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Abstract

The origins of the Bahd'i concept of the equality of women and men lie in the
writings of Bahd'u’lldh. ‘Abdu’l-Bahd developed it further, first in his correspond-
ence with western Bahd’is and later during his travels in Europe and North
America as he spoke to audiences about the social teachings of the Bahd'i Faith.
While he was in London in September 1911, he met with suffragettes, among
others. On one occasion he asked one visitor why she thought women should
have the vote. Her response included a metaphor of humanity being a bird with
two wings, male and female, both of which are required if the bird is to fly.
‘Abdu’l-Bahd incorporated this metaphor into his talks in the West and eventu-
ally into his writings and it has become an enduring description of gender equal-
ity found in many documents.

This essay explores how the concepts of the equality of women and men, the
rights of women and the advancement of women have been articulated over time
in the talks and writings of ‘Abdu’l-Bahd, the works of Shoghi Effendi, the writings
of the Universal House of Justice and the statements of the Bahd’i International
Community. It also considers how these concepts have been applied and devel-
oped by individual Bahd’is and their families, within the Bahd’i community and
in its institutions, and how this experience is being shared in public discourse.

When Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence,’ social activist and suffragette, met
‘Abdu’l-Bahd in London in September 1911 her conversation with the
recently-released prisoner of the Ottomans spoke at once to the feminist
aspiration for equality for women, manifested particularly in the drive to
give women the vote, and highlighted the focus on this issue in the teach-
ings of the Bahd’i Faith. Unwittingly, she also succinctly articulated the
Bahd'i position on the equality of women and men and provided Bahéd'is
with a metaphor to explain their belief that they have used to this day:

A spirited conversation due to the visit of an ardent suffragist* will be long
remembered by those who had the privilege of being present. The room
was full of men and women, many Persians being seated in their familiar
respectful attitude on the floor.

After contrasting the general position of the Eastern and the Western women,
andthendescribinghow in many respects the Eastern woman has the advantage
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of her Western sister, ‘Abdu’l-Bah& turned and said to the visitor: ‘Give me
your reasons for believing that woman today should have the vote?’

Answer: ‘I believe that humanity is a divine humanity and that it must rise
higher and higher; but it cannot soar with only one wing’. ‘Abdu’l-Bahd
expressed his pleasure at this answer, and smiling, replied: ‘But what will you
do if one wing is stronger than the other?’ Answer: ‘Then we must strengthen
the weaker wing, otherwise the flight will always be hampered’.

‘Abdu’l-Bahd smiled and asked: ‘What will you say if | prove to you that the
woman is the stronger wing?’ The answer came in the same bright vein: ‘You
will earn my eternal gratitude!” at which all the company made merry.

Little could the recorder of this conversation have imagined that not only
would this discussion be long-remembered by those who heard it but that a
hundred years later it would form the very basis of Bahd'{ discourse. So vivid
is this description for Bahd’is that although the metaphor has little scrip-
tural basis,* it has now passed into their general discourse and everyday
parlance on the subject of the equality of women and men. Interestingly,
however, ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s primary diarist, Mirzd Mahmud Zarqéni, does not
appear to have recorded this metaphor at all in his descriptions of ‘Abdu’l-
Bahd’s talks in North America.’ The metaphor in this conversation has been
echoed in Bahd'i discourse at every level. ‘Abdu’l-Bahd himself used it when
he wrote to the Central Organization for a Durable Peace in The Hague on
17 December 1919:

And among the teachings of His Holiness Bahd'u’lldh is the equality of
women and men. The world of humanity has two wings — one is women and
the other men. Not until both wings are equally developed can the bird fly.
Should one wing remain weak, flight is impossible. Not until the world of
women becomes equal to the world of men in the acquisition of virtues and
perfections, can success and prosperity be attained as they ought to be.°

Throughout the 20oth century and into the 21st the favoured description of
the equality of women and men has been the metaphor of the two wings of
the bird of humanity. Since 1947 it has been incorporated into documents
submitted to the United Nations by the Bahd'f International Community’
and has appeared in letters of senior Bahd'i institutions, information leaf-
lets, articles and books.?

The Concept of Equality in Bahd’i Scripture and Its Application
The origins of the Bahd’i concept of the equality of women and men lie in
the writings of Bahd’u’lldh, for example:

Women and men have been and will always be equal in the sight of God. The
Dawning-Place of the Light of God sheddeth its radiance upon all with the
same effulgence. Verily God created women for men, and men for women.®

This statement of women's equality with men does not imply that equality

has ever been fully realized or even operationalized. Like many other truth
statements found in Bahd'i texts — such as ‘The earth is but one country,

28 Wendi Momen

10/21119 7:47AM‘ ‘



®

and mankind its citizens’® — it identifies what Bahd’is accept as a reality but
which is still aspirational in practice. Bahd'is anticipate that the practice of
equality will evolve over time,” will be unevenly applied in different commu-
nities and will suffer reverses before its full realization. In the meantime,
Bahd’is are to conscientiously apply this teaching to their own relationships
and work towards its application in social spaces. How well they do this is a
mark of their personal maturity and that of their communities.

Bahd'u’lldh outlined in his Book of Laws, the Kitdb-i-Aqdas, some first
steps that society and individuals can take to effect equality. These include
the education of all the children in a family,'> which ‘Abdu’l-Bah4 has eluci-
dated by stating that the ‘training and culture of daughters is more neces-
sary than that of sons’;3 and the requirement that everyone ‘engage in some
occupation — such as a craft, a trade or the like’."# In addition, all the laws
set out in the Kitab-i-Aqdas are applicable to both men and women; where
Bahd'u’llah ‘has given a law as between a man and a woman, it applies
mutatis mutandis between a woman and a man unless the context makes
this impossible’.’s Thus, whereas it was impossible for all the implications
of equality to be effected in the time of Baha'u’llah, social circumstances
changed during the course of the 19th century and early 20th, making it
possible for ‘Abdu’l-Bahd to champion the rights of women and the exten-
sion of the franchise to them as he travelled in the West.® It was this focus
on women'’s participation in political processes, together with the educa-
tion of women and girls, which appears to have attracted suffragists to his
talks. His speeches were tailored to his audiences, which included not only
feminists and suffragists but society women, club women, both wealthy
and the poor, immigrants, African Americans and religious communities.
Prior to his journeys in the West in 1911-13, ‘Abdu’l-Baha wrote letters to the
Bahd’is in Iran and the West, some of which were published in Star of the
West, a Bahd'f periodical which began in the United States in 1910.

