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ABSTRACT

The subject of this thesis is an investigation of the Baha’i Movement in the
British Isles during the first three decades of the last century, which is an hitherto un-
researched subject. The first discovery is that the Baha’i movement was an inclusive
supplementary religious movement, not requiring the renunciation of existing beliefs
and connections, and in this it is to be sharply distinguished from the exclusive Baha’i
Faith which was to follow. Through the use of archival material, journals, newspapers,
books and pamphlets it has been possible to identify practically all of the eighty or so
people who identified as Baha’is during the period. They were found to be, in most
cases, many-sided colourful characters, who were linked by networks, which are
identified and the particular nature of each discussed. The visits to Britain of the
charismatic leader ‘Abdu’l Baha to Britain are analysed, in particular for what he said
and did, but also to establish the interplay of the networks during the visits. The First
World War brought the break up of several networks and the death of ‘Abdu’l Baha in
1921 brought the end of charismatic leadership. This marked the beginning of an
admini-srﬁl'afi—cﬁi" which alienated those whom old age and infirmity had not already
removed from the Movement. The demise of the Baha’i Movement meant there was
almost no continuity between the Movement and the establishment of the Baha’i Faith
in Britain around 1936. Theoretically, the exposition is made within a modified form of
Sperber and Wilson’s Theory of Relevance. Although networks are now a
commonplace in sociological theory concerning religion, and the establishment of the
administration a fine example of the routinisation of charisma, a supplementary
religious movement of this kind which required no ‘conversion’ needed a new
approach. The notion of degrees of relevance supplied this need. Accordingly a
modified theory of relevance is developed in the Introduction and serves well to
account for how the inchoate Baha’i message was disambiguated and enriched
variously by the different networks. As the ‘message’ became clarified, for some
relevance diminished. Not all religious relevance is cognitive and epistemological so
the concept of ontological relevance is developed to account for the effect of the
presence of a highly spiritual person. Finally ‘Abdu’l Baha is found to be a master of
relevance and his explanation of relevance is examined together with criticism of

Baha’i missionary techniques on the grounds of excessive relevance.
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RELIGION & RELEVANCE
The Baha’is in Britain 1899 - 1930

INTRODUCTION

0.1 The scope of the thesis

The subject of this thesis is an investigation of the Baha’i movement in Britain

between the years 1899 - 1930. Hitherto, there has been little scholarly examination of

1

the Baha’is in Britain', although there have been a number of studies on Baha’i

communities elsewhere in the world.> The paucity of research, therefore, and the

! Academic interest in the British community is limited to two short articles, both by Philip Smith and
published in Studies in the Babi and Baha’i Religions series. In volume five, Studies in Honowr of the Late
Hasan M Balyuzi, Smith’s “What was a Baha’i? Concerns of the British 1900 — 1920” appeared and in
volume six, Community Histories, his “The Development and Influence of the Baha’i Administrative Order
1914 — 1950, A few popular histories mainly in the form of biography have been published, notably
Weinberg’s Ethel Rosenberg, (Oxford, George Ronald, 1995) and Shoghi Effendi in Oxford by Riaz
Khadem (Oxford, George Ronald, 1999). The quirky The Servant, the General and Armageddon by Roderic
and Derwent Maude (Oxford, George Ronald, 1998) deals with ‘Abdw’l Baha during the First World War
and the role of British Baha’is. The major sources concerning ‘Abdu’l Baha’s visits to the British Isles are
Blomfield’s The Chosen Highway, (Wilmette, Ill. Baha’i Publishing Trust, 1967) a rather confused narrative
which dees not always clarify the dates and circumstances of events; ‘Abdu’'l Baha in London, a collection
of addresses and notes of conversations, (East Sheen, Surrey, Unity Press, 1912) Seven Candles of Unity, a
detailed account by A. Khusheed of ‘Abdu’l Baha’s stay in Scotland and munerous articles in The Christian
Commonwealth, Star of the West and International Psychic Gazette as well as other local and national
newspapers. Some of the essays in Whitehead’s Some Early Baha'is of the West, (Oxford, George Ronald,
1976) Portraits of Some Baha’i Women (Oxford, George Ronald, 1996) and Some Baha'is to Remember
(Oxford, George Ronald, 1983) deal with individuals within the British Baha’i group. A brief history of the
British Baha’is by Moojan Momen, originally prepared for the Baha'i Encyclopaedia was published in the
July/Angust and September 1998 issues of the Baha’i Journal.

2 The development of the Baha’i Faith in the West has not been subject to full scholastic scrutiny. The
North American community was examined by Peter Berger in “From Sect to Church: A Sociological
Interpretation of the Baha’i Movement”, PhD dissertation (New School for Social Research, New York,
1954) and Loni J. Bramson, “The Baha’i Faith and its evolution in the United States and Canada from
1922 — 1936” PhD dissertation (Universite Catholique de Louvain, 1981); Arthur Hampson, “The
Growth and Spread of the Baha’i Faith”, PhD dissertation (University of Hawaii, 1980); Sandra S. Kahn,
“Bncounter of Two Myths, Baha’i and Christian, in the Rural American South: A Study in
Transmythicization”, PhD dissertation (University of California at Santa Barbara, 1977). Robert
Stockman’s The Baha'i Faith in America Vol. 1 (Illinois, BPT, 1985) and Vol. 11 (Oxford, George
Ronald, 1995) is probably the definitive study of the Baha’i experience in the United States. The
Canadian Baha’is have been examined by Will C. van den Hoonaard in Origins of the Baha'i
Community of Canada, 1898 - 1948 (Ontario, Wilfrid Laurier Press, 1996). The story of Baha’ism in the
Pacific is told in Forty Years of the Baha'’i Cause in Hawaii, 1902 - 1942, Agnes B Alexander
(Honolulu, NSA of the Baha’is of the Hawaiian Islands, 1974; “Some Aspects of the Baha’i Faith in New
Zealand”, MA thesis by Margaret J Ross (University of Auckland, 1979); “The Baha’i Faith in the Asia
Pacific” Graham Hassall, (Baha'i Studies Review, Vol. 6, 1996). Some recent works, such as David Piff’s
Baha'i Lore, (Oxford, George Ronald, 2000), which examines the content and function of unofficial lore
in the Baha’i tradition, and Bahiyyih Nakhjavani’s article “Fact and Fiction: Interrelationships between




intrinsic interest to a Baha’i of the subject itself, have provided both the motivation and
the justification for this study. It might have been thought that this relatively minor
episode in British social history, while of some academic and antiquarian interest,
would have been innocent of controversial issues and undemanding in terms of theory.
This has proved not to be the case. In researching this period, and in searching for
conceptual frameworks in which best to articulate the findings, it has been found
necessary to be, to a certain extent, theoretically innovative, specifically with regard to
the question of ‘relevance’. A theoretical thesis would advance a theory and then test it
against one or more case studies: it would make explanatory claims, seeking to explain
why things are as they are. Here, ‘why’ is considered too ultimate a question, too
demanding of psychological, biographical and even providential explanation, so the
emphasis is on the more proximate question of ‘how’. The futility of asking the
question of why people join new religious movements is evidenced by the un-
helpfulness of the answer that has been too often given, deprivation. How people are
attracted to such movements is not only more proximate, it is also more fruitful, more
accessible and less condemnatory. The application in this thesis of a modified theory of
relevance to account for how people became Baha’is, and how, in some cases, they
ceased to be Baha’is, is, admittedly, a theoretical innovation, but, as has been stressed
above, it is a theory utilised for exposition not for explanation; it is used as the most
effective way found to give an account of what happened during the period, not to
explain why it happened; it is used for its sheer elegance. The originality of this thesis,
therefore, lies in that it studies the hitherto unstudied; it does not stand or fall by the
appropriateness or not of the theory of relevance. It is, however, natural to hope that the
elegance and the heuristic power of the theory of relevance will be sufficiently
demonstrated by the end of this study for others, probably more concerned with socio-
religious theory than with Baha’is, to take its application further. The need for greater
understanding of relevance in religious matters is no more clearly illustrated than in the

frequency with which the word is used from the pulpit to increasingly empty pews.

0.2 Baha'’is and Scholarship

history and imagination” (Jowrnal of Baha'’i Studies Vol. 10, No. 3 ABS Canada 2000) have begun to
examine the gap between perceptions of belief, popular religion and orthodoxy.




Before theory, however, first a major controversial issue must be addressed. The
field of Baha’i studies remains small and dominated by Baha’is. There are tensions
between scholarship and belief within the Baha’i community. A recent edition of The
Baha’i Studies Review(vol. iii no.2, 1994) was dedicated to the “Challenges and
prospects of Baha’i Scholarship”. It contained articles encouraging scholarship and a
letter from the Universal House of Justice to an individual believer, dated 5™ October
1993, on the subject of pre- publication review. This is the process of submitting work
for censorship prior to publication; a Baha’i who fails to do this can risk loss of voting
rights and ultimately expulsion from the community. This letter makes clear that
“These requirements are of course not reflected in the standards currently prevailing in
Western academic institutions”. Baha’is are called upon to create ‘“new models of
scholarly activity” and not to “merely reiterate the conventions” of inadequate systems.

It goes on to say:

“We do a grave disservice to both ourselves and the faith when we simply
submit to the authority of academic practices that appeal for their claim to
objectivity to theories which themselves are being increasingly called into
question by major thinkers. While non-Baha’i academics may slip carelessly
into regarding the institutions founded by Baha’u’llah as simply another form of
“religious establishment” and avoid serious examination of the truths of His
Revelation in this fashion, it is clearly impossible for anyone who is a Baha’i to
follow them down this empty track.

“The House of Justice is aware that the continuation of the policy of review can
cast a shadow on the good name of the Faith in the eyes of certain non-Baha’i

academics.”

The following quotation from the compilation on scholarship prepared by the

Research Department is also relevant:

“The principal concern of the House of Justice is over a methodological bias
and discordant tone which seem to inform the work of certain of the authors.

The impression given is that, in attempting to achieve what they understand to




be academic objectivity, they have inadvertently cast the Faith into a mould
which is essentially foreign to its nature, taking no account of the spiritual
forces which Baha’is see as its foundation. Presumably the justification offered
for this approach would be that most scholars of comparative religion are
essentially concerned with discernible phenomena, observable events and
practical affairs and are used to treating their subject from a western, if not a
Christian, viewpoint. This approach, although understandable, is quite
impossible for a Baha’i, for it ignores the fact that our world-view includes the
spiritual dimension as an indispensable component for consistency and
coherence, and it does not beseem a Baha’i to write ... about his Faith as if he
looked upon it from the norm of humanism or materialism. In other words, we
are presented in such articles with the spectacle of Baha’is trying to write as if
they were non-Baha’is. This leads to these authors drawing conclusions and
making implications which are in conflict with Baha’i teachings and with the
reality of the Faith. A good Baha’i author, when writing for such a publication,
should be fully capable of adopting a calmly neutral and expository tone,
without falling into the trap of distorting the picture by adopting what is, in

essence, a materialistic and localised stance.>”

Given the situation outlined in these quotations, it is important at the outset to declare
the stance of the present thesis. First, it is written by a committed Baha’i, but one who
sees no contradiction between being a Baha’i and being a scholar. All religious
traditions have suffered at the hands of certain positivist academic disciplines,
disciplines for which the given is that there is no transcendent dimension to reality, and,
in consequence, have watched often their most cherished values and beliefs being
subjected to sometimes almost oafish sociological and psychological reductionism.
Believers of every stripe within academia have had to operate under severe and testing
constraints during the regnancy of the dominant modernist and positivist discourses.
The best have survived, often with honour and a grudging respect, but it cannot have
been comfortable to live and work in a largely positivist institution. Now things are

changing, as modernist certainties become less certain, but not necessarily for the better

? Letter fiom the Universal House of Justice dated 4" October 1994 to a National Spiritual Assembly
(probably the NSA USA concerning articles for the Baha'i Encyclopaedia
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from a believer’s perspective, since postmodernist poly-vocalism, as a replacement,
seeks to eliminate the possibility of certainty altogether. Nonetheless, within a
disciplinary field like the Study of Religions, it is now possible to produce exemplary
scholarship that leaves open the dimension of transcendence, and that it is the aim of
the present study. Second, the submission of a thesis to a university is not regarded as
an act of publication and nothing written here has been subjected to a pre-publication

review, nor has it been written as if it were to be.*

0.3 Baha’is and History

In no field is the situation created for Baha’is to approach scholarship from the
perspective of belief more delicate than in history. Within the Baha’i academic
community there are already tensions,” where historians using the traditional “western,
if not a Christian” academic approach are being urged to “develop a new paradigm”.
This dilemma is further compounded by the fact that Baha’is regard as infallible
‘Abdu’l Baha and Shoghi Effendi, both of whom wrote histories. Although it can be
argued that historical writing was outside of their spheres of infallibility, many Baha’is
treat their historical writings, Travellers’ Narrative and God Passes By respectively, as
though they were divinely revealed scripture. Baha’is divide Baha’i history into three
evolutionary stages following a scheme outlined by Shoghi Effendi. The first is the
Heroic or Apostolic Age, (1844-1921) which is associated with the founding or
“Central Figures” of the Faith. It begins with the Declaration of the Bab, includes the
ministries of Baha’w’llah and ‘Abdu’l Baha and ends with the death of ‘Abdu’l Baha in
1921. The second age, the Formative Age, (1921-onward) is further divided into three
epochs. The First Epoch of the Formative Age, and the only one pertinent to this study,

4Tt is no part of this thesis to debate any stance taken by the Baha’i authorities, particularly when the matter
concerned is not at issue here. It would, however, be negligent not to point out that the review system has
been attacked by prominent members within the community. For example, the Secretary of the National
Spiritual Assembly of the United Kingdom, Bamey Ig¢ith, delivered a spirited assault on the pre-
publication review in “Baha’i Review, should the red flag be repealed?”, Baha'i Studies Review No.S5,
Vol.1, 1995

5 See for example MacEoin, D. “The Crisis in Babi Baha’i Studies” in British Society for Middle Eastern
Studies Bulletin 17:1 (1990)
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was characterised by the “birth and the primary stages in the erection of the

Administrative Order of the Faith.”®

That the period examined in this work does not correspond precisely to any of
the ages or epochs of Shoghi Effendi’s scheme must not be taken as implying dissent
from what is no more than a natural and sensible division of the major phases of Baha’i
history when viewed from the central position which Shoghi Effendi occupied. History
is not monolithic; there are many different histories: economic, political, social,
religious and so on; there are histories of art, of fashion, of technologies, of ideas, of
agriculture, of cookery etc.; and there are countless local histories. No overarching
scheme could conceivably accommodate all these different histories with a single co-
ordinated periodisation, and certainly Shoghi Effendi does not make any such claim.
The period chosen for investigation here, for reasons that will become apparent,
represents a specific phase, a completed cycle in the experience of Baha’is in one
specific locality, that of the United Kingdom. It is inconceivable that any, let alone all
of the different local histories of the many places Baha’ism penetrated, should
correspond one with another with regard to phase, stage or circumstance. Accordingly,
the history of the Baha’is in Britain is examined and discussed in this thesis within its
own terms and contexts, but with one significant difference from what might be
considered the historian’s norm, it will leave open the dimension of transcendence.
Reductionism in any field is largely the application in explanation of an inappropriate
level of causality. It arises, within the terms already developed, from a failure to

separate the proximate how from the ultimate why.”

Certainly the question why at one level is often answerable in terms of the laws,

the how, of the level above. But those laws in turn have their own why, and so on until

8 Effendi, S., Citadel of Faith: Messages to America, 1947-1957. 1980 Wilmette, BPT

7 Reductionism is not always the application of material causality to non-material effects, it can also be the
reverse. If someone breaks a cup while washing up and is asked why, they might attribute it to the
slipperiness of the soap or the unexpected heat of the water; they might offer up a psychological
explanation of a Freudian type; they might suggest a supernatural explanation in terms of gremlins or even
consider it part of the Divine Plan. To avoid such an embarrassment of options, the strategy employed
here is to concentrate not on the why but on the how. It is safer, and quiet sufficient for most purposes, to
ask the person how they came to break the cup and receive the answer they were not paying attention to
what they were doing.

12




all the possible ontological levels have been exhausted, and one is finally left with the
ultimate irreducible why. In seeking to understand how things were in Britain and how
they came about, it is the ultimate question of why which is left open as being beyond
the historian’s competence. It is at this level, perhaps, that one could seek to reconcile
the local history of the Baha’is in Britain with Shoghi Effendi’s scheme of providential
history, but it will not be attempted here. This then is the methodological stance
towards history adopted in this thesis; should it contribute in any way towards the
formation of a new paradigm for Baha’i historians, so much the better, but that is not

the present purpose.

There is one other matter concerning history that should be discussed at this
point because it is a common cause of confusion, and can even cause hurt. This is the
nature of tradition. Take the English language. At one level of categorisation, English
can be seen as a tradition handing down a particular mode of conceptualisation and
representation, and, in its literature, accumulated experience itself, from one generation
to the next. Traditions are interesting not only inherently for what they hand on, but
because they operate at a level of categorisation which combines and reconciles change
and continuity, unity and diversity, historicity and a-historicity. English, at this level, is
seen to be highly diverse, yet to be a unity; it is known to have changed considerably
across generations, as can be seen by comparing the English of Chaucer, the English of
Shakespeare and contemporary English, yet it is still regarded as the same “English”; it
has a history and has been part of history, yet it has about it too a timelessness, a
property of somehow being above the fray. Such are some of the consequences of
seeing English as a tradition, but there is one other: it appears to diminish the
importance of the individual speaker. In a moment of awareness when one is speaking
or writing, one sometimes feels that it is ‘English’ which is really expressing itself, and,
however brilliant or articulate the speakers, their role is simply to act as the unwitting
servants of an impersonal tradition which cares nothing for them or their wit and
articulateness but only with being kept alive and passed on from one generation to the
next. Beside the great rolling momentum of tradition, the individual is insignificant; the
dog may bark, but the caravan passes on. What happens when the subject is no longer

language but religion?
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There are two modes of perception or attitudes towards their faith known to
most believers or practitioners. The first mode is simply to live and practice in one’s
own faith community and feel completely at home there. The second mode is to
recognise there are other parishes or dioceses or even other denominations which, no
matter how different each is, are considered, nevertheless, to be formed and illuminated
by the same central creative revelation. An incurious believer, existing happily in a faith
conceived of within these two modes, will have a primarily synchronistic view of his or
her faith. If the faith is viewed as a tradition, however, and the diachronic or historical
dimension is introduced, it is nearly always the case that the individual believers will
simply project back the present into the past, assuming it has always been as it is now.
Then the historian who points that this is not the case, is seen as a threat to the
believer’s faith; but this should not be so, since it is not the faith the historian threatens,
it is only the believer’s unthinking lack of curiosity. Some traditions see themselves as
unchanging, timeless essential unities, whereas, in fact, they have been historically
diverse and changed greatly over the centuries. To see a faith as a religious tradition is,
it is suggested here, no more than the proper way of reconciling these two views.
Religious authorities who have been over-protective and sought to obscure their own
history have nearly always failed, certainly in the long run. If religion had not been
carried by historical religious traditions, it would not exist today to enrich human life.
The cost of this portage is change, diversity and historicity. The final point raised above
about a tradition appearing to diminish the significance of the individual is,
interestingly enough, turned to advantage by religious traditions, which present the
traditions of their faiths as far greater than any individual, as something to be served

and preserved and handed down for future generations.

The findings of this thesis came as an initial surprise to its author, then a delight
and finally an enrichment of understanding and faith. Faith survived history. Before
outlining what some of those findings are, however, it is necessary to turn to Peter

Berger.

0.4 Peter Berger'’s Doctoral Thesis
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It is not widely known that the distinguished sociologist and sociologist of
religion, Peter Berger, wrote his doctoral dissertation in 1954 on the Baha’is. It contains
four parts. The first part deals with the Bab, Baha’u’llah and doctrinal developments.
The second part, entitled ‘Transition’, deals with ‘Abdu’l Baha, doctrinal developments
and Western expansion. The third part, entitled ‘Organisation’, deals with ‘Abdu’l
Baha’s Will and the establishment of the Baha’i Administration, developments under
the Guardianship and then with the American believers. The fourth part treats
theoretical considerations. His thesis, largely contained in the fourth part, is, as might
be expected, both complex and sophisticated and cannot be done justice here. In brief,
he looks at the notions of ‘sect’ and ‘church’ from Weber onwards and re-defines “the
sect as a religious grouping, transitory or lasting, based on the belief that the spirit is
immediately present. The church, on the other hand, may be defined as a lasting
religious grouping based on the belief that the spirit is remote.” (Berger 1954: p.152)
Weber’s concept of ‘routinisation’ can be demonstrated in the development from a sect
into a church, as indeed it can be in the case of the Baha’i movement, but, he argues,
the introduction of the Weberian use of charisma is not necessary in the definition of a

sect.

