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Many articles published in The Journal of Bahá’í Studies allude to the institutions and 
central figures of  the Bahá’í Faith; as an aid for those unfamiliar with the Bahá’í Faith, 
we include here a succinct summary excerpted from http://www.bahai.org/beliefs/
bahaullah-covenant/. The reader may also find it helpful to visit the official web site for the 
worldwide Bahá’í community (www.bahai.org) available in several languages. For article 
submission guidelines, please visit journal.bahaistudies.ca/online/about/submissions/.

ABOUT THE BAHÁ’Í FAITH

The Bahá’í Faith, its followers believe, is “divine in origin, all-embracing in scope, broad 
in its outlook, scientific in its method, humanitarian in its principles and dynamic in the 
influence it exerts on the hearts and minds of  men.” The mission of  the Bahá’í Faith is 
“to proclaim that religious truth is not absolute but relative, that Divine Revelation is 
continuous and progressive, that the Founders of  all past religions, though different in 
the non-essential aspects of  their teachings, ‘abide in the same Tabernacle, soar in the 
same heaven, are seated upon the same throne, utter the same speech and proclaim the 
same Faith’” (Shoghi Effendi).

The Bahá’í Faith began with the mission entrusted by God to two Divine Messengers—
the Báb and Bahá’u’lláh. Today, the distinctive unity of  the Faith They founded stems 
from explicit instructions given by Bahá’u’lláh that have assured the continuity of  
guidance following His passing. This line of  succession, referred to as the Covenant, went 
from Bahá’u’lláh to His Son ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and then from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá to His grandson, 
Shoghi Effendi, and the Universal House of  Justice, ordained by Bahá’u’lláh. A Bahá’í 
accepts the divine authority of  the Báb and Bahá’u’lláh and of  these appointed successors.

The Báb (1819-1850) is the Herald of  the Bahá’í Faith. In the middle of  the 19th century, 
He announced that He was the bearer of  a message destined to transform humanity’s 
spiritual life. His mission was to prepare the way for the coming of  a second Messenger 
from God, greater than Himself, who would usher in an age of  peace and justice.

Bahá’u’lláh (1817-1892)—the “Glory of  God”—is the Promised One foretold by the Báb 
and all of  the Divine Messengers of  the past. Bahá’u’lláh delivered a new Revelation 
from God to humanity. Thousands of  verses, letters and books flowed from His pen. In 
His Writings, He outlined a framework for the development of  a global civilization which 
takes into account both the spiritual and material dimensions of  human life. For this, He 
endured torture and forty years of imprisonment and exile.

In His will, Bahá’u’lláh appointed His eldest son, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá (1844-1921), as the 
authorized interpreter of  His teachings and Head of  the Faith. Throughout the East 
and West, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá became known as an ambassador of  peace, an exemplary human 
being, and the leading exponent of  a new Faith.

Appointed Guardian of  the Bahá’í Faith by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, His eldest grandson, Shoghi 
Effendi (1897-1957), spent 36 years systematically nurturing the development, deepening 
the understanding, and strengthening the unity of  the Bahá’í community, as it increasingly 
grew to reflect the diversity of  the entire human race.

The development of  the Bahá’í Faith worldwide is today guided by the Universal House 
of  Justice (established in 1963). In His book of  laws, Bahá’u’lláh instructed the Universal 
House of  Justice to exert a positive influence on the welfare of  humankind, promote 
education, peace and global prosperity, and safeguard human honor and the position of  
religion.
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Aർඍංඈඇ ංඇ ඍඁൾ Fඈඋආൺඍංඏൾ A඀ൾ

The human imagination is easily cap-
tured by heroes. From a young age, 
many of us are raised on stories of ex-
traordinary individuals, defi ned by the 
qualities of courage and persistence, 
who overcome daunting obstacles to 
change the circumstances around them. 
There is surely inspiration to be taken 
from such examples. For Bahá’ís, the 
fact that Shoghi Eff endi named the 
fi rst period of the history of the Faith 
“the Heroic Age” is proof enough of 
the power of heroic fi gures, like those 
whose stories he brought to us through 
his translation of The Dawn-Breakers, 
to inspire us today. 

It is not surprising, then, that we 
look for heroes in the world around us, 
nor that we often imagine ourselves as 
heroes in our own stories. Yet in re-
ceiving and retelling hero stories, we 
may unconsciously fall into the prev-
alent approach of framing the hero’s 
journey in terms of the other who must 
be overcome: some person or group to 
be resisted, opposed, and fought. “A 
story is only as good as its villain” may 
be good advice for fi ction writers, but 
if we blindly regurgitate internalized 
narratives of “us” and “them” onto the 
world around us, we fail to fi nd the true 

From the Editor’s 
Desk
MICHAEL SABET

transformative potential of the hero.
More than a century into the 

Formative Age of the Bahá’í Faith, 
we are learning a new kind of hero-
ism, forged in “the arena of service” 
(‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Selections 208). The 
contributions in this issue of the 
Journal of Bahá’í Studies invite us 
to take our place in this arena with 
respect to “most vital and challeng-
ing issue confronting the Bahá’í 
community” (Shoghi Eff endi, Advent 
33). While they speak directly to the 
North American experience, and par-
ticularly to issues of race and racial 
prejudice in the United States, they 
convey valuable insights for readers in 
all contexts.

Bahá’ís in America and beyond, 
whether at the forefront of working 
for the elimination of racial preju-
dice or approaching the issue for the 
fi rst time, will want to study Paul 
Lample’s “Exploring a Framework for 
the Elimination of Racial Prejudice in 
America” carefully.1 At a time when 
so many, even when the best of inten-
tions, are lured into oppositional forms 
of action that, while seeking to address 
the ills of society, simultaneously con-
tribute to its deepening polarization, 
Lample invites us to rigorously con-
sider the possibilities for true social 
transformation latent in an evolving 
framework for action grounded in the 
Revelation of Bahá’u’lláh—He Who 
“has drawn the circle of unity” and 

1 At the request of the National 
Spiritual Assembly of the United States, 
this article is also being published sepa-
rately in paperback and e-book formats.
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act impulsively, and perhaps not even 
dramatically; she devotes herself to 
steady, patient, and faithful work with-
in an evolving framework that enables 
systematic, organically growing action.

Derik Smith’s “The Framework for 
Action and the Legacy of the Civil 
Rights Movement” provides a striking 
complement to Lample’s thesis. Lest 
we fi nd ourselves falling back into the 
dominant imaginary of social change, 
which tells us that meaningful progress 
in history has been driven by singular 
heroes who had the courage to stand 
against implacable foes, Smith uncov-
ers the less-told story of the American 
Civil Rights Movement, in which many 
of the same principles and processes 
animating the Bahá’í community’s 
approach to social change today fi nd 
their counterparts. This is a story of ed-
ucational programs and capacity build-
ing, of the masses being painstakingly 
trained for service. In highlighting how 
crucial this systematic approach was 
to the successes of the Civil Rights 
Movement, Smith also helps us see 
how vital the Bahá’í community’s own 
systematic work within the framework 
for action will be to its mission, which 
is nothing less than “the transformation 
of the world” (Riḍván 2018).  

This issue also includes a review, by 
Michael L. Penn, of Yascha Mounk’s 
The Identity Trap: A Story of Ideas and 
Power in Our Time. Penn’s thoughtful 
appraisal of Mounk’s thesis is a valu-
able contribution in its own right to our 
thinking on the question of identity that 
has captured so great a portion of our 
collective imagination. 

“has made a design for the uniting of 
all the peoples, and for the gathering 
of them all under the shelter of the tent 
of universal unity” (‘Abdu’l-Bahá, 
Paris Talks 54). The potential of this 
approach is staggering:

this process will not place Bahá’ís 
at the sidelines of the work of ad-
dressing the problem of race in 
the wider society. Rather, it is the 
essential work that will ultimately 
help to lead the American nation 
out of its intractable impasse and 
endless confl ict. If this work is 
pursued unrelentingly in the de-
cades ahead, the Guardian’s high 
expectations for the Bahá’í com-
munity’s unique contribution to 
the elimination of racial prejudice 
in American society can ultimately 
be fulfi lled in a manner that today 
can be only dimly imagined. (19)

“Exploring a Framework” contains 
too many insights to try to capture 
here, but something can be said about 
the picture Lample provides of the in-
dividual who contributes to this crucial 
work. She is not a singular visionary, 
but a collaborator working to build 
unity of vision (Lample 14). She does 
not look for human enemies to defy 
and defeat, but seeks opportunities to 
raise collective understanding and ca-
pacity to act, recognizing that “[t]he 
fate of all peoples is now inextricably 
bound together,” and that progress lies 
in the forging of just relationships be-
tween individuals, communities, and 
institutions (42). And she does not 

The Journal of Bahá’í Studies 35.1–2 2025
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Scattered throughout the pages of the issue are historical photographs of the 
Bahá ’í House of Worship in Wilmette, Illinois, at progressive stages of construc-
tion, also featured on the cover photo captured with inimitable sensitivity by 
Farzam Sabetian.

We are also pleased to present two poems by Yahia Lababidi, “Wounded 
Healers” and “Inventory,” each of which highlights the paradoxical quality of the 
true hero who achieves inner and outer transformation through learned selfl ess-
ness. We off er this issue to all those who “work hard / in dark caves to carve / space 
for such a Light.”
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You might also 
like to read...
As a service to our readers, we are in-
cluding links to articles and books re-
lated to the subjects presented in this 
issue. Articles previously published in 
the Journal are available for free on 
our website.

Fൺංඍඁ, Pඋඈඍൾඌඍ, ൺඇൽ Pඋඈ඀උൾඌඌ
by Elsie Austin
/doi.org/10.31581/jbs-8.2.1(1998)

Spirituality or faith requires individu-
als to embody the principles and values 
that promote the positive development 
of human beings and human society. 
Confronted with aspects of human so-
ciety that are inconsistent with those 
principles, individuals may be faced 
with the necessity of protest. Protest 
does not have to mean violence, but 
rather the courage to reject the false 
and unjust. Such protest based on faith 
can have a transforming eff ect on both 
the individual and society. In this es-
say, examples from the experience of 
African Americans are used to demon-
strate the transforming eff ect on soci-
ety of individual corageous acts.

Cൾඇඍൾඋංඇ඀ ඍඁൾ “Pඎඉංඅ ඈൿ ඍඁൾ Eඒൾ”: 
Bඅൺർ඄ඇൾඌඌ, Mඈൽൾඋඇංඍඒ, ൺඇൽ ඍඁൾ 
Rൾඏൾඅൺඍංඈඇ ඈൿ Bൺඁග’ඎ’අඅගඁ
by Derik Smith
doi.org/10.31581/jbs-29.1-2.2(2019)

Bahá’u’lláh likened people of African 
descent to the “pupil of the eye” 

through which the “light of the spirit 
shineth forth.” This essay argues that 
the “pupil of the eye” metaphor is a 
deeply consequential, distinguish-
ing feature of the transformative so-
cial and spiritual system laid out in 
Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation. Studying 
the nexus of capitalism, race, and in-
tellectual history, the essay historiciz-
es Bahá’u’lláh’s elevating metaphor, 
arguing that it amounts to a forceful 
refutation of anti-blackness and thus a 
dismantling of one of modernity’s piv-
otal ideologies. Ultimately, the essay 
demonstrates that the unique integrity 
and coherence of Bahá’u’lláh’s system 
for the creation of universal unity and 
justice is especially manifest through 
analytical contemplation of the “pupil 
of the eye” metaphor.

Rൺർൾ ൺඇൽ Rൺർංඌආ: Pൾඋඌඉൾർඍංඏൾඌ 
ൿඋඈආ Bൺඁග’ට Tඁൾඈඅඈ඀ඒ ൺඇൽ Cඋංඍංർൺඅ 
Sඈർංඈඅඈ඀ඒ
by Matthew Hughey
doi.org/10.31581/jbs-27.3.1(2017)

What is race? What is racism? How do 
they relate, especially as they pertain 
to Bahá’í teachings on both racial ac-
cord and prejudice? There have been 
nearly eighty years of social scientif-
ic advancement on, and illumination 
of, these issues since Shoghi Eff endi 
wrote in The Advent of Divine Justice 
that “racial prejudice” is the “most vital 
and challenging issue confronting the 
Bahá’í community at the present stage 
of its evolution” (33–34). Accordingly, 
I review the concepts of race and rac-
ism based on the latest social scientifi c 
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academic material that caters to a sec-
ular audience but draws on Bahá’í in-
sights, and then explains attempts to do 
so in this research project.

Sൾൾ඄ංඇ඀ Lං඀ඁඍ ංඇ ඍඁൾ Dൺඋ඄ඇൾඌඌ ඈൿ 
“Rൺർൾ”
by Jamar Wheeler
doi.org/10.31581/jbs-27.3.2(2017)

In this article, the author explores ra-
cialism through a lens that integrates a 
sociological and Bahá’í-informed per-
spective. A historical sketch of how the 
race concept evolved is off ered, along 
with a contemporary analysis of what 
history has wrought at the macro and 
micro levels of society. Viewing ra-
cialism as a dark, subjugating aspect 
of social life, the author presents the 
oneness of mankind as an enlightening 
force that, when actualized through 
individual agency and collective so-
cial action, has the power to transform 
society as small-scale eff orts snowball 
into community-level movements.

understanding of them in order to bet-
ter understand their defi nition and op-
eration and to delineate their relation to 
one another. I then consider how these 
concepts are used in the Writings of the 
Central Figures and Institution of the 
Bahá’í Faith and attempt to correlate 
them with modern social scientifi c 
knowledge in order to provide a more 
nuanced and accurate understand-
ing of them, which in turn may assist 
with better applications of the Bahá’í 
teachings to contemporary public dis-
course.‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s teachings on 
evolution and show that He reconciles 
two viewpoints—evolution and divine 
creation—that other thinkers have 
deemed irremediably in confl ict.

Rൾർඈඇඌංൽൾඋංඇ඀ ඍඁൾ Cංඏංඅ Rං඀ඁඍඌ Eඋൺ 
ංඇ ඍඁൾ Fඈඈඍඌඍൾඉඌ ඈൿ ‘Aൻൽඎ’අ-Bൺඁග
by June Manning Thomas
doi.org/10.31581/jbs-31.4.341(2021)

This article reviews major princi-
ples concerning racial prejudice that 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá explained during His 
1912 visit to North America. Three of 
the principles that emerged from talks 
He gave during that trip were the falla-
cy of racial prejudice, the need to judge 
people by their moral character rather 
than their race, and the mutual respon-
sibilities of diff erent races toward each 
other. The article describes how these 
principles helped the author research 
and then write a combination history 
and memoir of race relations and de-
segregation in South Carolina during 
the civil rights era. The author com-
ments on the diffi  cult task of writing 

The Journal of Bahá’í Studies 35.1–2 2025
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themselves, addressing their needs and 
defi ciencies, in order to better equip 
themselves for the part they eventual-
ly would have to play (21). For more 
than a century, the American Bahá’í 
community—fi rst in response to the 
appeals of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and later to 
those of the Guardian—attempted to 
address the problem of racial prejudice 
within the community and, increasing-
ly, within society. Such eff orts were 
generally sporadic in nature, with pe-
riods of intensity and marked progress, 
but also with periods of diminished 
attention and limited results. 

As new insights have emerged in 
recent decades from the unfoldment 
of the Divine Plan, the community has 
begun to advance in its understanding, 
and in its capacity for systematic ac-
tion.  And with the escalation of racial 
division within the wider society in 
recent years, the Bahá’ís of the United 
States fi nd themselves in a position 
to engage in the type of action—sus-
tained and guided by learning—that 
can release in greater measure the 
society-building power of the Faith 
to counteract this long-standing and 
seemingly intractable challenge. It is 
now possible to conceive how a more 
systematic approach to the problem 
of racial prejudice can, in the decades 
ahead, unfold in a manner that could 
profoundly impact American society.

The following sections explore how 
to learn within an evolving framework 
for action that can lead, ultimately, to 
the elimination of racial prejudice in 
America. The fi rst section discusses the 
Bahá’í community’s experience with 

Exploring a 
Framework for the 
Elimination of 
Racial Prejudice 
in America
PAUL LAMPLE

“All humanity,” a letter written on 
[the Guardian’s] behalf observes, 
“is disturbed and suff ering and 
confused; we cannot expect to not 
be disturbed and not to suff er—but 
we don’t have to be confused.” 
The way forward has never been 
clearer . . . to organize these mat-
ters within the proven framework 
for action guiding the Bahá’í 
world’s systematic endeavors. 
— From a letter written on behalf 
of the Universal House of Justice, 
4 February 2018

In The Advent of Divine Justice, Shoghi 
Eff endi indicates that the time would 
come when the American believers 
would be called to help eradicate the 
evil tendency of racial prejudice from 
the lives and hearts of their fellow 
citizens. Although when he wrote to 
them, their community was, as he ex-
plained, too restricted in size to have 
“any marked eff ect on the great mass 
of their countrymen,” he encouraged 
them to begin to make changes among 
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involvement in the discourses of so-
ciety. A letter written on behalf of the 
House of Justice described this evolv-
ing conceptual framework as “a matrix 
that organizes thought and gives shape 
to activities and which becomes more 
elaborate as experience accumulates” 
(Framework for Action ¶ 54.5). The 
purpose of adopting such a frame-
work is to help to formulate a shared 
understanding of the vision, concepts, 
methods, and approaches that serve as 
a basis for unity of thought and action 
in a particular arena of endeavor.

As the friends act together within a 
common framework for action, learn-
ing takes place when certain approach-
es prove to be eff ective, and these can 
be systematically implemented and 
further disseminated. And at the same 
time as proven approaches are shared, 
additional objectives for learning can 
be specifi ed to address obstacles that 
arise or to explore new frontiers of en-
deavor that are not yet well understood. 
In this way, over time, the framework 
continues to evolve to integrate the 
growing complexity of thought and 
action that emerges as the progress of 
the enterprise unfolds in breadth and 
depth.1 The House of Justice states 
that “when the elements of the Plan’s 
framework for action are combined 
into a coherent whole, the impact on a 

1 A discussion of how to approach 
the idea of this framework for action that 
guides the work of the Bahá’í community 
in relation to scholarly endeavor is present-
ed in my article, “Toward a Framework for 
Action,” published in the Journal of Bahá’í 
Studies, vol. 28, no. 3, 2018.  

an evolving framework for action, as it 
has unfolded over the past two decades 
under the guidance of the Universal 
House of Justice. The second section is 
an attempt at reading the reality of the 
discourse on race and racial prejudice 
in America—not to produce a compre-
hensive review or statement about race, 
but to identify a few insights that can 
inform the approach of the Bahá’í com-
munity to the problem. Next comes a 
consideration of a range of ideas drawn 
from the Bahá’í writings that should 
be part of this conceptual framework, 
followed by a discussion of the oppor-
tunities presented by the current series 
of Plans for systematic and eff ective 
action, and an exploration of the learn-
ing process that will ensure that eff orts 
grow in clarity, complexity, eff ective-
ness, and scope over time. Finally, 
there are a few thoughts about the ca-
pabilities required of those who seek to 
participate in such a formidable fi eld of 
action. All these thoughts are off ered as 
but one contribution to the vibrant con-
sultation and action already underway 
in the American Bahá’í community.  

Tඁൾ Nൺඍඎඋൾ ඈൿ ൺඇ Eඏඈඅඏංඇ඀ 
Fඋൺආൾඐඈඋ඄ ൿඈඋ Aർඍංඈඇ

The nature of an evolving framework 
for action has been described in the 
messages of the Universal House of 
Justice over the past two decades. 
The framework currently employed 
in the execution of the Divine Plan 
encompasses activities related to 
learning about the processes of com-
munity building, social action and 
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actions or observations. It involves 
undertaking well-considered action to 
come to understand what was previ-
ously unknown, and drawing on proven 
experience to determine how to achieve 
additional progress. It includes moving 
toward a selected, intentional aim, or 
destination, and evaluating progress 
to determine whether a particular line 
of action contributes to advancement 
or not. Experience generated trying to 
progress in a particular direction may 
even result in deeper understanding 
that leads to a decision to alter the 
intended aim. Thus, those engaged in 
the learning process continually refer 
to a set of questions: Where were we? 
Where are we now? How did we learn 
about moving from where we were to 
where we are now? Where are we go-
ing? How do we plan to get to where 
we are going, and what do we need to 
learn to get there? If certain signs of 
progress do not appear in a particular 
community, the likely reason is that 
the necessary capabilities and requisite 
understanding of proven experience 
to carry out that particular action do 
not yet exist among the participants. 
Learning consists both in disseminat-
ing understanding and experience of 
what has proven eff ective from one 
place to another, as well as in discov-
ering new insights and approaches to 
achieve further progress. In this way 
active participants everywhere can 
extend what they do know how to do, 
while exploring how to meet new chal-
lenges by focusing on specifi ed objec-
tives for learning. Systematic progress 
is the result.  

population can be profound” (Riḍván 
2014). As recently summarized in the 
message providing an overview of the 
fi rst century of the Formative Age:

By the fi nal years of the fi rst centu-
ry of the Formative Age, a common 
framework for action had emerged 
that has become central to the work 
of the community and which in-
forms thought and gives shape to 
ever more complex and eff ective 
activities. This framework contin-
ually evolves through the accumu-
lation of experience and the guid-
ance of the House of Justice. The 
pivotal elements of this framework 
are the spiritual truths and cardinal 
principles of the Revelation. Other 
elements that also contribute to 
thought and action involve values, 
attitudes, concepts, and methods. 
Still others include the understand-
ing of the physical and social world 
through insights from various 
branches of knowledge. Within this 
continually evolving framework, 
Bahá’ís are learning how to sys-
tematically translate Bahá’u’lláh’s 
teachings into action to realize 
His high aims for the betterment 
of the world. The signifi cance of 
this increased capacity for learn-
ing, and its implications for the 
advancement of humanity at the 
current stage of its social develop-
ment, cannot be overestimated. (28 
November 2023)  

Of course, what is meant by learning 
in this context is not a set of random 
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23 October 1930, Early construction phase of the Bahá’í House of Worship in 
Wilmette, Illinois

Source: National Bahá’í Archives, United States
Courtesy of Shohleh Munion

The emergence of intensive pro-
grams of growth provides an example 
of how learning within an evolving 
framework guides thought and action 
to produce ever more eff ective results, 
and allows the circle of participants 
to continually grow. Briefl y, the Four 
Year Plan began in 1996 with the sin-
gle aim of advancing the process of 
entry by troops—even though much 
of how this was to be accomplished 
was unknown. At that time there was 
no mention of clusters or programs 
of growth. In the Twelve Month Plan 
that followed in 2000, the International 
Teaching Centre began to learn about 

the creation of area growth programs 
in a number of localities on each con-
tinent.2 Drawing from that experience, 
the House of Justice called for the es-
tablishment of clusters and for the initi-
ation of programs of growth in the fi rst 
Five Year Plan in 2001.3 While the pre-
cise nature of a growth program could 
not yet be described, certain prerequi-
site conditions were set out, and the 

2 See Universal House of Justice, 
Riḍván 2000, Turning Point, 125–139.

3 See Universal House of Justice, 
letter dated 9 January 2001, Turning Point 
144–147.
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society.7 There were now hundreds of 
villages in which almost all inhabitants 
were involved in some aspect of the 
pattern of community life. In 2021, the 
Bahá’í world initiated a new series of 
Plans, with the aim of releasing the so-
ciety-building power of Bahá’u’lláh’s 
Revelation in ever greater measure, 
and with the objective of establishing 
an intensive program of growth in ev-
ery cluster in the world by the end of 
that series in 2046.8  

Another vivid example of how the 
framework for action serves to facil-
itate a process of learning and devel-
opment is the Junior Youth Spiritual 
Empowerment Program. In the Five 
Year Plan beginning in 2001, the Offi  ce 
of Social and Economic Development 
supported a few pilot projects in diff er-
ent countries to explore opportunities 
for enhancing literacy in the Bahá’í 
world. The project that proved to be 
most promising involved junior youth, 
leading to an exploration of how to as-
sist young people of that early age to 
enhance their power of expression. The 
concept of junior youth and the desire 
for a program for that age group had 
emerged—yet everything about such 
a program still needed to be learned, 
step by step. This included learning 
how to engage youth as animators and 
develop their capacities; how to attract 

7 See Universal House of Justice, 
29 December 2015, Framework for Action 
209–233.

8 See Universal House of Justice, 
30 December 2021, Messages of the 
Universal House of Justice: 2001-2022 
842–864.

Teaching Centre began to explore with 
the Continental Counsellors and the 
believers in various parts of the world 
what the most eff ective approach might 
be. As a result of action and refl ection 
during that Plan, the House of Justice 
was fi nally able to describe the nature 
of an intensive program of growth at 
the start of the second Five Year Plan 
(2006-2011), and to call upon the com-
munity to strive to establish such a 
program in 1,500 clusters worldwide.4 
The eff orts and learning from that Plan 
resulted in further refi nements in the 
conception of a growth program, in-
cluding the description of a third mile-
stone of progress, where a hundred or 
more individuals develop the capacity 
to engage one thousand or more peo-
ple in a pattern of life centered on four 
core activities.5 A new goal was set to 
strive to establish 5,000 intensive pro-
grams of growth in the third Five Year 
Plan (2011-2016).6 By the fourth Five 
Year Plan (2016-2021), the activities in 
the cluster intensifi ed even further. In 
a small number of the most advanced 
clusters, thousands of active work-
ers could engage tens of thousands 
of people in eff orts directed towards 
community building, social action, 
and involvement in the discourses of 

4 See Universal House of Justice, 27 
December 2005, Turning Point 195–208.

5 See the full description of a third 
milestone cluster, Universal House of 
Justice, 28 December 2015, Framework 
for Action, 218–224.

