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Workmen helping to demolish the dome of Tehran’s Baha’i Center, the Haziratul-Quds, (May 1955), while Hojjat al-Islam Falsafi, a prominent member of the clergy, looks on. The government, here represented by military personnel, is collaborating with religious leaders in the persecution of the Baha’is.
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This book is dedicated to the memory of the Báb
and all his followers, who gave their lives for religious
renewal and modernity in Iran.
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Iran in the nineteenth century







Foreword



History tells us as much about the past as it does about the present. An account of bygone ages is not merely a retrieval of objective facts, but also their appreciation in light of contemporary values and priorities. In discerning the sequence of events—continuity and disruption, turning points and progress—we invariably make choices as to the sources and voices, the events and epochs that are worthy of our attention. Do we listen to the victor or the vanquished in war? To the story of the slave or the slave owner? Do we only celebrate the strongmen or also the invisible women behind the scenes? Do we measure evolution by spectacular moments of violent revolution, or the subtle embrace of progress in the daily transactions comprising our culture? Do we imagine time as an inescapable repetition of the past or an invitation to imagine a different destiny? Perhaps the sequence of events is less significant than the importance we attach to their meaning, the so-called lessons of history. From this vantage point, great works of history are themselves history-making, because they transform distant occurrences from the past into a narrative about our current struggle to build a better future.


By this measure, 175 Years of Persecution by Fereydun Vahman, professor emeritus and renowned scholar of Iranian Studies at the University of Copenhagen, is a history-making work of history, an exceptional book written in an exceptional time in the modern evolution of an ancient nation. Against the backdrop of a grave, historical injustice, it is a narrative rooted in the search for redemption against overwhelming odds. His is a comprehensive and heart-breaking, infuriating but incisive, eloquent yet scholarly account of a virulent, obsessive hatred that has profoundly shaped the construction of Iran’s modern identity. It is a masterful weaving of abstract historical events with intimate stories of suffering, demonstrating how the choices made by the wielders of power shape the lives of ordinary people going about their lives. The demonization and scapegoating of Babis and Baha’is, from the inception of this faith in the mid-nineteenth century until the present, the treachery of fanatical religious clerics inciting ignorant mobs against people branded as infidels, the complicity of opportunistic political leaders tolerating such atrocities, the attempted extermination of an entire community with shocking cruelty, this appalling yet undeniable past says much about the plight of Iranians today as they struggle for liberation from the grip of a pernicious and hateful ideology.


In reading this gripping, meticulously documented historical narrative, an epic struggle between humanity and inhumanity, the reader is struck by the continuity between past and present: the toxic seeds of hatred sown in the upheavals of nineteenth-century Iran leading to the bitter fruits of fanaticism and corrosive corruption on display today, the decline of a once great and diverse nation into intolerance, division and despair. The gallery of horrors on display will be familiar to students of history, except that they are still occurring today, in the postmodern world of the twenty-first century. The merciless slaughter of innocent men, women and children at the hands of violent mobs, blind, gullible followers convinced by religious leaders that murdering infidels brings divine blessings, are reminiscent of the anti-Semitic pogroms of the Crusades; the ruthless torture of prisoners to recant their faith or face execution replicates the horrors of the Spanish Inquisition; the burning, looting, and mass expulsion of Baha’i villages evoke images of ethnic cleansing from the Balkans; demolishing sacred places of worship, and even desecrating the dead in cemeteries, call to mind the wanton destruction of the Vandals; entrenching discrimination in law by prohibiting the rights of Baha’i citizens to marriage, employment and education reflects the theocratic equivalent of Nazi Germany’s infamous 1935 Nuremberg Laws. This barbaric sentiment is captured in the notorious declaration of the Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic, Ayatollah Khamenei, in a sermon during Friday prayers, that all Baha’is are najes (ritually unclean, untouchables), a derisive term reserved for dogs and pigs. As is the case with other historical instances of scapegoating, these heinous acts are the reflection not of any wrongs committed by the victims, but rather a glimpse into the wicked, perverse imagination of the perpetrators—of their need to dehumanize and destroy others in order to feel powerful.


The surfacing, at long last, of this dark and despicable past, and the awakening of enlightened Iranian leaders of thought to this grave injustice, embody an aspiration to live in a just society in which all Iranians enjoy equal rights, irrespective of belief. The growing chorus of condemnation against anti-Baha’i persecution captures the gradual transformation of theocratic tyranny into a culture of compassion, founded on an unshakeable consciousness that human rights belong to all human beings. At this historical juncture, a time of popular resurgence and reckoning with the past, this book has become a focal point for understanding the catastrophic consequences for all Iranians of systematic inhumanity against a peaceful and progressive community in their midst. Professor Vahman vividly demonstrates how, from the origin story of the revolutionary Babi movement in the mid-nineteenth century, to the genocidal pogroms of the Qajar era, to the improved, but precarious, situation during the Pahlavi years, and the calamitous re-emergence of the ideological extermination campaign following the 1979 Islamic Revolution, the history of anti-Baha’i persecution is characterized by pathologically paranoid conspiracy theories, manufactured by a self-serving, regressive religious caste, portraying an indigenous, modern, and socially progressive community of fellow Iranians committed to the moral renewal of their nation as foreign spies, devil-worshippers, and enemies of Islam, so poisoning impressionable minds with the invention of imaginary demons in order to maintain their grip on power. The projection of every conceivable evil onto Baha’is is, above all, about keeping the religious masses ignorant—pliable pawns at the disposal of the clerics in furtherance of their political machinations.


