 5 
Feb. 1995 re: promoting the advancement of women (contained in workbooks) 

-Mapping What is Promoting the Advancement of Wornen 
-post large laminated world rnap 
-read aloud speech from Baha'i International Cornmunity Office for the 
Advancement of Women (Beijing. 1998) listing Baha'i activities around the 
world: put colored stickers on rnap everywhere that an activity which is 
promoting the advancement of women is mentioned 
-ask participants if they know of other activities and rnap them 
-map non-Baha'i or joint activities with different colored stickers 
-post a local map: ask participants to similarly help rnap local acrivities, listing 
them on a flip-chart as well 
-pas  out self-rnaps (a stylized outline of a woman. with large hands. hem.  
and head) in self-addressed envelopes 
-ask participants to rnap ont0 the drawing what is happening ro 
promote the advancement of women for themseives: what they are thinking 
or learning (on the head) : what they are feeling (on the heart) : what they are 
doing (on the hands): and what is happening around them (on the area 
around the figure) 
-invite participants to each share one thing from their self-maps 

-In An Equai World L... 
-each participant receives an empty envelope with the beginning of a 
sentence and a corresponding icon on the front 
-the sentences read 'In an equal world 1 will feel ....": 'In an equal 
world 1 will know ...": 'In an equal world 1 wiil see ...": 'In an equal world will 
hear ...", 'In an equal world 1 will learn...": 'In an equal world 1 will teach ...": 
'In an equal world 1 will say. .."; 'In an equal world I will do. ..": -In an equal 
world people will believe.. . " 
-each participant also receives a bundle of blank cards. each of which 
corresponds to one of the envelopes 
-participants asked to write clearly, in colored pen, and silently 
-facilirarors put on some quier background music 



-participants find the card matching the envelope they have. and on  it wnte 
their response to the sentence fragment on the envelope: when they are 
finished, they put their card in the envelope 
-when ail have written their first card, p a s  the envelopes 
-this continues u n d  a l l  the cards are in the envelopes 
-then each participant opens the envelope they have, and reads out the cards 
inside, as a kind of joint-poem 
-facilitators post the cards in columns on the waII 

-Linking Vision and Action 
-participants are asked to compare their self-maps of what is happening to 
promote the advancement of women in their own Lives with the posted joint- 
poems, and to put colored stars on the cards on the wali which indicate 
objectives which are being supported by the activities lîsted on their self- 
maps 
- put stars on car& indicating objectives rzrhhich are being mer by local activities. 
refemmng to flipchart Iisc creared earlier 
-re-group the joint-poem cards on the wall. clustering those with lots of stars 
(objectives that are being worked toward) and those with few stars (that are 
not already being worked toward) 
-in group discussion, analyze the gaps in what is being done 
-brainstorm on the flipchart activities which could help address some of the 
neglected objectives, refemng to a broad range of resources (the arts. Baha'i 
administrative institutions. secular sources. etc), locations (in the farnily. at 
work, etc.) and modes (with others. alone. with children, etc.) 
-invite each participant EO chose one item from this brainstorm and add it to 
their self-rnap as a new undertaking to promote the advancement of women: 
have participants tell one another what this gift to themselves is to be 
-collect self-maps and envelopes (mail out dong with transcription of above 
brainstorm and post-workshop evduation forms one to two months later) 

-clasing prayers and Song 
-introduce annotated bibliography and homework readings 
- p a s  out certificates of participation and a tasty treat 
-participants fiIl out evaiuation forms (without facilitator present) 

-handouts: annotated bibliography of workshop sources: Excerpts frorn a speech by Bani Dugal 

Gujral. of the Baha'i International Community Offrce for the Advancernent of Women. Beijing 
1998: Excerpts from a letter by the International Teaching Centre to Ail Counseilors. 5 Feb. 1993: 

selections from rhe Baha'i Writings on the advancement of women 



Working for the Advancement of Women 
from a letter from the International Teaching Centre 

to al1 Counsellors. 5 Feb ruq  1995. 

'We would like ... to draw your attention to the guidance the House of Justice 
contained in a letter dated 5 June 1994 wntten on its behalf to a National Spiritual 
Assembly. which underscores in the following terms the fundamental differences 
between the 'Baha'i approach to the equality of the sexes and that advocated by 
others who are striving passionately for social and attitudinal change": 

Those Baha'is who devote themselves to promotion of the equality of the 
sexes, through speeches and articles, should be aware that such a process will 
be facilitated if it is carried out without disruption to the unity of the 
believers, in order that spiritual blessings are attracted to the community and 
its endeavours reinforced. To maintain this unity. Baha'i men and women 
must work together CO-operatively, in striking contrast to the adversarial and 
denunciatory attitudes which distinguish so much of the movement for 
equality of the sexes in the larger society. 

And, in that same letter. 

Baha'is should realize that the Baha'i approach to truth-seeking is 
consultative and not adversarial, and that contention between men and 
women is counter-productive in the endeavour to promote equality. 

In many parts of the world women need to be encouraged to arise and play their 
part. Without such encouragement they may well continue to remain in the 
background. Indeed. it may not occur to tbem that their actions will make a rnarked 
difference in the advancement of the Faith at this critical moment in its history. The 
House of Justice has in recent years urged that encouragement be given to BahLi 
women and girls to participate in their communities. and has appealed to Baha'i 
women to arise and demonstrate the importance of their role in dl fields of senice to 
the Faith. 

It is of particular concern that we demonstrate within Our global comrnunity the 
equality of men and women in Our daily lives. ... This entire issue is therefore destined 
to become one of the focal points of the external affairs activities of many National 
and Local Spiritual Assemblies throughout the world. 



What are BahCis Doing to Promote the Advancement of Women? 
From a speech by Bani Dugal Gujral 

of the Baha'i International Community Office for the Advancement of Women 
at the UN Beijing Women's Conference. June 1998. 

'Over 40 Bahii'i communities worldwide have established special offices and cornmittees 
for the advancement of women that undertake projects both independently and jointly 
with other like-minded organizations. In Austraüa. the Bahai Office for the 
Advancement of women is working closely with coalitions of national women's 
organizations to support taskforces on 'Women and Peace' and 'Women in Decision 
Making', two of the critical areas identified in the Beijing Platform for Action. In the 
Federated States of Micronesia seminars have drawn indigenous women and high- 
ranking government officiais together to cornmernorate International Women's Day. 
In Germany the Baha'i Women's Forum has formed a number of topic groups to 
promote the discussion of issues such as "women and art". 'the advancement of menw. 
and 'violence against women": and in Denmark meetings have been help on 'Women 
and AIDS' and female genital mutilation. 

Many Baha'i projects focus on changing attitudes. In Chad. a rural radio program 
devotes one hour a day to programs for the advancement of women in the Moissala 
region. In Austria, a nationwide series of seminars on such themes as 
'Encouragement." 'Changew. and 'Servicem has raised the awareness of the connection 
between women's issues and other important issues. In SIngapore. where women 
were often unable to participate in Baha'i community activities because they were 
caring for children. men have begun sharing child care responsibilities so the women 
c m  participate in activities of their choice. 