6 See Universal House of Justice, 
28 December 2010, Framework for Action 
95–119.
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program of growth and the features it 
would attain by 2021 could in no way 
have been visualized in their entirety. 
The same was true of the junior youth 
program at the turn of the century. 
Indeed, it is often diffi  cult at the be-
ginning of a single Plan to anticipate 
what the situation will be by its end. By 
approaching the work of growth and 
community building through the per-
spective of an evolving framework for 
action, Bahá’ís everywhere were able 
to unite in an enterprise that began with 
a few general ideas and became—over 
time and through experience—more 
focused on what could be achieved, 
more systematic in approach, and ev-
er-more accomplished in proven re-
sults. Rather than expecting to fi nd a 
simple formula that could be replicat-
ed from place to place, a capacity for 
learning was raised among participants 
in each cluster and in neighborhoods or 
villages to contribute to and draw from 
the worldwide learning process. The 
same pattern of systematic endeavor 
made possible through learning and the 
adoption of an evolving framework for 
action—in which action begins simply, 
a systematic eff ort grows in complex-
ity over time, and experience that has 
proven to be eff ective is disseminated 
and multiplied—is also readily evi-
dent in the development of many oth-
er aspects of the work of the Bahá’í 
community in recent decades. This 
includes the development of training 
institutes, the multiplication of eff orts 
for social and economic development, 
enhancement of the intellectual life of 
the community, and the extension of 

and maintain the involvement of junior 
youth; how to develop an approach 
to service activities; how to develop 
materials for study beginning with 
one book and expanding to a dozen 
and more; how to work with the par-
ents of junior youth; how to multiply 
groups in a cluster with the assistance 
of a cluster coordinator; how to orga-
nize camps or intensive programs to 
bring together large numbers to deepen 
the vision and commitment of junior 
youth; how to maintain ten groups in 
a cluster, then thirty and beyond; how 
to off er the program through the train-
ing institute as a fourth core activity; 
how to introduce the program into ac-
ademic schools; how to sustain the in-
volvement of junior youth for the three 
years of the program and then facilitate 
their participation in the courses of 
the institute; how to support the wide 
expansion of the program through a 
network of offi  ces and learning sites; 
and, still unfi nished, how to build the 
capacity of training institutes to extend 
the program, in all its dimensions, to 
every cluster. An eff ective approach for 
each of these matters had to be learned 
through action and refl ection over time. 
In two decades, the initiative evolved 
from a mere idea to a vibrant program 
that now embraces hundreds of thou-
sands of junior youth worldwide. And 
learning continues in the current series 
of Plans to further increase the spread 
and impact of the program and its 
contribution to the progress of society 
building in country after country.

It is evident that in 1996, the path 
leading to the development of a 
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Progressively clarifying aspects of 
the framework for action as they apply 
to matters pertaining to race, and foster-
ing the evolution of the framework as 
practical experience accumulates, will 
help transform well intentioned and of-
ten sacrifi cial eff orts for the elimination 
of racial prejudice from uncoordinated 
activities, shaped to varying degrees by 
assumptions current in the wider soci-
ety, into systematic, widespread, and 
eff ective patterns of action. Although 
such patterns of action begin simply 
and take time to grow in complexity, 
and although many of them may appear 
to be only indirectly associated with ra-
cial issues, this process will not place 
Bahá’ís at the sidelines of the work of 
addressing the problem of race in the 
wider society. Rather, it is the essential 
work that will ultimately help to lead 
the American nation out of its intracta-
ble impasse and endless confl ict. If this 
work is pursued unrelentingly in the 
decades ahead, the Guardian’s high ex-
pectations for the Bahá’í community’s 
unique contribution to the elimination 
of racial prejudice in American society 
can ultimately be fulfi lled in a manner 
that today can be only dimly imagined.  

Sඈආൾ Iඇඌං඀ඁඍඌ ൿඋඈආ ඍඁൾ 
Cඈඇඍൾආඉඈඋൺඋඒ Dංඌർඈඎඋඌൾ ඈඇ Rൺർൾ

Essential for any attempt to transform 
social reality is a sound reading of its 
current condition. One aspect of the 
evolving framework for action, then, is 

on behalf of Universal House of Justice, in 
Framework for Action 279–282.

endeavors for involvement in the dis-
courses of society.

The experience over the past twen-
ty-fi ve years of learning within an 
evolving conceptual framework that 
has produced evident results—ever-in-
creasing understanding, more precise 
concepts and language, and systematic 
action that grows in complexity and 
impact over time—can be best appre-
ciated when contrasted with the sincere 
and dedicated eff orts of the previous 
four decades, which could not produce 
a breakthrough in the challenge of sus-
taining large scale consolidation and 
community building.

It is useful, then, in order to move 
beyond noteworthy but largely discon-
nected ideas and activities, to deepen 
our understanding of how the evolving 
framework for action that has pro-
pelled the progress of the Bahá’í world 
for two decades can give rise to a more 
sustained and systematic approach 
for the ultimate elimination of racial 
prejudice. Of course, elements of the 
framework pertaining to expansion and 
consolidation, social action, and in-
volvement in the discourses of society 
have direct implications for this work, 
and, indeed, activities in all these areas 
are already addressing the challenge 
of racial prejudice, whether directly or 
indirectly. But it is vital to refl ect upon 
and consciously incorporate additional 
elements from the Bahá’í writings and 
the letters of the House of Justice writ-
ten in recent years that are particular to 
race unity.9  

9 See for example a letter written 
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aim here is not to provide a compre-
hensive picture of the issue of race in 
America, to summarize the scholarly 
debate, or to propose a specifi c reme-
dy, all of which are beyond my capac-
ity. Rather, the focus here will be on 
identifying a few select points that can 
help to shed light on some of the chal-
lenges confronting current approaches 
for the elimination of racial prejudice 
in the wider society. It is hoped that 
consciousness of these challenges can 
assist the Bahá’í community to avoid, 
in its own community building process, 
certain pitfalls currently obstructing 
progress in the wider society.  

At this time, individual Bahá’ís 
naturally have a range of diverse per-
sonal views on these topics. They 
must, of course, scrupulously avoid 
being drawn into contentious political 
debates and machinations, or bring-
ing those debates into the life of the 
community. And Bahá’ís conversant 
with the wider discourse on race will 
no doubt increasingly share invaluable 
insights within and outside the Bahá’í 
community as understanding grows. 
Yet it should be appreciated that only 
with experience that is demonstrated 
to be eff ective over time will unity 
of thought and action signifi cantly 
increase in the years ahead. As more 
individuals with diverse views and 
experiences contribute what they have 
learned to the conscious collective ef-
fort to develop the evolving framework 
for the elimination of racial prejudice, 
an ever-more accurate reading of real-
ity about race in American society will 
emerge.  

to seek an understanding of how racial 
prejudice currently operates in order to 
begin to shape an approach to resolv-
ing the challenge. Too often, matters 
of fact are obscured by those with 
contending political or ideological po-
sitions. Because Bahá’ís are immersed 
in their society and have absorbed so 
many ideas, values, and practices from 
it, a grasp of some of the forces at work 
is essential to be able to begin to dis-
tinguish society’s imaginings from its 
productive approaches, by assessing 
them in light of the penetrating in-
sights off ered by the Bahá’í teachings. 
Any reading of reality ought to become 
keener and more profound over time.  

Owing to the dominant and perva-
sive nature of the issue of race in the 
history of the United States, much has 
been written on the subject, and it is 
impossible to capture and distill here 
all the relevant ideas and experiences 
that have a bearing on the potential ef-
forts that can be made by Bahá’ís. Race 
and racial concerns are a vibrant area 
of study among academics across many 
disciplines, with general consensus in 
some areas and lively debate in others, 
including on the specifi c question of 
racial prejudice directed against Black 
Americans. Nevertheless, even if one 
ignores the voices of those who, for their 
self-interested purposes, seek to perpet-
uate a hierarchical racialized system in 
America, there is no apparent diagno-
sis and remedy commonly accepted by 
the fair-minded—those who, whatever 
their ideological commitments, share 
a concern for justice and collective 
well-being in society. Therefore, the 
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each of these insights off ers construc-
tive ways to examine the contemporary 
impact of racism, they also exist side 
by side with a host of other categorical 
perspectives: That all white people are 
racist and will always be. That racism 
is inherently associated with power 
and therefore Black people cannot be 
racist. That one is either an antiracist, 
fi ghting social policies perceived as 
racist, including by imposing discrimi-
natory practices if necessary to achieve 
equality, or one is a racist, whether 
white or Black, for allowing the per-
petuation of these social policies, even 
through inaction.13 That those who 
call for such reverse discrimination 
are neoracists.14 Some even assert that 
those who raise concerns about racism 
are the true racists.15 Such views on 

by Daniel G Solórzano and Lindsay Pérez 
Huber. The attitude toward microaggres-
sions can vary. Ibram X. Kendi considers 
them a form of racial abuse (How to Be and 
Antiracist 47). Coleman Hughes, however, 
considers microaggressions to be overem-
phasized, as he argues in his book, The End 
of Race Politics, where he observes that a 
2015 document prepared by the University 
of California identifi ed the phrase “There 
is only one race, the human race” as a mi-
croaggression (61). 

13 See for example, How to be an 
Antiracist, by Ibram X. Kendi.

14 See for example, The End of 
Race Politics: Arguments for a Colorblind 
America, by Coleman Hughes.

15   An example of this logic can be 
found, for example, in Jay Bookman, 
“Let’s Be Honest about who Really Fans 
the Flame of Racism,” Georgia Recorder, 
30 May 2020.

Some insight into the diffi  culty of 
agreeing on the nature of the challenge 
before us can be obtained by looking 
at varying and contradictory uses of 
the term “racist.” In the past, there was 
general agreement that a racist was an 
individual who held a white suprema-
cist viewpoint, maintaining other races 
to be inferior and insisting upon prej-
udicial practices that fl owed from this 
belief. When such overt racism was 
largely discredited and increasingly 
seen as illegitimate within mainstream 
public discourse after the success of 
the civil rights movement, the focus of 
those concerned with eradicating racial 
prejudice turned to systemic racism, the 
way that racial injustice is embedded 
and hidden in social systems and prac-
tices.10 This gave rise to the concept 
of “racism without racists,”11 which 
emerged to explain color-blind racism 
and the perpetuation of racist policies 
in institutional structures when no in-
dividuals would outwardly profess per-
sonal prejudices. Another approach ex-
plained that racism was manifested in 
the form of microaggressions.12 While 

10 See for example, Metaracism: 
How Systemic Racism Devastates Black 
Lives—And How We Break Free, by 
Tricia Rose and The New Jim Crow: Mass 
Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, 
by Michelle Alexander.

11 See for example, Racism with-
out Racists: Color-Blind Racism and 
the Persistence of Racial Inequality in 
America, by Eduardo Bonilla Silva.

12 See for example, Racial 
Microaggressions: Using Critical Race 
Theory to Respond to Everyday Racism, 
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(Framework 281). Anti-Black racism, 
although perhaps the most egregious 
expression of racial prejudice, is not 
the only form found in the United 
States, which witnesses prejudice to-
ward and across the many racial and 
ethnic groups in the country, and even 
manifestations of prejudice of color or 
class within groups. 

The challenge of agreeing on how 
to address racial prejudice even ex-
tends to diff erences in understanding 
of the concept of race itself. Is race 
real? In the view of most religions, 
and in particular the Bahá’í Faith, hu-
manity is one, and race has no spiritual 
basis. Scientists have demonstrated 
the fallacious nature of the belief in a 
biological basis for race as a physical 
reality. But it persists nevertheless, 
and scientifi c fi ndings are otherwise 
used to support ideological choices.16 

16 Science has consistently been dis-
torted to try to provide a justifi cation for 
the dehumanization caused by imagining 
a racialized hierarchy. When the human 
genome project was completed, it was 
considered to be a defi nitive demonstration 
that race was not a biological reality for hu-
man beings. The diff erences in the genome 
of those within a so-called race were much 
greater than the diff erences between so-
called races. Yet, the belief in race persists. 
And the new science has been employed to 
perpetuate the perception of “race,” even 
by those who hope to eliminate racism. See 
Fatal Invention: How Science, Politics, 
and Big Business Recreate Race in the 
Twenty-fi rst Century, by Dorothy Roberts. 
“Race,” Roberts concludes, “is not a bio-
logical category that is politically charged. 
It is a political category that has been 

racism may be echoed by those voices, 
alluded to above, that self-interestedly 
seek to maintain a racially hierarchical 
society. But even among those who 
genuinely wish to address the blight of 
racism, the term has been used in myr-
iad diff erent ways; though many such 
usages raise important points, it is hard 
to reconcile them. Are the racists those 
who insist upon racial categories or 
those who insist we let them go? How 
can racial supremacy be identifi ed and 
overcome if it is indistinguishable 
from unconscious perpetuation of prej-
udicial practices? With such diverse 
assumptions and prescriptions sur-
rounding such a fundamental term—
one among many concepts that depict 
the current reality—how is it possible 
to fi nd constructive engagement and a 
collective way forward?

The challenge increases signifi cant-
ly when we recognize that the problem 
of racial prejudice cannot be reduced 
to the relationship between Black and 
white alone. Of course, many state-
ments of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and Shoghi 
Eff endi have such a focus, which is 
to be expected given the nature of the 
problem they were commenting upon 
at the time. But, as the House of Justice 
explained in 2011, “the situation is in-
fi nitely more complex. The American 
nation is much more diverse than in 
1938, and the friends cannot be con-
cerned only with relations between 
black and white, essential as they are. 
The expressions of racial prejudice 
have transmuted into forms that are 
multifaceted, less blatant and more 
intricate, and thus more intractable” 
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today.18 Whereas it is commonly as-
sumed that the existence of race led to 
racism, which in turn facilitated slav-
ery, another perspective proposes that 
in fact, the opposite took place, begin-
ning in America with the fi rst arrival 
of enslaved Africans in Virginia in 
the early 1600s. There was a need for 
cheap labor in the American colonies, 
and people from both the European 
and African continents (who would 
now be considered white and Black 
people), as well as the Indigenous 
population, were initially conscripted 
to this end. Chattel slavery emerged 
gradually as laws and practices 
evolved.  A need to justify the practice 
of slavery required the formulation of 
racist attitudes and structures, and so 
a language emerged that gave rise to 
the American conception of race. In 
essence, this was a process of othering 
intended to legitimize an unjust prac-
tice by dehumanizing a segment of 
humanity, whose members could then 
be subjected to that practice. Various 
peoples who came to the United States 
were also categorized by racial desig-
nations, or otherwise assimilated into 
the original categories of white and 
Black. The result was a hierarchical 
system of othering, with its associat-
ed forms of dehumanization and op-
pression, that has been maintained, 
in ever-mutating forms, over several 
centuries.  

18 See, for example, The Invention 
of the White Race, by Theodore W. Allen, 
and Teaching White Supremacy: America’s 
Democratic Ordeal and the Forging of Our 
National Identity, by Donald Yacovone.

Yet, whether one insists that race has 
an objective reality, or whether one 
concludes that it is imaginary, the 
conception of race has given rise to a 
social construct and practice surround-
ing “race.” And as a social construct, 
the current understanding of race can 
be changed, or even eliminated. Where 
did this social conception come from, 
what form does it take now, and what 
are the possibilities for the future?  

The concepts, values, beliefs, and 
practices now associated with race at 
one time did not exist; at a point in 
history they were created, enforced, 
and promulgated by human beings. As 
an aspect of social reality, racialized 
and racist concepts have been generat-
ed and utilized in a highly oppressive 
manner in particular forms for at least 
four centuries; as a result, individu-
als and peoples are socially assigned 
to specifi ed racial categories. The 
social construct of race is especially 
pernicious and deep-rooted. It origi-
nated out of a conscious intention to 
establish the superiority of one group 
of people over another, in belief and 
practice. Inseparably intertwined with 
Enlightenment thought, it was carried 
throughout the globe by European 
imperialism,17 and took root in the 
American colonies of the European 
powers, sowing seeds that continue 
to bear bitter fruit in the United States 

disguised as a biological one” (Roberts 4).
17 See for example, Race, Empire, 

and the Idea of Human Development, 
by Thomas McCarthy, and The Racial 
Contract, by Charles W. Mills.
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division of the human family into a 
racialized hierarchy run into a set of 
confl icting considerations on the ques-
tion of whether or not to use racial cat-
egories in analyses of, and strategies 
to overcome, racism. Broadly speak-
ing, there is a tension between race 
neutrality and race consciousness, or 
between colorblindness and racial es-
sentialism (framed in more social than 
biological terms).19 That is, the idea 
that people should be treated without 
regard to race in both public policy and 
private life is contrasted with the idea 
that in order to eliminate the eff ects of 
racism, it is necessary to take into ac-
count the social idea of race, existing in 
social forms whose boundaries can be 
defi ned and whose multiple categories 

19 See “A Better Antiracism”, by 
Coleman Hughes. Compare The End of 
Race Politics: Arguments for a Colorblind 
America, by Coleman Hughes, and How 
to Be an Antiracist, by Ibram X. Kendi. It 
should be observed that the tension between 
colorblindness and race consciousness is 
often presented as a tension between those 
claiming to be colorblind in order to be 
exempt from taking action, and those who 
are trying to do something about existing 
racial hierarchies. This, of course, produc-
es an untenable situation, but it is not the 
central issue being raised here. Racial op-
pression can just as easily be promoted in 
a form of race consciousness, by insisting 
upon white superiority and the inferiority 
of other races. Instead, as mentioned, what 
is discussed here is the dilemma confront-
ing fair-minded advocates who wish to 
eliminate racial prejudice, but who cannot 
agree on a constructive path forward to ef-
fect lasting social transformation.

In this hierarchy, only white peo-
ple could be seen as fully human, or 
raceless, or even as true Americans, 
while the humanity of others was di-
minished in one way or another. And 
while eff orts to reconstruct the social 
reality of race in the past century have 
resulted in some evident progress to-
ward treating diverse ethnicities more 
equally, true oneness remains elusive. 
The residual manifestations of injus-
tice in society, whether direct or indi-
rect, aff ect people diff erently. Some 
live oblivious of the impact of racial 
prejudice, while for others it may be a 
daily enervating or oppressive burden; 
and for all too many, the experience of 
racial prejudice comes in the form of 
violence.

Though this concept of race is en-
trenched in American society, because 
it is a social construct, a diff erent 
construct—with diff erent concepts, 
values, beliefs and practices—can ulti-
mately take its place. Some, of course, 
for their own self-centered aims, will 
strive to maintain the racial hierarchy 
by altering and disguising its form. But 
there are other possibilities. One is a 
multicultural society where a concep-
tion of racial categories is maintained, 
but prejudice is somehow purged, 
and outcomes are thereby equalized. 
Yet another possibility would see the 
elimination of the concept of race in 
American society, with the unity in 
diversity of cultures and ethnicities 
acknowledged and valued. 

Yet, experience has demonstrat-
ed that attempts to fi nd a path out of 
the current false and virulent social 
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ideas are taken up, debated, nuanced, 
and deployed in academic discussions 
of race, the concern here is how they 
inform the popular discourse on race 
and racial prejudice in America.21

Before considering these two posi-
tions in more detail, a note should be 
made about the nature of the discourse 
within which these ideas are explored 
in wider society. As is common in con-
temporary social discourse broadly 
speaking, advocates of each of these 
dichotomized positions may accuse 
those on the opposite side of the debate 
of being malicious or unthinking con-
tributors to the perpetuation of racism. 

go to America or come to the U.K.,’ she 
said. ‘It is then that they become black.’ It 
was in the making of the New World that 
Europeans became white, Africans black, 
and everyone else yellow, red, or brown. It 
was in the making of the New World that 
humans were set apart on the basis of what 
they looked like, identifi ed solely in con-
trast to one another, and ranked to form a 
caste system based on a new concept called 
race. It was in the process of ranking that 
we were all cast into assigned roles to meet 
the needs of the larger production. None of 
us are ourselves” (52).

