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PREFACE

This book provides a short history of the Bahá’í Faith and of the Bábí movement from which it sprang. It is written for those who would like a succinct account of a religion that has become increasingly well known in recent years and has succeeded in gaining a widespread following throughout the world. I have sought to make use of the latest research on the two religions, but have tried to avoid weighting down the text with too many scholarly references. Readers wishing for more detail are referred to my The Babi and Baha’i Religions and A Concise Encyclopedia of the Bahá’í Faith (see references). Inevitably with such a brief work describing complex historical developments, I have had to omit much and to skate over difficult issues. I can only hope that the ice is not too thin.

Undoubtedly, one area that has been neglected is what might be termed the ‘faith’ dimension of history. For believers, the history of their own religion is more than simply a catalogue of events. Central episodes in particular are invested with mythical and theological meaning that give a colour and texture far different from an academic narrative such as this. Again, I have not included any extended discussion of the wider significance of events or sought to encompass them within some explicit theoretical framework.

Although the Bahá’í Faith grew out of the Bábí movement and its followers regard the Báb as one of the founders of the Bahá’í Faith, the two religions are very different. Rooted in mid-nineteenth-century Iranian Islam, Bábism may seem alien to many modern Western readers; a brief introduction to the Islamic and Iranian background is therefore provided. For its part, the Bahá’í Faith has clearly undergone an enormous transformation over the 132 years of its existence, most particularly in developing from a movement almost entirely confined to the Middle East into what is effectively a small-scale world religion (now with about five million followers). In the process, it has lost much of its contact with the Islamic and Iranian culture that originally surrounded it. While casual references in the press (and even in some textbooks on comparative religion) may still give the impression that the Bahá’í Faith is an Iranian religion, this is no longer the case. Bahá’ís respect Iran as the land of their religion’s birth and regard Islam as part of the process of divine revelation that includes all the major world religions, but they stress the independence of their Faith. Demographically, too, Iranians now comprise only a small minority in a religion whose main centres of growth are in monsoon Asia, sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America.

Moojan Momen and Juan Cole were kind enough to read through the draft of this book. To them my thanks. They are guiltless for the faults that remain. I must also thank Firouz Anaraki for his logistical support, Sammireh Smith for typing parts of the original manuscript and my children for their good-natured endurance of the trials engendered by fathers who write books. Very special thanks must go to Hassan Sabri and to Roger and Muriel Wilkinson for their encouragement, and to them this book is dedicated.

Peter Smith

Bangkok



Part I


THE BÁBÍ RELIGION, 1844–53



1
THE ISLAMIC AND IRANIAN BACKGROUND

The Bahá’í Faith centres on the person of Bahá’u’lláh (1817–92), its prophet-founder, but to understand its origins, we must examine both the Bábí movement from which it emerged and the complex world of mid-nineteenth century Iranian Shí‘ism in which Bábism is rooted. The Bahá’í Faith has long since developed in ways that make it distinctively different from Islam, but some reference to these Islamic and Iranian roots is essential. Not only did the Bábí religion emerge as a movement within Shí‘í Islam, but the Bábís and early Bahá’ís were almost all Iranians who had formerly been Shí‘í Muslims; the writings of the Báb (1817–50) – the founder of Bábism – and to a lesser extent those of Bahá’u’lláh are pervaded by Islamic concepts; and many Bábí and Bahá’í practices bear an obvious resemblance to those of Islam.

Resemblance and derivation are not the same as identity, of course, and to describe the Bahá’í Faith as a Muslim sect – as some writers are still inclined to do – is highly misleading, and as inaccurate as describing second-century Christianity as a Jewish sect.


ISLAM

Those aspects of the Islamic tradition that are replicated most clearly in the Bábí and Bahá’í religions concern the concepts of revelation and holy law. Thus, in all three religions it is believed that God has addressed humanity through a series of divinely appointed messengers – including Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Muḥammad – and that divine guidance for the present age is partly enshrined in a body of holy law based on scriptural revelations brought by the latest divine messenger. It is these same points, however, that most sharply separate the Bábís and Bahá’ís from orthodox Muslims. For Muslims, Muḥammad is the ‘seal of the prophets’ (understood to mean the last) and the Islamic holy law (the sharí‘a) provides the standard for human behaviour until the resurrection (qiyáma). For Bábís and Bahá’ís, the resurrection has already come; the Báb and Bahá’u’lláh are divine messengers (Bahá’ís generally use the term ‘Manifestation of God’ rather than ‘prophet’, and include Krishna, Zoroaster and the Buddha in their list of Manifestations); and Islamic law has been abrogated and replaced by the successive revelations of the Báb and Bahá’u’lláh as the proper guides for human beings in the contemporary world. These later revelations contain elements reminiscent of Islam, but are at the same time distinctively different (see chapters 3 and 6 for the main elements of Bábí and Bahá’í law).