Educating women and girls has long been a prioriiy for Bahai cornmunities. In 
Equatoriai Guinea, the Baha'i community. in cooperation with the Wnistry of Women 
and Social Affairs. CO-sponsored functional Literacy courses for women, whose topics 
included reproductive health. nutrition. and basic mathematics. In Zambia. a 
residential International Secondary School emphasizing science and agriculture has 
been established for rural girls in grades 8-12. The school. which provides an 
internationally recognized certificate. also incorporates moral education and 
community service into its curriculum. In Senegal. Baha'i women teach women in a 
neighbonng village practical skills for generating income or improving their daily 



Lives. In Ghana, the Bahai community participated in the first Global Wornen's Trade 
Fair and Investment Forum. including conducting a workshop on '12 Essential Values 
of a New Age Business Woman." They are also using consultation and team building 
exercises to strengthen the skills and capacity of the community and build better 
business linkages. 

To seek an end to domestic violence, the Baha'i International Comrnuniy initiated a 
symposium on 'Strategies for Creating a Violence-Free Family", which was co- 
sponsored by UNICEF and UNIFEM. Forty experts frorn d l  over the world and from 
diverse professional disciplines met to develop guidelines for addressing family 
violence. A project aimed at engaging men in irnproving the status of women in 
Carneroon, Bolivia and Malaysia resulted in a documented decrease in domestic 
violence. Developed by the Baha'i International Community and funded by UNIFEM. 
the 'Traditional Mediaw project taught communities research techniques and 
consultative skills which they used to investigate the status of women in their own 
communities, and devise plans to improve the situation. They used traditionai media 
such as songs, dance and stories to engage the larger community in discussion of these 
issues. In India. tribal women are also being taught to use dance workshops to share 
their concerns about problems of alcoholism and illiteracy. 

Some Bahg'i comrnunities have undertaken to influence policies relating to women and 
children. The Baha'i National Women's Committee in the UK worked with other 
religious groups to win passage of legislation in March 1997 that would bring to justice 
UK citizens involved in the exploitation of children overseas. In the United States. the 
National Spiritual Assembly of the Bah& CO-chairs an NGO working group composed 
of more than 100 organizations. This working group is advocating Government 
ratification of the UN Convention of Women, urging the implementation of the Beijing 
Platform for Action, and supporting a strong US position on the violations of the 
rights of women in Afghanistan. 

These are just a few examples of the ways in which Bahg'i communities - both women 
and men - are attempting to promote equality, to develop women's capacities. and to 
ensure women's full participation in the affairs of the world. The process may be slow. 
but we are convinced that eventually both wings wili attain their full strength and the 
bird of humanity will wing its flight to unimagined heights." 



Self-Map Form 



Supplementary Readings - Workshop Five 

Woman must endeavour then to attain greater perfection. to be man's equal in every 
respect, to make progress in a l l  in which she has been backward. so that man will be 

compelled to acknowledge her equality of capacity and attainment. 

In Europe women have made greater progress than in the East, but there is still much - 

to be done! When students have arrived at the end of their school term an examination 
takes place. and the result thereof determines the knowledge and capacity of each 
student. So will it be with woman; her actions will show her power. there will no 

longer be any need to procIaim it by words. 

It is my hope that women of the East, as well as their Western sisters. will progress 
rapidly until humanity shall reach perfection. 

God's Bounty is for all and gives power for all progress. When men own the equality of 
women there will be no need for them to struggle for their rights! One of the pnnciples 

then of Baha'u'llah is the equality of sex. 

Women must make the greatest effort to acquire spiritual power and to increase in the 
Wtue of wisdom and hoiiness until their eniightenment and striving succeeds in 

bringing about the unity of mankind. They must work with a burning enthusiasm to 
spread the Teaching of Baha'u'llah among the peoples. so that the radiant light of the 

Divine Bounty may envelop the souk of al1 the nations of the world! 

Paris Talks. 160. 

0 thou maid-servanc of God! Verily, the tongue of the Supreme Concourse uttereth 
the praise of those women who are the glory of men; women who have forgotten 

themselves, have abandoned their own rest. attached their hearts to the hngdom of 
Cod. raised their voice in the Name of God. diffused the signs of God and uttered clear 
arguments and firm proofs conceming the manifestation of the Kingdom of God. Trust 

thou in this promise ... 

Table t s  of 'Abdu 7-Baha. 693. 



0 thou who art illurninated by the Light of Knowledge! 

Verily. 1 beseech God and supplicate Him to increase thine assurance. thy knowledge 
and thine attraction and enkindlement by the fire of the love of God. day by day. 

0 maid-servant of God! Clothe thyself with the cuiras of assurance. so that thou 
mayest endure the arrows of suspicion which are successively pouring from the 

tongues of the heedless ones. Be a lamp. the light of which may dispel the darkness. 
and a real standard which may remove the doubts of the veiled people. Turn thou unto 
the Kingdom of thy Lord, the Ancient. and seek for confirmation at every moment and 
time. so that lights may shine forth unto thee from the kingdom of mysteries. and the 

angels of the Kingdom may come unto thee in succession. with a power from the Realm 
of Might. Verily. thy Lord shall assist thee and strengthen thee in that whereby thy 

breast will be dilated among the maid-servants of the Merciful One! 

Tablets of 'Abdu Maha, 599. 

0 maid-servant of God! Know thou. the fmt bounty from the True One is love. unity 
and harmony, and without these al1 the deeds pass in vain and give no result. Love is 
the result of the Manifestation and the glorious purpose of the rising of Light on the 

Mount, in the Sinai of the Forgiving Lord. 

It is incurnbent upon you (to act) with merciful harmony and spiritual unity, so that 
the bounties of your Lord may embrace you and make you as waves in this sacred. 
moving sea. This is seemly of the believing wornen! This is the spirit of the assured 

women! This is the light of the peaceful women! This is the ultimate wish of the 
attracted women! 

Verily, 1 beseech Cod to illumine thy sight by witnessing the light of hopes and cause 
thee to speak His praise among the maid-servants, and to make thee steadfast in this 

path. on which feet have slipped through the power of tests. 

Tablets of 'Abdu 1-Baha, 1 83. 



O SON OF MY HANDMAID ! 
Guidance hath ever been given by words, and now it is given by deeds. Every one 

must show forth deeds that are pure and holy, for words are the p r o p e q  of all aüke. 
whereas such deeds as these Delong only to Our loved ones. Strive then with heart 

and sou1 to distinguish yourselves by your deeds. In this wise We counsel you in this 
holy and resplendent tablet. 

The Hidden Words of Baha'u 'Ilah (Persian) . 676 

And let it be known once more that unid woman and man recognize and realize 
equality. social and political progress here or anywhere will not be possible. For the 

world of humanity consists of two parts or members: one is woman: the other is man. 
Untd these two members are equal in strength. the oneness of humanity cannot be 

established. and the happiness and felicity of mankind will not be a reality. God 
willing, this is to be so. 

Promulgation of Unirrend Peace. 77. 