21 As one writer characterized the 
manifestation of this problem in the at-
tempt to overcome racial prejudice: “For 
at least 50 years, Californians have been 
fi ghting about whether their state govern-
ment should be race neutral, treating all in-
dividuals equally under the law regardless 
of the color of their skin, or race conscious, 
granting preferential treatment to certain 
groups while discriminating against others 
to remedy past discrimination or increase 
diversity” (Friedersdorf n.p.).

are continually curated.20 While both 

20 See for example, Wairimu 
Maureen Waithaka, “Learning to Be 
Black: Navigating a New Identity in Nova 
Scotia.” See also Deconstructing Race: 
Multicultural Education Beyond the Color-
Bind by Jabari Mahiri. The following ar-
ticles explore diff erent dimensions of this 
issue: Coleman Hughes, “A Better Anti-
Racism” and Reihan Salam, “America 
Needs Anti-Racialism.” In her book Caste: 
The Origins of Our Discontents, Isabel 
Wilkerson off ers a vivid illustration of how 
the American conception of race is not a 
universal phenomenon—however much 
racialized perceptions are projected by 
western societies. She writes: “A few years 
ago, a Nigerian-born playwright came to 
a talk that I gave at the British Library in 
London. She was intrigued by the lecture, 
the idea that 6 million African-Americans 
had had to seek political asylum within the 
borders of their own country during the 
Great Migration, a history that she had not 
known of. She talked with me afterward 
and said something that I have never for-
gotten, that startled me in its simplicity. 
‘You know that there are no black peo-
ple in Africa,’ she said. Most Americans, 
weaned on the myth of drawable lines 
between human beings, have to sit with 
that statement. It sounds nonsensical to our 
ears. Of course there are black people in 
Africa. There is a whole continent of black 
people in Africa. How could anyone not 
see that? ‘Africans are not black,’ she said. 
‘They are Igbo and Yoruba, Ewe, Akan, 
Ndebele. They are not black. They are just 
themselves. They are humans on the land. 
That is how they see themselves, and that 
is who they are.’ What we take as gospel 
in American culture is alien to them, she 
said. ‘They don’t become black until they 
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of dichotomy and debate where no one 
can convince another, and where inef-
fective or at times confl icting remedies 
are prescribed.

The argument for race neutrality or 
colorblindness, which takes diff erent 
forms, proposes that since all people 
should be treated equally, issues of 
race should not be considered in social 
policy or community life. From this 
perspective, it is argued that the best 
way to eliminate the vestiges of rac-
ism is to stop centering the concept of 
race in personal interactions, and to ex-
clude racial considerations from public 
policy.24  

Those who reject such a race neutral 
approach feel that any contemporary 
attempt to aspire to colorblindness is 
merely a way of denying or avoiding 
the persistent problems of racism. A 
call for colorblindness, it is argued, 
allows for the perpetuation of racist 
policies that often act invisibly or in-
directly through institutional structures 
that maintain or exacerbate racial dis-
parity and oppression. A colorblind ap-
proach can also obscure appreciation 
for the beauty and richness of human 
diversity.

The alternative perspective, racial 
consciousness or essentialism, propos-
es that race should be embraced as a 

24 For example, see public state-
ments made by the actor Morgan Freeman. 
In response to a question by reporter Mike 
Wallace on 60 Minutes about how to get rid 
of racism, Freeman opined: “Stop talking 
about it.” “I’m going to stop calling you 
a White man, and I’m going to ask you to 
stop calling me a Black man” (Freeman).

And indeed, for each of these two 
perspectives there is both a well-inten-
tioned form of the argument—off ered 
as a sincere approach to overcoming 
prejudice—as well as a negative form 
whose implicit intent is to perpetuate 
racial prejudice in a diff erent guise. 
Indeed, some have promulgated and 
exacerbated one side or the other in 
the debate to achieve political or social 
objectives.22 And so, for example, even 
white supremacists pursue their aims 
through either a disingenuous claim of 
colorblindness or an insistence upon 
racial essentialism that validates their 
superiority. However, it is also the case 
that sincere individuals truly believe 
that the way beyond a social order 
mired in racism can only be found in 
one or the other approach: an embrace 
of race neutrality or an embrace of race 
consciousness. Even Black intellec-
tuals have clashed over these two ap-
proaches.23 Because of this intractable 
dilemma surrounding race—whether 
it emerges inadvertently or whether it 
is intentionally cultivated to prevent 
meaningful change—contemporary 
discussion too often falls into a pattern 

22 For example, and unfortunately, 
one of the most prominent forms of this 
discussion is embedded in an ongoing 
political debate, in which a disingenu-
ous appeal to colorblindness (designed to 
maintain and obscure, rather than eradi-
cate, racial discrimination) situates itself in 
opposition to eff orts to broaden antiracist 
eff orts for social justice. 

23 See for example, Woke Racism: 
How a New Religion Has Betrayed Black 
America, by John McWhorter.
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at achieving equal outcomes, it is sug-
gested, are misplaced, ignore complex 
factors, or, in any case, add to rather 
than root out racist sentiments and 
practices. 

The dilemma presented by racial cat-
egories—neutrality versus conscious-
ness, colorblindness versus essential-
ism—has been explored by numerous 
observers. Some have pointed out, for 
instance, that whether society attempts 
to ignore racial categories, or whether 
it maintains racial categories through 
social assignment or self-identifi cation, 
the preexisting racialized hierarchy is 
unintentionally reinforced; in this way, 
even the United States Census can 
serve as an instrument that perpetuates 
prejudice and racism in society.26 Thus, 

26 See for example “Racial 
Measurement in the American Census: Past 
Practices and Implications for the Future”, 
by C. Matthew Snipp. Also see “Racial 
Classifi cation in America: Where Do We 
Go from Here?”, by Kenneth Prewitt. 
Recent changes to the US census, which 
now presents seven racial/ethnic catego-
ries after removing those from the Middle 
East and North Africa from the category of 
white, can be found in Rachel Marks et al., 
“What Updates to OMB’s Race/Ethnicity 
Standards Mean for the Census Bureau.” 
Of course, in the current system, gathering 
statistics about race, including through the 
census, is a means for determining how to 
allocate political and economic power, and 
for trying to ensure that the aims of pro-
grams implemented for equal education 
or racial justice are eff ective. Yet, such 
approaches can be seen as a means for 
maintaining a racialized society and even 
an obstacle to consideration of alternative 

positive form of identity. It can then be 
determined whether diff erent races are 
treated equally. From this perspective, 
there is a diff erence between social as-
signments into racial categories, which 
might be oppressive, and personal 
identifi cation with one, or even more, 
racial categories, which is viewed as 
positive.25 The value of diverse eff orts 
undertaken to reclaim and celebrate 
racial identities is self-evident when 
attempting to counteract centuries of 
systematic negation and misrepresen-
tation. Thus, race should be affi  rmed 
and appreciated, through some form of 
cultural pluralism or multiculturalism, 
which will ensure that all people are 
able to foster and express their unique 
character. From this perspective, the 
obstacles to the realization of a thriv-
ing multicultural society are a legacy 
of personal prejudices and institutional 
forms of racism that continue to op-
press people of color. Racism therefore 
must be consistently exposed and root-
ed out, requiring, particularly, a change 
in consciousness and action by white 
people.  

Those who question forms of race 
consciousness believe that race-con-
scious approaches ignore people’s full 
humanity, and instead reinforce types 
of racial categorization to which peo-
ple are continually being expected to 
conform. Antiracist strategies aimed 

25 See, for example, Multiracial 
Identity and Racial Politics in the United 
States, by Natalie Masuoka, and Racial 
Identity Theory: Applications to Individual, 
Group, and Organizational Interventions, 
edited by Chalmer E. Thompson.
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Despite the challenge of navigating 
the tensions between these two per-
spectives, it is, perhaps, also possible 
to transcend the apparent dichotomy. 
“We’re at a threshold,” one thinker 
concludes. “We can continue to prac-
tice antiracism or promote colorblind-
ness—same coin, diff erent sides—the 
same ways that we’ve always done, 
which will cause us to stay in the matrix 
and enable race/ism. Or we can forge a 

of all peoples to American history to 
American history in schools and textbooks, 
as opposed to when continuation of such a 
practice might obstruct necessary progress. 
See, for example, Michael E. Ross, “Black 
History Month: Has It Run Its Course?” 
Another example is the discussion of 
whether it would be better to prohibit the 
government from considering matters of 
race or whether government should be con-
cerned with insuring equal protection be-
fore the law, including the formulation of 
the Fourteenth Amendment and later civil 
rights legislation. See Coleman Hughes, 
The End of Race Politics, chapter 2. Yet an-
other example is the perspective on literary 
studies and Black literature. See Sheena 
Michele Mason, The Raceless Antiracist, 
chapters 2–5. And fi nally, the issue arises 
in considering the contribution of aca-
demics in the fi eld of philosophy who are 
Black. See Naomi Zack, Philosophy of 
Race, especially chapter 10. How are such 
issues to be consistently navigated in the 
decades ahead—perhaps in diff erent ways 
in diff erent contexts—along a course that 
is to ultimately achieve the complete elimi-
nation of racial prejudice, without ignoring 
real problems of racism that exist along the 
way or selecting approaches that inadver-
tently crystalize racial division?

attempts to discard the oppression 
of racism, to reclaim the dignity and 
equality of devalued peoples through 
liberating philosophies or appeals to 
justice run the risk of crystalizing the 
distinction of race into fi xed categories, 
and ushering in new expressions of ra-
cial division and oppression, whether 
hidden or overt. As one thinker summa-
rized this dilemma: “One must weigh 
reifying vacuous categories whose 
logic stems from a history of dehu-
manization against the ability to iden-
tify racism, and weigh the sloppiness 
of racial categories against supporting 
pundits and politicians who promote a 
so-called color-blind society that rolls 
back important strides” (Baker 227).27

approaches to overcoming discrimination.
27 A dichotomy of colorblindness 

and essentialism off ers a seductive “ei-
ther-or”; if one approach is correct, the 
other must be wrong. Bahá’ís should seek 
to transcend this dichotomy to read reality 
as accurately as possible and discern when 
a particular argument or approach may be 
useful, when it is harmful, and when it may 
off er partial insights into pressing matters. 
Because the dichotomy of colorblindness 
and essentialism is too often exploited by 
those seeking to ignore or maintain the ex-
isting oppressive racialized hierarchy in the 
United States, it may be diffi  cult to grasp 
the depths of this dilemma and the way it 
might stand in the way of achieving unity 
of thought and action among all fair-mind-
ed people who desire to eliminate racial 
prejudice and discrimination. A few exam-
ples may be helpful. Consider, for example, 
when the practice of Black History Month 
might be a productive response to the gen-
eral practice of ignoring the contributions 
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an imagined Asian “race”: Chinese, 
Japanese, Indian, Filipino, Vietnamese, 
Korean, Pakistani and Hmong. What is 
the point of such a designation, other 
than to squeeze the ever-increasing di-
versity of peoples living in the United 
States into a preexisting racialized sys-
tem? Surely, such a single, artifi cial, 
racial category would be judged to be 
incoherent, fi rst and foremost, by the 
many peoples of the Asian continent.

Yet, in a society that favors confl ict 
as a methodology for achieving both 
intellectual progress and social change, 
the call to transcend the dichotomized 
views of race described above may it-
self risk becoming another position to 
be argued over. And the stakes of irres-
oluble debate on these questions are 
high: the inability to advance towards 
collective agreement on the defi ni-
tion of the problem contributes to the 
inability to remedy it in a systematic 
and an empirical way. Although some 
in the wider society may claim to have 
achieved a colorblind social reality, 
racial disparity nonetheless persists, 
taking its daily personal toll and main-
taining the societal divide. As a result 
of the perpetual clash of ideas, any 
advance in one generation is resisted 
or overturned in the next. Individuals 
embrace a set of ideas, then use them 
to fi ght against others.

Again, it should be noted that the 
brief discussion off ered here cannot 
fully capture the entire range of dis-
course on race prevalent in American 
society. Diff erent individuals, even 
diff erent Bahá’ís, will have diff erent 
readings of this reality. The intention 

new path forward for all of us, one that 
centers unifi cation, healing, and rec-
onciliation. To create a future without 
race/ism, we need a way of seeing that 
will allow us to uncover more of what is 
concealed and hidden by ‘race,’ while 
acknowledging that no one lens alone 
will ever be completely able to capture 
our full humanity” (Mason 198). Here, 
she explains, “race” is a construct that 
confl ates many things—“culture, eth-
nicity, social class, economic class, 
the causes/ eff ects of racism, or some 
combination thereof” (37)—and by 
unpacking language and discussing 
the specifi c component under consid-
eration apart from its confl ation with 
race, racial ideologies are exposed, and 
the eff ects of racism can be understood 
and addressed without reifying race. In 
this way, every people can be seen as 
fully human rather than reduced to a 
category within a racial hierarchy. 

Culture and ethnicity are surely 
eff ective and elastic instruments for 
addressing the beauty and value of hu-
man diversity without resort to race. In 
the United States, diversity has been 
considered from a racialized perspec-
tive for so long that the way in which 
racial categories suppress human di-
versity has often been obscured. In 
fact, very diff erent peoples are homog-
enized by assigning and assimilating 
them into a few strictly defi ned racial 
categories.28 For example, the 2020 
census specifi cally mentions the fol-
lowing ethnicities, with space to list 
others, under the single category of 

28 See note 26 above. 
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implementing a system of learning 
based on a pattern of action and 
refl ection, building the capacity of 
many people to engage in social 
transformation, raising diverse and 
integrated communities, and creat-
ing new institutions that recognize 
the potential of every individual 
and seek to release it. In reality, 
humanity is searching desperately 
for a pattern of life to which it can 
 aspire, and racial justice is an in-
tegral component of this new way 
of life. We cannot deal with issues 
of racism completely apart from or 
as a precondition to pursuing other 
vital aspects of the well-being of 
all.  

A few points arise from this read-
ing of reality that inform our emerging 
framework for action. First, to the ex-
tent possible, Bahá’ís should become 
adept at diff erentiating between ap-
proaches to race that are intended to 
maintain the existing racial hierarchy 
and those that, while possibly limit-
ed in eff ectiveness or poorly thought 
out, are nevertheless well intentioned. 
It is vital not to bring ill-intended 
debates into community building ef-
forts, especially those that feed into, 
or on, the type of contest and politi-
cization that is prevalent in society at 
this time. Beyond this, a wide range 
of eff orts is possible at the early stage 
when experiences of proven eff ective-
ness are not yet readily evident. In 
certain circumstances, a race neutral 
approach to resolving a problem may 
be necessary; under other conditions, 

here is to illustrate the importance of a 
continuing reading of reality to inform 
an evolving framework for action. It 
is easy to see dichotomies when they 
are presented in an extreme form. 
But it is important to realize that both 
fair-minded Black and white people 
fall on both sides of this dichotomy 
between race neutrality and race con-
sciousness, in various ways. And the 
contrasting responses fi nd expression 
in various approaches in the political, 
religious, economic, and social life of 
the American people.

Addressing these fundamental di-
lemmas surrounding race has been a 
central aspect of the work of the Bahá’í 
Offi  ce of Public Aff airs in the United 
States, which provided a description of 
the problem and proposed a way for-
ward in an unpublished article:

There is a kind of catch-22 in the 
current dilemma surrounding the 
question of racial identity in the 
United States. As a society, we 
cannot currently be one people 
who are “color-blind” and do not 
see race in a society where racism 
is a disruptive everyday social 
force. But, at the same time, if 
we crystalize race into fi xed cat-
egories that we each inhabit, we 
inadvertently reinforce the con-
temporary racist system. The way 
forward thus involves reframing 
identity and purpose refl ecting the 
oneness of humanity, restructuring 
relationships, building environ-
ments of empowerment free of op-
pression, elevating consciousness, 
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In addition to a reading of the current 
social reality, a framework for action 
for the elimination of racial prejudice 
incorporates an appreciation of the 
Bahá’í vision of the society toward 
which we aspire and of the approach to 
achieve this end.

Liberal societies generally refrain, 
out of respect for pluralism, from an 
attempt to describe what is good—the 
good life or the common good—leav-
ing the choice of the kind of “good” 
to pursue to the personal preferences 
of individuals. Utility, not the good, is 
their professed aim. As a result, when 
public policy touches on issues about 
which there are confl icting opinions, 
a contest among contending positions 
emerges that may extend to a clash 
of beliefs, values, methods, and even 
identity. So long as there is an over-
arching narrative and basis for shared 
community, some accommodation can 
be achieved that facilitates common 
understanding and action. The civil 
rights movement of the 1960s repre-
sented a moment when social consen-
sus in the United States changed, and 
overt expressions of racial prejudice 
and white supremacy were increas-
ingly deemed unacceptable in many 
parts of society. Yet, when such con-
sensus erodes, the contest of values 
and practices reemerges, and social 
gains may be rolled up or suppressed 
by alternative measures. Destructive 
divisions between “us and them” come 
to the fore once more. As the Universal 

a race conscious approach may be 
required. But these are questions of a 
pragmatic orientation toward reality, 
not of ideology. At its heart, Bahá’ís 
understand this dilemma as a tension 
between oneness and diversity. Like 
other dichotomies, rather than becom-
ing trapped in the contending sides of 
an intractable “either-or,” an approach 
to transcending it can be sought. 
While seeing with the eye of oneness, 
the destructive consequences of a ra-
cialized society can be identifi ed and 
addressed; while acknowledging and 
valuing diversity, an ill-suited, restric-
tive categorization of portions of hu-
manity can be avoided. It would seem 
to be particularly useful in this respect 
to be clear about the subject under 
discussion—such as ethnicity, culture, 
social policy, or even eff ects of racism 
itself—rather than confl ating diff erent 
issues under the subject of race; this 
would assist in analyzing various is-
sues from a perspective of oneness in 
light of Bahá’u’lláh’s teachings, rather 
than perceiving them as a clash among 
racial groups. 

Of course, a distinctive Bahá’í 
contribution to the issue of race and 
racial prejudice consists of more than 
simply a well-considered approach to 
navigating the challenges present in 
the prevailing discourse. An evolving 
framework for action on this issue 
will also incorporate insights from the 
teachings of the Faith and the accumu-
lated practical experience of the com-
munity. It is to these that we now turn.
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framework for action. This, for exam-
ple, has been a signifi cant component 
of the work of the National Assembly’s 
Offi  ce of Public Aff airs in formulating 
its engagement in the national dis-
course on race. And of course, all such 
insights should be weighed in the light 
of Bahá’u’lláh’s teachings and incor-
porated, as found helpful, in a manner 
that corresponds with Bahá’í concepts 
and principles. Bahá’ís might legiti-
mately hold diff erent opinions about 
the value of various ideas propounded 
by those who are not Bahá’ís, but they 
do not allow the profound disagree-
ments and confl icts in wider society to 
infi ltrate the Bahá’í community out of 
infl exible certainty in a particular diag-
nosis of a racial problem or a particular 
prescription propounded in popular 
culture. Ultimately, Bahá’ís are united 
by the concepts and approaches pre-
sented in the writings of Bahá’u’lláh, 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Shoghi Eff endi, and the 
Universal House of Justice. 

 Generally, in the wider society, the 
eff ort to address concerns associated 
with race involves diagnosing the var-
ious expressions of racism or racial 
prejudice, and then attempting to fi ght 
these expressions through social activ-
ism and civic policy prescriptions. This 
is perfectly understandable and has 
resulted in many prominent achieve-
ments—achievements that are current-
ly under threat by countervailing forc-
es. Yet, the distinctive character of the 
Bahá’í approach is that it is not centered 
so much on fi ghting racism as it is on 
building a social order that manifests 
oneness, love and fellowship, unity in 

House of Justice observed when as-
sessing conditions in the United States: 
“Sadly, however, your nation’s history 
reveals that any signifi cant progress 
toward racial equality has invariably 
been met by countervailing process-
es, overt or covert, that served to un-
dermine the advances achieved and to 
reconstitute the forces of oppression 
by other means” (Messages 2001-2022 
¶ 374.2). The resulting contest of be-
liefs and approaches, sometimes even 
among those who would seem to hold 
the same ultimate aspirations, detracts 
from the attention that needs to be di-
rected toward creating new relation-
ships among people—relationships 
that are based on the principle of the 
oneness of humanity.

In attempting to understand the 
Bahá’í approach to the question of 
the elimination of racial prejudice in 
America, it is important to keep in mind 
that no one knows how to achieve this 
end. The problem has developed and 
evolved across diff erent manifestations 
over four centuries. Therefore, it is not 
a matter of taking any of the existing 
contemporary perspectives or prac-
tices—for example antiracism—and 
expecting that it will fully resolve the 
problem. 

Nevertheless, as noted above, 
there are many valuable insights from 
thinkers within the wider society, and 
thus, reading the reality of society 
and understanding the way in which 
the problem is being approached by 
various individuals and organizations 
is an important aspect of the Bahá’í 
endeavor to work within an evolving 



29Elimination of Racial Prejudice in America

of evils—which are in essence 
negative—will fade away and be 
no more. To enter into the quixotic 
tournament of demolishing one by 
one the evils in the world is, to a 
Bahá’í, a vain waste of time and 
eff ort. His whole life is directed to-
wards proclaiming the Message of 
Bahá’u’lláh, reviving the spiritual 
life of his fellowmen, uniting them 
in a divinely-created World Order, 
and then, as the Order grows in 
strength and infl uence, he will see 
the power of that Message trans-
forming the whole human soci-
ety and progressively solving the 
problems and removing the injus-
tices which have so long bedeviled 
the world. (Messages 1963-1986 ¶ 
173.11c–d)  

Shoghi Eff endi explains that the 
plan that Bahá’u’lláh has given us may 
not conform to the perspectives and 
proposals of human beings.

And as we make an eff ort to 
demonstrate that love to the world 
may we also clear our minds of 
any lingering trace of unhappy 
misunderstandings that might ob-
scure our clear conception of the 
exact purpose and methods of this 
new world order, so challenging 
and complex, yet so consummate 
and wise. We are called upon by 
our beloved Master in His Will 
and Testament not only to adopt 
it unreservedly, but to unveil its 
merit to all the world. To attempt 
to estimate its full value, and 

diversity, and justice—a social order in 
which racism fi nds no place. As a let-
ter written on behalf of the House of 
Justice explained many years ago:

Bahá’ís are often accused of hold-
ing aloof from the “real problems” 
of their fellowmen. But when we 
hear this accusation let us not 
forget that those who make it are 
usually idealistic materialists to 
whom material good is the only 
“real” good, whereas we know that 
the working of the material world 
is merely a refl ection of spiritual 
conditions and until the spiritual 
conditions can be changed there 
can be no lasting change for the 
better in material aff airs.  

We should also remember that 
most people have no clear con-
cept of the sort of world they 
wish to build, nor how to go about 
building it. Even those who are 
concerned to improve conditions 
are therefore reduced to combat-
ing every apparent evil that takes 
their attention. Willingness to 
fi ght against evils, whether in the 
form of conditions or embodied 
in evil men, has thus become for 
most people the touchstone by 
which they judge a person’s moral 
worth. Bahá’ís, on the other hand, 
know the goal they are working 
towards and know what they must 
do, step by step, to attain it. Their 
whole energy is directed towards 
the building of the good, a good 
which has such a positive strength 
that in the face of it the multitude 
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ills and sicknesses of this world? 
(Bahá’í Administration 62)

A Bahá’í approach to social change, 
then, eschews “the quixotic tournament 
of demolishing one by one the evils in 
the world,” and focuses on the con-
struction of a new social order. From 
a Bahá’í perspective, for humanity to 
learn how to rise above the intractable 
dilemma on race requires the recogni-
tion of the spiritual truth of the oneness 
of humanity that must be made mani-
fest in a social order of unity in diver-
sity. It must now be determined how to 
move from this ontological truth to the 
achievement of this just end. 

