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Abstract

This article maps how religious communities draw, police, and repair their boundaries by
comparing sanction repertoires across Judaism, Christianity, and Islam and then offering a
Bahé&’i—focused analysis. It advances a portable typology of sanctions—specified by actor,
domain (spiritual, social, material, bodily), severity, procedure, publicity, and duration—and
shows historically that severity shadows church—state entanglement while justice rides on
procedure. In the Bah4’i case, sanctions are deliberately non-penal and administrative: counsel
and education first; when strictly necessary, time-bounded loss of administrative rights; and, in
rare cases, a protective designation of covenant-breaking reserved to specialized institutions. To
lower heat and raise analytic clarity, the study separates marginality from apostasy and replaces
omnibus labels with a graded map—yperipheral — marginal — reformist — dissenter —
whistleblower — apostate—alongside the non-pejorative “unenrolled believer.” It criticizes and
reframes key debates (Momen, MacEoin, McGlinn, Stetson, Glaysher, Villar Cardenas),
privileging effects over motives and organizational substance over rhetoric. Last sections
elaborate “one person, many roles” (integrity without masks), drawing on Aquinas and Ibn Sina
to show that disciplined inquiry and devout commitment can cohere in a single life, and defend
“thick tolerance” under law: interpretive pluralism is presumed; sanction is exceptional,
proportionate, and reversible. The article closes with constructive guidance for governors,
scholars, and reformers (category hygiene, due process, transparency, restorative pathways,
digital discipline) and sketches a research agenda on anonymized administrative data, digital
counterpublics, and the law of voluntary associations.

1. Concepts and Stakes: Punishment, Marginality, Apostasy—Why the Distinctions Matter

To speak clearly about belonging and its breakdown, we need working definitions whose
lineages are explicit. I use “punishment” in a historically layered sense that begins with
Aristotle’s corrective ideal, moves through early-modern statecraft (Hobbes, Machiavelli,
Locke), and culminates in liberal-egalitarian and genealogical accounts (Rawls, Foucault) before
situating Bah4’1 administrative measures within that landscape. “Marginality” is treated as a
relational location along a core—periphery gradient that becomes newly legible in digitally
networked publics. “Apostasy” is distinguished in two registers: a theological-legal category
within religious traditions and a sociological category describing certain oppositional exits.
These distinctions matter because, without them, we misclassify group boundary practices,
overstate coercion where there is none, and understate the moral constraints that communities
place upon themselves in plural societies.



Aristotle is the classical point of departure. For him, order is first a matter of nomos—Ilaw as
“understanding without desire,” reason without appetite—embedded in a constitution that
educates citizens toward virtue and the common good (Aristotle, Politics). Law should “define
all the things [it] possibly can,” because “the wish of human beings ... is not a safe standard”
(Aristotle). Justice (diké) is the city’s order; the legislator is a kind of state-physician who, by
habituation, orients citizens to act nobly. Punishment here is corrective (kolaseis): “good” not as
an intrinsic ideal but as a necessary remedy in an imperfect world, keyed to voluntariness and
intent, and sometimes framed as atimia (loss of civic privileges) where the polity’s integrity is at
stake (Aristotle). Deterrence is acknowledged in prudential form—Pittacus’s harsher penalties
for drunken wrongdoing are justified by expediency—yet the horizon remains teleological: law
aims at virtue and happiness.

The early-modern turn reframes punishment around sovereignty, fear, and state security. Hobbes
defines punishment as “an evil inflicted by public authority on him that hath done or omitted that
which is judged by the same authority to be a transgression of the law, to the end that the will of
men may thereby the better be disposed to obedience,” restricting its aim “to deterrence alone”
(Hobbes, Leviathan). He rejects retribution as cruelty and grounds the right to punish in the
commonwealth’s right of self-preservation. Penalties must be prospective, public, and limited to
what conduces to obedience; otherwise punishment collapses into mere hostility (Hobbes).
Machiavelli’s counsel is more frankly instrumental: “good laws” are those that compel
obedience, preserve liberty, and enable expansion, and “cruelty well-used” may be necessary to
pacify tumults—overwhelming force, veiled as avenging justice, to restore order (Machiavelli,
Discourses; Prince). Locke, by contrast, recasts order in contractual terms: civil society is
constituted to secure life, liberty, and estate through law, and coercion is justified as common
defense; yet he denies that force can produce “true and saving religion,” insisting that belief lies
beyond the reach of compulsion (Locke, Second Treatise; Letter Concerning Toleration).
Already we have the classic “backward-looking” versus “forward-looking” polarity: retributive
desert (backward) and deterrent or preventive utility (forward), with mixed positions emerging
later.

Two modern correctives complicate the picture. Rawls treats punishment within a liberal scheme
in which institutions must be justifiable to free and equal citizens; the familiar “hybrid” view
assigns the general justification of the practice to utility while using desert to regulate its fair
application in particular cases (Rawls, A Theory of Justice; Political Liberalism). Critics object
that such mixes risk collapsing punishment into a “tax on crime,” but Rawls’s aim is to keep
coercion within principled limits—public reason, due process, proportionality—under conditions
of reasonable pluralism. Foucault offers a different axis altogether: a genealogy of how “penal”
power shifts from spectacular marks on bodies to disciplinary normalization through
surveillance, assessment, and the production of “dangerous” or “abnormal” individuals
(Foucault, Discipline and Punish). On this view, punishment is not only repressive; it is



productive of subjects and social knowledge. Both lenses are essential today: liberal constraint
(what may institutions do?) and genealogical suspicion (what are institutions doing in fact?).

With those strata in view, [ adopt a working definition for this article: punishment is an
authorized deprivation or imposition—spiritual, social, material, or bodily—intended (a) to
correct or deter wrongful conduct, (b) to express and uphold shared norms, and (c) to protect the
community’s goods; it is distinguished from private vengeance by its authorization, procedure,
and aims. The axes along which punishments vary will structure the analysis that follows: actor
(state, ecclesial body, congregation, informal network), domain (spiritual, social, material,
bodily), severity (symbolic — lethal), procedure (codified — ad hoc), publicity (secret —
public), and duration (temporary — permanent).

Placed within this frame, the Baha’i sources refine two ethical boundaries. First, ‘Abdu’l-Baha
distinguishes vengeance from communal chastisement: “Man has not the right to take vengeance,
but the community has the right to punish the criminal; and this punishment is intended to warn
and to prevent ... for the protection of man’s rights,” while insisting that the oppressed person
“should forgive and pardon” (‘Abdu’l-Baha, Some Answered Questions). He calls punishment
“one of the essential necessities for the safety of communities,” yet elevates education as the
preferred means: “the communities must think of preventing crimes, rather than of rigorously
punishing them.” Second, Bah4’i administration draws a sharp line between personal
dispositions (forbearance, non-backbiting) and institutional duties (impartial application of law).
Laws are binding “whenever practicable and not in direct conflict with the Civil Law of the
land,” some universally applicable now, others reserved for future conditions; punishments for
certain categories are explicitly entrusted to the Universal House of Justice; and obedience
should arise from love of God rather than fear of sanction (Lights of Guidance 343—44; 346-50).
In short, Baha’i sanctions are administrative, non-penal measures within a religious legal order
that self-limits to the civil frameworks in which believers live.

Marginality names a relational position with respect to the community’s normative core.
Historically, religious traditions have recognized gradients of belonging—core, periphery,
limen—signaled by access to rites, roles, and recognition (Aristotle’s atimia is an early civic
analogue). In modern societies, marginality is both individual and structural: some members are
peripheral by disengagement; others mobilize critique, organize alternatives, or cultivate
counterpublics. Digital affordances compress distance and thicken “plausibility structures,”
rendering marginal positions more durable and networked, while Foucault’s insight about the
circulation of discourse and the normalization of judgment helps explain how labeling practices
themselves can produce stable identities at the edge (Foucault). For analytic clarity in what
follows, I use marginality descriptively for positions short of formal rupture: reduced or
suspended participation, public critique from within, organizing that contests policies or
interpretations while claiming some form of belonging.



Apostasy requires a bifocal definition. In the theological-legal register internal to traditions,
apostasy marks a decisive rupture from the community’s truth-claims and covenantal bonds,
historically associated with religious sanctions that have ranged from anathema to shunning to, in
some contexts, state-backed penalties. In the sociological register, apostasy narratives describe a
subset of exits characterized by oppositional coalitions, moralized accounts of harm, and ongoing
identity work that positions the leavetaker against the group. To avoid conflation, I separate (a)
leavetakers (quiet exits), (b) defectors (public exits without organized opposition), (c)
whistleblowers (exits that foreground wrongdoing and call for reform or accountability), and (d)
apostates (exits embedded in antagonistic networks that contest the group’s legitimacy). These
are analytical types, not moral judgments; individuals may move across them over time, and
traditions map them to their own normative vocabularies with greater or lesser precision.