Twelver Shí‘ism

The branch of Islam that formed the primary matrix in which the Bábí and Bahá’í religions developed was Twelver (Itbná-‘Ashariyyá) Shí‘ism, the state religion of Iran since the sixteenth century.

Shí‘ism differs from the Sunní Islam of most Muslims in various ways. Central to it is the devotion shown to a series of Imáms (leaders) who were related to the Prophet Muhammad and whom Shí‘ís regard as the recipients of divine grace and guidance. A Shí‘í is a ‘partisan’ of the Imáms. Various Shí‘í sects have developed, each with its own distinctive teachings and list of Imáms. The Twelvers, now the largest of various Shí‘í groups, recognize a succession of twelve Imáms, starting with Muḥammad’s cousin and son-in-law, ‘Alí ibn Abí Ṭálib (d. 661), and continuing through his descendants until Muḥammad al-Mahdí, who disappeared mysteriously in the year 873/4 (AH 260).

In the absence of the Imám, Twelver Shi‘ism has developed an intense messianic motif. The Twelfth Imám is regarded as hidden from the eyes of the faithful until the end of time, when he will return to vanquish his opponents and establish a kingdom of peace and justice. Messianic beliefs are also found in Sunnism, forming a recurrently active element in popular religion, but receive little official sanction.

Shí‘ís regard the writings, sayings and deeds of the Imáms as an additional source of divine guidance to the revelations of the Qur’án and the oral statements and practices (the hadíth) attributed to Muḥammad. In this they diverge sharply from the Sunnís, for whom only the latter constitute the basis for their path of tradition (sunna). Differences in ritual practice, social law and religious beliefs follow from this divergence, including a far greater readiness on the part of some Shí‘í thinkers to study gnosticism. One such gnostically inclined group – the Shaykhís – played a key role in the genesis of Bábism.

Institutionally, Twelver Shí‘ism also diverges from Sunnism in the role assumed by the religiously learned (the ‘ulamá). This has changed over time, reflecting the varying fortunes of Shí‘ism, but since the late seventeenth century the ‘ulamá have been able to establish a degree of authority and autonomy from government control unparalleled in Sunní states. The nature of the Islamic revolution in Iran, which took place in 1979, reflects this development, and the power of the clerical establishment was a major factor in both the expansion and the persecution of the Bábí movement.

Shí‘ism also contains a strong popular emphasis on suffering and martyrdom that is not found in Sunnism. This stems from the oppression and persecution that have been part of the historical experience of the Shí‘ís as a minority group. The supreme embodiment of this was the killing of ‘Alí’s son – the Prophet’s grandson – Imám Ḥusayn, at the battle of Karbalá in Iraq in 680, an incident that is still commemorated by the Shí‘ís with great emotional intensity. For their part the Bábís readily identified with the faithful defenders at Karbalá during their own sufferings, and Bábí and later Bahá’í readiness to suffer martyrdom became a major ‘proof’ of their mission for some Shí‘ís.


NINETEENTH-CENTURY IRAN

As a modern country, Iran came into being during the sixteenth-century rule of the Safavids (1501–1722), with Shí‘ism coming to act as an important force holding the disparate elements of the population together. Following a period of collapse and fragmentation, the Qájár tribe established a new period of unitary dynastic rule in 1794. The dynasty remained nominally in power until 1925.

Delegating considerable power to provincial governors, the Qájárs acted as suzerains over an enormous empire three times the size of France, but with large areas of sparsely populated desert, semi-desert or mountainous terrain. In the towns, urban elites of military personnel, high-ranking ‘ulamá, landowners and merchants enjoyed considerable independence, dominating both urban life and the largely powerless and illiterate peasantry of the surrounding hinterland. Elsewhere, tribes of nomadic and semi-nomadic pastoralists came and went generally as they pleased, frequently dominating the settled population.