That is, biologically and spiritually, 
the human race is one; now a new so-
cial reality must be constructed based 
on this proper understanding of human 
nature.  We must recognize that we are 
all human beings, we all share a com-
mon twofold moral purpose to develop 
a noble character and to fi nd some way 
to act in service to humanity, and there-
fore we all have the right to exercise 
our God-given powers of mind, heart, 
spirit, volition, and agency. Justice 
requires that all live free of social dis-
crimination and barriers that allow the 
oppression and exploitation of some 
part of humanity for the advantage of 
another part. At the same time, we have 
to recognize the rich tapestry of the 
diversity of the human race that has, 
historically, given rise to diff erent peo-
ples and cultures, each with their own 
values and achievements, and each of 
which can and must contribute its dis-
tinctive and constructive share to the 

grasp its exact signifi cance after 
so short a time since its inception 
would be premature and pre-
sumptuous on our part. We must 
trust to time, and the guidance of 
God’s Universal House of Justice, 
to obtain a clearer and fuller un-
derstanding of its provisions and 
implications. But one word of 
warning must be uttered in this 
connection. Let us be on our guard 
lest we measure too strictly the 
Divine Plan with the standard of 
men. I am not prepared to state that 
it agrees in principle or in method 
with the prevailing notions now 
uppermost in men’s minds, nor 
that it should conform with those 
imperfect, precarious, and expedi-
ent measures feverishly resorted 
to by agitated humanity. Are we 
to doubt that the ways of God are 
not necessarily the ways of man? 
Is not faith but another word for 
implicit obedience, whole-heart-
ed allegiance, uncompromising 
adherence to that which we be-
lieve is the revealed and express 
will of God, however perplexing 
it might fi rst appear, however at 
variance with the shadowy views, 
the impotent doctrines, the crude 
theories, the idle imaginings, 
the fashionable conceptions of 
a transient and troublous age? If 
we are to falter or hesitate, if our 
love for Him should fail to direct 
us and keep us within His path, 
if we desert Divine and emphat-
ic principles, what hope can we 
any more cherish for healing the 
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In such a society, decisions pertaining 
to social, economic, and political life 
will not allow one part of the human 
race to be suppressed, subordinated, 
or exploited for the benefi t of others. 
Ultimately, the social construct of a 
racialized hierarchy that emerged to 
oppress portions of humanity will be 
set aside.  

“God,” ‘Abdu’l-Bahá declares, “ma-
keth no distinction between the white 
and the black.” “God did not make these 
divisions,” He affi  rms, “these divisions 
have had their origin in man himself. 
Therefore, as they are against the plan 
and purpose of God they are false and 
imaginary” (qtd. in Shoghi Eff endi, 
Advent 37). And again: “Variations 
of color, of land and of race are of 
no importance in the Bahá’í Faith; on 
the contrary, Bahá’í unity overcometh 
them all and doeth away with all these 
fancies and imaginations” (Selections 
112). “Strive jointly to make extraor-
dinary progress and mix together com-
pletely,” ‘Abdu’l-Bahá urges. “I pray 
that you attain to such a degree of good 
character and behavior that the names 
of black and white shall vanish. All 
shall be called human” (Promulgation 
46). And He adds: “When the racial el-
ements of the American nation unite in 
actual fellowship and accord, the lights 
of the oneness of humanity will shine, 
the day of eternal glory and bliss will 
dawn, the spirit of God encompass, and 
the divine favors descend” (56). “Love 
and unity will be fostered between you, 
thereby bringing about the oneness of 
mankind. For the accomplishment of 
unity . . . will be an assurance of the 

building of unifi ed nations, and a uni-
fi ed world.  In this respect, each culture 
has its merits and its shortcomings, 
and it is up to each people to weigh its 
culture to determine what gifts it has to 
off er to all humanity, and which dark 
tendencies it must weed out to respect 
the principle of the oneness of human-
ity and to contribute to the betterment 
of the world.  

In learning how to act in a manner that 
is systematic and grows in complexity 
over time, Bahá’ís strive to understand 
how to move from where we are to 
where we are going—toward a future 
where racial prejudice has been elim-
inated. While it is impossible to fully 
see the end at the beginning, it is possi-
ble to see progress to a certain extent—
the next horizon of understanding and 
action—and then work toward it until 
another new horizon opens. Insights 
can be drawn from thoughtful individ-
uals both inside and outside the com-
munity, without becoming ensnared 
in the catch-22 of colorblindness and 
essentialism, by weighing perspectives 
in the light of the Bahá’í teachings and 
practical experience over time. In this 
way, it is possible to see with the eye 
of oneness, without being blind to the 
manifestations of a racialized social re-
ality that require a corrective response. 
We begin to create this new reality in 
the small social spaces currently avail-
able and systematically increase the 
number and the reach of those spaces. 
Over time, understanding and practice 
can continually evolve to achieve a fu-
ture society reshaped according to the 
understanding that humanity is one. 
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Sඈආൾ Rൾඅൾඏൺඇඍ Iඇඌං඀ඁඍඌ ൿඋඈආ ඍඁൾ 
Tൾൺർඁංඇ඀ඌ ඈൿ Bൺඁග’ඎ’අඅගඁ

A framework for action that is con-
sciously extended to address the chal-
lenge of the elimination of racial prej-
udice will naturally encompass within 
it the fundamental elements already 
included in the work underway for the 
current series of stages of the unfold-
ment of the Divine Plan. This includes 
concepts, methods, and instruments 
such as operating in a learning mode in-
volving study, consultation, action, and 
refl ection; capacity building and the 
institute process; beginning activities 
simply and evolving in complexity over 
time; the nature of the desired relation-
ships among individuals, communities 
and institutions; spiritual and material 
education that extends from childhood 
to maturity; and coherence between 
community building, social action, 
and involvement in the discourses of 
society. To these must be added those 
elements from the Bahá’í teachings 
and the experience of the community 
that specifi cally pertain to combatting 
racial prejudice and to setting out the 
way forward to attain its ultimate extir-
pation from the life of society.  Of the 
many relevant elements, the following 
are among the most important.

Tඁൾ Pඋංඇർංඉඅൾ ඈൿ ඍඁൾ Oඇൾඇൾඌඌ 
ඈൿ Hඎආൺඇංඍඒ

Of course, the central teaching of 
Bahá’u’lláh is the oneness of human-
ity. Bahá’u’lláh unequivocally states 
that all human beings are one and, for 

world’s peace. Then racial prejudice, 
national prejudice, limited patriotism 
and religious bias will pass away and 
remain no longer” (Bahá’í World Faith 

269).
These expressions of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá 

may be seen as the highest aspiration 
of those who hold, with sincerity and 
fairmindedness, to perspectives of ei-
ther colorblindness or essentialism: the 
complete extinction of any conception 
or manifestation of prejudice of race.  
For the United States, this means the 
malign conception of race formulated 
in countless permutations across four 
centuries to dehumanize and oppress, 
will be displaced by a new conception 
of people who are united and diverse, 
in a way that today cannot be fully 
conceived.  

Thus, from the Bahá’í perspective, 
the elimination of racial prejudice is 
not to be achieved through the clash 
of diff ering belief systems, of concep-
tions of identity, of sets of values, or of 
prescriptions for particular solutions. It 
will emerge through the investigation 
of truth and the pursuit of the common 
good—the shared eff ort to aim toward 
the set of authentic relationships that 
result in human fl ourishing, individu-
ally and collectively, in which no one 
is considered to be “other,” and none 
are oppressed for the benefi t of others. 
From small rural villages to the inter-
national arena of the United Nations, 
Bahá’ís are striving with increasing 
success to bring people together in 
unity and common purpose to search 
for solutions to the challenges facing 
humanity.
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14 November 1930, Progress on the framework of the Bahá’í House of Worship 
in Wilmette, Illinois

Source: National Bahá’í Archives, United States
Courtesy of Shohleh Munion

the fi rst time in human history, has 
affi  rmed that there is no justifi cation 
for the division of human beings into 
diff erent categories of “us” and “them” 
that has characterized every society 
and every stage of social organization 
to the present day. “Verily, the words 
which have descended from the heav-
en of the Will of God are the source of 
unity and harmony for the world,” He 
explains. “Close your eyes to racial dif-
ferences, and welcome all with the light 
of oneness” (qtd. in Shoghi Eff endi, 
Advent 37). ‘Abdu’l-Bahá captures this 
fundamental transformation in one of 
His talks:

The teachings specialized in 
Bahá’u’lláh are addressed to hu-
manity. He says, “Ye are all the 
leaves of one tree.” He does not say, 
“Ye are the leaves of two trees: one 
divine, the other satanic.” He has 
declared that each individual mem-
ber of the human family is a leaf 
or branch upon the Adamic tree; 
that all are sheltered beneath the 
protecting mercy and providence 
of God; that all are the children of 
God, fruit upon the one tree of His 
love. God is equally compassionate 
and kind to all the leaves, branch-
es and fruit of this tree. Therefore, 
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As Shoghi Eff endi explains:

Let there be no mistake. The 
principle of the Oneness of 
Mankind—the pivot round which 
all the teachings of Bahá’u’lláh 
revolve—is no mere outburst of 
ignorant emotionalism or an ex-
pression of vague and pious hope. 
Its appeal is not to be merely iden-
tifi ed with a reawakening of the 
spirit of brotherhood and good-
will among men, nor does it aim 
solely at the fostering of harmoni-
ous cooperation among individual 
peoples and nations. Its implica-
tions are deeper, its claims greater 
than any which the Prophets of 
old were allowed to advance. Its 
message is applicable not only to 
the individual, but concerns itself 
primarily with the nature of those 
essential relationships that must 
bind all the states and nations as 
members of one human family. 
It does not constitute merely the 
enunciation of an ideal, but stands 
inseparably associated with an in-
stitution adequate to embody its 
truth, demonstrate its validity, and 
perpetuate its infl uence. It implies 
an organic change in the structure 
of present-day society, a change 
such as the world has not yet ex-
perienced. . . . 

 It represents the consummation 
of human evolution—an evolution 
that has had its earliest beginnings 
in the birth of family life, its subse-
quent development in the achieve-
ment of tribal solidarity, leading 

there is no satanic tree whatever—
Satan being a product of human 
minds and of instinctive human 
tendencies toward error. God alone 
is Creator, and all are creatures of 
His might. Therefore, we must love 
mankind as His creatures, realizing 
that all are growing upon the tree 
of His mercy, servants of His om-
nipotent will and manifestations of 
His good pleasure. (Promulgation 
230–31)

Thus, for Bahá’ís the essential na-
ture of all human beings is the same. 
Every human being is endowed by the 
Creator with a soul possessing inherent 
powers. Each person shares the same 
purpose. Each should be respected for 
this common divine endowment, and 
there can be no spiritual, moral or so-
cial justifi cation for the oppression and 
exploitation of some for the benefi t of 
others. Each person is a trust of soci-
ety, and each must be safeguarded and 
empowered so that these latent potenti-
alities can be revealed. 

However, it is not enough that this 
principle of the oneness of humanity 
merely be acknowledged. A new social 
order must be forged based on its full 
embrace and ultimate expression. All 
human relationships are to be recast in 
the light of the principle of the oneness 
of humanity. This requires the elimina-
tion of all forms of prejudice—including 
specifi cally racial prejudice—that have 
served as humanity’s practical mecha-
nisms for justifying otherness. This new 
order will represent the consummation 
of millennia of human social evolution. 
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in turn to the constitution of the 
city-state, and expanding later into 
the institution of independent and 
sovereign nations. (World Order 
42–43)

Oඇൾඇൾඌඌ Eඑඉඋൾඌඌൾൽ ൺඌ Uඇංඍඒ 
ංඇ Dංඏൾඋඌංඍඒ

The concept of oneness, in the Bahá’í 
teachings, however, does not mean 
sameness or uniformity. The reality 
of oneness is to be manifested in the 
world by a social order of unity in di-
versity, as explained by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá:  

Consider the fl owers of a garden. 
Though diff ering in kind, color, 
form, and shape, yet, inasmuch 
as they are refreshed by the wa-
ters of one spring, revived by the 
breath of one wind, invigorated 
by the rays of one sun, this diver-
sity increaseth their charm, and 
addeth unto their beauty. How 
unpleasing to the eye if all the 
fl owers and plants, the leaves and 
blossoms, the fruits, the branches 
and the trees of that garden were 
all of the same shape and color! 
Diversity of hues, form and shape, 
enricheth and adorneth the garden, 
and heighteneth the eff ect there-
of. In like manner, when divers 
shades of thought, temperament 
and character, are brought together 
under the power and infl uence of 
one central agency, the beauty and 
glory of human perfection will be 
revealed and made manifest. . . . 

Hence the intention must be 

purifi ed, the eff ort ennobled and 
exalted, so that you may establish 
affi  nity between the hearts of the 
world of humanity. (Tablets ¶¶ 
14.7, 14.59) 

Although human beings are one, 
diversity derives from the lived ex-
perience of peoples over time. These 
varied experiences give rise to cultures 
that contain both positive and negative 
characteristics that are intertwined. In 
this process, humanity has divided it-
self based on religious, nationalistic, 
economic, racial, and other forms of 
prejudice and otherness. In this way, 
racism and race became manifest in 
the contemporary social order in the 
United States. Resolving the matter is 
not merely a process of reconstructing 
a racialized social reality into another 
form; it is about creating a social reality 
in which—while diversity will exist in 
a form which perhaps we cannot even 
currently conceive—racial hierarchies 
have no part. In the eff ort to establish 
a united global spiritual and material 
civilization, divisiveness and oppres-
sive practices have to be overcome in 
every nation and among every people.    

This process of refl ection and change 
is already underway in Bahá’í commu-
nities everywhere. In The Advent of 
Divine Justice, Shoghi Eff endi called 
upon the American Bahá’ís over a 
century ago to begin to “to weed out, 
by every means in their power, those 
faults, habits, and tendencies which 
they have inherited from their own 
nation, and to cultivate, patiently and 
prayerfully, those distinctive qualities 
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and characteristics that are so indis-
pensable to their eff ective participation 
in the great redemptive work of their 
Faith” (20). Recently, the Universal 
House of Justice wrote to the Bahá’ís in 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo:

Each culture has many salutary el-
ements that are conducive to pro-
moting unity in diversity, which 
must be reinforced, as well as 
negative aspects that contribute to 
breeding prejudice, which must be 
gradually abandoned. Meaningful 
interactions among people hailing 
from diff erent human groups fos-
ter an environment within which 
advances in culture can occur. To 
retain and promote customs and 
traditions that generate animosity 
is a grave obstacle to the better-
ment of society. A Bahá’í com-
munity is robbed of its ability to 
promote unity in diversity if the 
friends, knowingly or unknowing-
ly, reproduce in their interactions 
and their association with society 
the same tendencies that foment 
prejudice. (1 November 2022)

A Cඈආආඈඇ Iൽൾඇඍංඍඒ

It is diffi  cult to imagine an American 
society where racism and racial prej-
udice fi nd no place. How will people 
conceive of themselves in a nation 
where the oneness of the citizenry 
fi nds expression in unity in diversity 
without anyone being considered as 
“other”? One of the advantages of an 
evolving conceptual framework is that 

it is possible to begin to walk a path of 
social change even if the fi nal destina-
tion cannot be fully elaborated.  

For Bahá’ís, a great advantage in 
this regard is a shared identity, borne of 
becoming a Bahá’í, that already tran-
scends race and otherness. Naturally, 
Bahá’ís do not immediately shed the 
negative infl uences of their society 
upon recognizing Bahá’u’lláh, but 
His teachings do provide them will 
the full vision of what it means to be 
a Bahá’í, to which they aspire and to-
wards which they work day by day. It 
is in this context that Shoghi Eff endi 
describes Bahá’ís of the current period 
as “the ‘generation of the half-light,’ 
living at a time which may be designat-
ed as the period of the incubation of the 
World Commonwealth envisaged by 
Bahá’u’lláh” (World Order 168). Our 
shared identity as Bahá’ís, however 
tenuously expressed in this transitional 
period, creates an opportunity for ris-
ing together above the prejudices and 
crystallized divisions of humanity to 
see ourselves as one, and as one family, 
address any problems that arise from 
the challenges introduced by the wider 
society. We then serve as a leaven to as-
sist all peoples to perceive themselves 
as one. As ‘Abdu’l-Bahá explains:

You must become of one heart, 
one spirit and one susceptibility. 
May you become as the waves of 
one sea, stars of the same heaven, 
fruits adorning the same tree, roses 
of one garden in order that through 
you the oneness of humanity may 
establish its temple in the world 
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of mankind, for you are the ones 
who are called to uplift the cause 
of unity among the nations of the 
earth. (Promulgation 214)

Amongst Bahá’ís, then, there need 
never be the contest among ideas and 
values of defi ned, so-called racial cat-
egories—whether White, Black, Asian, 
Hispanic, American Indian, Pacifi c 
Islander, or Middle Eastern. The en-
signs of diversity cannot become the 
cause of diff erence within the Bahá’í 
community-building eff orts underway. 
As ‘Abdu’l-Bahá envisions the coming 
change:

Whensoever holy souls, drawing 
on the powers of heaven, shall 
arise with such qualities of the 
spirit, and march in unison, rank 
on rank, every one of those souls 
will be even as one thousand, 
and the surging waves of that 
mighty ocean will be even as the 
battalions of the Concourse on 
high. What a blessing that will 
be—when all shall come togeth-
er, even as once separate torrents, 
rivers and streams, running brooks 
and single drops, when collected 
together in one place will form 
a mighty sea. And to such a de-
gree will the inherent unity of all 
prevail, that the traditions, rules, 
customs and distinctions in the 
fanciful life of these populations 
will be eff aced and vanish away 
like isolated drops, once the great 
sea of oneness doth leap and surge 
and roll. . . .

O ye loved ones of God! Strug-
gle and strive to reach that high 
station, and to make a splendor 
so to shine across these realms of 
earth that the rays of it will be re-
fl ected back from a dawning-point 
on the horizon of eternity. This is 
the very foundation of the Cause 
of God. This is the very pith of the 
Law of God. This is the mighty 
structure raised up by the Manifes-
tations of God. This is why the orb 
of God’s world dawneth. This is 
why the Lord establisheth Himself 
on the throne of His human body. 
(Selections 260)

It is evident from statements of 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá that, from the Bahá’í 
perspective, diversity is not concerned 
with diff erence of type, but with the 
valuable variety of things that are of the 
same type. “The garden is more beauti-
ful when the fl owers are many-colored 
and diff erent; the variety lends charm 
and adornment,” He states. “In a fl ock 
of doves some are white, some black, 
red, blue; yet they make no distinction 
among themselves. All are doves no 
matter what the color. This variety in 
forms and colorings which is manifest 
in all the kingdoms is according to 
creative wisdom and has a divine pur-
pose” (Promulgation 112–13).

Jඎඌඍංർൾ ංඌ Mൺඇංൿൾඌඍൾൽ 
ൻඒ Eඌඍൺൻඅංඌඁංඇ඀ Pඋඈඉൾඋ 
Rൾඅൺඍංඈඇඌඁංඉඌ

The perspective that the oneness of hu-
manity must be consciously understood 
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and fi nd expression in a social order 
that manifests unity in diversity makes 
it evident that racial problems are prob-
lems of relationships. Often, however, 
racism and racial prejudice are framed 
as problems of belief, to be addressed 
by the adoption of a particular set of 
ideas, or a full ideology that is held to 
be true and by which questions of race 
must be measured. The problem with 
such competing ideological claims is 
that the contest between them contin-
ues interminably.29  

Bahá’ís see the matter diff erent-
ly. To be a Bahá’í is not to be a true 
believer in a world of “infi dels,” or 
to hold to a correct set of theological 
concepts or moral doctrines that are 
in contest with others. “Religion,” 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá explains, “is not a series 
of beliefs, a set of customs; religion is 
the teachings of the Lord God, teach-
ings which constitute the very life of 
humankind, which urge high thoughts 
upon the mind, refi ne the character, 
and lay the groundwork for man’s ev-
erlasting honor” (Selections 52). Thus, 
Bahá’ís do not argue about or seek to 
compel the adoption of a particular 
set of ideas—whether about race or 
anything else. Rather, Bahá’u’lláh ex-
plains that, “[t]heir concern hath ever 
been and now is for the betterment of 
the world. Their purpose is to obliter-
ate diff erences, and quench the fl ame 

29 For an exploration of the problem 
of ideology, which holds certain beliefs to 
be of greater value than a human being, 
and thereby obstructs the establishment of 
just and moral relationships, see William S. 
Hatcher, Love, Power and Justice.

of hatred and enmity, so that the whole 
earth may come to be viewed as one 
country” (Epistle 122).  

Bahá’u’lláh states that justice “con-
sisteth in rendering each his due” 
(Tabernacle ¶ 2.37), and that the “pur-
pose of justice is the appearance of 
unity among men” (Tablets 66). For 
Bahá’ís, the social order is in a state of 
disintegration because the way human 
beings are associated with one another 
is inadequate for the current require-
ments of a world that has eff ectively 
shrunk into a single neighborhood. The 
fate of all peoples is now inextricably 
bound together. The manner of associ-
ation of past ages, the prejudices and 
practices that enabled people to oppress 
and advance themselves over others, 
are entirely unsuited to humanity’s 
current condition. Thus ‘Abdu’l-Bahá 
explains:

The morals of humanity must 
undergo change. New remedies 
and solutions for human prob-
lems must be adopted. Human 
intellects themselves must change 
and be subject to the universal 
reformation. Just as the thoughts 
and hypotheses of past ages are 
fruitless today, likewise dogmas 
and codes of human invention are 
obsolete and barren of product in 
religion. . . . Therefore, it is our 
duty in this radiant century to in-
vestigate the essentials of divine 
religion, seek the realities underly-
ing the oneness of the world of hu-
manity and discover the source of 
fellowship and agreement which 
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will unite mankind in the heavenly 
bond of love. (Promulgation 144)

Thus, the aim of Bahá’ís is to learn to 
establish such just relationships in the 
world among individuals, communi-
ties, and institutions, to heal the diff er-
ences that have divided humanity, and 
to contribute to the emergence of a new 
social order that serves the well-being 
of all. ‘Abdu’l-Bahá states that they 
must “strive with all their might until 
universal fellowship, close and warm, 
and unalloyed love, and spiritual rela-
tionships, will connect all the hearts in 
the world” (Selections 21).