But while this pnnciple of equaüty is tme, it is likewise tme that woman must prove 
her capacity and aptitude. must show forth the evidences of' equaiity. She must become 
proficient in the arts and sciences and prove by her accomplishments that her abilities 
and powers have merely been latent. Demonstrations of force ... are neither becoming 
nor effective in the cause of womanhood and equality. Woman must especidly devote 

her energies and abilities toward the industrial and agricultural sciences. seeking to 
assist mankind in that which is rnost needful. By this means she will demonstrate 
capability and ensure recognition of equality in the social and econornic equation. 

Undoubtedly God wiU confirm her in her efforts and endeavors, for in this century of 
radiance Bah&Akih has proclaimed the reality of the oneness of the world of humanity 

and announced that all nations. peoples and races are one. 

Prornulga tion of Universal Peace. 284. 



As to the terminology 1 used in my letter. bidding thee to consecrate thyself to s e ~ c e  
in the Cause of God, the meaning of it is this: limit thy thoughü to teaching the Faith. 

Act by day and night according to the teachings and counsels and admonitions of 
Bahbu'llah. This doth not preclude marriage. Thou canst take unto thyself a husband 
and at the sarne time serve the Cause of God: the one doth not preclude the other. 
Know thou the value of these days: let not this chance escape thee. Beg thou God to 
make thee a lighted candle, so that thou mayest guide a great multitude rhrough this 

darksome world. 

Selecrions from the Wtitings of 'Abdu ?-Baha. IOO. 

Know thou that the Kingdom is the real world. and this nether place is only its shadow 
stretching out. A shadow hath no life of its own: its existence is only a fantasy, and 

nothing more: it is but images reflected in water, and seerning as pictures to the eye. 

Rely upon God. Trust in Him. Praise Him, and cal1 Hirn continuaily to mind. He verily 
turneth trouble into ease, and sorrow into solace. and toil into utter peace. 

He verily hath dominion over all things. 

If thou wouldst hearken to my words, release thyself from the fetters of whatsoever 
corneth to pas .  Nay rather. under all conditions thank thou thy loving Lord. and yield 

up thine affairs unto His Will that worketh as He pleaseth. 
This verily is better for thee than d l  else. in either world. 

Selections from che Writings of 'Abdu Maha. 1 77. 

O handmaid of God, peace must first be established among individuals. until it leadeth 
in the end to peace among nations. Wherefore. O ye Bahagis. strive ye with al1 your 

might to create, through the power of the Word of Cod. genuine love. spiritual 
communion and durable bonds among individuals. This is your task. 

Selecrions from the Wricings of 'Abdul-Baha. 246. 



The principle of the equaliv between women and men. 

like the other teachings of the Faith. can be effectively and univenally estabiished 

among the fnends when it is pursued in conjunction with al1 the other aspects 

of Baha'i life. Change is an evolutionary process requiring patience 

with one's self and others. loving education and the passage of tirne 

as the believers deepen their knowledge of the principles of the Fairh. 

gradually discard long-held traditional attitudes 

and progressively conform their lives to the unifying teachings of the Cause. 

From a lener wrirten on behdf of the Universal House ofJustice 

LO an individual belier-er. July 25. 1984. 



Annotated Bibliography of Some of the Workshops' Sources 

Bn'ef. rorally subjective demiprions of rhe rem are providecl 

to assisc anyone interested in fmding funher reading 

on subjects addressed in che workshops. 

'Abdu'l-Baha. Mernorials of the Faithful. Wilmette: Baha'i Publishing Trust. 197 1. 

This book provides short accounts of the lives and exploits of several 

outstanding early Eastern believers, including a couple of women. Because it's 

wntten by 'Abdu'l-Baha, not many people will argue the accuracy of the facts as 

he tells them. Full of good information but not lighr reading. 

Afnan. Abd-Qasim. Black Pearls. Los Angeles: Kalimat Press. 1988. 
This really interesting book tells the stories of several of the servants who 

worked in the houses of the Bab and Baha'u'llah. 1 loved reading it! It's short 

and readable and full of stuff I'11 bet you didn't know. 

Bahd'i Worlà. (various articles) 1926 - 1994, vols. 2-21. Wilmette: Baha'i Publishing 

Cornmittee, 1928-1995. 

You can find fabulous things in the Baha'i World - reports of what was going on 

in Baha'i communities everywhere that year. obituaries of prominent Bahd'is. 

writings. maps, photos. Baha'i sheet music, poetry, lists of languages in which 

the EahCi writings are published. you name it. The obiruary section is a 

particularly good source OC biographical information about many early Bahd'is. 

Ifs  nice to have one lyng around for a bit of good browsing - but they are 

quite expensive. Researchers can find al1 the volumes in the library at the 

Association for Baha'i Studies. 

Bahd'u'llah. 'Abdu'l-Bah& et al. Women. compiled by the Research Department of the 

Universai House of Justice. Thornhill: Baha'i Canada Publications, 1986. 

The basic collection of most things out there in the Writings about equality and 

women. If you buy one book on the subject. make this it. 



Balyuzi, H.M. Khadijih Be-um: The Wife of the Bab. Oxford: George Ronald. 1981. 

This is a very süm, very precious book. which Balyuzi himself considered his 

greatest accomplishment. It sets out al1 we know about her. which isn't much. 

I find it very moving to read. 

Blomfield, Lady. T h e  Chosen Hiehwéy, London: Baha'i Publishing Trust. 1975. 

This marvelous. readable book gives the basic story of Baha'i history - as 

recounted by Bahiyyih Khanum and recorded by an early English woman 

believer. Full of stories and tidbits that donet appear in other texts. This one is 

probably rny persona1 favorite. 1 highly recornmend it. 

Gail. Marzieh. Dawn Over Mount Hira and Other Essays. Oxford: George Ronald. 

1976. 

This is a really interesting book full of essays on a variety of subjects. Marzieh 

Gad is an excellent writer and a deep thinker. who has made rnany significant 

contributions to Baha'i scholarship. It is not. however. a book all about 

women. 

Gail. Marzieh. Khanum: The Greatest Holy Leaf. Oxford: George Ronald. 198 1. 

Small. but so far the most complete biography of Bahiyyih Khanurn out there. 

Momen. Moojan, ed. The Bdbi and Baha'i Religions. 1844-1 944: Some Contem~orarv 

Western Accounts, Oxford: George Ronald. 198 1. 

This is a heavy one. My recommendation: don't read this unless you are doing 

some serious research or are a committed history fan. 



Nakhjavani, Bahiyyih. Askin~ Ouestions: A Challenge to Fundamentalism. Oxford: 

George Ronald. 1990. 

This book can be confusing. but it is also very exciting and full of new ideas. Tt 

is worth making the effort to get through it as Nakhjavani offers insights into a 

wide range of Baha'i topics. Her ferninist analysis is refreshing and inspiring. 

Root. Martha. Tahirih the Pure. Los Angeles: Kalimat Press. 198 1. 
The most comprehensive biography of Tahirih that 1 have found. Some critics 
cornplain that it can be hard to tell where the facts end and Martha Root's 
speculation begins. On the other hand. 1 can't help wondering if they'd be so 
doubting if the book had been wntten by a man. Anyhow. it is very easy to 

read and full of interesting information. 