Among ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s correspondents was Corinne True,” who had
become a Bahd'i in Chicago in late 1899. She was involved in the earliest
efforts to establish an organizational structure for the Bahd'i community in
Chicago in 1901, the ‘House of Spirituality’. She was outspoken against the
decision, taken locally, not to allow women to serve on it. After receiving a
letter from ‘Abdu’l-Bahd, possibly in the first half of 1902 or earlier,”® which
encouraged women to ‘found’ ‘Spiritual Assemblies’,” she formed the
Women's Assembly of Teaching as a sort of parallel institution to the House
of Spirituality, becoming its first president. Chosen by ‘Abdu’l-Baha to lead
the effort to establish the first Bah4'i House of Worship in the West, True
was faced with the additional task of overcoming the reluctance of men
to take direction from women or even to sit on the same decision-making
bodies with them. It was ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s guidance to True that enabled the
embryonic Bahd'i community to develop a greater appreciation of the prin-
ciple of gender equality and its practical applications. For example, in one
letter, ‘Abdu’l-Bahd explained to her the basic principle of the equality of
women and men found in Bahd'u’llah’s writings:

O maid-servant of God! Know thou that in the sight of God, the conduct of

women is the same as that of men. All are the creatures of God and He has
created them after His form and likeness; that is to say, after the form and like-
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ness of the Manifestations of His names and His attributes. From the spiritual
point of view, therefore, there is no difference between women and men.>

‘Abdu’l-Bahd wrote to True on 29 July 1909, in response to her questions:

In the law of God, men and women are equal in all rights save in the Universal
House of Justice; for the Chairman and the members of the House of Justice
are men according to the Text of the Book. Aside from this, in all the rest of
the Associations, like the Convention for the building of the Mashrek-el-Azkar,
the Assembly of Teaching, the Spiritual Assembly, Philanthropic Associations,
Scientific Association, men and women are co-partners in all the rights.”

‘Abdu’l-Bahd also encouraged the education of women and girls and
promoted the establishment of schools for girls in Iran, it being impos-
sible at that time to establish coeducational schools. He specified that
the curriculum for girls and boys be the same and linked this to the
realization of the equality of women and men and to the establishment
of peace.”? The curriculum was to include ‘various branches of knowl-
edge, in sciences and the arts and all the wonders of this pre-eminent
time's as well as morals and good conduct.* The practical application of
‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s encouragement was the establishment of schools in Iran
by the Bahéd’is at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centu-
ries. Principal among these were the Tarbiyat schools, the boys’ school
being established in 1898 and the girls’ in 1910. American Bahd’f women,
notably Dr Susan Moody and Dr Sarah Clock, were instrumental in estab-
lishing the girls’ school.

The Women’s Movement

‘Abdu’l-Bahéd arrived in London in September 1911 at the height of the
suffragist movement and among the people he spoke with there were
suffragettes, the most militant of the suffragist groups. The suffragist
movement in Britain was bound up with other social movements, such
as the rise of socialism and Fabianism and the birth of the Labour party
(1900). Thus many of the people ‘Abdu’l-Baha addressed were left of centre
political activists. It was while he was staying at the home of Lady Blomfield
at Cadogan Gardens that he daily met large numbers of people, including
the above-mentioned Mrs (later Baroness) Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence and
Annie Besant, President of the Theosophical Society, herself a women’s
rights activist and a champion of the rights of the working class. Among
them was the Bahd'i Elizabeth Herrick, who joined the militant wing of the
suffragists, broke a window in a government building and was subsequently
imprisoned.?® By this time the women’s movement was a powerful social
phenomenon and impossible to ignore. ‘Abdu’l-Baha himself pointed to the
significance of this:

In all questions which concern the welfare of a nation is not a woman'’s view
as important as the man’s if one would get a just and true consideration of
all sides of that question? Therefore | am in favour of votes for women on
every subject. This great woman’s movement which is stirring and vibrating
all round the whole world is a sign of spirit awakening.”
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Social Evolution of the Late 19th Century
Although it is possible to trace the emancipation of women to the Prophet
Muhammad, whose teachings were an advance on the mores of the time,
it is in the 18th-century Enlightenment that the foundations for the modern
women’s movement are found. A cluster of related ideas born then changed
the political and social landscape of Europe and North America, and even-
tually much of the world. What we would now call human rights concerns
developed into the anti-slavery movement. For example, Jeremy Bentham
(1748-1832), the utilitarian philosopher, championed equality between the
sexes, including women'’s right to vote and to participate in government.
In 1792 British author Mary Wollstonecraft argued for the equality of the
sexes in her book, A Vindication of the Rights of Women (although her book
was largely ignored for about 50 years). A sense of the extent of the social
evolution in Europe and elsewhere can be gleaned from a look at some of
the developments that took place in the period roughly between the birth
of ‘Abdu’l-Baha in 1844 and his arrival in Europe in September 1911. During
this period what we would now call human rights concerns developed into
the anti-slavery movement. In 1837 the first National Female Anti-Slavery
Society convention was organized by Quaker activist Lucretia Mott in the
United States. When in March 1840 the World's Anti-Slavery Convention
in London rejected the credentials of the female American delegates, Mott
and Elizabeth Cady Stanton decided to take up the cause of women'’s rights.
In this same period in Iran, the Babi poet Tahirih (Qurratu’l-’Ayn)
addressed large audiences in the home of the widow of the Shaykhi leader
Siyyid Kadzim in Karbald’ and held classes in the inner quarters for the
women, speaking freely about her beliefs. Bahd’is frequently link the begin-
ning of the emancipation of women to her activities: ‘Qurratu’l-‘Ayn was
really the liberator of all Persian women;?® and Shoghi Effendi wrote of her
execution in 1852:

Thus ended the life of this great B4bf heroine, the first woman suffrage martyr,
who, at her death, turning to the one in whose custody she had been placed,
had boldly declared: ‘You can kill me as soon as you like, but you cannot stop
the emancipation of women’.?

The juxtaposition of the conference Bdbis held in Badasht, Iran, from
around 26 June through 17 July 1848, where Téhirih confronted one of the
prominent Babi leaders, Quddus, and dramatically removed her veil, and
the first women'’s rights convention, held just a few days later from 19 to 20
July in Seneca Falls, New York, seems to some to be more than coincidence.

Lucretia Mott’s Discourse on Woman, written in 1852, the year of Tahirih’s
death, which argues that the apparent inferiority of women can be attributed
to their inferior educational opportunities, foreshadows by 60 years ‘Abdu’l-
Bahd’s observation: ‘It is not to be denied that in various directions woman
at present is more backward than man, also that this temporary inferiority
is due to the lack of educational opportunity’.3® By 1866 the anti-slavery
campaign in the United States had merged with the campaign for universal
suffrage. In this year Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony formed
the American Equal Rights Association, an organization for white and black
women and men dedicated to achieving universal suffrage. A number of
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other significant developments took place in the second half of the nine-
teenth century and the early years of the twentieth.

This overview gives some indication of the rapidity with which the
women’s movement changed, or coincided with, wide-ranging social devel-
opments which fostered the emancipation of women and their equality with
men. It seems clear that ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s articulation of the principle of the
equality of women and men was attuned to the social movements gaining
momentum in the West at the time, by the concerns of the people who
asked him questions, and by the prevalent discourses of the day.