Jඎඌඍ Rൾඅൺඍංඈඇඌඁංඉඌ Dൾඉൾඇൽ ඈඇ ඍඁൾ 
Eඑඉඋൾඌඌංඈඇ ඈൿ Sඉංඋංඍඎൺඅ Qඎൺඅංඍංൾඌ

The challenge of building unity, of 
creating a society in which racial prej-
udice fi nds no place, is immeasurably 
more diffi  cult than protesting about 
the existence of racial prejudice, of 
fi ghting against its various manifesta-
tions, or of criticizing individuals or 
institutions that fall short in some way. 
Elimination of racial prejudice requires 
the establishment of just relationships 
among individuals, the community, 
and institutions. And the establishment 
of just relationships depends on the 
cultivation and expression of spiritual 
qualities. Consider, for instance, this 
vivid description of the example of 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá cited by Shoghi Eff endi:  

Let them call to mind, fearlessly 
and determinedly, the example and 
conduct of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá while in 

their midst. Let them remember 
His courage, His genuine love, 
His informal and indiscriminating 
fellowship, His contempt for and 
impatience of criticism, tempered 
by His tact and wisdom. Let them 
revive and perpetuate the memory 
of those unforgettable and historic 
episodes and occasions on which 
He so strikingly demonstrated His 
keen sense of justice, His sponta-
neous sympathy for the downtrod-
den, His ever-abiding sense of the 
oneness of the human race, His 
overfl owing love for its members, 
and His displeasure with those 
who dared to fl out His wishes, to 
deride His methods, to challenge 
His principles, or to nullify His 
acts. (Advent 34)

In the various paragraphs of his 
argument in The Advent of Divine 
Justice, Shoghi Eff endi returns again 
and again to the spiritual qualities re-
quired for so substantial a transforma-
tion in American society as to eff ace 
this long standing and deeply rooted 
evil, sometimes off ering insights from 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá and sometimes present-
ing his own. The task requires “spir-
itual love and heavenly harmony,” 
“perfect love, unity and kindness,” 
“faith, assurance, and the teachings of 
the Blessed Beauty” (39), as well as 
“extreme patience, true humility, con-
summate tact, sound initiative, mature 
wisdom, and deliberate, persistent, and 
prayerful eff ort” (40). These are but 
a few of the many qualities called for 
in the Bahá’í teachings to address the 
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challenge of establishing just relation-
ships for a new age of human maturity.

Sඁൺඋൾൽ Rൾඌඉඈඇඌංൻංඅංඍඒ

Once it becomes evident that the aim 
of the elimination of racial prejudice 
is the establishment of just and unify-
ing relationships among people who 
possess the same essential nature and 
purpose, it is then indisputable that the 
resolution of the problem is a matter 
of mutual responsibilities. For it is not 
possible for one party to be responsi-
ble for a relationship among equals. 
While the current debate in society of-
ten takes the form of a false dichotomy 
between white or Black responsibility 
to resolve the lingering impacts of ra-
cial prejudice, more than a century ago 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá emphasized the shared 
nature of this challenge for all Bahá’ís:

Strive earnestly and put forth your 
greatest endeavor toward the ac-
complishment of this fellowship 
and the cementing of this bond of 
brotherhood between you. Such 
an attainment is not possible with-
out will and eff ort on the part of 
each. . . . Each one should endeav-
or to develop and assist the other 
toward mutual advancement. . . . 
Love and unity will be fostered be-
tween you, thereby bringing about 
the oneness of mankind. (qtd. in 
Shoghi Eff endi, Advent 39) 

Shoghi Eff endi similarly emphasizes 
mutual responsibility in The Advent of 
Divine Justice. “A tremendous eff ort is 

required by both races if their outlook, 
their manners, and conduct are to re-
fl ect, in this darkened age, the spirit and 
teachings of the Faith of Bahá’u’lláh,” 
he explains. “Casting away once and 
for all the fallacious doctrine of racial 
superiority, with its attendant evils, 
confusion, and miseries, and welcom-
ing and encouraging the intermixture 
of races, and tearing down the barri-
ers that now divide them, they should 
each endeavor, day and night, to fulfi ll 
their particular responsibilities in the 
common task which so urgently faces 
them.” All believers, he indicated, are 
to “participate in, and lend their assis-
tance, each according to his or her ca-
pacity, experience, and opportunities, 
to the common task of fulfi lling the in-
structions, realizing the hopes, and fol-
lowing the example, of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá.” 
To none, he further asserted, is given 
the right to “be regarded as absolved 
from such an obligation” (51). And he 
adds:

Let neither think that the solution 
of so vast a problem is a matter that 
exclusively concerns the other. Let 
neither think that such a problem 
can either easily or immediately 
be resolved. Let neither think that 
they can wait confi dently for the 
solution of this problem until the 
initiative has been taken, and the 
favorable circumstances created, 
by agencies that stand outside the 
orbit of their Faith. . . . Let them 
rather believe, and be fi rmly con-
vinced, that on their mutual under-
standing, their amity, and sustained 
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to forget the past, and their ability 
to wipe out every trace of suspi-
cion that may still linger in their 
hearts and minds. (Advent 40)

In this regard, the House of Justice 
has praised the constructive resilience 
of Bahá’ís “who have labored so per-
sistently to promote race unity, espe-
cially the African American friends” (4 
February 2018). The endless permuta-
tions of racial obstacles thrown up by a 
society resistant to justice and change, 
and the sometimes slow response of 
the Bahá’í community itself, at times 
requires Bahá’ís who are Black to call 
upon deeper levels of patience and per-
sistence. Meanwhile, because the form 
that racialization takes in the United 
States makes it possible for Bahá’ís 
who are white to remain largely uncon-
scious of, or apathetic to, the expres-
sions of racial prejudice in their soci-
ety, it is incumbent upon these friends 
to see themselves as protagonists in 
a process of reading their reality to 
understand how these racial forces 
operate, and to learn to contribute to 
overcoming them. And so it is for all 
the friends of whatever background in 
the ever more diverse contemporary 
American society. The many require-
ments of Bahá’í fellowship, including 
having a sin-covering eye and avoid-
ing criticism, make it impossible for 
anyone to assume the responsibility for 
calling out the shortcomings of other 
individuals, thus underlining the vital 
necessity of each person consciously 
assuming the obligations ordained by 
Bahá’u’lláh and ‘Abdu’l-Bahá. “There 

cooperation, must depend, more 
than on any other force or organi-
zation operating outside the circle 
of their Faith, the defl ection of that 
dangerous course so greatly feared 
by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and the materi-
alization of the hopes He cher-
ished for their joint contribution 
to the fulfi llment of that country’s 
glorious destiny. (Advent 40–41)

The fact that there is a shared re-
sponsibility does not mean that the 
responsibility is identical in all its ex-
pressions, as passages in the Bahá’í 
writings make evident. For example, 
Shoghi Eff endi states: 

Let the white make a supreme ef-
fort in their resolve to contribute 
their share to the solution of this 
problem, to abandon once for all 
their usually inherent and at times 
subconscious sense of superiority, 
to correct their tendency towards 
revealing a patronizing attitude 
towards the members of the other 
race, to persuade them through 
their intimate, spontaneous and 
informal association with them of 
the genuineness of their friendship 
and the sincerity of their intentions, 
and to master their impatience of 
any lack of responsiveness on the 
part of a people who have received, 
for so long a period, such grievous 
and slow-healing wounds. Let the 
Negroes, through a corresponding 
eff ort on their part, show by every 
means in their power the warmth 
of their response, their readiness 
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Bahá’í community to address those 
social spaces already within its grasp:

The consciousness of any division 
or cleavage in its ranks is alien to 
its very purpose, principles, and 
ideals. Once its members have 
fully recognized the claim of its 
Author, and, by identifying them-
selves with its Administrative 
Order, accepted unreservedly the 
principles and laws embodied in 
its teachings, every diff erentiation 
of class, creed, or color must auto-
matically be obliterated, and nev-
er be allowed, under any pretext, 
and however great the pressure of 
events or of public opinion, to re-
assert itself . . . .

 Freedom from racial preju-
dice, in any of its forms, should, 
at such a time as this when an 
increasingly large section of the 
human race is falling a victim to 
its devastating ferocity, be adopt-
ed as the watchword of the entire 
body of the American believers, 
in whichever state they reside, in 
whatever circles they move, what-
ever their age, traditions, tastes, 
and habits. It should be consistent-
ly demonstrated in every phase of 
their activity and life, whether in 
the Bahá’í community or outside 
it, in public or in private, formally 
as well as informally, individually 
as well as in their offi  cial capacity 
as organized groups, committees 
and Assemblies. It should be delib-
erately cultivated through the var-
ious and everyday opportunities, 

can be no rest until the desired outcome 
is achieved,” the House of Justice ex-
plains (Messages 2001-2022 ¶ 374.5).

Cඋൾൺඍංඇ඀ Eඏൾඋ-Lൺඋ඀ൾඋ 
Sඈർංൺඅ Sඉൺർൾඌ ඍඁൺඍ Mൺඇංൿൾඌඍ 
ඍඁൾ Oඇൾඇൾඌඌ ඈൿ Hඎආൺඇංඍඒ

The Bahá’í approach to the challenge of 
racism and racial prejudice is thus not 
concerned merely with a description 
and diagnosis of the problems prev-
alent in society. Nor does it propose 
some form of engagement in a contest 
of ideas, values, or approaches—most 
particularly among those fair-minded 
people who have diff erent perceptions 
about the nature of the problem and its 
resolution. Because its central concern 
is the absence of proper and just rela-
tionships, the Bahá’í response centers 
on overcoming obstacles and creating 
new relationships that are character-
ized by the spiritual qualities described 
in the Bahá’í writings. Such relation-
ships are based on an appreciation of 
the oneness of humanity and are mani-
fested as unity in diversity.  

This is the same approach to the 
elimination of racial prejudice that 
Shoghi Eff endi emphasized years ear-
lier. “Incapable as yet, in view of the 
restricted size of their community and 
the limited infl uence it now wields, of 
producing any marked eff ect on the 
great mass of their countrymen,” he ex-
plains, “let them focus their attention, 
for the present, on their own selves, 
their own individual needs, their own 
personal defi ciencies and weaknesses” 
(Advent 20). He then calls upon the 
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Plan to encompass clusters as well as 
neighborhoods and villages that are 
centers of intense activity, involving 
complementary eff orts for community 
building, social action, and involve-
ment in the discourses of society. Every 
core activity, every neighborhood or 
cluster activity, every initiative for so-
cial action, every discourse, becomes a 
space where the oneness of humanity 
is manifested and safeguarded. Each of 
these social spaces are environments in 
which a new set of relationships based 
on spiritual principles and qualities are 
forged. Each can, over time, grow in 
size, in complexity, and in their impact 
on society. Gradually, old, oppressive 
conceptions of race are deconstructed, 
and new conceptions of unity in diver-
sity based on the oneness of humanity 
emerge. A letter written on behalf of 
the House of Justice states:

Here, the Guardian is calling for 
the friends to address the question 
of race unity as a part of life in all 
of the social spaces in which they 
are engaged, and, similarly, the 
House of Justice is now saying 
that freedom from racial prejudice 
must be the watchword of Bahá’ís 
in the social spaces in which they 
are engaged for the activities of 
the Plan. In such intimate settings, 
people of diverse racial back-
grounds encounter the Word of 
God, and in their eff orts to trans-
late the Teachings into practical 
action, are able to generate bonds 
of love, aff ection, and unity, and 
to learn what it means to establish 

no matter how insignifi cant, that 
present themselves, whether in 
their homes, their business of-
fi ces, their schools and colleges, 
their social parties and recreation 
grounds, their Bahá’í meetings, 
conferences, conventions, sum-
mer schools and Assemblies. It 
should, above all else, become the 
keynote of the policy of that au-
gust body which, in its capacity 
as the national representative, and 
the director and coordinator of the 
aff airs of the community, must set 
the example, and facilitate the ap-
plication of such a vital principle 
to the lives and activities of those 
whose interests it safeguards and 
represents. (Advent 33–37)  

Thus, Shoghi Eff endi called for the 
Bahá’ís to demonstrate freedom from 
prejudice “in their homes, their busi-
ness offi  ces, their schools and colleges, 
their social parties and recreation 
grounds, their Bahá’í meetings, con-
ferences, conventions, summer schools 
and Assemblies.” The challenge, as he 
presented it, is not so much about fi ght-
ing racism in every social space, as it 
is about building something new in ev-
ery space in which Bahá’ís are active: 
sound personal and social relationships 
based on Bahá’u’lláh’s teachings that 
enable people to work together as 
equals in a collective process to foster 
individual and social transformation.  

The basic approach of Shoghi 
Eff endi has been expanded by the 
Universal House of Justice in the con-
text of the recent stages of the Divine 
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For more than a decade, the House of 
Justice has written extensively to the 
friends in the United States, sometimes 
to individuals and sometime collec-
tively, about the challenge of racial 
prejudice affl  icting their nation and 
how to address and ultimately over-
come it in the context of the unfold-
ment of the Divine Plan. As part of this 
correspondence, the House of Justice 
emphasized that racial prejudice is not 
susceptible to remedy merely through a 
simple course of study, or by adopting 
the prevalent thoughts and approaches 
circulating in the wider society:

Racism is a profound deviation 
from the standard of true morality. 
It deprives a portion of humanity 
of the opportunity to cultivate and 
express the full range of their ca-
pability and to live a meaningful 
and fl ourishing life, while blight-
ing the progress of the rest of hu-
mankind. It cannot be rooted out 
by contest and confl ict. It must be 
supplanted by the establishment 
of just relationships among indi-
viduals, communities, and insti-
tutions of society that will uplift 
all and will not designate anyone 
as “other”. The change required is 
not merely social and economic, 
but above all moral and spiritual. 
Within the context of the frame-
work governing your activities, it 
is necessary to carefully examine 
the forces unfolding around you 

a true interracial fellowship that 
is powerful enough to overcome 
the forces of racism that affl  ict 
them and their society. Currently, 
among the Bahá’ís of the United 
States, race unity is a dimension 
of the work of community build-
ing in scores of clusters, of social 
action in hundreds of eff orts of 
various levels of complexity, and 
of involvement in the discourses 
of society by thousands of believ-
ers in various settings. The House 
of Justice is confi dent that these 
endeavors will become more sys-
tematic, more widespread, and 
more eff ective as the learning pro-
cess already set in motion by your 
National Spiritual Assembly is 
persistently pursued by the believ-
ers in greater numbers. Parallel 
with this, of course, is the eff ort 
of the National Assembly to en-
gage at the national level in the 
discourse concerning race. In the 
same way as the other activities of 
the Plan, every challenge the com-
munity faces in the work of race 
unity will be overcome as capac-
ity is raised among an expanding 
group of friends in each cluster 
through learning and systematic 
action. (6 August 2018)

This brings us, then, from a consid-
eration of the teachings that inform a 
framework for the elimination of racial 
prejudice, to a consideration of how 
the framework is being applied to ever 
greater eff ect in the context of the cur-
rent eff orts of the Bahá’í world. 
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your letter, the House of Justice 
feels that Bahá’ís can best learn 
to respond to the problem of ra-
cial prejudice through their dai-
ly eff ort to apply the teachings 
of Bahá’u’lláh in their personal 
lives as well as through their in-
volvement in community-build-
ing activities, social action, and 
the discourses of society. You are 
therefore encouraged to strive to 
promote meaningful relationships 
among people of all races in your 
community and seek to enrich the 
conversations in whatever social 
spaces you participate by drawing 
on perspectives from the Bahá’í 
teachings and the experience of the 
Bahá’í community. Undoubtedly, 
as the Bahá’í community grows, 
its capacity to address such issues 
will correspondingly increase. (19 
December 2020) 

This approach was elaborated 
upon in another letter to an individual 
believer:

At this time, the people of the 
United States do not have unity of 
thought and vision about how the 
problem of racial prejudice can be 
resolved; they are, instead, divid-
ed socially and politically on this 
issue. As you witness, even among 
Black intellectuals, as well as 
within the African American com-
munity more generally, there are 
disparate views. Therefore, rather 
than becoming enmeshed in pat-
terns of behavior pervasive in the 

to determine where your energies 
might reinforce the most promis-
ing initiatives, what you should 
avoid, and how you might lend 
a distinctive contribution. It is 
not possible for you to eff ect the 
transformation envisioned by 
Bahá’u’lláh merely by adopting 
the perspectives, practices, con-
cepts, criticisms, and language 
of contemporary society. Your 
approach, instead, will be distin-
guished by maintaining a humble 
posture of learning, weighing al-
ternatives in the light of His teach-
ings, consulting to harmonize dif-
fering views and shape collective 
action, and marching forward with 
unbreakable unity in serried lines. 
(Messages 2011–2022 ¶ 374.4) 

Thus, in place of the kinds of ef-
forts prevalent in the wider society, the 
House of Justice calls upon the friends 
to appreciate how the eff orts currently 
underway for the unfoldment of the 
Divine Plan present the opportunity for 
them to learn—beginning simply and 
growing in complexity over time—to 
eradicate racial prejudice and to create 
ever larger social spaces governed by 
racial harmony. In their activities for 
community building, social action, 
and involvement in the discourses of 
society, the friends can work together 
as one family and build sound relation-
ships free of prejudice, learning to re-
solve challenges as they arise.

 On the issue of racial prejudice and 
its practical impact as described in 
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at the same time build capacity to 
address more complex issues.

As the friends around the world 
have adopted this approach to 
address problems in diverse soci-
eties, promising signs are already 
appearing in many places where 
the Plan’s framework for action 
has taken root. For example, in the 
Bihar Sharif cluster in India, the 
oppressive infl uence of the centu-
ries-old caste system is gradually 
being undone at the grassroots. 
The communities in this clus-
ter are learning to mix without 
regard to caste, so much so that 
the friends are visiting the homes 
of families from diff erent castes. 
To cite another example, in the 
Lubumbashi cluster in the Dem-
ocratic Republic of the Congo, 
the inequality between the sexes 
has long prevented women from 
speaking in the presence of men in 
various social spaces. Now, how-
ever, women have been given the 
courage to freely share their ideas 
and consult with men in diff erent 
settings.

You indicate that you have de-
cided to focus on spreading the 
Faith among African Americans 
and to dedicate yourself to their 
advancement and upliftment. 
This will, no doubt, allow you to 
learn how to create a social space 
for individuals to come together 
in a new pattern of engagement. 
The House of Justice hopes that 
you might fi nd one or two other 
like-minded believers who can 

wider society that seek to assign 
blame or deal with issues at the 
level of broad generalities, Bahá’ís 
have the opportunity to address 
the challenge of racial prejudice 
through the instrumentality of the 
teachings of Bahá’u’lláh and His 
Administrative Order. They do so 
by concentrating on practical chal-
lenges in specifi c settings through 
consultation in an atmosphere of 
love and common purpose.

Every believer can address the 
improvement of his or her own 
character. Each can strive to work 
alongside others to ensure that the 
social spaces in which they par-
ticipate—especially in families, 
local communities, places of work 
and education, Bahá’í activities, 
Spiritual Assemblies, and com-
mittees—manifest freedom from 
prejudice in all its forms. Further-
more, the framework for action 
of the current Plan enables the 
believers to expand the reach of 
these eff orts by engaging others in 
neighborhoods and clusters in the 
process of community building, 
initiatives for social action, and 
the prevalent discourses of society. 
In these contexts, when a specifi c 
concern is identifi ed, the believers 
and their friends can explore the 
problem together and then partic-
ipate in a process of learning how 
to resolve it, while eschewing any 
inclination toward withdrawal 
or confl ict. Thus, day by day, in 
practical ways, they learn to solve 
particular problems that arise and 
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28 April 1931, Preparation for the dome surmounting the Bahá’í House of 
Worship in Wilmette, Illinois
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Courtesy of Shohleh Munion

assist you in applying the instru-
ments and methods of the Plan 
to cultivate a dynamic and grow-
ing pattern of community life. In 
this regard, when reaching out to 
those from the wider community, 
you can present the message of 
Bahá’u’lláh as the healing rem-
edy for the ills of humanity and 
invite the receptive souls you en-
counter to become protagonists 
of a constant eff ort to learn to 
apply His teachings eff ectively, 
explaining that Bahá’ís are also 
learning to walk this same path. 
As ‘Abdu’l-Bahá is reported to 

have remarked: “The earth plane 
is a workshop, not an art gallery 
for the exhibits of perfect powers. 
This is not the plane of perfection, 
but earth is the crucible for refi n-
ing and molding character.” (15 
December 2020)

From this perspective on the eff orts 
unfolding in the context of the Divine 
Plan, it is possible to avoid another 
false dichotomy of thought that may 
arise when refl ecting upon the elim-
ination of prejudice. One part of this 
dichotomy is to believe that nothing 
can be done in the Bahá’í community 

Elimination of Racial Prejudice in America
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change in the life of man is the re-
sult of these mutual reactions. 

No movement in the world di-
rects its attention upon both these 
aspects of human life and has full 
measures for their improvement, 
save the teachings of Bahá’u’lláh. 
And this is its distinctive feature. If 
we desire therefore the good of the 
world we should strive to spread 
those teachings and also practice 
them in our own life. Through 
them will the human heart be 
changed, and also our social envi-
ronment provides the atmosphere 
in which we can grow spiritually 
and refl ect in full the light of God 
shining through the revelation of 
Bahá’u’lláh. (qtd. in Compilation 
84)30  

30 In certain instances, some Bahá’ís 
may feel obstructed from taking action by 
the majority view of other Bahá’ís. It is 
then hoped that through the study of par-
ticular courses, the attitudes of the majority 
might change. It is not practical to expect, 
however, that transformation of the com-
munity can occur in this way. And signifi -
cant progress cannot be achieved if the ac-
tions of those who are most capable to take 
on the challenges of addressing community 
building or racial prejudice are held back 
by those who are, perhaps, least prepared 
to take on this work. The current series of 
Plans is organized in such a way to enable 
all individuals to take initial constructive 
action within their own core activities and 
neighborhoods, and to learn how to im-
prove their eff orts over time. And as this 
lived experience to promote the oneness of 
humanity becomes richer and deeper, more 
and more will be attracted to take their place 

until every manifestation of the infl u-
ence of racial prejudice imposed by 
the wider society is eliminated; in this 
light, every eff ort must, fi rst and fore-
most, center on the most challenging 
issue described by the Guardian. The 
other part suggests that such consid-
erations may be set aside because 
addressing the Plan will—somehow, 
in a manner unspecifi ed—resolve the 
problem by itself. Neither of these 
approaches would prove practical or 
effi  cacious; neither is being proposed. 
Rather there is a reciprocal interplay 
between the activities of the Plan and 
the elimination of racial prejudice. As 
the capabilities of individuals to trans-
late Bahá’u’lláh’s teachings into reality 
are strengthened, and the community 
grows and expands its eff orts, the abil-
ity to engage the challenge of racial 
prejudice, both in scope and depth, will 
increase. And the progress that derives 
from this engagement, from both suc-
cesses and challenges, will contribute 
to the greater capacity of the commu-
nity for growth and social change. The 
reciprocal relationships of simultane-
ous individual and social transforma-
tion are captured in a letter written on 
behalf of the Guardian:

We cannot segregate the human 
heart from the environment out-
side us and say that once one of 
these is reformed everything will 
be improved. Man is organic with 
the world. His inner life molds 
the environment and is itself also 
deeply aff ected by it. The one acts 
upon the other and every abiding 
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and transform it, beginning within the 
social spaces which they create and 
in which they participate, eliminating 
these racialized features and creating a 
social reality of oneness expressed as 
unity in diversity. 