The Baha’i ideals of democratic and consultative rule instead of authoritarian dogmatism; a peaceful international order in place of aggression; the equality of men and women instead of gender apartheid; social justice and moral transformation aimed at eradication of the pervasive corruption that enriches the few at the expense of the many; modern education and freedom of choice on spiritual matters without the control of meddling, mystical middlemen: these were, and remain, emancipatory beliefs and attributes that pose a direct threat to the purveyors of fanatical and authoritarian ideologies that have caused such desolation for the Iranian people. Today, in heroic scenes being played out in the streets of cities, towns, and villages across the country, in social media posts and YouTube clips, films and books, sculptures and paintings, in the inexorable movement of the masses crying for freedom and justice, we witness the dawning realization that the emancipation of the Baha’is is also the emancipation of the Iranian people.


What is perhaps most remarkable about Professor Vahman’s historical account is not the more than a century and a half of relentless cruelty and oppression, but the astonishing resilience of the Baha’i community in the face of such hatred and violence. The image recurs of an innocent man stabbed to death in front of his wife and children, solely because of his religion, with the self-confessed culprit acquitted of wrongdoing because murder of infidels was religiously approved. This outrage could have happened, and has happened, equally in 1850, 1903, 1950, and 2016, to give but one example of the abominations detailed in this book. The anti-Baha’i persecutions are not just about a distant past, but also the persistent reality of the present. It is thus perplexing that despite so many years of unceasing efforts, including the Islamic Republic of Iran’s deployment over the past forty years of its formidable power and resources—the Revolutionary Courts and Revolutionary Guards, intelligence operatives and prison torturers, an endless torrent of incendiary hate propaganda in school books and the state-controlled media—the clerical establishment has failed to extinguish either the existence or the spirit of this community. On the contrary, the purveyors of religious hatred are confronted today with the manifest failure of their efforts, in view of an unprecedented outpouring of sympathy and support for Baha’is, as influential Iranians, whether secular or religious, express their remorse for the silence of the past and call for the human rights of this persecuted minority to be respected in the name of a new, emancipatory conception of Iranian citizenship.


The original Persian language version of Professor Vahman’s book—160 Years of Persecution of the Baha’is of Iran—first published over a decade ago, quickly emerged as a highly influential historical work. Today, it is widely considered the authoritative historical source on the persecution of Iranian Baha’is. It has helped galvanize a much-needed debate among a new generation of Iranian intellectuals and activists, struggling to reckon with the past that haunts their present. At a portentous historical juncture, when the likes of human rights champions Nasreen Soutudeh and Shirin Ebadi, and courageous clerics such as Ayatollah Masoumi-Tehrani and Ayatollah Montazeri, have defiantly stood in solidarity with their fellow Baha’i citizens, this book has inspired groundbreaking, once unimaginable films such as Reza Allamehzadeh’s Iranian Taboo and Mohsen Makhmalbaf’s The Gardener, that have helped popularize the plight of this peaceful community. Its painstaking and elegant rendering into English by a team of translators and editors has now made it accessible to a wider global audience at a crucial time for all those interested in understanding the fate and fortunes of the Iranian people in their struggle for democracy and human rights.


Professor Vahman’s account of anti-Baha’i persecutions is essential reading; it is at once a historical epic, a labor of love, and a moral challenge. It should not be lost on the reader that the author, though a distinguished scholar of Iranian studies, has himself suffered the tragic loss of family and friends to fanatical violence, and endured decades in exile. His continuing faith in the transformative power of truth, despite this experience, is itself remarkable, as is the painful irony that he cannot set foot in his own country without facing imprisonment and torture. In the face of the persistent lies and calumny of the Islamic Republic’s Orwellian hate propaganda, his dignified contribution to historical knowledge is a poignant demonstration of scholarship as resistance against oppression, a reminder that a new and better world begins with the power of words and enlightenment of minds. In this groundbreaking work of history, Professor Vahman has given us a gift for generations to come: a window into a dark past, but also a door to a bright future.


Payam Akhavan


McGill University


Montreal, Canada
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Introduction



The “Enigma” of the Baha’i Religion in Iran



More than a century and a half have passed since the emergence of the Baha’i faith in Iran, and though it is one of the world’s most widespread religions, it is little understood in its home country. At least until very recently, Iranian scholars and intellectuals have often regarded the Baha’i faith as an enigma, and popular misconceptions have been uncritically accepted. A long campaign of propaganda and suppression of information about the Baha’i community in Iran has served to mask a continuing human rights crisis.


Following Iran’s 1979 revolution, when the Zoroastrian, Jewish, and Christian faiths were designated as recognized religions, the Baha’is—Iran’s largest religious minority, at over 300,000 members—were given no such official recognition. Baha’i institutions were forcibly closed, and Baha’is were barred from teaching and practicing their faith. Individuals who identify as Baha’i are denied access to education, barred from all forms of employment, and have no security in property rights. Social rites within their community, such as marriage, are not officially recognized, leaving couples “unwed” and children illegitimate. Their homes and businesses have been confiscated, their holy sites and historical landmarks destroyed, and their graveyards desecrated. Baha’i leaders are periodically targeted for imprisonment and execution.


The persecution of the Baha’i community in Iran began with the very origins of the religion in 1844, when a spiritual leader who came to be known as the Bab (“gateway”) declared himself to be the Mahdi—the hidden Twelfth Imam of Shi‘i Muslims, the dominant branch of Islam in Iran—and the beginning of a new, post-Islamic cycle of revelation and justice. The movement spread rapidly and brought an immediate reaction from the government and the Shi‘i clergy. The Bab was imprisoned and his followers were denounced as apostates, subjected to mob violence, torture, and public executions. They took up arms to defend themselves, and thousands were killed in several confrontations with government forces.