Against this background Berger looks at the relationship between religious
motif and the inner social structure of the religious grouping. By religious motif, a term
taken from the Lund school of Swedish theology, he does not mean an intellectual or
theological formation, but rather a pattern, a gestalt, of religious experience that can be
traced in a historical development. In his broad typology of sects, Berger identifies three
main types, each with a characteristic motif: 1. Enthusiastic, with the motif of ‘An
Experience to be Lived’; 2. Prophetic, with the motif of ‘A Message to be Proclaimed’;
3. Gnostic, with the muotif of ‘A Secret to be Divulged’. He further divides the
Prophetic type into two sub-types: the Chiliastic, with the motif of “The Lord is
Coming’; and the Legalistic with the motif of ‘A New Order’. He suggests that the
legalistic sub-type is the one that is frequently the last stage before the sect becomes a
church. Within this conceptual framework he understands the development of the

Baha’i movement:
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“It arose as a peculiarly mixed type, incorporating the chiliastic and gnostic
motifs which we have traced to their Islamic context. The predominant motif
from the beginning, however, was the chiliastic one, the prophetic proclamation
of the coming of a new era in the history of mankind; “O, Lord of the Age” the
cry on the mouths of the Babi warriors and martyrs, echoing the chiliastic
expectations of centuries of Shi’ite Islam. The motif was carried over into the
dispensation of Baha’u’llah, “Him whom God shall Manifest”. The motif was
weakened and broadened in the period of transition dominated by the person of
Abdu’l-Baha, when it was also transferred to the west. As the movement came
to America and Europe, it continued its character as a mixture of the chiliastic
and gnostic motifs. In many ways, it resembled in the west the other oriental
sub-types of the gnostic type, which brought “wisdom from the east” into
Parisian drawing rooms and Hollywood country clubs. Yet it continued its
chiliastic appeal in the west, with its message of the new Christ and the new era
of history, merging Shi’ite eschatology with the expectations of western
Adventism and liberal progressivism alike. Already within ‘Abdu’l Baha’s
lifetime the motif began to take on more and more legalistic characteristics, as
the imminence of the manifestation was replaced in emphasis by a new order of
civilisation that could be understood in humanist and liberal terms as well as in
religious ones. With the death of ‘Abdu’l Baha the spirit receded into further
remoteness, as the ‘manifestational night’ began to fall. The new order was
increasingly legalised around the institution of the Guardianship. The Baha’i

church was in the making.” (Berger 1954: 257-8)

Berger goes on to show how the motifs, the sect’s attitude towards the world, largely

determined its inner social structure and ecclesiastical forms:

“In the urgency of the chiliastic message there is no room for elaborate
institutions... The world must be warned, awakened, brought to subjection to the
message, but the power to do this comes from the spirit and the message, not
from any social organisation. The advent of legalism changed this. The new
order which the Baha’i manifestation was to bring, had to evolve slowly within

the present world. Consequently it required planning and organisation. The
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legalistic motif found its counterpart in a legalistic social structure.” (Berger

1954: 166)

It is in the final section of the work that Berger addresses the issues of reality
and conversion, issues he has returned to on many occasions in his later, more mature,
works. He considers religious reality, in the Baha’i understanding, to be a totally new
world of experience and perspective into which the individual enters through religious
experience, the step from the old into the new being conversion. Conversion is defined
phenomenologically by Berger as the passing from one level of experience and
perspective to another one that is totally new and different. There are many reports of
conversion following personal encounters with the Bab, or Baha’u’llah or ‘Abdu’l
Baha, so powerful were the effects of their spiritual presences, but even for those for
whom the Baha’i experience was mediated through literature or other individuals,
Berger insists, the evidence suggests the experience was no less real. Berger

distinguishes between the experience and the ‘message’:

“The western converts who met him (Abdu’l Baha) submitted to the spell cast
by his powerful personality. He entered a room and its reality was changed. It
became a place of peace and quiet, in which his words received a tremendous
importance. We realise this when we read the conversion records and compare
them with ‘Abdu’l Baha’s numerous letters. It cannot have been so much what
he said as how he said it, or better, as who it was that said it. His addresses and
remarks generally appear repetitious, shallow, often seemingly nothing but
verbiage, yet they cannot have sounded this way when spoken by the man

himself.” (Berger 1954: 178-9)

Just as the spiritual presence of ‘Abdu’l Baha created the context in which his
seemingly banal words became endued with tremendous importance for the individual,
so, Berger suggests, at the social level, the American cultural climate of the time
provided a context particularly receptive to the overall Baha’i message. This was
because the two fundamental Baha’i motifs, the chiliastic and the gnostic, were already

present in the American and western consciousness and were particularly urgent and

17




acute at the time. Berger points out that the chiliastic, Messianic motif was no stranger

to Christianity. He writes:

“Tt is no accident that the first word which reached America of Abbas (‘Abdu’l
Baha) was his characterisation by Khairu’llah as the returned Christ, living
again in Palestine and bringing a new Kingdom of God. We have demonstrated
that Baha’i missionary activity has had little contact with American Adventism
proper, but its appeal was to the secularised Adventism of western belief in
progress, evolution and world betterment. A new age in which all religions and
races would live together in peace - this was the idea which attracted most
American believers to the Baha’i message, an idea expressing the deepest

aspirations of what Myrdal has called the ‘American creed’” (Berger 1954: 180)

The gnostic motif was very much in the background by the time that the Baha’i
message reached the west, and there it remained. However, vestiges of this motif were
to be found in the aura of mystery that surrounded the Baha’i leaders, and this was
found appealing, as it was the assumption that people of such spirituality would have
access to mysteries denied to the more mundane. In Berger’s view, it was the genius of
Abdu’l Baha to recognise the universality of these fundamental motifs and to
incorporate them into his life and work. The only reason the Baha’i movement did not
do even better than it did can be ascribed to the competitiveness of the market situation
which it found in the west, since it faced competition not only in the religious market in
general but also competition in its specific religious motifs. Berger concludes his thesis

with an analysis of the characteristics of the competing meaning systems.

There have, of course, been many studies since Berger’s unpublished thesis in
1954 and many more sources have become available. One particularly thorough and
scholarly study is Peter Smith’s The Babi and Baha'i Religions From Messianic
Shi’ism to a World Religion (Smith, P 1987). Smith, who is himself a Baha’i, follows
Berger in his use of motifs, although more elaborately, and is much richer in historical
detail: it is a much longer work than Berger’s covering a greater time span, and, though
analytical, it is not theoretical. But the curious outcome of comparing the two studies,

and one it is believed any objective reader would confirm, is that it is Berger, the non-
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Baha’i sociological scholar, who has captured and affirmed the spirit active in the early
Baha’i movement. In the account of Smith, however, the sense of the spirit is remote,
possibly obscured by over-cautious scholarship but equally suggestive of the possibility
that, in the thirty three years between the two studies, the routinisation of charisma has
extended far beyond theological forms and ecclesiastical structures. It is as if Berger is,
in his own Weberian terms, treating the life and workings of a sect, whereas Smith is
documenting the history of a church. Priority has therefore been given to Berger’s
study, since it deals more centrally with the period under investigation in this thesis,
albeit in America, and raises theoretical matters that are of concern to developments in
Britain. Neither study deals with the early Baha’i in Britain, other than in passing
mention, but both deal with the early American Baha’is, some of whom were
responsible for introducing the Baha’i cause to contacts in Britain, France and other

parts of Europe.

Abdu’l Baha, who initiated and oversaw the expansion of the Baha’i movement
to the west, visited London, Paris and Switzerland in1911. He then went to America in
1912 where he stayed for eight months, returning via England and Scotland to Paris,
where he spent some time. In 1913, he left Paris, visited Budapest and Vienna, and then

returned finally to Alexandria. Berger writes:

“Abbas (Abdu’l Baha) was disappointed in the results of his trips to Europe,
especially to France, where he had put high hopes on the small, largely Jewish,
group that had formed around Hippolyte Dreyfus. After his return to Europe
from America, he is reported to have said: “America is good! America is good!
They have another motion, life and exultation. America - so far as the Baha'i
Cause is concerned - cannot be compared to England, neither England
compared to France... The future of the French Republic is fraught with great
danger. It cannot stand on such atheistic foundations. The American people are
religious, they are attracted, they are investigating, they are open-minded, they
praise God. You find there many spiritual people.” It was indeed in America

that Abbas found his most enthusiastic welcome.” (Berger 1954: 73-4)
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If Berger is interesting on the subject of Abdu’l Baha’s evaluation of the relative
spiritual potential of America, England and France formed during his visits, he is

equally so on the type of groups that he addressed and connected with:

“Wherever Abbas went in Europe and America he was received with great
honours as an eastern sage with an important message. He especially sought out
liberal religious groups, spititists and interfaith organisations, and cultivated

very friendly relations with the Theosophical Society.” (Berger 1954: 72)

Having outlined the contents of Berger’s thesis - quiet shamelessly using these
contents to provide a background to the present study - it is important to situate his
approach. ‘Religion’, arguably, has a dual location: in the culture of a society,
manifesting in ‘religious’ institutions, rituals, codes of conduct, writings, belief systems
etc.; and in the subjective consciousness of individuals. For present purposes, culture is
for society what experience is for an individual, the given totality. Berger, like Weber
before him, is a sociologist who approaches religion in and from its cultural and social
location. From this stance, the individual person is ‘simplified’ into being a member of
a particular social institution, simplified in the sense of shedding other dimensions. This
further requires a process that leads individuals to become members, which is provided
by the problematic construct of conversion. Berger has wrestled with this construct
many times in his writings, as one might worry at a wobbly tooth, and he does so in his
thesis, where conversion is presented, if not as a total Pauline transformation of an
individual’s views, values and assumptions, at least a major redistribution of emphases
whereby all things become new. His seemingly obsessive concern with the nature of
‘conversion’ is perhaps due to an un-stated recognition that it is not a psychological
reality but rather a sociological imperative, - there has to be some way by which
‘members’ are produced. This is not to deny the possibility of religious transformation,

simply to suggest that it is rare and requires further discriminations.

As a well-trained sociologist Berger has included in his thesis a survey
conducted by questionnaire of a large sample of the New York Baha’i community. He
found they were overwhelmingly middle class, and that half were professional or

business people. Women constituted 61%, in common with other American religious
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groups. Most became Baha’is as adults and of their own choosing. The significant
percentages of their previous religious affiliations are Protestants 52%, Catholics 7.8%
and Jews 15.6%. When asked to formulate what attracted them to the movement, 71.9%
gave the answer in terms of some aspect of Baha’i doctrine, 14.5% in terms of religious
experience and 13.7% in terms of social experience, such as the example of Baha’i
friends or the experience of fellowship. Of the 71.9% who gave doctrinal answers.
21.4% attributed their attraction to the doctrine of religious unity and progressive
revelation, 21.4% to the doctrine of world unity and brotherhood, 10.3% to the doctrine
of progressive and scientific faith, 10..3 % to the doctrine of the fulfilment of Biblical
prophesy, and 8.5% to Baha’i social doctrine. Of those 14...5% who put the attraction in

terms of religious experience, 8.5%expressed it as the fulfilment of religious needs.

Such questionnaires are infuriating, appearing more to obscure than elicit, but
they do tell us something. What the above survey, however, does not do, is lend any
support at all to the hypothesis of conversion in the sense of a total change of attitudes,
assumptions and values. Indeed, if anything, it suggests the opposite. It could be read as
suggesting that Baha’i doctrine was found attractive precisely because it confirmed one
or more attitude, assumption or value that individuals already held but no other system
was prepared to acknowledge. As such the survey stands in contradiction to much of
Berger’s thesis, certainly with regard to conversion, but also to a degree with the matter
of motifs. How can this be? It is because the survey changes the religious locus from
the socio-cultural to that of the subjective individual consciousness. It probably did not
intend to, because it begins by dealing with class, profession, sex etc., but by the end
individuals are jumping out of these categories in a spirit of contradiction. In his later
writings, for example The Social Construction of Reality, Berger attempts to reconcile
the two loci within the sociology of knowledge, but in his thesis they remain,

unacknowledged, in inherent contradiction.

There is a second duality relevant here beside the social and individual locations

of religion, that of producer and receiver. This gives a four term system:

Social Individual
Producer Charismatic Leader Deeply Spiritual
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Prophet Individual

Receiver Conversion and Relevance to

Members Individual

This table shows clearly four different viewpoints from which ‘religion’ can be studied
and the different terminologies these viewpoints generate. From the point of view of
producer, the social role is filled by the prophet or charismatic leader who, when
viewed from the point of view of individual consciousness, is considered to be a person
of deep spirituality, or a person moved by the spirit. From the viewpoint of receiver, the
social category yields the member, who becomes a member through conversion. Since
one is either a member or not a member, conversion has to be total, because this is a
social process equivalent to, say, religious joining. Some seek to apply conversion to
the reception of religion by the individual consciousness, but that usage will not be
adopted here to avoid confusion. It is clear from Berger’s survey that some parts of the
Baha’i religious portfolio are attractive to some individuals but less so to others;
presumably some individuals find more elements attractive than others do. It would
seem odd to speak of degrees of conversion for individuals while at the same time using
conversion as a social absolute. What can be spoken of as having degrees of more or
less, depending upon the individual, is relevance. Relevance implies a ‘to whom’, and
there are degrees of relevance. Berger treats the Baha’i movement from the social side
of the table, although he is not afraid to speak also of charismatic leaders as individuals
moved by the spirit. This thesis, which deals with Baha’is in Britain prior to
institutionalisation, is concerned with individuals and with degrees of relevance.

Having identified the viewpoint it is time to introduce the subject.

0.5 Baha’is in Britain

The year 1998 was celebrated by British Baha’is as centenary year. 1898 was
the year in which Miriam Thornburgh-Cropper returned to England from a pilgrimage
to Palestine. It was during her stay there she had encountered and adopted the Baha’i
teachings. She taught her understanding of the Baha’i teachings to her friend Ethel

Jenner Rosenberg. In that 1898 - 1998 represents one hundred years of Baha’is in
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Britain, the celebration was entirely appropriate. But to suggest as some have done, that
Ethel Rosenberg was the “first English woman to embrace the Baha’i Faith” or, again,
that she “converted to the Baha’i Faith” is precisely the projection backwards of the
present onto the past that has been described above. The Baha’i Faith, as it is known
today, did not begin to emerge in Britain, even in an inchoate form, until the mid 1930s,
that is, after the period under review. What existed prior to that, from 1899 until the
early 1930s, will be called here the Baha’i Movement or Baha’ism which is how its
adherents referred to it and to distinguish it from the Baha’i Faith which was to follow.
It is of course pedantic to object to ‘embrace’, ‘converted to’ and even ‘Baha’i Faith’
when they are all, after all, simply meant to indicate that Ethel Rosenberg became a
Baha’i, and these are the turns of phrase which would indicate this in the later period,
so the backward projection here is linguistic rather than historical. Nonetheless, the
distinction between the Baha’i Movement and the Baha’i Faith is an important finding

of this research.

In Britain, the loosely knit groups of individuals who first identified as Baha’is
became the Baha’i Movement, which was subsequently replaced by the Baha’i Faith. It
is important to Baha’is today to be recognised as a discrete world religion, and much
Baha’i literature begins by stressing its separateness from other religions. This has not
always been the case; the Baha’is in Britain prior to 1930 repeatedly denied that they
were a new or separate religion, some referring to themselves a Baha’i Christians and
retaining or, in some cases, acquiring church membership. The principg,ldistinction,
then, between the Movement and the Faith , was that the majority of pre-1930 Baha’is
did not perceive themselves to be part of an independent religion, but rather saw
Baha’ism as being a supplement to their existing religious beliefs, and, in many cases,
practices. This thesis, then, defines the British Baha’i Movement as a ‘supplementary
religious movement’, based on the following criterion: membership of the Baha’i
Movement required no act of conversion; adherents remained in (and in some cases
joined) other religious organisations and no break with pre-existing belief was required.
Baha’ism was not seen as an alternative to other traditions, rather as a method whereby
these traditions could be interpreted in a wider context. For a movement to be
independent, two criteria must be met, the leadership must intend it to be and the

membership must understand it to be. Certainly the majority, if not all, who identified
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as Baha’is in Britain during the first three decades of the last century did not understand
themselves to be part of an independent movement - or if they did they were careful
not to commit such ideas to paper. The attitude of the leadership was ambiguous, but
public statements aimed at Westerners deny any expectation of their severance of links

with their traditional religious institutions.

This situation created the conditions for an extraordinary range of interesting,
even colourful, people to be drawn to the Baha’i Movement, although the total number
at no stage exceeded one hundred. This manageable number, and the excellence of the
Baha’i archives, has meant it has been possible to research many of these individuals
and their lives and interests more fully than is often the case. The outcome has been the
discovery of specific networks within the membership, each operating on the basis of
their own unique set of pre-existing assumptions. There have been a number of studies
of networks and new religious movements in which attention has been drawn to
rectuitment. Snow, for example, argues that the probability of recruitment into a
movement is dependant upon two conditions, a pre-existing link to a network, and the
absence of a countervailing network. There has also been some study of the differences
between groups which allow their members to retain prior and extra-movement
involvement and those who do not. In the latter case, the removal of networks forces
such movements to proselytise strangers. In the case of the British Baha’is of this
period, pre-existing links were the basis of networks within the Baha’i Movement, and
each network had its own understanding of what constituted Baha’ism, so people were
thus attracted to a particular version of Baha’ism which dovetailed with pre-existing
beliefs and which was reinforced by pre-existing social relations. These networks have
been identified and discussed at various points in the thesis, and constitute a major
finding. But while network theory has been well explored in the literature, the material
here suggests, but does not insist, that networks can be taken further and treated not
simply as people, but as contexts of assumptions within which a newly arrived message
can be disambiguated and enriched. To do this use has been made of the theory of
relevance developed by Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson in their work Relevance,

Communication and Cognition, of which a short outline now follows.

0.6 The Theory of Relevance
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For the full statement of the theory of relevance, recourse must be had to
Sperber and Wilson 1986: what follows now is the very barest of its bones. When we
overhear part of a conversation, that is something not addressed to oneself, it is often
incomprehensible, even though it is in one’s own mother tongue. Let us say we
overhear the sentence: “They are all at it.” We do not know who they are, nor what they
are up to, only that it is probably something highly reprehensible. What comes from our
automatic and inevitable processing of the sounds is technically known as a partial
semantic representation. What we do not know is the context of the utterance, and we
might allow our imagination freedom to fit any number of possible contexts to this
partial semantic representation just for our own speculative amusement. If we knew the
appropriate context to apply, and every conversation creates much of its own rolling
context, then the utterance becomes disambiguated and enriched and can create a
considerable contextual effect such that our amusement might be instead horror and
outrage at the awfulness of what was taking place. Two types of action are then
involved in comprehension: the first, linguistic processing to yield a partial semantic
representation; the second, inference whereby contexts are matched against the
representation until the appropriate one fits, thereby generating its contextual effect
through disambiguation, reference assignment and enrichment. The question is, how do
we know what the appropriate context is? Here the theory of relevance offers an

explanation.

The theory of relevance proposes that everything addressed to someone by
somebody else comes with a guarantee of relevance. Not only that, but the speaker will
have put it in such a way that the addressee will have no difficulty grasping it. The
theory of relevance therefore proposes that the appropriate context is the one which
produces the maximum contextual effect with the minimum of processing effort. It
argues that having contextual effects is a necessary condition for relevance, and that,
other things being equal, the greater the contextual effect, the greater the relevance. A
context is a set of assumptions, which are likely to be held with varying degrees of
strength or conviction, with which the new information interacts, thereby producing the
contextual effect. The contextual effects discussed in the theory are of three main types:

contextual implication, the contradiction of existing assumptions and the strengthening
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of existing assumptions. The presentation by Sperber and Wilson is, of course, much
fuller than this and deals with many other issues, as well as being strongly argued at
every point. It raises the notion of relevance from being an intuitive undeveloped
everyday concept to being a theoretical construct of importance in cognitive and
communication theory. Ultimately the theory emerged from the shift that took place a
few decades ago in linguistics from production theory to reception theory, which led to
greater interest being taken in pragmatics. It also derived from developments in the
cognitive sciences and in semantics and logic. One of its most significant innovations is
its recognition that the context is not the predetermined given, as was previously
assumed, but rather there is, even in everyday conversation, a choice of contexts, the
choice resolved by the principle of relevance, the pursuit of which, they argue, is the

goal of human cognition.

It used to be thought that humans had a special ‘Language’ faculty that
distinguished humankind from the animal and other kingdoms. It is now recognised that
in fact we use the same procedures in processing speech and meaning as we do in
processing and making sense of the world. Further, as Sperber and Wilson emphasise,
language is not unique to humans®, nor is communication, what is original, as far as one
knows, is the human use of language in communication, alongside other mediums’.
What matters here, is that relevance is not restricted in its application to the domains of

cognition and communication. Relevance intuitively can figure in all domains. What is

proposed now is that the theory of relevance is the most elegant and fruitful way of

8 “The activities which necessarily involve the use of language (i.e. a grammar governed representational
system) are not communicative but cognitive. Language is an essential tool for the processing and
memorising of information. As such, it must exist not only in humans but also in a wide variety of animals
and machines with information processing abilities. Any organism or device with a memory must be able
to represent past states of the world or itself. Any organism or device with the ability to draw inferences
must have a representational system whose formulas stand on both syntactic and semantic relations to each
other. Clearly these abilities are not confined to humans.” (Sperber and Wilson 1986: 173)

® “The great debate about whether humans are the only species to have language is based upon a
misconception of the nature of language. The debate is not really about whether other species than humans
have languages, but about whether they have languages which they use as mediums of communication.
Now the fact that humans have developed languages which can be used in communication is interesting,
but it tells us nothing about the essential nature of language. The originality of the human species is
precisely to have found this curious additional use for something other species also possess, as the
originality of elephants is to have found that they can use their noses for the curious additional purpose of
picking things up. In both cases, the result has been that something widely found in other species has
undergone remarkable adaptation and development because of the new uses it has been put to. However, it
would be as strange for humans to conclude that the essential purpose of language is communication as it
would be for elephants to conclude the essential purpose of noses is for picking things up.” (ibid. :173-4)
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accounting for how individual people are attracted to religious movements. There is a
neutrality about relevance, as there is about the notion of a good fit, because the two
notions belong to a realm at the interface of fact and value. There is a bit of fact and a
bit of value in both, but not too much of either. To say that an individual was drawn
into a particular religious movement because it was relevant to them at the time, or
fitted and suited them as they were then, is greatly to be preferred both to the attribution
to them of social or psychological inadequacy, as in the deprivation theory of the anti-
cult movement, or to the suggestion they attained sainthood in some Damascene
transformation, as can be implied in the term conversion. How then would the principle

of relevance work in the domain of religion?

0.7 Religious Relevance

Every individual can be considered a context, or at least, a potential context, in
that they can be seen as a unique sets of assumptions, values, feelings and attitudes at
any given moment. Just as each new utterance changes the context of the next
utterance in communication, so individuals are ever-changing contexts, although they
often represent themselves to themselves and others as remaining more or less the same
person. In the course of their lives individuals are constantly processing new
information, filtering out and dismissing much that which does not appear relevant to
themselves. Largely this is an automatic process of the human reactive mechanism
which gives an instant yes or no to an idea, feeling or sensation, quite often before it
has reached the threshold of conscious awareness where individuals imagine they make
choices. Despite the kaleidoscopic nature of the individual as a context, and the
automatic pre-conscious censorship of the reactive mechanism, people, like the ‘selfish
gene’, are actively alert to anything which is relevant to themselves. Depending on the
individual’s biography and the accidents which have conditioned much of the automatic
reactive mechanism, there are many for whom that which pertains to the ‘religious’ or
‘spiritual’ is potentially relevant, to the point that their reactive mechanism lets such

‘messages’ through for conscious consideration.

The degree of relevance to the individual is measured by the contextual effect

created when the new ‘message’, in whatever form it takes, - it could be an experience,
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an encounter, or a simple act of love and consideration, as well as a communication, -
meets with the assumptions, values, feelings and attitudes of the individual in their
configuration at that particular moment. The three main contextual effects discussed
above, contextual implication, the contradiction of existing assumptions and the
confirmation of existing assumptions, will serve well here. To be told: “Christ died for
you” can, and should, have profound implications for every Christian, and can be taken
as an example of the first type of contextual effect. For the second type, one’s personal
beliefs contain deeply held assumptions, and when these are challenged it can and does
produce a considerable effect, although whether this results in the need to author a
treatise contra someone or other, or produces, after deliberation, a change of mind, will
depend on the circumstances. Of the third type there will be many examples in what
follows. Tt is not just a case of saying the producer of the ‘message’ is ‘right’, or the
self-satisfaction of being ‘right’ oneself, nor the anticipation that the producer might be
useful to one’s cause, rather it is more often that the contextual effect is created by the
confirmation that one’s own personal subjective reality is shared and has, thereby, an

objectivity as well.

