
‘ABDUL-BAHA IN ENGLAND
at the Clifton Guest House, Bristol, September 1911.
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THE DEVELOPMENT AND INFLUENCE OF 
THE BAHA’I ADMINISTRATIVE ORDER IN 
GREAT BRITAIN, 1914-1950

As I have argued elsewhere, the Baha’i Faith began in 
Great Britain not as an independent religion, but as a 
millenarian movement that sought to hasten the approach of 
the coming millennium by spreading the ideas of racial, reli
gious, and global unity that had been proclaimed by 
Baha’u’llah.1 The first Baha’i's formed a loose inclusive move
ment with no requirements for membership, no official orga
nization, and no distinctive ritual practices. Many remained 
practicing and active members of Christian churches or cultic 
groups. Often they had little contact with other Baha’i's. What 
united these individuals was a belief in the coming millen
nium and a devotion to the person of ‘Abdu’l-Baha.

The life of millenarian movements is generally short. For 
most, the crisis comes when the promised millennium fails to 
arrive, or when their leaders die or lose charisma. The Baha’i 
Movement in Great Britain managed to avoid dissolution on 
the death of its charismatic leader by transforming itself into 
a formal religion. The principal instrument of this transfor
mation was the development of an effective administrative 
structure. This structure served the dual function of binding
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together the movement’s members, once their charismatic 
focus had been removed, and of allowing religious beliefs and 
practices to become standardized. The purpose of this essay is 
to trace the development of this administrative structure 
among the British Baha’is and to show how this structure 
enabled the inclusive Baha’i Movement to be transformed 
into the exclusive Baha’i Faith.

The Early Years. The first Baha’is in Britain were held to
gether by their admiration for the teachings and personality 
of ‘Abdu’l-Baha. They had no formal organization: they sim
ply met together as friends to discuss the Baha’i teachings. As 
in any social group, there were dominant personalities. These 
persons assumed leadership, rather than being given it offi
cially; and their authority was informal.

The dominant personality and unofficial leader of the Brit
ish Baha’is throughout the early years was undoubtedly Ethel 
Rosenberg. Rosenberg was the first Englishwoman to become 
a Baha’i in her native land, but her position did not stem 
solely from this fact. She made two visits, in 1901 and 1904, 
to the Holy Land. There she conversed at length with ‘Abdu’l- 
Baha and with members of his family. She also learned Per
sian, and so she was able to read and help with the transla
tion of Baha’i scriptures. This made her an invaluable source 
of information to the British Baha’is at a time when very little 
Baha’i literature was published. She was also very clearly 
trusted by ‘Abdu’l-Baha, who sent her on important teaching 
missions to the United States and to France.

There were, of course, other individuals who assumed 
prominent positions in the early community. Mary Virginia 
Thornburgh-Cropper was the first avowed Baha’i to reside in 
the British Isles and the person who had introduced Ethel 
Rosenberg to Bahaism.2 When Lady Blomfield became a Baha’i 
in 1907, her wealth and social status automatically guaran-



teed her prominence. Eric Hammond, whose book of Baha’i 
scripture and history was published in 1909, was probably 
the leading Baha’i man of the period.

These leading personalities, along with a few others, re
lated to one another in an informal way. They met in one 
another’s homes to study; and later they hired halls to hold 
public meetings. They published books and pamphlets about 
the Baha’i Cause. However, these were probably the collective 
actions of individuals, rather than the result of corporate 
decisions. There is no evidence of any formal organization. 
These early Baha’i activities were limited to London.

Eventually, there developed a small group of Baha’is in 
Manchester. One of these, Sarah Ann Ridgeway, had become 
a Baha’i in the United States in 1899. But most of the group 
had been introduced to the Baha’i teachings by Edward Hall, 
and he became their unofficial leader. Although Ethel 
Rosenberg corresponded with the Baha’is of Manchester, and 
visited them in January 1911, there seems to have been little 
cooperation between the two groups. There is some evidence 
of tensions between them over the next twenty years.

These groups, plus a few isolated individuals like Daniel 
Jenkyn of St. Ives, Cornwall, made up the Baha’i Movement 
in Britain. We can conclude then that this movement was 
organized very informally, and largely dependent on the ac
tions of a few individuals. While some of them must certainly 
have discussed their activities with others, there is no evi
dence that an individual’s actions needed group approval, or 
that there was any formal arrangement for group decision
making. There were personalities who seemed to have pres
tige or influence, but their leadership of the community was 
based on a variety of factors which never included democratic 
elections.
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The Baha’i Councils. As time passed and both the number of 
Baha’i's and the range of their activities grew, there developed 
the need for a more formal organization. The first evidence 
we have of this formal organization is the Baha’i Committee 
that met during 1914. This committee gives us clear evidence 
of Baha’is working together, making joint decisions, raising 
funds, and laying down rules, long before the advent of the 
Administrative Order introduced by Shoghi Effendi, the fu
ture Guardian of the Baha’i Faith.

Although the committee kept and read minutes, no record 
of them can now be traced. The only firm evidence that we 
have of the committee’s existence and activities are copies of 
agendas for three meetings held in 1914, which were sent to 
Lotfullah Hakim by the secretary, Arthur Cuthbert.3 These 
agendas reveal that the Baha’i's were engaged in a range of 
activities and that the committee operated under normal busi
ness procedures.

One topic on the agendas was the proposed publication of 
leaflets and books. Also under consideration was the financ
ing of meetings and the question of paying the expenses of 
speakers at these meetings. The conduct of people who at
tended such meetings was also a matter of concern. On one 
occasion the issue of “clapping at meetings” was discussed, 
and at another time the issue of “undesirable persons at pri
vate meetings” was raised. The appearance of the item “Fi
nance” or “Encouragement of Financial Support” on all three 
agendas clearly shows that, even at this early stage, some 
sort of fund for the administration of the Cause had been 
established.

As early as 1914, therefore, the British Baha’is were orga
nizing themselves and their activities in a way that was very 
similar to that under which they would later operate as Spiri
tual Assemblies formed at Shoghi Effendi’s instruction. The 
very membership of this Baha’i Committee was similar to



158 Phillip R. Smith

Later that month he referred in another letter to his own 
correspondence with Mrs. Holbach:

I am sorry to hear that there is not more unity between Mrs. 
Holbach5 and the London Bahd’i's, but I hope that on both sides 
prejudices and whatever else keeps them apart may be outgrown. 
We are all but babes in Bahaism and must be very charitable to 
each other’s weaknesses.6

that of the assemblies to be formed later. All of the known 
members of the Baha’i Committee/ with the exception of 
Cuthbert and Hakim, were later to serve on Spiritual Assem
blies. There was, therefore, a continuity of organization in 
Britain spanning the periods of ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s and Shoghi 
Effendi’s leadership, and not a sudden imposition of adminis
trative structure as some writers have suggested.

The Baha’i Committee of 1914, however, did not itself 
span these two eras. It ceased to meet after 1916. Although 
no official explanation can be found, it is possible to speculate 
on the reasons for its demise. One reason may have been the 
problems caused by the war, including lack of communication 
with ‘Abdu’l-Baha. However, if this were the only reason, one 
might reasonably have expected the committee to resume its 
functions once hostilities ceased and normal communications 
were restored. This it did not do.

A more likely cause of the committee’s lapse is the dishar
mony that existed among the members of the British Baha’i 
community. As already stated, the Baha’is were dominated by 
strong personalities, and none of them had any real authority 
over the others. They were accustomed to thinking and acting 
independently; and, there is evidence that their personalities 
sometimes clashed.

Divisions and disagreements among the Baha’is are often 
mentioned by Esslemont in his letters. In December 1915, he 
wrote:
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Two years later, he is still concerned about the divisions 
among the British Baha’is:

Oh! If only the friends in this country could be more united, could 
cultivate the “sin-covering eye,” be less conscious of each other’s 
faults, and more conscious of the wonderful Power of the Holy 
Spirit.8

These comments suggest that the British Baha’is were 
probably not at that time ready to work together, to allow 
their individual wishes and opinions to be overruled by the 
decisions of the majority. The committee of 1914 does not 
appear to have been elected by the Baha’i community, nor 
does it appear to have been granted any authority by ‘Abdu’l- 
Baha. Unlike the American Baha’is, who had been set the 
task of building a Baha’i Temple, the British Baha’is had no 
single project to unite them. Therefore, the Baha’is would not 
necessarily have felt bound to any decision the committee 
made. Whether there was some crisis or dispute that brought 
these divisions to a head and resulted in disbanding this 
Baha’i council cannot now be determined with any certainty.

Whatever the reason, the Baha’i Committee ceased to 
meet, and the community returned to its former state for the 
next few years. It was ‘Abdu’l-Baha himself who encouraged 
the committee to reform and once again to guide and direct 
the activities of the movement in Britain. ‘Abdu’l-Baha clearly 
believed that the Baha’i Movement needed to be organized.

The instruction to revive the Baha’i Committee was given 
to Esslemont by ‘Abdu’l-Baha during the former’s visit in 
Haifa in 1919. Although Esslemont left Haifa in January 
1920, it was not until almost a year later that he was able to 
report to Hakim that the new council had at last met:

I had a nice letter from Mrs. Holbach enclosing one from Mr. Hall 
of Manchester. Mr. Hall seems depressed and feels that the Lon
don Baha’is have given him the “cold shoulder.”7
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It seems that this council did manage to meet during 
1921, and made several decisions about distributing, approv
ing, and publishing Baha’i literature. They also maintained 
funds for the movement. Having been formed at the direct 
request of ‘Abdu’l-Baha, the body seems to have had greater 
authority and cohesion than the first committee. By October 
1921, Esslemont was able to report that the Council was 
beginning to work as a collective body:

We can see then, that towards the end of 1921, a formal 
administrative organization was already beginning to emerge 
in Britain. The fact that ‘Abdu’l-Baha not only approved of 
this organization, but was instrumental in its development, is 
an important factor to bear in mind. The process of organizing 
the Baha’is had begun, and it was soon to be accelerated 
under the influence of the successor to ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Shoghi 
Effendi.