Consider how activities unfold in 
a cluster and how they contribute to a 
new set of relationships among people 
that refl ect the oneness of humanity.  

Central to the progress of the Plan 
is the training institute, whose purpose 
is to build the capabilities of individu-
als to translate Bahá’u’lláh’s teachings 
into action to advance the work of com-
munity building, social action, and in-
volvement in the discourses of society. 
Beginning with Book 1, participants 
learn how to understand the sacred 
writings, the importance of prayer, and 
the purpose of life. As a result, they be-
gin to practice daily prayer and reading 
of the writings, along with taking dai-
ly account for personal behavior—the 
basic spiritual disciplines that serve 
as the foundation of personal transfor-
mation. They then begin to work with 
others engaged in a similar process of 
collective change by initiating action 
with a devotional gathering—an initial 
act of service. Each of the books of the 
institute builds new capabilities for 
additional acts of service that propel 
the transformation of individuals and 
communities.  

The institute process also raises a 
program for the education of young 
people. Cohorts of children enter chil-
dren’s classes that shape their spiri-
tual and social development. This is 
followed by their junior youth groups 

Such is the actualization of the pro-
cess described above, in which spiritu-
alized human beings see the essence of 
each person as the divine endowment 
within and develop the God-given 
potentialities inherent in their souls 
as they strive to live according to the 
teachings of Bahá’u’lláh. Together 
such illumined souls learn to traverse 
a defective, racialized social reality 

in the process of translating Bahá’u’lláh 
teachings about oneness into reality and 
action. Those who become enamored with 
the Faith in such settings can be taught the 
Faith and deepened in their understanding 
before being introduced to the wider com-
munity, where some concerns might exist. 
As Shoghi Eff endi explains the process of 
reaching new souls: “Let him refrain, at 
the outset, from insisting on such laws and 
observances as might impose too severe 
a strain on the seeker’s newly awakened 
faith, and endeavor to nurse him, patient-
ly, tactfully, and yet determinedly, into full 
maturity, and aid him to proclaim his un-
qualifi ed acceptance of whatever has been 
ordained by Bahá’u’lláh. Let him, as soon 
as that stage has been attained, introduce 
him to the body of his fellow-believers, 
and seek, through constant fellowship and 
active participation in the local activities of 
his community, to enable him to contribute 
his share to the enrichment of its life, the 
furtherance of its tasks, the consolidations 
of its interests, and the coordination of its 
activities with those of its sister communi-
ties. Let him not be content until he has in-
fused into his spiritual child so deep a long-
ing as to impel him to arise independently, 
in his turn, and devote his energies to the 
quickening of other souls, and the uphold-
ing of the laws and principles laid down by 
his newly adopted Faith” (Advent 51–52).
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can transcend the understanding and 
practices of the old world order, but 
that do not yet refl ect the character-
istics of the new world order that is 
yet to be fully realized. In such tran-
sitional spaces, new ways of thinking, 
new ways of interacting, new ways of 
living not shackled by the cultural lim-
itations of societies structured along 
lines of contention and otherness can 
begin to emerge. These spaces are thus 
a starting point for the transformation, 
discussed above, that all peoples must 
undergo in order to play their part in 
the building of a new global civiliza-
tion. In them, participants can begin 
the process of weighing their culture in 
light of Bahá’u’lláh’s teachings to de-
termine which gifts it has to off er and 
which of its limitations must be purged. 
For the people of India, transformation 
may involve coming to terms with the 
negative ramifi cations of the caste sys-
tem. For the people of the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, it may require 
addressing confl icts that emerge from 
ethnicity. And in the United States, it 
demands dealing with the evil tenden-
cy of racial prejudice. Such transitional 
spaces can embrace all in the oneness 
of humanity, freed of any burden of 
otherness, while at the same time, en-
suring that those gathered within a par-
ticular space do not fail to address any 
racially prejudicial practices, or their 
consequences, that intrude upon them. 
In this manner, Bahá’í community 
building activities off er an escape from 
the catch-22 that prevents progress to-
wards a non-racialized social order.

The release in greater measure of the 

that endow them with the power of 
expression, provide initial experience 
in undertaking acts of service for the 
common good, and quicken their desire 
to immerse themselves in the knowl-
edge systems of science and religion 
so they can better fulfi ll their twofold 
moral purpose. As youth, they begin 
the sequence of courses of the institute 
to build their capabilities to take their 
place in the program of growth along 
with a growing number of others.  

As more and more capable partici-
pants enter the arena of action, gradual-
ly, a pattern of community life emerges 
composed of a variety of social spaces 
that are created and broadened through 
the inclusion of more and more peo-
ple. These social spaces include core 
activities and other gatherings, eff orts 
within neighborhoods and across the 
cluster, projects for social action and 
opportunities for engaging others in 
discourses of various kinds. This pat-
tern of community life also includes 
family life, all Bahá’í gatherings, and, 
essentially, every social space in which 
Bahá’ís participate. The aim of a pro-
gram of growth is not merely to reach 
out to others to participate in activities, 
but ultimately, to endow populations 
with ownership and empower them to 
become the protagonists of the process 
of personal and social transformation, 
and thus to release the society-building 
power of Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation in 
ever greater measures.  

Core activities and other dimensions 
of the community building process 
can be understood as liminal spac-
es—social spaces of transition—that 
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The National Spiritual Assembly of 
the United States has reported on the 
current nature of the eff orts underway 
in scores of programs of growth across 
the country, in hundreds of initiatives 
for social action addressing issues per-
taining to race, and in the contributions 
of thousands of individual believers 
to discourses in civil society, in their 
professions, and in their local com-
munities.32 It is striving to establish a 
national process to facilitate learning 
to advance these eff orts. The series of 
Plans now unfolding will continually 
multiply and expand the social spaces 
in which Bahá’ís participate, and where 
they can, in keeping with the vision of 
the Guardian, bring into practice the 
Bahá’í teachings on the elimination of 
prejudice, whether directly or indirect-
ly. Beyond the multiplication of such 
a broad range of eff orts, the elimina-
tion of racial prejudice in American 
society will require a sound learning 
process that can weigh the wide range 
of initiatives across many clusters and 
neighborhoods, so that those that prove 
to be eff ective may be further refi ned 
and systematically shared and applied 
in more and more localities.  

Discussions about race or issues 
associated with race can be very chal-
lenging and sensitive, involving diffi  -
cult truths and a host of emotions. An 
inability to maintain a constructive 
approach and willingness to learn can 
create the potential for extremes of 

32 For more details, see A Spiritual 
Path to Unity and Social Justice: The 
Bahá’í Faith in America.

society-building power of the Bahá’í 
Faith is dependent upon the creation, 
in every cluster, of a pattern of life illu-
mined by Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation. To 
bring this new pattern of life into be-
ing, and to foster its development and 
complexity over time to create a new 
world order, requires new capabilities 
of individuals, communities, and in-
stitutions. If a certain cluster does not 
manifest this society building power, 
it is because the necessary capabili-
ties of the three protagonists have not 
been suffi  ciently cultivated. Where it is 
lacking, a particular capability can be 
identifi ed as a learning objective. It is 
the purpose of the institute to cultivate 
such capabilities, which are refi ned 
in action in the work of community 
building. The institute fosters a basic 
set of capabilities for creating an ev-
er-expanding community building pro-
cess in light of Bahá’u’lláh’s teaching, 
and as learning about the release of the 
society building power of the Faith to 
address the challenge of racial preju-
dice advances, additional capabilities 
to support this process can be better 
understood and consciously devel-
oped. As all these necessary capabili-
ties are cultivated through experience 
and learning over time, the people of 
a cluster will increasingly manifest the 
necessary change.31  

31 Examples of the profound trans-
formative eff ect on social reality made pos-
sible by the community building process 
can be found in the 2013 video, Frontiers 
of Learning, in relation to alleviating prob-
lems associated with the caste system and 
with opportunities for women in India.  
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and deepened. As the Riḍván 2010 
message of the House of Justice to the 
Bahá’ís of the world explains:

understanding the implications 
of the Revelation, both in terms 
of individual growth and social 
progress, increases manifold when 
study and service are joined and 
carried out concurrently. There, in 
the fi eld of service, knowledge is 
tested, questions arise out of prac-
tice, and new levels of understand-
ing are achieved.  

Engagement in a process of learning 
for social change requires an historical 
perspective—a sense of movement 
along a path over time. Hence the ques-
tions set out in describing the nature of 
a framework for action earlier in this 
paper: Where were we? Where are we 
now? How did we get from where we 
were to where we are now? Where are 
we going? How can we get there?  

These are the fundamental questions 
that the Bahá’í community continually 
refl ects upon to understand the devel-
opmental path that it is traversing and 
learn how to navigate its course along 
that path into the future. If we have a 
sense of where we are trying to go, we 
can analyze our eff orts to determine 
whether we are getting closer to that 
intended destination or not. If certain 
eff orts prove to be eff ective, they can 
be spread to other areas and multiplied. 
If problems or obstacles arise in our 
path, objectives for learning can be 
specifi ed to concentrate eff orts on how 
to overcome them. Over time, practical 

confl ict or avoidance that thwart prog-
ress. But the spaces being created serve 
as active workshops for learning and 
change. In such settings, mistakes will 
sometimes be made, and on occasion 
problems will arise. Yet, it is precisely 
in such settings that the participants, 
seeing themselves as one and dedicat-
ed to a common purpose, can respond 
with love and forbearance to resolve 
any issues that emerge and continue 
their progress to achieve ever-higher 
levels of understanding and action over 
time.  

Lൾൺඋඇංඇ඀ ൺඇൽ ඍඁൾ Uඅඍංආൺඍൾ 
Eඅංආංඇൺඍංඈඇ ඈൿ Rൺർංൺඅ Pඋൾඃඎൽංർൾ

The process of learning described 
by the Universal House of Justice in-
volving study, consultation, action and 
refl ection is, of course, a fundamental 
aspect of the evolving framework for 
action encompassing the work of the 
Nine Year Plan, and it is equally cen-
tral to the framework as it is applied 
toward the elimination of racial preju-
dice. Indeed, this process is at the heart 
of progress in every area of endeavor 
in the Bahá’í world. When eff orts are 
approached in a mode of learning, 
they generally begin simply and grow 
in complexity over time, as insights 
emerge and methods that prove to be 
eff ective are refi ned and disseminat-
ed. The reading of reality in a social 
space becomes increasingly accurate 
and comprehensive, and understanding 
of relevant portions of Bahá’u’lláh’s 
teachings and the guidance provided 
by the House of Justice is enhanced 
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action of the Plan can the contri-
bution of the American Bahá’í 
community to fundamental, sus-
tained, spiritual and social trans-
formation gradually grow in scale 
and eff ectiveness—through action 
and refl ection over time—until it 
has a profound eff ect on the wider 
society. As the House of Justice 
explained in a letter written on its 
behalf to the National Assembly, 
“it is not predominantly by means 
of off ering special courses and pro-
grams on race within the Bahá’í 
community that racial issues will 
be overcome. Instead, it is through 
collective action in the various so-
cial spaces in which the friends are 
wholeheartedly engaged to trans-
late the Teachings into action that 
they will, through mistakes and 
diffi  culties, with love and forbear-
ance, learn to resolve challenges 
pertaining to race, both within 
their communities and in the soci-
ety at large.” (24 March 2019)

Consultation enables people with 
diff ering viewpoints to fi nd agreement 
in the search for solutions; consensus 
is then tested in action to determine 
if a certain approach proves to be ef-
fective. In the discourse of the wider 
society, it is not uncommon for per-
sonal animosity to arise between those 
who hold competing perspectives or 
recommend alternative solutions. In 
consultation, however, love and mu-
tual respect are maintained even in the 
face of strong initial disagreements. As 
diverse ideas are shared, individuals 

experience is measured against the vi-
sion of the way forward to determine 
if there is progress, or whether action 
needs to be revised, or the vision re-
focused. Principles established by 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá and Shoghi Eff endi, as 
well as the timely counsels provided by 
the Universal House of Justice, illumi-
nate the ongoing learning process that 
guides the progress of eff orts aimed at 
the elimination of racial prejudice. A 
letter written on behalf of the House 
of Justice to an individual outlines the 
importance of refl ection on this move-
ment and evolution as progress is made 
into the future:

As you continue your noteworthy 
eff orts to advance along the path 
laid out in that letter, you should 
keep in mind the fundamental 
diff erence between your work 
in the past to promote race unity 
and your eff orts today. Whereas 
before you were implementing a 
centralized program initiated at 
the national level that involved 
friends across the country in what 
they easily understood to be a 
single endeavor, today, you are 
promoting a unity in diversity of 
actions, emerging largely from the 
grassroots, in pursuit of this aim. 
Many of the perceptions you de-
scribe can be understood in light 
of the diffi  culty in conveying how 
these seemingly unconnected ele-
ments all contribute to a common 
enterprise. Yet only through such 
a decentralized approach that is 
coherent with the framework for 
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proven eff ectiveness can be identifi ed 
and widely shared so that the commu-
nity’s endeavors can be continually 
refi ned and strengthened until they 
can achieve a pronounced eff ect on the 
elimination of racial prejudice in the 
wider society.  

When the Four Year Plan began in 
1996, it was impossible to conceive of 
the exact nature of the approaches the 
worldwide community would adopt by 
2021 to advance the process of growth 
and community building. Step by step, 
learning shaped progress, ultimately 
giving rise to systematic eff orts and 
methods of proven eff ectiveness for 
community building, social action and 
involvement in the discourses of soci-
ety that have extended to millions of 
people in thousands of clusters across 
the planet.

So too, it is not currently possible 
to see exactly how the path toward the 
elimination of racial prejudice will un-
fold through the series of Plans up to 
2046, much less until the point where 
the full implications of the hopes of 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá and Shoghi Eff endi are 
realized. Yet step by step, learning will 
shape progress for the elimination of 
racial prejudice; this is an inseparable 
part of the mission of the American 
Bahá’í community in the years ahead. 
As Shoghi Eff endi emphatically states, 
the friends must be

ever mindful that every intensifi -
cation of eff ort on their part will 
better equip them for the time 
when they will be called upon to 
eradicate in their turn such evil 

detach themselves from their personal 
opinions, listen to others, and accept 
new insights, until a consensus emerg-
es—whether held unanimously or by a 
majority. In this way, individuals har-
monize their views, reach a collective 
decision, and then implement it togeth-
er in unity to determine whether it is 
eff ective or, if necessary, to determine 
how to revise action over time. Through 
the institute process and the work of 
community building, the capabilities 
for consultation and learning are culti-
vated and social spaces for action and 
refl ection are established. Gradually, 
these capabilities proliferate, and the 
spaces expand and multiply, to include 
more and more participants in unifi ed 
thought and action, whether Bahá’ís or 
others.  

As this unity in diversity of activities 
emerges in communities and neigh-
borhoods across the country, it will 
receive direction and focus from the 
learning process that takes place at the 
regional and national level. Through 
its race unity desk and other entities, 
the National Assembly can ensure the 
facilitation of a national process of 
learning about the elimination of racial 
prejudice, as one aspect of the work of 
the Bahá’í community that is coherent 
with all other endeavors. Such entities 
can provide a variety of means—in-
cluding compilations, case studies, 
seminars, refl ection gatherings, analy-
sis of promising approaches, and pro-
posals for future action—to assist the 
National Assembly and Counsellors 
to support and guide the eff orts of the 
community. In this way, experiences of 
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Even the modest concept of “promoter 
of racial harmony” seems insuffi  cient, 
suggesting attention to only an early 
stage on the long path of learning that 
leads to the building of a society entire-
ly free of the eff ects of racial prejudice. 
And so, language again presents a trap 
that confi nes understanding and action. 
Nevertheless, by any descriptor, it is 
useful to consider at least some of the 
essential capabilities of such a protag-
onist from a Bahá’í perspective, which 
may not perfectly overlap with the 
characteristics often associated with 
those committed to combatting racism 
in contemporary society.

The observations presented above 
show how the perspective on the 
challenge of racial prejudice found in 
Bahá’u’lláh’s teachings frees Bahá’ís 
from becoming ensnared in the in-
tractable disputes associated with the 
catch-22 of colorblindness and essen-
tialism. In a contest of values, identity, 
methods, and beliefs, there is no way 
to avoid confl ict and an endless mor-
phing of the problem from one form 
to another. Bahá’ís fi nd a way beyond 
the apparent dichotomy through a har-
monious embrace of both oneness and 
diversity. In the light of Bahá’u’lláh’s 
teachings, the debates swirling in con-
temporary society about whether there 
is a problem, who is responsible, and 
what the goal ought to be, are settled 
matters for Bahá’ís.  

Every Bahá’í, within the limitations 
of personal capacity, embraces and 
promulgates the principle of the one-
ness of humanity—the consummate 
repudiation of any notion of racial 

tendencies from the lives and the 
hearts of the entire body of their 
fellow-citizens. Nor must they 
overlook the fact that the World 
Order, whose basis they, as the ad-
vance-guard of the future Bahá’í 
generations of their countrymen, 
are now laboring to establish, 
can never be reared unless and 
until the generality of the people 
to which they belong has been al-
ready purged from the divers ills, 
whether social or political, that 
now so severely affl  ict it. (Advent 
20–21)

Sඈආൾ Tඁඈඎ඀ඁඍඌ ඈඇ ඍඁൾ Iඇൽංඏංൽඎൺඅ 
ඐඁඈ Cඈඇඍඋංൻඎඍൾඌ ඍඈ ඍඁൾ 

Eඅංආංඇൺඍංඈඇ ඈൿ Rൺർංൺඅ Pඋൾඃඎൽංർൾ

A refl ection on the elimination of racial 
prejudice would not be complete with-
out consideration of the capabilities re-
quired of the individual who arises as 
a protagonist to achieve Bahá’u’lláh’s 
aim for the ultimate elimination of 
racial prejudice in the United States. 
Ultimately the change in society de-
pends upon the spiritual transformation 
of individuals and the expression of 
spiritual principles and qualities.

An initial problem presents itself as 
we try to fi nd a useful term to identify 
such an individual.  “Promoter of the 
oneness of humanity” seems to fail to 
grasp the racial dimension of the chal-
lenge at all. “Promoter of racial justice” 
may imply an intention to organize re-
lationships in society to uphold some 
essential of race—a set of just relations 
among perpetually distinct peoples. 
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coercion, but moral persuasion and 
cooperation through both example and 
speech. Within specifi c social spaces, a 
pattern of life can be raised—ever-ex-
panding in reach and depth—that man-
ifests racial unity in place of prejudice 
and confl ict. The catalyst for change, as 
the House of Justice explained, is love:

 Ultimately, the power to transform 
the world is eff ected by love, love 
originating from the relation-
ship with the divine, love ablaze 
among members of a community, 
love extended without restriction 
to every human being. This divine 
love, ignited by the Word of God, 
is disseminated by enkindled souls 
through intimate conversations 
that create new susceptibilities 
in human hearts, open minds to 
moral persuasion, and loosen the 
hold of biased norms and social 
systems so that they can gradual-
ly take on a new form in keeping 
with the requirements of humani-
ty’s age of maturity. You are chan-
nels for this divine love; let it fl ow 
through you to all who cross your 
path. Infuse it into every neigh-
borhood and social space in which 
you move to build capacity to can-
alize the society-building power 
of Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation. There 
can be no rest until the destined 
outcome is achieved. (Messages 
2001–2022 ¶ 374.5)

In this eff ort, the House of Justice 
adds, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá is not only each 
protagonist’s “solace and support” but 

superiority. At the same time, because 
the existing social order is shaped by 
deep historical and contemporary un-
derstanding and actions that have given 
rise to intractable individual and insti-
tutionalized forms of racial prejudice, 
no Bahá’í can claim to be completely 
free of its infl uence—although per-
haps each is aff ected in diff erent ways. 
And thus, every Bahá’í, of whatever 
background, has a responsibility to 
contribute to the resolution of the chal-
lenge presented by racial prejudice, 
both in their own lives and in the life 
of society. As Shoghi Eff endi explains, 
every Bahá’í “must participate in, and 
lend their assistance, each according 
to his or her capacity, experience, and 
opportunities, to the common task of 
fulfi lling the instructions, realizing the 
hopes, and following the example, of 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá.” And he continues, as 
alluded to above: “neither race has the 
right, or can conscientiously claim, 
to be regarded as absolved from such 
an obligation, as having realized such 
hopes, or having faithfully followed 
such an example” (Advent 33)

With the embrace of the oneness 
of humanity, attention can be directed 
to the nature of the relationships nec-
essary to achieve a social order that 
celebrates diversity but is free of the 
evil tendency of racial prejudice. The 
individual who works toward such an 
objective becomes a protagonist not in 
the sense of contending with others, but 
in the sense of reaching out and build-
ing a network of sound relationships 
through constructive engagement with 
others. The instrument of change is not 
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infl uence change rather than exercising 
force and coercion. The best teacher 
adapts methods to meet the needs of 
the seeker. Approaches may be di-
rect or indirect. One must sometimes 
mark time, and sometimes act swiftly. 
Eff ective social change begins simply 
and through experience grows in com-
plexity over time.  

As a program of growth becomes 
more complex and reaches ever greater 
numbers, individuals have a good deal 
of latitude to determine how to direct 
their energies. This takes place in set-
tings where participants are racially 
diverse, and in others where they are 
not. Challenges arising from racial 
prejudice in a specifi c social setting 
may be addressed directly or indirectly, 
depending on circumstances.  

For example, a particular personal 
initiative may directly address prob-
lems associated with race. This can 
take a form associated with communi-
ty building with other like-minded in-
dividuals, such as a regular devotional 
meeting that includes discussions as-
sociated with race, or an initiative for 
social action pertaining to challenges 
within a particular neighborhood. It 
may also take the form of involvement 
in a discourse within the wider society, 
in a setting such as one’s workplace or 
school, or the study of certain books or 
course material.  

It is also possible and perhaps even 
more likely that a personal initiative 
would address the challenge of racial 
prejudice from an indirect perspective, 
seeking, without explicitly mentioning 
race, to build new relationships that 

also the example and guide: “wise in 
His approach, penetrating in utterance, 
indiscriminating in fellowship, unfail-
ing in sympathy for the downtrodden, 
courageous in conduct, persevering 
in action, imperturbable in the face of 
tests, unwavering in His keen sense 
of justice” (Messages 2001–2022 ¶ 
374.6).

The Bahá’í teachings are replete 
with guidance about how to comport 
oneself to create constructive change. 
All that guidance can be applied by 
the individual who arises to promote 
the change required to eliminate racial 
prejudice in America. This includes 
Bahá’u’lláh’s prohibitions on back-
biting, on confl ict and contention, and 
judging and criticizing the personal 
faults of others. Speech, the Bahá’í 
teachings make evident, must meet 
certain conditions to achieve construc-
tive infl uence. Lasting change emerges 
from building new ways of being and 
doing that reshape human relationships 
to refl ect oneness and unity. An indi-
vidual who arises to promote justice 
will, inevitably, endure injustice.  