Why do these distinctions matter? First, boundary maintenance is unavoidable in any durable
association; the question is not whether lines are drawn but 4ow and by whom. Second,
legitimacy turns on fitting means to ends: Aristotle’s corrective horizon, Hobbes’s deterrent
statecraft, Locke’s limits of compulsion in matters of conscience, Rawls’s public-reason
constraints, Foucault’s exposure of normalizing power—all become criteria against which
communal sanctions can be assessed. Third, rights and due process require that we know what
kind of thing we are seeing: spiritual or social measures are not criminal penalties; administrative
disqualifications are not bodily coercion; education-first policies are not indifference to
wrongdoing. Finally, analytic hygiene prevents category mistakes: frameworks developed for
high-tension, communally bounded new religious movements can distort the interpretation of
administrative measures in traditions that explicitly renounce penal coercion and subordinate
religious law to civil law in practice (, 343—44). In plural, digital societies, a precise typology—
punishment’s domains and axes, marginality’s gradients, apostasy’s dual registers—allows
scholars to describe without inflaming, communities to govern without excess, and critics to
argue without misnaming.

2. A Typology of Group Sanctions: “All Possible Punishments” Groups May Use

To speak precisely about discipline across traditions, I treat sanctions as calibrated, authorized
deprivations or impositions—spiritual, social, material, or bodily—whose functions include
correction, deterrence, the expression of common norms, and the protection of shared goods, and
which are distinguished from private vengeance by their authorization, procedure, and ends.
Every concrete case can be specified along six questions that will recur throughout this study:
who acts (state; supra-ecclesial body; congregation; informal network), where the act lands
(spiritual, social, economic, bodily), how much it costs the subject (from symbolic to lethal),
how it is decided (codified or ad hoc, with or without due process), who knows about it (secret or
public), and how long it lasts (temporary, indefinite, permanent). These axes let us compare
unlike systems without importing alien categories.



The first family is spiritual-symbolic. Here belong admonition and formal counsel; acts of repair
such as penance; the loss or suspension of access to rites; and, in the strongest form, a
declaration of spiritual separation—excommunication or anathema in Christian canons, bans that
restrict participation in communal prayer or burial in consecrated ground in Jewish and other
settings, and in Bah4’i usage the administrative designations that mark a spiritual boundary
(including the rare declaration that requires communal avoidance). These measures touch what
believers hold highest but do not coerce the body or seize property. Procedures tend to be
codified, publicity varies with pastoral aims, and the horizon is often restorative: reversals and
reinstatements are possible when conditions are met.

The second family is social. Sanctions here alter one’s standing in the web of relations: shunning
or disfellowshipping; ostracism; removal from congregational roles and teaching platforms;
suspension or loss of voting rights; exclusion from gatherings where reputations are formed and
maintained. In digitally networked settings, platform governance—moderation, throttling,
suspension, or banning—extends this domain by amplifying or muting voices at scale. Exile
should be located carefully within this frame. When imposed by a sovereign as territorial
banishment, it is a bodily constraint on movement and residence; when enacted by a community
as exclusion from spaces, networks, and occasions of recognition, it functions as a social
sanction whose effects can approximate physical removal without state force. In the Baha’i case,
it is essential to separate administrative marginality—a formal, reversible limitation of
administrative prerogatives that intentionally places a believer at the edge of institutional life—
from positional (elective) marginality, where a person, without any formal measure, inhabits
the periphery by choice or circumstance (low participation, sustained critique, or self-described
disaffection). The former is a sanction that produces a status; the latter is a status without a
sanction. Neither, as such, is apostasy, which belongs to a different genus.

The third family is material. Historically this has included fines, organized boycotts, loss of
institutional employment, ineligibility for communal charity or funds, removal from directories
and official channels, and publishing restrictions such as pre-publication review or the
withdrawal of imprint access. Confiscation of property and forfeiture often traveled with heresy
or apostasy where religious and civil authorities were fused, shading material measures into the
penal. In modern voluntary associations, direct seizure is unavailable and illegitimate; what
remains are indirect effects on livelihood mediated by institutions and networks. Precisely
because material leverage can slide from discipline into domination, proportionality, clear rules,
notice, and review are ethically non-negotiable.

The fourth family is bodily or coercive and belongs chiefly to comparative history. Corporal
punishment, incarceration, and capital penalties for apostasy or blasphemy arise where
religious authority is conjoined with civil power and the apparatus of the state can be mobilized
to mark bodies and take life. They are included here strictly to fix the outer limit of severity
against which modern non-state religious administration can be distinguished; their presence or
absence tracks state entanglement more than doctrine alone.



Running alongside all four is a restorative temper that treats discipline as a path to repair rather
than an end in itself: confession and acknowledgment; mediated reconciliation; educational
accompaniment; and graduated reinstatement when conditions are met. This arc answers the
same six questions as any sanction but deliberately lowers severity, narrows publicity, and sets
duration toward return.

Two clarifications keep hard cases from distorting analysis. First, in dense communities
accusations themselves can function punitively. A stigmatizing charge—especially one that
carries heavier penalties if proven, such as adultery (zina)—can trigger anticipatory stigma,
social avoidance, loss of opportunities, and reputational injury long before any decision. When
“the process becomes the punishment,” justice requires front-end brakes: high evidentiary
thresholds; impartial consultation; the right to answer; confidentiality until facts are established,
and meaningful appeal. Where false accusation is itself a moral or legal wrong, the accuser—not
the accused—properly becomes the subject of sanction. Second, because exile and confiscation
straddle domains, they must be coded by their operative power. Territorial banishment by a
magistrate is bodily; communal exclusion that produces functional exile is social; state seizure is
material with penal overtones; institutional loss of livelihood without seizure is material within
the voluntary sphere.

Not all boundary work is punishment. Communities also police edges through doctrine and
narrative: boundary rhetoric in official letters and statements; myth-making and memory that
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legitimate present lines; labeling practices—"inactive,” “dissenter,” “reformer,” “whistleblower,”
“apostate,” “covenant-breaker”—that stabilize identities at or beyond the edge; editorial policy
and platform governance that curate what the community sees of itself; reputational signaling
through invitations, endorsements, and assignments. A genealogical eye shows how power
circulates in the quiet management of discourse and access; a liberal eye asks whether such
management is proportionate, procedurally fair, and publicly justifiable to those subject to it.
Framed this way, the typology names all the possibilities without equivocation, preserves actor,
domain, severity, procedure, publicity, and duration in every instance, and prepares a fair reading
of the Baha’i case against the long history of state-entangled coercion.

3. A Short History of Punishment and Apostasy in the Abrahamic Traditions

What counts as a punishable breach, who may punish, and to what end are not fixed across time.
Each community—tribe, city, empire, diaspora, or nation-state—built an order of life from its
own account of justice and the good, pairing rewards and penalties with its picture of self and
other. Read through that lens, “apostasy” is less a single, transhistorical offense than a family of
boundary problems handled with different tools as authority, law, and social density change.

Judaism.

The biblical frame is covenantal: idolatry and defections from YHWH are not private opinions
but treasons against a people bound to God. Hence the Torah’s capital statutes—idolatry and its
enticement, certain blasphemies, and Sabbath profanation—mark the outer edge of severity



because they are imagined as ruptures of the whole. Rabbinic jurisprudence does not erase those
texts; it domesticates their application through procedure. The Talmud lifts the evidentiary bar so
high—two upright eyewitnesses who warned immediately prior to the act, exact agreement under
cross-examination, a competent bench of twenty-three, and clear proof of intent—that executions
become practically unattainable. In practice, ordinary discipline migrates from body to spirit and
society. As Jewish life unfolds largely without sovereign force, communal sanctions do the work
of order: tokhehah (rebuke) and nezifah (formal reprimand); niddui (time-limited separation)
and herem (ban/excommunication) restricting synagogue honors, communal study, business ties,
and, in severe cases, burial in consecrated ground. These measures operate as a functional exile
without the state: they bite because networks are thick. Material levers appear too—organized
boycotts, removal from charity rolls, fines where kehillot enjoyed corporate jurisdiction—while
judicial lashes (malkot) survive for some offenses and karet (“being cut off”’) names a spiritual
excision rather than a court-imposed beating. The community also polices the process itself: false
or malicious accusation is not a sanction but a wrong that draws reply (e.g., penalties for
conspiring witnesses), reflecting the insight that publicity without proof already punishes. The
1656 Amsterdam herem on Baruch Spinoza makes the logic visible: withdraw recognition and
access to protect communal integrity. With emancipation and modern state law, bodily and
material coercion recede; what persists are administrative and social tools—Iloss of roles or
voting rights, removal from pulpits or publishing channels, certification withdrawn—paired with
restorative avenues (study, confession, reconciliation) aimed at return.