I think we are making a little progress towards greater Unity in 
the Council itself, although we are a long way from the ideal in 
that way yet.10

On Tuesday we had the first regular meeting of the new Baha’i 
Council. There were present Miss Rosenberg, Mrs. Thornburgh- 
Cropper, Miss Gamble, Mrs. George, Miss Herrick and Mr. 
Hammond, of the old members, and the new members were Mrs. 
Coles, Miss Grand, Miss Musgrove, Mrs. Crosby, Mr. Simpson 
and myself. We met at Miss Grand’s flat, and the meeting was 
very harmonious. I think that we all felt that it marked the 
beginning of a new era in the history of the Cause in this country. 
The meeting was arranged in accordance with the advice given by 
Abdul Baha through me that the old members of the council who 
were still able to act should add to their number a few new ones 
whom the friends approved and they should then work together. 
There has been no regular meeting of the council since 1914, I 
think, but now we have decided to meet regularly at least 3 times 
a year, while a special meeting can be called at any time, when it 
is considered advisable.9
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Shoghi Effendi gave to Baha’i a precision of historical under
standing, doctrinal formulation, and institutional organization 
which had not yet been fully achieved in the religion.11

The process of transforming the movement into a religion 
was one that Shoghi Effendi began immediately. Until that 
time, many Baha’is had remained active within their previ
ous religious communities, and in contemporary Baha’i litera
ture one finds references to Christian Baha’is, Muslim Baha’is, 
and Zoroastrian Baha’is. ‘Abdu’l-Baha himself continued to 
attend Friday prayers at the mosque in ‘Akka right up to the 
week that he died. He observed the Muslim, as well as the 
Baha’i fast. Indeed, he was accepted by many as an exem
plary Muslim.13

The behavior of Shoghi Effendi was very different. From 
this assumption of office, he refused to attend prayers in the 
mosque and observed only the Baha’i fast and prayer rituals. 
By his actions, he demonstrated his belief that Bahaism was 
already a separate religion. His task over the next fifteen years 
was to ensure that all Baha’is came to the same realization.

The first stage of this task was to unite and organize the

Under Shoghi Effendi the Baha’i faith became truly the Baha’i 
World Faith.12

The Guardianship of Shoghi Effendi. ‘Abdu’l-Baha died on 
November 28, 1921. The Baha’i Movement, centered as it was 
on his charismatic authority, was thrown into temporary cri
sis and confusion. In his Will and Testament, ‘Abdu’l-Bahd 
appointed his grandson, Shoghi Effendi Rabbani, as the Guard
ian of the Baha’i Movement. From that first period of confu
sion, the new Guardian led the Baha’is into a period of stabil
ity and growth which resulted in the movement becoming 
established as a separate religion in the West. As Vernon 
Johnson has observed:
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Later, he reported that the first meeting of the “new Bahai 
Spiritual Assembly” was held in London on June 17, 1922.16 
Although he was unable to attend the first meeting, Esslemont 
did go to the second meeting in July 1922, and reported that 
it was “very harmonious.” He lists the ten members elected

The election of the new Assembly is now in progress. Ten mem
bers are being elected from the London group and these 10 with 
Mr. Hall and myself will constitute the National Assembly for 
Great Britain.15

Baha’is themselves. From the very beginning of his Guard
ianship, Shoghi Effendi began the task of providing for the 
Baha’i Movement an efficient, democratically based, adminis
trative organization. To a large extent, it was this organiza
tion that transformed the inclusive movement into an exclu
sive religion.

In his first communication to the Baha’is throughout the 
world, Shoghi Effendi urged them to form Spiritual Assem
blies in every locality where there were nine or more believ
ers, and wherever possible to elect a National Spiritual As
sembly. He quoted extensively from both ‘Abdu’l-Baha and 
Baha’u’llah to demonstrate that the concept and the duties of 
these assemblies were derived from their writings, and not 
from himself. However, elaborating the details of this system 
was certainly to become the work of the Guardian. He made it 
clear to the Baha’is of Britain, even in this first communica
tion, that the presentation of the Baha’i message to the world 
could no longer be left to individual initiative and interpretation.14

Shoghi Effendi requested that the new national bodies 
should be established as a matter of urgency. The British 
Baha’is seem to have responded to his request, despite the 
fact that their activities were at a low ebb. As early as May 
1922, Esslemont was able to write of the progress they were 
making:
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from the London group, and it is significant to note that seven 
of them had served on the Baha’i Council that had been 
formed in 1920. Shoghi Effendi was not imposing a new struc
ture upon the movement, but merely continuing a process 
that had already begun. The main effect of his leadership was 
to give the Assembly an authority that it had not had before. 
This authority came from the outline of their duties as de
fined in the writings of ‘Abdu’l-Baha and Baha’u’llah, and 
from the fact that they were now democratically elected. These 
changes were being made not only in Britain but throughout 
the world.

This transition was from a time of individual action and 
personal interpretation to a period of much more centralized 
control over the presentation of the teachings. Leadership of 
the community was in the future to be based on democratic 
support, and not merely on the strength of personality. Indi
viduals would not only have to gain the support of their fellow 
Baha’is for any teaching initiative, but would be restrained by 
the community if they could not gain that support. To effect 
these changes in the administrative system would take sev
eral years, but the British community did attempt to follow 
Shoghi Effendi’s instructions.

Local Assemblies were soon established in Manchester, 
Bournemouth, and London. The National Assembly was also 
reelected each year, with the number of members being fixed 
at nine after 1922. However, even in the simple matter of 
these elections, there were new rules to follow and simple 
mistakes were made.

In 1927, Ethel Rosenberg visited Haifa and discovered 
that the delegates at each annual convention had been wrong 
to elect the members of the National Assembly only from 
among their number. She immediately wrote to the Assembly 
in Britain to inform them of the error:
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. . . Shoghi Effendi says, all the 19 delegates must clearly under
stand that they must select from the whole body of the believers 
in Great Britain and Ireland those 9 whom they consider the 
most fit and suitable members to constitute the National Assem
bly. Therefore it will be necessary to supply each of the 19 del
egates with a complete list of all those believers in Great Britain 
and Ireland.17

In the same letter he appears also to be concerned that 
the Reverend A. H. Biggs, who was a Unitarian minister from 
Altrincham, should have been elected to the National Assem
bly:

As with all communications from the Guardian, or from 
his secretary, the National Spiritual Assembly was quick to 
follow his advice. The National Assembly of 1927 was, there
fore, the first to be elected in accordance with the Guardian’s 
new instructions. However, as two people tied for position as 
the ninth member of the Assembly, they decided that for that 
year the Assembly should consist of ten members. Within a 
month, they received another letter from the Guardian:

This instruction began to point the British Baha’is in the 
direction of greater exclusivity. At this time, there still re
mained no initiation, nor even interview, that one had to go 
through before being added to the list of those Baha’is eligible 
to vote for Assembly members. Indeed, in London anyone who 
attended several meetings was automatically added to the list 
of London Baha’is.20 Also, most British Baha’is at this time

I trust the choice of the Rev. Biggs signifies his unreserved accep
tance of the faith in its entirety—a condition that we must in
creasingly stress in the years to come.19

I feel sure that next year, the number of members should be 
strictly confined to nine, and a second ballot is quite proper and 
justified.18
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Problems and Difficulties. The main problem that the British 
Baha’is had to face was the decline in their numbers. This is 
the same problem faced by virtually all millenarian move
ments when the promised millennium does not arrive or their 
charismatic leader is removed. For many, being a Baha’i had 
simply meant being a follower of ‘Abdu’l-Baha. On his death, 
these Baha’is may have had difficulty finding a focus for their 
admiration and devotion. This resulted in an almost immedi-

During the 1920s, the National Spiritual Assembly orga
nized and coordinated a variety of activities, including public 
meetings, the publication of books, and the presentation of 
the Cause at the “Conference of Living Religions within the 
Empire” that was held in 1924. It also maintained contact, 
albeit intermittently, with both the Guardian in Haifa and 
other Baha’i's around the world.

However, it would be wrong to infer from this activity that 
all was well within the community or that a full transition to 
the new Administrative Order had been achieved. There were 
problems with this new organization from its very beginning, 
and by the end of the 1920s, the Baha’i Movement had all but 
disappeared from the British Isles.

seem to have retained the belief that theirs was an inclusive 
movement, and not a religion. These beliefs and practices 
help to explain how a Christian minister could be elected to 
the National Assembly as late as 1927.

Despite the misunderstandings that we have listed above, 
the British Baha’is did attempt to carry out the duties that 
the Guardian had laid upon the first Assembly in 1922:

I need hardly tell you how grateful and gratified I felt when I 
heard the news of the actual formation of a National Council 
whose main object is to guide, co-ordinate and harmonise the 
various activities of the friends.21
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There is little news about the Cause in England. Mrs. George’s 
meetings seem to be the largest now. At Lindsay Hall there are 
only a very few except on special occasions when people are rounded 
up by postcards!22

ate falling away of activity and interest, even as early as May 
1922.

There were, undoubtedly, some Baha’is who found it im
possible to accept the new situation. They had been able to 
accept the decisions and authority of ‘Abdu’l-Baha whom they 
regarded as a Christ-like figure. However, now they not only 
had to accept the authority of his grandson, the twenty-five- 
year-old Guardian, but they also had to recognize the author
ity of an Assembly elected of their equals. Some were never 
able to do this, and others took many years to do so. As late as 
April 1926, Shoghi Effendi wrote to the British National As
sembly to express his pleasure that one of the London Baha’is 
had “. . . at last complied with my request and written to the 
London Assembly acknowledging their authority.”23

In addition to getting ordinary Baha’is to acknowledge the 
importance of Assemblies, Shoghi Effendi seems to have had 
some difficulty in getting even the members of the National 
Spiritual Assembly to do so. One of the persistent problems 
the Assembly faced was achieving a quorum. In May 1926, its 
members wrote to the Guardian requesting permission for 
substitutes to attend Assembly meetings. They received this 
reply:

I realise the special and peculiar difficulties that prevail in Lon
don and the nature of the obstacles with which they [the National 
Spiritual Assembly] are confronted. I feel however that an ear
nest effort should be made to overcome them and that the mem
bers must arrange their affairs in such a way as to ensure their 
prompt attendance at 9 meetings which are held in the course of 
the year. This is surely not an insurmountable obstacle.24



The Baha’i Administrative Order in Great Britain 169

Ruth White later spoke with one of the members of the 
Assembly, a prominent Baha’i for over twenty years:

Lady Blomfield, who was present at this meeting, said to me that 
there was practically no longer a Bahai Cause in England, and 
she had come to the conclusion that the Bahai Cause cannot be 
organized.26

Finally, at nearly six o’clock, the members emerged limp and 
tired. No sooner were greetings exchanged than Mr. G. P. Simpson 
approached each member of the National Assembly and said very 
dramatically: “I have finished with you forever! You are not Bahais! 
You are not Bahais!” And then he strode from the room beside 
himself with rage.25

It was, nevertheless, an obstacle, and it may have been 
exacerbated by the continued personality clashes among mem
bers of the Baha’i community. The difficulties that prevailed 
during the previous decade seem to have been overcome for a 
while in the early 1920s, partially due to the skillful chair
manship of both the London and National Spiritual Assem
blies by George Simpson. However, towards the ends of this 
decade the problems began to surface once more.