The Bab himself was publicly executed in Tabriz in 1850. Seeking retribution, two Babis from a radical faction attempted to assassinate Naser al-Din Shah in August 1852. They failed. Brutal reprisals against the entire community followed, and many of the leaders of the Babi community were killed. A few, including Mirza Husain ‘Ali—later called Baha’u’llah—were exiled to the Ottoman Empire. Those who remained in Iran faced reprisals from the clergy, civilian mobs, and the military. Rather than face the total destruction of their families, their homes, and their cities amidst the chaos of a fractured movement, the Babis of Iran relented. Baha’u’llah assumed leadership of the remaining community, and the thousands of Iranian Babis who had been living in hiding embraced a new religion committed to a peaceful manifestation that emerged as the Baha’i faith.


Within the framework of its spiritual teachings, the Baha’i faith aimed to establish peace and the unity of mankind, and to empower people through education and intellectual freedom of thought. Their ideals included equal rights for men and women, universal literacy, and the education of girls and women. They preached against corruption, theft, and moral decadence. They demanded the clergy cease to interfere in the affairs of the government, and for the first time introduced the idea of a parliamentary system for Iran.


The early years of the movement were distinguished by a wave of enthusiasm for its new principles and the rapid spread of its ideas throughout Iran, reaching into the shah’s court as well as to distant rural villages. Thousands of Muslims joined the new faith. The message of this new religion appealed to both the elite and the common people, and shook the very foundations of the country. Half a century before Iran’s Constitutional Revolution (1905–11) constrained the power of the monarchy through a constitution and led to the formation of Iran’s first parliament, the Baha’i movement planted the seeds of the principles of freedom of conscience and thought, equality of all citizens regardless of gender and religion, the need for educational advancement and the expansion of justice throughout the nation. The spread of these new ideals left a lasting impression on thousands of Iranians, regardless of whether or not they converted to the Baha’i faith.


An influential Babi theologian and poet known as Tahereh Qurrat al-‘Ayn was the first woman among the leadership of the new religion, and she was also one of the first to give her life for the faith. The early enthusiasm of the movement was expressed in her poetry:


Look up! Our dawning day draws its first breath!


The world grows light! Our souls begin to glow!


No ranting shaykh rules from his pulpit throne


No mosque hawks holiness it does not know


No sham, no pious fraud, no priest commands!


The turban’s knot cut to its root below!


No more conjurations! No spells! No ghosts!


Good riddance! We are done with folly’s show!


The search for Truth shall drive out ignorance


Equality shall strike the despots low


Let warring ways be banished from the world


Let Justice everywhere its carpet throw


May Friendship ancient hatreds reconcile


May love grow from the seed of love we sow!


These words (here translated by Amin Banani) were suppressed, and seventy years would pass before similar ideas were expressed by Iranian intellectuals at the time of the Constitutional Revolution. Both the message and its style of expression were unprecedented in their time.1


Iran’s clergy viewed this burgeoning new faith as a threat to the power they had exercised, directly and indirectly, over the country since Shi‘i Islam was established as the state religion under the Safavid dynasty in the sixteenth century. The persecution of the Baha’i community that began in the Qajar period with mob violence, executions, torture, and the seizure of property, has persisted in various forms into modern times, but also served for a century and a half as a political tool for controlling the government of Iran. The clergy succeeded in intimidating the statesmen of both the Qajar and Pahlavi dynasties by threatening them with accusations of Babi and Baha’i affiliations. The suppression of the movement has been a consistent feature on the agenda of reactionary elements in Iranian society, as historian Delaram Mashhouri notes, and the persecution of the Babis and Baha’is “has been used as a pretext to extinguish any spark of progress-seeking activity in any arena whatsoever.”2 As the historian Fashahi puts it:


The Babi movement was drowned in a sea of afflictions, of suffering and blood; yet it had a tremendous effect upon Iranian society, which was deeply dormant in medieval conditions. The reforms made by Amir Kabir, the emergence of enlightened intellectuals, the Constitutional Revolution, as well as the literary revolution and more—that is to say, the overall appearance of a new and modern Iran—were all born out of this movement and were the logical consequence of its endurance.3


The policies of Reza Shah Pahlavi (r. 1925–41) towards the clergy differed from those of the Qajar kings, but when politically expedient, he too allied himself with Shi‘i religious leaders by imposing severe restrictions on the Baha’is.


Under the reign of his successor, Muhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi (r. 1941–79), the mullahs sought to restore their former power. (In recent decades “mullah” has come to carry a pejorative connotation, but throughout this book I make no such implication, using the term only in its traditional sense to refer to a teacher who is knowledgeable in religious matters.) Ayatollahs Boroujerdi and Khomeini had both threatened on separate occasions to depose the shah on the grounds that the Baha’is were exercising an undue influence. On June 3, 1963, Ayatollah Khomeini stated:


Look at the calendar of the Baha’is of two years ago or maybe three years ago; it is there recorded: The equality of the rights of men and women, [this] is the opinion of ‘Abdul-Baha; the men [in charge in the government] are following him. The shah, utterly ignorant of this goes up there, and preaches the equality of the sexes. Man! You have been injected with this idea so that they can accuse you of being a Baha’i, so that I pronounce you an infidel; and that you may be dethroned. Don’t do this, you wretched one! Don’t do this. Universal compulsory education. . . it is ‘Abdul-Baha’s view.4


Khomeini’s threat to dethrone the shah was based on the shah’s progressive social stance—equality between men and women, and universal education—rather than corruption or mismanagement of the country. The clergy alleged that the shah himself, his prime minister Hoveyda and other members of his cabinet were Baha’is. These accusations attracted the full vitriol of the general public for a final assault against the Pahlavi dynasty. Historian Mohamad Tavakoli-Tarqi notes the centrality of the anti-Baha’i campaign to the 1979 revolution:


With the merging of the anti-Baha’i campaigns with the anti-Israel, anti-colonialist, and the anti-imperialist movements, the struggle for the elimination of the Baha’is turned into a struggle for the defeat and overthrow of the Pahlavi regime. The Iranian liberation movement regarded the “civil freedom of the Baha’is” as synonymous with the “captivity of the Muslim people.”5


When the shah was exiled, the clergy seized the reins of absolute power in Iran. For Baha’is, the regime of the Islamic Republic bore a remarkable resemblance to the brutality of the Qajar period as a second bloody age of imprisonment and executions began. Following the Islamic Revolution, the Baha’i community “witnessed attacks on their physical integrity, community structures, social standing and even their community survival.”6


The Constitution of 1906, which had been indirectly influenced by Babi and Baha’i teachings current among Iranian intellectuals at the time, was finally buried once and for all after the formation of the Islamic Consultative Assembly, led by the Guardianship of the Islamic Jurists. Since that time, merely mentioning the former constitution has been considered blasphemous. The new constitution gave other religions official recognition, but not the Baha’i faith.


* * *


Presently, even basic facts about the Baha’i religion and its followers are little known to the public in Iran. Any uncensored discussion regarding the Baha’is, their religion, and their place in Iran’s history, remains largely prohibited. A targeted program of censorship and disinformation carried out by governmental and religious authorities has created a lasting and overwhelmingly negative perception of Baha’is in the public mind.


That negative perception is in part enabled by the highly stratified social hierarchy defined in Islamic law, which distinguishes between the rights of men and women; Seyyeds, or descendants of the prophet, and ordinary Muslims; and between legally permitted non-Muslims, and a category regarded as najes, or ritually unclean, to which the Baha’i have been relegated. The label of najes, and the harsh enforcement of this distinction at a civic level, has rationalized the marginalization of the Baha’i community, deprived them of their civil rights, and cast them under a constant shadow of doubt and suspicion.


The lengthy duration of the Baha’i persecution has desensitized the general public to the nature of the brutality inflicted upon the religious group, but this disregard has also been fed for generations by deeply inculcated negative propaganda—the phenomenon of “fantasy fabrication” about the Baha’is that has become part of common beliefs. These fallacies became firmly rooted in the early years of the religion’s advent, but still linger around discussions of the Baha’i faith today. In each era the mythology generates new rumors and accusations, and the constant dehumanization prepares the ground for fresh abuse. Such conversations start in the family, at home, and at school. Now, under the Islamic Republic, these tales are taught to children as part of their education. Even secular Iranians have rarely been able to free themselves from the influence of such ideas, solidified in their minds during childhood.


Many of the enduring rumors about Baha’is cast them as sexual deviants, bringing the Baha’i community’s standards of moral conduct into question. Two examples may suffice.


The first is personal. My own grandmother was a devout Muslim, though her husband and children were Baha’is. The elderly woman came home from the mosque one evening in tears. She explained that the mullah had said many terrible things from the pulpit about the Baha’is, including that all Baha’is were illegitimately born. She had confronted him outside the mosque and told him, “Aqa, I have four children, all are Baha’is and none were born out of wedlock.” We asked her what his reply was. “Nothing,” she said, “he sniggered and left.”


Reza Fani Yazdi, author and human rights activist, describes the effect such rumors had on him as a non-Baha’i growing up in Iran:


For the children of our age group, Baha’ism had only a few characteristics. . . The followers were an unclean (Najes) group of people among whom there existed no moral standards. They had free sexual relations; father and daughters slept together, and during their nightly gatherings, following the religious portion of the meeting, they would turn out the lights and anyone could sleep with anyone else. . . The belief in the promiscuity of the Baha’is was not confined to the children and the youth. Many adults and elderly people in our country believed it to be true as well. This notion was so strong that some of the Muslim men who were looking for fun used to think that by turning to the Baha’i faith, they would have no problems in having affairs with the women and girls of the community.7


Another common accusation leveled at Baha’is is that they are intelligence agents in the service of various foreign powers, whether Russia, Great Britain, the United States, or Israel. In a similar vein it was alleged that the establishment of the Baha’i faith was linked to Western interventionism in Iran. The minority religious community became a scapegoat for fears grounded in Iran’s past dealings with Western colonial powers. As historian Tavakoli-Targhi notes, the Shi‘i clergy “represented a faith that had emerged from the heart of the religious culture of Iran as a complete product of colonial forces. . . This was in fact a scheme for estranging and purging those of a different religion and ideology from the political and religious life of Iran.”8


The opponents of the Baha’i faith have never presented evidence for the moral decadence of which they accuse the Baha’is, nor have they documented their claims of the faith’s links to foreign powers, or its alleged close ties with the shah’s regime and its secret police, SAVAK. The ruling clergy of Iran simply repeat the same unfounded statements in newspapers, books, and online media.


Since the beginnings of the Baha’i faith, the mosques have played a major role in turning public opinion against the Baha’is, with inflammatory sermons that could incite mob violence preached from the pulpit. Thousands of articles and volumes of anti-Baha’i literature aimed at the intellectual elite were penned by Shi‘i mullahs so that hostile attitudes towards Baha’is became entrenched at all levels of society, including the more secular minded. Various Islamic propaganda institutes aided in the publication and dissemination of anti-Baha’i polemical literature, books, articles, and journals as the only sources of information on the minority faith in Iran. Any rebuttal by the Baha’is in self-defense has been strictly forbidden, and discussion of the “enigmatic” Baha’i issue is routinely censored in publications.