Ruhe, David. Robe of L i ~ h t .  Oxford: George Ronald. 1994. 

This book tells part of the story of early Baha'i history. focussing on the life of 

Baha'u'llah. What's nice about it is rhat it is easy to read. the language is not 
too flowery, and the story is contextualized by vivid descriptions of where 

things were happening. as well as the usual accounting of what was happening. 

Star of the West. March 19 10 - March 19 17. vols. 1-7. Oxford: George Ronald, 1978. 
Bless the folks at George Ronald. who gathered and published the earliest issues 
of Star of the West, the first Baha'i newsletter in North America. These volumes 
rnake for interesting browsing, and are an invaluable source for researchers. 1 
wouldn't try to read the whole thing, however. 

Stockman. Robert H. The Baha'i Faith in America: Oriains 1892-1 900. Volume 1. 
Wilmette: BahA'i Publishing Trust, 1985. 

Stockman. Robert H. The Baha'i Faith in Amenca: Earlv Expansion 1900-1 9 12. 
Volume 2. Wilrnette: Baha'i Pu blishing Trust. 1985. 

Stockman's work is full of well-researched information. Because he is a 
professor. his books are more acceptable 'academic sources~ than most Baha'i 
Ilterature. This does not. however, mean that they make the greatest read for 
the average Baha'i. The reader must be on the look-out for -- and wiUing to 
question -- Stockman's interpretation of events. You may aiso have to do your 
own gender analysis. And be warned: these are two long books. 



Stockman. Robert H. 'Women in the Arnerican Baha'i Cornmunity. 1900-19 12.' World 
Order 25, 2 (Winter 1993-1994): 17-34. 

This is a very informative, interesting article. which raises as many questions as 
it answers. Definitely worth reading if you have an interest in the role of 
women in early Western Baha'i history, and aren'r quite ready to commit to the 
whole story as presented in the histones mentioned above. 

van den Koonaard. W.C. 'The Question of Gender in Canadian Baha'i History." 
Presented to the North American Baha'i History Conference. Wilrnette. IUinois. June 
1994. 

This paper is a small part of van den Hoonard's work on gender in the Canadian 
Bahai comrnunity. It's unpublished so don't bother trying to find it. 1 think 
there is a book on the way on the same topic. Whether or not you agree with 

him, it is worth finding out what he thinks. 

White. Roger. The Shell and the Pearl. Oxford: George Ronald. 1994. 
This is a lovely Little book, which actually sets out to tell the story of Sakinih 
Sultan's husband. but indirectly also tells us her story. 

Whitehead. 0.2. Some Baha'is To Remember. Oxford: George Ronaid. 1983. 

Whitehead. 0.2. Some E a r l ~  Baha'is Of The West. Oxford: George Ronald. 1976. 
Both of these 0.2. Whitehead books are collections of short biographicd essays 
about early Western Baha'is. He's also written one which only tells women's 
stories. He appears to present only the known facts about his subjects' lives. 
with little interpretation. The books are easy to read and provide interesting 
glimpses into the lives of our forebearers. 



Workshop Evduation Form 

Your feedback is ver-  imporrant. Please cake a few moment. to NI bis out. by ~frcljng fie 
response that best describes your opinion, 

Did you find the workshops interesting? (not really) 1 2 3 4 5 (very) 

Did the workshops change or challenge your views? (no) 1 2 3 4 5 O>es) 

Did the information shared make you uncornfortable? (never) 1 2 3 4 5 (often) 
If so. which part. and why? 

Was one of the workshops your favorite? no yes (which?) 
If you had a favorite. what did you like about it? 

How did you like the workshops' length? too long just right too short 

How do you feel about the number of workshops? too many just right too few 

Was the workshop facilitator easy to understand? (no) 1 2 3 4 5 (yes) 

Did you wish there were more or less of the following. or were you happy with the 
amount of time spent on: 

- storytelling? less just right more 
creative exercises? less just right more 
discussions? less just right more 
visualizations? less just right more 



3 10 

What is the main thing that you think you might remember from the workshops? 

What do you think should be changed to improve the workshops? 

Do you feel like coming to the workshops was worthwhile for you? Why? 

Do you think the workshops would be more effective if there were both men and 
women participants? Or separate workshops for men-only? 



Post-Workshop Mail-Out Package 

In an equal world 1.. . 

In an equai world 1 will see adolescence transformed 
peace corne to humanity 
all colors in a magicai swirl 
humans reach their ultimate station. 
In an equal world 1 will see men working for the advancement of women 
and women working toward the advancement of men. 
In an equal world 1 will see world peace - 
the result of true equaliq. 
In an equal world 1 will see myself and my body as it truly is 
the dirt on the floor and the dishes in the sink 
at the same time as my brother. 
In an equal world 1 will see him in the passenger seat 
and her driving the car 
and him not teUing her what to do. 
1 will see female prime ministers and presidents on TV. 
1 will see sisters and brothers working together. 
1 will see everyone encouraging one another 
rather than competing 
1 will see the ferninine and masculine qualities celebrated. 
In an equal world 1 will see justice. 
In an equal world 1 will see a place of peace. 

In an equal world 1 will hear men and women rejoicing together 
and there will be no need for women's groups. 
In an equal world I will hear many women 
talking and laughing and singing 
and giving praise. 
In an equal world I WU hear that women everywhere 
will be free to be whatever they wish, 
with support from their families.their communities. their governments. 
In an equal world 1 will hear words of encouragement, night and day. 
In an equal world 1 will hear boys and men crying 
and women's voices. 
In an equal world 1 will hear no negative words 
about what women can do, and what they can't. 
In an equal world 1 will hear mezzos, basses, sopranos, tenon. altos 
in harrnony. 
In an equal world 1 will hear myself referred to as she 
in wntten text. 
In an equal world 1 will hear the laughter. 



In an equal world 1 will Say nice things and 1 wil l  not swear. 
In an equd  world 1 wili Say what is on  my mind without fear. 
In an equal world 1 will Say what I feel and be responded to with compassion 
1 will Say what 1 Like (within reason) 
without fear of being labeiled feminist or  butch. 
1 will Say al1 what is in my heart. 
1 will Say di that 1 c m  to promote the equality of women and men 
and speak up to support others 
when they take a stand for equality. 
In  an equal world 1 will speak without pain of the past 
or anger that has limited women 
and be compassionate to men at al1 tirnes. 
In an equal world 1 will Say 
'darling, it's your tum to do the housework.' 
1 will say clearly what I want 
and not be called a NAG. 
In an equal world 1 will Say what 1 feel out loud 
without apology or  fear 
1 will Say what 1 want to Say 
not what you want to hear. 