Christianity.

From the start, Christian order links communion and discipline. The pastoral staircase—private
admonition, public rebuke, penance, and exclusion from the Eucharist—functions as a
spiritual-social mechanism to heal breaches and guard the flock. As church and empire entwine,
ecclesiastical censures acquire civil teeth. Excommunication, interdict, and anathema are
paired with secular disabilities and, at times, imprisonment or death carried out by the “secular
arm.” Medieval inquisitorial forms formalize the process (defined delicts, courts, published
decrees) while heightening severity because the state can execute what the church pronounces.
Within the clergy, canon law regulates residence, simony, concubinage, and enclosure, with
penalties ranging from suspension and deprivation of office/benefice to custodial confinement;
in some jurisdictions, confiscation and legal infamy extend sanction into the material domain.
The Reformation resets the map as confessional polities use statute to back doctrine. Dissenters
such as Anabaptists meet banishment and, in certain cities, drowning or beheading, while inside
their own communities, Mennonite and Amish traditions develop Meidung (shunning): loss of
table fellowship, business ties, and recognition, explicitly corrective and non-bodily. In modern
Roman Catholic law, penalties are explicitly medicinal: excommunication and interdict restrict
sacramental and governance access to prompt amendment and reconciliation; laicization and
removal from office are administrative. In many Protestant bodies, church covenants specify
graduated steps (admonition — public censure — removal from membership or ministry) with
due process; evangelical institutions add organizational variants—credential revocation, platform



loss, termination from schools or societies—material in effect, administrative in kind. Across
these settings, ideals of pastoral remediation and procedural fairness rise as state entanglement
wanes. Yet the older repertoire never fully disappears in language and memory (e.g., “anathema”
endures as a term of art even when civil pain has gone), and traditions also censure calumny and
false denunciation, recognizing that accusation itself can function as an informal punishment
unless checked by process.

Islam.

Islam’s early polity integrates creed, law, and governance, so questions of apostasy are
simultaneously theological and civic. After the Prophet’s death, the Ridda (“apostasy”) wars
confront both outright defections and communities that upheld prayer but refused obligatory
alms to the caliphate; the settlement affirms that fracturing core obligations is a political—
theological breach the state must address. Classical figh then systematizes the field. Jurists
define ridda as the deliberate renunciation of Islam’s constitutive claims (or adherence to a rival
claimant), and they distribute sanctions across three registers: hudad (fixed punishments), ta‘zir
(discretionary penalties), and siyasa (ruler’s policy to preserve order). Alongside criminal
penalties, civil and social effects are specified in many doctrines—dissolution of marriage, loss
of inheritance and guardianship, denial of Muslim burial, and reputational ostracism—while
rulers in some periods add banishment as a policy tool. Evidentiary brakes are integral: istitabah
(a formal summons to repent) is widely required or recommended; proof rests on confession or
reliable testimony; zina demands multiple upright witnesses or voluntary confession; and qadhf
(false sexual accusation) is itself punishable—an acknowledgment that publicity without proof
already punishes. Within Islam’s own doctrinal disputes, takfir (declaring someone outside the
faith) functions as a powerful, and dangerous, label that can activate these consequences; Shi‘i
history adds the prudential practice of taqiyya (dissimulation) under hostile rule, showing how
survival needs shape the public face of doctrine and discipline.

Within Shi‘i (Ja*farT) law the taxonomy is more granular. A crucial distinction is drawn between
the murtadd fitrT and the murtadd milli. The former is a person born to Muslim parents (or
who became Muslim before puberty) and later repudiates Islam; the latter is a convert to
Islam who subsequently recants. The label fif7 here is a juristic shorthand tied to legal status
at birth, not a claim that anyone is “born an apostate,” and it is separate from the theological
doctrine that all humans are created upon a primordial fitra. On this scheme, many Imamt jurists
hold that a male murtadd fitrT is liable to the capital penalty in the worldly forum and that
repentance, while theologically meaningful, does not lift the judicial consequence; a male
murtadd millt is generally offered istitabah, and if he persists after due summons, he faces the
capital sentence in those jurisdictions that legislate it. Women are not executed in either
category under the dominant Imami view; they are imprisoned until repentance, with periodic
admonition. Civil effects track the taxonomy: in fitri cases, marriage dissolves immediately and
certain property rules attach from the moment of apostasy; in milli cases, marriage is suspended
during istitabah and may dissolve upon persistence, with property calibrated accordingly.



Minors, the coerced, and those lacking sound mind do not meet the threshold for ridda. Two
clarifications follow: there is no concept of “apostate by nationality” in Islamic law; and “by
birth” in this context refers only to being born Muslim then recanting, not to being born
outside Islam as such. In the contemporary period, Muslim-majority states exhibit legal diversity:
some retain penal statutes for apostasy or blasphemy; some relocate the issue to administrative or
family law; some do not criminalize apostasy at all. Where criminal law is absent, social and
administrative mechanisms—employment loss, family pressures, platform exclusion—often
continue the boundary-work by other means.

Cross-tradition observations.

Four regularities emerge. (1) State entanglement shapes severity. When priestly or juristic
authority travels with magistracy, sanctions reach bodily and material domains and procedures
take on penal form; as that leverage recedes, discipline pivots toward the spiritual and social—
access to rites, roles, platforms, and recognition—often with restorative pathways. (2) Procedure
is the hinge between zeal and justice. Each tradition builds brakes at precisely the points where
passion can outrun proof: rabbinic evidentiary hurdles, canon-law tribunals, figh’s standards for
witnesses and the criminalization of gadhf. (3) Sanctions mirror conceptions of the person
and the common good. Covenantal treason in Judaism, communion in Christianity, and the
unity of din and dawla in Islam generate different default domains of discipline; where
personhood is imagined sacramentally, exclusion from sacrament expresses the breach; where
law 1s the idiom of divine command, public order becomes the register of response. (4)
Continuity and recalibration, not simple supersession. Even as penal force withdraws in
modern states, communities retain older languages (ban, anathema, apostasy) and redeploy them
through administrative and social means—suspension of rights, shunning, loss of credential or
office, curated publicity—often alongside restorative measures (confession, instruction,
reconciliation, staged reinstatement).

This descriptive arc is the comparative claim we need. Groups legislate for order as they
understand it, in the materials and institutions available to them. Their repertoires of punishment
and reward are not arbitrary; they are keyed to their own accounts of justice, truth, and
communal goods, and they change—in form, not only in purpose—as the bond between altar and
throne tightens or loosens.

4. Punishment, Apostasy, and Marginality in the Bah4’i Faith

The Baha’i system of discipline is best understood as a deliberately narrow repertoire
constructed to secure unity—the community’s religious telos—without recourse to coercion. Its
first principles are unmistakable: allegiance to the Covenant and its living center; consultation as
method; a moral law that binds conscience; and a standing ban on backbiting as both ethical
norm and guardrail against trial by rumor. From these premises follows a division of labor and of
sanctions. Elected bodies administer membership and apply administrative measures with due
process; the appointed arm protects and advises; the Universal House of Justice bears ultimate



responsibility for legislation and, as required, executive and judicial functions (lights of
guidance1072). Bodily and penal levers are excluded. The ordinary endpoint of elected authority
is deprivation of administrative rights; the extraordinary, spiritual register is excommunication in
the precise sense of Covenant-breaking, adjudicated through channels reserved for protection of
the Cause (, 601; 621-623; 1082—1083).

Two philosophical commitments shape the whole: that discipline is medicinal rather than
retributive, and that authority must be both effective and bounded. The medicinal aim appears in
the constant preference for education over punishment, warning over sanction, restoration over
exclusion. Assemblies are urged to act “like the good Shepherd”: advise, warn, assist; only when
persistent refusal endangers the community should rights be removed—and even then with
reluctance and an eye to reintegration (, 213-214). Boundedness appears in the insistence that
deprivation of rights is “the heaviest sanction we possess” short of excommunication, to be
reserved for matters “of the utmost gravity,” such as breaking marriage law or conduct that
conspicuously disgraces the Faith (, 200; 187; 471). This architecture is not incidental; it gives
institutional form to the principle that unity is preserved by persuasion and procedure, not by
force.