The state religion was Twelver Shí‘ism, yet there was a perceptible tension between the secular powers and the ‘ulamá. Possessing their own economic resources from land grants and religious taxes, and with key institutions located outside Iranian control in the Shí‘í shrine cities of Iraq (particularly in Najaf and Karbalá, the burial places of the Imáms ‘Alí and Ḥusayn respectively), the higher-ranking ‘ulamá frequently assumed a major role in urban politics. They also exercised patronage over the lower-ranking ‘ulamá, including village mullás and the bevy of students of sacred law and theology. A clearly defined hierarchy amongst the higher ‘ulamá had not then fully developed, and individual mujtahids (those who were qualified to exercise their own judgement in matters of religious law) functioned relatively independently, guiding their followers and on occasion becoming involved in bitter disputes with their fellows.


SHAYKHISM

Disputes between mujtahids sometimes followed legal or theological divisions. Such was the case with the emergence of Shaykhism in the early nineteenth century. Originating in the doctrines of an Arab Shí‘í teacher, Shaykh Aḥmad (1753–1826), Shaykhism gained a wide following in Iran and Iraq, both amongst the ‘ulamá and their lay followers. It was opposed by other ‘ulamá who considered it dangerously heterodox, and under the leadership of the Shaykh’s successor, Sayyid Káẓim Rashtí (d. 1844), it increasingly took on a sectarian appearance. Much early Shaykhí literature is highly abstruse, but it seems clear that in addition to an extreme veneration of the Imáms, the Shaykhí leaders promulgated an essentially gnostic interpretation of Islam, in which they themselves occupied a special position as the unveilers of hidden and esoteric knowledge. They may also have taught at least some of their disciples that the resurrection was near. Thus, there was a widespread response to the Báb’s declaration among the Shaykhí community.



2
THE EMERGENCE OF THE BÁBÍ MOVEMENT


THE BÁB

Sayyid ‘Alí-Muḥammad, the Báb, was born in the southern Iranian city of Shíráz on 20 October 1819, into a family of traders and merchants. His father, Sayyid Muḥammad-Ridá, died while the Báb was still a child (c. 1826) and he was brought up by his mother, Fáṭima Bagum, and under the guardianship of one of her brothers, Ḥájí Mírzá Sayyid ‘Alí. He was an only child. His family claimed descent from the Prophet Muḥammad (hence the title sayyid).

As a boy, ‘Alí-Muḥammad attended a local Qur’ánic school for his elementary education as well as receiving commercial training from his family. Then, when he was fifteen, he began work in his uncle’s business in the port city of Búshihr, later setting up as an independent merchant.

Several accounts emphasize the boy’s extreme piety, and certainly by the time he was living in Búshihr, religious concerns were of primary importance to him. Thus, in about 1841, he felt impelled to close his office and embark on an extended pilgrimage to the Shí‘í shrine cities in Iraq, where his fervent devotion attracted some attention, including among individuals who were later to become his disciples. He eventually returned to his home in Shíráz, where in August 1842 he married one of his cousins, Khadíjih. The young couple’s only child died in infancy in 1843.
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‘Alí-Muḥammad’s extreme piety and asceticism continued to attract attention, and it seems that he now began to gain a special reputation for holiness, some perhaps going so far as to see him as a living saint with miraculous powers. Certainly, by his own account, he now experienced a number of visionary dreams, in one of the most dramatic of which (in April 1844) he saw the severed head of the Imám Ḥusayn, drops of whose blood he drank and whose grace he thus imbibed. He felt as if the spirit of God had ‘permeated’ and ‘taken possession’ of his soul (Nabíl 253). He also began to write on religious themes, this being a highly unusual activity for someone who had not received a specialized clerical education.


THE BÁB’S DECLARATION AND CLAIMS

This growing consciousness of divine inspiration culminated in the Báb’s declaration of mission in May 1844. Various accounts of this declaration exist, but the key event was the conversion of one of the most prominent and influential of the younger Shaykhís, Mullá Ḥusayn Bushrú’í (c. 1813/14–49), which occurred on the evening of 22 May 1844. This represented a turning point. Not only did ‘Alí-Muḥammad now claim to be the bearer of a divine mission, but he had gained his first disciple. A new religious movement had come into being.

The exact nature of ‘Alí-Muḥammad’s early claims and of the understanding of them within the fledgling Bábí movement remains ambiguous. Eventually, the Báb was to lay open claim to be the awaited Imám – the Mahdí – and to be the bearer of a new divine revelation, but at first he was widely understood to be claiming to be only the intermediary – the báb or ‘gate’ – between the Hidden Twelfth Imám and the Shí‘í faithful. Thus he became generally known as the Báb and his followers as Bábís.