A glimpse of the conflicts that arose is given by Ruth 
White in her account of a visit to London in April 1928. White 
was an American Baha’i who believed that ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s 
Will and Testament was a forged document. She was visiting 
Europe to gain support for her opposition to Shoghi Effendi 
and his efforts to organize the believers. According to her 
account, she met “. . . practically all the Baha’is in London,” 
and was invited to meet with members of the National As
sembly at the home of Florence George. Here, she was kept 
waiting for two hours outside the room where the National 
Assembly was meeting. She could hear the sound of raised 
voices within.
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Whatever the problems were, they did not result in com
plete inactivity, and administration never ceased altogether. 
In September 1929, a new Baha’i Center was opened in Lon
don.29 At approximately the same time, a new translation of 
Baha’u’Ilah’s Hidden Words was published. It may, however, 
be significant that the book was published despite the 
Guardian’s advice that its publication be delayed.30 There is 
also some indication that the type of activity the British Baha’is 
were engaged in did not meet with the full approval of the 
Guardian, and that he may have been dissatisfied with the 
development of the British community:

He is much hopeful of your new centre in Regent Street or there
abouts, and he trusts that it will mark a turning point in the 
history of the Cause in England — from happy tea-parties at 
individual homes, into a group of less personal but eager, active 
and thoughtful workers co-operating in a common service.31

Of course, White cannot be regarded as an objective ob
server. She had vested interests in proving, perhaps provok
ing, disunity within the British Baha’i community. However, 
there are indications from other sources that all was not 
harmonious. In the same month that White visited Britain, 
April 1928, Shoghi Effendi sent a brief note of encouragement 
to the National Assembly in which he said that he would pray 
for the guidance of the Beloved to . . help you to remove 
misunderstandings and difficulties amongst the friends.”27 
During the next eight months only four extremely short tele
grams were received from Shoghi Effendi; but on the last day 
of the year, he again wrote a short letter which referred to 
their problems:

Not until harmony and concord are firmly established among the 
friends of London and Manchester will the cause advance along 
sound and progressive lines.23



It seems, however, that his hopes were to be disappointed. 
The ranks of Baha’is continued to dwindle, their numbers and 
activities reduced by old-age, illness, and death. While there 
were individuals who continued to think of themselves as 
Baha’is, the activities of the group almost ceased completely.

From the end of 1930 until early 1934, the minutes of the 
National Spiritual Assembly are very brief and indicate that 
it held only five or six short meetings a year. There are no 
records of any cables or letters received from the Guardian 
and, moreover, the minutes contain few references to him. J. 
R. Richards, a Christian minister, writing in London about 
the Baha’is in 1932, had no doubt that Bahaism in the West 
was in decline. However, he did not dismiss it entirely:

But whilst the movement is undoubtedly losing ground its mis
sionaries continue to be active, and their insidious propaganda 
must be fought down.32

Resurgence. In other parts of the world the Administrative 
Order was more fully established and the movement was 
moving towards greater centralization and more exclusivity. 
This was especially true in the United States, which would 
provide the model for all Baha’i Administration in the West. 
Following a decline in activity there, and a possible drop in 
numbers in the years after the death of ‘Abdu’l-Baha, it was

Despite his obvious antipathy, Richards is correct in his 
assessment of the Baha’i Movement in Britain. It was cer
tainly losing ground. In a sense, he was also correct about 
their missionaries, as it was Baha’is coming from communi
ties outside of the British Isles, where the new Administra
tive Order was more fully established, who were successfully 
to bring about the reorganization of the movement and revi
talize the community.

172 Phillip R. Smith
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during the 1930s that activities and numbers once more 
began to increase. In the mid-1930s, the Baha’is of Britain 
began to benefit from this resurgence.

In 1934, the Guardian’s communications with the British 
National Assembly were fully restored. From that time on
wards, we can begin to detect a revival in activity among the 
Baha’i's. By this time, the number of Baha’i's in Bournemouth 
had dropped below the nine required to form a local Spiritual 
Assembly, and so there remained only the Assemblies of Lon
don and Manchester. Also by this time, the personalities who 
had dominated the movement since the time of ‘Abdu’l-Baha 
had ceased to do so. Esslemont had died in 1925, Ethel Rosen
berg in 1930, and George Simpson in 1934. Mrs. Thornburgh- 
Cropper and several others were in such frail health that they 
could no longer be active. The new personalities who came to 
lead the community were generally people who had become 
Baha’i's during Shoghi Effendi’s Guardianship and who, there
fore, had no difficulty in accepting the idea of the Administra
tive Order. Some of them, moreover, had come from other 
countries where the administration of the movement was al
ready established. In 1933, Hasan Balyuzi, from Iran, was 
elected to the National Spiritual Assembly and was to remain 
a member of it until 1960. Helen Bishop was an American 
Baha’i who came to Britain during the 1930s to help teach 
and spread the faith. Madame Gita Orlova came to London 
simply to help the community and established a theatrical 
group for Baha’i youth in the city. All of these people helped 
reactivate the British community and introduce new people 
to it.

In 1936, David Hofman returned to his native England 
having become a Baha’i in Montreal in 1933. He was immedi
ately elected to the National Assembly. It was during the first 
year of his membership that a real resurgence in Baha’i activities 
took place. That these two events should have coincided was a
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fact that was not overlooked by Shoghi Effendi. He wrote to 
Hofman at the very end of the year:

Your splendid collaboration with the English believers is, as I am 
gradually and increasingly realising it, infusing new life and de
termination into individuals and assemblies which will prove of 
the utmost benefit to our beloved Cause. Persevere with your 
remarkable efforts and historic achievements.33

During 1936, many things of importance had, indeed, been 
achieved. In July, a paper on the Baha’i Faith had been read 
to the newly established World Congress of Faiths, and two 
Baha’is had given short addresses there. In August, the first 
official Baha’i Summer School was held.34 In September, the 
first issue of the Baha’i Journal, a national newsletter, was 
published and sent free to every registered Baha’i. The Jour
nal was to play a vital role in creating a sense of community 
among the British Baha’is and became an important tool for 
informing and educating them. In December, the entire Na
tional Spiritual Assembly met in Manchester for the first 
time in an attempt to reduce the dominant influence that 
London had held over the British community. This was to 
become an annual event, being transformed in later years 
into the Teaching Conference. Very early in the following 
year, the Baha’i Publishing Company was established and 
this too would become an important part of the future community.

Having stopped the decline in numbers, the community 
now began to grow. For the new believers, the Baha’i Admin
istrative Order was an essential part of being a Baha’i. Un
like earlier Baha’is, they had little difficulty in accepting the 
decisions and the authority of the Spiritual Assemblies. There 
was now a clearly accepted definition of what it meant to be a 
Baha’i. In January 1937, the Baha’i Journal had published 
Shoghi Effendi’s guidance about what was necessary for a 
person to become registered as a Baha’i:
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Anyone who wished to become a Baha’i had to sign a 
“declaration card” that stated that they understood and ac
cepted all of the above beliefs and conditions. It was the duty 
of existing Baha’is to ensure that the new believers did fully 
understand and accept all of these terms and conditions be
fore they accepted their declaration. In this way, a uniformity 
of belief (and a degree of exclusivity) was imposed on the 
community such as had never existed before. It was also 
made clear that a Baha’i could not simply believe in the 
Baha’i prophets, but also had to accept the administrative 
organization as established by Shoghi Effendi.

In 1939, the National Assembly was to take a further step 
towards exclusivity by applying the above restrictions to those 
people who had been registered as Baha’is before the new 
definition had been formulated. The Baha’i Journal informed 
the Baha’is that all believers in Britain were to be issued with 
a “. . . registration certificate stating that the bearer is recog
nized by the N.S.A. as a member of the Baha’i community of 
the British Isles.”36 This was ostensibly because Baha’is were 
accepted as being exempt from combat service in the armed 
forces on religious grounds, and the National Assembly was 
anxious to ensure that nobody brought the Faith into disre
pute by fraudulently claiming to be a Baha’i simply to escape 
combat. However, it was also an attempt to ensure that those 
believers who had been registered as Baha’is during the 1920s, 
or even earlier, now acknowledged the authority of the Na
tional Spiritual Assembly.

Full recognition of the station of the Forerunner, the Author, and 
True Exemplar of the Baha’i Cause, as set forth in ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s 
Testament; unreserved acceptance of, and submission to, whatso
ever has been revealed by their Pen; loyal and steadfast adher
ence to every clause of our Beloved’s sacred Will; and close asso
ciation with the spirit as well as the form of the present day 
Baha’i administration throughout the world.35



Developing the Faith. The earliest Baha’is in the British Isles 
did not consider themselves to be members of a new religion.40 
Theirs was a movement that existed within existing religions

To obtain one of these registration certificates, the believ
ers had to send two passport-sized photographs to the Na
tional Assembly along with their personal details. In April 
1940, however, the Assembly announced, in their annual re
port, that the . friends have been very slow in responding 
to this plan.”37 Clearly, some were reluctant to take such a 
step. A year later, the National Assembly reported that nearly 
all the believers had now registered, despite the fact that a 
few felt that the move . . conflicted with the liberal spirit of 
the Faith.”38 That the majority had now followed the 
Assembly’s instruction may have been due less to its powers 
of persuasion than with its threat to withdraw voting rights 
from all those who did not register by August 13, 1940. For 
the first time, the National Assembly had been able to use the 
threat of administrative sanctions to ensure compliance with 
its decisions.