Anyone who has spent time with a truly spiritual person will recognise what
Berger describes in the quotation above aiz)oilt the effect of the presence of Abdu’l
Baha. “He entered a room and its reality was changed. It became a place of peace and
quiet, in which his words received a tremendous importance.” His attribution of this
effect to Abdu’l Baha’s ‘powerful personality’, however, is perhaps unfortunate, since,
nowadays, this would be too suggestive of large-ego-ed celebrities or business moguls.
It requires a deep spirituality, conversely an absence of ego and personality, to produce
such inner peace in those present and to change the reality of a room. In terms of
relevance theory, Abdu’l Baha had created in the audience his own context; he had
stilled the reactive mechanisms of those present so that they would receive his words in
a deeper part and so changed the context within each individual. Accordingly, his
words, which Berger describes as frequently banal, became charged with significance to

those present; they became maximally relevant.

It is not difficult to regard networks as contexts, in that they are founded on a

communality of assumptions and values; nor is it difficult to transfer the notion of an

28

PR |



individual’s contextual effect to that of a network’s collective response. This thesis
will confirm the findings of scholarship on networks, that individuals belonging to a
pre-existing network join a new movement along with the other network membets, and
leave it when the network no longer finds the new movement relevant. It is therefore
possible to see the role of networks as providing that most essential requirement of
relevance theory, the guarantee of relevance. When a speaker addresses one, it has the
guarantee of relevance, that what is said will be of interest to the hearer, (the maximum
contextual effect), and that it has been put in such a way that the first conclusion they
draw will be the right one, (the minimum processing effort). While the network
guarantees the relevance of the new movement the individual belongs, but leaves when

the network’s guarantee is withdrawn.

There remains one highly important element in relevance theory to consider:
that of the inferential process that matches the appropriate context to the partial
semantic representation and permits the disambiguation, reference assignment and
enrichment which then gives rise to the contextual effects. In the early days of the
period under review, the Baha’i ‘message’ was both unclear and ambiguous. When a
message is ambiguous or unclear, it leaves room for individuals to disambiguate it in
their own ways, to make their own inferences and to enrich it as they will. The
enigmatic guru is often the most ‘charismatic’ simply because his followers have the
scope to interpret and enrich his status and behaviour according to what they most
desire him to be and do, often later to be disappointed. In the early representation of
Baha’ism, this thesis distinguishes between values and beliefs, a distinction born of the
material. By values is meant such desiderata as Unity, Harmony, Love, Equality of the
sexes, Education, Social and Economic Equality, and a Universal Language. By belief
is meant the deep acceptance of the Baha’i understanding of the status of Baha’u’llah.
The values are ones to which most could readily assent, but each was of particular
interest to one network or another, although only one network, the one that survived the
longest, adhered to the belief. Somewhere in between value and belief is the chiliastic,
millenarian motif of a new and better world not too distant in the future. Because
Baha’ism was a supplementary religious movement, with no requirement to abandon
existing beliefs or practices, and with little or no organisation, network members were

able to find the relevance of Baha’ism in the particular value or values or belief of their
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pre-existing interest, and disambiguate and enrich Baha’ism around that feature. One
cannot speak of ‘conversion’ in this situation, only of finding varying degrees of
relevance. It is because of this that the theory of relevance has been extended to
religion and chosen as the most appropriate means of exposition for the situation of the

early British Baha’is.
0.8 Organisation of the Study

Chapter One examines the ‘message’ of Baha’ism through the material available
to “seekers” in the early years of the last century and considers what might have been
perceived as relevant. It is argued that the lack of material, and the ambiguity of that
available, created a situation in which relevance could easily be inferred. The
similarities between the Baha'i teachings, or at least what was known of them, and other
contemporary religious movements such as Liberal Christianity, Unitarianism,
Theosophy and Occultism are examined to show how the milieu was a particularly
receptive context for Baha’ism at that time with many pre-existing values and

assumptions in common.

In Chapter Two, the development of the Baha’i Movement through networking
is subjected to the theory of relevance. It is argued that the network itself becomes a
context in which the information is disambiguated. In this case the Baha’i teachings are
comprehended differently depending upon the network through which they are
encountered. Thus approached from a perspective of, say, Christian Socialism, the
Baha'i social program is confused with established beliefs and understood to

A
compglment them.

comp{ifnent them.
i

Chapter Three deals with ‘Abdu’l Baha’s visits to the British Isles, and with
how these caused the networks to converge. It also traces the development of a
coherent Baha’i message nuanced for maximum relevance to western listeners. In this
chapter the content of this message is considered in relation to relevance and the
development of motifs. The interplay of the networks is examined to demonstrate how

the message was tailored for utmost relevance to the audience in question.
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Chapter Four discusses the development of the British Baha’is through the years
of the First World War. The breakdown of the networks and the existence of a
simplified message is reinforced by a change in direction. The publication of the Divine
Plan requires Baha’is to teach the new message and not simply to ‘live the life’ in their
established network. By the time hostilities cease and the plan can be implemented the
message is already outdated and many of the movements the Baha’is had belonged to
have ceased to exist. The death of ‘Abdu’l Baha in 1921 brought the period of

charismatic leadership to an end and relevance began to recede.

Chapter Five looks at how the Baha’is worked hard to routinise charisma by
building the Baha’i Administration. This was entirely inward looking activity of
relevance to no one except Baha’is. The stress on teaching was continued but there

. . . o .
were fewer people to teach. Without a charismatic leader,ovvlth an outdated message and

e

S

an over-riding interest in internal administration, the Baha’is had retreated from

relevance and the British Baha’i Movement was doomed.

In Chapter Six, the theoretical conclusions to be drawn from this work are
examined, as are certain criticisms directed at Abdu’l Baha. His ambiguity on
occasions was attributed to sinister motives, but these criticisms are rejected in favour
of seeing that part of his genius consisted in his being a master of relevance. Having
examined throughout the thesis the notion of relevance from the point of view of the
receivers, it is good to conclude with a discussion of relevance from the point of view
of its producer, and to see how his sensitivity to his audiences enabled him to
redistribute the emphases of his message, and to see how thus the early British Baha’is

made their contribution to the resultant Baha’i Faith.

10. Whtlst it toulld bhe avoued chamsma was still Pressat Ln e rile
of the Guardian + the Handls dHthe Cawse - it was foar move
rounised and Quoliivly dufftrent, Shoohi E4£ensli toas net G
chavismadtic laoder tn Hha sanse Abdd Recha was.
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CHAPTER ONE

MESSAGE AND MILIEU

Relevance and Context 1899 — 1907

1.1 Outline of the Chapter

This Chapter seeks to portray, first, the ‘message’ of Baha’ism as it was in the
early days of the period under review and, second, the contemporary milieu in which it
was received. Neither task is particularly easy, but both are interesting. The evolving
message of Baha’ism, certainly in the early part of the period under examination, was not
explicit in Britain; there were accounts and reports of a preliminary or a subjective
nature, but most who became interested did so through personal contact with someone
who was already interested. It must be stressed that the number of people concerned was
never more than a hundred throughout the entire period. If one were to characterise the
public understanding of the message in Britain, in so far as there was one, it would be of
something vague, obscure and ambiguous, more an assemblage of values and aspirations
than doctrines. But included in the message was the image of a mysterious spiritual
figure in the Near East called ‘Abdu’l Baha who spoke of God’s progressive cycles of
revelation, of love, of the unity of humanity and religions, and of the equality of men and

WOmerH.

It is, of course, not easy to be precise about what was known in Britain of
anything, let alone Baha’ism, at any given period, since a few people would have known
a lot, and most people nothing. It is, however, a necessary question to ask just what
information was available to those seeking to investigate Baha’ism. Here the category of
those who knew a lot has only one member, Edward Granville Browne, an outstanding
Orientalist and later Professor of Arabic and Persian at the University of Cambridge,
who took a personal interest in studying the development of Babism and Baha’ism. He
devoted several works to the subject; he lectured beyond Cambridge and contributed

numerous articles of a general nature on the subject to more widely accessible
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publications. Special attention is therefore given to his portrayal of the Baha’i message.
Although not directly relating to Britain, another source of information about Baha’ism,
albeit a highly eccentric one, was Kheiralla. His activities were mainly in America but
he had contacts in Britain and, since American Baha’is were present in both the UK and

Paris, attention is given to his presentation.

With regard to the milieu into which the ‘message’ was received, no attempt is
made to give a full socio-religious portrait of Britain at the time, but attention is given to
those individuals and organisations and movements which were known to have been in
some way associated with Baha’ism at some stage, or who provided a context into which

some aspect of Baha’ism appeared relevant.
1.2 The work of EG Browne in relation to the Babi & Baha'i Movements

The modern Baha'i Faith is unique amongst religions in that its origins were ,J
reported in the international media. Numerous articles about the Bab appeared in
Western newspapers'. The Bab not only attracted media attention, his mission was the
subject of widespread Western scholarship®. It was however, the work of Edward
Granville B1m»which made the Bab, if not a household name, at least a familiar
figure to those interested in the area, of which there were many4. Browne wrote and
edited numerous works on Persia, many of which mention the Babi and Baha’i
movements. Browne first became interested in the Babi Movement after reading the
work of Comte de Gobineau and in 1888 travelled to Persia to undertake his own
research. This ultimately resulted in the publication of A Year Amongst the Persians in
1893. Much of the work contained in this book concerning the Bab and the Babi

Movement was first published in two papers in the July and October 1889 editions of

' See Momen, M The Babi & Baha'i Religions, 1844 - 1944: Some Contemporary Western Accounts,
Oxford, George Ronald, 1981. This is a collection of published and unpublished documents, arranged
chronologically, with an introduction to Western scholarship and biographies of significant individuals.

? Work appeared in Russian by Alexander Toumansky; in German by Baron Victor Rosen; the Bab’s book
of laws was translated into French by ALM Nicolas in Seyyed Ali Mohammed dit le Bab, Paris, Dujarric &
Cie, 1902. Perhaps the most important early work, the one which is known to have influenced EG Browne,
was M le Comte de Gobineau'’s Les Religions et les Philosophies dans I'Asie Cenfrale Paris 1865 & 1866.
} See Momen, M Selections from the Writings of E G Browne on the Babi & Baha'i Religions Oxford,
George Ronald, 1987, for detailed listing and brief analysis of content of Browne’s publications.

* In his forward to the Bibliography of English Language Works on the Babi & Baha'i Faiths 1844 - 1985
(Collins, WP Oxford, 1990) lan Semple wrote “the heroic career of the Bab and his martyred followers
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The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society. In 1890 Browne travelled to Cyprus and
Palestine to follow up developments in the Babi Movement. He knew the Movement had
undergone a schism and was keen to understand the issues involved. He met with Mirza
Yahya, the successor of the Bab and the leader of the Azali party, in Famagusta and with
Baha’u’llah, the leader of the much larger Baha’i party, in Acre. Both groups welcomed
Browne and were keen to co-operate with him. He was given much new material and
unique access to leading figures. In 1891 Browne published a two-volume work entitled
A Traveller’s Narrative. In its introduction Browne explains how ‘I had expressed a
strong desire to become better aquainted with the later history of the Babi movement ...
In reply I was told that a concise and authentic history carried down almost to the present
day had been compiled, and that same day this book, ... was placed in my hands’
(Browne 1891 p. xlii). The work was by an anonymous author but is now attributed to
‘Abdu’l Baha, the son and successor of Baha’u’llah. Traveller’s Narrative is described
by Browne as having four chief features, the secondary importance accorded to the Bab
(i.e. over Baha’u’llah), the depiction of Mirza Yahya as a person of no consequence, the
temperate tone observed towards the Shah of Persia and the deprecation of resistance to
the government by earlier Babis. The book is important to this study because it was one
of the first published sources that reproduced any of Baha’u’llah’s teachings in English’.
Browne’s final major work on the subject was Materials for the Study of the Babi

Religion issued in 1918. This contained a chapter dealing with the Baha’is in the West.®

More significant in spreading the story of the Bab than Browne’s scholarly
publications was the information culled from them that appeared in numerous
popularised handbooks on religion. The importance of Browne’s work in relation to this
study is that it anticipates many of the motifs that would constitute the formation of the
Baha’i message. A clear example of this kind of general book resulted from a series of
lectures given at the South Place Institute in London between 1888 and 1889. The
lectures, including Browne’s on Sufism and Babism, were published under the title

Religious Systems of the World in 1889. By 1911 this book was in its tenth edition

became the talk of educated society in Europe, and Edward Granville Browne of Cambridge University
made its rise the subject of his intense study.”

® As an appendix to Vol. 2 of Traveller's Narrative Browne lists twenty six European publications about
the Bab and Babism; of these, seven are in English, eleven in French (of which several were Russian
publications) and eight in German. Apart from works by Rosen & Gobineau, they are mainly accounts by
travellers or secondary sources.
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suggesting a fairly wide readership. It is not unreasonable to suppose this is the type of
popularised scholarship which might be read by people who would subsequently
investigate the Baha’i Movement further, and consequently it would colour their “first
impressions.” Browne’s article on Babism is twenty pages in length, eighteen pages of
which recount the history of the Bab. It describes the emergence of the Babi Movement
from the Shaykhi Movement’ and how Mirza Ali Muhammad of Shiraz (1819 -1850)
declared himself to be The Bab in 1844. It was initially considered that he meant that he
was the gate to the hidden Imam whose return was anticipated by Sh’ia Muslims® but it
later became evident that his claim was to be the Imam himself. Browne outlines the
story of the Bab’s ministty up to his execution in 1850, pausing to describe some
incidents in detail. Only one page outlines the ‘most salient features of their faith’ and in

these some of the motifs which dominate the Baha’i Movement first appear.

The first of these “salient features” is the understanding that there has been a new
revelation of the truth to mankind by the ‘one, eternal, incomprehensible’ God and that
the essence of the teaching of all past and future prophets is basically the same.
Browne’s explanation of the Manifestation is very vague, especially as arguably the most
important aspect of the Baha’i teachings was the understanding of the role of
Baha’v’llah. Baha’u’llah (Mirza Husayn-Ali 1817 - 1892) was the half brother of Mirza
Yahya (c. 1830 - 1912) who had assumed the leadership of the Babi movement after the
death of the Bab. His leadership was ineffective and the movement became demoralised
and fragmented. In 1866 Baha’u’llah publicly declared he was the one announced by the
Bab as “Him whom God shall make manifest” thus proclaiming himself a Manifestation
of God and the start of a new cycle of prophesy. The majority of Babis accepted
Baha’u’llah’s claim and became known as Baha’is; those who remained loyal to Mirza
Yahya were henceforth referred to as Azalis. All the other components of the message
as outlined by Browne might be described as values; Baha’u’llah’s station as a
manifestation of God is the only one that is a belief, yet it is dismissed in a paragraph. It

was the understanding of the station of Baha’u’llah that would in time prove to be of

8 By 1918, the number of European language publications listed by Browne has risen to forty nine and
includes anti Baha’i authors.

7 For a detailed study of the roles of charisma and authority within Shi’ism in shaping the transformation
of Shaykhism to Babism see MacEioh, D “From Shaykhism to Babism: A Study in Charismatic Renewal
in Shi’i Islam” PhD Thesis Cambridge University 1979. Bayat, M. Mysticism & Dissent, Socio-religious
Thought in Qajar Iran provides a useful background to the period.
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major importance in distinguishing the Baha’i Movement from the Baha’i Faith. As late
as the 1920s, it was the official NSA policy in the United States that a "Baha'i" was
someone who “accepted/believed” in the social teachings of Baha'v'llah and 'Abdu'l-
Baha and a "believer" was someone who "accepted the Manifestation™ i.e. attributed a
revelatory origin to those teachings. To elect an Assembly required nine "believers";
only having nine "Baha'is" was not enough. Thus many eatly references to people being
"Baha'i" should not necessarily be taken to mean that they were assumed to accept the
idea of revelation. Only some of those who called themselves Baha’is accepted the belief
in Baha’u’llah; others were attracted to values which they perceived to concur with their
own. Thus, the values of peace and harmony attracted a network of people involved in
peace movements. The values of equality attracted feminists and socialists, the East/West
unity value attracted orientalists and the unity of religions appealed to Liberal Christians
and Unitarians. Each of these overlapping networks would contribute to developing these

values into a programme.

Despite not elaborating on Baha’u’llah’s claim to be a Manifestation of God, it is
him not the Bab whom Browne quotes when outlining the beliefs of Babism. The
following passage is quoted at length because it mirrors so completely many of the
contexts in which the Baha’i teachings would be elaborated and even uses some of the

most often quoted sayings of Baha’u’llah.

“As to the belief in a future life, it is there, but it is not prominent. A universal
reign of peace, love, freedom, and unity of belief and effort is the thing primarily
aimed at; for Babism, in spite of the mystic enthusiasm which pervades it, differs
from Sufism in the essentially practical objects which it has in view. A material
resurrection is denied, and the immaterial future of the spirit must not divert our
thoughts from the work of regenerating the world. War must cease, nations must
mingle in friendship, justice must become universal, all men must be as brothers.
“Ye are all fruit of one tree,” says Beha, “and the leaves of one branch. Walk,
then, with perfect charity, concord, affection and agreement, for I swear by the
Sun of Truth that the light of agreement shall brighten and illumine the horizons.”

So again he says, “Pride is not for him who loveth his country, but rather for him

§ See Momen, M S#i’a Islam Oxford, George Ronald 1992 for a full description of beliefs concerning the
Hidden Imam and his expected return.
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who loveth the whole world.” “As for those who commit sin and cling to the
world.” He says elsewhere, “they are assuredly not of the people of Beha.”
“Religious hatred and rancour is a world-consuming fire,” we read in another
place, “and the quenching thereof most arduous, unless the hand of Divine Might
give man deliverance from this unfruitful calamity.” People of all creeds are to be
associated with in a fair and friendly spirit, not shunned as unclean or treated as
foes. Persuasion may be used to gain converts, but the employment of force is
hateful to God. “If ye be slain it is better for you than that ye should slay.” The
diffusion of knowledge is a most laudable thing, for, says Beha, “he who
educateth his son, or one of the sons of another, it is as though he had educated
one of my sons.” But studies like logic and philosophy, which produce only
disputation, are discouraged. The study of living languages is, on the other hand,
encouraged since it is conducive to a closer union of diverse peoples. It is,
however, recommended that in the course of time one language (either one of
those at present existing, or a new universal language) and one writing be chosen
by the assembled representatives of the different nations, and that these be taught
to everyone, so that thenceforth there may be no obstacle to the free intercourse
of all mankind.” (Browne, 1889)

What then does this list of ‘salient features’ amount to? Firstly, a reiteration of
monotheism and the fulfilment of prophesy and then a list of values rather than beliefs -
love, unity, brotherhood, education for all and international communication. Members of
any religious faith could agree with these aspirations which are totally devoid of
theological content. These rather vague values anticipate the motifs which would
eventually provide the contexts for the development of the social programme of
Baha’ism. Despite his detailed account of the Bab, the quotations Browne uses to

describe the salient features are all from Baha’u’llah. In a later work he writes:

While ethical teaching occupies a very subordinate place in the writings of the
Bab and his disciples, it constitutes the chief part of the Baha’i teachings ... Of the
ethical teachings of Baha’u’llah ... These teachings are in themselves admirable,
though inferior, in my opinion, both in beauty and simplicity to the teachings of
Christ. Moreover, as it seems to me, ethics is only the application to everyday life

of religion and metaphysics, and to be effective must be supported by some
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spiritual sanction; and in the case of Baha’ism, with its rather vague doctrines as
to the nature and destiny of the soul of man, it is a little difficult to see whence
the driving power to enforce the ethical maxims can be derived.” (Browne, 1918

p. xxii)

Browne must have been a great disappointment to the Baha’is’, who had hoped
he would embrace their Cause. He had been granted four interviews with Baha’u’llah
and given a major historical book to translate. Browne diverged from the Baha’is over
issues of Persian politics and he moved closer to the rival Azali sect. He makes clear in
his work that his interest in the history of the Babi and Baha’i movements “is the light it
throws on the genesis and evolution of other religions”. In a startling passage he
compares the dispute between Baha’u’llah and Mirza Yahya with the dispute between St.
Paul and St. Peter, implying the Bab’s Christ-like status while reducing Baha’u’llah to an
apostle. He describes Baha’u’llah’s ethical teachings as inferior to those of Christ and
devoid of spiritual content. However, he does not acknowledge that it is he (Browne)
who in earlier work (there are nearly thirty years between the publication of the two
works cited above but Browne does not appear to have elaborated his analysis one iota)
reduced Baha’u’llah to a few “bullet points”. These included the end of nationalism and
religious hatred, friendly association with all, no ritual uncleanness, rejection of physical

force, education for all and a universal language.
1.3 Browne and the introduction of Relevance

There are two points outside Browne’s list, which deserve attention. They
directly relate to the concept of relevance. The first is the description of the death of the
Bab and its relevance for Christians. It is in the event of the martyrdom of the Bab that
the first instance of relevance for the Western adherents of Baha’ism can be found.
According to Baha’i sources (Shoghi Effendi: 1995 p.56) when the Bab was summoned
to face the firing squad, he remarked, “Not until I have said to him [his amanuensis, Said
Hussain] all those things that I have to say can any earthly power silence Me.” He was
led off to face his executioners, seven hundred and fifty riflemen, under the command of

an Armenian Christian. The Bab and a young disciple, Anis, were suspended on a rope

® For a detailed explanation of the Baha’i perspective on Browne, see HM Balyuzi, Edward Granville
Browne and the Baha'i Faith, Oxford, George Ronald, 1970
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and the regiment opened fire rank upon rank in the manner of a British infantry square.
When the smoke cleared, the Bab had vanished and his friend stood unharmed.
Eventually the Bab was located in his cell concluding his conversation with his
amanuensis. This time he went willingly to face his executioners (the Christian regiment
had been stood down and replaced with a Muslim one) remarking, ‘I have finished my
conversation with Said Hussein.” The second attempt at execution was successful and the
bodies of the Bab and Anis were ‘completely dissected.” The relevance for those
approaching the Baha’i teachings from the Christian tradition is noted by James Webb in
The Flight From Reason, ‘The parallels with Christian legend are obvious. The
Armenian colonel corresponds with the centurion with the lance. The miracle of the first
execution, the combination of divine imperiousness and meek acquiescence, are all in
accordance with what the West knew of divinity, ... The bodies of the Bab and Anis were
stolen from under the eyes of the guard placed upon them, hidden, and eventually buried
on the slopes of Mount Carmel.” (Webb: 1971 p.34) Thus, at the very root of the Baha’i
message was an inference which would require the minimum of contextual shift for

relevance to Christians.