Women'’s Suffrage
On ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s arrival in the US in April 1912, one of the first questions
reporters asked him, even before he got off the ship, was his opinion on
votes for women:

‘What is your attitude toward woman suffrage?’ asked one of the reporters.
‘The modern suffragette is fighting for what must be, and many of these
are willing martyrs to imprisonment for their cause. One might not approve
of the ways of some of the more militant suffragettes, but in the end it will
adjust itself. If women were given the same advantages as men, their capacity
being the same, the result would be the same. In fact, women have a supe-
rior disposition to men; they are more receptive, more sensitive, and their
intuition is more intense. The only reason [for] their present backwardness in
some directions is because they have not had the same educational advan-
tages as men’.?'

This short response incorporates a number of themes that ‘Abdu’l-Baha
developed further during his journey. For him, that women would get
the vote was inevitable, part of the ever-advancing civilization of which
Bahd'u’llah had written.’* He disagreed with the sometimes violent meas-
ures that were used to draw attention to the issue but he had no doubt that
it would be achieved. He was similarly confident that women would partici-
pate in all social and political enterprises.® ‘Abdu’l-Bahd spoke to suffragists
on several occasions while in the United States. For example, on 26 April
1912 he spoke to the Woman'’s Alliance, who were suffragists.>* The audi-
ence was mainly young women from the suffrage movement. Conscious of
his audience and environment ‘Abdu’l-Bah4, stated:

One of the teachings of Bahd'u’lldh is equality of rights for men and women ...
One of the proofs of the advancement of women is this magnificent and
imposing building and this large gathering.»

The rest of the talk was about gender equality and the necessity of giving
women the same training as men.

On 20 May 1912 ‘Abdu’l-Bahd spoke to a woman'’s suffrage meeting at
the Metropolitan Temple, New York, where he articulated the Bahd’i tenet
that ‘in the estimation of God there is no distinction as to male and female’
and explained that ‘the education of woman is more necessary and impor-
tant than that of man, for woman is the trainer of the child from its infancy. If

she be defective and imperfect herself, the child will necessarily be deficient;
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therefore, imperfection of woman implies a condition of imperfection in
all mankind...’ 3 that ‘universal peace is impossible without universal
suffrage’” and that ‘when women participate fully and equally in the affairs
of the world, when they enter confidently and capably the great arena of laws
and politics, war will cease; for woman will be the obstacle and hindrance
to it’.3® ‘Abdu’l-Bahd was entirely opposed to the use of violence to achieve
women’s rights. During his talk on women to the girls at Franklin Square
House, a girls’ school near Boston, on 26 August 1912, ‘Abdu’l-Bahd said:
‘Demonstrations of force, such as are now taking place in England, are
neither becoming nor effective in the cause of womanhood and equality’ .3

On his return to England at the end of the year, he underscored this argu-
ment with the very women who were perpetrating these acts. Mirza Ahmad
Sohrab notes in his diary for the 18 December 1912 (relating probably to
20 December), that ‘Abdu’l-Bahd received many visitors at Lady Blomfield’s
home, where ‘Abdu’l-Bahd was in residence. Among them was ‘an ardent
suffragist, a militant one’. ‘Abdu’l-Bahd advised her that women working
for woman'’s rights ‘should not commit unseemly acts, nor resort to violent
measures, such as window smashing, police beating, train wrecking, letter
box destroying, etc. nay, rather they should demand their rights with the
power of intelligence, with scientific accomplishments, with artistic attain-
ments. Unseemly deeds would rather retard the realization of their cher-
ished hope. In this age a weak person resorts to frightful measures, but an
intelligent person uses the superior power of intelligence and wisdom’.+
This was most likely not Emmeline Pankhurst, who had attended at Lady
Blomfield’s during that week, and who, H.M. Balyuzi relates, referred to
‘Abdu’l-Bahd as a ‘prophet’: ‘He said with a broad smile: “Oh, no! | am a
man, like you™’ .

Lady Blomfield reports that Mrs Pankhurst ‘was much cheered by her
interview, for the Master told her to continue her work steadfastly, for
women would very shortly take their rightful place in the world’.4

The Advancement of Women and Peace

The avowed purpose of ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s journey to the United States in 1912
was to attend the Lake Mohonk Conference on International Arbitration in
May, having accepted the invitation of its organizing committee. This was
one of a series of conferences held between 1895 and 1916 that supported
the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague and were instrumental
in its establishment in 1899. The conference in 1912 attracted about 250
delegates. ‘Abdu’l-Bahd was the first speaker of the evening session on
Wednesday 15 May. In his talk, entitled ‘The Oneness of the Reality of
Humankind’, which lasted about 20 minutes, ‘Abdu’l-Bahd outlined the
basic principles of the Bahd'f Faith, including gender equality:#

The sixth principle of Baha'o’llah is equality between mankind and woman-
kind... when woman shall receive the same education no doubt her equality
with man shall become a reality. The world of humanity is composed of two
organizations — the male and the female. If one organ be defective, that
defect will affect the other. Until perfect strength shall obtain in both, and
woman shall attain equality with man, the happiness of humanity will not be
insured.+
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The men# attending the Lake Mohonk conference were already committed
to the principles of peace and international arbitration and were working
actively to establish both. It is therefore perhaps not surprising that ‘Abdu’l-
Bahd’s talk was warmly received.# Just as at Lake Mohonk, it is probable
that many of the people who attended ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s talks were like-minded
and disposed to new ideas aligned with their own. If so, then ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s
articulation of the relationship between peace and the advancement of
women was perhaps less startling to them than might otherwise have been
the case. He may well have expected his open-minded audiences to support
a pro-peace, or anti-war, stance and thus he did not hesitate to equate
women’s equality with the abolition of war:

Equality between men and women is conducive to the abolition of warfare for
the reason that women will never be willing to sanction it. Mothers will not
give their sons as sacrifices upon the battlefield after twenty years of anxiety
and loving devotion in rearing them from infancy, no matter what cause they
are called upon to defend. There is no doubt that when women obtain equality
of rights, war will entirely cease among mankind.+

The nature of his audiences is significant in understanding the impact and
influence on them of ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s statements about this subject. ‘Abdu’l-
Bahd'’s travels in the West coincided with the growing fear among many that
war would erupt in Europe. ‘Abdu’l-Bahd himself pointed to this possibility,
as he said in a talk on 5 September 1912 at St James Methodist Church in
Montreal:

‘Europe is a storehouse of explosives awaiting a spark. All the European nations
are on edge, and a single flame will set on fire the whole of that continent’.#®

Many of his talks and discussions centred around the need for governments
to act in concert to avoid war, to arbitrate disputes, to do more than merely
discuss peace but to find ways to implement it, based on Baha'u’lldh’s prin-
ciple of collective security.# A major argument put forward by parliamentar-
ians, influential men and by women anti-suffragists, was that women were
not capable of defending their country by going into battle and that as a
result they were not entitled to make, or capable of making, decisions about
defence, which would be required if they were elected to office.>> One of the
most closely argued statements putting forward this position, was that of
Helen Kendrick Johnson, whose book Woman and the Republic: A Survey of
the Woman Suffrage Movement in the United States and a Discussion of the
Claims and Arguments of Its Foremost Advocates was published in 1897 and
is largely a refutation of the claims of suffragists.>" ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s response
to this was two-fold. On the one hand he agreed that women should not
be required to fight in wars but on the other saw that war was also beneath
the dignity of men and was something to abolish altogether, which was a
purpose of Bahd'u'lldh’s teachings:

Shall we consider it an imperfection and weakness in her nature that she is

not proficient in the school of military tactics, that she cannot go forth to
the field of battle and kill, that she is not able to handle a deadly weapon?
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Nay, rather, is it not a compliment when we say that in hardness of heart and
cruelty she is inferior to man? The woman who is asked to arm herself and kill
her fellow creatures will say, ‘| cannot’. Is this to be considered a fault and lack
of qualification as man’s equal?*

‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s statements that women would most certainly not sanction
war — but seeing this as a positive thing — may well have dismayed many.
However, accounts of the reception ‘Abdu’l-Baha’s views received suggest
that his ideas were welcomed and it may be that he was speaking largely
to the converted in his public addresses. There does not seem to be any
evidence that he was challenged about them, at least not at the time. This is
not to say that ‘Abdu’l-Bahd was presenting a popular position on this subject
but rather that those who came to hear him seemed not to be opposed to
it. The main audiences for ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s talks about women were society
women — often friends of prominent Baha'’is — suffragists, club women and
churchwomen. Thus, for example, Mahmud reports that on 23 April 1912,
while ‘Abdu’l-Baha was in Washington DC, he spoke at the home of Ali-Kuli
Khan to a large group of whom ‘the majority attending the meeting were
ladies from high society. At this meeting the Master spoke about the educa-
tion and improvement of women and the promotion of unity and peace in
the world of humanity’. Similarly, a few days later, on 26 April, and still in
Washington ‘Abdu’l-Bahd ‘addressed the ladies of President Taft’s All Saints
Unitarian Church; the room was completely filled’.s+ ‘Abdu’l-Bahd does not
appear to have spoken formally to many working class women, although
he did visit some of the women who worked at the Passmore Edwards’
Settlement, a centre occupied by young professionals who in return for
room and board taught classes to local working people and their children.

Women as Educators

Another theme ‘Abdu’l-Bahad underscored on his western journeys was
the role of women in educating the next generation. He explained that for
women to fulfil this they too required to be educated. This would neces-
sitate a change in the attitude of society towards women and a shift in the
way that education was offered. First, the education of all children should
be compulsory. Second, boys and girls should be taught using the same
curriculum. Third, should a family lack the resources to educate all their
children, they must educate the girls rather than the boys: ‘If there is not
money enough in a family to educate both the girl and the boy the money
must be dedicated to the girl's education, for she is the potential mother’.5¢
It is difficult to gauge the response of ‘Abdu’l-Bahd’s listeners to these
ideas: his chroniclers focused on ‘Abdu’l-Baha himself, rather than on his
audience. The education of girls was established across Europe and North
America in the 19th century so it is likely that most people accepted this
principle but the notion of giving girls priority of education over boys was
certainly novel and has not been embedded into society even today.

Shoghi Effendi

Shoghi Effendi, the Guardian of the Bahd'( Faith from 1921 until his passing
in 1957, highlighted the significant role of women in the Bahd'’i Faith in his
letter addressed to the Bahd'is of North America on 25 December 1938:
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| am moved, at this juncture, as | am reminded of the share which, ever since
the inception of the Faith in the West, the handmaidens of Bahd'u’llah, as
distinguished from the men, have had in opening up, single-handed, so many,
such diversified, and widely scattered countries over the whole surface of the
globe... [and] also to stress the significance of such a preponderating share
which the women of the West have had and are having in the establishment of
His Faith throughout the whole world.5

Further, he expanded the understanding of gender equality among the
Bahd'i communities and extended the rights and responsibilities of Baha'i
women in those parts of the world where cultural restrictions and norms
prevented women from participating in the administrative affairs of their
communities. For example, on 27 December 1923, he wrote:

Regarding the position of the Bahad'i women in India and Burma, and their
future collaboration with the men in the administrative work of the Cause, |
feel that the time is now ripe that those women who have already conformed
to the prevailing custom in India and Burma by discarding the veil should not
only be given the right to vote for the election of their local and national repre-
sentatives, but should themselves be eligible to the membership of all Baha'i
Assemblies throughout India and Burma, be they local or national.5®

In 1950-51 Shoghi Effendi extended the right of membership on Local
Assemblies to women believers in Egypt® and in 1956 he extended them the
right to be elected to the National Spiritual Assembly and to participate as
delegates to the National Convention.® Later, in April 1954, he gave Iranian
Baha'i women ‘full rights’, ‘removing thereby the last remaining obstacle to
the enjoyment of complete equality of rights in the conduct of the adminis-
trative affairs of the Persian Baha'i Community’.®

In God Passes By Shoghi Effendi reiterated the metaphor introduced by
Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence in his review of the ‘epoch-making journeys’
of ‘Abdu’l-Bahd, who ‘expounded, with brilliant simplicity, with persuasive-
ness and force’ the principles of the Bahd'i Faith, including ‘the equality of
men and women, the two wings on which the bird of human kind is able
to soar’.®

The Universal House of Justice

The Universal House of Justice, in a series of letters, reinforced the impor-
tance of gender equality and the advancement of women. It offered details
of how these concepts applied to individuals, families and communities,
and extended the scope of their application to subjects such as marriage,
violence against women and the role of women in the economy. In January
1986 it greatly increased the understanding of Bahd'is about the role of
women by issuing a compilation prepared by its Research Department
about women, ‘taking into consideration the Bahd'i concepts of the equality
of the sexes, the role of education in the development of women, family life,
fostering the development of women’.® ‘Abdu’l-Bahd linked the full equality
of women and their advancement with the establishment of peace and
the Universal House of Justice emphasized this in ‘The Promise of World
Peace’, released for the International Year of Peace, 1986.
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The emancipation of women, the achievement of full equality between the
sexes, is one of the most important, though less acknowledged pre-requisites
of peace. The denial of such equality perpetrates an injustice against one
half of the world’s population and promotes in men harmful attitudes and
habits that are carried from the family to the workplace, to political life, and
ultimately to international relations. There are no grounds, moral, practical,
or biological, upon which such denial can be justified. Only as women are
welcomed into full partnership in all fields of human endeavour will the
moral and psychological climate be created in which international peace can
emerge.®

Regarding the status of women, the existence of 52 national offices for the
advancement of women, the contributions of numerous Bah4’i women and
men to conferences and workshops at all levels, the selection of Bahd'i repre-
sentatives to crucial positions on key NGO committees... show how the
followers of Bahd'u'lldh assiduously promote His principle of the equality of
women and men.%