Such power was an effective way of imposing coherence 
and uniformity of belief and practice on the Baha’i commu
nity. It is for this reason, among others, that the British 
Baha’is still carry registration documents today, despite the 
assurance of the National Assembly in 1941, that such a 
move was not permanent.39 The issuing of registration docu
ments completed the transition from an inclusive movement 
to an exclusive organization.

The British Baha’is of the 1930s had at last become united 
and organized. Their administration could now begin to serve 
the function that the Guardian had advocated for it more 
than ten years earlier. Now that its authority was generally 
accepted, the task of the National Spiritual Assembly was to 
transform the exclusive organization into a religion.

176 Phillip R. Smith
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and attempted to build bridges between them. The aim of the 
movement was to strip away the rituals and dogmas that 
each religion had developed and to return each faith to the 
simple truths and practices of its founder. In this way, each 
religion would become revived and renewed. Baha’is believed 
that it would then become apparent to all that the fundamen
tal beliefs of all religions were identical.

Because of this view, the earliest British Baha’is had no 
religious practices of their own. Those Baha’is who came from 
a practicing Christian background were encouraged to return 
to their churches, although they would inevitably have a dif
ferent attitude towards them. It was the sharing of the ideal 
that made one a Baha’i, not uniformity of worship. Religious 
rituals and liturgies were seen as the creations of men, not of 
the founders of religions. They were the outdated forms of 
religion which the Baha’is hoped to sweep away, in order to 
restore the original spirit of true faith.

Of course, the Baha’is were not the first religious group to 
reject liturgical practice in favor of moral behavior. Various 
Christian denominations had repeatedly attempted to achieve 
just this. Some writers pointed out the similarity between the 
Baha’is and the Society of the Friends (Quakers). Harrold 
Johnson, writing in 1912, saw at least two similarities be
tween these groups:

This latter point suggests what several other writers refer 
to, namely the importance of prayer to the early Baha’is. 
However, far less reference is made to prayer in early Bahd’i

There are also, as in Quakerism, no priests in Bahaism and there 
are no ritual observances. The exceeding apprehension of the 
danger of mere formalism is very marked in the Bahai writings 
.. . . The important place given in Bahaism to silent prayer and to 
the workings of the spirit in silence are again suggestive of the 
Quakers.41
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Tomorrow night at the meeting hall I shall speak on the Unity of 
Mankind.44

We had a very nice meeting yesterday afternoon at the Theo
sophical Society’s Rooms. Mrs. George spoke instead of Mr. Tudor 
Pole .... on “Religion should be a cause of love and unity.”45

writings than is made to ethical teachings. Even when refer
ence is made to prayer, a uniform picture of Baha’i practice 
does not emerge.

There can be little doubt that prayer was part of the life of 
the early British Baha’is, but it appears to have been a pri
vate activity, with no fixed form or ritual. Even by 1923, in 
Esslemont’s important book, Bahd’u’llah and the New Era, 
the author states that prayer is obligatory, but the form that 
prayer should take is not. While he includes a translation of 
the short obligatory prayer, Esslemont does not refer to it as 
such.42

According to Alter and Wilson, the American Baha’is of 
this period had developed a ritual form of community wor
ship. However, judging from the limited amount of evidence 
we have available, it would appear that there was no such 
development in Britain. During this phase, the period of the 
Baha’i Movement, the meetings that were held were gener
ally more intellectual than devotional.

The early meetings were generally gatherings in private 
homes held to discuss the Baha’i teachings or to read the 
latest Tablet (letter) received from ‘Abdu’l-Baha. These do not 
represent acts of worship as we would normally accept this 
term, nor do they seem to have followed a set pattern or 
ritual. The one feature that was included in all meetings was 
“the delivering of prepared sermons on Baha’i theology.”43

At the first meetings, Miss Rosenberg and others would 
explain the teachings and recount their experiences of meet
ing ‘Abdu’l-Baha. Later, Esslemont rarely refers to a meeting 
without stating who gave the prepared talk:
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In 1920, the Manchester Baha’is began to hold weekly 
meetings which also featured the reading of a prepared paper:

This seems to have been true of all Baha’i meetings in
cluding the Nineteen-Day Feasts. Feasts were certainly held, 
but not on a regular basis. Those that were held do not sound 
like the one attended by Alter in New York. If anything, they 
seem to have been less devotional in content than the normal 
weekly meetings:

Although we can see that the more explicit forms of wor
ship had been introduced towards the end of this early period, 
the meetings still seem to have remained intellectual rather 
than devotional. This was especially obvious to those coming 
from a different religious tradition. In 1919, Esslemont took 
Colonel and Mrs. Cuthbert, of the Salvation Army, to a meet
ing and later recorded their impressions:

. . . we had our first “19-day Feast.” We had it in a tea-room in 
Boscombe. 17 friends were present. We had tea in the Persian 
style with glass cups and saucers which Mrs. Dunsby managed to 
borrow for the occasion. After tea I gave a short introductory talk 
and read some tablets of the Master’s regarding the conduct of 
meetings, and regarding the importance of the 19-day feasts and

These meetings always opened with a prayer. After a few mo
ments of silence first some letters from friends abroad were read 
and then a paper on some aspect of the Cause. This was followed 
by happy, stimulating discussion and questions and the meeting 
would close with a prayer.47

Mrs. Cuthbert’s impression is that we are not getting into touch 
with people as we ought—that the meeting seemed too much of a 
meeting of intellectual people for discussion.48

We had a fine meeting on Sunday night. Mr. Kanhere, a Hindoo 
Brahmin, and a friend of Mr. Eric Hammond, gave us a very 
interesting talk.46
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how they ought to be celebrated. Aflatun then gave us a most 
interesting talk, mostly about the life of the Beloved during the 
last year of the war, when Aflatun was at Haifa. Miss Pinchon 
read one of the tablets you sent in your last letter, and Mr. King 
gave us a delightful talk about the progress of the Cause in 
America, . . . Then we had more tea and fruit.49

We can conclude then that, during this early period, no 
fixed congregational form of service had been developed by 
the British Baha’is, but the reading of prayers and Tablets 
was regularly practiced by some of them.

It also seems unlikely that many of the first British Baha’i's 
fasted. Although it is known that Esslemont observed the fast 
in 1915, when he first became a Baha’i, because of his chronic 
ill-health it seems unlikely that he did so again. Although a 
few of the other Baha’i's may have fasted, it is rarely—if 
ever—referred to and so was probably not widely observed.

The major Baha’i festivals, on the other hand, were com
monly celebrated. The gatherings seem to have been prima
rily social events. The two main festivals that are referred to 
are Naw-Riiz and Ridvan. Although the early British Baha’is 
did not observe all Baha’i Holy Days, or adopt special reli
gious practices connected with the ones they did observe, the 
recognition of such festivals marked a significant step to
wards the emergence of the Baha’i Faith as a religion rather 
than a movement.

As we have shown earlier, the 1920s and early 1930s were 
years of stagnation and decline for the Baha’i Cause in Brit
ain. It seems unlikely that any changes in religious practices 
were adopted during this period. The reluctance to accept the 
authority of the Spiritual Assemblies, and perhaps even of 
Shoghi Effendi himself, made the acceptance of the change 
from movement to religion difficult to achieve. Even after the 
historic court decision in Egypt which recognized the inde
pendent nature of the Baha’i Faith, and the legal moves un-
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dertaken by the Baha’is of the United States, it was possible 
for a prominent British Baha’i to insist, during this period, 
that “. . . the ‘movement’ must not be called a ‘religion.’ ”50

Although no changes in religious practice took place, the 
reduction in overall numbers may have had the effect of con
centrating the existing practices within the community. In its 
loose inclusive stage, the Baha’i Movement had encompassed 
a wide range of beliefs and opinions. Its members came from 
socialist, New Thought, Theosophist, and Christian Science 
backgrounds, as well as the more traditional Quaker and 
Anglican. For some of these, Bahaism was only an addition to 
their own more central beliefs. For others, the most commit
ted of Baha’i activists, Bahaism already held a central place. 
It was this latter group who were more likely to use Baha’i 
prayers and writings in preference to other scriptures. It was 
also these persons who were more likely to remain Baha’is in 
years to come.

When the move towards formalization and exclusivity be
gan, it was those whose major allegiance lay elsewhere, who 
felt excluded. On the other hand, those who could accept the 
Administrative Order, and all that it involved, were also more 
likely to accept new religious practices. Thus the decline in 
Baha’is, brought about by the death of ‘Abdu’l-Baha and the 
rise of the Baha’i Administration, paved the way for a resur
gence of Bahaism in the 1930s, no longer as a loosely struc
tured movement but as an organized religion. Numbers, in all 
likelihood, declined to the point where there only remained 
mainly those who were already observing the limited reli
gious practice of British Baha’is of that time.

Thus, with the administration established and function
ing effectively, the majority of Baha’is in Britain had accepted 
that they now belonged to a new religion. It is probably also 
true, however, that their religious practices were still of the 
limited form practiced during the time of‘Abdu’l-Baha. One of
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Establishing the Faith. The first real insight we have into 
changes in Bahd’f worship comes with the publication of the 
Baha’i Journal. It became the primary means whereby Baha’is 
were instructed in orthodox Baha’i beliefs, and the primary 
publication from which they could learn how Baha’is should, 
and should not, behave.

From its very first issue in September 1936, the Journal 
refers to the “Faith” rather than the “Movement.” Clearly the 
writers of the Journal, that is the members of the National 
Spiritual Assembly, saw themselves as the elected leaders of 
a religious community. The pages of the Baha’i Journal over 
the next few years indicate clearly that they thought it their 
task to inform the rest of the community of this fact. They 
also attempted, in these pages, to impose a standardized form 
of worship on the British Baha’is. To a certain extent, they 
tell us when they were successful.