The abundant advice found in the 
Bahá’í writings about how to teach the 
Faith, although too extensive to repeat 
here, off ers useful insights into on how 
to draw others into the constructive 
process of building new relationships 
that overcome the manifestations of 
racial prejudice. One engages in kindly 
persuasion, not instruction and insist-
ing on what is right. Loving bonds are 
formed to remove veils, since peo-
ple tend to respond to those who are 
close to them. One serves as leaven to 
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In the areas of collective endeavor, it 
is the process of consultation and the 
decisions of relevant institutions that 
determine how the community will 
proceed. Naturally, an individual that 
participates in the collective process 
can make recommendations for action. 
But the unity of the community is pre-
served by adherence to Bahá’í princi-
ples. At the same time, the importance 
of collective endeavor does not mean 
that some who do not understand the 
challenges associated with racial prej-
udice should obstruct the eff orts of oth-
ers to fi nd solutions. 

A letter written on behalf of the 
Guardian to an individual captures the 
way in which constructive social change 
can be eff ected by a dedicated soul:

You must not make the great 
mistake of judging our Faith by 
one community which obviously 
needs to study and obey the Bahá’í 
teachings. Human frailties and pe-
culiarities can be a great test. But 
the only way, or perhaps I should 
say the fi rst and best way, to reme-
dy such situations, is to oneself do 
what is right. One soul can be the 
cause of the spiritual illumination 
of a continent. Now that you have 
seen, and remedied, a great fault 
in your own life, now that you 
see more clearly what is lacking 
in your own community, there is 
nothing to prevent you from aris-
ing and showing such an example, 
such a love and spirit of service, 
as to enkindle the heart of your 
fellow Bahá’ís.

refl ect the oneness of humanity, or 
to redress certain social ills resulting 
from prejudice. This could include 
a wide range of community building 
activities, which begin with a focus 
on topics that do not specifi cally ad-
dress race. It might include projects 
for social action such as supporting the 
academic eff orts of those in a junior 
youth group whose schooling has been 
disadvantaged by social inequalities. 
The choice of personal initiatives may 
well vary in neighborhoods that are 
diverse, as opposed to those that are 
homogenous. Without reifying racial 
categories, the many impacts and in-
justices of a racialized social order can 
be addressed.

From a Bahá’í perspective, the end 
of racial prejudice will come largely 
from building the oneness of humani-
ty—an organic change in the structure 
of society, the reconstruction of the 
world—rather than from directly fi ght-
ing racism. This does not mean that the 
activities a person undertakes cannot 
directly address the problem of racial 
prejudice in diff erent ways. It does 
mean, however, that those who choose 
to engage in such activities cannot pre-
sume that others who do not do so are 
therefore uninvolved in the vital work 
of eliminating the problem. 

The prerogative of individuals does 
not extend to insisting upon the cor-
rectness of one’s personal views and 
imposing them on others within the 
available social spaces, or to insisting 
that communities or institutions must 
adopt one’s personal views and plans 
of action for the entire community. 
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And who knows but that when 
this colossal task has been ac-
complished a greater, a still more 
superb mission, incomparable in 
its splendor, and foreordained for 
them by Bahá’u’lláh, may not be 
thrust upon them? The glories of 
such a mission are of such daz-
zling splendor, the circumstances 
attending it so remote, and the 
contemporary events with the cul-
mination of which it is so closely 
knit in such a state of fl ux, that it 
would be premature to attempt, at 
the present time, any accurate de-
lineation of its features. Suffi  ce it 
to say that out of the turmoil and 
tribulations of these “latter years” 
opportunities undreamt of will be 
born, and circumstances unpre-
dictable created, that will enable, 
nay impel, the victorious prose-
cutors of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s Plan, to 
add, through the part they will play 
in the unrolling of the New World 
Order, fresh laurels to the crown 
of their servitude to the threshold 
of Bahá’u’lláh. (13) 

Shoghi Eff endi ties this mission not 
only to the destiny of the American 
nation envisioned by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, 
but also to the eventual emergence of 
the World Order of Bahá’u’lláh. Thus, 
the contribution the Bahá’í community 
must make to the elimination of racial 
prejudice in America is vital and press-
ing as it strives to release, in various 
ways and in ever increasing measures, 
the society-building power of the 
Faith. The Guardian promised that the 

He urges you to study deeply the 
teachings, teach others, study with 
those Bahá’ís who are anxious to 
do so, the deeper teachings of our 
Faith, and through example, eff ort 
and prayer, bring about a change. 
(in Compilation 230)

Thus, for Bahá’ís, the attempt to 
transform social reality is starkly dif-
ferent from common approaches found 
in the wider society—to fi nd fault, take 
sides and fi ght, and condemn those 
whose ideas and practices are not in 
conformity with ones’ own. No matter 
how convinced an individual may be 
of his or her personal understanding 
and approach, lasting change cannot 
be achieved by sacrifi cing the relevant 
spiritual principles.

Cඈඇർඅඎඌංඈඇ

The vision of a coherent, systematic, 
and sustainable approach to eliminate 
racial prejudice in the United States, 
which is conducted within the context 
of an evolving framework for action, 
is fundamental to the mission of the 
American Bahá’í community.  

In The Advent of Divine Justice, 
where Shoghi Eff endi calls for a re-
sponse by the Bahá’ís to the three evil 
tendencies affl  icting the people of the 
American nation, he envisions that the 
mission of the community would ex-
tend beyond its global responsibilities 
as chief executors of the Divine Plan. 
He writes: 
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is that if we can learn over time within 
an evolving framework for action, our 
understanding and capacity for action 
will consistently deepen, Plan by Plan. 
And by the culmination of the current 
series of Plans, it will be possible to 
witness a profound transformation 
in our community and in society as a 
whole.

change. She writes: “In the sharing and co-
creating of communities where we expand, 
enrich, and rehabilitate one another, we 
forge the bonds and interconnections of sys-
temic justice.” The work of the Bahá’í world 
is to build such communities based on the 
unprecedented cultural paradigm shift char-
acterized by Bahá’u’lláh’s principle of the 
oneness of humanity; within these commu-
nities, individuals, communities, and insti-
tutions can increasingly learn to identify the 
impact of racism in its various forms and to 
take practical action to transform the social 
reality within neighborhoods and up to the 
national level.

time would come when the community 
would be called to such a responsibili-
ty, and the House of Justice has made it 
emphatically clear that “That time has 
now come” (28 November 2024). The 
community will fulfi ll its responsibility 
by the movement of its clusters “to the 
farthest frontiers of learning.”33 

For many years, race unity has been 
a constructive starting point for ad-
dressing the challenges of race in soci-
ety. But the elimination of racialization 
itself is the ultimate objective of the 
Bahá’í teachings—that diff erences of 
race should be annulled as Bahá’u’lláh 
explained. It may be diffi  cult to imag-
ine how the current conception of race 
promulgated in the United States over 
four centuries will disappear and be 
replaced by a conception of unity in 
diversity that can scarcely be imagined 
at this time.34 What is certain, however, 

33 The Universal House of Justice, 
26 March 2016, Messages of the Universal 
House of Justice, 2001-2022, para. 256.3.

34 To imagine how social transforma-
tion can be practically realized, see for ex-
ample, The Upswing: How America Came 
Together a Century Ago and How We Can 
Do It Again, by Robert Putnam. It was the 
beginning of this change that ‘Abdu’l-Bahá 
encountered and reinforced during His vis-
it to America. Through the application of 
Bahá’u’lláh’s teachings it is possible to en-
vision a social transformation that does not 
deteriorate, and that can eventually give rise 
to the emergence of the lesser peace. After a 
deep analysis of the impact of systemic rac-
ism in the book Metaracism, author Tricia 
Rose proposes a path to fi nding a solution 
in a cultural paradigm shift and the ability 
to fi nd specifi c leverage points for practical 
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They have conceived the straight to 
be crooked, and have imagined their 
friend an enemy. 

Gleanings from the Writings 
of Bahá’u’lláh, p. 212

– 2 –
The Great Being saith: O ye children of 
men! The fundamental purpose animat-
ing the Faith of God and His Religion is 
to safeguard the interests and promote 
the unity of the human race, and to 
foster the spirit of love and fellowship 
amongst men. Suff er it not to become 
a source of dissension and discord, of 
hate and enmity. This is the straight 
Path, the fi xed and immovable founda-
tion. Whatsoever is raised on this foun-
dation, the changes and chances of the 
world can never impair its strength, nor 
will the revolution of countless centu-
ries undermine its structure. Our hope 
is that the world’s religious leaders and 
the rulers thereof will unitedly arise 
for the reformation of this age and the 
rehabilitation of its fortunes. Let them, 
after meditating on its needs, take 
counsel together and, through anxious 
and full deliberation, administer to a 
diseased and sorely-affl  icted world the 
remedy it requireth. . . . Please God, the 
peoples of the world may be led, as the 
result of the high endeavors exerted by 
their rulers and the wise and learned 
amongst men, to recognize their best 
interests. How long will humanity per-
sist in its waywardness? How long will 
injustice continue? How long is chaos 
and confusion to reign amongst men? 
How long will discord agitate the face 
of society? . . . The winds of despair 

APPENDIX

Selected Passages 
Pertaining to the 
Elimination of 
Racial Prejudice

Fඋඈආ ඍඁൾ Wඋංඍංඇ඀ඌ 
ඈൿ Bൺඁග’ඎ’අඅගඁ

– 1 –
The All-Knowing Physician hath His 
fi nger on the pulse of mankind. He 
perceiveth the disease, and prescribeth, 
in His unerring wisdom, the remedy. 
Every age hath its own problem, and 
every soul its particular aspiration. 
The remedy the world needeth in its 
present-day affl  ictions can never be the 
same as that which a subsequent age 
may require. Be anxiously concerned 
with the needs of the age ye live in, and 
center your deliberations on its exigen-
cies and requirements.

We can well perceive how the whole 
human race is encompassed with great, 
with incalculable affl  ictions. We see 
it languishing on its bed of sickness, 
sore-tried and disillusioned. They that 
are intoxicated by self-conceit have 
interposed themselves between it and 
the Divine and infallible Physician. 
Witness how they have entangled all 
men, themselves included, in the mesh 
of their devices. They can neither dis-
cover the cause of the disease, nor have 
they any knowledge of the remedy. 
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5 December 1940, Main structure approaches completion,
 Bahá’í House of Worship, Wilmette, Illinois

Source: National Bahá’í Archives, United States
Courtesy of Shohleh Munion
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and its inhabitants become the citizens 
of one city, and the occupants of one 
and the same throne. This wronged 
One hath, ever since the early days of 
His life, cherished none other desire 
but this, and will continue to entertain 
no wish except this wish. There can 
be no doubt whatever that the peoples 
of the world, of whatever race or reli-
gion, derive their inspiration from one 
heavenly Source, and are the subjects 
of one God. . . . Arise and, armed with 
the power of faith, shatter to pieces 
the gods of your vain imaginings, the 
sowers of dissension amongst you. 
Cleave unto that which draweth you 
together and uniteth you. 

Gleanings from the Writings 
of Bahá’u’lláh, pp. 216-17

– 5 –
O CHILDREN OF MEN! Know ye not 
why We created you all from the same 
dust? That no one should exalt himself 
over the other. Ponder at all times in 
your hearts how ye were created. Since 
We have created you all from one same 
substance it is incumbent on you to be 
even as one soul, to walk with the same 
feet, eat with the same mouth and dwell 
in the same land, that from your inmost 
being, by your deeds and actions, the 
signs of oneness and the essence of de-
tachment may be made manifest. Such 
is My counsel to you, O concourse of 
light! Heed ye this counsel that ye may 
obtain the fruit of holiness from the 
tree of wondrous glory.

The Hidden Words, Arabic #68

are, alas, blowing from every direction, 
and the strife that divideth and affl  ict-
eth the human race is daily increasing. 
The signs of impending convulsions 
and chaos can now be discerned, inas-
much as the prevailing order appeareth 
to be lamentably defective. I beseech 
God, exalted be His glory, that He may 
graciously awaken the peoples of the 
earth, may grant that the end of their 
conduct may be profi table unto them, 
and aid them to accomplish that which 
beseemeth their station.

Gleanings from the Writings 
of Bahá’u’lláh, pp. 215-16

– 3 –
He Who is your Lord, the All-Merciful, 
cherisheth in His heart the desire of be-
holding the entire human race as one 
soul and one body. Haste ye to win your 
share of God’s good grace and mercy 
in this Day that eclipseth all other cre-
ated Days. How great the felicity that 
awaiteth the man that forsaketh all he 
hath in a desire to obtain the things of 
God! Such a man, We testify, is among 
God’s blessed ones.  

Gleanings from the Writings 
of Bahá’u’lláh, p. 213

– 4 –
O contending peoples and kindreds 
of the earth! Set your faces towards 
unity, and let the radiance of its light 
shine upon you. Gather ye togeth-
er, and for the sake of God resolve 
to root out whatever is the source of 
contention amongst you. Then will 
the eff ulgence of the world’s great 
Luminary envelop the whole earth, 
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It is not for him to pride himself who 
loveth his own country, but rather for 
him who loveth the whole world. The 
earth is but one country, and mankind 
its citizens.

Gleanings from the Writings 
of Bahá’u’lláh, p. 249

Fඋඈආ ඍඁൾ Tൺඅ඄ඌ ൺඇൽ Wඋංඍංඇ඀ඌ
ඈൿ ‘Aൻൽඎ’අ-Bൺඁග 

– 9 –
Praise be to God, throughout succeed-
ing centuries and ages the call of civ-
ilization hath been raised, the world 
of humanity hath been advancing and 
progressing day by day, various coun-
tries have been developing by leaps and 
bounds, and material improvements 
have increased, until the world of ex-
istence obtained universal capacity to 
receive the spiritual teachings and to 
hearken to the Divine Call. The suck-
ling babe passeth through various phys-
ical stages, growing and developing 
at every stage, until its body reacheth 
the age of maturity. Having arrived at 
this stage it acquireth the capacity to 
manifest spiritual and intellectual per-
fections. The lights of comprehension, 
intelligence and knowledge become 
perceptible in it and the powers of its 
soul unfold. Similarly, in the contin-
gent world, the human species hath un-
dergone progressive physical changes 
and, by a slow process, hath scaled the 
ladder of civilization, realizing in itself 
the wonders, excellencies and gifts of 
humanity in their most glorious form, 
until it gained the capacity to express 
the splendours of spiritual perfections 

– 6 –
We desire but the good of the world 
and the happiness of the nations; yet 
they deem Us a stirrer up of strife and 
sedition worthy of bondage and ban-
ishment. . . . That all nations should 
become one in faith and all men as 
brothers; that the bonds of aff ection 
and unity between the sons of men 
should be strengthened; that diversity 
of religion should cease, and diff erenc-
es of race be annulled—what harm is 
there in this? . . . Yet so it shall be; these 
fruitless strifes, these ruinous wars 
shall pass away, and the ‘Most Great 
Peace’ shall come.

The Proclamation 
of Bahá’u’lláh, p. viii

– 7 –
O ye discerning ones!  Verily, the words 
which have descended from the heav-
en of the Will of God are the source of 
unity and harmony for the world. Close 
your eyes to racial diff erences, and 
welcome all with the light of oneness.

qtd. in The Advent 
of Divine Justice, p. 37

– 8 –
It is incumbent upon every man of 
insight and understanding to strive to 
translate that which hath been written 
into reality and action. . . . That one 
indeed is a man who, today, dedica-
teth himself to the service of the entire 
human race. The Great Being saith: 
Blessed and happy is he that ariseth 
to promote the best interests of the 
peoples and kindreds of the earth. In 
another passage He hath proclaimed: 
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being, an angel of the Kingdom, a di-
vine reality and a celestial eff ulgence. 
On the other hand, when he engageth 
in warfare, quarrelling and bloodshed, 
he becometh viler than the most fi erce 
of savage creatures, for if a blood-
thirsty wolf devoureth a lamb in a sin-
gle night, man slaughtereth a hundred 
thousand in the fi eld of battle, strew-
ing the ground with their corpses and 
kneading the earth with their blood.

In short, man is endowed with two 
natures: one tendeth towards moral 
sublimity and intellectual perfection, 
while the other turneth to bestial deg-
radation and carnal imperfections. If 
ye travel the countries of the globe ye 
shall observe on one side the remains 
of ruin and destruction, while on the 
other ye shall see the signs of civiliza-
tion and development. Such desolation 
and ruin are the result of war, strife and 
quarrelling, while all development and 
progress are fruits of the lights of vir-
tue, co-operation and concord. . . .

A critic may object, saying that peo-
ples, races, tribes and communities of 
the world are of diff erent and varied 
customs, habits, tastes, character, in-
clinations and ideas, that opinions and 
thoughts are contrary to one another, 
and how, therefore, is it possible for 
real unity to be revealed and perfect 
accord among human souls to exist?

In answer we say that diff erences 
are of two kinds. One is the cause of 
annihilation and is like the antipathy 
existing among warring nations and 
confl icting tribes who seek each oth-
er’s destruction, uprooting one anoth-
er’s families, depriving one another of 

and divine ideals and became capa-
ble of hearkening to the call of God. 
Then at last the call of the Kingdom 
was raised, the spiritual virtues and 
perfections were revealed, the Sun of 
Reality dawned, and the teachings of 
the Most Great Peace, of the oneness of 
the world of humanity and of the uni-
versality of men, were promoted. We 
hope that the eff ulgence of these rays 
shall become more and more intense, 
and the ideal virtues more resplendent, 
so that the goal of this universal human 
process will be attained and the love 
of God will appear in the utmost grace 
and beauty and bedazzle all hearts.

O ye beloved of God! Know ye, ver-
ily, that the happiness of mankind lieth 
in the unity and the harmony of the hu-
man race, and that spiritual and materi-
al developments are conditioned upon 
love and amity among all men. . . .

Similarly, consider how the cause of 
the welfare, happiness, joy and com-
fort of humankind are amity and union, 
whereas dissension and discord are 
most conducive to hardship, humilia-
tion, agitation and failure.

But a thousand times alas, that man 
is negligent and unaware of these facts, 
and daily doth he strut abroad with the 
characteristics of a wild beast. Lo! At 
one moment he turneth into a ferocious 
tiger; at the next he becometh a creep-
ing, venomous viper! But the sublime 
achievements of man reside in those 
qualities and attributes that exclusively 
pertain to the angels of the Supreme 
Concourse. Therefore, when praise-
worthy qualities and high morals ema-
nate from man, he becometh a heavenly 
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and character, are brought together 
under the power and infl uence of one 
central agency, the beauty and glory of 
human perfection will be revealed and 
made manifest. Naught but the celes-
tial potency of the Word of God, which 
ruleth and transcendeth the realities of 
all things, is capable of harmonizing 
the divergent thoughts, sentiments, 
ideas, and convictions of the children 
of men. Verily, it is the penetrating 
power in all things, the mover of souls 
and the binder and regulator in the 
world of humanity.

Praise be to God, today the splen-
dour of the Word of God hath illumined 
every horizon, and from all sects, races, 
tribes, nations, and communities souls 
have come together in the light of the 
Word, assembled, united and agreed 
in perfect harmony. Oh! What a great 
number of meetings are held adorned 
with souls from various races and di-
verse sects! Anyone attending these 
will be struck with amazement, and 
might suppose that these souls are all 
of one land, one nationality, one com-
munity, one thought, one belief and 
one opinion; whereas, in fact, one is 
an American, the other an African, one 
cometh from Asia and another from 
Europe, one is a native of India, anoth-
er is from Turkestan, one is an Arab, 
another a Tajik, another a Persian and 
yet another a Greek. Notwithstanding 
such diversity they associate in perfect 
harmony and unity, love and freedom; 
they have one voice, one thought and 
one purpose. Verily, this is from the 
penetrative power of the Word of God! 
If all the forces of the universe were to 

rest and comfort and unleashing car-
nage. The other kind which is a token 
of diversity is the essence of perfection 
and the cause of the appearance of the 
bestowals of the Most Glorious Lord.

Consider the fl owers of a garden: 
though diff ering in kind, colour, form 
and shape, yet, inasmuch as they are 
refreshed by the waters of one spring, 
revived by the breath of one wind, in-
vigorated by the rays of one sun, this 
diversity increaseth their charm, and 
addeth unto their beauty. Thus when 
that unifying force, the penetrating 
infl uence of the Word of God, taketh 
eff ect, the diff erence of customs, man-
ners, habits, ideas, opinions and dispo-
sitions embellisheth the world of hu-
manity. This diversity, this diff erence is 
like the naturally created dissimilarity 
and variety of the limbs and organs 
of the human body, for each one con-
tributeth to the beauty, effi  ciency and 
perfection of the whole. When these 
diff erent limbs and organs come under 
the infl uence of man’s sovereign soul, 
and the soul’s power pervadeth the 
limbs and members, veins and arteries 
of the body, then diff erence reinforceth 
harmony, diversity strengtheneth love, 
and multiplicity is the greatest factor 
for co-ordination.

How unpleasing to the eye if all 
the fl owers and plants, the leaves and 
blossoms, the fruits, the branches and 
the trees of that garden were all of the 
same shape and colour! Diversity of 
hues, form and shape, enricheth and 
adorneth the garden, and heighteneth 
the eff ect thereof. In like manner, when 
divers shades of thought, temperament 
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fruit upon the one tree of His love. God 
is equally compassionate and kind to 
all the leaves, branches and fruit of this 
tree. Therefore, there is no satanic tree 
whatever—Satan being a product of 
human minds and of instinctive human 
tendencies toward error. God alone is 
Creator, and all are creatures of His 
might. Therefore, we must love man-
kind as His creatures, realizing that all 
are growing upon the tree of His mer-
cy, servants of His omnipotent will and 
manifestations of His good pleasure.

The Promulgation of 
Universal Peace, pp. 230-31

– 11 –
And among the teachings of Bahá’u’lláh 
is, that religious, racial, political, eco-
nomic and patriotic prejudices destroy 
the edifi ce of humanity. As long as these 
prejudices prevail, the world of human-
ity will not have rest. For a period of 
6,000 years history informs us about the 
world of humanity. During these 6,000 
years the world of humanity has not 
been free from, war, strife, murder and 
bloodthirstiness. In every period war has 
been waged in one country or another 
and that war was due to either religious 
prejudice, racial prejudice, political 
prejudice or patriotic prejudice. It has 
therefore been ascertained and proved 
that all prejudices are destructive of the 
human edifi ce. As long as these preju-
dices persist, the struggle for existence 
must remain dominant, and bloodthirst-
iness and rapacity continue. Therefore, 
even as was the case in the past, the 
world of humanity cannot be saved from 
the darkness of nature and cannot attain 

combine they would not be able thus to 
gather a single assemblage so imbued 
with the sentiments of love, aff ection, 
attraction and enkindlement as to unite 
the members of diff erent races and to 
raise up from the heart of the world a 
voice that shall dispel war and strife, 
uproot dissension and disputation, ush-
er in the era of universal peace and es-
tablish unity and concord amongst men. 