There are, of course, many pressing issues that occupy the minds of those
striving to promote the prosperity and well-being of Iran. Chief among them
is, no doubt, the critical need to remove barriers hindering the progress of
women in society. For you, the equality of men and women is not a Western
construct but a universal spiritual truth — a statement about human nature —
that was promulgated by Bahd'u’lléh nearly one hundred and fifty years ago
in His native Iran. That women should enjoy equal rights with men is a
requirement of justice. It is a principle consonant with the highest standard of
purity and sanctity, whose application strengthens family life and is essential
to the regeneration and progress of any nation. Indeed, peace in the world
and the advancement of civilization depend on its realization. ‘Abdu’l-Bah4
has explained: The world of humanity has two wings — one is women and
the other men. Not until both wings are equally developed can the bird fly ...
You are particularly well placed to contribute to the promotion of this prin-
ciple... For half a century now, Bahd'i women in Iran have worked shoulder
to shoulder with men in administering the affairs of the community... And
long ago you succeeded in eliminating in your community illiteracy among
women under the age of forty... you persevere in your efforts to transcend
cultural norms that impede the progress of women. True equality is not easily
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In its 2000 Ridvan letter the House of Justice explained what had been
achieved thus far in its external affairs strategy, one line of action of which
was the status of women:

The Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979 imposed limitations on what the
Bahd’i community there could undertake and achieve.®® The Universal
House of Justice has addressed a number of letters to the Iranian Bahd'i
community, praising its adherence to Bahd'f principles and explaining paths
of action that could be taken to enhance the well-being and progress of
the entire country. Among these letters is one that directly addresses the
advancement of women and articulates the principles on which action can
take place.
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attained; the transformation required is difficult for men and women alike.
We encourage you, then, to continue to enhance your understanding of the
operation of this principle and to strive to uphold it more consistently in your
family and community life. You can, in addition, draw upon your experience
to discuss this issue with friends, neighbours and co-workers, especially the
challenges it presents and ways of surmounting them, and participate in
projects designed to advance the status of women, whether by government
agencies or organizations of civil society.

Many of your compatriots are eager to see the realization of the universal
principle of the equality of men and women. They will no doubt welcome you
to join them in learning how to promote, step by step, conditions that enable
the women of Iran to overcome impediments blocking their progress and
participate fully, as equals of men, in all areas of human endeavour...”

As well as generally addressing questions of gender equality, the Universal
House of Justice also developed a number of specific themes not previously
covered. For example, it addressed a letter to the National Assembly of New
Zealand about the relationship between a husband and wife. Among other
matters, it mentions while in most arenas of consultation disagreements
can be resolved by majority vote, it cannot be resolved this way when a
husband and wife consult. The House of Justice counsels, ‘There are, there-
fore, times when a wife should defer to her husband, and times when a
husband should defer to his wife, but neither should ever unjustly dominate
the other’.%®

The Extent of Equality

‘That men and women differ from one another in certain characteristics
and functions is an inescapable fact of nature; the important thing is that
‘Abdu’l-Bahd regards such inequalities as remain between the sexes as
being “negligible™.® ‘The equality of men and women is not, at the present
time, universally applied. In those areas where traditional inequality still
hampers its progress we must take the lead in practising this Bahd'
principle. Bahd'i women and girls must be encouraged to take part in
the social, spiritual and administrative activities of their communities’.”®
“Abdu’l-Bahd strongly advocated that girls be educated, to the extent that
girls have priority of education over boys’.”" ‘To this end, the Universal
House of Justice has promoted children’s classes and junior youth
empowerment programmes as two of the four ‘core activities’ of Bahd’i
communities and has repeatedly emphasized the importance of the
education of children, especially girls’.”?

In 1993, in a lengthy letter written on its behalf, the Universal House
of Justice responded to an individual who had raised a number of ques-
tions about violence against women and the sexual abuse of women and
children. This letter advanced understanding of the Bahd'i position on this
subject, including physical and emotional violence, rape and coercive behav-
iour, which had not previously been addressed in such detail. It explained
that the ‘use of force by the physically strong against the weak, as a means
of imposing one’s will and fulfilling one’s desires, is a flagrant transgres-
sion of the Bahd'f Teachings’ and that there is ‘no justification for anyone
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compelling another’, through the ‘use of force’ or ‘threat of violence’, to do
something. It states that there is an increase in family violence and in the
‘degrading and cruel treatment of spouses and children, and the spread
of sexual abuse’. It cautions Bahd'is ‘not to be drawn into acceptance of
such practices because of their prevalence’, and to be ‘ever mindful of
their obligation to exemplify a new way of life’, characterized by ‘respect
for the dignity and rights of all people’ and ‘its freedom from oppression’
and ‘all forms of abuse’. It explains that people cannot properly consult
unless they can ‘express their opinions with absolute freedom and without
apprehension that they will be censured or their views belittled’ or when
‘the fear of violence or abuse is present’. The letter addressed rape, ‘one of
the most heinous of sexual offences’, explaining that a victim is ‘entitled to
the loving aid and support’ of others and that she may take legal action. If
she becomes pregnant, it is ‘for her to decide on the course of action she
should follow’. If a Bahd'i woman is abused or raped by her husband, she
may seek assistance and counsel from the Bahd'f institutions as well as
seek legal protection.”

A frequently asked question is why there are no women on the Universal
House of Justice. ‘Abdu’l-Baha had explained that ‘according to the explicit
text of the Law of God, its membership is exclusively reserved to men. There
is Divine wisdom in this which will presently be made manifest even as the
mid-day sun’.# Shoghi Effendi confirmed that the reason would be clear
in the future.”> The Universal House of Justice itself wrote that ‘the ineli-
gibility of women for membership of the Universal House of Justice does
not constitute evidence of the superiority of men over women’. It pointed
out that ‘women are not excluded from any other international institution
of the Faith’, and that they have served as Hands of the Cause, members of
the International Teaching Centre and Continental Counsellors, nor is there
anything in the scriptures to ‘preclude the participation of women in such
future international bodies as the Supreme Tribunal’.7®

Direct Participation in Social Action

Bahd'is often ask whether they can participate in marches and demonstra-
tions such as the 2017 Women’s March on Washington. The Universal
House of Justice has explained that ‘individual Bahd'is in every country
are, in principle, free to participate in efforts and activities, for instance
in peaceful rallies, that aim to further laudable objectives such as the
advancement of women, the promotion of social justice, the protection of
the environment, the elimination of all forms of discrimination, and the
safeguarding of human rights’. The only restriction is when ‘such activities
begin to deviate from their original purpose and assume a partisan char-
acter or degenerate into violence’, they are to be ‘avoided’.”