It is clear that one of the first goals that the National 
Assembly set out to achieve through the Journal was to es
tablish the Nineteen-Day Feast as the most important Baha’i 
meeting. In the very first issue of the Journal, a large amount 
of space is taken up quoting ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s words on the vital 
importance of these meetings. Thus, the first stage of the 
campaign was to establish a scriptural basis for the Feast. It 
was not the Assembly, or the Guardian, who was attempting 
to elevate the Feast to some new importance. Rather, they 
were trying to give it the stature that Baha’u’llah and ‘Abdu’l- 
Baha had always intended it should have. Having established 
scriptural authority for the central importance of the Feast, 
the next issue of the Journal explains how it should now be 
observed:

the first tasks of the administration, therefore, was to stan
dardize religious observance and to instruct its followers in 
the full range of Baha’i worship.
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It is interesting to note that ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s description of 
the Feast mentions only two parts: the devotional and the 
social. However, with the growth of the Administrative Or
der, there arose a need for the addition of a third part during 
which organizational business could be discussed. This three
fold pattern of the Feast had been fixed by the Guardian, and 
was already widely practiced in the United States. However, 
to some British Baha’is it may have seemed a radical innova
tion. For their benefit, it was important to emphasize both the 
spiritual benefits obtained by attending the Feasts and the 
moral imperative to do so:

It is the source from which the spiritual life of the community is 
regularly renewed. By attending the Nineteen Day Feast the 
believer integrates himself, not only with the local community, 
but with the entire world organism of the Most Great Name. . . . 
All believers are expected to attend regularly, only sickness or 
absence from the city being good reason for not attending. Baha’is 
are expected to adjust their affairs so that they can attend the 
Feast.52

The Feast has a threefold function and is conducted in three 
stages. The first part is devoted to the reading of passages from 
Baha’i Sacred Writings and is the “spiritual feast”. The second 
part is the recognised and proper occasion for consultation be
tween the believers and between the community and local Spiri
tual Assembly. The third part is the material feast and provides 
an opportunity for a social gathering of the friends in the atmo
sphere engendered by the spiritual meeting.51

This latter point was frequently repeated in the Journal. 
Indeed, the National Assembly considered it to be of such 
importance that in November 1936, they circularized all the 
British Baha’is “urging the observance of two Baha’i laws— 
regular attendance at the nineteen day Feast, and regular 
subscription to the Fund . . ,”53 In fact, attendance at Feasts is 
not obligatory according to Baha’i law. But it is easy to see
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The National Spiritual Assembly has requested local Assemblies 
to arrange for a review of the current number of the Journal at 
each Nineteen-Day Feast.54

If attendance at the Feasts could be ensured, and the 
Journal was properly studied during the administrative part 
of it, then the National Assembly could be sure that their 
communications were getting through.

Such was the importance attached to Feasts that the Jour
nal carried reports of their observance by the communities. 
The fact that they had become “firmly established” in Manches
ter by April 1937, is presented as evidence that a new and 
vigorous spirit was at work in that community.55 At the same 
time, the lack of reports about their observance in London can 
be taken as an indication that the Baha’is of that city were 
less enthusiastic in their support. Mary Balyuzi recounts that 
her mother, Kathleen Brown, was in the vanguard of the 
movement to establish Nineteen-Day Feasts, but that they 
were introduced only gradually, and “somewhat reluctantly.”56 
The fact that by May 1938, the London Spiritual Assembly 
could only report that its Feasts were receiving “better atten
dance than before”57 would seem to confirm this.

The people who became Baha’is during this period would 
have no difficulty understanding the need to attend the 
Feasts. In March 1939, the Journal reported that the new 
believers in both Bradford and Torquay were holding the

why the Assembly overstated their case in this matter. They 
sought to draw together this scattered group of believers and 
to forge them into a community. The Feast was the ideal, and 
to them the God-given, occasion on which to do this. By com
ing together to worship and to mix in a social gathering, this 
sense of community identity could be encouraged to develop. 
It was also the ideal time to deepen the believers’ knowledge 
and understanding of the Faith.
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Nineteen-Day Feasts regularly, even before their Assem
blies had formed.58

After the successful establishment of Feasts as the devo
tional focus of the community, the Journal hardly mentions 
them again. There remained some Baha’is who were reluc
tant to attend Feasts regularly, and the National Assembly 
seems to have remained rather too anxious to make atten
dance compulsory. The Guardian pointed this out to them in 
June 1943:

Prayer is clearly seen as something positive that a Bahd’f 
can do to help spread the Faith. Although great emphasis is 
still placed upon putting the teachings into practice, no longer

He feels that Baha’is who, though still considering themselves 
believers omit attending the 19-Day Feasts for long periods should 
not be deprived of their voting rights; they should, however, be 
encouraged to attend these Feasts as often as possible.59

The prayers of all the friends are asked for blessings and confir
mations on the efforts made in this new outpost of the Faith.60

The majority of British Baha’is did, however, attend the 
Feasts and, despite the addition of the administrative section, 
its primary purpose had become fixed as religious and devo
tional. By 1940, they had replaced teaching and discussion 
groups as the most important of all Baha’i meetings and were 
in essence a form of community worship.

Prayer was always important to the Baha’is. Often it was 
not specified what form this prayer should take. But by 1936, 
prayer had begun to play an increasingly prominent role in 
the Baha’i community. One example of this new role is the 
fact that the Journal several times calls on the Baha’is to 
pray for the success of a particular venture. For example, in 
April 1937, help was requested when a small group of believ
ers had been formed in Devonshire:
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1

is religious observance seen as less important than action. 
Rather, it is recognized that spiritual exercises are needed to 
prepare oneself for material activity:

With the publication of these books, Baha’is were able for 
the first time to have a collection of prayers suitable for all 
occasions. These books established that there was now a dis
tinctive Baha’i form of prayer. Just as it was no longer pos
sible to be both a Baha’i and Christian, there were now prayers 
that should only be used by Baha’is. The use of these prayers 
reinforced their Baha’i identity.

As we noted above, although some of the early Baha’is 
may have observed the Bahd’i fast, it is unlikely that its

The new prayer book is now available. It is printed in two editions 
one with a blue cover and one with a beige. The former costs a 
shilling and the latter ninepence. The shilling edition contains 
obligatory prayers, prayers for the Fast, and the prayer for the 
dead; these are omitted from the ninepenny edition, with a view 
to making it more suitable to non-Bahd’fs.62

As this increased emphasis was being placed upon the 
power of prayer, there came a greater recognition of the spe
cial significance of prayers that were found in the Baha’i' 
scriptures. The National Assembly offered for sale, through 
the pages of the Journal, a prayer book that had been pub
lished in the United States in 1937. They also announced 
their intention of printing one or two prayers in each edition 
of the Journal, until the new prayer book was published.

In September 1939, the prayer book was finally in print:

We rise to our fullest capacity only through the power of the 
Spirit, and now, as never before, do we need its strength and 
energising influence. Let us resolve to remain continually in the 
clear light of prayer, individually and as a community. If we do 
this we know that God will use us to achieve His purpose.61
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It goes on to list, and explain the significance of the nine 
most important Baha’i Holy Days. This was an important 
step in establishing the Baha’i Faith as a separate religion 
that should celebrate its own religious festivals. Although the

The sparsity of references to the Fast in the Journal dur
ing the period seems to confirm this. One notice that did 
appear suggests that Baha’is knew of the Fast, but they felt it 
was not appropriate—nor perhaps even possible—for the Brit
ish believers to observe it.

observance was widespread. This situation does not appear to 
have changed very much by the mid-1980s. Mary Balyuzi has 
confirmed as much in her recollections of that period:

During the 1930s my mother observed the fast, as no doubt did 
some others, but I doubt if it was widely observed.63

We have seen that the early Baha’is had begun to observe 
at least some of the Baha’i Holy Days, principally Naw-Ruz 
and, to a lesser extent, Ridvan. This practice appears to have 
continued, and the Journal makes regular mention of these 
two dates in particular. It is also clear that the other Baha’i 
festivals were not widely known and certainly were not widely 
observed. It was not until the 1940s that the National Assem
bly made an attempt to change this situation.

An article printed in the Journal in April 1943, points out 
that for Jews and Christians, it is the religious festivals that 
stand out as milestones in the year. It says that the same 
situation should be true of Baha’is:

Our year, with its milestones, should become indelibly engraved 
upon our consciousness. . . 65

Not all of us are able to keep the Fast, but we can all unite in 
making these days a special time of prayer and meditation.64



article admits that their commemoration was not widespread, 
it at least began the process of promoting their observance 
within the community.

There are several other matters that can be mentioned as 
examples of further developments in the establishment of the 
Baha’i religion. In September 1939, the National Spiritual 
Assembly advised all Baha’is who were eligible for military 
service to register as conscientious objectors. Subsequently, 
several Baha’i men were granted exemption from combative 
service because they were members of the Baha’i religion.

On April 15, 1940, two Baha’is in Bradford were married. 
Hasan Balyuzi officiated at the Baha’i wedding. This was the 
first of several Baha’i weddings that were to take place dur
ing the next few years. In September of the same year, Baha’is 
were urged to carry identification with them wherever they 
went and “to specify that in the event of death they wish to be 
buried according to the manner of the Baha’i Faith.”66 These 
events mark an attempt to establish distinctive Baha’i rites of 
passage among the British Baha’is.

In addition to these developments, the establishment of 
the Baha’i Publishing Trust made compilations of Baha’i 
Scripture easier to obtain. In addition to advertising these 
compilations, the Journal regularly urged Baha’is to read 
some scripture every day. This practice, together with daily 
prayer, was to become established as a distinctive Baha’i 
form of worship.

All of the above changes in religious practices were urged 
on the community by the centralized administration of the 
Baha’is. It was only after the authority of the National As
sembly had been established that religious observances could 
be standardized and imposed upon the British Baha’is. It 
was, in effect, the organization that created the religion and 
turned the Movement into the Faith.
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Spreading the Faith. By 1940, the Baha’i Movement had com
pleted its transformation into a separate and distinct religion. 
Its administration, theology, and religious practices were to 
remain largely unchanged from that date forward. However, 
further changes still needed to be made before it was to be
come the Baha’i Faith as it is known today. Those changes 
were in the area of spreading the religion.

The British Baha’is during the era of‘Abdu’l-Baha do not 
seem to have made serious attempts to gain converts. That, of 
course, does not mean that they were not interested in teach
ing their beliefs. Much of their energy seems to have been 
given to this task, but the aim does not appear to have been to 
recruit members to the Baha’i Movement.

Their first objective was to inform the world of the life and 
station of Baha’u’llah, and of the whereabouts of the living 
exemplar of his teachings, his son, ‘Abdu’l-Baha. Secondly, 
they sought to make known the main principles of Baha’u’llah’s 
teachings, especially those concerning the unity of religions 
and races.