Within that architecture, standing in the community admits of real gradations. An enrolled
believer in good standing participates fully in worship and governance. A believer deprived of
administrative rights remains a Baha’i but is “administratively expelled,” barred from Feasts
restricted to Baha’is, elections, office, Fund contributions, pilgrimage, and institutional teaching
roles, while retaining access to Holy Day observances open to the public, to charity, to
employment with discretion, to burial, and to fellowship that is not administrative in character (,
198; 207; 216-217; 626). Those who withdraw from the Faith cease to be Bah4’is but are not
thereby enemies; they are to be treated as non-Baha’is (, 601). A Covenant-breaker is something
else: an active ally of known enemies engaged in organized opposition to the Cause and its
center. Here the rationale is protective; the community is instructed to avoid personal relations
while upholding civil obligations, to refrain from polemic, and to pray for healing (, 602—606;
611). Authority to designate or reinstate is not diffuse; it is vested in the protection institutions
and ultimately subject to the House of Justice (, 608; 621-623; 1082—1083). In this sense,
“marginality” has two species in Bah4’i usage: a temporary, administrative marginality keyed to
specific breaches and a rare, spiritual marginality defined by adversarial posture. Conflating
them obscures both the restraint of ordinary discipline and the gravity of organized schism.

The ladder of measures is calibrated across recurring domains of communal life. In matters of
participation and obligation, an Assembly member’s repeated, unjustified absence—after advice
and warning—can warrant suspension of rights because absenteeism erodes consultation and
trust (, 176). In political and ecclesiastical entanglements, the community’s non-partisanship is
safeguarded by prompt warning and, if needed, removal of rights for persistent refusal to
disengage, not as a theory of disengaged citizenship but as a wall against factional capture of a
spiritual body (, 183—184). In personal-status law, bright lines are drawn: marriage without



required parental consent or resort to a civil ceremony in lieu of the Baha’i rite where the latter is
possible entails loss of rights until the breach is cured; believers cannot evade the law of the
community by tactical resignation and re-entry or by dissimulation of faith to break the law (,
190-191; 203-204). In moral conduct, “flagrant” and public immorality after patient counseling
can warrant sanction; by contrast a single lapse rarely merits the “heavy penalty,” and pastoral
accompaniment is emphasized, including professional help where appropriate (, 186; 188—189;
181). In criminal matters, there is no automaticity: Assemblies consider whether a believer’s
actions have conspicuously disgraced the Faith; secular verdicts do not mechanically trigger
Baha’1 sanctions (, 187). Throughout, ignorance of law among newer believers may be accepted
as a valid excuse where convincingly shown, underscoring the educational—not punitive—
orientation of enforcement (, 205).

Because accusation itself can punish, the system embeds procedural brakes. Assemblies are told
not to pry into private lives, to resist acting on gossip, and to prioritize deepening the friends
over disciplinary theater (1279; 211). Appeals exist by right—from Local to National
Assembly—and with appeal comes a duty of obedience to the process while it runs, so that
authority is learned through “trial and test” rather than through fiat (218-220). Even the posture
of the rank and file toward those without rights is individualized—sometimes friendly
approaches help; sometimes leaving a person to reflect is better—because the point is
amendment, not humiliation (212). The same restraint governs information: believers are warned
against reading Covenant-breaker literature (though some must, to protect the community) and
encouraged to ignore hostile books rather than pursue suppression; avoidance is moral
quarantine, not censorship (611; 627-628; 610).

Seen as a whole, the chain of reasons is tight. Unity as religious good implies a standing
preference for non-coercive means; non-coercion implies that the strongest ordinary lever must
be administrative; administrative levers require fair process, narrow scope, and temporariness;
fair process and temporariness imply restoration where conditions are met; restoration implies
that sanctions must be paired with accompaniment; accompaniment implies that gossip and
prying are antithetical to justice; and all of the above implies a clear distinction between grave,
organized enmity to the Covenant—handled by designated protectors—and the array of ordinary
breaches handled locally. Even severe guidance retains its moral frame: dissimulation of faith to
evade law is incompatible with integrity and can itself trigger loss of rights, yet even here what is
at stake is truthfulness and the community’s self-respect, not state-backed penalty (204; 215).
Likewise, vigilance against organized disunity is urged—better too vigilant than too lax—but
coupled with strict channeling of action through institutions and with scrupulous respect for the
civil rights of those opposed (617; 619; 611).

Contemporary culture shifts make the same logic more—not less—relevant. The widening circle
of “core activities,” the “community of interest,” and decentralized initiative soften daily
boundaries, increasing the premium on soft power: teaching, accompaniment, consultation. In
this environment, formal sanctions are fewer but sharper: used rarely, explained clearly, scoped



narrowly, and lifted promptly when conditions are satisfied (214; 216-217). Where digital
forums amplify discontent, the texts counsel steadiness: ignore hostile books, refuse the economy
of outrage, protect the community by clear boundaries at Baha’i events, and conduct necessary
interactions with adversaries on a strictly civil, business-only footing (610-611; 605; 627). What
emerges is a disciplined minimalism: a community that guards its unity without criminalizing
dissent, that distinguishes between disagreement and organized enmity, that answers failure first
with education and only at the limit with temporary administrative exclusion, and that treats even
its most serious ruptures as spiritually curable. In short, “unity without uniformity” here means a
binding center, a thick ethic of speech, and a lean but real toolkit of sanctions whose point is not
to win against wrongdoers but to win them back—without losing the community along the way.

5. Replies and Reframing: Direct engagement with the articles and named critics

Moojan Momen, “Marginality and Apostasy in the Baha’i Community” (2007).

Momen'’s portrait turns on a Bromley-style operational definition (contested exit + affiliation
with an oppositional coalition) and a Schelerian psychology of ressentiment. He locates the
phenomenon in a roughly twenty-five-year Western arc (pre-2007), arguing that some educated,
once-committed Baha’is repurpose insider knowledge to recode the community from “allegiant
organization” to “subversive/cultic” object. Internet affordances—Ilists, forums, blogs—supply
the social infrastructure: a self-assembling counter public that curates grievance narratives,
repeats a stable issue-set (censorship, authority, gender, scholarship), and seeks legitimation in
academic venues; at the limit, he says, the coalition coheres around a mythic script of heroes and
villains, amounting to an “anti-religion” that mirrors, darkly, the disciplines that once sustained
belonging. Those descriptive strokes—especially the attention to online plausibility structures—
travel well. Where the construction overreaches is in converting such patterns into an omnibus
“apostate” type anchored to motive (ressentiment) and in reading venue-seeking as “infiltration.”
Section 4’s record shows that Bah4’i administration distinguishes finely among postures and
trajectories—admonition; staged counsel; only then deprivation of rights; and a narrow
protective regime for covenant-breaking—each keyed to conduct and communal harm, not to
mere disagreement (lights of guidancel76, 181, 188-190, 200, 211, 214, 216-217). Treating any
persistent digital critic as an “apostate” risks category inflation that erases these internal
gradations and replicates the over-moralization Momen attributes to his interlocutors. “Anti-
religion” language likewise misfires: a counterpublic that stabilizes narratives is not eo ipso a
religion, and, crucially, Bah4’i sanctioning is associational and administrative, not penal—
“the heaviest sanction we possess” is loss of administrative rights (200)—so importing quasi-
theological labels to cover sociological variance blurs both the normative standard
(proportionality, privacy, due process, appeal: 187-190, 211, 216-220) and the descriptive one. A
stronger reconstruction keeps the boundary-work insight but replaces the single negative type
with a graded map aligned to the community’s juridical repertoire: peripheral — marginal —
reformist — dissenter — whistleblower — apostate, with a non-pejorative lane for the
unenrolled believer. This conforms to the fact that resignation, removal from rolls, loss of



administrative rights, and covenant-breaking are distinct statuses with distinct consequences
(198,200, 207, 216-217, 607—613); it honors the ethical brakes emphasized in the sources—no
gossip (211), no hasty deprivation (189, 214), patient education especially with new or
indigenous believers (1279)—and it reserves “apostate” for those who both exit and sustain
coalitionary action aimed at delegitimating core authority, the narrow condition that triggers the
protective, not punitive, logic of covenant-breaking (602—611, 619, 621, 623, 1082—1083).

Denis MacEoin (reply).

MacEoin objects that Momen pathologizes critics by positing a coordinated “campaign” and
conjuring a non-existent “community,” collapsing scholarly dispute into heresiography; he also
raises process concerns in a small field—pre-publication filters, editorial tone, insider advocacy.
Those cautions matter. Yet his counter-frame often omits the internal reasons for boundary-
guarding. The administrative corpus treated in Section 4 makes protection a doctrinal obligation,
not a pretext: the friends are charged to avoid covenant-breakers because the posture is likened to
a “contagious spiritual disease,” while civil rights and necessary business contact are still upheld
(602—611); national bodies are urged to act as a “Committee of Vigilance” toward internal
enemies (619); and authority to expel or reinstate lies with the Hands of the Cause, subject to
approval of the Universal House of Justice, after investigation by the Counsellors (621, 623,
1082—1083). To treat avoidance as mere heresiography is to theorize away the community’s own
account of why sustained oppositional conduct is spiritually hazardous and organizationally
corrosive.