Different readings have been made of the Qayyúmu’l-Asmá’, the most important of the Báb’s early writings and begun on the night of his initial declaration. Terminology suggesting that he was the gate of the Imám was used, but it seems highly likely that more was intended. Thus, the Qayyúmu’l-Asmá’ itself is composed in the manner of the Qur’án and, although written at the behest of the Hidden Imám, is also presented as ‘new verses from God’. Higher claims are implicit: the Báb was the Imám’s ‘own self in the worlds of command and creation’ (MacEoin, ‘From Shaykhism to Bábism’ 159–60, 173–4), and clerical readers in Karbalá and elsewhere were quick to condemn the book as purporting to be the ‘descent’ of ‘divine revelation’.

Given that the Báb was later to make explicit claims of this nature, it may well be that they were intended from the beginning but were initially concealed. Certainly in 1847 the Báb referred to the progression of his claims, his initial position being intended to prevent people from becoming agitated by the coming of a ‘new book’ (or revelation) (Amanat 199).

In whatever way the Báb’s initial status was understood, it was clear from the beginning that he was making extraordinary claims to authority in Shí‘í terms. The challenge to the ‘ulamá was particularly clear. Even if the Báb was only the Imám’s intermediary, he was now to be seen as the supreme authority in the Shí‘í world, and the ‘ulamá could only continue to exercise their own authority as his agents. His claims demanded a response, whether it be the utter devotion of his followers or the bitter enmity of his opponents.

Apart from the complex nature of the Báb’s particular religious claims, his actual appeal as a religious leader was evidently multi-faceted. Thus, his declaration occurred in the context of the crisis in leadership that followed Sayyid Káẓim’s death in Karbalá (c. 1/2 January 1844). There was no appointed successor, and several of the leading disciples advanced claims to leadership. For a significant number of Shaykhís, then, the Báb represented a charismatic successor to the first two Shaykhí masters.

Beyond this there was the Báb’s popular appeal. Even prior to the declaration of his claims, the Báb was seen as a saintly ascetic and as such was a potential focus of popular piety. Within Shíráz, this appeal appears to have been strengthened after he commenced his mission, and many people who were not Bábís acquired copies of his writings, for some at least because of the sacred power these were assumed to possess. His appeal as a popular holy man resurfaced at other times in his mission.

Far more specific than this was the Báb’s announcement of the near advent of the Imám Mahdí. That his own mission commenced in the year AH 1260 (1844), the thousandth anniversary of the original disappearance of the Twelfth Imám in AH 260, readily accorded with this claim, of course, and both accentuated and attracted the millenarian sentiment that was prevalent at the time.


INITIAL EXPANSION

Mullá Ḥusayn and a group of other young Shaykhís who had followed him to Shíráz after the death of Sayyid Káẓim accepted the Báb and were then sent by him to various parts of Iran to announce his claims, but without as yet divulging his name. A widespread network of Bábí groups soon came into being, mostly amongst the existing Shaykhí communities. A special messenger, Mullá ‘Alí Basṭámí, was also sent by the Báb to the Shí‘í holy cities in Iraq to present the Báb’s claims. Again, first addressing himself to the Shaykhís, Mullá ‘Alí succeeded in gaining a considerable number of converts, both Iranian and Arab. When he turned to the most prominent non-Shaykhí Shí‘í cleric (Shaykh Muḥammad Ḥasan an-Najafí), however, he was denounced as a heretic and the Báb’s writings branded as blasphemous.

A coalition of Shí‘í ‘ulamá in Iraq rapidly formed to oppose Mullá Alí’s influence, which continued to spread. In January 1845, Mullá ‘Alí was tried by a joint tribunal of Sunní and Shí‘í ‘ulamá and sent to Istanbul, where he was sentenced to hard labour in the Istanbul dockyards.

The Báb meanwhile journeyed to Mecca for the pilgrimage season, accompanied only by one of his disciples and a servant. He proclaimed his cause but elicited little response. Having received news of Mullá ‘Alí’s reception in Iraq, he cancelled a projected gathering of his followers in Karbalá, where they were to await the arrival of the Mahdí, and instead returned to Shíráz (July 1845). This change of plan was attributed to badá’, the alteration of divine decree in response to changed circumstances, an essentially heretical doctrine, which indicated the unorthodox nature of Bábí millenarianism (Smith, Babi and Baha’i Religions 16). Some of those who had been caught up in the general millenarian excitement of the Báb’s first announcement fell away, leaving only the most committed.

OEBPS/images/20.jpg





OEBPS/images/p3.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781780747354.jpg
il bahi' Fal

A SHORT HISTORY