A figure who is mentioned at some length in Browne’s work is Tahirih (1814-
1852) as she is called by Baha’is or, alternatively, Fatimih Unun Salamih, Qurratu’l-
‘Ayn or Zarrin-Taj, who was a prominent follower of the Bab. She was the daughter of
Hajj Mulla Salih and related to other leading members of the religious establishment.
She was a highly intelligent and original scholar, whose participation in religious
argument was unique for a woman of her time. Browne uses her involvement in the Babi
movement to indicate the Bab’s progressive stance on women’s rights. Later Baha’i
writers would also use her to enhance relevance for Western women involved in the
struggle for suffrage. For example, Shoghi Effendi describes her strangulation and then
comments, ‘Thus ended the life of this great Babi heroine, the first woman suffrage
martyr, who, at her death, turning to the one in whose custody she had been placed, had
boldly declared: “You can kill me as soon as you like, but you cannot stop the
emancipation of women.” (Shoghi Effendi: 1995 p.75) Thus was she repackaged for 7
enhanced relevance. What suffrage movement he is claiming she was martyred for is not
clear, as there was no demand for universal franchise in Iran at the time of her death. In
fact the cause of women’s rights would be one of the most important contexts for the

elaboration of relevance for Western Baha’is, despite the fact that Baha’u’llah wrote
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little about the status of women, stressing rather the equality of humanity and only

implicitly that of men and women.

What then was the message that a reader, seeking spiritual enlightenment,
confronted with Browne’s work would encounter? They would be able to consider the
heroism and tragic fate of the Babis in the context of it being the beginning of a new
religion, which according to Browne’s early analysis was potentially as important as the
major world religions. What one would get from reading one of Browne’s articles is the
history of the Bab, Qurratu’l-‘Ayn and some rather vague ethical teachings. Superficially
this is not much, but it gives a seductive combination of heroic deeds, romantic heroines
(some eroticism) and theological vagueness, all which had the potential to be enriched

and found relevance for feminists.

1.4 The Baha'i Teachings spread to the West

Around the same time that Browne was lecturing at South Place, Ibrahim
Kheirella was beginning to spread his version of the Baha’i teachings in North America.
There does not appear to have been a conscious plan to spread the teachings of
Baha’u’llah to the West. Certainly no written records of such a venture have survived.
Ibrahim Kheirella would later claim that he had been despatched specifically for this task
but his idiosyncratic approach to Baha’ism and his innovative methods would make him
an unlikely candidate for such an important mission. It may be that he and Haddad did
have some kind of official sanction for their activities, however, if that was the case they
seem to have acted independently and had little contact with ‘Abdu’l Baha. The
importance of this apparent isolation is that Baha’i teachings in the West were allowed to
spread in an uncontrolled manner leaving much to the inference of the hearer and

consequently allowing enrichment and subsequent relevance.

It was shortly after the death of Baha'u'llah that the teachings of the Bab and
Baha'u'llah were first introduced to the United States of America by a Syrian from a
Christian background, Ibrahim George Kheiralla (18?7-1919). Kheiralla was born in a
village near Beirut, He graduated from the Syrian Protestant College in 1870. Soon after
graduation he relocated to Cairo where he was involved in numerous commercial

ventures, which seem to have been relatively successful until about 1888 when a legal
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dispute went against him causing financial problems. It was during his time in Egypt that
Kheiralla began his tangled matrimonial affairs. In 1882, after his first wife died, he
married a Coptic widow whom he later divorced and in 1890 he married for the third
time. According to Hollinger (1984, p100), he came into contact with Baha'ism through
his third wife's brother, who had been converted to the Baha'i religion by 'Abdu'l-Karim
Tihrani. He became Kheiralla's Baha'i teacher with whom he studied for two years before
convetting in 1889. Stockman (1985, pp.16-17) claims Kheiralla's introduction to Tihrani
was by "a black magician" and that he was deeply interested in the occult. He goes on to
point out that the transmission of the Baha'i teachings must have been oral as Kheiralla
could not read Persian and Tihrani could not speak or write Arabic. Tihrani taught

Baha'ism as an esoteric doctrine, requiring spiritual preparation before initiation.

Kheiralla's understanding of the Baha'i teachings seem to have included the belief
that Baha'u'llah was God incarnate together with numerous popular Middle Eastern
religious ideas about dreams, magic and talismans. He was especially keen on the Baha'i
teaching of the hundredth and greatest name of God, which he believed had potent
magical powers. Early in 1893, Kheiralla joined another Christian adherent of Baha'ism,
called Anton Haddad in America. The two men were involved in a number of imaginative
but doomed business ventures before Kheiralla bought a doctorate and set himself up as a
healer in 1894. His healing practice seems to have been fairly successful. Utilising
traditional Middle Eastern magical and spiritual healing techniques, he charged two
dollars a visit. His healing business introduced him to the alternative medicine and cultic
milieu of Chicago. In 1895 began to teach his version of Baha'ism, and not only were his
teachings unorthodox, so were his methods. He invited ‘Truth Seekers’ (his term) to a
series of thirteen graduated lectures in which he promised to reveal secret wisdom to
those who stayed the course. According to Berger ‘Seekers’ who disagreed with their
teacher were ‘excused’; thus Kheiralla "eliminated all but the most credulous." (Berger,
1954, p.87). He taught that the millennium would begin in 1917, following a great war.
He also taught the doctrine of reincarnation, although it is unclear if this was a
misunderstanding of the Shi'i doctrine of rgja’at (the return of all twelve imams and their
followers) or an acceptance of ideas current in the American popular religion of the day.
Wherever it came from, central to his teaching was that Baha'u'llah was God, and his son
was a reincarnation of Jesus. Kheiralla's thesis continued that the Baha'i teachings were

proved by the Bible. His emphasis was almost exclusively Christian in orientation, and,
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whilst other faiths were acknowledged, their importance was minimised. Kheiralla was
very successful. He was soon unable to cope with the number of ‘Truth Seekers’
requiring his classes and was required to hand over some of the work to students he had
trained up to teach "The Pith" as he referred to his secret doctrine. By 1900 there were

about 1,700 Baha'is in America.

Kheirella’s methods are outlined in detail in Browne’s Materials for the Study of
the Babi Religion, in which he reproduces a correspondence with a Miss A. A. H. of
Brooklyn, New York, who provides abstracts of the lessons as well as some of the
questions she raised and he failed to answer to her satisfaction. The confusion that seems
to have been part of the teaching almost certainly allowed hearers to embellish the

message to their own satisfaction.

In 1898 Kheiralla had led a pilgrimage to Palestine, paid for by Mrs Phoebe
Hearst. He was greeted by ‘Abdu’l Baha as "Baha's Peter,” "the Second Columbus," and
the "Conqueror of America". However, during this visit he became alienated from
‘Abdu’l Baha. It seems he argued with both Persian Baha'is and with one of his converts,
Dr. Edward Getsinger, over points of doctrine. He seems to have wanted ‘Abdu’l Baha to
clarify such matters as reincarnation and his assertion that God had a personality. Both
Hollinger (1984, p.113) and Berger (1954, p.90) argue that Kheiralla's disillusionment
began with ‘Abdu’l Baha's conciliatory attitude to his dispute over Biblical interpretation
and his failure to back him in the aforementioned arguments. Berger repeats Kheiralla's
claim that ‘Abdu’l Baha would not explain matters of doctrine satisfactorily and that he
refused him the knowledge that he sought. Hollinger claims he was puzzled by ‘Abdu’l
Baha's relativism and finally came to see it as dishonesty. Stockman (1985, p.154) places
greater emphasis on doctrinal dispute and the oral tradition that Kheiralla demanded the
leadership of the Baha'is in the west. There are numerous examples that ‘Abdu’l Baha
was loath to dismiss the beliefs of others, while it seems possible that with his occultist
background Kheiralla could have assumed that "higher" esoteric knowledge (and the

power derived from it) was being withheld. Certainly his estrangement from ‘Abdu’l
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Baha caused Kheiralla to ponder on the validity of his half brother’s rival claim to the

leadership of the Baha'i community. '’

Eventually Kheiralla's confused loyalties became apparent and the American
Baha'i community threatened to be split in two. ‘Abdu’l Baha's response was swift.
Whilst he was prepared to tolerate heterodox teaching, he would not accept disloyalty.
Kheiralla's own teacher, 'Abdu'l Karim Tihrani, was despatched to America, apparently in
order to heal the split but whether by accident or design he actually began to rally support
for a loyalist faction, demanding ordeals by faith and finally referring to Kheiralla and his
supporters as ‘Covenant Breakers’. In 1900 Kheiralla finally declared his support for
‘Abdw’l Baha’s disloyal half brother Muhammad Ali'!, and his followers, who were
henceforth referred to as Behaists, numbered about three hundred. The loss of Kheiralla

and his supporters was a blow to the Baha'i community and both factions lost members.

What was the legacy of Kheiralla? He built a community of nearly two thousand
souls who claimed adherence to the Baha'i teachings. He was the first to address Baha'i
theology in a Christian context and some of his thinking still underpins western Baha'i
approaches to the Bible. After his defection Persian Baha'i teachers were drafted in to the
United States to consolidate the remaining believers and thus a more cohesive and

doctrinally orthodox group emerged.

While the status of Kheirella as a Baha’i missionary is unclear, we can be certain
that there was absolutely no conscious plan to introduce the teachings of Baha’u’liah into
the British Isles at this time. This is important because it means that there was very little
input by the Baha’i leadership. The British Baha’is would be free to enrich their very
limited information and draw relevance from whatever context they chose to use to

disambiguate it.

Kheiralla had little influence on the growth of Baha'ism in the British Isles;

however, he can be credited with introducing it. His fourth wife was English and on their

' Under the terms of Baha’w’llah’s will Muhammad Ali, his younger son was to be appointed to lead the
community after the death of ‘‘Abdu’l Baha. However, shortly after their father’s death, a split occurred
and at the time of Kheiralla’s visit Muhammad Ali offered an alternative leadership.

43




honeymoon, in 1895, they visited England. During this visit her aunt, Miss Marion
Brown of London, became a Baha'i (Stockman: 1985, p.37). There is no further mention
of Brown in any Baha’i literature. More significant was the presence on the 1898
pilgrimage of a Mrs Thornburgh-Cropper, an American resident in England who was to
be a central figure in the development of Baha'ism in Britain. Thornburgh-Cropper’s
presence on the pilgrimage was itself a fairly random event. She was a friend of Phoebe
Hearst, a member of the Californian newspaper owning family whose extensive fortune
had helped the spread of the Baha’i message in North America. Although Mrs Hearst
became disenchanted with the Baha’is she was the financial backer of the Kheirella
pilgrimage. Thornburgh-Cropper, an American national, was living in England and
joined the party when they stopped in London on route for Palestine. Although there is
evidence of her previous interest in religion there is nothing to suggest she had any

previous interest in or contact with the Baha’is.

Thornburgh-Cropper could have reinforced her understanding of the Baha’i
teachings by reading, although, as stated above, the literature available was scant. Most
of the efforts of translation at this time were put into translating the Tablets of ‘Abdu’l
Baha and it would be some time before a concerted effort to translate the Writings of
Baha’u’llah into English would be made. In 1900 Anton Haddad translated the Kitab-i-
Aqdas into English and it was circulated in typescript form amongst the American
Baha’is. At least one copy of this reached Britain but it is impossible to say when. Also
in 1900 a collection of writings by Baha’v’llah entitled Tablets, Communes and Holy
Utterances was published in the USA, which was probably also translated by Haddad.
One of the first books specifically about the Baha’is, rather than the Babis to be
published in English was Myron Phelps® The Life and Teaching of Abbas Effendi. The
first edition of this work was published in 1903. Phelps, an American, wrote “While
spending the summer of 1902 in London, it happened that through friends I heard of
Beha’ism (sic) which has adherents in England, as well as a much larger number in the
United States.” (Phelps: 1912, p.xxxviii) Phelps must have met Thornburgh-Cropper,
and the contents of his book must have addressed the kind of issues they discussed and

the sort of information they felt appropriate to publish in order to promote the Baha’i

" Muhammad Ali’s campaign against ‘Abdu’l Baha resulted in ‘Abdu’l Baha willing the leadership of the
Baha’i community to his grandson; had he remained loyal he would have inherited in 1921 and enjoyed the
position of leadership until his death in 1937.
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cause. This book is the first to dwell on the fourth of Smith’s motifs - devotion to
‘Abdu’l Baha. The book is in three parts, the first and largest part outlines the life story
of ‘Abdu’l Baha; there is then a small section on the ethical teachings and then a number
of discourses on various subjects. It is interesting to note that there is no stress on the
social teachings but rather on the spiritual and religious aspects of ‘Abdu’l Baha’s
thought. It is the first book published in the West which addresses Baha’i teachings from
the perspective of their possible relevance to Westerners rather than from the perspective
of an orientalist. This work is very different in style from Browne’s scholarly research,
although Browne wrote the introduction to the second edition and confirmed the

authenticity of its content.

At this stage the Baha’i message was one that was based on values and
aspirations rather than doctrines and it was this that allowed such enormous scope for
inference and consequently for relevance. Relevance is enhanced by ambiguity; the
vagueness of what was understood to be the Baha’i message would allow it to be
understood according to the preconceptions of its hearers. Before going on to
investigate the activities of those who would embrace the Baha’i Cause in Britain it is

necessary to look briefly at the world they inhabited.

1.5 Heresy and Choice

In his book The Heretical Imperative (1980) Berger notes the literal meaning of
heresy is choice in religion. The English word “heresy” comes from the Greek verb
hairein, which means, “to choose” (Berger: 1980, p. 27). For heresy to be a deviation, he
continues, a religious authority must exist, and without such an authority heresy becomes
an imperative, In this book Berger argues that the modern situation, - he measures
modernity by the ratio of inanimate to animate sources of power, - results in individuals
developing a modern consciousness in order to cope with the structures of the situation
in which they live. Berger goes on to argue that modern consciousness “entails a
movement from fate to choice” (Berger: 1980, p. 11). Pre-modern societies, he points
out, are traditional societies in which a strong degree of certainty exists. Modernity on
the other hand pluralises and consequently opens up choices in everything from what
brand of commercial product to use, to choices in lifestyle and sexual orientation and

ultimately to choices in religion:
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“In pre-modern situations there is a world of religious certainty, occasionally
ruptured by heretical deviations. By contrast, the modern situation is a world of
religious uncertainty, occasionally staved off by more or less precarious
constructions of religious affirmation. Indeed, one could put this change even more
sharply: For pre-modern man, heresy is a possibility - usually a rather remote one;
for modern man, heresy typically becomes a necessity. Or again modernity creates
a new situation in which picking and choosing becomes an imperative. (Berger:
1980, p.28)

The London to which Mrs Thornburgh-Cropper returned from her pilgrimage
with Dr. Kheirella was a town awash with religious choices and heresies of all kinds.
Some of these were relevant to the Baha’is. Others, such as secularism, were not. There
were also a number of movements outside of Christianity that played an important part in
preparing the ground for Baha’ism. In 1871 Darwin’s The Descent of Man was
published. This work was to undermine traditional Christian beliefs about creation, while
Biblical criticism, such as Emest Renan’s Life of Jesus, threw the historical Jesus into
sharp relief against the Christ of the Church. During this period, as Christianity
attempted to reconstruct itself to face the challenges of a new era, all sorts of new ideas
and heresies formed alternative and supplementary belief systems with which to either
reject or adapt orthodoxy. It is against this background of emerging religious pluralism

that the story of the British Baha’is must be viewed.

Literature on the development of alternative and supplementary religious
movements at the start of the twentieth century is surprisingly scant. Whilst there is a
wealth of literature on new religious movements, much of this is concerned with post
Second World War developments. The historical roots of the “New Age Movement”
have been examined by Raschke (1980) and Faivre (1994) Godwyn (1994) considered
the historical role of Theosophy. Webb (1971) and (1985) made an important
contribution to this field in discussing the development of supplementary belief systems
in Europe. Albanese (1977) and Ahlstrom (1972) produced more analytical work that
attempted to locate esoteric, occult and metaphysical in terms of broader cultural

historiography. Their work was, however, restricted to the North American experience.
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Two men, prominent in the area of supplementary religious belief, played an
important role in the early Baha’i Movement: they were the Reverend Reginald John
Campbell, Minister of the City Temple Congregational Church, and the Venerable Albert
Basil Orme Wilberforce, Archdeacon of Westminster Abbey. These men represent two
dominant strands amongst the Baha’is. Campbell was connected to socialist politics and
the settlement movement and he moved amongst the highest strata of the radical literati.
Wilberforce was not simply an establishment figure whose congregation included some
of the most affluent Baha’is, he was also deeply involved in spiritualism, freemasonry
and the esoteric. These two men were pivotal in the networks from which the Baha’is
were drawn. For most Baha’is today their importance lies in their activities during the
visit of ‘Abdu’l Baha. However their thinking laid a foundation for Baha’ism which has
not been acknowledged. Whilst Baha’ism does not seem to have been of major
significance to either Campbell or Wilberforce, it is hard to imagine the early Baha’i

community without their presence.

1.6 Reginald John Campbell

Reginald John Campbell (1867 to 1956) was born in London. His health was so
delicate that as a child he was sent to Northern Ireland to be brought up by his maternal
grandparents. He was both the son and grandson of Nonconformist ministers but on his
return to England he joined the Anglican Communion (Campbell: 1916, p.28). Campbell
seems to have always been torn between religious Conformity and Nonconformity. This
was compounded by the political radicalism of English Nonconformity towards which he
was drawn as opposed to the political conservatism of Ulster Protestantism and the
Orange Lodge that he rejected. He describes that even as a child his experience of God
through nature led him towards sacramentalism and ultimately Anglicanism (Campbell:
1916, p.12). Campbell went to university with the intention of taking orders in the
Anglican Church, However whilst he was at Oxford he underwent a mystical experience
which caused him to abandon his ambitions and aim instead for an academic career. But,
the pull of Nonconformity on his soul proved irresistible and he returned to the church of
his grandfather where no doctrinal subscription was required. He was admitted to the
Congregational ministry and, in the summer of 1895, took up his duties in the Old Union
Street Church in Brighton. He would later describe his time in Brighton as “one of the

happiest of my whole ministerial career.” (Campbell: 1916, p.81) The church (founded in
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1662,) had been in decline for sometime, despite being the mother Nonconformist church
in the district. Campbell’s ministry seems to have very successful. The congregation
soon outgrew the building and were forced to amalgamate with another church. At the
time of his departure for London plans were being made, by his congregation, for the
construction of a new church which would provide a focus for the whole county as well

as being at the geographical and social centre of the town.

Campbell’s second church was to be The City Temple. Although the building
was relatively new, founded in 1873, the congregation went back to the time of
Cromwell. Dr. Joseph Parker had been the Preacher who had overseen the building of the
new church and his presence in the “great white pulpit” could pack it to its 2,500
capacity. Parker initiated Thursday morning services, actually at noon, to reach office
workers and shopkeepers during their lunch times. An important development was the
support for Parker and the City Temple of the Christian Commonwealth magazine, first
published on 20th October 1881 as an organ of the Baptist Spurgeon Movement but
which had been more recentily uncommitted to any party within Nonconformity. In
October 1901 Albert Dawson, a long serving member of the City Temple, became editor
of the Christian Commonweaith, and thus sympathetic coverage was assured. By 1901
Parker was a sick man, and unable to fulfil all his duties at the City Temple. Quite how
he knew Campbell is not clear, Dawson certainly visited the Union Church, so this may
have been the connection. Campbell was persuaded to undertake the Thursday morning
services and from October 1902 to May 1903 he commuted between London and
Brighton for this purpose. With the support of the Christian Commonwealth, Campbell
was remarkably successful. Within five months Campbell was preaching to standing-
room crowds of 3,000, and within a year formal complaints were made by non-
seatholders, who, after queuing up in the cold weather outside, were still not assured of
admittance (Smith: 1967, p. 208). When Parker died on 20th November 1902, there was
no doubt as to his successor. At the age of thirty-five Reginald Campbell took over the

premier pulpit of the Congregational ministry.

What, then, was the nature of the message that he brought? Was it really
substantially different from Parker's? The answer is that it was. Both theologically
and socially he was not only in advance of Parker, but his position was also more

sophisticated. But this was not apparent to many of his congregation at the outset.
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For whereas Parker tended to sound shocking but on reflection turned out to be
only mildly unorthodox, Campbell's spiritual and poetic tone carried implications

which, if understood, might be deeply disturbing. (Smith: 1967, p. 210)

As well as his work at the City Temple Campbell was involved with numerous
radical organisations, for example, The Progressive League (League of progressive
thought and Social Service) of which he was president. The League had begun in January
1907 as the New Theology League but within a month it was renamed the Society for the
Encouragement of Progressive Religious Thought. It was meant to fulfil an important
role in the new reformation which was gathering momentum. The objects of the League
were Spiritual Fellowship, Theological Freedom and Social Regeneration. Campbell and
the Christian Commonwealth seem particularly preoccupied with the League during
1910. The 9™ March issue is a League “special”; the 4™ May issue advertises the “Spring
Assembly of the Progressive League” which is to be addressed by the Rev. J Bruce
Wallace (whose brother in law, Wellesley Tudor Pole, would play a significant role in
the Baha’i Movement) on the subject of “The Spiritual Life - What is it?”. In the July
13™ issue the readership are informed that the Progressive League is now the Liberal
Christian League. Campbell remained president of it until 1911, when he was forced by
ill health to reduce his activities. The various fellowships and brotherhoods regularly
reported in the Christian Commonwealth form a network of organisations promoting
various progressive causes and Campbell was an active participant in many of them
when his health allowed. It was these organisations which formed part of the system of

networks through which the teachings of Baha’ism would spread.

Perhaps the most important new influence on Campbell during his sojourn at the
City Temple was his conversion to socialism and his membership of the Independent
Labour Party and the Fabian Society. He wrote extensively about this in Christianity
and the Social Order (Campbell: 1907). In this book he attempted to show the
correspondence between the principles of Christianity and socialism. His introduction to
socialism was a curiously negative one. He was attacked by the trade union movement
for his conservative stance on the Church’s role in public education and on Sunday
observance. This brought him into contact with Labour leaders for the first time. He
struck up close friendships with both Keir Hardie and George Bernard Shaw and in the

autumn of 1905 preached a sermon on Christianity and Collectivism in the City Temple,
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during which he declared himself a socialist. In his book, Campbell explains that the
churches are becoming obsolete, serving only a small section of the middle class.
Conversely, the masses are not at all hostile to the religion of Jesus, but hostile to the
churches because they do not teach the religion of Jesus. Socialism is simply Christianity
in a new and relevant form (Campbell: 1907, p.17) Christianity and the Social Order, is
basically a book in two parts, the first outlining the theological concept of the Kingdom
of God throughout Christian history and the second a brief outlining of socialism and
feminism. Neither part of the book is particularly original or profound. The idea of
Christian Socialism was already well established and, although the notion that God’s
Kingdom upon earth would be established through the medium of the Independent
Labour Party and the Fabian Society rather than the churches was unusual, it was not
unique. Where this book was relevant for the Baha’is is in the contention that anything
which promotes “universal brotherhood is Christianity” and that the religion of Jesus is
no longer taught in the Churches, Such ideas may have encouraged an acceptance of
beliefs outside traditional Christianity by implying that they represented a truer
understanding of the religion of Jesus. Furthermore, Campbell’s insistence on Socialism
as the means to the Kingdom of God finds a resonance in the understanding of the

Western Baha’is to the concept of the malekoot in Baha’ism.