Two clarifications keep criticism proportionate. First, reciprocity: if critics resist motive-typing,
Baha’i scholars should avoid psychologizing dissent; conversely, critics should refrain from
totalizing labels (“cult,” “fundamentalist”) that pre-decide conclusions. Second, separate process
critique from essence claims. Disputes over review regimes and tone belong to normal academic
governance; claims about a religion’s nature require a higher evidentiary bar. In any case, the
procedural texture of the sources—individualized judgment, repeated warning, reluctance to
wield a “very weighty weapon,” and an appeals ladder from local to national to world center
(187, 200, 211, 214, 218-220)—complicates any simple picture of arbitrary control.

Sen McGlinn (reply).

McGlinn’s core move is to disaggregate religious identity from administrative standing. In his
account, removal from the rolls or loss of voting rights does not, by itself, extinguish belief;
some who are “outside” administratively still confess Bahd’u’lldh and orient their religious lives
to His teachings. For analysis, he urges that we treat such cases as membership governance
rather than as theological expulsion: a voluntary association determines who may vote, serve, or
represent, while belief remains a matter of conscience. Hence his preferred analogy to Catholic
Modernism: internal reform currents may be disciplined or excluded institutionally without
entailing hostile defection from faith. On this view, the term “apostate” is rarely apt; much of
what is labeled as such is, in fact, pastoral or administrative housekeeping—questions of what
a body can publicly recognize—rather than coalitionary opposition. McGlinn also presses for



hermeneutic latitude: because interpretation is the medium of understanding, a living
community must tolerate a range of construals so long as they are pursued in good faith and
within consultative norms.

Two consequences follow. First, a person may indeed be an unenrolled believer—for example,
temporarily without administrative rights or removed from the rolls—while still accepting the
Covenant and its institutions; pastoral engagement and restorative pathways make sense here.
Second, a person who claims Baha’i identity while rejecting the covenantal chain—
Baha’u’llah — “Abdu’l-Baha (Most Mighty Branch) — Guardianship — Universal House of
Justice and the Administrative Order as delineated—occupies an incoherent doctrinal position
from within the Faith’s own sources. That is not name-calling; it is a straightforward entailment
of the texts: acceptance of the Manifestation carries with it acceptance of the divinely designated
point of reference after His ascension, and acceptance of ‘Abdu’l-Bah4, in turn, carries
acceptance of the Guardianship and the House of Justice as integral institutions of guidance
and governance. In that light, an “outsider” identity that insists, “I am Baha’i,” while denying
those covenantal commitments, is not merely “outside” administratively; it is outside the
Baha’i definition of recognition.

This critique does not negate McGlinn’s pastoral insight. It sharpens it. His membership/identity
distinction is indispensable for avoiding moralized exile where what is at issue are procedural
non-compliances, life crises, or contested interpretations pursued in good faith. But it cannot be
stretched to license a free-standing self-definition that retains the name “Baha’i” while
discarding the Covenant’s constitutive links. Practically, the upshot matches the governance ethic
we defend elsewhere: keep the tent as large as conscience and law allow; protect interpretive
latitude and consultative reform; distinguish carefully between administrative non-recognition
and doctrinal rupture; and reserve the language of separation for the latter, where the Faith’s
own texts make the boundary non-negotiable.

Eric Stetson (reply).

Stetson’s own account presents three themes. First, he denies being an architect of a coordinated
oppositional “campaign.” He frames his post-Baha’i online activity—hosting sites, curating
essays, collecting testimonies—as resource provision and personal witness, not organized
agitation. Second, he emphasizes that his later Christian Universalism is not a personal sect
invented in reaction to the Bahd’i community but a doctrinal stream with an independent
pedigree; he situates himself within that lineage rather than as a founder of an anti-Baha’i
counter-movement. Third, where he has criticized Baha’i institutions, he presents it as policy
and culture critique (e.g., transparency, scholarly freedom, tone), not as an attempt to
delegitimize the faith’s truth-claims or to injure reputations.

A fair assessment should grant those self-descriptions as claims, but it must also apply an
externalist test—the same test we apply to defenders of the community. Section 4 establishes
that the Baha’i administrative order responds to patterns of effect, not declarations of intent:
repeated platforming of grievance narratives, stable use of cultic/repressive labels, and



networked amplification that teaches audiences to re-code the Baha’i community as
intrinsically harmful can, in aggregate, satisfy Bromley’s “oppositional coalition” criterion even
when a curator insists otherwise. That does not mean every criticism or testimony he hosts

crosses the line. It means three differentiations are essential:

1. Genre hygiene. Distinguish between (a) first-person testimony (which may be painful
but is not necessarily delegitimating), (b) policy critique framed with verifiable claims
and proportionate tone, and (c) reframing rhetoric that repeatedly recodes the entire
community in pejorative typologies (“cult,” “authoritarian sect,” etc.). Only the third
reliably produces coalitionary effects.

2. Standards of proof. When allegations touch on individuals’ conduct or institutional
process, apply ordinary evidentiary norms: sourcing, context, right of reply, and
correction. Hosting or endorsing claims that fail these tests, or that impute motive in lieu
of evidence, moves curation toward reputational harm.

3. Amplification patterns. One-off links differ from sustained aggregation that
systematically privileges negative framings and links them to identity labels. Over time
this creates a plausibility structure for opposition regardless of the curator’s stated
intent.

Read this way, the community’s potential response is not animus but protective governance:
counsel and warn first; weigh effects rather than motives; and, only where a curator’s overall
pattern “seriously injures [the Faith’s] reputation” in the sense described in Section 4, consider
proportionate administrative measures—always case-by-case, after repeated admonition, and
with the restraint the letters demand. Symmetrically, institutions must police their own rhetoric:
no ad hominem, no gossip or pile-ons, and no guilt-by-association spillover to family or ordinary
acquaintances. This reciprocal discipline preserves space for good-faith critique and
testimony—including Stetson’s theological self-repositioning—while reserving boundary
actions for the narrower zone where sustained coalitionary effects are demonstrable.

Frederick Glaysher (reply).

Glaysher presents the “Reform Bahai Faith™ as a bona fide denomination rather than a mere
protest movement. In his own telling, the project arises from convictions about scholarly
freedom, transparency, and doctrinal rectification: he portrays existing Baha’i institutions as
over-centralized and rhetorically frames refusals of platform as “censorship.” He also intimates
that his initiative preserves an authentic Baha’i essence—typically by retheorizing lines of
authority—while offering an institutional alternative. In short: the self-description combines (a)
an identity claim (continuity with the Baha’i message), (b) an institutional claim (a real,
organized communion), and (c) a polemic (incumbent bodies suppress dissent).

A clean way to assess those claims is organizational rather than rhetorical. A putative
denomination should be able to show: (1) demonstrable membership (numbers, geography,
continuity of participation); (2) transparent governance (leadership selection, financial
stewardship, decision procedures); (3) doctrinal continuity (what is preserved, what is revised,
and why); and (4) institutional scale and practice (regular worship, rites, communal life,
service). Where these are thin or opaque, denominational self-positioning looks less like
ecclesial formation and more like polemical posture. Applying the same matrix to all splinter



claims prevents error in both directions—no premature “parity” when there is little there, and no
dismissal by epithet when there is substance.

More decisive still is the covenantal predicate of Baha’i identity. The locus of rightful authority
is not an optional add-on; it is constitutive. By the community’s own sources, excommunication
Is a spiritual act (607); avoidance is mandated for those who ally themselves with active
enemies of the Cause or propagate oppositional campaigns (601-611); and the authority to
expel or reinstate rests with the Hands of the Cause, subject to approval of the Universal House
of Justice, after investigation by the Counsellors (621, 623, 1082—1083). On that architecture,
any project that repudiates the binding authority of the Will and Testament’s lineaments or of
the Universal House of Justice, while claiming to be the true bearer of the Baha’i dispensation, is
not merely “another interpretation.” It is a rival governance claim that the covenantal order is
obliged to decline—and, where necessary, to cordon under the same protective rationale that
governs covenant-breaking (601-611).

This protective stance is often caricatured as “censorship.” The texts present it, instead, as
associational hygiene with hard limits. The “heaviest sanction we possess” within
administration is loss of voting rights (not civil penalties) (200). Even in severe cases, the scope
of sanction is strictly associative: a believer without administrative rights retains access to open
meetings and publications for non-Baha’is, may receive charity, be employed by institutions with
discretion, and has access to Assemblies; civil rights are scrupulously upheld (216-217, 611,
626). The corpus also insists on individualized judgment, repeated warning, reluctance to
wield sanctions, and appeal—procedural texture incompatible with a blanket censorship
narrative (187, 211, 214, 218-220). And crucially, restorative return remains doctrinally
possible: forgiveness and reinstatement are live horizons (604, 615, 621, 623).