Having given their audience these two pieces of informa
tion, the Baha’is felt that it was then up to the hearer to 
decide whether to accept or reject them. The early British 
Baha’is were content that their audience might agree with 
and accept the principles of Baha’i teaching. They were pro
claiming Baha’u’llah’s message, not seeking proselytes. If they 
spread the ideas of religious and racial unity, which they 
believed came from Baha’u’llah, then they were helping to 
spread the Baha’i Spirit. If some people also recognized 
Baha’u’llah as the source of these ideas, this was an added 
bonus. But it was not their primary objective.

In the first edition of Baha’u’llah and the New Era, 
Esslemont had written that the only way “.. . the real success 
of the Movement can be gauged is, not by the number of its



professed adherents, but by the way in which its principles 
are permeating and changing the world.”67

The first Bahd’is used a variety of methods to disseminate 
these principles. They published books and pamphlets which 
could be sold or given to the public. They wrote articles for 
publication in newspapers and journals. They held meetings 
in hired halls to which the public was invited. They also tried 
to interest their friends and their families in the teachings, 
often through informal gatherings in their own homes.

It was perhaps through this last method that they were 
most successful in leading people to accept the faith. Many of 
the first Baha’i groups were formed in this way. For example, 
the Hall and the Craven families, who formed the nucleus of 
the Manchester Baha’i community, were related to each other. 
The Bournemouth group was mainly comprised of the friends, 
former patients, and colleagues of Dr. Esslemont.

In addition to these direct teaching methods, there is some 
evidence that the Baha’is were also involved in other organi
zations, such as Esperanto and pacifist groups. That is not to 
imply that Baha’is infiltrated these organizations in an at
tempt to gain converts. They joined these groups because 
their own beliefs required them to work actively for world 
peace. In the course of their activities, they might also lead 
some of their coworkers to recognize Baha’u’llah as a prophet 
of God, but that was an added bonus, not their primary 
objective.

However, we cannot be sure how successful this teaching 
method was. What we can say with some certainty is that 
during the first twenty years of Baha’i activity in Britain, 
very few people were moved to openly recognize the claims of 
Baha’u’llah. Although no precise figure is available, it was 
probably less than a hundred. There was perhaps a larger 
number, equally hard to assess, who found the Baha’i teach
ings interesting and attractive, and whose thinking may have
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been influenced by them, but who stopped short of accepting 
the divine station of the Baha’i prophet. During this early 
period, people in both of these groups might have been re
ferred to as Baha’is.

As shown earlier, the ten to fifteen years following the 
death of ‘Abdu’l-Baha were ones of reduced activity for the 
British Baha’is. This was also a time during which Baha’i 
identity became more carefully defined. However, teaching 
activities continued. The communities in London and Man
chester held regular public meetings. Books by Esslemont, 
Florence Pinchon, and Elizabeth Herrick were published. A 
presentation of the Baha’i Cause was given at the 1924 “Con
ference of Living Religions within the Empire” that was held 
in London.

Despite this activity, the tone of Baha’i teaching during 
this period is one of general quiescence. Energy and direction 
seem to be missing from their efforts. Indeed, a letter written 
on behalf of Shoghi Effendi summed up their activities as 
“happy tea parties at individual homes.”68

We can say, therefore, that during this period of transi
tion of authority to the Guardian and establishment of the 
Administrative Order, very little was achieved in the area of 
growth. Few new people seem to have declared themselves 
Baha’is, in the sense of recognizing the station of Baha’u’llah, 
and many who had considered themselves Baha’is ceased to 
do so.

This situation appears to have remained unchanged until 
the mid-1980s. Once the administrative organization was es
tablished, and the inclusive movement had transformed into 
an exclusive religion, then far more organized efforts were 
made to draw new members into the faith. The changes in 
teaching methods that the organization introduced, and the 
effect they had on the community, can be divided into three 
distinct stages.
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1936-1940. During this period we can trace the emergence of 
modern Baha’i attitudes and methods of teaching. It was 
during this period that it became accepted that the greatest 
service one could perform for mankind was to lead people into 
accepting the religion of Baha’u’llah.

These three events were to become the highpoints of the 
Baha’i year, with the National Convention in London, the 
Teaching Conference in Manchester, and Summer School in

There is undoubtedly no higher call than that of bringing the 
Message to a world tormented and torn on every side by the forces 
of destructive materialism.69

To establish three rallying points during the year for all the 
believers; Convention in Spring; Summer School in Summer, and 
a midwinter Teaching Conference.71

This message from the Guardian to the British National 
Assembly was quoted in the Journal, and became a common 
theme of this period. Indeed, the National Assembly went so 
far as to declare that “teaching is our most important obliga
tion.”70 Much of their attention over the next few years was 
taken up, not only with developing methods of teaching, but 
also with finding ways of getting more of the Baha’is involved 
in the process of teaching.

The innovations introduced by the National Assembly to 
unite and educate the community were also used to promote 
the teaching effort. The Journal was used to urge the friends 
to new efforts and advise them of new methods. Baha’i Sum
mer School and the annual teaching conference were also 
used to develop teaching strategies and campaigns.

It was at the first teaching conference in December 1937, 
that an important change in activity was suggested to the 
National Spiritual Assembly:
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This emphasis on teaching the Faith reached a peak 
at the National Convention of April 1938. It was at this 
convention, in its annual report, that the National Spiri
tual Assembly put forward what must have seemed to some a 
remarkable suggestion:

the Midlands whenever possible. These gatherings provided 
the opportunity for discussion, decision-making, and plan
ning. But they also provided “spiritual reinforcement,” through 
a sense of being involved, that could never otherwise have 
been given to isolated Baha’is or those from small local com
munities. It was the Baha’is who attended one or all of these 
events who would be most likely to become actively involved 
in the teaching campaigns.

A feature of the newly established administration was an 
increasingly centralized control of teaching. One way this 
control was achieved was through the Baha’i Fund. It was the 
promotion of teaching campaigns that took the largest part of 
the Fund’s resources and since the National Assembly con
trolled this national fund, it controlled most of the teaching. 
Through administration of the Fund, the National Assembly 
could promote teaching work in localities as far apart as 
Bradford and Devon, and even in areas where no Baha’i yet 
resided. Increasingly, it was emphasized that teaching relied 
upon a steady income to the Fund, and that this was one way 
in which every Baha’i could help with this work:

The response to our appeal for funds to carry on the work until 
the end of April, has been most disappointing. The amount re
quired is £30, and without this the N.S.A. will have to curtail its 
programme of teaching. Let every believer ask himself this ques
tion: Do I want the Faith to progress in England?

If the answer is “yes,” it means you will make sacrifices. . . . 
Our support of the Fund is the gauge of the measure of our 
Faith.72
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We are happy to report that owing to the persistent efforts of the 
resident believers, to the work of visiting teachers, to the sacri
fices of all who have given to the Fund, and the unfailing assis
tance of the Holy Spirit, Spiritual Assemblies were elected in both 
places on April 21st.74

The N.S.A. recommends for consideration the suggestion that the 
Faith in England should, for one year, regard itself, and attempt 
to function as, a teaching organism. Let all our efforts and ener
gies be directed to this supreme aim. The work of individuals, 
spiritual assemblies, and the national assembly can be co-ordinated 
through the methods and institutions of the administration.73

The delegates at the convention accepted the suggestion, 
and the Guardian’s support of it was whole-hearted. The pri
mary purpose of the Faith was no longer to be regarded as the 
unification of religions, the reconciliation of races, or even as 
offering help to the poor and needy. For that year, the pur
pose of the Faith—the very reason for its existence—was to 
bring more people into the Baha’i community. The Baha’i's 
were to become an evangelical organization, actively and openly 
seeking proselytes.

Equally significant is the fact that, at the end of that year, 
no one suggested that the Faith should now cease to function 
as a “teaching organism.” From that time forward, the Baha’i 
Faith in Britain was to remain an organization whose main activ
ity and purpose was to increase the number of its adherents.

This decision resulted in the first attempt at a planned 
and coordinated teaching campaign. The new National As
sembly met in London in May 1938, and decided to concen
trate its efforts in Bradford and Torquay, with the object of 
establishing Spiritual Assemblies in those localities as soon 
as possible. Of the £250 that the Assembly believed they 
would need during the coming year, £100 was set aside for 
the teaching work. At the end of the year, the Assembly was 
able to celebrate the success of its campaign:
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A year later all believers were being urged by the National 
Spiritual Assembly to adopt this new informal approach:

The Spiritual Assemblies are urged to arrange more meetings to 
which the believers can ask their friends. These should be infor
mal, part of the time being given to teaching and part to social 
enjoyment. The isolated believers especially can undertake this 
sort of activity.76

Undoubtedly the success was also due to the careful plan
ning of the National Assembly that preceded and accompa
nied the teaching work. It was a lesson that would be noted 
by the Baha’is when later plans were drawn up.

During the period of 1936-40, teaching achieved a new 
priority and was centrally planned, controlled, and funded. 
These changes helped to achieve the establishment of the 
two new local Spiritual Assemblies. But this success was also 
due to the introduction of new teaching strategies that began 
to emerge at the very beginning of this period. The Annual 
Report for the year April 1936 to April 1937 reported these 
new developments:

This style became the normal Baha’i teaching approach 
used in Britain. Public lectures and meetings were still used, 
but only to make contact with interested persons or “seekers.” 
Once this contact had been made, those interested would then 
be invited to informal discussions, known as “firesides,” usu
ally in one of the homes of the Baha’is. Here their questions 
could be answered and the teaching focused more appropri
ately to their individual needs and interests. Moreover, the

In the work of the Spiritual Assemblies there is apparent at this 
end of the year, a different and more impressive method than 
could be seen at the beginning. In both London and Manchester 
the old type of teaching in wide generalisations has been suc
ceeded by intensive and vital discussion groups.75
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feeling of being part of a warm and friendly community could 
be given.

Another development was the establishment of a Library 
Committee in 1937, “to be in charge of placing Baha’i books 
and literature in libraries.”77 This was a task that had been 
undertaken by individuals before, but it too was now to be 
organized on a national level.

In November 1938, a monthly newspaper called The New 
World Order was issued whose sole aim was to contact people 
who might subsequently be drawn into the Faith:

In fact the paper was never very successful and the Jour
nal regularly carried appeals to the Baha’is to take out more 
subscriptions to it. During the next dozen years, its format 
was often changed and its frequency of publication altered. 
Despite all of this, it never became financially self-sustaining, 
and it was of only limited help in the teaching work. For these 
reasons its publication was suspended. It reflected, however, 
a new maturity in the Baha’i approach, a more sophisticated 
attempt to reach a new and wider audience.