“Bahaism isn’t otherworldly enough to be a religion. Tolstoi might just as well
say Tolstoism is a religion."

"It hasn't dogmas perhaps. But it has " - he hesitated - "what I should call an
immense Love of God, and acquiescence in the Divine Will. Did you ever read
the Fbretti or a Kempis's De Imitatione Christi?

They have that spirit in them - heaps of it. A sort of mediaeval mysticism, a
cheerful mysticism, which finds comradeship with all the world. Their Malekoot
seems to me to be identical with the “divine enlightenment of the Franciscans.”. ..
Then she suddenly looked up with a laugh, and exclaimed

" There we are! "

" What?" Talking about religion. I told you it was infectious in this country.
You've caught it from the Persians, and now I am getting it from you ! If we were
in London we should no more dream of discussing such things than of flying.

New Theology is associated with the suburbs, of course, ...(Stevens: 1911, p. 187
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The seemingly unconscious linking of the malekoot with the New Theology in
the passage by Ethel Stevens (Lady Drower) above brings us to Campbell’s most
controversial work The New Theology. The New Theology controversy broke out on
12™ January 1907. In a Daily Mail interview Campbell stated his belief that the recorded
events of the “historical” Jesus were merely legend, which had little or nothing to do
with the divine spirit of Christ, the importance of which lay in its immanence, the
presence of Christ in men and history. Whilst this sort of thinking was commonplace at
the City Temple, published baldly in the press, without context - it created a storm.
Demands were made for Campbell to resign. The controversy took on a life of its own:
the more Campbell attempted to explain his position the more he aggravated his
opponents. The Christian Commonwealth became the organ of the new movement and
by the year-end could report its best ever circulation. Gradually Dawson enlarged the
influence of his paper to include Catholic Modernism, the Liberal Movement in the
Church of England and other progressive spiritual movements. In June 1909 Dawson set
up an editorial board of which Campbell was chairman. The board included T. K.
Cheyne, Sir Richard Stapley both of whom were connected to the Baha’i Movement. In
an attempt to clarify his position Campbell published The New Theology in the March of
1907, which was reprinted in April, May and September of that year and again in
January 1908. Most of what it said, had been said before in his sermons, and it might be
argued that it simply reinforced the entrenched positions of his supporters and

opponents. In it he defines the New Theology and this definition is quoted in its entirety:

“Where or when the name New Theology arose I do not know, but it has been in
existence for a least one generation. It is neither of my invention nor of my choice.
It has long been in use both in this country and in America to indicate the attitude
of those who believe that the fundamentals of the Christian faith need to be
rearticulated in terms of the immanence of God. Those who take this view do not
hold that there is any need for a new religion, but that the forms in which the
religion of Jesus is commonly presented are inadequate and misleading. What is
wanted is freshness and simplicity of statement. The New Theology is not new
except in the sense that it seeks to substitute simplicity for complexity and to get
down to moral values in its use of religious terms. Qur objection is not so much to
the venerable creeds of Christendom as to the ordinary interpretations of those

creeds. And, creeds or no creeds, we hold that the religious experience which came
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to the world in Jesus of Nazareth is enough for all our needs, and only requires to
be freed from limiting statements in order to lay firm hold once more upon the
civilised world. The New Theology is an untrammelled return to the Christian
sources in the light of modern thought. Its starting point is a re-emphasis of the
Christian belief in the divine immanence in the universe and in mankind. This
doctrine is certainly not new, but it requires to be placed effectively in the
foreground of Christian preaching. In the immediate past the doctrine of the divine
transcendence - that is, the obvious truth that the infinite being of God must
transcend the infinite universe - has been presented in such a way as to amount to a
practical dualism, and to lead men to think of God as above and apart from His
world instead of expressing Himself through His world. I repeat that this dualism is
practical, not theoretical, but that it exists is plain enough from such statements as
that of the present-day theologian who speaks of God's "eternal eminence, and His
descent on a created world." This kind of theologising leads straight to the
conclusion that God is to all intents and purposes quite distinct from His creation,
although He possesses a full and accurate knowledge of all that goes on in it and
reserves to Himself the right to interfere. In what sense language like this leaves
room for the divine immanence it is difficult to see. The New Theology holds that
we know nothing and can know nothing of the Infinite Cause whence all things
proceed except as we read Him in His universe and in our own souls. It is the
immanent God with whom we have to do, and if this obvious fact is once firmly
grasped it will simplify all our religious conceptions and give us a working faith.”
(Campbell: 1908, p. 7)

Whilst the insistence upon the immanence of God might appear to contradict the

Baha’i doctrine of the unknowable nature of God who can only be understood by

humanity through His manifestations, in a sense it does not. For the Baha’i

understanding of God is not identical with that of the Christian concept of a transcendent

God. Furthermore the early Baha’is do not seem to have had a clear understanding of

Baha’i belief in this area as is indicated by frequent questions about Pantheism which

may be rooted in New Theology concepts.

In the New Theology Campbell explained his commitment to socialism and for

many of his followers this may have been the first indication of these sympathies.
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Christianity and the Social Order was published later in the year expanding on this
theme. Campbell’s opponents were not limited to the Nonconformist ministry. Many

socialists were dismissive of Campbell’s grasp of socialist theory:

“Such trends were suddenly presented as a party-line in 1906 under the
tendentious title of the ‘New Theology.” The founder of the group, R. J.
Campbell, announced that the New Theology was the religious counterpart of
Socialism, for Campbell was a Fabian. In 1907 a summer school was held at
Penmaenmawr, ‘with the object of linking the movement more closely with social
reform.”' But Campbell was a superficial thinker with little knowledge of
Socialism or social reform, and it has been alleged that the basis of the
relationship aimed at was little more than the mere fact that the New Theology
and Socialism were both new and both in the ‘spirit of the age’ and so must be in
fundamental agreement, and it has also been alleged that ‘almost every work by

the school bears the word “new” in the title.’!2

Some went even further in their condemnation:

... why else the transports of excitement from the mid 1900s, over the Rev. R. J.
Campbell’s New Theology whose novelty amounted to little more than a vaguely
universalist optimism plus an LL.P.-ish politics, the whole mixture yeasted with

fashionably evolutionistic waffle? (Barrow: 1986, p.230)

Whilst it is fair to say that Campbell was neither a great nor original thinker, it
should be pointed out that he never made any such claims for himself. Campbell was
simply a pastor with some interesting, if unusual, ideas. The controversy surrounding his
ideas was not of his making, although it might be argued that his poor handling of the
situation caused it to get out of proportion. Certainly, there were many people who found
his ideas attractive, if only because they mirrored their own. It is correct to point out that
this was one of many emergent creeds with “new” in the title. New Theology was very

much “of the times”, as was socialism that it sought to merge with Christianity.

12Quoted in Grant, John W, Free Churchmanship in England 1870-1940.
No date or publisher given, Grant, op. Cit. 139

53




Campbell weathered the storm for several more years, spending most of 1911 in the
United States on a lecture tour. His ever-problematic health caused him to reduce his
workload on his return but more importantly a spiritual crisis was impending. Perhaps
Campbell had never had the inner convictions assumed by his supporters or perhaps the
pressure of being perceived as the leader of the “Second Reformation” was just too much
but in 1914 Campbell had a severe breakdown. When he returned to the pulpit two years

later he would no longer stand by his thesis, and had embraced the “other”.

The beginning of the end of the New Theology came in 1907, when an old friend
of Campbell’s from his days at Oxford published a rebuttal of the New Theology entitled
The New Theology and the Old Religion. Charles Gore, Bishop of Birmingham, took up
the New Theology in his Lent lectures in Birmingham Cathedral. He published all eight
along with five sermons, all of which refuted Campbell’s analyses. Gore’s book might be
regarded simply as a well-written traditional response to a rather lightweight challenge
from an ephemeral heresy except for the extraordinary effect that it had. Campbell wrote

in his Spiritual Pilgrimage

By the middle of 1914 at the furthest all this was clear to me, and it was only a
matter of time before time before I should feel free to act upon it. I felt that, as
Bishop Gore says, the Church of England had a special mission in the world, that
of witnessing for a liberal Catholicism. My affinities were with that, and T knew it.
That, despite all its exaggerations and incoherences, was what the new theology
movement had consciously or unconsciously been seeking. There could be no
returning to Protestant individualism; in the corporate unity of the Catholic Church,
and that alone, was full satisfaction to be found for my religious needs. One had to
get into the main stream of Christian history if that were possible.

(Campbell: 1916, p.274)

In 1916 Reginald Campbell was ordained a priest of the Church of England by
Charles Gore, Bishop of Birmingham and he took up his first employment as priest of St.
Philip’s Cathedral Church, Birmingham. He later went on to parishes in Brighton and
Westminster, and he continued writing and published numerous books. He remained a
staunch socialist within the Church’s High Anglican party. Despite his frail health, he

lived to ninety years of age. He never again rose to prominence or was embroiled in such
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heated controversy. Perhaps his work at the City Temple is best summed up by Warren

Smith:

Campbell's tenure at The City Temple was a dozen years. The years of brilliant
tumult were from 1907 to 1910. When he had gone, those who had sat under his
spell must have wondered if it had not all been a dream. They had had the sense of
riding the crest of a new reformation into a reformed society. The Kingdom of
Heaven was attainable - perhaps almost at hand. Then the angelic man who had
brought them to these heights became confused, confessed his error, and left them,
as the War came upon them and swept away the old Europe. When the great let-
downs of the world are recounted, a special word will need to be said for the pre-

War congregation at London's City Temple. (Smith: 1967, p.233)

Campbell was involved with many of the causes in which Baha’is were active,
for instance, the Independent Labour Party, and the Women’s Freedom League. As a
member of the editorial board of Christian Commonwealth he would have been
acquainted with the Baha’i T. K. Cheyne as well as periodic Baha’i contributors such as
Pole. Yet, how important the Baha’is were to Campbell is unclear. He makes no
reference to Baha’ism in his spiritual autobiography, 4 Spiritual Pilgrimage. This book
is a detailed record of the influences on his theological development, and there he lists
books and people who he claims influenced him. It is intended to show that he never
deviated too far from Christian orthodoxy and was always moving towards Anglicanism.
Throughout the book he stresses his connection with Anglican churchmen, which makes
his omission of his foremost New Theology disciple in the Church of England rather
curious. Basil Wilberforce not only supported the New Theology and wrote a book of
that name, he was to introduce Campbell to Wellesley Tudor Pole and his Glastonbury
vessel and ultimately to Baha’ism. Wilberforce’s interest in Spiritualism was important
to Campbell’s friend Oliver Lodge who was a founding member of the Psychic Research
Society. Despite his admiration of all things Anglican, one churchman, Thomas Cheyne,

does come in for scathing criticism.

“When I recall the wild extremes to which some of the speculations of twenty
years ago went I can but marvel at my own docility under their bold assertions; 1

believed them too readily, as did others. Professor Cheyne must be credited with a
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certain measure of responsibility for this among English readers. His Jerahmeel
theory is only one instance out of many that might be adduced in illustration of his
tendency to erect elaborate superstructures upon the flimsiest foundations. No one
could call his scholarship in question, but his bias was always in the direction of
denying the historicity of events, narratives, and personalities as presented in
scripture. The plain meaning of anything was abhorrent to him; he must always
hunt for the myth of which it was the embodiment. But this habit became rather
serious when he put the Encyclopaedia Biblica on the market as an authoritative
work of reference for Bible students at large. Such a comprehensive accumulation
of learning ought to have contained only assured critical results, or at least have
indicated plainly when the individual judgements advanced were open to doubt,

whereas it did anything but that.” (Campbell: 1916, p.117)

It may be that these two men were never of great significance to Campbell, or perhaps
they were influences better deleted from an explanation of a return to orthodoxy.
However, as Campbell is at times almost brutally self critical in his attempt to absolve
himself his of former errors, there would not appear to be any reason to doubt his
honesty in this matter. He makes no reference to Baha’ism in any published work and is

in fact rather dismissive of “Eastern” religions in general, (Campbell: 1916, p.106/7).
1.7 Basil Wilberforce

The other churchman of crucial importance to the Baha’i Movement was Albert
Basil Orme Wilberforce (1841-1916) who was born on 14" February, 1841, the
youngest son of Samuel Wilberforce, Bishop of Oxford and subsequently of
Winchester, and grandson of William Wilberforce campaigner in the British Parliament
for the abolition of slavery and the slave trade. His mother had died from fever less
than a month after his birth, a circumstance attributed to the fact that the town drain
passed directly beneath the ecclesiastical family home. He was educated at Eton and

Exeter College, Oxford where he first joined the Freemasons.

Basil Wilberforce joined the Apollo Lodge at Oxford in 1862, and proceeded in
due time to higher grades of the craft. His Masonic certificates, carefully docketed

lie before me as [ write. (Russell: 1918, p.14 note 1)
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He was ordained in 1866 as chaplain to the Bishop of Oxford and went on to
become curate of Cuddleston, Oxfordshire, of Seaton, Devonshire and St. Jude’s,
Southsea, before being appointed Rector of St. Mary’s Southampton in 1871. In 1894 he
became Canon of Westminster Abbey and by virtue of holding that office he became the
Rector of St. John the Evangelist, Smith Square. In 1896 he added the Chaplaincy of the
House of Commons to his duties. He published a number of works including, The Trinity
of Evil 1885; Sermons Preached in Westminster Abbey, 1898; second series 1902;
Following on to Know, 1904; Speaking Good of His Name, 1905; Sanctification by the
truth, 1906; New Theology, 1908; The Hope that is in me, 1909; The Power that Worketh
in Us, 1910.

Wilberforce was a Liberal and supported Gladstone, who in turn repaid him by
appointing him to the Canonry of Westminster - but with the proviso that he did not
preach abstinence from alcohol from the pulpit of Westminster Abbey. However much
an individual and an innovator, he could not have been closer to the heart of the
establishment of the nation. He performed his State duties meticulously, carrying the
Imperial Crown at the coronation of Edward VII in 1902 (and the Queen's Crown at the

coronation of George V in 1910).

It is not easy to summarise what Wilberforce believed in, as his biographer,
Russell points out, “Wilberforce was always a good deal swayed by what was in the air”
(Russell: 1918, p. 68). His views were changeable and eclectic. Russell summates that
he believed in traditional divinity, American mystagogues, and divine immanence, and
that he never lost hold on the central facts of Christianity. Wilberforce was rigorous in
some matters and infinitely flexible and liberal in others. He campaigned vigorously for
the Temperance lobby; he signed the anti-drink pledge in 1873; and he tried to introduce
grape juice for communion wine. He had no respect at all for the medical profession and
was totally opposed to vivisection. His openness in matters of religion drew criticism. He
was condemned for allowing an un-baptised Hindu to address his congregation from the
pulpit. He also administered the sacrament anointing the sick with oil - something quite
out of keeping with current Church of England practices. Much of his spiritual direction
had come from outside the church. He used to attend the annual conferences held at

Broadlands in Hampshire (later the home of Earl Mountbatten), which had been started
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by American Quakers and welcomed all-comers. Here Wilberforce met James
Williamson Farquhar, who had by turns been a Presbyterian, a Swedenborgian, a
Spiritualist - and had even lectured on behalf of atheism. Farqubar's Gospel of Divine
Humanity had a profound influence on Wilberforce. Through the Broadlands conferences
he became more ecumenical in outlook. Despite Russell’s contention that he had an
“open mind” on the subject, the Archdeacon was also a dedicated attendee of spiritualist
seances For him, communication with the departed seemed a perfectly normal and proper
thing to do, in no way in conflict with his ministry. His father, Bishop Samuel
Wilberforce, had also been accused of “table tapping” Something of his metaphysical

position is shown in this extract of his vision of the Creed:

"... The Holy Spirit is the Lord, the Life-giver and the Sustainer of the Universe;
the Inspirer of art, science, literature, prophesy, inspiration holiness, prayer.
Though limitless, dateless and universal, He is revealed as discoverable and
accessible in the Holy Catholic Church. He is the invisible bond between souls that
are sundered. He assures of pardon; convinces of the non-reality of death; and of

the endless continuity of the individual life. Amen." (Russell: 1918, p. 120)

Unlike many of those convinced of communication with the dead, however,
Wilberforce rejected the doctrine of reincarnation. In a letter to his brother Reginald

* dated Easter 1913, he wrote:

“I gave reasons again for my abhorrence of the doctrine of reincarnation. I utterly
disbelieve in it. Fancy the Prodigal Son, after his time in “Deva Khan”, with his
ring and his fatted calf, being sent back to there to work out his karma! He
deserved it!! The theory is not in the old eastern faiths - not a trace of it in the

Atharva Veda, the oldest record in the world.” (Russell: 1918, p. 122)

Wilberforce was totally committed to women’s suffrage. A notable feature of the
congregation at his Church of St. John the Evangelist, Smith Square, was that women
outnumbered men by ten to one. It was observed that 'women somehow felt safe with
him', pouring out their troubles 'into his patient ears, secure not only of genuine

sympathy but also of sensible advice’.His biographer wrote:
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He had known in his life the guiding influence of a woman's love and his sense of
what he owed to it affected his view of everything that pertained to womankind.
Conspicuously it made him an eager advocate of female suffrage; it led him to rely
on woman's help in works or moral reclamation; and it inclined him to a lenient
judgement on woman's faults, even when the suffragettes tried to destroy John's

Church.

However, perhaps Russell’s most perceptive comment on his commitment to the

cause of women is the following,

an eager advocate of women’s suffrage ... his sympathy with feminism was
reinforced by his impatience of order and discipline. He was instinctively at war
with whatever, in his view, hampered the free work of the spirit ...(Russell: 1918,
p. 117)

Like Campbell, Wilberforce does not seem to have been particularly influenced
by his involvement with the Baha’is. However, his importance to the Baha’is was
enormous especially during the first visit of ‘Abdu’l Baha. Wilberforce was first
introduced to Wellesley Tudor Pole on 23" June 1907. Pole’s fiiends Christine and
Janet Allen had attended some lectures given by Wilberforce on the relationship of
Eastern religions to Christianity, when visiting London in the spring of 1907. They felt
that he was someone of learning and influence in whom they could entrust the story of
the artefact they had found in Glastonbury. On 20% July 1907 the Glastonbury vessel
was presented to a number of important friends of Wilberforce, including Rev RJ
Campbell and Alice Buckton, at a meeting called for that purpose at Wilberforce’s home
in Dean’s Yard, Westminster. The importance of the Glastonbury vessel to the Baha’i
Movement is discussed at length elsewhere. Suffice to say at this point it provides
evidence of a link between Wilberforce, Campbell and Buckton immediately prior to
Pole’s claim that he first heard of the Baha’is when in Constantinople in 1908. Thus it
would appear that Wilberforce first encountered the Baha’is through what we will later
describe as the Celtic Network. Wilberforce was deeply revered by many of the early
Baha’is. The following poem was written by Alice Buckton shortly after his death; it

indicates both the importance and the spiritual station which they attributed to him.
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BASIL WILBERFORCE

Fearless and true ! thou veteran of GOD !
Forth-strider into dark and turbulent ways,
Pitiless to the false, and to the faint

Most pitiful - how art thou gone from us !

By that deep brain and full persuasive strength,
By the slow step and clear arraigning voice,
Swift with a scorn that spent its living dash

Like summer lightning ! by the wistful smile
And free uplifted head, companied round -

To those that watched - with viewless ministries !
Long shall we miss thee ! nay, not miss thee ! for,
That steady power that drew our pilgrim feet,
The Thing we saw yet saw not - Presence, Life,
Verity of Verities ! we yet shall find

When we arrive, leaving behind us here

These fast deciduous days; and stand at last
Where now thou movest, working hand in hand

With all thou lovest, and the New-lit Dawn !

Another point of contact between Wilberforce and the Baha’i Movement was
Lady Blomfield. The following is from the unpublished biography written by her
daughter Mary Hall.

“At the time of which I am writing, she admired the fearless teaching of R. J.
Campbell who had dared to write a book called “The New Theology”, but she
had greater and deeper respect for the interpretation of Christianity given by Basil
Wilberforce, Archdeacon of Westminster. Every Sunday she would go to St
John’s Westminster to hear the enlightened Archdeacon preach. He became a

much revered friend of my mother’s.” (Hall: undated, p.7)

Blomfield embraced Baha’ism in Paris in 1907. When she returned to London,

she attended meetings at the Higher Thought Centre and wrote “at this time (late
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1908/1909?) we had the pleasure of hearing Mr. Wellesley Tudor-Pole (sic), who
explained to us the deeper significance of what afterwards became known as the Great
Event of the Baha’i Cause” (Blomfield: 1940, p.3). Pole would seem to be the contact
between Wilberforce and Baha’ism, not Blomfield. Although Blomfield’s exposure to
Baha’ism was slightly earlier than Pole’s she appears to be somewhat in awe of him.
Certainly Pole acted as Wilberforce’s messenger and envoy to ‘Abdu’l Baha.
Wilberforce’s ideas, his belief in Spiritualism and his acceptance of the Glastonbury
Vessel as the Holy Grail would place him closer to Pole than to more mainstream Baha’i

thought.

Neither Campbell nor Wilberforce plays any role in ‘Abdu’l Baha’s second visit,
which raises the question as to whether they were perhaps not as enamoured with the
reality of the Baha’is as with the theory of Baha’ism. Certainly, the anti-Baha’i writer

Samuel Wilson believed so:

“He [‘Abdu’l Baha] was as Canon Wilberforce said, “not an orator, nor even a
preacher,” practised in public address. One of the distinguished clergymen whose

pulpit he occupied said to me, “The man has no special message. He is a faker.”

(Wilson: 1915, p. 281)

Wilson’s bias is too strong to accept his claim unreservedly and, unfortunately,
he does not reference his quotation from Wilberforce nor name his other source.
However, the absence from the Baha’i scene of both men and their failure to write
anything about Baha’ism must have some significance. Campbell’s influence amongst
the Baha’is as a theologian was greater than that of Wilberforce. But Wilberforce seems
to have had the greater personal involvement. He was known to many of the Baha’is and

held in deep respect.