The House of Justice has also addressed the practical application
of the advancement of women and equality at the institutional level. In
1975 it asked 8o National Spiritual Assemblies to organize Baha'f activi-
ties for women and to observe International Women’s Year by developing
programmes to ‘stimulate and promote the full and equal participation of
women in all aspects of Bahd'i community life’.”® It called for the establish-
ment of national offices for the advancement of women; by 2000, 52 had
been established.” It established an Office for the Advancement of Women
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within the Bahd'l International Community in 1992 to interact with ‘interna-
tional organizations concerned with matters affecting the rights, status and
well-being of women’ and to advise National Assemblies on programmes
and projects which ‘encourage efforts towards the realization of the equality
of men and women’.® Gender equality is currently (2018) one of its six
focus areas.®

Baha'i International Community (BIC)®

After the United Nations (UN) was established in 1945, its Economic and
Social Council (ECOSOC), one of its six main organs, established in 1946
the Committee on Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs). Shoghi
Effendi, wishing to secure the full recognition of the religion, and its equal
treatment with other world religions and also desiring to advance the
Bahd'{ vision of establishing the oneness of humanity, universal peace and
a world commonwealth of nations, saw in the UN a means for achieving
these goals. When it came to his attention that the UN accredited repre-
sentatives of NGOs were to attend certain of its conferences, he encour-
aged the National Assembly of the United States and Canada to apply for
accreditation.® In spring 1947 it was accredited to ECOSOC as a national
NGO with observer status.® It had already submitted a formal state-
ment to the first session of the UN Commission on Human Rights, on
1 February 1947: A Bahd’i Declaration of Human Obligations and Rights.?
Significantly, in August 1947 it submitted a second formal statement, A
Bahd’i Statement on the Rights of Women.®® The first Declaration sets out
the Baha'i perspective that the ‘source of human rights is the endowment
of qualities, virtues and powers which God has bestowed upon mankind
without discrimination of sex, race, creed or nation. To fulfil the possi-
bilities of this divine endowment is the purpose of human existence’.¥
The document touches on the equality of women and men briefly and
only in the context of the family: ‘The equality of men and women in the
modern community gives the family a new and more powerful connection
with the forces making for moral evolution’.® The more detailed Bahd’f
Statement on the Rights of Women was submitted a few months later to
the Commission on the Status of Women,® a functional commission of
ECOSOC. It articulates the Bahd' principle of the equality of women and
men; links the education, participation and advancement of women to the
establishment of universal peace — a major goal of the United Nations —
and sets out some of the principal social conditions that need to be
addressed to enable women to enjoy the full extent of their rights. The
document draws upon the many statements made by ‘Abdu’l-Bahd in
his talks in the West in 1911—13,%° as well as on explanations found in his
letters. It included these statements:

« Sex equality is a basic Bahd'i principle.

« The present imbalance in society, which results from the dominance of
man over woman, is a dangerous phenomenon and may be considered
as one cause of war. This condition accustoms man from his earliest
years to the spectacle of aggression, resentment, and retaliation; it leads
him to disparage woman'’s opinions, including her antipathy to war.
Bahd’fs believe that neither male nor female dominance is desirable; a
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status based on equality of value and worth and expressed in harmony
of interest is the ideal.

« Sex equality is the safeguard of peace. Made socially effective, women's
repugnance to warfare can create a world block against aggression.

« Sex equality connotes an organic change in the social structure. The
Bahd'f teachings advocate for women an education equal to that received
by men, since woman is the first educator of the child; and opportunity
to pursue any career for which they are qualified, with special emphasis
on their role as keepers of the peace.

o Woman... is not inherently the weaker sex... Lack of education and
opportunity has prevented woman from manifesting her innate equality
of value and this repression is responsible for her less favoured status
as human being and citizen.

« Bahd'is uphold as essential to the practice of sex equality: monogamous
marriage; abolition of concubinage and prostitution; employment on
the basis of skill alone; freedom to own and to dispose of property; free-
dom of the ballot; eligibility to public office; right to be honoured by hus-
band and children; recognition of the economic value of child-raising
and home-making; removal from world opinion of any sexual stigma
attached to womankind.

« This question of the status of women is to the Bahd’is, for all its politi-
cal and economic ramifications, primarily a spiritual matter pertaining
to the order of truth and therefore interconnected with other universal
matters such as world order, peace or spiritual unity of religions claim-
ing the attention of mankind today.”

® On 5 June 1947, Shoghi Effendi wrote ‘The Challenging Requirements ®

of the Present Hour’,9* urging Bahd’is to associate themselves ‘with the
various organs, leaders and representatives of the United Nations and
kindred organizations’.” He himself responded to a letter of g July 1947
from the chairman of United Nations Special Committee on Palestine
requesting a statement on the relationship between the Bahd’f Faith and
Palestine and soliciting his views on the political future of the country.
Shoghi Effendi responded on 14 July, pointing out that the Bahd’i Faith
was non-political, did not take sides in the dispute, that three major
spiritual figures of the Faith were buried in the Holy Land, making it a
place of pilgrimage, and that it was the home of its international admin-
istrative institutions.? In the winter of 1947-8 application was made to,
and granted by, the UN to register a group of eight National Spiritual
Assemblies as an international non-governmental body named the Bahd’i
International Community (BIC), acting through the National Spiritual
Assembly of the United States and Canada. This gave the institution
greater status within the UN system. Today the BIC represents the world-
wide membership of the Baha'’i Faith and its network of National Spiritual
Assemblies.%

The BIC’s first international UN conference was on human rights, in
Geneva, May 1948. The delegation comprised Mildred Mottahedeh, Ugo
Giachery and Charles Mason Remey. Prior to the conference the BIC
submitted a brief statement on the Bahd'f contribution to the promotion of
human rights, ‘The Work of Bahd’is in Promotion of Human Rights’.*®* While
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not specifically mentioning the rights of women, its opening paragraph
states: ‘The Bahd'f international community believes that all human beings
have the right to live in a society whose laws and institutions conform to
the truths of a progressive and universal religion’. The Bahd'i delegates
submitted two resolutions to the Geneva conference, which were adopted.
The second of these recommended that the NGOs present set an example
within their own organizations by eliminating within them ‘all sorts of prej-
udice whether it be that of race, creed or colour’, thus presenting ‘a living
example of the implementation of Article No. 1°.57

The BIC continues to produce a number of statements and thought
pieces on a wide variety of topics concerning the well-being, development
and prosperity of humanity and the advancement of civilization, both mate-
rially and spiritually. Frequently these statements include questions that
invite thought and consultation, which lead to new insights and knowledge.
The BIC offers to the discourses currently taking place the insights learned
within the Bahd’i community through its direct experience of capacity-
building at the grassroots. It continues to contribute to policy discussions
at the international level, often collaborating with individuals, groups and
organizations with whom it may co-organize events, seminars and discus-
sion groups. It collaborates with the UN and its specialized agencies,
member states, inter-governmental and non-governmental organizations,
academia and practitioners. It participates in committees and forums at
the UN and other spaces. It has consultative status with ECOSOC and
the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), is accredited to the United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the UN Department of
Public Information (DPI). It also provides information to National Spiritual
Assemblies and to the wider Baha’i community on a variety of subjects.