The publication of New World Order and the establish
ment, during 1937, of the Baha’i Publishing Company mark a 
more businesslike attitude of the Baha’is in their dealings 
with the outside world. Here is further evidence of the in
creasingly centralized structure of the Faith. These businesses 
established by the National Assembly were to be an impor
tant aid in teaching. By 1939, the publishing company had

The paper is chiefly a means of contact and publicity, and the first 
number will be sent free to five thousand people. It will contain 
an editorial, short articles, quotations from the Baha’i Writings, 
excerpts from current speeches and other material which will 
help to create a body of opinion in favour of the universal principles of 
Baha’u’llah. It is intended to follow up the contacts which will be 
established by those people who respond to the first number.78



1940 to 1944. Other Bahd’i communities around the world 
had already organized teaching plans by this time. For ex
ample, the Baha’is in the United States had adopted a Seven-

been established as the Baha’i Publishing Trust and was the 
chief subsidiary of the National Spiritual Assembly, which 
had become legally incorporated as an unlimited company. 
The Trust distributed all Baha’i literature and also published 
whatever the National Assembly required. So important was 
its function that the Assembly regarded the Trust as . its 
right hand in teaching.”79

All these new developments in teaching, however, although 
regarded as successful, did not result in a dramatic influx of 
converts. The Annual Reports to the National Convention 
each April show a very slow increase in numbers. Nine new 
believers in 1937, seven in 1938, and probably about ten in 
1939. During this same period, several of the older Baha’is 
died, diminishing the overall increase in numbers. The small 
number of converts did, nonetheless, have a large effect on 
the Baha’i Administration. The increase in overall numbers of 
approximately ten percent at the end of 1938-39, allowed for a 
one hundred percent increase in the number of Local Assem
blies. This was because some of those new Baha’is lived in 
areas where their presence raised the number of local believ
ers to, or above, the nine required to form a local Assembly. 
And so they raised the number of Assemblies in Britain from 
two to four.

Thus, when we come to the end of the period 1936-40, 
despite only a slight increase in numbers, we can sense a 
feeling of both triumph and expectation within the British 
community. Their new teaching methods, centralized admin
istration and planning, and relative teaching success gave the 
Baha’i's the confidence to launch an ambitious teaching plan, 
despite the rigors and restrictions of war.
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Year Plan in 1937. The British community, in effect, had set 
themselves a one-year plan in 1938-39, when they aimed to 
establish Assemblies in Torquay and Bradford by the end of 
the year. It was the successful completion of this plan that 
inspired them to set themselves a more difficult task.

The Teaching Conference held in January 1939, made the 
following recommendation to the National Assembly:

That a five year plan should be adopted, with the aim of having at 
least one believer in every county of England by the end of 1944.50

The Assembly seems to have ignored this suggestion, per
haps judging it to be a little too ambitious, but the following 
year they did accept a recommendation put at the National 
Convention:

That the whole Baha’i community should engage in a four year 
plan of Teaching, with the object of having nineteen local Spiri
tual Assemblies established by Rizwan 1944.81

Ultimately, this plan was also to prove too ambitious. To 
expect to achieve growth of nearly five hundred percent in 
only four years would have been optimistic at any time, but to 
expect such growth during wartime was unrealistic. At the 
completion of the four years, there were only five local Assem
blies in Britain, fourteen short of the target. But this was not 
regarded or reported as a failure, since the plan had effec
tively been abandoned in 1942. Although the four-year plan 
was rarely mentioned after that date, the period of the plan 
did produce some significant and lasting changes in the Baha’i 
community.

The first of these changes was administrative. At the very 
outset of the plan the National Spiritual Assembly appointed 
a separate teaching committee with well defined guidelines. 
Originally, all its members were based in London, so that 
they could consult freely. This was later changed so that the



From the reports of his activities over the next few months, it 
is apparent that a large part of his time was spent in travel
ing the country, giving talks, and becoming involved in other 
teaching activities. In effect, despite the National Assembly’s 
protestations to the contrary, he was employed as a full-time 
teacher. This was an extension of the established practice of 
merely paying the expenses of teachers. Although his ap
pointment lasted only until his military call-up in 1942, it did 
set an important precedent.

However, later on the very same page they go on to men
tion an important side-effect of the appointment:

committee was comprised of Baha’is from all over the coun
try. Although the plan was a failure, the idea of a National 
Teaching Committee was not. Such a committee has contin
ued to exist down to the present day and has played a role in 
the community second in importance only to the National 
Spiritual Assembly itself.

Another important innovation was the employment of 
David Hofman as full-time editor of New World Order and 
manager of the Baha’i Publishing Trust. These were posts 
which he had filled for some time in a voluntary capacity, in 
addition to being secretary of the National Assembly. The 
Assembly now paid him a salary so that he could devote 
himself to full-time Baha’i work, though they seem to have 
adopted an unusual attitude to this appointment. On the 
front page of the Journal they announced:

Mr. Hofman will be able to spend far more time in teaching, and 
will be at the full service of the N.S.A.83

It should be emphasised that Mr. Hofman is not employed as a 
teacher, nor as secretary of the N.S.A., but in the capacities 
mentioned.82
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This could be seen as little more than putting a brave face on

Another minor innovation was the introduction of adver
tisements in the press. These first appeared during 1942, and 
were placed in seemingly obscure papers:

The Annual Report for 1942-43 claimed that these adver
tisements along with others placed subsequently, had stimu
lated a significant response:

Again, because of its success, this was an innovation in teach
ing methods that survived after the demise of the four-year 
plan.

Perhaps the most important of the changes that were 
introduced during the years 1940-44, came about with the 
abandonment of the Four-Year Plan. The Teaching Confer
ence held in January 1942, when failure already seemed in
evitable, arrived at some important conclusions about the 
nature of teaching:

. . . advertisements have been placed in the following: “The Brit
ish Esperantist,” in connection with which fourteen enquiries 
have been received already, “Opus,” which circulates mainly 
amongst young people, “Stand-By,” the paper of the North Re
gional Fire Service, and “One and All,” the magazine of the Na
tional Adult School Union.84

So far between seventy and eighty enquiries have been received 
. ... In addition to this London alone has had fifty fresh people at 
public meetings since Christmas, mainly on account of advertis
ing.85

The outcome of the conference was to stress the two sides of 
teaching: the making-known of the Cause, however slightly, to 
more and more of the people of the British Isles, and the gradual 
introduction of the more spiritually receptive individuals to a full 
understanding of the Revelation of Baha’u’llah.86
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failure. Success in teaching was not to be judged by the number 
of converts alone, but also by the number of people who had 
learned of the Faith, even if they then rejected it. In this way, 
the failure of the Four-Year Plan to increase the number of 
Assemblies, could be transformed into the “success” of having 
the Faith better known to the general public.

However, it could be argued that the British Baha’is were 
facing up to the fact that only a small proportion of the public 
was ready to accept their new religion. If they desired large 
numbers of converts, then they had to accept that much larger 
numbers of people had first to become acquainted with the 
Faith. For every hundred people that heard of the Faith, 
perhaps only one or two would be “spiritually receptive” enough 
to go on to accept it. This being the case, publicity became an 
end in itself and could be classed by the Baha’is as teaching.

Later in 1942, this position was to become an official one, 
when the National Assembly accepted a recommendation from 
convention:

Thus the plan of taking the Faith into new areas was 
officially abandoned (except for three specified towns), and for 
the first time publicity came to be regarded as a teaching 
activity in itself. Later, Baha’is would term this form of pub
licity-seeking “proclamation.”

The Four-Year Plan had been a failure, but from the at
tempt the Baha’is of Britain had introduced changes that 
became permanent features of the community. They had es
tablished an efficiently functioning National Teaching Com
mittee that would plan and coordinate all future teaching

To modify the Four-Year Plan to the extent of combining a public
ity campaign with intensive teaching in places where there are 
existing groups and centres, and that special efforts be made in 
three places: Bournemouth, Nottingham and Blackbum, the pub
licity to be followed by visits from a teacher.87
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activities. The use of paid officials as an aid to teaching was 
introduced. Publicity as an aid to teaching was firmly estab
lished. Through the activities of the Publicity Committee, 
established in 1942, experience was gained not only in adver
tising but also in successfully getting reports of Baha’i activi
ties into the newspapers.

All of this was to be of great importance in the next few 
years. In 1944, the National Spiritual Assembly adopted a 
new teaching plan that was to see the Baha’i Faith at last 
firmly established in the British Isles.

WELCOME SPONTANEOUS DECISION ADVISE FORMATION 
NINETEEN SPIRITUAL ASSEMBLIES SPREAD OVER EN
GLAND WALES SCOTLAND NORTHERN IRELAND AND EIRE 
PRAYING SIGNAL VICTORY.88

This was almost precisely the same goal that the commu
nity had set themselves in 1940, and had abandoned as being 
too difficult two years later—except for the added require
ment that the new Assemblies be spread throughout the 
British Isles.

The announcement of the plan followed successful cente
nary celebrations of the founding of the Faith. The British 
community had published a history of the Faith in England, 
mounted exhibitions up and down the country, and obtained 
a good deal of publicity. This limited success gave them the 
confidence to embark upon this new plan, although they were

1944 to 1950. The six years from 1944 to 1950 may arguably 
be the most important in the history of the British Baha’i 
community. At the Annual Convention held in May 1944, the 
delegates decided to adopt a new plan, this time to last six 
years. They cabled their decision to the Guardian in Haifa, 
asking him to set the goals, and he sent the following telex in 
response:
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still suffering from the same wartime restrictions and deple
tion of numbers (due to conscription) that had led them to 
abandon their previous plan.

At the beginning of the plan, there were less than one 
hundred fifty adult Baha’is in Britain and only five local 
Spiritual Assemblies. By the end of the plan, in April 1950, 
there were three hundred forty adult Baha’is and twenty-four 
local Spiritual Assemblies. All the goals of the Six-Year Plan 
had been achieved.

The completion of the Six-Year Plan saw the Baha’i Faith 
at last firmly established in the British Isles. Up to this point, 
the existence of the Faith in Britain had always been precari
ous and, as has been shown, had almost ended around 1930. 
From 1950 onwards, the Baha’i presence in Britain was as
sured. From this base of twenty-four Assemblies, the commu
nity continued to grow. Indeed, it was soon able to send 
pioneers (missionaries) abroad to found and support other 
communities.