Through decades of fierce antagonism and persecution directed at the Baha’is, only in very rare cases have Iranian writers or intellectuals—including the more secular minded—put pen to paper to defend the Baha’is or demand equal rights for them. A rare few courageously documented incidents where Baha’is were slaughtered, though they focused on criticizing the atrocities and violence rather than advocating for the rights of the Baha’is themselves. Only very recently have the voices of intellectuals, lawyers and artists been raised in defense of the human rights of Iran’s Baha’i community.9


This atmosphere has also had a detrimental effect on Iran’s scholars when it comes to discussing historical events that in one way or another involved the Baha’is. A sense of wariness—scholarly self-censorship—prevents historians from exploring these subjects in any depth. Iranian historians of the Qajar period who needed to mention the Babi and Baha’i movement in their accounts either confined themselves to a passing reference or, more likely, repeated familiar attacks on the group, providing few impartial insights into the movement. The censorship and lack of free speech imposed on Iran’s Baha’i citizens have further contributed to the erasure of their role in the nation’s history.


A few Iranian intellectuals living abroad have, during recent years, investigated the historic implications of this movement rationally and impartially, but rarely have they looked beyond the sphere of Babi research. The execution of the Bab in the barrack square of Tabriz in 1850, and the suppression of the Babi uprisings during the reign of Naser al-Din Shah, are generally regarded as the end of the story. Rather than exploring the actual aftermath of those events, historians have been more interested in speculating on how an alternative policy toward the Babi movement might have limited the power of the clergy. Some of the more thoughtful analysis available on the Baha’i movement will be introduced in the first chapter, which examines the reasons for Iranian opposition to the Baha’i faith.


This book is an effort to counter the dearth of accurate information on the history of the Baha’i faith in Iran, and to illustrate the nature of the suffering imposed on its followers. Recognition of the systematic discrimination they have endured is long overdue, as is the remarkable role of an unprecedented and significant movement that is essential to our understanding of modern Iran. In the early chapters, we will explore in more detail the reasons for the opposition of the clergy toward the Baha’i faith, and then examine the features of this confrontation during the Qajar and Pahlavi periods, and finally under the Islamic Republic as it continues today.




PART ONE



Persecution During the Qajar and Pahlavi Dynasties, 1844–1979





Chapter 1



Why Were the Babi and Baha’i Faiths Suppressed in Iran?



The hostility of the Shi‘i clergy towards the Babi and Baha’i faiths needs to be understood in the context of the sociopolitical conditions of nineteenth-century Iran and the historical awakening of Iranian society during that period.


The ruling Qajar dynasty (1794–1925) was a tribe of Turkic origin with uncertain claims to the throne, whose survival depended on the support of the clergy in guaranteeing public acceptance. The mullahs were granted many benefits under this arrangement, enjoying financial support in the form of shares in state properties and endowments. Every so often, however, they demonstrated their power to the Qajar monarchs by inciting rebellion, and they resisted any efforts by more progressive government ministers, such as Amir Kabir or Sepahsalar, to curtail their influence.


As historian Abbas Eqbal notes, the power of the Shi‘i religious leaders was at least equal to that of the monarchy, and was rationalized by religious law and their claim to be the representatives of the absent and hidden Imam.1 It was during the reign of Fath-‘Ali Shah Qajar that Mullah Ahmad Naraghi first proposed the concept of Velayat-e Faqih, the Guardianship of the Islamic Jurists, which would later form the basis of the rationale for the Islamic Republic’s power. The authority of the clergy even reached into the military during Fath-‘Ali Shah’s reign. In the same letter granting permission to the shah to declare war against Russia, the mujtahid Kashef al-Gheta referred to Fath-‘Ali Shah as “our servant who confesses to his servitude.”2


Through a legion of mullahs, prayer leaders, preachers, rowzeh khan (narrators of mourning ceremonies), and even fortune tellers and geomancers, the clergy controlled not only the population’s religious experience but its social conditions. Marriages, divorces, inheritance, and the transfer of property all fell under the jurisdiction of the ulama. Religious leaders enjoyed similar lifestyles to the monarchy, possessing harems with numerous wives and concubines. Many employed private armies that robbed ordinary citizens with impunity. During the most arduous droughts of the Qajar period, these same clergymen hoarded large quantities of wheat. In return for bribes, religious leaders extended their protection to the Qajar kings by declaring fatwas (judicial decrees) that gave freedom to the court, the army, and corrupt provincial rulers to plunder the nation.


The near absolute power of the ruling class in Iran is described in a contemporary account written by Hajj Sayyah Mahallati:


In no other country can we find one group of people given such free rein to do whatsoever they choose, and another group under such utter suppression and confinement. None of the great monarchs of Russia, Germany, Britain or any powerful government in the world. . . is so exempt from all obligations, so free to do as it pleases, and so immune from any reprimand, as are the monarch, the ministers, the princes, the chief-lictors, head constables, village chiefs, Seyyeds, the clergy and mullahs, and narrators of lamentation meetings in Iran. These religious leaders are armed with a sword of excommunication on the one hand, and an arrow of priesthood on the other with which they eliminate the wealth, life or tarnish the good name of whosoever they may wish, or anyone who does not abide by their requests. The concept of what is lawful or illegal; the notion of heaven and hell; the ruling of ritually clean and unclean, accursed and defiled all depend upon their word and decree. They regard themselves to be the lord of the world and the hereafter, and consider the king and his ministers, as well as the rulers and the governors to be assigned to implement their wishes, to which there are no limits. . . The state dignitaries, the governors, their relatives and servants also see themselves as the possessors of the lives, dignity and properties of people.3


The court historian of Naser al-Din Shah vividly described the actions of the private army of thugs employed by Seyyed Muhammad Baqer Shafti, who had come to Isfahan as a poor theological student, but amassed incalculable wealth:


It often happened that the bandits would dip and wash, in the mosque basins, the weapons with which they had murdered the Muslims, and took pride in it. “How numerous the nights” when the thugs raided the homes of the merchants and committed “a shameful act and disgrace” with the “wife and children.” If, on the following day, anyone would make mention of the “nocturnal occurrence,” “no doubt his head would be severed from his body on the following night.”4


Shafti’s judicial rulings condemned to death more than a hundred persons accused of breaking Islamic laws, and he himself was known to carry out many of the lashings and beheadings he ordered.