In an equal world I will do the things that 1 need to do 
to advance the cause of a l l  humanity- 
leam. love. play. rest. explore, understand. share. create. 
I wiil do my very best. 
f will do what needs to be done 
but there will still be some me left over 
to do what wants to be done. 
In an equal world 1 will do  nothing more than 1 am doing now. 
1 will do my best to develop al1 rny potentialities 
and encourage others to do the same. 
In an equal world 1 wiLl do what I need to do 
to achieve my goals 
regardless of my gender. 
In  an equal world 1 will do what 1 want to do 
and 1 will not be weighed 
or judged because 1 am a woman and ought not to. 
In an equal world 1 will experience the full meaning, benefit. and fulfillment of harmony. 



In an equd world 1 will feel in possession of myself 
1 will feel safe 
1 will feel love. 
1 WU feel happy. 
In an equal world 1 will feel at ease. d e .  and free 
to go anywhere in the world that 1 choose. 
1 will feel the happiness of wornen and men in harrnony. 
1 will feel relaxed and confident. 
1 will feel enlightened. 
In an equal world 1 will feel radiant, resplendent. fortified. 
1 would love to know what 1 will feel in an equal world. 
1 will feel safe. 

In  an equal world 1 will know when 1 have not achieved my goals 
it has been because of my lack of ......... 
rather than limitations planted before me. 
In an equal world 1 wilI know that the rnysteries of pnvilege are no longer a b m e r .  
but wiU be visible, plain as day 
1 will know who 1 am in the universe. 
I will know that 1 am no more or less d e  because 1 am a woman 
1 will know 1 am created noble 
1 will know my brothers are a lot like me. 
In an equal world 1 wiU know happiness. 
In an equal world 1 will know peace. 
In an equal world 1 wili know what 1 know now - 
that 1 am equal to all other humans. 
1 will know 1 belong and am fully accepted. 
1 will know that no mountain is too high and no piece of cake too big to eat. 
1 will know if lack of equaiity was an excuse or not. 

In an equal world 1 will teach science. 
1 will teach without fear to minds that wish to learn, to myself and others. 
free frorn the muddled confusion of today. 
In an equal world 1 wiil teach equality by my actions. 
treating others as 1 wish to be treated. 
In an equal world 1 will teach by showing not by telling. 
1 will teach rnyself kindness. 
1 will teach my Song to anyone who cares to learn it. man or woman. 
In an equal world will teach that together we can do more. 
In an equal world 1 will teach rny child nothing can stop her or him 
from achieving her or his goal but her or his own mind. 
In an equal world 1 will teach all the spiritual qualities and virtues 
that need to be nurtured and acted in our behaviour 
regardless of gender. 
1 will not teach if 1 don't want to. 
1 will teach pnde. confidence, out loud! 



In an equal world 1 will learn to have patience with those 
who perpetuate the injustice of inequality. 
1 will learn to be equal is not to be the same. 
1 will learn softness 
and being wrong and ok at the same time. 
1 will learn how to use the table saw. 
In an equal world 1 will learn how to acquire and nurture virrues within me 
regardless of my gender, 
how to celebrate and acknowledge Our differences in harmony. 
1 will learn how to express 
my ferninine and masculine sides 
withou t reprisal, to obtain balance. 
1 will learn of Our great history, with men and women. 
children and older people working towards 
our collective coming-of-age. 
1 will learn to waik hand in hand. 
1 will learn how to better cope with life- 
1 will learn my herstory. 
In an equal world 1 will learn to love myself- 

In an equal world people will believe they can do 
whatever they put their minds to. 
People will believe that both men and women 
worked together to achieve it. 
People will believe in each individuals capacity to fulfi11 their destiny 
and to rise to the zenith of their potential. 
In an equal world people will believe in our strength. 
People will believe that each individual 
has equal nghts in the lamily and the community 
under the same law. 
People will believe that every mother is a hero 
that every child is a sacred trust. 
In an equal world people WU believe 
that everybody is somebody 
that women and men 
are just individuals 
who have limitations to overcome 
and strengths to share. 
In an equal world people will believe in themselves. 

ro crea re &bis world 1.. . . . 



What in ourselves do we keep veiled? 

-sins 
-s hortcomings 
-sense of failure (veiled from other women too) 
-confusion 
-pain, from discrimination and belittling 
-passions 
-bodies 
-hopes 
-selfishness or self-love 
-compe titiveness 
-what is unknown even to ourselves 
-0urse1ves from each other and from men 

Unveiled 1 Feel ... 

-cooler 
-unconstrained 
-relaxed 
-renewed 
-appredative of air, sound. my own face 
-joyful 
-respected 
-vain 
-exposed 
-no more or less than 1 was when veiled 

-faults 
-deficiencies 
-fears 
-anger 
-love 
-sexual thoughts and feelings 
-drearns 
-ambitions 
-souls 
-potentials 
-spiritual innermost selves 

- free 
-at ease 
-whole 
-alive 

-hap PY 
-1oved 
-strong 
-differentiated from others 



What Else Could Be Happening 
to Promote the Advancement of Wornen in the Ottawa Baha'i Cornrnunity? 

-concrete 2nd or 3rd steps in the process: practiczl achievements 
-practical changes in humor 
-practical changes in the Feast 
-practical changes in Assembly consultation 
-practicai changes in family dynamics 
-freely being able to express (and own) our sexuality 
-more courses in the community or groups working to promote equality 
-equality education in children's dasses 

-use of ferninine-language prayers 
-mentoring 
-seeking external professional resources for workshops on marriage and equality 
-fiesides 
-consciousness-raising about sexual assault and abuse 
-developing answers for seekers on equality 
-workshops for men on equality 
-helping men develop healthy masculinity and a place 
-focussing on our samenesses, ie. Our virtues 
-parent education and training 
-a wornen's empowerment camp 
-switching gender roles (as a short term learning tool) 
-creating opportunities for women to use their bodies 
-networking for women: for education and support 



Pest-Workshop Evduation 

Please help evaluaze the effeniveness of die workshops by f i h g  out and returning this fom. 

W h a t  effect (if any) did the workshops have ... 

... on how you feel? 

... on what you think? 

... on what you do? 

W h a t  do you remember the most from the workshops? 



*How important do you think it is that the Bahai community increase its activeness in 
promoting the advancement of women? (circle one) 

notveryimportant rnoderateIyimportuit veryi;nportant urgent 

.How important do you think it is that you increase your activeness in promoting the 
advancement of women? 

not very important muderately important very important urgen L 

.Do you feel able to do so? If not. what would enable you to? 

*Do you have plans to do so? How? 

Did the workshop senes effect your answers to these questions? 



Appendix Three: 

Summaries of 
Questionnaire and Evaluation Responses 



Summary of Questionnaire Results 

* Age? 
31: 34: 28: 53; 60; 4 1: 35 

*Marital Statu? 
Separated - 1: Divorced - 1; Mamed - 3: Single - 2 

~E thn ic  Origin? 
Persian - 2: African-Arnerican - 1: Polish - 1: Anglo-saxon - 3 

~ H o w  long Bahaï? 
(yeus) 20; 20; 21: 2 1: 22: 3; 1.5 

eActiveness as a Baha'i? 
(l=not at all; 5=very active) 2: 3; 4; 3: 4: 3: 3 

Ferninist? 
5 Yes: 1 Maybe: 1 No 

"Ir depends on the defrnition of 'ferninist'." 