Two pointed critiques follow. First, category slippage: Glaysher tends to treat institutional
boundary-keeping—refusing platforms, declining joint sponsorship, or applying avoidance rules
in declared cases—as if it were suppression of inquiry. Within the covenantal frame, those acts
are obligations, not moods (601-611); they are centrally administered (621, 623, 1082-1083);
and they do not entail material or civil disabilities (216-217, 626). Collapsing protective
association rules into “censorship” misdescribes both scope and intent. Second, doctrinal
candor: to the extent his platform relabels the incumbent Baha’i order as inherently “cultic” or
“illegitimate,” and aggregates grievances into a stable oppositional narrative, it functions—
regardless of stated intent—as a delegitimating coalition of the sort analyzed in Section 5.
Under the community’s own standards, persistent publication patterns that “seriously injure [the
Faith’s] reputation” after counsel can warrant proportionate administrative response (187),
always with the restraint and procedural safeguards already noted (188-189, 211, 214, 216-220).

Nothing in this assessment forecloses good-faith critique or scholarly debate. It does insist on
two kinds of honesty. If the claim is denominational, then provide denominational evidence
(membership, governance, continuity). If the claim is internal reform, then accept the
covenantal limits of membership and pursue change through consultative means rather than
through delegitimating recodings of the entire community. On those terms, “refusal to grant
platform” ceases to be a moral scandal and reads as what it is in the sources: a bounded exercise



of associational autonomy aimed at safeguarding unity, paired with mercy, due process, and
the possibility of return (200, 211, 214, 216-217, 604, 615).

297 9

Buddy Villar Cardenas, “Apostasia en el Marco Juridico Baha’i.

Villar Céardenas argues that “apostasy” is neither a Baha’i scriptural term nor a penal category;
internally the relevant framework is administrative and associative, anchored in independent
investigation of truth. He distinguishes four phenomena—voluntary resignation;
concealment/dissimulation of Baha’i identity (prohibited; can entail loss of administrative
rights); removal from the rolls where words and conduct render Bah4’i identification incoherent;
and the exceptional case of covenant-breaking as willful, organized opposition to unity.
Sanctions track this spectrum and remain non-corporal and non-penal: admonition; temporary
deprivation of administrative rights (voting, office-holding, certain rites); and, in rare, defined
conditions, protective expulsion for covenant-breaking. Placed alongside the forum debate, this
juridical reading cleanly interfaces with civil law and human rights: Baha’i sanctions regulate
access to communal offices, processes, and rites; they neither enlist the state nor mimic criminal
law. Two refinements from the primary guidance matter for completeness. First, the strength of
the avoidance norm and the gravity of covenant-breaking need full weight: the posture is cast as
a contagious spiritual condition requiring isolation (, 602—611), paired with prayer and the ever-
present possibility of forgiveness and return (, 604, 615). Second, the jurisprudence of
dissimulation is tighter than a purely administrative sketch suggests: concealing Bah4’i identity
to evade law is explicitly proscribed and can itself warrant removal of rights (, 204, 215). Setting
these alongside the non-penal frame preserves the human-rights boundary while doing justice to
the internal protective logic that structures the heaviest measures—again, “the heaviest sanction
we possess” short of spiritual expulsion is deprivation of voting rights (, 200), applied cautiously,
with education prioritized (, 1279), and embedded in counsel, warning, and appeal (, 176, 188—
190, 214, 216-220).

Across these engagements, four disciplines emerge. Keep membership and belief distinct and
analytically visible. Police rhetoric on all sides—no motive-typing, no gossip. Reserve
“apostate” for coalitionary opposition that aims to re-label and erode unity; analyze reform,
dissent, whistleblowing, and unenrolled identities on their own terms. And whenever sanction is
considered, submit it to the internal rule of proportionality, privacy, due process, and
restorative possibility repeatedly set out by the Guardian, ‘Abdu’l-Bah4, and the House.

6. One Person, Many Roles: Integrity without Masks

The The question “can one person be multiple people?” sounds paradoxical only if we equate
plurality of roles with plurality of selves. Ordinary life already proves otherwise: a man is at once
a son, a father, a spouse, a colleague, and a friend without incurring a “union of opposites.”
What changes across contexts are scripts and saliences, not the ontological core. The strain
comes when roles appear to demand incompatible postures—most saliently in our domain
when one is both a religious believer and a rigorous scholar. Here the worry arises that identity



becomes a set of detachable “masks,” each donned for an audience, rather than facets of one
character. This section argues that role plurality is not the problem; dis-integration is. Put
differently: it is not multiplicity but masking that corrupts integrity. That distinction matters for
Section 5’s concerns about marginality, bias, and hostility, because misreading plurality as
duplicity (or vice versa) is one way boundary conflicts escalate.

Psychology and philosophy alike support a non-fragile pluralism of self. Identity development
(Erikson) and exploration/commitment dynamics (Marcia) suggest that people legitimately try on
roles before settling into more integrated stances. Self-concept research shows the self is
multidimensional and context-sensitive; what varies is the structure of that plurality. An
integrated self blends self-aspects; a compartmentalized self walls them off.
Compartmentalization can be a useful temporary defense—say, bracketing personal convictions
to apply a disciplinary method fairly—but rigid separation leaves people reactive and brittle,
with sharp swings in self-evaluation when one “box” is threatened. Philosophically, narrative
accounts of the self capture what is at stake: we are the stories we author about our lives. If the
believer and the scholar are written as unrelated characters, the plot frays; if they are written as
the same protagonist navigating different scenes under a coherent arc of reasons, plurality
becomes intelligible rather than duplicitous. Existentialists sharpen the edge: when a role is
performed against one’s settled values merely to placate an audience, that is “bad faith.” By
contrast, principled coherence (a Kantian way to speak about integrity) allows differentiated
conduct across settings while maintaining stable higher-order commitments—truthfulness,
fairness, non-malice, willingness to revise error.

Two classical exemplars display how believer and scholar can inhabit one integrated life without
masks. Thomas Aquinas denies any “double truth”: veritas est una. Natural reason has its
proper autonomy (physics, metaphysics, ethics), while sacra doctrina proceeds from revelation;
the same person can practice both because truth cannot contradict truth. Apparent clashes are
handled by clarifying method (what reason can demonstrate) and by interpretive discipline—
analogy, careful exegesis, and the distinction between the “preambles of faith” (knowable by
reason) and mysteries (received by revelation). Aquinas’s own life thus reads as one narrative
arc: the Dominican theologian who uses Aristotelian tools to serve a theological telos, not a
scholar who puts on—and then removes—a pious mask.

Likewise, Ibn Sina (Avicenna) integrates a demonstrative philosophical project with devotion.
His metaphysics—wadajib al-wujiid (the Necessary Existent), the essence/existence distinction, the
burhan ideal of proof—aims at truth claims he regards as compatible with, and illuminative of,
revealed religion. Where scriptural language is figurative or aimed at a non-technical audience,
he uses ta’wil (authoritative interpretation) to reconcile apparent tension, not to install a second,
hidden self. His famous “floating man” experiment explores the soul’s self-awareness without
denying religious commitments; the same thinker writes medicine, logic, and devotional prose.



In both cases, the believer—scholar is one protagonist with differentiated methods and a common
standard of honesty, not two personas trading masks.

Role theory then does important housekeeping. Society runs on roles; we should speak
differently to a toddler than in peer review. Differentiation is not hypocrisy; it is competence. But
when differentiation slides into deception— “feigning to be what one is not”—we have crossed
from adaptive performance to moral failure. The diagnostic hinge, therefore, is not whether the
person looks different across contexts; it is whether there is a unifying set of norms the person
refuses to betray even when scripts change. That hinge lets us separate four often-confused
states: (1) adaptive role-playing (contextual fluency; no deep conflict); (2) temporary
compartmentalization (conscious bracketing for task-purity); (3) rigid compartmentalization
(standing walls that block integration and heighten reactivity); and (4) masking in the pejorative
sense (deception, bad faith, or hypocrisy). Only (3) and (4) are flaws; (1) and, judiciously, (2) are
marks of maturity.

Bringing this back to Section 5, misclassifying (1) or (2) as (4) is a powerful accelerant of
hostility. In controversies over religion and scholarship, defenders may be tempted to call
academic reserve a “mask,” while critics may recast devotional speech as proof of scholarly bad
faith. Both shortcuts erase the possibility of an integrated believer-scholar—the very possibility
Aquinas and Ibn Sina exemplify. Conversely, treating (4) as (1)—calling duplicity
“contextualization”—licenses real harms: covert advocacy dressed as research; polemics dressed
as pastoral care. Our earlier insistence on “effects over motives” helps here: whatever a person
intends, what matters diagnostically is whether their cross-role conduct exhibits the same higher-
order norms and whether their practices endure scrutiny and correction.