Campbell and Wilberforce were central figures in the shaping of a context for the
Baha’i teachings to be perceived as relevant. Campbell’s New Theology was especially
important, since many of the pre-1913 Baha’is can be linked to the Christian
Commonwealth and it is hard to imagine that any of them were unfamiliar with New
Theology. The Baha’i message, as it was first introduced to the West, can be

deconstructed into values which in turn become the conduits of context into which
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relevance can be ascertained. If the values are identified as comprising the message, then
peace and harmony, equality and unity of religions are commonly held by Liberal
Christianity, New Theology and Baha’ism. Whilst the centrality of Jesus was a feature of
both Liberal Christianity and New Theology, this was not true of Baha’ism. On the other
hand the role of Baha’u’llah was unique to Baha’ism but only partially understood. This
demonstrates the incompleteness of the message and the consequent scope for inference
and enrichment. A number of other movements were important in the development of the

Baha’i Movement and they are discussed in detail below.

1.8 Religious Liberalism - Unitarianism

Perhaps the most important single religious trend behind the introduction of
Baha’ism to Britain was Unitarianism. Although only a few of the Baha’is were
members of Unitarian churches, Unitarians were instrumental in a number of religious
developments which formed part of the context in which the Baha’i teaching were
perceived as relevant. The historical roots of this Unitarianism are deep in Renaissance
and Reformation Europe. A small group of Radical Reformers from Italy began asking
whether or not the traditional understanding of the Trinity as three co-equal "persons" or
personalities was scriptural. They were much encouraged by a discovery made by
Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536), a Dutch Catholic, who had shown that the most
famous of the traditional Trinitarian proof-texts "These are three that bear record in
heaven: the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit and these three are one" (1 John 5:7
AV) did not appear in the most reliable and ancient New Testament manuscripts. The
first Anti-Trinitarian congregation in England and Wales was set up by John Biddle
(1615-1662). Biddle's friend Henry Hedworth (1626-1705) was introduced to a
Transylvanian Unitarian by some exiled Polish Socinians, and became the first known
person to use the word ‘Unitarian’ in printed English. "I will therefore present to the
reader”, he wrote in 1672, "a short account of these men's opinions concerning Christ,
who for distinction sake call themselves Unitarians". Late in the seventeenth century
Socinian views began appearing within the Church of England. Thomas Firmin (1632-
1697) an Anglican merchant, assisted Socinian refugees and subsidised a series of
Unitarian Tracts. Samuel Clarke (1675-1729) an Anglican vicar, published The Scripture
Doctrine of the Trinity (1712) in which he argued that supreme honour should be given

only to God the Father. Clarke's book was widely read among Nonconformists as well,
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and when in 1719 the Dissenters of Exeter put this disputed point of doctrine to their
friends in London, a split occurred among the Dissenters of profound significance. From
that date reluctant and deliberate Dissenters, thrown together in 1662, rearranged
themselves into Subscribers and Non-subscribers to creeds and statements of faith. The
main stream of organised Unitarianism was to grow from among the Non-subscribers.
The right of private judgement in religious faith, free from subscription to binding creeds
and statements of faith, from this time on became of major importance to the liberal
heritage. For Non-subscribers the church was a ‘saving” community, not a society for the
already ‘saved’. Practical Christianity was preferable to doctrinal controversy, and
religious faith should above all be reasonable. Unitarianism developed as a liberal
movement emphasising a strong commitment to social change. By the start of the
twentieth century in was well established in Britain, Europe and the United States. One
of the Unitarian inspired developments which prepared the way for Baha’ism was
Liberal Christianity. The international movement of religious liberals was launched by
Charles William Wendte, an American Unitarian minister, when he addressed the Boston
Unitarian Club on the subject of “Liberal Christianity in England and Germany” on 10™
January 1900. On 30™ May 1901 the First Congress of the International Council of
Unitarian and other Religious Liberals was held in Boston. It was attended by seven
hundred representatives from twenty eight countries. They organised biannual
conferences in Amsterdam, Geneva, Boston, Cologne, Berlin and Paris, before the
outbreak of war disrupted their activities, which included a planned world tour of
western theists who were to act as a kind of ecumenical leavening. The Liberal
Christians were not set on starting a new church but rather on finding common ground
between the religious left, whatever tradition they formally adhered to. The generally
accepted beliefs included an acceptance of the non-divine Jesus, a “Modernist” view of
scriptural criticism, humanitarianism, stronger bonds with non-Christian traditions
especially Islam, social issues included temperance, pacifism, women’s rights and

socialism.

In an interview in Christian Commonwealth (August 3™, 1910) Dr Wendte stated,
“More and more it is apparent through the study of comparative religions, that
Christianity can no longer claim to be the only religion given for the salvation of
mankind; more and more the beauty that is contained in old and ethnic forms of religion

are being disclosed to us”. He goes on to outline a basis of a universal religion, he claims
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that the basis of Hinduism, Christianity and Islam is that of “revelation through nature,
history and the soul of man; the incarnation of God, not only once and exceptionally in
history in the person of Jesus Christ, but in differing degrees in all the great seers and

saviours of the human race ...”

A close colleague of Wendte’s, Dr C. W. Elliot, writing in the Christian
Commonwealth (August 31%, 1910) described the universal religion thus, “Finally, this
twentieth-century religion is not only to be in harmony with the great secular movements
of modern society - democracy, individualism, social idealism, the zeal for education, the
spirit of research, the modern tendency to welcome the new, the fresh powers of
preventative medicine, and the recent advances in business and industrial ethics...” The
Christian Commonwealth took up the cause of Liberal Christianity. It will be recalled
that the Progressive League, a group organised around the publication became the
Liberal Christian League and that Reginald Campbell remained president of it until 1911,
thus, Liberal Christianity fused with New Theology to form an international ecumenical

radical movement.

Many of those around the Baha’i Movement were familiar with Liberal
Christianity prior to and concurrent with, their involvement with Baha’ism. The role of
the Christian Commonwealth and Campbell in both causes cannot be underestimated.
‘Abdu’l Baha attended the Liberal Christian’s International Congress of Religions in
Paris in 1913, as did Tagore and Jayatilaka. The Christian Commonwealth (July 16",
1913) reported “if a universal religion is possible or desirable, it is to be achieved
through the labours of such men as these as much as by the labours of the distinguished

Western scholars who met in Paris today.”

The multi-faith emphasis of Liberal Christianity formed an important plank in the
thinking of those who felt that they could honour religious leaders equally with Jesus and
still remain Christians. The “value” of religious unity and the development of a universal
religion which was promoted by Liberal Christianity was an obvious context in which

the Baha’i teachings of universalism and the unity of religions could be found relevant.

The influence of Unitarianism was not restricted to Christianity; perhaps one of

the most significant religious developments internationally was the impact of
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monotheistic and Unitarian concepts on Hinduism. The founder of this movement,
sometimes referred to as “The Founder of A Universal Religion” was Raja Rammohan
Roy, (1772-1833). Rammohan received an excellent education including the study of
Arabic, Persian and Sanskrit; he read Aristotle and Euclid as well as the Qur’an. He
became particularly well versed in the Upanishads and this led him to become an
ardent admirer and advocate of the monotheistic religion inculcated in the Upanishads.
His resistance to what he considered was a debased form of religion which formed
popular Hinduism led to a breach with his family and set him travelling across India
and Tibet (Rushbrook (ed.) 1985, p. 495) Rammohan joined the East India Company
in 1796 as a clerk and began to learn English. After the death of his sister in law in an
act of suftee, he campaigned against this practice until the passing of the Suttee Act in
1829. In 1814 Rammohan began his life’s work in earnest. He published the
Upanishads in Sanskrit and later in English and Bengali and continued his attack on
Hindu orthodoxy with the publication of “A Defence of Hindu Theism™ and “A second
Defence of the Monotheistical System of the Vedas” both in 1817. He also engaged in
controversy with Christian missionaries. In order to study Christianity he learnt
Hebrew and Greek with the help of his lifelong friend William Adam. He then began
translating the Gospels into Bengali. This undertaking proved eventful as it resulted in
Adam publicly announcing his conversion from Trinitarianism to Unitarianism. In
1820 he published “The Precepts of Jesus, the Guide to Peace and Happiness,” a
compilation of the teachings of Jesus from the Gospels with the miracles and dogma
left out. This caused a major controversy amongst the missionary community and he
followed it up with “Appeals to the Christian Public in Defence of the Precepts of
Jesus.” Religious reform was his ultimate end but in the process he concerned himself
with all manner of secular and social reform, especially concerning the role of women

and education.

Rammohan’s greatest desire was to bring together people of all races and
creeds for the worship of the one God. In his quest for the unity of religions he opened,
on 23" January 1830, the first Temple of Universal Worship of The One without a
Second. From the principles upon which the Temple was founded developed the

Brahmo Samaj:
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*..which in the fullness of time was to take its stand on universal brotherhood and
the universal worship of the common Father of all. Later under Devendra Nath
Tagore - the next leader of the Brahmo Samaj - was evolved a congregation with a
covenant and a public declaration of faith. It was left to the genius of Keshub
Chunder Sen, the third great leader, fifty years after, to form it into an organised
church which recognises in all prophets and saints a harmony, in all scriptures a

unity and through all dispensations a continuity. (Rushbrook (ed.) 1985, p. 500)

The Brahmo Samaj had many notable members, including Devendra Nath
Tagore and Dwarakanath Tagore the grandfather and father of the Nobel Prize winning
poet Rabindranath Tagore, who spent much of 1911 attempting to heal the divisions into
which the Brahmo Samaj had split. Another notable who passed through their ranks was
Swami Vivekananda. He addressed the “Parliament of Religions” at the Chicago World
Fair, where one of the earliest mentions of Baha’ism in the west was made, and is named
as an influence on Lady Blomfield by her daughter in her biography (Hall: undated, p.
6). The third leader of the Brahmo Samaj, Keshub Chunder Sen, announced in 1880 a
New Dispensation, which he declared was a divinely ordained mission to teach the

harmony of religions and the union of all faiths in one great religion.

The relationship between these two Unitarian inspired movements was laid out in
1910 when two leaders of the Brahmo Samaj (Church of the Eternal Spirit or Church of
God) the Rev. P.K. Sen and Professor T.L. Vaswani “visited the offices of the Christian
Commonwealth to bring greetings from the east to the organ of a sister movement to

their own” (i.e. New Theology/Liberal Christianity). The interview was published in the
12" October 1910 edition.

“Are there many points of agreement between the gospel of the ‘New
Dispensation’ and the ‘New Theology’? ”

“Yes, there are points of close contact. In the first place we unite with ‘New
Theologians’ in emphasising the doctrine of divine immanence. Indeed, the note of
emphasis in our theology is that God is a living reality, a self revealing spirit, and
so immanent in each individual soul”...

“What are the points of difference between the ‘New Dispensation’ and the ‘New

Theology’?”
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“I think they should be interpreted as points of distinction. First, whereas you
speak of your movement as a theology we speak of ours as a dispensation, thereby
emphasising the truth that the hand of God is in it ... Again, we do not speak of this
as a Christian movement, because we believe our faith should be the synthesis of
all world religion. We therefore speak of our faith as the religion of harmony. We
believe that we are on the threshold of a new age which will witness the reunion of
religions of the East and West the one great Religion, which is God communion
and God service This synthesis must be realised by each one of us individually.”
“What is the harmonising religion?”

“The harmonising note is to be found in the contact of all religions with God and
his self revelation.”

“How do you account for diversity?”

“We believe that God’s revelation is not oral but vital ... God works by influencing
souls, and each assimilates impressions according to its personal response...”

“You were indicating some of the points of distinction between the New
Dispensation and the New Theology. Are there others”

“We do not seek to make Jesus the centre of our faith as does Liberal Christianity.
The focus of the faith is the self revealing spirit. We believe in a fraternity of
world-teachers. We revere and honour all the prophets, and so some of our
members feel specially drawn to Christ, some to Buddha.”

“Have you a social gospel?”

“We believe in the synthesis of the social and the spiritual. Religion, we maintain,
must be at once a mystical communion with God and a practical fellowship with
man. There are two essential points in our social message: the essential solidarity
of mankind and the harmonising of east and west. Also important is the education
of girls, the training of Indian women, the help of Indian widows, and the uplifting

of people generally.”

Thus the connectedness is made clear. They agree on the immanence of God, the

link between the social and the spiritual and a general concept of religious unity. The

Brahmo Samaj disagreed on an important point of convergence with Liberal

Christianity, namely that of the centrality of Jesus. Moreover, a new element is now

added, the unity of east and west. The final paragraph of the passage quoted above is
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almost identical to the values which we have identified as forming the Baha’i message as

it was understood in Britain at this time.

The Brahmo Samaj was well known to people around the Baha’i Movement, not
only through the pages of Christian Commonwealth but also through public meetings at
the Higher Thought Centre. The similarity between some Baha’i beliefs and those of the
Brahmo Samaj are obvious. What is also significant is that ‘Abdu’l Baha added Krishna
and Buddha to the list of manifestations of God recognised by Baha’is, though neither
had been included by Baha’w’llah. The Brahmo Samaj was linked to the Unitarian
college Manchester College, Oxford where the Rev. P.K. Sen was a Fellowship scholar
and the Rev. Thomas Cheyne was a professor. Cheyne also claimed membership of the
Nava Vidhan (Lahore).The leading Unitarian scholar and member of the Liberal
Christian Movement, J. Estlin Carpenter, Principal of Manchester College, Oxford and a
colleague of Cheyne’s, was also involved with the Brahmo Samaj Society. The role of
these Unitarian academics is examined when we consider the “Academic Network” in

the next chapter. ‘Abdu’l Baha visited the Brahmo Samaj Society in London.

1.9 Religious Liberalism - Islam

During this period the first efforts to convert indigenous English to Islam were
taking place. The significance of the activity of the Muslim missions is the apparent
blurring of Islamic and Christian traditions, which allowed individuals to convert to
Islam whilst remaining active churchmen. This was as a result of the elasticity of dogma
which the teachings of Liberal Christianity, Deism and Unitarianism had conferred upon
orthodox Christianity. The importance of this development is in understanding how
people could choose to believe themselves to be both Baha’is and Christians at the same
time. Furthermore, the apparent ability to accept the prophet-hood of Mohammed and the
Qur’an and remain a Christian is relevant to many of the early Baha’is. The Western
Baha’is played down any connection between Baha’ism and Islam. While there is no
evidence of cross conversion the Baha’is were aware of the Ahmadiyyia Muslim mission
in England led by Kwaja Kamel ud Din. The similarities between Baha’ism and
Ahmadiyyia Islam are worth noting, although of course they are mutually incompatible.
Kamel ud Din and ‘Abdu’l Baha met on at least two occasions, at Woking Mosque and

at the Conference of Religions in Paris in 1913.
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The first mosque and mission was begun by a solicitor called Mr W. H. Quillam
in Liverpool. Mr Quillam seems to have been a self appointed Imam until he “ran away”.
The shortcomings of the Liverpool mission were described at length by Mr. J. F. Hewitt,
Organising Secretary of the Church Missionary Society in Liverpool in The Moslem
World. The visit to the “mosque” which turns out to be a “single-fronted, three storied
house, rateable value £30 at the most, empty, uapainted, dirty, with broken windows.”
(The Moslem World, Vol. 1, 1911, p. 345) The Muslim mission to England is again
reported upon in a Moslem World in an article by H. U. Weitbrecht, entitled “A Moslem

Mission to England”. The worship in Mr Quillam’s Liverpool mosque is described thus:

A Liverpool solicitor, Mr. W. H. Quillam, having first adopted Deism and then
Islam, had rented a house in the West Derby Road, in the ground floor rooms of
which he arranged a sort of Mohammedan worship. One service was held on
Fridays, and two at eleven and seven (not Moslem hours of prayer) on Sundays.
The room was furnished with chairs, the Koran was read in English and hymns
were sung to a harmonium; in fact, the whole was a farrago of Moslem and
Christian elements. Nothing was done to erect a real mosque, though many
Mohammedan seamen and traders visit Liverpool. In 1891 Mr Quilliam claimed
thirty English adherents, including children; but since his repudiation by Indian
leaders little has been heard of his "mosque" in Liverpool. (The Moslem World,
Vol. 4, 1914, p.195)

Weitbrecht is correct in pointing out the curious symbiosis of Muslim and
Christian religion. In a spirited attempt to defend the Liverpool mission and the British
Muslim Association, Yehya-En-Nasr Parkinson, writing in response to Weitbrecht points
out “A hymn was sung, selected from a list of Unitarian hymns specially compiled for
the purpose. If a copy can be obtained, those hymns will, I think, be found to be purely
Islamic in word and spirit.” (Islamic Review, 1914). Despite Parkinson’s best efforts to
defend these activities hymn singing is more generally associated with Christian worship
than Muslim Friday prayers. A more serious attempt at missionary work was that of
Khwaja Kamal ud Din, a Pleader to the Chief Court of Lahore and follower of Mirza
Ghulam Ahmad who had claimed to be the Mahdi for Muslims, Christ returned for

Christians and a new avatar for Hindus. The Ahmadiyya mission was first established in
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Richmond, but later took control of Woking Mosque, the first purpose built mosque in
England. From Woking Kamal ud Din edited the Islamic Review. An important
difference between Ahmadiyya and other forms of Islam is their insistence on the unity

of religions. Kamal ud Din wrote,

This generous teaching of Al-Koran prompts me to cherish feelings of love and
reverence for Moses and Jesus; it enjoins upon me also to pay my respect and
allegiance to Rama Chandra, Krishna, and Lord Buddha. If with Al-Koran I accept
the authentic parts of the Bible as the Word of God, I regard the Gita and other
holy Scriptures of India as my joint property with other Hindu brethren. Hence, in
accordance with the teachings of Al-Koran, Islam is the name of every religion,
creed, or faith, which has been preached from time to time in different countries
and various tribes by teachers inspired by God ...

Hindustan had its Vedic Rishis, with Krishna, Ramchandra, and Gautama to
follow them, China saw its teacher in the person of Confucius. If Zoroaster came to
kindle the spiritual fire in Persia, the valley of the Jordan was fertilised with the
Divine stream coming down the Mount of Olives. Thus, whenever and wherever
evil prevailed and man became corrupt, men were raised and inspired by God to
teach and restore the same old Islam, till a new state of things arose in the world,
when the laws of God began to be violated in all its comers. (Asiatic Review,
1914, p. 60/61)

This synthesis of religious traditions was apparent in the beliefs of individuals.
Writing about an Irish peer who had converted to Islam Weitbrecht notes, “he may
regard himself, as Lord Headley professes, to be still a Christian after he has embraced
Islam.” (Moslem World Vol. 4, 1914, p.201) Headley was not unique, according to his
entry in the National Biographical, since Baron Stanley of Alderley did not allow his

conversion to Islam to undermine his Anglican sentiments.

“Although he was a Mussulman, he was an ardent supporter of the Church of
England especially in Wales. In the diocese of Bangor in general, and on the island
of Anglesey in particular, he rebuilt or restored many churches. He also worked
energetically to increase the endowments of poor parishes, himself contributing

largely to this object.”
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The interest in Eastern religions coupled with the fairly open attitude to
membership brings into the context another shared value. The unity of religion aspect of
Liberal Christianity was reinforced by the concept of unity of religions across East and
West, and ultimately the union of East and West. This notion might be argued to be
based on now outdated stereotypes of the mystic East and the materialistic West, but at
the turn of the last century such ideas were radical thinking. The East West unity concept

would become important in Baha’i circles with exchanges of teachers and missionaries.

1.10 Social Reconstructionalism - Feminism & Socialism

As well as overtly religious causes many of those who were involved with the
Baha’i Movement had been and continued to be involved in various social movements
and causes. A number of early believers can be associated with the women’s suffrage
movement. There were three important women’s suffiage organisations. The first is The
National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) founded in 1897 and led by
Millicent Fawcett. It was the most conservative in its approach. They refused to either
break the law or to damage property. They were sometimes characterised as “Votes for
Ladies”. They were opposed to the removal of a property qualification for franchise.
Second is The Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) founded 1903 and led by
Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughters Christabel and Sylvia. This was the most militant
grouping, eventually using what can only be described as terrorist tactics. Pankhurst’s
genius was to launch the organisation on a single issue, that of votes for women. She
refused to be drawn on such issues as universal suffrage or property qualifications. She
argued that even if limited franchise was granted to women, sooner or later all women
would get the vote. Membership of the organisation required withdrawal from political
parties that did not support votes for women. After thel907 split with WFL the rule by
the Pankhursts was autocratic. Sylvia Pankhurst was eventually expelled from the
organisation for refusing her sister’s order to blow up Nottingham Castle. The third is
The Women’s Freedom League (WFL) founded in 1907 and led by Charlotte Despard
and Teresa Billington-Grieg, which split from the WSPU over the role of the Pankhursts,
preferring a constitution and accountable leaders (Mulvihill: 1989, p. 80-84). The WFL
were militant but used civil disobedience rather than terror, refusing to fill in census

forms and so on. They were also involved with wider issues around women and
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children’s rights. Many of the members of the WFL were also members of the
Independent Labour Party, and the organisation had a strong socialist orientation. The
nature of Baha’i teaching on women would make it unlikely that anybody actively
involved in the anti-suffrage movement would have been drawn into the circle. Both the
WSPU and the WFL numbered Baha’is amongst their supporters. The best known from
the Baha’i point of view of the suffragists is Lady Sarah Blomfield. Both she and her
daughters were involved with the WSPU. In 1914 as part of a mass protest against force
feeding of prisoners, Mary Blomfield used her presentation at court to address the King.

Christabel Pankhurst describes it thus:

A deputation to the King did enter Buckingham Palace after all and the King heard
our petition. The deputation consisted of one girl, Mary Blomfield, daughter of Sir
Arthur Blomfield, a friend in his day of King Edward, and granddaughter of a
Bishop of London. As Mary Blomfield, at her presentation at Court, came before
the King, she dropped on her knee, with her sister Eleanor standing by her, and in a
clear voice claimed votes for women and pleaded: ‘Your Majesty, stop forcible
feeding.’ (Pankhurst, C. 1987, p277)

Her sister, Sylvia also mentions the incident and refers to Lady Blomfield and her

involvement with the Baha’is, neither of which seem to impress her overmuch,

At a Court function afterwards, Mary Blomfield dropped on her knees before the
King and cried “For God’s sake, Your Majesty, put a stop to forcible feeding !”
She was hurried, as the Daily Mirror put it, from “ the Presence,” which, so the
public was relieved to learn, had remained serene. Lady Blomfield intimated to the
Press her repudiation of what her daughter had done Lady Blomfield had been
enthusiastic for militancy of the most extreme kind, so long as it was committed by
other people’s daughters She had come to me at a Kensington WSPU “At Home,”
shortly after my release in 1913, expressing her delight that ‘Abdu’l Baha, of
whom she was proud to call herself a follower, had spoken with sympathy of the
Suffragettes; he had suffered forty years imprisonment, she told me ecstatically, for
preaching the unity of all religions and the brotherhood of man. Under his teaching
she had lost all regard for the pomps and vanities of earthly existence (Pankhurst,
S. 1977, p 554).
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Also involved with the WSPU was Elizabeth Herrick. In an unpublished and anonymous

biography in the Baha’i archives it is stated:

“Blizabeth Herrick placed herself as a soldier at the disposal of the
Pankhursts; one day in obedience to orders went into Kensington High Street
with a little hammer and broke a window. She spent her birthday that year in
Holloway Prisons and when she came out her business was ruined. She had

again flung material success to the winds for the sake of a spiritual idea.