How was this success achieved? One important factor was 
that the Baha’is were now reaping the benefit of the changes 
the community had undergone and of the experience they had 
gained in previous years. Teaching, or the seeking of con
verts, was now seen as the priority of the community, and the 
Baha’i Faith continued, in effect, to function as a teaching 
organism. The Summer School program was able to function 
normally after the war. From 1946 onwards, it became the 
highlight of the year, with approximately half of the Baha’i 
community of the British Isles attending. This event, together 
with the Teaching Conference and Annual Convention, helped 
to establish a feeling of community which facilitated national 
planning and action on teaching.

The National Teaching Committee continued to function 
and played a vital role in the success of the plan. The now 
well-established local Spiritual Assemblies organized local ac-
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The enthusiasm and commitment brought to the community 
by new converts helped revitalize its teaching efforts and 
increase their success rate. All the new believers were aware 
of the plan, and they saw it as a natural part of their faith. 
Indeed, many may have declared because of the plan.

In the last month of the Six-Year Plan, when failure seemed 
inevitable, twenty-two people made their declarations of faith. 
Undoubtedly, many of these would have been people who had 
been studying the Baha’i Faith for some time, but who were

It is of interest to note here that of the 76 Baha’i's who had 
attended during the Conference, 38 (or 50 per cent) had become 
Baha’is during the Plan, and only 18 (or 23.5 per cent) since the 
last Teaching Conference. Only 40 per cent of the believers at
tending were Baha’is in Britain before the Plan started.89

tivities and raised funds for the National Spiritual Assembly. 
The Baha’i Journal continued its role of informing the believ
ers of national decisions, as well as of exhorting the commu
nity to ever greater participation in the teaching program.

Most of these developments had been initiated in the 1930s, 
but their successful operation had been interrupted by the 
Second World War. Seen in this light, the growth of the Faith 
in the late 1940s was not a new development, but simply the 
resumption of a process that had begun before the war. How
ever, several important changes were introduced during the 
Six-Year Plan.

One new feature was the energy that was injected into the 
community by new believers. It is a common feature of all 
religions that new converts can be more zealous than long
term adherents. This was true of the Baha’is. Those who 
became Baha’is during the plan were often more committed 
and active than those who had been Baha’is for far longer. 
This can be shown by an analysis that was made of those Baha’is 
who attended the Teaching Conference in January 1949:



moved to make their declarations in the knowledge that their 
declarations would aid the plan.

Another change in the community was the success of the 
technique of “pioneering.” It was Baha’i's moving out from the 
larger established communities, particularly London and 
Manchester, that brought Baha’i activity to the goal towns. 
Once there, the pioneers set about publicizing the Faith, orga
nizing public meetings, and setting up study classes with any 
contacts they made. The hope was, of course, that these people 
would eventually become converts.

Some of the pioneers, having established the required 
nine believers in one place, would then move on to another 
town to begin the process again. Thus, some Baha’i's moved 
two or three times during the Six-Year Plan. Any town that 
had numbers over the required nine was automatically a 
target of the National Teaching Committee, to encourage some 
of their number to become pioneers. What was new for the 
British community was the response that the committee re
ceived to their requests. Throughout the Four-Year Plan the 
National Spiritual Assembly had called for pioneers, but not 
one person had answered the call. During the Six-Year Plan 
many of the believers did move their residence.

In fact, it was estimated that during the first four years of 
the plan twelve and one-half percent (or one in eight) of the 
British Baha’is were pioneers.90 The fact that so many were 
willing to move, often leaving jobs and families behind, is further 
evidence of the new spirit that was affecting the community.

Another development was a changed view towards the 
Guardian of the Faith. Shoghi Effendi at first based his au
thority on the instructions left in the Will and Testament of 
‘Abdu’l-Baha. The establishment of the Administrative Order 
had reinforced his position. Even with this support, the Brit
ish National Assembly had felt able to ignore an instruction 
of his in 1929.
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From this point onwards more space in the Journal was 
devoted to printing letters and cables from the Guardian in 
full. Failure to achieve goals was increasingly described in 
terms of the community failing the Guardian. There were few 
believers left alive who could remember ‘Abdu’l-Baha. Gradu
ally, Shoghi Effendi became the focus for the love and adora
tion of the Baha’i's, in the same way that ‘Abdu’l-Baha had 
done for an earlier generation.

This new respect for Shoghi Effendi is one of the factors 
that animated the community during the years of the plan. It 
paved the way for many later Baha’i's, who now regard him 
with awe and veneration, habitually referring to him as “the 
beloved Guardian.” Some of the Baha’i's who arose as pioneers 
undoubtedly did so out of that love for Shoghi Effendi.

The last change that affected the development of the Baha’i 
Faith in Britain is perhaps the most significant. During the 
1930s, the major achievement of the National Assembly was 
to unite the scattered Baha’is into one national community.

. . . the depth and wonder of his nature, the sharpness and 
poignancy of his feelings, the weight of his inconceivable burden, 
his sufferings, his sacrifice, the fullness and magnitude of his 
dedication.91

However, during the Six-Year Plan we can observe a 
change in the way the Baha’is refer to the Guardian. He 
seems, as it were, to acquire charisma. In 1947, the Baha’is of 
the world commemorated the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 
Guardianship, and the Baha’i Journal published an article 
about the Guardian by Marion Hofman. In this article, she 
states that for the last twenty-five years, most Baha’is have 
been blind to the “brilliance and power” of Shoghi Effendi. 
She goes on to describe him in words that would previously 
have been used only with reference to ‘Abdu’l-Baha or 
Baha’u’llah:



During the years of the Six-Year Plan the British Baha’is 
finally became part of a world faith.

This event has to be seen as part of a worldwide process. 
Now that National Assemblies were established in several 
countries, the Guardian was encouraging closer links between 
them and assigning them the task of taking the religion to 
new territories. His aim was the establishment of a world 
community of Baha’is.

This new awareness of being part of a world community 
allowed the British Baha’is to see the goals of their national 
plan as also being part of a much greater plan:

Is it too much to suppose that through this task, our labours will 
also affect the speed and the adequacy with which the Most Great 
Peace, the Kingdom of God upon earth, is established.92

This feeling, that the establishment of local Spiritual Assem
blies was not just some bureaucratic whim, but part of the 
unfolding plan of God for bringing peace to the world, helps to 
explain why so many British Baha’is were willing to devote 
their lives to achieving the goals of the Six-Year Plan. Pio
neering and teaching were expressions of their religious belief 
and commitment.

In addition to these psychological and theological changes, 
the emergence of the global community of Baha’is was also to 
have important practical implications for Britain. The first of 
these was an increase in funds. The Guardian made regular 
gifts of money to the British Baha’i Fund. This money had 
been donated by the larger, more established communities, 
principally by the Baha’is in Iran. Without this money, the 
programs of teaching and pioneering carried out in Britain 
would not have been possible.

One of the primary benefits of being part of the global 
community of Baha’is, therefore, was that it enabled the Brit
ish community to take on far more ambitious teaching pro-

208 Phillip R. Smith



The Baha’i Administrative Order in Great Britain 209

grams than would ever have been possible otherwise. While 
the British community remained so small, the only way it 
could function effectively as a teaching organism was by ac
cepting funds from Baha’is elsewhere in the world.

Another practical benefit of being part of this developing 
worldwide community was the influence of Baha’is abroad. 
With the end of the war, Baha’is from overseas could again 
visit. Some of these Baha’is were students who remained for 
several years. Others were more or less permanent settlers. 
In either case, they were registered as part of the British 
community and helped to increase its growth. For example, 
the list of thirty-six adult additions to the community given in 
June 1950, shows that three came from Iran, two from Canada, 
and one each from Australia, Denmark, and Holland.93 Many 
of these settlers were willing to move to the goal towns and, 
therefore, also qualified as pioneers.

Another major benefit from foreign Baha’is was in the 
form of “travel teaching.” There were many Baha’is from 
abroad who were gifted and experienced teachers. Marion 
Hofman, the wife of David Hofman, came from America where 
she had served on the National Teaching Committee. She 
soon became an active teacher, traveled throughout the coun
try, and was appointed to the British National Teaching Com
mittee. There were also Baha’is who visited Britain for short 
periods simply to help with the teaching work. Often these 
visits were effective:

It has been reported that the Canadian National Assembly sent 
John Robarts, its Chairman, at its own expense on a fortnight’s 
tour of the British Isles. (He gave up most of his annual holiday to 
this trip.) John Robarts was instrumental in bringing about the 
final confirmation of about three-quarters of the 22 people who, 
after full study of the Faith over a period, made their declaration 
of Faith in the last month of the Plan.94
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Becoming part of a world faith had a major influence on 
the success of the Six-Year Plan. It brought practical benefits 
in terms of money and foreign teachers. The immigration of 
overseas Baha’is helped to increase and invigorate the com
munity. Perhaps most importantly, it helped British Baha’is 
to believe that their ideals of world peace and world unity 
could be achieved, inspiring them to greater efforts to bring 
them about.

Conclusion. In the early years of the Baha’i Movement, activi
ties had been carried out on a very informal basis. The main 
aim of the early Baha’is had been “diffusing the fragrances,” 
by which they meant informing the world of the life and 
teachings of their founders. Although they were pleased if 
people chose to declare themselves to be Baha’is, this was not 
their primary aim. Many of them continued to practice their 
previous religions.

The establishment of the Baha’i Administrative Order, 
while it did lead to more formalized activities, did not result 
in an increased number of Baha’is. By more narrowly defin
ing what it meant to be a Baha’i, it may have even resulted in 
an initial drop in numbers. As the Baha’is from the era of 
‘Abdu’l-Baha grew older and died, there were few young re
cruits to replace them.

The 1930s saw the emergence of an effective administra
tive structure and the transformation of the movement into a 
religion. This change was accomplished largely through the 
addition to the community of Baha’is from abroad. With this 
change came the elevation of teaching to the foremost activity 
of the community. Deliberate and carefully planned attempts 
were made to bring new converts to the Faith. Some progress 
had been made when the Second World War intervened.

The period from the end of that war until 1950, saw the 
largest growth in the Faith. By the end of this period, Bahd’is
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