Within the Bah4d’i administrative frame summarized previously, the same distinction is encoded
normatively. The corpus urges proportionality, privacy, due process, and restoration before any
sanction (admonition, repeated warning, education, and only then possible deprivation of
administrative rights). It forbids gossip and backbiting and asks institutions to prefer deepening
to “rash action.” That is a blueprint for integrating communal roles (pastoral, protective,
administrative) rather than masking them. At the same time, the texts draw a bright line against
dissimulation—concealing one’s Bah4’i identity for advantage—and treat sustained, organized
opposition to the unity of the community as spiritually hazardous. In our terms: contextual role
differentiation is welcome; principled transparency is demanded; masking that corrodes
trust triggers protective measures. Read this way, the believer—scholar problem is not resolved
by insisting the roles are “wholly separate” (pure masks) or “wholly identical” (no
differentiation). It is resolved by specifying method and morals: the scholar’s method does not
bend to advocacy; the believer’s morals do not bend to expedience. The same person can honor
both, without split.

This perspective reframes several tensions in Section 5. Calls to treat all critics as “apostates”
risk confusing (1) or (2) with (4)—category inflation that pathologizes ordinary role plurality.



Conversely, claims that any boundary maintenance is “censorship” often ignore the covenantal
demand for non-masking transparency about identity and loyalties. The practical remedy is less
grand than the polemics: ask for methodological clarity, value disclosure, and cross-role
constancy of a few non-negotiable norms (truthfulness, non-malice, readiness to correct). If these
are present, plurality looks like integrity. If they are absent, we are not witnessing “many roles”;
we are witnessing masks.

Finally, the marginality question itself—how people move from periphery to opposition—often
pivots on integration failure. Individuals with highly important identities in harmony (e.g., a
theology that dignifies disciplined inquiry; a research ethos that respects conscientious belief)
tend to flourish as their role-set grows. Individuals whose highly important identities are in
conflict and remain rigidly compartmentalized tend to escalate: cognitive dissonance breeds
ressentiment; ressentiment seeks coalition; coalition seeks re-labelling. The gradient we proposed
in Section 5—peripheral — marginal — reformist — dissenter — whistleblower — apostate,
with unenrolled believer as a non-pejorative lane—maps the outcomes of this integration game.
Reformists and whistleblowers can be integrated protagonists pressing institutional improvement
without masks; apostasy, in the narrow sociological sense we retained, names a persistent
coalitionary project to re-code the community—often accompanied by moralized narratives that
reward masking on both sides.

In sum: one person can indeed be “many” in the everyday sense—roles, registers,
responsibilities—without fracture. The test is not sameness of speech but sameness of standards
across roles; not avoiding conflict but integrating it into a coherent life-story. The lives of
Aquinas and Ibn Stna show that disciplined method and faithful devotion can inhabit a single
mind without disguise. Where that coherence is cultivated, plurality serves truth and unity; where
it is refused, masks appear, and with them the predictable spiral of bias and hostility that Section
5 anatomizes.

7. Interpretive Pluralism, Toleration, and Surgical Limits

Any community serious about truth-seeking must begin with a simple premise: interpretation is
not a flaw in reading but the very medium of understanding. Differences of construal are the
normal condition of learning across time, language, culture, and temperament. In Baha’i terms,
the principle of independent investigation of truth, the prohibitions on backbiting, and the norm
of consultation together create a presumption of interpretive latitude. Baha’u’llah’s guidance
in the Kitdb-i-Iqdn sharpens the discipline: the seeker “must... cleanse and purify his heart. ..
that no remnant of either love or hate may linger therein”—an injunction to inquire free from
affection or aversion, so that devotion does not warp evidence and critique does not curdle into
animus. Read against that baseline, sanction is an exception tool, invoked only when defined
thresholds of communal harm are met, and never a proxy for uniformity of thought. The
administrative corpus encodes this stance: emphasize education and gradualism; forbid gossip
and reputational pile-ons; proceed case-by-case with counsel, warning, and restraint; reserve the



“heaviest sanction we possess” (loss of administrative rights) for grave, public breaches after due
process; and even then regard the individual as a believer without administrative standing, not
an enemy, with continued access to gatherings open to the wider public and to pastoral care (e.g.,
Lights of Guidance nos. 176, 187-190, 200, 211-217).

Two clarifications keep this presumption workable. First, interpretation is a person’s access path
to meaning; policing benign variance disables that path and starves consultation of oxygen. The
gradient developed earlier—peripheral — marginal — reformist — dissenter — whistleblower
— apostate, with a non-pejorative unenrolled believer lane—operationalizes this: it preserves
space for heterodox but loyal readings, channels critique into consultative venues, and narrows
“apostate” to the rare case of sustained, coalitionary opposition aimed at delegitimizing core
authority. Second, restraint ends at principled boundaries—when conduct (a) conspicuously
disgraces the Faith or seriously injures its reputation after repeated counsel; (b) flouts bright-line
obligations (e.g., persistent political or ecclesiastical entanglements; deliberate dissimulation of
identity to evade law); or (c) aligns with active enemies in ways the texts mark as spiritually
hazardous and organizationally corrosive (see Lights of Guidance nos. 183—184, 204, 211, 215).
Even there, the frame remains protective, not penal: civil rights are upheld; limited business
contact is permitted where unavoidable; and forgiveness and return are doctrinal possibilities
(nos. 610-611, 604, 615).

Placed in the middle of this spectrum are two oft-cited directives that can sound, at first, like a
general license to shun. One praises being “the enemy of the enemies of God,” casting
covenant-breaking as a contagious spiritual disease that warrants isolation (Lights of Guidance
no. 616). Another instructs believers not to associate with those who, fully informed, have left
the Cause and deliberately associate with covenant-breakers, while drawing a bright line
that ordinary contact with non-Baha’is acquainted with such persons is harmless—and that any
required avoidance is to be enforced by Local/National Assemblies, not by informal cliques
(Lights of Guidance no. 609). Read together, these texts do not authorize a culture of
generalized shunning; they delimit a narrow, centralized, protective protocol for a specific
posture: organized, oppositional activity designed to injure the community’s unity. Everywhere
else, the corpus keeps the circle wide—education before sanction; individualized judgment;
privacy; case-by-case pastoral care; and, even when rights are removed, continued recognition of
the person as a believer without administrative standing, with access to open worship and
ordinary social relations. The “contagion” trope mandates hygiene around a discrete hazard,
not social cruelty; it explicitly upholds civil rights, business obligations, and the possibility of
return.

The surgery metaphor clarifies both scope and method. If unity is the organism’s life, covenant-
breaking is an invasive malignancy; the indicated therapy must be precise, sparing, and
restorative where possible. Precision means diagnosis, not rumor (competent organs
investigate and decide: Boards of Counsellors, Hands of the Cause with approval of the
Universal House of Justice, Assemblies acting within remit). Sparing means indication and



scope are tight (avoidance attaches only to the declared case and those who, knowing everything,
deliberately align with it; ordinary acquaintances are not swept in—Lights of Guidance no.
609). Restorative means the entire protocol is conducted with asepsis (privacy and restrained
rhetoric), mercy (counsel, warning, time-bounded opportunities to amend), containment
(narrowly tailored contact rules that respect civil obligations and neutral spaces), and
sutures (explicit pathways to reinstatement; periodic review; pastoral care for households).
Two additional safeguards prevent overreach: do not confuse “marginal” with “malignant”
(the gradient exists to avoid pathologizing ordinary variance), and where archival phrasing
reflects antiquated idioms, contemporary practice is governed by the principles of the oneness
of humanity and elimination of prejudice. Nothing in this protocol licenses ethnic or national
profiling; its object is a posture of organized spiritual opposition, not a people.

A second boundary question concerns ijtihad and “innovation.” Interpretive pluralism is not a
blank check to advance personal conclusions contrary to explicit texts of Baha’u’llah, ‘Abdu’l-
Baha, and the Guardian and then demand communal adherence. The Faith’s hermeneutic
architecture is clear: individual believers investigate truth and offer readings; authoritative
interpretation ended with Guardian; binding legislation belongs to the Universal House of
Justice; and ijtihad in the sense of superseding clear texts by private reasoning is excluded.
The virtue demanded by the [gdn—inquiry without love or hate—means scholarship proceeds
without zealotry; the virtue demanded by the Covenant—loyalty to explicit guidance—means
scholarship does not attempt to replace the community’s constitutional organs. Critique and
reformist proposals belong in consultative channels; attempts to impose personal constructions
against clear texts (or to mobilize coalitions to achieve the same) cross from interpretation into
innovation and, if persistent, toward the hazard pattern previously identified.