Over time, the Baha’i community developed its own identity and distinctive features. The emphasis on values such as honesty and being of service to others gradually established a solid reputation for its members as honest and trusted citizens. The stress on the importance of education created a generation motivated and engaged in the development of their country. The Baha’i world view encouraged association with others, including with the persecuted minority communities of Zoroastrians and the Jews, and the establishment of personal and commercial ties with them. Belief in gender equality, and campaigns encouraging the participation of women in public life, became significant factors in shaping its community life. It functioned without clergy and instead valued individual, independent investigation of issues, and administered its affairs through consultation by its elected representatives rather than rely on a clerical elite. All such changes singled out the community and distinguished the Baha’is as “something different”.


But in the climate of corruption and lawlessness that prevailed generally, the Babi and later the Baha’i communities were especially vulnerable targets. Anyone suspected of following the new faith was liable to be accused of random crimes. Even someone who was not a Baha’i could find themselves accused by a personal enemy or simply an opportunist wishing to procure another’s property. Progressive ideals behind political and social reforms were also rejected by the clergy on such grounds. The Shi‘i ulama claimed, for example, that the Constitutional Revolution of 1905, which first emerged as a rejection of the old social order, had in fact been initiated by the Babis.


The government turned a blind eye to Babi and Baha’i killings that were provoked by the clergy. The slightest protection or sympathy extended to members of the faith was sufficient grounds for one to be branded a follower and have one’s property seized by the government. Many accusations were opportunistic. The persecution or murder of the Baha’is was considered a meritorious act that would secure entry to paradise through the mullahs’ intercession. Anything obtained through pillage and looting was considered to be earthly reward for the effort. Historian Fashahi describes the frenzy that was unleashed on the Babis in the early years of the movement:


They ripped open their bodies, disemboweled them, tied their corpses to a rope and paraded them through the streets and alleys. Others were blown alive from the mouths of cannons, and chopped to pieces. The corpses of the dead were exhumed and burnt and displayed in the city. Some were beheaded in public; the severed heads were then stuffed with hay and sent as gifts to the chief army officers and to those in authority. Men, women, children, old and young were all slaughtered together. . . During the bloodbath of Tehran, Haji Sulayman Khan and Haji Ghasem Nayrizi were chained together from the neck, their bodies were pierced and burning candles were placed in their wounded flesh. But when they intended on cutting up Haji Sulayman Khan into pieces, he was dancing and chanting mystical poetry, and requested that his comrade Haji Qasem be the first to attain such a bounty as he believed the latter to rank above him.5


The opposition of the mullahs towards the Babis and Baha’is has been seen as the familiar resistance of an old religion to the emergence of a new one in its sphere of influence. Such a notion is valid, but should not obscure the unique social and political circumstances surrounding the advent of the new faith. In his book Resurrection and Renewal, regarded as the most complete academic analysis of the changes in nineteenth-century Iran, historian Abbas Amanat links the Bab’s advent to the modernization movement in Iran, and to the quest for freedom from a culture seen as obsolete and backward: “Babism responded to the changing socio-moral climate by consciously incorporating the notion of recurring renewal into the body of religious doctrine.”6


While the Bab claimed to be the hidden Twelfth Imam who reappears to bring justice to the world, he did not simply resolve Shi‘i expectations for the Mahdi and the impending resurrection. Rather than heralding the end time, he was affirming the beginning of a new age and the belief that one universal faith has been revealed in different forms throughout history. The new religion included a deep acknowledgment of change—an acceptance that nothing, including religion and religious beliefs—remains stagnant in this world.


This revolutionary step set the Babis on the road to a complete break from Islam and the creation of a new religious dispensation. The mind that conceived this break, and set about to achieve it, though primarily religious, shared the modernity of a secular mind as it traced the stagnation of the community not in the irreversible fate of its members but in their failure to see the incompatibility of their past religious values with the realities of a new era.7


The new religion’s most fundamental challenges to the social order of Shi‘i Iran were its emphases on modern education and the equality of men and women. In the teachings of Baha’u’llah and his eldest son ‘Abdul-Baha, education is said to be the key to progress. In hundreds of statements, they emphasize the great value of education. Humanity is compared to a mine filled with gems of inestimable value, which education alone can reveal and extract.8


In a time of widespread illiteracy, when learning to read the Quran in Arabic was the only education available to most people, the Baha’i community began to establish schools. It is not known exactly when the first ones opened. A small school for boys was founded in the Sar-e Qabr-e Aqa district of Tehran around 1897. In 1903 it was relocated, renamed the Tarbiyat School, and reorganized along Western educational lines. The Tarbiyat School for Girls started unofficially, perhaps as early as 1899, before being officially established in 1911 with thirty students, and quickly grew to several hundred. Both of these schools gained prominence and attracted students from notable families in the capital who were not Baha’is.9 Early efforts towards modern education were not limited to the Baha’i community; the pioneering educator known as Hasan Roshdieh founded a number of primary schools at this time.10 Altogether, around fifty schools for girls, as well as boys, appeared across the country.11


Conservative clerics such as Shaykh Fazlollah Nuri, who is seen as one of the founders of political Islam in Iran, associated all such efforts at modern education with the Baha’i faith. He claimed these new schools were contrary to religious law and would draw students away from Islam and towards the Baha’i faith. His writing shows the linkage of themes he considered offensive:


Ever since the inception of the parliament [Consultative Assembly], the ungodly, careless, and irreligious community who used to be referred to as Babis. . .has been set in sinful motion. . . stating that the laws revealed 1330 years ago must be updated according to the requirements of the time; bringing about the legalization of alcoholic beverages, the diffusion of brothels, founding of schools for girls, the education of women, the expenditure of the income from lamentation gatherings and pilgrimage sites towards the building of factories, roads, railways and other projects.”12


Historian Soli Shahvar notes that modern schools also threatened the source of income of many clerics who taught the Quran in the traditional manner.13


The schools organized by the Baha’i community were careful not to teach the Baha’i faith. All efforts were made to abide by state regulations and to precisely follow the government-set curriculum. Despite these measures, the Baha’i schools faced severe opposition and were often forced to close. In 1921, a mob incited by the local clergy in the town of Sangsar raided and burnt down the local Baha’i school.14 In the 1930s the Baha’i schools were all closed down at the order of Reza Shah Pahlavi.15


Reports on the Baha’i community written by foreign envoys who lived in Iran during that period call attention to the advancement achieved by women in this community and point out the significant differences between Baha’i and non-Baha’i women. The Baha’i concern for the equality of men and women was not limited to education, although education was strongly emphasized. In contrast to the prevailing sharia law and Shi‘i custom, Baha’i teachings accepted men and women as legally equal, set the age of maturity for women at fifteen, and required the bride’s consent as essential for marriage. Monogamy was universally prescribed, and temporary or short-term contractual marriage—known among Shi‘i Iranians as sigheh or nikah al-mot‘eh—was forbidden. Baha’i women were not required to wear a hijab.


It should not be imagined that these efforts yielded results easily. The surrounding traditional society exerted intense pressure on the emerging Baha’i community, and the greater freedom given to Baha’i women by their own community was interpreted as a sign of promiscuity.


The role of Tahereh Qurrat al-‘Ayn (1817–50), whose poetry was quoted in the introduction, throws light on the view of women in the earliest days of the Babi movement. She was among the first followers of the Bab and worked side by side with other leaders of the community in the expansion and organization of the Babi faith. Her scholarly knowledge was so highly regarded that she led seminars and participated in debates while seated behind a curtain, as Muslim custom considered it unchaste for a woman to sit in the same room with men other than her immediate family. In an act of courage that became legendary, she appeared unveiled in a gathering of Babi leaders in the hamlet of Badasht (June–July 1848), and thus opened the way for the liberation of Iranian women, but also her own martyrdom.


These advancements were not confined to women from urban backgrounds, but were promoted equally in rural villages and hamlets. One story shows how women’s advancement was deeply woven into the fabric of change that the Baha’i faith promoted.


Mullah ‘Ali Jan, the learned mullah of the village of Mahfuruzak, embraced the Baha’i faith in 1876, initially in secret and then openly. Gradually, the 400 inhabitants of his village all followed his example, and eventually some 1,500 people in the area converted. Mullah ‘Ali Jan and his wife Alaviyyeh founded two schools in the village, one for boys and one for girls, and taught literacy to adults as well. They educated the villagers in hygiene and improved agricultural practices. They founded a cooperative that helped the farmers to sell their products at better prices, and enabled the high-quality cotton they were now producing to reach Armenian and Russian markets. Poverty in the village was eradicated, and its mud houses were gradually replaced by brick homes.


The clergy in the neighboring villages sent letters to Naser al-Din Shah, accusing Mullah ‘Ali Jan of building a fort and preparing a rebellion against the government. Four hundred soldiers attacked Mahfuruzak at dawn on April 29, 1883, looting and burning the village. Most of the inhabitants fled to the woods. Mullah ‘Ali Jan and his wife Alaviyyeh were arrested along with several other men, women and children. Alaviyyeh was taken to the lieutenant governor for interrogation, but boldly shamed him into freeing the women and the children. The men, however, were sent to Tehran. The shah referred the decision to the leading mujtahid, who issued a death sentence, and Mullah ‘Ali Jan was publicly executed.16 The young widow Alaviyyeh, who also lost her two children shortly thereafter, took over as sole leader of the Baha’i community in Mahfuruzak, and continued with the reforms she and her husband had started. For almost four decades she traveled around the country to promote the advancement of women and the Baha’i faith, until her death in 1921.17



THE CONVERSION OF JEWS AND ZOROASTRIANS TO THE BAHA’I FAITH


Less than thirty years after the beginnings of the Babi-Baha’i faith, in the midst of the severe persecution of its followers, large numbers of Iranian Jews and Zoroastrians embraced the new faith, and continued to do so in subsequent decades.


The Jewish and Zoroastrian conversions of the 1880s are of particular social and historical interest, and a subject that has not yet been adequately explored. Both communities were highly conservative and had remained steadfast in their ancestral religions for centuries, despite hardships imposed on them after the Arab conquest of Iran. Neither the efforts of the Muslims to convert the Jews, nor those of Christian missionaries, had yielded significant results.


Converts to the Baha’i faith saw the Bab and Baha’u’llah as the fulfillment of messianic expectations in their own religions, but may also have been drawn by the appeal of modernism and the progressive ideologies of the new faith. The early converts from Judaism and Zoroastrianism were primarily merchants or from the educated class; in later stages, they were joined by farmers, laborers and factory workers.18


The conversion of Iranian Jews and Zoroastrians to the new religion was not a flight from their earlier persecutions, and it did not lead to comfort, wealth and a peaceful life. These new converts shared the fate of other Baha’is in being subjected to harassment, persecution, and discrimination. Some gave their lives for their faith.



IRANIAN IDENTITY OR ISLAMIC IDENTITY?


Through much of early history, a relative harmony had existed between the diverse ethnic and religious communities of Iran until this balance was upset by the Arab conquest and the introduction of Islam. After the defeat of the Sassanid Empire in the seventh century, Iranians largely gave up their ancestral religion of Zoroastrianism and converted, at times by the sword and at times willingly, to Islam. But unlike many other lands of the Arab conquest, Iranians preserved their national identity and kept their language and ethnicity distinct.