-A ferninist to me is a person that sees themselves as being a promoter of ~ h e  cause of women. Thar's 

me- 1 of course reserve the right to define my causes and m y  labeIs as 1 see fit. That's the beauty of 
it.* 

'Not a radical one. but 1 am active in supporting wornen-' 

'Yes, if 1 rnust be Iabelled for my strength - but 1 regret 1 must adopt a label to daim an identity 
which is purely instinctive to me, Also depending on what faction or any faction rhe word was being 

used by - 1 may not use it at aI1. 1 am me - some may sirnply lirnit my expression of self by 

categorizing me into a neat Little box that can too easily be dismissed or generalized or 
mi~inrerpreted.~ 

0How well your B. comm is doing in its efforts to practice equality? 
3, 3. 3, 3-4,3.5, 2. 3 ,  (l=a Iong way to go; S=fully achieved) 

'1 have wimessed unwanted sexual advances. 1 have heard destructive jokes. 

But 1 feel cornfortable in any position of service and never limited by my gender. 1 feel m y  thoughts 

are accepted with the sarne Iegitimacy as men. 

1 have heard many comments - from men - about the superiority of women-" 

1 know spousal abuse takes place in this comrnunity. 1 also know it is addressed at times." 



'The percentage of women serving in capacities in the comrnunicy. The voices of women at 
feasts are silent. Very Iittle respect for 'rnothers' as educators. There is a suuggIe for power: men 
have a hard thne stepping d o m  and women are not ready to line up to take the seais occupied by men. 

There's a long way to go!' 

'Willingness of the Baha'i community to use this principle a a basis for teaching systematically and 

publidy. 
FIaiIing support and sometimes murmurs of discontent when women-oriented o r  women-onIy events 
are run. 

Failure to observe International Women's Day a really should do something about this!) 

'Freedornkourage to express oneself freely. 
Number of women on institutions." 

'Tasks, duties performed in traditional ways. ie., women in kitchen. caring for children. 
Consuitation dominated by male way of thinking-* 

'Equaiity is k ing  worked on but there is more work that needs to be done. 

1 think men need to work toward this goal harder. They need to be more educated-. 

*Impact of faith on ideas about gender roles 

-Since becoming a Bahi'i, 1 have complete faith that equaliy will take place and is in the process of 

blassoming. The faith has confimed what 1 believed to be possible and me."  

'1 believe rhat my faith in Baha'fi'llah has always given me strength thar is greater than my orin ro 

batt1e the hardships of being a wornan. My strong belief has given me the means to trust God and 
have patience in the process of learning and the struggIes that corne with it, Without rny faich 1 
wouId probabIy be a very unhappy wornan who hates men and wants to hang on to power for dear Iife as 
men have done in the past-* 

'Yes - how men and wornen ç a ~  be toeether ie.. through consultation. detachment. patience. and orher 

virtues, baha'i couples have demonstrared for me a few models chat 1 would love to replicate! 1 giJ 
have questions about the Universal House of Justice!" 

'The writings help to reinforce and to direct my understanding of equality and help to idenri@ 
prioriries.' 

'1 don't think they have changed, but certainly reinforced them. AIso, men in B. community are 

committed (by principle) to equality - donVt aiways know how to implernent the principle." 

'The Baha'i view of mariage and the roles of the father and mother in a farnily have both been 
c o n f m e d  in my life." 



'No, equal nghts for men and women was aIways sornething 1 strongly believed in. But 1 think the 

Bahai faith has encouraged me to be stubborn about what 1 believe. It also has helped me to give it a 
suucture." 

mMens/Womens Roles 

'1 believe there has to be more emphasis on the opportunities rather than 'roles.' 1 think in today's 

sociey it is dificult to defme roles for the two sexes.' 

'1 see wornen as the one who accommodates - men, chiIdren, job. discussion. And the balancer, 

defemng to others. Keeping peace in the family. looking afler her own needs lasr. Men are 
traditionally the taker. on the receiving end. sometirnes deferring to women when confronted or 

chaIlenged - sometimes taking initiative and letting women have equal opponunities - maybe in clhe 

real important areas (job. education. etc.) * 

-The role of women and men are changing at the present tirne. We seem to talk about new roles but 

most 'examples' are still based on what we hzve been used to in the past." 

"Men and women are human beings first, and possess al1 of the atu-ibutes and foibles of al1 mernbers 

of the human race- In my culture, we have been raised to focus on differences rather than similuities. 
on difFerentiation of roles rather than the synergy of two people working in harmony. Men and 

women are really bound to the Sacred script' that they choose to play out male-female relations in 

their lives. whether it be the societa1 n o m  or some other source, Divine in nature.* 

-Equa.Iity..-will corne to exist when we have a better knowledge of self as women and men. Tien we 

c m  work on the areas that cm unite the two sexes and allow them to work in harmony ...-- 1 see women 
as controllers in areas that do not count or are nor so visible! Women are peacemakers who need to 
develop the right skills for peace with justice, men need to be acknowledged and educated in their 

role as provider and educator of their children .... 1 beiieve now..-that women and men need to work on 

the very uncornfonable issues that separate them so they can break the silence and truly l e m . "  

"Women's role is to claim their unique abilities and rejoice in them. Women must dare to tntst 

men. Women must boldly educate al1 to appreciate women and their role. Men ... must earn women's 

trust and be able to swallow their pride and recognize their ability to abuse power and give some 

power away.' 



Summary of Evaluation Responses 

'Did you End the workshops interesting? 
5 4 4 3 6 5 5 (l=no; 5=very) 

'Did the workshops change or challenge your views? 
3 3 2 2 4 3 3 (l=no: 5=a lot) 

*Did the information shared make you uncornfortable? 
1 1 1 2 1 1 1 (l=no; 5=a lot) 

'some stereotyping. Generaiizing women as having low self esreern." 

'Actudly, 1 felt. maybe, 1 revealed more than 1 was expected co at times and was surprised at how 1 felt 
moved to talk and share - something 1 don't always do cornfortzbly." 

*Were one of the workshops your favorite? 

DramaNisuaIization - "1 felr: free to express my inner-self during the tableau exercise and was 
happiIy surprised at the concrete connection benveen concenu-ation and stance and the energy created 
and felt within, as well as projected. Ir gave me a sense of connection with everyone- The 
visualization revealed virtues 1 must continue to work on and ones 1 have succeeded ac-" 

DramaNisudization - 'The reiaxation and expression through our bodies." 

ArtICrafts- 'The first one - al1 of them! 1 Likea the sharing, the loving, the creating." 

ArKrafts - 'Because it was unexpected md 1 never have time to do art despite that 1 enjoy ic very 
much. It seem to be low on my priority kt." 

Tahirih Story - 'Experiencing putting on and taking off the veil - a new experience." 

Tahirih Story - '1 liked having the experience of being veiled." 

No favorite - 'In generaI the workshops were done very well. Very creative activities." 

*How did you like the workshop's length? 
too short - O : just right - 6 ; too long - 1. 