The dangers of over-marginalization are concrete, not theoretical. Poorly handled exclusion
radiates. A believer who loses administrative rights is avoided beyond what the texts prescribe;
the spouse stops receiving invitations; children find playdates withdrawn; relatives feel they must
“pick sides” to preserve their social standing. Employers in Bah4’1 institutions—despite guidance
that employment may continue with discretion—quietly end contracts. In local communities,
rumor substitutes for process; a prayer gathering turns frosty; a study circle stops at the doorstep.
Online, a handful of posts trigger pile-ons, and a reputation becomes a byword; well-meaning
friends warn others to “be careful” without facts. These patterns chill good-faith inquiry, deter
conscientious whistleblowing, and manufacture oppositional identities by conferring the social
capital of persecution. The texts anticipate these externalities and supply countermeasures:
association with believers deprived of rights is not forbidden; they may attend Holy Day
observances and open events, receive publications for non-Baha’is, be employed by institutions
with discretion, and access Assemblies; communities are counselled to calibrate their stance
pastorally and aveid gossip; and restoration should be accelerated when repentance and repair
appear (see Lights of Guidance nos. 212, 216-217, 214). On the household side, institutions can
issue explicit guidance against “secondary shunning”, provide pastoral accompaniment for



families, and keep consultation channels open for concerns and proposals—oftline and online,
with moderator training that prevents outrage economies from magnifying marginal disputes into
identity conflicts.

Finally, a word on conscience, law, and motivation. The Faith does not envision life by “rigid
regulations” alone; the Universal House of Justice stresses that “the individual believer,
according to his own prayerful understanding of the Writings, [must] determine... his course of
conduct,” orienting life toward service and continually studying the texts to deepen
understanding (no. 1207). Some laws are fundamental and must be upheld even against social
headwinds; other applications are gradual, but once applied must be observed if society is to be
reformed (no. 1147). Institutions must administer law with justice, even while individuals are
enjoined to show loving forbearance (no. 1148). And the goal is obedience from love, not fear:
Assemblies should increase “understanding of and devotion to these Laws,” so that compliance
flows from a heart re-oriented to God (no. 1149). Even where the protective protocol is activated,
the axis remains mercy: “God’s Mercy exceeds His Justice... forgiveness and return are
possible” (no. 615).

Taken together, this is not a charter for interpretive anarchy; it is a charter for thick tolerance
under law: a high bar for sanction; a presumption in favor of charitable reading and inquiry
“without love or hate”; careful policing of rhetoric (no motive-typing, no casual “cult” frames,
no demonology); and a refusal to let protective measures metastasize into social cruelty. Such
discipline safeguards unity without uniformity, encourages fearless inquiry within the bonds of
consultation, honours the limits set by the Covenant (against dissimulation and innovation), and
averts the predictable harms of overreach—misguidance through reaction, unnecessary insult to
the Cause of God, and collateral damage to families and friendships. Keep the tent as large as
conscience and law allow; when a precise hazard appears, operate—professionally, sparingly,
and with hope of recovery.

Conclusion

This This study set out from a simple premise with wide consequences: boundary-drawing is
unavoidable in any durable association, but not all boundaries are the same. If we want analysis
that illuminates rather than inflames, and governance that protects rather than punishes, we must
name what we are seeing. The comparative typology developed here—actor, domain, severity,
procedure, publicity, duration—separates spiritual from social, material from bodily, and
administrative from penal. Read across Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, two regularities recur.
First, severity shadows sovereignty: when altar and throne are entwined, sanctions reach bodies
and property; as they decouple, measures migrate toward spiritual and social registers. Second,
justice lives in procedure: high evidentiary thresholds, due warning, impartial fora, and real
appeals are the perennial brakes on zeal.

With that scaffolding in place, the Baha’i case becomes legible on its own terms. Its telos is unity
secured by persuasion and process, not coercion. Hence a deliberately narrow repertoire: educate



before you sanction; warn before you deprive; and treat deprivation of administrative rights as
“the heaviest sanction we possess,” applied rarely, proportionately, and with an explicit path to
restoration. Only at a still rarer limit does the protection system name covenant-breaking and
require communal avoidance—a spiritual quarantine keyed to organized, oppositional campaigns
against the Faith’s unity and tightly centralized to prevent rumor-driven social cruelty. Civil
rights are upheld; necessary business contact is permitted; forgiveness and return are doctrinally
possible. This is disciplined minimalism, not laxity.

Vocabulary matters because it steers practice. “Marginality” properly names locations along a
gradient of belonging, not a moral diagnosis. “Apostasy,” in the sociological sense worth
keeping, denotes contested exit embedded in oppositional coalitions; it is not a catch-all for
reform, dissent, or whistleblowing. The graded map we proposed—peripheral — marginal —
reformist — dissenter — whistleblower — apostate, with an “unenrolled believer” lane—
preserves descriptive power while lowering ethical temperature. It is also truer to Baha’i
administration, which already differentiates resignation, removal from rolls, temporary loss of
rights, and the exceptional covenant-breaking register and pairs them with non-negotiable
brakes: privacy, no gossip, due warning, individualized judgment, appeals, and restoration.

The engagements in Section 5 confirm the utility of this framework. Momen is right to notice
how the internet scaffolds counterpublics and routinizes grievance frames; he overreaches when
a single negative type swallows reform, scholarship, and loyal critique, or when academic venue-
seeking is cast as “infiltration.” MacEoin’s process cautions are salutary; they falter when they
erase the community’s protective duties as heresiography. McGlinn’s separation of membership
and identity is analytically indispensable; it must be paired with covenantal predicates for public
recognition. Cases like Stetson’s and Glaysher’s explain why we should privilege effects over
motives and test denominational or oppositional claims by organizational substance, not rhetoric.
Villar Cardenas’ juridical reading rightly underscores that Bah4’i “apostasy” is an administrative
status within a voluntary association; completeness requires adding the strength and narrow

scope of the avoidance norm and the explicit proscription of dissimulation.

The “one person, many roles” problem—so often a spark in these disputes—also admits a
cleaner diagnosis. Plural roles are not plural selves. Differentiation is competence; deception is
the mask. The hinge is integration: does a person carry stable higher-order norms across contexts
(truthfulness, fairness, non-malice, readiness to correct), or do role changes conceal value
changes? On that test, a believer-scholar can keep both method and piety without fracture; the
community can keep both pastoral care and protection without cruelty. Misclassifying adaptive
role-play as hypocrisy—or blessing bad faith as “contextualization”—is a reliable accelerant of
hostility.

Section 7 made explicit the tolerance ethic already implicit in Baha’i sources. Interpretation is
the very medium of understanding; communities should presume latitude in construals and
reserve sanction for evidenced harms. Read carefully, even the hardest lines—avoidance of



declared covenant-breakers; the metaphor of “contagion”—describe a narrow, centralized,
protective protocol, not a generalized culture of shunning. Your “surgery” metaphor is apt:
diagnosis belongs to competent organs; the incision (avoidance) is precise and sparing; asepsis
means privacy and non-pejorative language; anesthesia means mercy (counsel, time to amend);
hemostasis means narrow scope (no “secondary shunning” of families and friends); and sutures
mean explicit pathways to reintegration. Over-marginalization is not a trivial risk: it radiates to
households, chills inquiry, and can manufacture the very oppositional identities it fears. The
corpus anticipates these spillovers and supplies countermeasures.

The constructive program follows directly. For governors: practice category hygiene; publish
ladders of response; scale sanctions to proven effects; protect privacy; guarantee appeals; make
restoration ordinary; report anonymized aggregates so patterns, not anecdotes, guide judgment;
and train for digital hygiene. For scholars and journalists: disaggregate belief, membership, and
administration; give denominators and restoration rates alongside controversies; retire “cult”
frames unless coercive instruments are shown; and distinguish process critique from essence
claims. For critics and reformers: meet claims with evidence and concrete proposals; disclose
moderation standards if you curate platforms; acknowledge change; and route reform through
consultative channels before escalation where possible. These aren’t cosmetic tweaks; they are
the grammar of fair conflict in plural, digital publics where accusation itself can punish.

Finally, three research tracks would turn principle into evidence. First, longitudinal, anonymized
administrative data (counts by category, median duration, reversals, restorations) would allow
serious evaluation of consistency and proportionality. Second, ethnographies of digital
counterpublics could map how plausibility structures form, mutate, and sometimes harden into
oppositional coalitions without caricature. Third, comparative legal work could clarify how
voluntary associations navigate the boundary between associative autonomy and public-law
norms, especially where platform governance blurs social and material domains.

What the Baha’i case ultimately contributes is a worked example of non-penal, process-bound
boundary maintenance that is normatively attractive in liberal, digital societies: unity without
uniformity; discipline without domination; protection without cruelty; and restoration without
naiveté. The test for all of us—governors, critics, and observers—is whether our categories,
procedures, and rhetoric help people return without masks and help communities endure without
malice. If they do, “punishment” becomes calibrated care for a common life, “marginality”
becomes a map rather than a stigma, and “apostasy,” used sparingly, marks a specific
sociological posture instead of a floating epithet.
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