Herrick’s involvement with the WSPU 1is confirmed by mention of her
imprisonment for two months hard labour in the suffrage periodical Votes for
Women. The sentence was light because the damage inflicted on the windows of a
government building was worth “not more than a few shillings” (Votes for
Women March 15" 1912). She is also referred to under her professional name of
“Madame Corelli” donating hats to WSPU fund raising sales from 1911 onward.
Another important link between Baha’ism and feminism was Charlotte Despard.
Mrs Despard, during her long and eventful life embraced every radical cause
from vegetarianism to women’s suffrage, from Sinn Fein to sandal wearing."® It is
a mark of her farsightedness that most of the causes she espoused, with the
possible exception of sandal wearing, have either been won or are now seen as
mainstream. It is not known when she first became involved with the Baha’i
Movement, or through whom, but her path criss-crossed that of others involved in
the Movement again and again. Her biographer describes Sir Richard Stapley as
“an old friend”. (An Unhusbanded Life pages 171 and 195). Stapley’s name
comes up repeatedly in accounts of ‘Abdu’l Baha’s visits to London. He was
married to Elizabeth Jenner, who may have been a relative of Ethel Jenner
Rosenberg. Between August 11™ and the 26" 1911, she addressed a
Theosophical Society summer school, on “Some Aspects of the Women’s
Movement”. Wellesly Tudor Pole was also there, his topic - “Bahaism”. In
September 1911 the Women’s Freedom League newspaper The Vote ran a three

part article by Despard entitled “A Woman Apostle in Persia” but this account of

1 Despard’s sandals were made by Edward Carpenter, the writer on, amongst other issues, homosexual
rights. He also wrote about Baha’ism in Pagan and Christian Creeds New York 1920
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Tahirih, significantly, does not describe her as a suffragette. She addressed a
meeting at the Clifton Guest House, owned by the Pole family and where ‘Abdu’l
Baha would stay when in Bristol, on Friday 15™ March 1912. Her subject was the
Women’s Movement (Christian Commonwealth 27" March 1912). The forth
International Summer School organised by the “Path” advertised Sir William
Geddes, (who would play an important role in ‘Abdu’l Baha’s visit to Edinburgh)
Despard and Stapley as speakers (Christian Commonwealth July 12, 1912.) A
prominent supporter of the WFL was Reginald Campbell, the minister of the City
Temple, who wrote a pamphlet for the WFL. The publication of his church The
Christian Commonwealth frequently catried reports of WFL activities and
advertisements and vice versa. A number of other people within the Baha’i circle
can be connected to the suffrage and feminist movements. Wellesley Tudor
Pole’s Clifton oratory was visited by a number of leading suffragettes including
Annie Kenny and Emmeline Pethwick-Lawrence (Benham: 1993, p. 109). Mary
Allen, the elder sister of Janet and Christine Allen, who with Kitty Tudor Pole
formed the triad of maidens around the vessel in the oratory was deeply
committed to the WSPU. She was imprisoned and went on hunger strike for
political prisoner status. Constance Maud who wrote a book about the Baha’is
entitled Sparks among the Stubble, also wrote about the suffrage cause in a book
called No Surrender.

The other dominant strand of political ideology amongst the Baha’is was socialism.
The importance of the Christian Commonwealth weekly newspaper cannot be over
emphasised. Its editorial board included RJ Campbell, whose importance to the Baha’is
is discussed at length in Chapter Two, Thomas Cheyne, who identified as a Baha’i,
Richard Stapley, who met ‘Abdu’l Baha on a number of occasions, as well as Philip
Snowden, who would become the first Labour Party Chancellor of the Exchequer and
Mrs Sidney Webb, who with her husband would play a leading role in the development
of British socialism and under her own name achieve fame as a children’s author. Not all
the Baha’is around the Christian Commonwealth were committed socialists, for
example Wellesley Tudor Pole does not appear to have been orientated towards the left,
while Alice Buckton did have strong Labour Party connections, suggesting political
opinions were not uniform within networks. Esslemont was chairman of the

Bournemouth branch of the Independent Labour Party and wrote his first articles on the
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Baha’i teachings in a socialist 11ews15aper called The Southern Worker. Edward Hall’s
connection with the far left through his brother is described in the following chapter.
Hall’s poetry shows a strong socialistic bent, especially when dealing with concepts like
“the brotherhood of man” and “the Parliament of Man”. In fact the whole Manchester
group with their proletarian origins and Unitarian connections suggest a left of centre

stance.
1.11 Metaphysical Movements - Theosophy

The other motif that of Gnostic and esoteric thought was well developed in the
circles into which Baha’ism would emerge. The most important metaphysical group
amongst the early Baha’is was the Theosophical Society. Theosophy had been founded
in 1875 by Helena Blavatsky and Henry Olcott. Both the founders were deeply
concerned with Spiritualism, in fact many Spiritualists became Theosophists. Blavatsky
and later A.P. Sinnnet claimed to be in contact with hidden masters who communicated
esoteric knowledge through a series of hand written letters. By 1891 when Blavatsky
died the Society was well established in Britain, the USA and India, and the Adyar
Headquarters with its impressive library opened. Although Blavatsky was always a
controversial figure, her reputation suffered when her mediumship was declared
fraudulent by a Society for Psychical Research investigator. However, her works Isis
Unveiled and The Secret Doctrine remain classics of their genre. Details of Blavatsky’s
life after she ran away from her husband Nicephore V. Blavatsky are obscure, perhaps
deliberately so. Paul Johnson suggests in Madame Blavatsky, the “Veiled Years” that
she may have been deeply influenced by Sufism and Gurdjieff. Wherever and whatever
she was doing prior to her emergence as the founder of Theosophy (lit. Divine wisdom)
she had a good grasp of occult and esoteric knowledge, a convincing career as a medium
and a powerful personality. After Blavatsky’s death the Society was dominated by Annie
Besant, a woman who had formerly been a vicar’s wife, a socialist and a secularist.
Theosophy would seem to have been the path that Besant had been looking for, since she
embraced it wholeheartedly and remained in the Society’s leadership until her death.
What then does a Theosophist believe? The Society is based upon Three Objects; -

1. To form the nucleus of the Universal Brotherhood of humanity without distinction of
race, creed, sex, caste or colour.

2. To encourage the study of Comparative Religion, Philosophy and Science.
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3. To investigate unexplained laws of Nature and the powers latent in man.

Theosophy is not a religion. Besant said, “To me Theosophy is literally the Divine
Wisdom ... It is not a religion but all religions are within its work”. People of all faiths
and none can join the society, the only bar to membership would come from their
religious affiliation. It uses some of the terminology of a learned society. One becomes a
fellow not a member and it is structured in orders and lodges along Masonic lines. In
order to become a Fellow of the Society, one is only required to accept the three Objects.
In reality, however, most adherents accept, at least in part, the teachings of the Masters
as revealed to Blavatsky. This amounts to a Hindu - Buddhist inspired worldview which
includes reincarnation. The division into orders, coupled with the strong personalities the
Society attracted caused fragmentation into factions. This further complicates attempting
to identify a single belief system. During the early years of this century the Theosophical
Society was fairly influential in “alternative religion” circles, despite a relatively small
membership;-

British Division: England, Wales and Scotland

1900 1520
1901 1680
1902 1670
1903 1814
1904 1791
1905 1725
1906 1770
1907 1860
1908 1910
1909 1463
1910 1181

England & Wales (Scotland became a separate section in 1910, Wales did not separate

until 1922). Figures courtesy of the Theosophical Society.

Many of the Baha’is were familiar with the Theosophical Society and some had
been or were members. The number of Theosophist venues visited by ‘Abdu’l Baha
provides ample evidence of the inter-connections between the two movements. He also

revealed a number of tablets to the Theosophists. In an article entitled “Bahaism in
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relation to Orthodoxy, Theosophy, and the Women’s Movement” in the Christian
Commonwealth (August 9™, 1911), Wellesley Tudor Pole made the following

connections between Baha’ism and Theosophy;-

Mr Tudor Pole said the world owed a debt of gratitude to the Theosophical
Societies for the closer contact they had brought between East and West. They had
stood for Universal Brotherhood, and had familiarised us with the great religions of
the East. Yet sixty years ago, in the most reactionary corner of the world, these
great truths of brotherhood and Peace were being proclaimed. Here we find what
was probably the inspiration and source of all the great spiritual movements in both
East and West. A century ago the cry was for personal salvation; now it was for
racial salvation, and that could only come through peace between nations,
fellowship between man and man, and absolute equality between man and woman.
But although Baha’u’llah was a spiritual focal point, the light was radiating

through us all. We were not to come out of our societies but to illumine them.

This passage is instructive, as it shows that Baha’ism was perceived as a method
of collective salvation. Unlike the personal development style of Theosophy, the lack of
importance attached to the role of Baha’w’llah should also be noted. The repetition of the
“Bast and West” motif (which will be considered in detail later in relation to orientalism)

is reminiscent of the Brahmo Samayj, as is the concept of light radiating through all.

Another major disagreement with Theosophy was the doctrine of reincarnation.
Baha’ism does not accept this idea, whilst most Theosophists do. There is ample
evidence that this caused some difficulties with the recruitment of Theosophists. ‘Abdu’l
Baha was not always outspoken in his rejection of reincarnation. In the following

passage he seems to be leaving room for manoeuvre;-

Reincarnation is a very abstruse question. If one desires to give a satisfactory
explanation, one must write a book, so that the real meanings may be fully
revealed. This subject can only be explained through divine philosophy not through
mere exposition of theories. Briefly stated the idea is as follows - Man is
indestructible The man you see before your eyes has travelled through all the

worlds of existence. The molecular atoms which go into the make up of the human
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body were originally in the mineral world, and these atolls have had journeyings
and coursings through all the various phases of the mineral kingdom, appearing
under various forms and images. Stepping up into the vegetable kingdom these
atoms have been transferred from mineral to vegetable. In the vegetable kingdom
they have manifested under various shades, in a myriad of forms. Rising into a
higher scale of life, we see them again in -the animal kingdom, expressing
themselves through multitudes of forms and images. And now we see these
indestructible atoms dawning upon the horizon of man . In the world of man they
become evident through many pictures and forms. In brief these primordial atoms
have coursings and transferences in infinite images. In every image they have had
a certain peculiar virtue. Therefore, these primordial atoms, which have now
appeared in man , have had their myriads of transferences in phenomena, and in
each degree appearing with certain virtue and function. (International Psychic

Gazefte, February 1913)

The statement above is described as coming from an interview with ‘Abdu’l Baha
held on the 2"* January, in Cadogan Gardens. It is similar in content to the address to
Theosophists at Ethel Rosenberg’s home, White Lodge (a curiously Theosophical
address), reported in The Path, and to his earlier statements in Some Answered

Questions.
1.12 Religious Search - Spiritualism

Another strand in the background to the introduction of Baha’ism was
Spiritualism. The first journal to publish information about the Baha’i Cause was the
International Psychic Gazette. A number of prominent Baha’is contributed to it
including Elizabeth Herrick, who also wrote for another Spiritualist journal, Superman,
Arthur Cuthbert and Isobel Fraser. Basil Wilberforce was a leading exponent of
Spiritualism, Reginald Campbell expressed an interest and Wellesley Pole wrote whole
books through channelling. Indeed the entire Pole family were involved. The importance
of the International Psychic Gazette and the dominance of individuals who were
Spiritualists would indicate that prior to the visit of ‘Abdu’l Baha most of the Baha’is

would have been familiar with and many of them probably experienced in Spiritualism.
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Modern spiritualism is usually dated to incidents at Hydesville, near Rochester,
New York in 1848, although there is some evidence that contact with spirits in the form
of native shamanism in America and Europe may have always co-existed with orthodox
Christianity. Perhaps the most surprising aspect of spiritualism was its connection with
socialism. Here again we find a link between the left leaning politics of Liberal
Christianity, New Theology and another apparently unrelated aspect of relevance. The
link between the two causes was primarily due to the embracing of spiritualism by the
socialist Robert Owen, For Owen and other working class spiritualists, the
communication between this world and the next was part of the development of
humanity in preparation for the coming socialist millennium. Spiritualism and spiritual
healing allowed ordinary people to perform acts of shamanism and healing, professional
doctors and priests thus being relegated with the rest of their class to obscurity.
Spiritualism was practised by all classes, as well as the proletarian socialistic arena there
were professional mediums, usually working class women often working with a socially
superior male “control” and amongst the middle classes family spiritualism
predominated. Family spiritualism took place within the domestic sphere often

contacting dead members of the family:

The tempestuous thrills and spills of public spiritualist life were more than offset
for believers by the high tone and measured step of family seances. These small
and intimate circles were considered to be the very best for spiritualist practice, and
they represented the solidity and continuity that was lacking amongst the more
ephemeral ranks of the infamous and renowned. Emphasis on the inherent morality
of domestic mediumship became especially important at times when believers
suffered attack and ridicule, but it expressed only what had been upheld from the
early days when a dearth of public mediums had made private circles an absolute
necessity. Leading spiritualists had always emphasised the importance of the
domestic base as the backbone of the movement, and the home circle was revered
as the focus for spiritual values and family harmony. The family represented the

perfect milieu for uplifting manifestations. (Owen: 1989 p. 75)

Within the Baha’i circle the clearest example of middle class, family spiritualism
can be found in the Pole family of Bristol. All the Poles seem to have been sensitive, but

Wellesley and his sister Mary Bruce Wallace were particularly so. They communicated
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entire books from spirit guides. Here Pole agrees with this family orientated model,
rejecting the professional medium model. This clearly was a well-developed strand
within Spiritualism, especially in the middle classes where fees were not an issue. (Pole:
1984, p. 68/9) The Pole family were all heavily involved in communication with spirits,
his sister Mary Pole got whole books from a family friend “AB”, while Wellesley
conveyed messages from Private Dowding, a soldier who, having died fighting in
France, made contact with Pole on the beach in Bournemouth in March 1917. Pole’s

spirit friends endorsed Baha’ism:

They were afar off. They nearly blinded me. The Messenger told me many things
concerning the manifestations of God to man. He said a prophet of the Most High
was in charge of each of the gateways to those Reservoirs of Light. When darkness
and ignorance grew apace among men, the 'Word' was uttered. Then the prophet,
whose turn it was to descend among men, made deep obeisance and opened wide
his own gateway to the Reservoirs of Light. He descended to earthly regions that
he might guide the spreading of the new illumination. The Messenger told me that
one of these holy prophets fulfilled his divine mission during the last century. He
said the illumination then released was about to spread through East and West. The
prophet has returned to heavenly spheres - his work accomplished. His work would
become manifest when the war was over. The war itself was an outward
manifestation of the powers of evil in their attempt to obstruct the inflow of light. It
was very interesting, but beyond me. He said a spiritual revival was destined to
take place within all the great world faiths. He said that unity would become
established, that universal peace would become an accomplished fact. He seemed
to imply that the golden era was at hand-, nearer indeed than we could realise.

(Pole: 1984, p.36)

It should be noted that the prophet is one of many that open gateways to the light
and that the prophet’s work will cause a revival within all the great world faiths. He is
part of a much larger plan. This endorsement of Baha’u’llah by the spirits would have
been of great importance to those who held spiritualism as scientific evidence of an
afterlife and consequently, the entire realm of the supernatural. These words are spoken
by Pole’s spirit friend Private Dowding, Pole goes on to explain their meaning in relation

to Baha’u’llah:
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It is true that great spiritual movements were initiated last century. One of the
most remarkable of these has centred in the East round the Persian prophet
Baha'u'llah. This Messenger of God has returned to his own high place, but his
message of brotherhood and love begins to stir the hearts of men. Many of his
prophecies have already been fulfilled. The ideals of unity and brotherhood for
which he stood are spreading widely, despite the war. His Book of Laws remains
to be made known to the world, but the inspiration which called it forth is
certainly divine in origin. Baha'u'llah's son, the explainer of the message, whose
name is Abdul Baha Abbas (servant of God), still dwells among men, controlling
and directing the promulgation of a spiritual movement that seems likely to
encircle the globe with the great ideal of unity. And in the West many movements

of a spiritual and progressive order are now developing. (Pole: 1984, p.45/6)

In his book Baha'v’llah and the New Era, much of which was personally

authorised by ‘Abdu’l Baha, Esslemont reflects similar ideas about spiritualism:-

Oneness of the Two Worlds.

The unity of humanity as taught by Baha'u'llah refers not only to men still in the
flesh, but to all human beings, whether embodied or disembodied. Not only all
men now living on the earth, but all in the spiritual world as well, are part of one
and the same organism and these two parts are intimately dependent one on the
other. Spiritual communion one with the others, far from being impossible or
unnatural, is constant and inevitable. Those whose spiritual faculties are as yet
undeveloped are unconscious of this vital connection, but as one's faculties
develop, communication with those beyond the veil gradually becomes more

conscious and definite.......

While admitting the reality of "supernormal" psychic faculties he deprecates
attempts to force their development prematurely. These faculties will unfold naturally
when the right time comes, if we only follow the path of spiritual progress which the

prophets have traced for us. He says:
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“To tamper with psychic forces while in this world interferes with the condition
of the soul in the world to come. These forces are real, but, normally, are not
active on this plane. The child in the womb has its eyes, ears, hands, feet, etc., but
they are not in activity. The whole purpose of life in the material world is the
coming forth into the world of Reality, where those forces will become active.
They belong to that world.” (from Miss Buckton's notes, revised by 'Abdu'l-
Baha).

“Intercourse with spirits of the departed ought not to be sought for its own sake,
nor in order to gratify idle curiosity. It is both a privilege and duty, however, for
those on one side of the veil to love and help and pray for those on the other.”

(Esslemont: 1924, p. 166/7)

Although Esslemont’s quotations express ‘Abdu’l Baha’s belief in the
communication between worlds they are heavily overlaid with warnings not fo tamper
with the spirits. The text goes on to say prayer is the best way of helping the dead.
‘Abdu’l Baha’s earliest published statement concerning this subject and directed towards
Westerners is in Some Answered Questions, published in 1903. Here he expresses doubts
about the wisdom of spirit contact. It would seem that he was never really keen on the
practice but could not deny the possibility of contact. Fortuitously, the Spiritualists
within the Baha’i group were of the sort opposed to anything other than “natural”
communication, so they could condemn table tapping and professional mediums

together.

1.13 Esotericism - Occultism

The most important occult activities of the early Baha’is centred on the Western
Esoteric tradition based upon the Glastonbury legends and this will be dealt in detail in
the next chapter. Even those who were not themselves involved in occult activity knew
people who were. For example, in his letter to Lutfullah Hakim of 27.10.20 Esslemont
tells of Mr Young, “an astrologer”, who introduced Esslemont to Elizabeth Eagle
Skinner, the founder of the Star of the East Spiritual Church, in Denmark Hill, Brixton.
Mrs Eagle Skinner thought at one point that her spirit guide was Baha’u’llah and
consequently a merger of her group and the Baha’is was possible. This, Esslemont

gleefully reported to Lotfullah Hakim, would mean an influx of fifty or sixty people. It
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seems Mrs Eagle Skinner’s secretary did not share her enthusiasm for Baha’ism and was
instrumental in putting her off. Whatever the reasons Esslemont’s tone when describing
relations with her become increasingly exasperated. One can only assume that Elizabeth
Herrick’s choice of name for her hat shop, “Madame Correlli’s” was in deference to the
occult writer Marie Correlli, which reinforces Herrick’s association with the gnostic
motif (her relationship with spiritualism is outlined above). Dion Fortune also used to
stay at Alice Buckton’s guest house in Glastonbury. Fortune, who was arguably the most
important figure in the revival of occultism in Britain, wrote extensively about Buckton
in her book about Glastonbury, Avalon of the Heart. The connection with Celtic

mysticism will be examined in the next chapter.

It is impossible to assess the level of involvement of Freemasons in the Baha’i
Movement but a number of public meetings were held in Masonic Halls. The deep
commitment of Wilberforce to Freemasonry has been noted above. Another indication is
in the following letter of Shoghi Effendi, explaining why Baha’is must withdraw from

the Masonic Order:

He is fully aware that certain individuals are struck much forcibly by such
requests than others. This has been the case with some of the old Baha’is in
England, who have been Masons from their boyhood on ... (Hornby: 1988, p.
422)

This passage would seem to suggest that membership of Masonic Orders was not
uncommon amongst English Baha’is as late as the mid-fifties. However, as membership
is restricted to men, and women were so numerically dominant in Baha’i circles, it would

be difficult to assess its importance.
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CHAPTER TWO

BAHA’I NETWORKS

Networks as Contexts for Relevance 1907 — 1911

2.1 Outline of the Chapter

To say that someone is ‘networked’, in modern parlance, simply means that they
are well-connected and in communication with a wide range of different people and
institutions. It was precisely the formalisation of such links within academia which
gave birth to the internet and the World Wide Web through a process of electronic
reification. Reification is something that needs care, because not all networks are of the
same order, or have the same degree of formality. They can range from a formalised
institution such as the Theosophical Society, through un-formalised interest groups, to
simply friends, acquaintances and relatives. Whereas in the case of the formal
Theosophical Society it is possible to speak of it constituting a context of shared
assumptions able to assent collectively to a new religious initiative or dissent from it,
this is not the case with informal networks. The communality between the members of
an informal network could simply be that they all shared the same landlady, as happened
with the early Moonies in America. In terms of the theory of relevance, it is better to
see the role of networks as providing the guarantee of relevance. When Lady X returns
from Palestine having visited the Baha’i leadership she might then tell those friends she
thinks might be interested about her experiences. Lady X thereby gives a guarantee of

relevance to those friends she chooses to contact'.

t Academic interest in networks amongst new religious movements can be traced back to The Doomsday
Cult by JohnLoftland (1977) in which the relationships between the first members of the Unification
Church in the United States was explored. In this context network theory has become particularly
concerned with conversion and recruitment for example Stark and Bainbridge (1980). The work of Snow
has already been mentioned in the introduction to this thesis. Snow and Phillips (1980) and Snow et al
(1980) are all early attempts to relate the adherence to new religious movements to pre-existing
relationships with other members. Snow argues that the probability of recruitment into a movement is
dependant upon two conditions, a pre-existing link to a network and the absence of a countervailing
network. There has been some study of the differences between groups that allow their members to retain
prior and extra-movement involvement and those that do not. In the latter case removal of networks forces
them to proselytise strangers. It has been pointed out (Wallis and Bruce, 1982:104) that “recruitment
strategies are not independent of movements’ goals and beliefs about the world”. Similar themes were
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In the previous chapter the relevance of the Baha’i message was examined
against the background of the society in which the early British Baha’is lived. In this
chapter the importance of networks in the spread and understanding of the Baha’i
teaching in the years between its introduction into the British Isles and the first visit of
‘Abdw’l Baha in 1911, will be considered. In the course of this study it became apparent
that different networks operated upon their own unique set of assumptions which in turn
defined what was relevant for a group of individuals. Two major networks based
primatily in the South of England can be identified. The earliest, from around 1902,
referred to as the Central Network, was based mainly in London, dominated by women,
and was predominantly drawn from the gentry and upper middle classes. From around
1908 a second network can be identified which is referred to as the Celtic Network. It
was based upon pre-existing involvement in the Celtic mystical traditions as described
in the work of W B ?ﬁdﬁﬁg& o}_‘her occugaiicg. A ’}g;d ﬁf{‘f network began in 1910 in
the North of England and Was mwzﬂgé to the ':)ther two. A; well as these three major
networks a number of sub-networks can be identified amongst such diverse groups as
academics, travel writers and spiritualists. In analysing each network the role of
feminism within them and their attitude towards the possibility of Baha’ism as a
separate religion will be considered. Most importantly, what values each network

perceived relevant in the Baha’i teachings will be scrutinised. At the end of the chapter

taken up by amongst others, Barker (1984), and Rochford (1982). More recently Rodney Stark with
Rodger Finke (2000) has returned to the consideration of networking. Another authority on this area is
Darren Sherkat (1991), (1993) and (1997) who has produced a number of works considering switching
between religions and rational theory. The role of the Internet in religious conversion has been analysed by
amongst others Bernard Leach and Dave Unsworth (2003) in their very interesting article “The Sociology
of Cyberspace” which explores how NRMs use the World Wide Web to recruit. Deana Hall (1998) has
examined recruitment through workplace networking. Networking and network theory is now a standard
component of basic courses on the study of new religious movements. Literature on the subject is too
extensive t0 mention anything but a few works. A number of highly important works developing network
theory in a general context have recently appeared, most notably Manuel Castells’ work on the network
society in The Rise of the Network Society (Castells, 2000) the first volume of his influential trilogy The
Information Age. John Urry’s Sociology Beyond Societies: Mobilities Jor the Next Century argues that
traditional concepts of sociology are outmoded in an increasingly borderless world. He writes that if
sociology is to make a contribution to the post societal world its emphasis must shift to the study of both
physical and virtual movement. In considering the sociology of mobilities he asserts the travel of people,
ideas, images and money across international; boundaries have implications for experiences of time, space,
dwelling and citizenship ultimately reconstituting social life in uneven and complex ways. (Urry,1999). In
Emily Martin’s Flexihle Bodies she traces Americans’ changing ideas about health and immunity, and
explores the implications of the relationship between medicine and the corporate world and in the course
of which touches on networks from an interesting perspective, (Martin 1995).
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there is a reappraisal of what it meant to be a Baha’i at the end of the first decade of the

Baha’i Movement in the British Isles.