The BIC has considered many aspects of how equality can be established
and women’s advancement can take place, at every level from the neigh-
bourhood to the global. Statements are often in response to discourses and
programmes set out by the United Nations and other international agen-
cies. In several statements the metaphor of the two wings of the bird is
used to describe the equality of women and men.%® The BIC's many state-
ments treating the subjects of the equality of women and men and the
advancement of women and girls presented at United Nations conferences,
including sessions of the Commission on the Status of Women, in recent
years can be found on its website.%

Institute for Studies in Global Prosperity (ISGP) and Training
Institute'°

A Bahd'i-inspired organization founded in 1999, the ISGP aims to build
capacity in individuals, groups and institutions to contribute to current
discourses concerning the betterment of society. Among the documents devel-
oped through experience and consultation which it offers to the discourse on
gender equality is its December 2009 discussion paper ‘Advancing Toward the
Equality of Women and Men’.®' It explores five areas relevant to this theme:
Expanding the basis of human identity, Overcoming oppression through the
acquisition of self-knowledge, Moving beyond cultural relativism, Transforming
economic structures and processes, and Redefining power. Each topic asks a
number of questions to stimulate discussion and to share insights.
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A significant development within the Bahd'i Faith that has helped foster
gender equality is the implementation of the training institute. Since 1996 the
worldwide community has been embarked on a programme of capacity- and
community-building, stimulated by the training institute, which has encour-
aged people to ‘walk a path of service’, to be ‘active agents of their own
learning’ and ‘to build their capacity to apply the teachings of Bahd'u’llah
to the transformation of society’,° one of which is the equality of women
and men. The training institute helps develop the capacity of those who
participate to build and sustain the communities and neighbourhoods in
which they live. Its egalitarian approach to learning for adults, its ability to
undermine barriers to women'’s participation, its expectation that everyone
is able to take charge of their own learning and to build their capacity, has
enabled women across the globe to consult with both men and women, to
participate in making the decisions that affect their own lives and the lives
of their families and to undertake improvements in their communities, often
increasing literacy, numeracy and decision-making skills.

Other Voices, Other Themes

Individual Scholars and Writers

There is a long tradition of discussion and commentary on the theme of the
equality of women and men in English-language Bahd'i literature. The very
first edition of Star of the West'* carried two letters from Dr Susan Moody,
a Bahd'i doctor serving in Tehran, describing the condition of the women —
‘I cannot describe to you how they are deprived'... [help] ‘free the women
from their dreary life"*4 — and encouraging the Bahd'is in the US to sponsor
a girl at the new Baha'’i school for $1.50 a month, as ‘the way to help lift
Persia from her otherwise hopeless condition’.’®> Another early example of
Bahd’i research and writing on the subject of gender equality is an article
of some three thousand words by Dr Orrol Harper in the Bahd'i Year Book,
1925-1926, ‘The Equality of Men and Women’, which discusses feminism
and ‘Sex-Antagonism’ — ‘the seen and unseen conflict which exists between
the sexes for supremacy and self-expression’.’*

Since these early examples, a number of Bahd'i scholars and authors,
both women and men, have contributed to a growing corpus of texts
relating to gender equality, women and the Baha'i Faith, and related topics.
Much critical work was begun in the 1980s and gos. Trevor R. ]. Finch’s
Unclipping the Wings: A Survey of Secondary Literature in English on Bahd'i
Perspectives on Women” provides a useful overview and analysis of such
publications up to 1994.

One of the largest categories of literature comprises biographies of
Bahd’i women:°® women related to the families of the Bab and Bahd’u’llah;*®
women of social standing and prominence;" a few about those from
working classes™ and the global south.”> Such biographies generally
describe their subjects’ lives and services to the Bahd'i Faith, rather than
to the cause of feminism.™ Most mention their subjects as examples of
the equality of women and men; a few analyse their subjects’ contribution
to the advancement of women. Some consider their subjects in roles that
are aligned to Bahd'i teachings or Bahd’i service, e.g. women as educa-
tors, mothers, teachers of the Bahd’i Faith, administrators, advocates of
peace, or in roles that contribute to social development, e.g. suffragists,
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social activists, businesswomen. Others underscore the persecution they
have suffered as Bahd’is."> Autobiographies by Bahd'i women also focus on
similar life experiences rather than on their feminism or how they assisted
the advancement of women or gender equality.”®

There are several studies of the Babi scholar and poet Téhirih,"” whose
identification with the emancipation of women was, as noted above,
remarked upon by Shoghi Effendi. Described by ‘Abdu’l-Baha as ‘the
calamity of the age’ in her eloquence and ‘in ratiocination the trouble of
the world’,"® ‘a brand afire with the love of God’ and ‘a lamp aglow with
the bounty of God’," Téhirih was sometimes depicted by later authors as a
champion of women'’s rights.

Biographies and autobiographies highlight the lives and efforts of
individuals. However, as Martha Leach Schweitz points out, some femi-
nists emphasize that ‘women are oppressed not only as individuals but
as a class’.’® Bahd’s researching the concept of gender equality offer a
similarly wide range of understanding of it. For example, Schweitz’s own
thought-provoking ‘Of Webs and Ladders: Gender Equality in Baha'i Law’
in the Fall 1995 issue of World Order* approaches head-on what appear
to be gender distinctions in the Bahd'i writings, such as privileging girls
over boys for education, and only men being able to serve on the Universal
House of Justice.”® She proposes that the common reading of ‘equality’
in Bahd'( texts may not reflect the way in which the concept was used by
Bahd'u’lldh:

..when it comes to matters of economics or government, one is likely to
assume that equality means freedom to be treated without regard to sex. This is
the assumption that must be inspected. It is evident that such a definition will
serve in the vast majority of situations as a standard for applying the principle
of equality.

But apparently it does not fully describe what Bahd’u’lldh means by equality...
Equality need not be understood as freedom to be treated without regard to
sex. A major theme in recent feminist legal critique is rather that equality is
freedom from systematic subordination because of sex...’

The implications of the latter definition are vast, as it challenges the underpin-
nings of longstanding traditions and institutions. This understanding touches
the essential character of inequality as it has existed in practice — the relation-
ship of subordination — rather than the symptoms and thus can be usefully
applied in all societies, regardless of the extent to which formal equality has
been achieved. Moreover, it is submitted that this definition is consistent with
the Bahd'i vision of equality. Nothing less will enable a practical reconciliation
between the public and private lives of women or do justice to the full range
of relevant Bahd'i teachings.™

Lata Ta'eed, ‘Sex, Gender, and New Age Stereotyping’,’> also seeks to
‘assess some of the present interpretations of Bahd'i Writings on the
equality of the sexes so that we can move into the future with some degree
of clarity’, looking at concepts such as masculinity and femininity; rede-
fining power from ‘the ability to do what one chooses’ to ‘the capacity to
influence, alter, affect the lives of those around us’; and using the word
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‘complementarity’ to ‘denote a symmetrical relationship between a man
and a woman, whereby mankind and womankind are “parts of composite
humanity”’.

Authors, both male and female, of essays in Equal Circles: Women and
Men in the Bahd'i Community relate some of the challenges they have had
in trying to apply the principle of gender equality in their own lives and
within their Bahd’i communities in the face of what they see as ‘system-
atic subordination because of sex. In her introduction to the book, Peggy
Caton describes the Bahd'f study class which gave rise to the essays. The
men were perceived by the women to be ‘dominating’ and dismissive of the
women’s contributions; the women, when they protested, were perceived
by the men to have ‘nothing substantial to say’ and that their ‘objections
had nothing to do with gender’.”*® Similar to Schweitz’s observations, the
essayists in this book ‘face the dilemma’ of how to understand the Bahd'i
writings on equality.'” ‘Our further development’, Caton asserts, ‘requires
us to keep an open mind, to regard equality as a process, one that will
always call for questioning, probing and seeking new understanding’.’®

Feminism as it relates to the Bahd'i teaching of gender equality is
explored by Hoda Mahmoudi in her essay ‘From Oppression to Equality:
The Emergence of the Feminist Perspective’.”?® She asks,

What is the female world and in what ways is it similar or different from the
present hierarchical, male-oriented social system?... what do we know about
the female counterpart and what are possible feminine characteristics which
must become integrated into the present social system as it progresses
toward achieving equality between the sexes?