' Although a continued one would only continue to bring positive growth and is recornmended." 



~ H o w  do you feel about the number of workshops? 
too many - O : just right -5 ; too few - 2 

'More More More!!! Want more of everything!" 

"1 say t h i s  because 1 realize a workshop must end at some point and it ended with great dosure but 1 
would encourage another or another few ...' 

Was the workshop facüitator easy to understand? 
5 4 5 5 5 5 5 (l=no: 5=very) 

*Did you wish there were more or less of the following. or were you happy with the 
amount of time spent on: 

S ~ O ~ Y  t e h g :  more - I : just right - 6 : les  - 0. 

creative exercises: more - 2 : just right - 5 : less - 0. 

discussions: more - 4 : just right - 3 : Iess - 0. 

visualizations: more - 3 : j u s  right - 3 : less - O. (one abstention) 

~ W h a t  is the main thing that you think you might remember from the workshops? 

'Points of historicaI/spiritual significance. 
A sense of empowerment- 
The CREATIVITY. the HONESTY. the TALENT of the teachers. 
The joy that women can share with each other. 
How definition of words c m  separate us and threaten compassion." 

"The porch ladies. 
The art work. 
The candles. reverence. 
The laughter - Ha Ha - BeiIy Laughter." 

'The people, the stories toId by Sophie. the art and artistic expressions of Faye, contributions from 
the participants.' 

'The diversity of the participants added to the discussion - broadened my knowledge and 
understanding.' 

'The advancement of women and to keep working and not to give up." 

'The hard work that you guys have put into this workshop-" 



'The experience of storytelling in the Baha'i Faith- 1 had never corne across such amount of incredible 
story telling dealing with the ferninine roIe." 

*What do you think should be changed to improve the workshops? 

'1 think this workshop was well-organized for its purpose." 

'To have more discussions accornpanied by writings that would direct us toward the applicatior, of 
what we read as spiritua1 guidance-" 

*The overdl goals need to be emphasized more and the Iink of the individual workshops ro rhe 
oved l  goais could be made clearer.' 

'More time - actually. no, it was just right- 
1 felt that the issues of race and gender were ignored - but then we had no time - but ir's a real issue 
for me,' 

-Questions should not be Ieadùig. Some ruIes/guidelines established at the beginning to ensure a 
'safe space" where people can express without judgement - perhaps some reading of the writings on 
consultation. Journal writing and sharing would provide increased feedback and insight." 

@Do you feel like coming the the workshops was worthwhile for you? Why? 

'YES! This is the most profound workshop 1 have been a part of in the Baha'i community or 
elsewhere, It has reveaIed/confmed my role as a woman in this day as a Baha'i regarding bringing 
about world unity of medwomen. Tt bas provided me wirh new role modek and new energy to 
acdserve. " 

'Yes - 1 have Ieamed so much and I love myself and my Baha'i sisters more because of i t  I have always 
felt disconnected from Baha'i herstory and this heIped me take ownership." 

'Yes, it was fun and reIaxing. but informative at the same tirne." 

-1 enjoyed them al! - but no one identifiable change or  new insight for rny personal Iife. Learning 
about early Baha'i women does give courage and an example to follow." 

'Yes 1 feel the coming togecher of al1 of us as suong women was joyous and exciting!" 

'Yes. enjoyed listening to other peopk's opinions in a friendiy environment" 

'Yes. the workshops helped open my eyes to feminism a bit more and 1 felt empowered." 



@Do you think the workshops would be more effective if there were both men and 
women participants? Or separate workshops for men-only? 

'1 don't know- 1 liked women on1y.- 

'Yes. 1 think men need to share their thoughts and feelings. They also need to hear women's honest 
opinions and feelings in a peacehl environment.- 

-In an equal world the men and women would not even want to have workshops on these Issues! Now. 
in our not so perfect world. whar do think'? So the workshop for men separately would be more 
effective and fruitful." 

'Yes [mixed workshops] and no [men-only workshops] .* 

'Women are not 'at ease' when men are present as men usualiy dominace discussions. The workshops 
for men-only is a very good idea as both genders need to change." 

'No, two workshops running paralle1 and then meeting cogether at certain safe times. We need to 
experience success in gender unity!!! We need practical win-win exercises when we corne together.' 

'Separate workshops for men-only. Women have too little areadspaces they can daim as their own in 
this world. We are too often fooled into guilt for calling something our own. Tt would not be an act 
of rejection - but an opportunity (and was an opporrunity) co emphasize Our SELF - without being the 
'other' and wifi-our, possibly, feeling inhibited or questioned." 



Summary of Post-Workshop Evaluation Responses 

What (if any) effect did the workshops have on how you feel? 

'1 feel cioser contact with the faith." 

'Putting on and taking off the veil evoked many feelings." 

'1 feel more Iiberated.' 

'The workshops were ernpowering for me as a Bahai and as a woman. It was good to encounter these 
topics in a non-polar way (ie.. ememes). The workshops made me feel. and still make me feel rhat 
there is hope.' 

'1 fe1t very happy to be on my path for advancement of women with my own colors, energetic. 
enthsiastic. and less burdened by age-old pain and Iimitations of rny past as being limited by being a 
girl o r  a woman' 

-IL made me feel bonded to other Baha'i wornen. I t  made me feel relieved to experience such 
expressions of an understanding of women's oppression." 

-1 feel closer to the workshop participants - especially the organizers. 1 also feel closer ro the Bzha'i 
women of the p a x  1 like history - it always gives me courage and stimulates me co think of ~ h e  great 
persons of the past-" 

What (if any) effect did the workshops have on what you think? 

-1 imagine I think more as a Baha'i shouid think or  perhaps how 1 think 2 Baha'i shouId think," 

'It made me think there's rnuch work to do and yet. if su. the besr way to do it is through the Faith." 

-Circurnstances allows some women to overIook inequity - ie-. love. children. role as peacemaker, lack 
of courage. Age, experience helps one to take another look-" 

'1 feel a closeness to my Bahai brothers and sisters in rising to this challenge, particularly my 
sisters." 

'The workshop made me think of more ways to try and help other women to heal. by empowering them 
and not belittling men. Equaiity to me is ore of how we cari let go of our pzin and heal ta become 
cornrades w i h  men rather than disliking the way they are and making mysef to be superior m o n g  
other women and continuing to feeI pain." 

'1 enlarged my knowledge of Baha'i history. It also had an effect on the thinking process - your 
approach in the workshops was very organized. very systematic presentations. and perhaps now 1 think 
in a more systematic way. It had not occurred to me before but now 1 apply rny scientific capaciry for 
systematic thinking and organization ro promoting the advancement of women." 



l What (if any) effect did the workshops have on what you do? 

'1 take a more active role in the Baha'i community-' 

'1 pay particular attention to the rofe of women, my role as a woman and the voices of others when 
discussing the advancement of women. 1 feel compelled to move towards bringing this issue up  
everywhere - in children's classes. in my work (which 1 did.) 1 dso use the prayers and writings." 