2.2 The Central Network

As already noted the first Briton to embrace Baha’ism was a Miss Marion Brown
of London. She was the aunt of Kheiralla’s wife. She accepted the Baha’i teachings
prior to the 1898 pilgrimage. However, these two women are not usually included in the
history of the introduction of Baha’ism to Britain. The generally accepted “first English
believer” is Thomas Breakwell. Breakwell’s claim is based upon the description of him
as such by Shoghi Effendi in God Passes By (Shoghi Effendi: 1995, p.259). However,
Ethel Jenner Rosenberg, who learnt about Baha’ism from Mrs Thornberg-Cropper,
“converted in 1899” (Shoghi Effendi: 1995, p. 260), so she must have predated
Breakwell, who could not have discovered the Baha’i teachings before the summer of
1901,> Another candidate is Sarah Anne Ridgeway’. She wrote to Edward Hall, “I
myself have been a Baha’i the last eleven years. I took the lessons in Baltimore,
Maryland, U.S.A. in 1899.” (Whitehead: 1977, p.31) Clearly, Breakwell was not the
first English believer, and yet he is still described as such. (Momen, W (ed.): 1991, p.
46) Writers who know otherwise repeat this assertion, or at least go to great lengths to
avoid comment. For example, Whitehead refers to Rosenberg, as, “the first English
woman to embrace the Baha’i Faith in her native land” (Whitehead: 1977, p.55), while
Weinberg calls her, “the first Englishwoman in her native couniry to recognise
Baha’u’llah as the Manifestation of God” (Weinberg: 1995, p.39). What is of interest is
not the identity of the individual but the insistence of perpetuating the assertion that
Breakwell was the first. Whitehead writes, “With his unerring knowledge the Guardian
called Thomas Breakwell the first English believer” (Whitehead: 1977, p. 72). This

would appear to be an example of officially sanctioned history and a refusal of later

? The story of Breakwell’s meeting with May Maxwell in Paris is well documented but the date is unclear. In
“A Brief Account of Thomas Breakwell”, in The Baha'i World, Vol.7. May Maxwell claims to have met
Breakwell and introduced him to Bahaism on his holiday in1891. She then goes on to explain that she was
in Paris during the summer because ‘Abdu’l Baha had told her to stay there while on pilgrimage. As the
pilgrimage took place in 1898 her date must be incorrect.

? Sarah Ann Ridgway has been the subject of a short biography (Hellaby, 2003) which highlights the
difficulty of finding information about working class women of this period
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writers to contradict Shoghi Effendi even if he is factually incorrect. Breakwell, after a
short pilgrimage to Palestine, remained in Paris, where he died of consumption on June
13™ 1902 at the age of thirty. He played no part in the development of the British
conununity except as a posthumous example of spirituality and devotion to the Cause.

All Baha’i Sunday Schools, in Britain, are named after him.

By 1902 there were four avenues by which the Baha’i teachings could be
approached by a British seeker. They could, like Ethel Rosenberg, learn from Mrs
Thornburgh-Cropper in London, or like Thomas Breakwell, they might acquire it from
the American Baha’is resident in Paris. Alternatively, it was possible to encounter it in
the United States, as did Sarah Ridgeway. Finally there was the possibility of
investigating the literature on the subject. As discussed above, there was little literature
available prior to 1910. What there was would mostly have consisted of popularised
versions of Browne’s work on the Babis, Phelps’ book or works by Kheirella. Whilst
this would seem to have been an unlikely route, the Irish clergyman, George Townshend
did in fact embrace Baha’ism in 1919, through literature sent by an American friend,
rather than through contact with other Baha’is in the British Isles. By 1919 there was
considerably more written material available as we shall demonstrate. As noted above
there was enough of a Baha’i presence in London for the American Myron H Phelps to
write in the introduction to his book The Life and Teachings of Abbas Effendi “While
spending the summer of 1902 in London, it happened that through friends I heard much
of Beha’ism, which has adherents in England, as well as a much larger number in the
United States.” (Phelps: 1912, p.xxxviiii) The identity of these “friends” of Phelps is not
clear but it can be asserted with certainty that in the summer of 1902 at least three

women in London were connected to the Baha’i Cause.

Who then were these women who identified themselves as Baha’is? Mary
Virginia Thornburgh-Cropper was called Maryam Khanum by ‘Abdu’l Baha and seems
to have been known as Minnie. She had married Edward Denman Cropper, son of
Edward Cropper of Swaylands, Kent, JP of the counties of Kent and Lancashire on 4%
June 1874. Burke's Landed Gentry describes her as Minnie Virginia Shepherd, daughter
of William Thornburgh of Virginia and San Francisco. On the 14™ Nov. 1874, the

couple changed their name to “Thornburgh-Cropper” by royal license. On the20™ May
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1875, Edward was commissioned as Sub Lieutenant in the West Kent Light Infantry and
is listed as full lieutenant in the 1878 Military List. He later transferred to the Royal
Pembroke Artillery and on 19™ April 1882, he became a captain in the Reserve. His
further promotion to Lieutenant Colonel would have been by seniority. Although his
wife is described as a widow in most Baha’i sources (Weinberg, 1995, p.29), according
to Burke’s Landed Gentry 1906, he did not die until 1902, four years after Minnie’s first
pilgrimage with Phoebe Hearst. Between 1912 and 1917, she lived at 31, Evelyn
Mansions, Carlisle Place, Westminster London SW1, where she is listed in Kelly’s
Directory and is on the electoral register. It is speculation that the close proximity of this
address to St Jolm’s, Smith Square suggests she might have been a member of
Wilberforce’s congregation. How she came to know Ethel Rosenberg is as yet unknown.
Rosenberg was an artist specialising in miniature portraits. She originated in Bristol but
by 1901 was living at 5, Grafton Street, Piccadilly, London W1. Rosenberg would
become “England’s outstanding Baha’i pioneer worker” in the words of Shoghi
Rabbani. A third woman joined Thornberg-Cropper and Rosenberg in identifying as a
Baha’i around this time. She was Mrs. Clara Scaramucci, an Italian, about whom little is
known. She published a short pamphlet entitled The Baha’i Revelation which was
published by the Priory Press of Hampstead, London in 1911. She was last listed in the
Baha’i World 1935/6 at an address in Oakhampton, Devon. She was involved with
sefting up of the Torquay community around the artists at Dartington Hall. Hugh
MacKinley, whose parents became Baha’is in 1922, remembers his mother visiting
Scaramucci when they lived in Devon in the 1930’s. He recalls that she and Lilian
Stevens went to Madame Scaramucci for advice in the setting up of the Torquay
community. These women can be described as the nucleus of the “Central Network”.
What is significant about this network is that it has a high proportion of lifelong
Baha’is. It will be demonstrated that it was within this network that a perception of
Baha’ism as a primary belief emerged and that this was a direct result of a greater
understanding of the role of Baha’u’llah in this network than in others. As stated above
the majority of what the early adherents to the Baha’i teachings understood them to be

were values; the only belief was the acceptance of Baha’u’llah as a “manifestation of
God”.
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The Central Network group was closely associated with the Paris group. The
“Membres de la Communaute Baha’ie de Paris 1899 - 1904” lists a number of women
who would play a role in the Baha’i Movement in Britain, they include Marion Jack and
Beatrice Irwin. Amongst a list entitled “Visiteurs a la Communaute Baha’ie de Paris
1900 - 1914 are Ethel Rosenberg and Sara and Mary Blomfield. It is significant that
shortly after accepting Baha’ism Rosenberg went to Paris to learn more from the
Baha’is resident there. The membership list mentioned above has no less than twenty-
seven names, including the leading Baha’i intellectual of the period Mirza Abu Fadl.
Also present was Anton Haddad, whose role in the spread of the Baha’i teachings to
North America has been described above, and Ali Kuli Khan, another senior translator
and interpreter. The presence of these men is an indication of the importance ‘Abdu’l
Baha placed upon the Paris group. Paris was the first European city to have a Baha’i
presence and its importance as a cultural and political centre promised an opportunity of
the wide dissemination of the new teachings. The importance of the Paris group for the
Baha’is in Britain, most notably Rosenberg, was that it afforded contact with some of
the most intellectually brilliant Baha’is of the time. Thus for the Central Network, for a
very short period - 1899 to 1904, they were not required to make inferences from
secondary and tertiary sources but they were able to find relevance in the understanding
of Baha’u’llah as a new “manifestation of God” directly from people of the calibre of
Mirza Abu Fadl. They were required only to infer the organisational implications of this
understanding. The Paris group failed to fulfil its promise because most of the Paris
Baha’is were in fact North Americans who were fairly unsuccessful in drawing native
French people into the circle, since the membership list for 1904-1914 lists only nine

names of which only two are French.

Most prominent amongst the American Baha’is in Paris were the Barney family.
The most significant of the Barneys from a Baha’i perspective was Laura Dreyfus-
Barney (1880 - 1974), daughter of Albert Clifford Barney and Alice Pike Barney, (who
also became a Baha’i), younger sister of Natalie Clifford Barney and wife of Hyppolyte
Dreyfus-Barney. The Barneys came from Cincinnati and were immensely rich, their
fortune having been made on railways. They may have first travelled to Paris in 1883.
The family moved to Washington in 1886, and in either 1886 or 1887 they made a

second trip to Europe. During this trip:
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“She also became particularly aware of the plight of women; for example, in
Belgium she was appalled by a dog and a woman pulling a cart while the man
strode alongside. "It was at that moment” she declared, "that we [Laura and

Natalie] became feminists.” (Jay: 1988, p.2)

In 1898 they settled in Paris. By 1901 Alice and Laura had returned to Washington as
Baha’is (Stockman: 1985, p.136). Between 1904 and 1906 Laura made frequent trips to
Palestine and her “Pilgrim’s Notes” were published in 1908 as “Some Answered
Questions”. Laura’s sister Natalie Barney (Jay: 1988 and Benstock: 1987), has been
described by one biographer as “the leading Lesbian of her time”(Wilkes: 1977, p 42). It
is upon her the character of Valerie Seymour in Radcliffe Hall’s classic novel of
lesbianism The Well of Loneliness is based. Although not a Baha’i herself, Natalie is of
interest for two reasons. Firstly, her sexual orientation was known to all, including her
family. Laura shared an apartment building with her lover Romaine Brookes (Barney:
1992, p.232 n7) and there are letters between her and her mother on the subject. This
would seem to indicate a tolerant attitude to homosexuality amongst the early Baha’is.
Secondly, her salon in Paris overlapped some other Baha’i circles, For example Ezra
1her sorees uneludad dalellachuals and avtists of uwmPevtance,
Pound was both a regular visitor to her home in Paris and was introduced to ‘Abdu’l
Baha through the London Baha’i network. The relationship between the two sisters was
sometimes strained; shortly after Laura had met 'Abdu'l-Baha in Paris, Natalie had an
affair with a 'Persian’ dancer and took her around Paris in Persian costume. However, as
the sisters were buried together it would seem that, despite their differences, they

remained close until the end of their lives.

Whilst Laura Barney was significant in her own right, it was her husband who
was perhaps the most important of the European Baha’is. Hyppolyte Dreyfus was the
first Occidental Jew to embrace Baha’ism. He was a lawyer by profession. The
significance of jurisprudence for Muslim understanding of the distinctive nature of the
Baha’i teachings, has been noted above. Perhaps in was easier for Dreyfus, brought up
in another religion with a strong tradition of jurisprudence, coupled with mastery of the
Code Napoleon, to gain a clearer understanding of the implications of the Baha’i

Movement. Whatever the reasons, he was certainly the dominant intellect in European
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Baha’i circles in this period. The following passage is taken from an article about
Hyppolyte Dreyfus written by Laura Barney for Baha'’i World. It describes both her

first meeting with her future husband as well as an interesting insight into the Paris

group:

“The Dreyfus family used to give musicales frequented by people of taste,
including many artists. It was at one of these entertainments that he met Mus.
Sanderson and her daughters, Sybil of opera fame and Edith who became later a
leading Baha'i in France. It was through May Bolles that both Edith and Hippolyte
entered the Faith a short time after she had given me the Message. It was really
May, our spiritual guide, who started the Baha'i group in France; though the Babi
and Baha'i movement was known to an elite through the writings of several
distinguished French authors.

The first meeting with Hippolyte Dreyfus that I can recall was in 1900 in Paris on
the threshold of May Bolles' apartment near I'Ecole des Beaux Arts. He was
leaving as I was arriving to hear more of the Babi epilogue. Though I was away
from France almost constantly from 1901 to 1906 I knew that he had become an
outstanding Baha'i and that his father and mother, his sister and brother-in-law had
all joined the Cause. Their gracious home was a centre for inquirers and followers.
Their summerhouse, "Daru'l-Salam" on Mont Pelerin, Switzerland, was also open
wide to people of many lands and many beliefs. It was on this mountain that he
made some of his first French translations of the writings of Baha'u'llah with

Mirza Habibu'llah of Shiraz.”

In 1907 the Paris group was responsible for another important woman addition
to the growing Baha’i group in London. Her name was Lady Blomfield. Blomfield
describes her first encounter with the Baha’is in the introduction to her book, The
Chosen Highway. She recounts that she and her daughters were at a reception at the
home of Madame Lucien Monod, when they encountered Miss Bertha Herbert. Herbert,
who was previously unknown to the Blomfields interested them in Baha’i Cause and
introduced them to Ethel Rosenberg who was at that time in Paris. Madame Monod is
listed as a member of the Paris Baha’i community, and so is Bertha Herbert, an

American artist, who would later introduce to the Baha’i Cause a fellow American,
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Horace Holley. Herbert and Holley met on board ship in 1909 and later married; he

became a leading figure in the American Baha’i community.

Sara Louise Blomfield was the daughter of Matthew John Ryan Esquire of
Knockanevan, Borrisoliegh, Ireland. Ryan was a Roman Catholic and his wife, Sara’s
mother, was a Protestant. According to her daughter’s account (Hall: undated, p.1), the
Sara grew up in an atmosphere of religious intolerance, which profoundly affected her.
Fearing her daughter would be taken from her and incarcerated in a convent, Mrs Ryan
and Sara fled to England. The circumstances of this departure are obscure, but it is
perhaps significant that the address of both Sara and Mrs Ryan on Sara’s marriage
certificate was “Campden House”. This building was a hostel for women without a
proper home. It appears possible that their flight from Ireland left the Ryan women
destitute. However, her marriage to the elderly widower, Sir Arthur Blomfield, gave
Sara not only financial security but also a title and membership of the gentry. Sir Arthur
William Blomfield was the son of a former Bishop of London, Charles James
Blomfield. He was educated at Rugby and Trinity College, Cambridge. He was an
architect by profession, establishing his offices in Adelphi Terrace in 1856. By 1861 he
was President of the Architectural Association, becoming a fellow of the Royal Institute
of British Architects in 1867 and its vice-president in 1886. He was associated with the
building of the London Law Courts in 1881, and two years later with the Bank of
England. He designed a number of buildings of note and was responsible for restoration
work at the cathedrals of Salisbury, Canterbury, Lincoln and Chichester. He died in
1899. While her husband was alive Lady Blomfield led the conventional life of a
woman of her class. Her daughter’s memoir points out that she was, even at this point,
influenced by the work of Sir Edwin Arnold, especially his Light of Asia and the
“scientific” but not the practical aspects of spiritualism. She was deeply enmeshed in the
women’s suffrage cause and in line with WSPU directives withdrew from the Liberal
Party over this issue. After the death of her husband, Blomfield spent much of her time
at their country home in Broadway, Worcestershire. Here she was the hub of an
interesting social circle that included most of the literati of the county. Her daughter
wrote that it was during this period of young widowhood in the country that her search
for spiritual truth began in earnest (Hall: undated, p.6). Blomfield’s spiritual quest took

her into and across many networks. Influenced by Edwin Arnold she approached Eastern
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religious traditions, she delved into Theosophy and her daughter remembers frequent
visits from Alfred Sinnett. Apparently she was not convinced of Theosophy and
continued seeking a “Great World Teacher”. Swami Vivekananda impressed her, but
she decided he was “not the one”. She became more interested in the ethical aspects of
religion and “admired the fearless teaching of R. J. Campbell who had dared to write a
book called “The New Theology”. However, it was Basil Wilberforce who had the
greatest impact upon her prior to her interest in Baha’ism. Hall writes “Every Sunday we
would go to St. John’s Westminster to hear the enlightened Archdeacon preach. He
became a much revered and beloved friend of my mother’s, ... Edwin Arnold and Basil
Wilberforce were the two friends of the soul most loved by my mother, until a greater
one came to outshine their brave torches by reflecting the Sun of the light of truth.”
(Hall: undated, p.8). Her spiritual quest enabled Blomfield to make contacts with
numerous individuals and groups exploring new religious ideas, while her wealth and
social status afforded her immediate prominence within Baha’i circles. The combination
of these factors would make her an indispensable hostess for ‘Abdu’l Baha when he

visited London.

Also connected with the Central Network was Elizabeth Herrick (1864 - 1929)
who became involved with the Baha’is in 1908. She was a milliner by trade and appears
to have set up and run a number of successful business ventures. Born into the Church
of England, she later joined the Pembroke Baptist Chapel in Liverpool and was deeply
influenced by its minister, the Reverend William Aked. She joined Aked and his family
in New York, when he accepted an invitation to become the pastor of an important
church there. While in America she embraced Christian Science a move which caused
her estrangement from Aked and eventual return to England. She began her millinery
business again, this time from 137a High Street Kensington. She lived above the Higher
Thought Reading Rooms, the address of which is given as 10 Cheniston Gardens, off
Wright’s Lane®, Herrick is of particular interest, as although she connects to the Central

Network, she is from a very different social background. She seems to have been

* Both these streets back off Kensington High Street at the site of number 137. It is possible that 137a was a
side entrance to 137 and that it connected to the Cheniston building at the rear. It is impossible to tell with
certainty as the whole site has been redeveloped. A number of accounts describe Baha’i meetings taking
place in her workshop, while the Cheniston Gardens address is the “official address” of the London
Assembly given in the Star of the West.

93




involved with Spiritualism, writing in both the International Psychic Gazette and The
Superman and Psychic Monitor. She appears throughout the history of the Baha’is in
London as bemng something of a maverick. She may have been the first to identify
Baha’ism as her primary belief, since when imprisoned for her part in direct action
concerned with women’s suffrage, she gave as her religion “Baha’i”. A number of
references to her frustration at the perceived inaction of others and her independent

organisation of meetings will be encountered below.

Higher Thought, or at least the use of its building, would seem to be a unifying
factor in the Central Network. We have noted above that Herrick lived at the same
address as the Higher Thought Centre and Rosenberg organised meetings there. It is
possible that they met through Higher Thought, which is possibly the link between
Rosenberg, Cropper and Scaramucci, so it is necessary to consider what impact, if any,
it had on Baha’ism. Higher Thought (or New Thought from 1914 in the USA) is a
metaphysical system based on a method of spiritual healing founded by Phineas P.
Quimby. Quimby cured Mary Baker Eddy who later used his system as the basis of her
much more influential Christian Science Movement. Higher Thought is a world
affirming movement that promises its adherents that: “Through mental training and
discipline, this mental control may be directed consciously and intelligently to the end
that peace and poise of mind will be manifested in physical health and ease. Disease is
primarily mental, and every mental inharmony manifests itself by way of physical
discord or disease. And, as the cause or the mental inharmony is changed, the physical
effect of bodily harmony shows forth and manifests proportionately.” (Dobbs: Undated.)
The most prominent member of the Higher Thought group in the early years of the
century was Judge Thomas Troward, (1847 - 1916). Troward returned to London after a
successful career as a judge in India. He soon discovered Higher Thought and threw
himself enthusiastically into its work. He wrote a number of books on “mental science”
and lectured extensively on the subject. He was a close friend and influence on Basil
Wilberforce, in an article on Wilberforce in New Light on Thomas Troward Vol. 6
Heather Andrews Dobbs, writes, “F. L. Rawson’s “Active Service” showed that hardly a
week passed without some communication taking place between Thomas Troward and

Basil Wilberforce. Wilberforce admired and often made reference to Thomas Troward’s
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