To answer this she discusses the feminist perspective in relation to morality,
reason, and science, concluding that in these areas

... the emerging feminist view speaks to the complementarity (as opposed to
the inferiority) of the feminine character. In fact, given the present dangerous
and chaotic status of the global social system, the feminine perspective
emerges as an imperative model for creating a sane balance. This conceptual-
ization appears to be in agreement and convergent with the Bah4'i concept of
the equality of men and women."°

Moojan Momen, in his exploration of feminism and society in ‘In All the
Ways that Matter, Women Don’t Count’,””" also explores an understanding
of equality that creates a society with more feminine characteristics but
suggests that it does not come about by ‘empowering’ women to act as men
do within a basically patriarchal social framework, nor by ‘a mere intellectual
assent to the equal position of men and women; nor just the movement of
women into all areas of society; but rather, a far more fundamental change
to the foundations and values of society, the evolution of a new reality’.
While many, he writes, ‘imagine that the goal of the advancement of women
should be to change things so that women do “count” in society’, ‘what we
should be aiming for is to change “the ways that matter” in our society’.
Other researchers have focused on subjects of great importance to
feminists such as domestic violence, sexuality and reproductive rights. That
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these are appropriates topics for investigation is suggested by Baha'u’lldh’s
statement that, as a matter of principle, men need to take responsibility for
preventing violence against women:

The friends of God must be adorned with the ornament of justice, equity,
kindness and love. As they do not allow themselves to be the object of cruelty
and transgression, in like manner they should not allow such tyranny to visit
the handmaidens of God. He, verily, speaketh the truth and commandeth that
which benefitteth His servants and handmaidens. He is the Protector of all in
this world and the next.»?

The theme of domestic violence was taken up in 1994 by the Bahd'i
International Community at a symposium on ‘Creating Violence-Free
Families’, co-sponsored by the United Nations Development Fund for
Women (UNIFEM) and UNICEF in May 1994, on the occasion of the
International Year of the Family.3 In 1995, Michael Penn, clinical psychol-
ogist and professor of psychology at Franklin & Marshall College, called
violence against women a ‘global epidemic’. In his article ‘Violence
Against Women and Girls’, he wrote that it is ‘unlikely that gender-based
violence will be eliminated until gross disparities in male/female income,
opportunity, and socio-political participation are also reduced. Furthermore,
to ensure a lasting foundation for the equality of men and women, the
importance of moral and spiritual prerequisites for the establishment of
viable human relationships cannot be ignored’.ss

Although gender-based violence is correlated with gender-related inequities,
replacing the present patterns of violence, conflict, and domination with
family and societal processes that reflect men’s and women'’s interdepend-
ence will require more than the establishment of economic and/or socio-
political parity. It will require transformation in every aspect of human life and
functioning. It will also require the active and willing involvement of men.¢

That men need to actively promote and practise the equality of women and
men is the subject of another article by Hoda Mahmoudi, ‘The Role of Men
in Establishing the Equality of Women’ in the same journal.’¥ She asks,

By what means will man champion the qualities ‘in which woman is strong’?
It would be missing the point altogether to think that such a change could be
imposed by force, in effect, by means of the same dominance and aggression
that such values are intended to replace. Thus the notion of responsibility
as voluntary action, of sacrifice of self-interests for the welfare of others, is
central to the process of change. The means is, in a sense, also the end.’®®

Psychiatrist Agnes Ghaznavi addressed another issue, which was of interest
to feminists, but somewhat challenging for some Bahd’is of the time: sexu-
ality. In her book Sexuality, Relationships and Spiritual Growth, she discusses
the qualities and attitudes necessary for a relationship of equality.™
‘Sexuality’, she writes, ‘is a bodily expression of many spiritual princi-
ples, among them reciprocity’, which ‘is similar to fairness and justice’.'+
Drawing on her experience as a specialist in relationships, Ghaznavi wrote
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about female sexuality, the attitudes of men towards women and attitudes
of women towards men, the sexual exploitation of women and girls and
violence against them, as well as adolescent sexuality, relating the Baha'i
teachings to all these areas of research.

Some attention has been given by scholars, notably Lil Osborn, to femi-
nist theology with its focus on women-specific spirituality, the concept of
the goddess, the use of male imagery in the scriptures and in language
relating to God. In her 1994 essay ‘Female Representations of the Holy
Spirit in Bahd'i and Christian writings and their implications for gender
roles’, she examines the suggestion of some feminists that if the Holy Spirit
were recast as female, women would have a better position in society, and
contrasts this with the symbol of the Maid of Heaven found in the writings
of Bahd'u’lldh. Osborn concludes that:

God is God, indivisible and all-powerful. Male domination of patriarchal
culture means that men, rather than women, interpreted and expanded the
meaning of symbols. God cannot be ‘feminised’ or replaced with a goddess.
Rewriting the scriptures in ‘femspeak’ is an artificial construction. The true
equality of men and women must be within the context of the unity of human-
kind. That means changing society so that women matter, not changing the
symbols.™#

Institutional Articulation of Gender Equality

National Bahd'{ institutions have also contributed to the articulation of
the equality of women and men, in the appeals made to their communi-
ties, the education they offer to the Bahd'is, the guidance they provide on
such issues as domestic violence and abuse,s their actions in response to
perpetrators and survivors, their encouragement of the exploration of issues
relating to gender and women,# and the provision of study days, consulting
fora and workshops where Bahd'is and their friends can discuss these
issues and share experiences. For example, the Spring 1975 issue of World
Order was devoted to the rights of women and its Fall 1995 issue to gender
equality and complementarity.'s In 1989 Bahd’i Canada, the journal of the
National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahd’is of Canada, dedicated the whole
of its March/April issue to ‘Their Cry Shall Rise: A View of Sexual Equality’.

Conclusion

For over 150 years the concept of the equality of women and men, found
in the writings of Bahd'u’lldh, has been explained in a variety of ways to
different audiences, from those steeped in the traditions of cultures that
deny the very humanity of women, to feminists who agitated for the vote, to
women who deny the value of men, and to those wishing to create a more
just, peaceful, thoughtful and prosperous society. The articulation of the
equality and rights of women by Bahd’i leaders, scholars and researchers,
the implementation of strategies, at all levels of social organization, to
embed the concepts and to put them into practice, the efforts of the Bahd'i
International Community and others to introduce the theory and the practice
of equality into social discourse, and the establishment of an educational
system that enables all people to learn how to build their own capacities
and develop their communities — all these have contributed to making a
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reality of the metaphor of the bird of humanity needing two wings, male
and female, to progress. Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence would no doubt have
been pleased.
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