This was due in part to a flourishing of the Persian language in the centuries following the invasion of the Arabs. Shortly after the Arab conquest (between c.977 and 1010 CE), the poet Ferdowsi created his national epic, known as the Shahnameh (Book of Kings). His recounting of the mythical and historical stories of the pre-Islamic kings of Iran sustained the memory of ancient glory, the remnants of which were still visible in the landscape in the ruins of Persepolis and many other sites. Persian remained the language of Iran, and other languages and dialects such as Kurdi, Luri, and Baluchi also survived and were not replaced by Arabic.


The Arab conquest provoked continued uprisings and nationalist resistance movements such as the Shu‘ubiyyeh, the Siyah Jamegan, the revolts of Babak Khorramdin, Mazyar and Al-Moghanna, and the Ustad Sis rebellion, but each of these movements was defeated. Conversion to Islam was also encouraged through exemption from the tax known as jizyeh, which was levied on non-Muslims.19 Over centuries, Persian culture forged an internal reconciliation. The experience of Islam was disconnected from the memory of the Arab invasion, and Iranians gave their hearts to the religion and its ceremonies. Nevertheless, the two opposing poles of religious and national identity remained in a certain tension. Iranians participated wholeheartedly in the mourning ceremonies for Shi‘i martyrs, but they also joyously observed the ancient Zoroastrian equinox and solstice festivals, in spite of the disapproval of the clergy.


The mullahs’ opposition to Iranian nationalism has surfaced most recently during the early years of the 1979 revolution in failed attempts to ban the celebration of Nowruz, and fortunately aborted threats to demolish the ancient ruins of Persepolis. Ayatollah Khomeini blamed “colonialist schemers and their agents” for the persistence of Iranian nationalist sentiments, and Ayatollah Murteza Motahhari called Ferdowsi, the beloved poet of the national epic, a “deprived and vanquished loser” who composed his masterpiece for the sake of the Sultan’s coins.20 Ayatollah Motahhari also articulated a plan for programs designed to gradually eliminate the Persian language and replace it with Arabic. However, in the aftermath of the revolution there has been a revival of interest in the Zoroastrian festivals, a new flowering of Persian literary and spoken expression, and a significant increase in the number of Iranians who identify as not adhering to any religious belief. The tension between religious and national identity remains strong.


For many early followers of the Baha’i faith, the new religion restored a sense of national identity. It was seen as a faith that had emerged from Iran, possessing features in common with Zoroastrianism even as it was a contemporary religion consonant with modernist values. At a time when the Muslim lunar calendar was still in use in Iran, the Baha’i faith adopted the solar year as the basis of its calendar, and designated the ancient festival of Nowruz to mark the beginning of the Baha’i year, and as one of its holy days. The founders of the faith praised Iran’s past glory and achievements and made the nation’s progress and felicity their declared objectives. ‘Abdul-Baha challenged his fellow countrymen:


O people of Persia! Awake from your drunken sleep! Rise up from your lethargy! Be fair in your judgment: will the dictates of honor permit this holy land, once the wellspring of world civilization, the source of glory and joy for all mankind, the envy of East and West, to remain an object of pity, deplored by all nations? She was once the noblest of peoples: will you let contemporary history register for the ages her now degenerate state? Will you complacently accept her present wretchedness, when she was once the land of all mankind’s desire? Must she now, for this contemptible sloth, this failure to struggle, this utter ignorance, be accounted the most backward of nations? Were not the people of Persia, in days long gone, the head and front of intellect and wisdom? Did they not, by God’s grace, shine out like the daystar from the horizons of Divine knowledge?21


But he also offered a remedy for the despondency that is the greatest obstacle to progress and well-being:


It should not be imagined that the people of Persia are inherently deficient in intelligence, or that for essential perceptiveness and understanding, inborn sagacity, intuition and wisdom, or innate capacity, they are inferior to others. God forbid! On the contrary, they have always excelled all other peoples in endowments conferred by birth. Persia herself, moreover, from the standpoint of her temperate climate and natural beauties, her geographical advantages and her rich soil, is blessed to a supreme degree. What she urgently requires, however, is deep reflection, resolute action, training, inspiration and encouragement.22


The Baha’i writings offered assurance that Iran would regain her past glory. Future prosperity was not conditional upon the advent of a promised one, but on the merits of the Iranian people themselves, who could play a decisive part in the well-being of their country and liberate it from the condition that it had been struggling with for centuries.


When the Babi movement was first established, its comprehensive philosophy preceded many of the transformational social, cultural and political shifts that pushed Iran towards modernity. Many new followers held positions of power in Iranian society, and their conversion was not a matter to be taken lightly. The Baha’i faith resonated with their desire for social change in Iran. In this sense, the Baha’i faith was a reflection of the internal development of a modernist sensibility in Iranian society.


The reforms made by Amir Kabir, the emergence of enlightened intellectuals, the Constitutional Revolution, as well as the literary revolution and so forth; that is to say, the overall appearance of a new and modern Iran were all born out of this movement, and were its extension and logical consequence.23


Although the Constitutional Revolution is counted as the first victory for parliamentary democracy in Iran, the Constitution’s final form abandoned its original spirit and aspirations for liberty. The rewritten laws were to serve as the foundation of Iran’s government for the next fifty years, through the reign of the Pahlavi dynasty, and always guaranteed the power and influence of the Shi‘i ulama. From the very start of the Constitutional Revolution, clergymen such as Shaykh Fazlollah Nuri advocated for Islamic law and regarded the Constitutionalists as a product of the Babi-Baha’i movement:
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