'1 have decided to do more of ernpowering men. those who are just and Ioving and work towards rhe 
advancement of humanity. When those men wh.o are empowered fmd voice within women who have 
been hürt, they will organize *menm activities!" 

'It had the effect of making me feel more free to be me - open. cetermined. etc." 

'At the present time 1 am interested in increasing my knowledge of environmental issues - and it was 
fortunate because one of the other participants was giving taik on it- These workshops provided an 
opportunity to network - which is very effective and important especially for women and how wornen 
work, A recenc study of the habits of successful women in business showed that chey worked in webs 
of networks, and that this increased their eficiency and effectiveness -...the workshops helped me by 
increasing my nenvorking." 

~ W h a t  do you remember the most from the workshops? 

'The sense of connection to the stories and the fellow-participants.' 

'The coming together of some strong, Ioving wornen in the community who are concerned for their 
well-being when it comes to equality. And are wiliing to roll up their sIeeves to help in this 
process." 

'The arts - hands on - because it was unusual. The play - that was a bit provocative. The stories - 1 
liked the rnost. They were informative and educational. 1 enjoyed listening to them and participating 
in the Fo'ollow-up discussions- The workshops' emphasis on how more than what was very nice 
especially for me who comes home exhausted - it made us feel cornfortable, made it interesting. The 
workshops did not stuff us with knowledge and information but were teaching us through experience. 
1 remember the journey you took us on." 

'Putting on the veil. An actual experience, rather than irnagining how 1 would feel-" 

'The storytelling, especiaIly the evening we were veiled." 

'1 remember a11 the storytelling-" 

'The comfon, the joy of discovery in Iistening to the stories. The creative stuff - drarna, anwork. 
stories. The food! Thank you for your generous hospitality! The prayers and writings were so lovely! 
Discussion was great too." 



If you were running the workshops next time. what changes would you want to 
make? 

'1 would elhinate the remarks about the sexual life of the Propher: of God and approach a discussion 
on sexuality a different way - dthough just as openly. 1 would indude more mediration.- 

'1 would move away from making women to be superior by rny language, thoughts, and beliefs. Any 
cornrnents that would belittle men should be eliminated from the presenter's vocabulary." 

'None, I wculd do the same thing probably- Here's my wish list-- 1 wish the course ran longer so we 
couId cover more ie. women of colour issues, taking action.. That's it!" 

'OnIy change I can think of - irnproved meeting place." 

'No specific suggestions.,. The pIace and the date - mid-week - were maybe not the best. Ifs always 
good to have some follow-up pIan. to channel the momentum From such vaIuabIe experiences and 
networks - through a semi-formal institute. or  publishing the resulrs..- we did nor want to part at  the 
l a s  workshop." 

4 - b ~  important do you think it is that the Baha'i cornmunity increase its activeness in 
promoting the advancement of women? 
not very important - O moderacely important - 1 very importam - 5 urgent - 1 

'Ifs really urgent, but so is al1 of the work of the Baha'i communiry. We've got Divine deadIines!" 

How important do you think it is that you increase your activeness in promoting 
the advancernent of women? 
not very important - O moderateV important - 2 very important - 4 urgent - 

'The contacts 1 have established allow me to get active - this is the only way the society c m  change. 1 
believe women have a very important role to play in social change. The higher women get in rheir 
workplaces and society the harder it is for them to make an impact, to be heard." 

'However 1 don't know how much more 1 can do these days?! 1 am very active in my own life LO 
empower myself as welI as always being in the front lines of Baha'i activities and very open when ir 

cornes to the needs and education of women-" 



Do you feel able to do so? If not. what would enable you to? 

'Not as much as r d  wish to- But 1 can. daily, as an example. in my words.-- Time constraints and 
personal baggage currently restrict me and so time and growth wiII heip and support systems and 
group pmicipation/interest.' 

'1 feel very abIe in promoting the advancement of women in my Iife and within the cornmunity too. 
As long as there are those of us within the community working away as 'women' in every activity that 
either is organized by us, supported and encouraged the change is slow but happening!- 

'1 do quite a lot through the international cmography association. the cask force on women, and the 
gender and cartography commission. dirough networking and sustainable development activities- T'd 
like to get more involved in the Baha'i community's activities too - when I work with Baha'is there is 
more excitement and spirit and encouraging one another - but in non-Baha'i organizations 1 often get 
bumed out or  discouraged as there is too much resisrance to feminisrn-' 

'1 feel that 1 am able to promote my own advancement as a womm bur 1 don't know about die 
advancement of women in general.' 

Do you have plans to do so? How? 

'1 will need to revisit my schedule and see how and when so that 1 c m  approach the cornmunity on this 
issue. 1 wiU bring it up at the Community Development Consultation that I've been asked to attend 
and propose it to the Assembly as a topic of consultation. Also. 1 am working with some pre-youth 
boys (mostiy; 2 girls too) at the Baha'i school. Tt would be great to plan and deIiver a unic on the 
advancement of wornen-" 

-My plans are already at work! Within the community 1 have a voice that continuousIy gets heard and 
from time to time changes occur as a result of my voice and other women like myself! The task is 
challenging yet rewarding! 1 enjoy serving on many cornmittees where 1 grow. suffer, and change as 
well as influence change for the growth of women!" 

-1 am trying to add environmentalism and gender issues to my professional Iife as a human 
geographer. 1 have plans to work and give talks in this area." 

'Yes. Use of 'ferninine' prayers at Feasts. 1 have alsa made a suggestion to a cornmittee-' 

'Attending workshops for women. ie.. this weekend - The Sacred joumey. Inviting 2 friends (1 Baha'i 
and 1 other potential Baha'i) to my home for dinner and free reflexology ueatrnents by two other 
friends (1 Bahai). 

'1 am taking a diploma at Algonquin and 1 am working at mnning a househoid by myself," 

'No plans - although 1 am becoming more activeIy involved in the cornmunity. 1 feel that is a step in 
the right direction." 



Did the workshop series affect your answers to these questions? 

'Yes. 1 have had it reinforced in me, the idea that women's roles and visibiIiy and acceptance must be 
focussed on.' 

'Yes - especially the need to keep closer contact with Bahâ'is. It was very joyful and when we feel 
happy we can do more. And together we can do more. I'd be v e v  hterested in joining a group of 
people working on this issue. Before my involvement in the workshops 1 wou1d not have thought of 
it, but now 1 am aware and am working for mapping for minorities - children, the blinci. wornen. etc." 

'The workshop was only helpful for me to recognize at  what stage in life 1 am and how fortunate to 
have healed rny pain as a 'woman." However. many women at mmy different stages of healing brought 
Iove and syrnpathy to my h e m  and 1 got again a reminder of how far we as wornen have to go to first 
heal ourselves before we can make any changes in the Iives of other women." 

-on yeah - it cenainly did. 1 stiH have more questions!" 

'Yes. they helped me feel more emancipated-" 

'1 don't know - 1 guess so - but 1 can't think specificaIly how. 1 really enjoyed them and came away 
feeling reaily invigorated and Feeling more comrnitted to my involvernent in the cornmunicy-" 
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