Can any power withstand the pene-
trative infl uence of the Word of God? 
Nay, by God! The proof is clear and 
the evidence is complete! If anyone 
looketh with the eyes of justice he shall 
be struck with wonder and amazement 
and will testify that all the peoples, 
sects and races of the world should be 
glad, content and grateful for the teach-
ings and admonitions of Bahá’u’lláh. 
For these divine injunctions tame every 
ferocious beast, transform the creep-
ing insect into a soaring bird, cause 
human souls to become angels of the 
Kingdom, and make the human world 
a focus for the qualities of mercy.

Selections from the Writings 
of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, pp. 285-93

– 10 –
The teachings specialized in 
Bahá’u’lláh are addressed to humani-
ty. He says, “Ye are all the leaves of 
one tree.” He does not say, “Ye are the 
leaves of two trees: one divine, the oth-
er satanic.” He has declared that each 
individual member of the human fami-
ly is a leaf or branch upon the Adamic 
tree; that all are sheltered beneath the 
protecting mercy and providence of 
God; that all are the children of God, 



The Journal of Bahá’í Studies 35.1–2 202568

– 13 –
All prejudices are against the will and 
plan of God. Consider, for instance, ra-
cial distinction and enmity. All human-
ity are the children of God; they belong 
to the same family, to the same origi-
nal race. There can be no multiplicity 
of races, since all are the descendants 
of Adam. This signifi es that racial as-
sumption and distinction are nothing 
but superstition. In the estimate of God 
there are no English, French, Germans, 
Turkish or Persians. All these in the 
presence of God are equal; they are 
of one race and creation; God did not 
make these divisions. These distinctions 
have had their origin in man himself. 
Therefore, as they are against the plan 
and purpose of reality, they are false 
and imaginary. We are of one physical 
race, even as we are of one physical 
plan of material body—each endowed 
with two eyes, two ears, one head, two 
feet. Among the animals racial preju-
dice does not exist. Consider the doves; 
there is no distinction as to whether it 
is an oriental or an occidental dove. 
The sheep are all of one race; there is 
no assumption of distinction between 
an eastern and a western sheep. When 
they meet, they associate with perfect 
fellowship. . . . Is it reasonable or al-
lowable that a racial prejudice which 
is not observed by the animal kingdom 
should be entertained by man?

The Promulgation of 
Universal Peace, p. 299

– 14 –
I pray that you attain to such a degree 
of good character and behavior that the 

illumination except through the aban-
donment of prejudices and the acquisi-
tion of the morals of the Kingdom.

Tablet to the Hague, p. 5

– 12 –
God maketh no distinction between 
the white and the black. If the hearts 
are pure both are acceptable unto Him. 
God is no respecter of persons on ac-
count of either color or race. All colors 
are acceptable to Him, be they white, 
black, or yellow. Inasmuch as all were 
created in the image of God, we must 
bring ourselves to realize that all em-
body divine possibilities. If you go into 
a garden and fi nd all the fl owers alike 
in form, species and color, the eff ect 
is wearisome to the eye. The garden 
is more beautiful when the fl owers are 
many-colored and diff erent; the variety 
lends charm and adornment. In a fl ock 
of doves some are white, some black, 
red, blue; yet they make no distinction 
among themselves. All are doves no 
matter what the color.

This variety in forms and colorings 
which is manifest in all the kingdoms is 
according to creative wisdom and has a 
divine purpose. Nevertheless, whether 
the creatures be all alike or all diff er-
ent should not be the cause of strife 
and quarreling among them. Especially 
why should man fi nd cause for discord 
in the color or race of his fellow crea-
ture? No educated or illumined mind 
will allow that this diff erentiation and 
discord should exist or that there is any 
ground for it. 

The Promulgation of 
Universal Peace, p. 112
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bitten into the fi ber, and attacked the 
whole social structure of American 
society, it should be regarded as con-
stituting the most vital and challenging 
issue confronting the Baha’i communi-
ty at the present stage of its evolution. 
The ceaseless exertions which this is-
sue of paramount importance calls for, 
the sacrifi ces it must impose, the care 
and vigilance it demands, the moral 
courage and fortitude it requires, the 
tact and sympathy it necessitates, in-
vest this problem, which the American 
believers are still far from having satis-
factorily resolved, with an urgency and 
importance that cannot be overestimat-
ed. White and Negro, high and low, 
young and old, whether newly con-
verted to the Faith or not, all who stand 
identifi ed with it must participate in, 
and lend their assistance, each accord-
ing to his or her capacity, experience, 
and opportunities, to the common task 
of fulfi lling the instructions, realizing 
the hopes, and following the example, 
of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá. Whether colored or 
non-colored, neither race has the right, 
or can conscientiously claim, to be re-
garded as absolved from such an obli-
gation, as having realized such hopes, 
or having faithfully followed such an 
example. A long and thorny road, be-
set with pitfalls, still remains untrav-
eled, both by the white and the Negro 
exponents of the redeeming Faith of 
Bahá’u’lláh. On the distance they cov-
er, and the manner in which they travel 
that road, must depend, to an extent 
which few among them can imagine, 
the operation of those intangible infl u-
ences which are indispensable to the 

names of black and white shall van-
ish. All shall be called human, just as 
the name for a fl ight of doves is dove. 
They are not called black and white. 
Likewise with other birds.

I hope that you attain to such a 
high degree—and this is impossible 
except through love. You must try to 
create love between yourselves; and 
this love does not come about unless 
you are grateful to the whites, and the 
whites are loving toward you, and en-
deavor to promote your advancement 
and enhance your honor. This will be 
the cause of love. Diff erences between 
black and white will be completely 
obliterated; indeed, ethnic and national 
diff erences will all disappear.

I am very happy to see you and thank 
God that this meeting is composed of 
people of both races and that both are 
gathered in perfect love and harmony. I 
hope this becomes the example of uni-
versal harmony and love until no title 
remains except that of humanity. Such 
a title demonstrates the perfection of 
the human world and is the cause of 
eternal glory and human happiness. I 
pray that you be with one another in 
utmost harmony and love and strive to 
enable each other to live in comfort.

The Promulgation of 
Universal Peace, p. 45

Fඋඈආ ඍඁൾ Wඋංඍංඇ඀ඌ ඈൿ 
Sඁඈ඀ඁං Eൿൿൾඇൽං

– 15 –
As to racial prejudice, the corrosion 
of which, for well nigh a century, has 
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of public opinion, to reassert itself. If 
any discrimination is at all to be toler-
ated, it should be a discrimination not 
against, but rather in favor of the mi-
nority, be it racial or otherwise. Unlike 
the nations and peoples of the earth, be 
they of the East or of the West, dem-
ocratic or authoritarian, communist or 
capitalist, whether belonging to the Old 
World or the New, who either ignore, 
trample upon, or extirpate, the racial, 
religious, or political minorities within 
the sphere of their jurisdiction, every 
organized community enlisted under 
the banner of Baha’u’llah should feel 
it to be its fi rst and inescapable obli-
gation to nurture, encourage, and safe-
guard every minority belonging to any 
faith, race, class, or nation within it. So 
great and vital is this principle that in 
such circumstances, as when an equal 
number of ballots have been cast in an 
election, or where the qualifi cations 
for any offi  ce are balanced as between 
the various races, faiths or nationalities 
within the community, priority should 
unhesitatingly be accorded the party 
representing the minority, and this for 
no other reason except to stimulate and 
encourage it, and aff ord it an opportu-
nity to further the interests of the com-
munity. In the light of this principle, 
and bearing in mind the extreme desir-
ability of having the minority elements 
participate and share responsibility in 
the conduct of Bahá’í activity, it should 
be the duty of every Bahá’í communi-
ty so to arrange its aff airs that in cases 
where individuals belonging to the div-
ers minority elements within it are al-
ready qualifi ed and fulfi ll the necessary 

spiritual triumph of the American be-
lievers and the material success of their 
newly launched enterprise.

Let them call to mind, fearlessly and 
determinedly, the example and conduct 
of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá while in their midst. 
Let them remember His courage, His 
genuine love, His informal and indis-
criminating fellowship, His contempt 
for and impatience of criticism, tem-
pered by His tact and wisdom. Let 
them revive and perpetuate the mem-
ory of those unforgettable and historic 
episodes and occasions on which He so 
strikingly demonstrated His keen sense 
of justice, His spontaneous sympathy 
for the downtrodden, His ever-abiding 
sense of the oneness of the human race, 
His overfl owing love for its members, 
and His displeasure with those who 
dared to fl out His wishes, to deride His 
methods, to challenge His principles, 
or to nullify His acts.

To discriminate against any race, 
on the ground of its being socially 
backward, politically immature, and 
numerically in a minority, is a fl agrant 
violation of the spirit that animates the 
Faith of Baha’u’llah. The conscious-
ness of any division or cleavage in its 
ranks is alien to its very purpose, prin-
ciples, and ideals. Once its members 
have fully recognized the claim of its 
Author, and, by identifying themselves 
with its Administrative Order, accepted 
unreservedly the principles and laws 
embodied in its teachings, every diff er-
entiation of class, creed, or color must 
automatically be obliterated, and nev-
er be allowed, under any pretext, and 
however great the pressure of events or 
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requirements, Bahá’í representative in-
stitutions, be they Assemblies, conven-
tions, conferences, or committees, may 
have represented on them as many of 
these divers elements, racial or other-
wise, as possible. The adoption of such 
a course, and faithful adherence to it, 
would not only be a source of inspira-
tion and encouragement to those ele-
ments that are numerically small and 
inadequately represented, but would 
demonstrate to the world at large the 
universality, and representative charac-
ter of the Faith of Bahá’u’lláh, and the 
freedom of His followers from the taint 
of those prejudices which have already 
wrought such havoc in the domestic 
aff airs, as well as the foreign relation-
ships, of the nations.

Freedom from racial prejudice, 
in any of its forms, should, at such a 
time as this when an increasingly large 
section of the human race is falling a 
victim to its devastating ferocity, be 
adopted as the watchword of the en-
tire body of the American believers, in 
whichever state they reside, in what-
ever circles they move, whatever their 
age, traditions, tastes, and habits. It 
should be consistently demonstrated in 
every phase of their activity and life, 
whether in the Baha’i community or 
outside it, in public or in private, for-
mally as well as informally, individu-
ally as well as in their offi  cial capacity 
as organized groups, committees and 
Assemblies. It should be deliberately 
cultivated through the various and ev-
eryday opportunities, no matter how 
insignifi cant, that present themselves, 
whether in their homes, their business 

offi  ces, their schools and colleges, their 
social parties and recreation grounds, 
their Bahá’í meetings, conferences, 
conventions, summer schools and 
Assemblies. It should, above all else, 
become the keynote of the policy of 
that august body which, in its capacity 
as the national representative, and the 
director and coordinator of the aff airs 
of the community, must set the exam-
ple, and facilitate the application of 
such a vital principle to the lives and 
activities of those whose interests it 
safeguards and represents.

“O ye discerning ones!” Bahá’u’lláh 
has written, “Verily, the words which 
have descended from the heaven of the 
Will of God are the source of unity and 
harmony for the world. Close your eyes 
to racial diff erences, and welcome all 
with the light of oneness.” “We desire 
but the good of the world and the hap-
piness of the nations,” He proclaims,” 
. . . that all nations should become one 
in faith and all men as brothers; that the 
bonds of aff ection and unity between 
the sons of men should be strength-
ened; that diversity of religion should 
cease, and diff erences of race be an-
nulled.” “Bahá’u’lláh hath said, writes 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá, “that the various races 
of humankind lend a composite har-
mony and beauty of color to the whole. 
Let all associate, therefore, in this great 
human garden even as fl owers grow 
and blend together side by side with-
out discord or disagreement between 
them.” “Bahá’u’lláh,” ‘Abdu’l-Bahá 
moreover has said, “once compared 
the colored people to the black pupil of 
the eye surrounded by the white. In this 
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black pupil is seen the refl ection of that 
which is before it, and through it the 
light of the spirit shineth forth.”

“God,” ‘Abdu’l-Bahá Himself de-
clares, “maketh no distinction between 
the white and the black. If the hearts 
are pure both are acceptable unto Him. 
God is no respecter of persons on ac-
count of either color or race. All col-
ors are acceptable unto Him, be they 
white, black, or yellow. Inasmuch as 
all were created in the image of God, 
we must bring ourselves to realize that 
all embody divine possibilities.” “In 
the estimation of God,” He states, “all 
men are equal. There is no distinction 
or preference for any soul, in the realm 
of His justice and equity.” “God did 
not make these divisions,” He affi  rms; 
“these divisions have had their origin 
in man himself. Therefore, as they are 
against the plan and purpose of God 
they are false and imaginary.” “In the 
estimation of God,” He again affi  rms, 
“there is no distinction of color; all are 
one in the color and beauty of servitude 
to Him. Color is not important; the 
heart is all-important. It mattereth not 
what the exterior may be if the heart 
is pure and white within. God doth not 
behold diff erences of hue and complex-
ion. He looketh at the hearts. He whose 
morals and virtues are praiseworthy is 
preferred in the presence of God; he 
who is devoted to the Kingdom is most 
beloved. In the realm of genesis and 
creation the question of color is of least 
importance.” “Throughout the animal 
kingdom,” He explains, “we do not 
fi nd the creatures separated because of 
color. They recognize unity of species 

and oneness of kind. If we do not fi nd 
color distinction drawn in a kingdom 
of lower intelligence and reason, how 
can it be justifi ed among human be-
ings, especially when we know that all 
have come from the same source and 
belong to the same household? In or-
igin and intention of creation mankind 
is one. Distinctions of race and color 
have arisen afterward.” “Man is en-
dowed with superior reasoning power 
and the faculty of perception”; He fur-
ther explains, “he is the manifestation 
of divine bestowals. Shall racial ideas 
prevail and obscure the creative pur-
pose of unity in his kingdom?” “One 
of the important questions,” He signifi -
cantly remarks, “which aff ect the unity 
and the solidarity of mankind is the 
fellowship and equality of the white 
and colored races. Between these two 
races certain points of agreement and 
points of distinction exist which war-
rant just and mutual consideration. The 
points of contact are many. . . . In this 
country, the United States of America, 
patriotism is common to both races; all 
have equal rights to citizenship, speak 
one language, receive the blessings 
of the same civilization, and follow 
the precepts of the same religion. In 
fact numerous points of partnership 
and agreement exist between the two 
races, whereas the one point of dis-
tinction is that of color. Shall this, the 
least of all distinctions, be allowed to 
separate you as races and individuals?” 
“This variety in forms and coloring,” 
He stresses, “which is manifest in all 
the kingdoms is according to creative 
Wisdom and hath a divine purpose.” 
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about the oneness of mankind. For the 
accomplishment of unity between the 
colored and white will be an assurance 
of the world’s peace.” “I hope,” He thus 
addresses members of the white race, 
“that ye may cause that down-trodden 
race to become glorious, and to be 
joined with the white race, to serve the 
world of man with the utmost sincerity, 
faithfulness, love, and purity. This op-
position, enmity, and prejudice among 
the white race and the colored cannot 
be eff aced except through faith, assur-
ance, and the teachings of the Blessed 
Beauty.” “This question of the union of 
the white and the black is very import-
ant,” He warns, “for if it is not realized, 
erelong great diffi  culties will arise, and 
harmful results will follow.” “If this 
matter remaineth without change,” is 
yet another warning, “enmity will be 
increased day by day, and the fi nal re-
sult will be hardship and may end in 
bloodshed.”

A tremendous eff ort is required by 
both races if their outlook, their man-
ners, and conduct are to refl ect, in this 
darkened age, the spirit and teachings 
of the Faith of Bahá’u’lláh. Casting 
away once and for all the fallacious 
doctrine of racial superiority, with 
all its attendant evils, confusion, and 
miseries, and welcoming and encour-
aging the intermixture of races, and 
tearing down the barriers that now di-
vide them, they should each endeavor, 
day and night, to fulfi ll their particular 
responsibilities in the common task 
which so urgently faces them. Let 
them, while each is attempting to con-
tribute its share to the solution of this 

“The diversity in the human family,” 
He claims, “should be the cause of love 
and harmony, as it is in music where 
many diff erent notes blend together 
in the making of a perfect chord.” “If 
you meet,” is His admonition, “those 
of a diff erent race and color from 
yourself, do not mistrust them, and 
withdraw yourself into your shell of 
conventionality, but rather be glad and 
show them kindness.” “In the world 
of being,” He testifi es, “the meeting 
is blessed when the white and colored 
races meet together with infi nite spiri-
tual love and heavenly harmony. When 
such meetings are established, and the 
participants associate with each other 
with perfect love, unity and kindness, 
the angels of the Kingdom praise them, 
and the Beauty of Bahá’u’lláh address-
eth them, ‘Blessed are ye! Blessed are 
ye!’” “When a gathering of these two 
races is brought about,” He likewise 
asserts, “that assemblage will become 
the magnet of the Concourse on high, 
and the confi rmation of the Blessed 
Beauty will surround it.” “Strive ear-
nestly,” He again exhorts both races, 
“and put forth your greatest endeavor 
toward the accomplishment of this 
fellowship and the cementing of this 
bond of brotherhood between you. 
Such an attainment is not possible 
without will and eff ort on the part of 
each; from one, expressions of grati-
tude and appreciation; from the other, 
kindliness and recognition of equality. 
Each one should endeavor to develop 
and assist the other toward mutual ad-
vancement. . . . Love and unity will be 
fostered between you, thereby bringing 
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Let neither think that anything short 
of genuine love, extreme patience, true 
humility, consummate tact, sound ini-
tiative, mature wisdom, and deliberate, 
persistent, and prayerful eff ort, can suc-
ceed in blotting out the stain which this 
patent evil has left on the fair name of 
their common country. Let them rather 
believe, and be fi rmly convinced, that 
on their mutual understanding, their 
amity, and sustained cooperation, must 
depend, more than on any other force 
or organization operating outside the 
circle of their Faith, the defl ection of 
that dangerous course so greatly feared 
by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and the materializa-
tion of the hopes He cherished for their 
joint contribution to the fulfi llment of 
that country’s glorious destiny.

The Advent of Divine Justice, 
pp. 33-41.
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– 16 –
A moment of historic portent has arrived 
for your nation as the conscience of its 
citizenry has stirred, creating possibil-
ities for marked social change. It holds 
signifi cance not only for the destiny 
of America anticipated in the Sacred 
Writings, but also for the mission en-
trusted to your community by the hand 
of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, who cherished you 
dearly and called you to a path of sacri-
fi ce and high endeavor. We are pleased 
to see that, led by your National and 
Local Spiritual Assemblies, you are 
seizing opportunities—whether those 

perplexing problem, call to mind the 
warnings of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, and visu-
alize, while there is yet time, the dire 
consequences that must follow if this 
challenging and unhappy situation that 
faces the entire American nation is not 
defi nitely remedied.

Let the white make a supreme eff ort 
in their resolve to contribute their share 
to the solution of this problem, to aban-
don once for all their usually inherent 
and at times subconscious sense of su-
periority, to correct their tendency to-
wards revealing a patronizing attitude 
towards the members of the other race, 
to persuade them through their intimate, 
spontaneous and informal association 
with them of the genuineness of their 
friendship and the sincerity of their 
intentions, and to master their impa-
tience of any lack of responsiveness on 
the part of a people who have received, 
for so long a period, such grievous and 
slow-healing wounds. Let the Negroes, 
through a corresponding eff ort on their 
part, show by every means in their 
power the warmth of their response, 
their readiness to forget the past, and 
their ability to wipe out every trace of 
suspicion that may still linger in their 
hearts and minds. Let neither think 
that the solution of so vast a problem 
is a matter that exclusively concerns 
the other. Let neither think that such 
a problem can either easily or imme-
diately be resolved. Let neither think 
that they can wait confi dently for the 
solution of this problem until the initia-
tive has been taken, and the favorable 
circumstances created, by agencies that 
stand outside the orbit of their Faith. 
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thrust upon you by current circum-
stances or those derived from your sys-
tematic labors in the wider society—to 
play your part, however humble, in the 
eff ort to remedy the ills of your nation. 
We ardently pray that the American 
people will grasp the possibilities of 
this moment to create a consequential 
reform of the social order that will free 
it from the pernicious eff ects of racial 
prejudice and will hasten the attain-
ment of a just, diverse, and united so-
ciety that can increasingly manifest the 
oneness of the human family.

Sadly, however, your nation’s histo-
ry reveals that any signifi cant progress 
toward racial equality has invariably 
been met by countervailing process-
es, overt or covert, that served to un-
dermine the advances achieved and to 
reconstitute the forces of oppression by 
other means. Thus, whatever the imme-
diate outcome of contemporary events, 
you need not be deterred, for you are 
cognizant of the “long and thorny road, 
beset with pitfalls” described by the 
Guardian that still lies ahead. Your 
commitment to tread this road with 
determination and insight, drawing 
upon what you have learned in recent 
years about translating Bahá’u’lláh’s 
teachings into reality, will have to be 
sustained until the time, anticipated by 
Shoghi Eff endi, when you will have 
contributed your decisive share to the 
eradication of racial prejudice from the 
fabric of your nation.

The principles and exhortations that 
guide your steps are well known to 
you from the writings of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá 
and Shoghi Eff endi. The concepts and 

approaches for social transformation 
developed in the current series of Plans 
that can be utilized to promote race uni-
ty in the context of community build-
ing, social action, and involvement in 
the discourses of society have been set 
out in our messages. Every believer, 
as the promulgator of Bahá’u’lláh’s 
central principle of the oneness of hu-
manity, should deeply meditate upon it 
and weigh its demanding implications 
for the profound alteration of thought 
and action required at this time. “The 
American Bahá’í Community, the 
leaven destined to leaven the whole,” 
the Guardian admonished, cannot hope 
“to either escape the trials with which 
this nation is confronted, nor claim to 
be wholly immune from the evils that 
stain its character.” “A tremendous ef-
fort is required by both races if their 
outlook, their manners, and conduct 
are to refl ect, in this darkened age, 
the spirit and teachings of the Faith of 
Bahá’u’lláh,” he also stated. “Let nei-
ther think that the solution of so vast 
a problem is a matter that exclusively 
concerns the other. Let neither think 
that such a problem can either easily or 
immediately be resolved.” “Each one 
should endeavor to develop and as-
sist the other toward mutual advance-
ment,” ‘Abdu’l-Bahá explained. “Love 
and unity will be fostered between you, 
thereby bringing about the oneness of 
mankind.” 

Racism is a profound deviation 
from the standard of true morality. It 
deprives a portion of humanity of the 
opportunity to cultivate and express 
the full range of their capability and 
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to live a meaningful and fl ourishing 
life, while blighting the progress of the 
rest of humankind. It cannot be root-
ed out by contest and confl ict. It must 
be supplanted by the establishment of 
just relationships among individuals, 
communities, and institutions of soci-
ety that will uplift all and will not des-
ignate anyone as “other”. The change 
required is not merely social and eco-
nomic, but above all moral and spiritu-
al. Within the context of the framework 
governing your activities, it is neces-
sary to carefully examine the forces un-
folding around you to determine where 
your energies might reinforce the most 
promising initiatives, what you should 
avoid, and how you might lend a dis-
tinctive contribution. It is not possible 
for you to eff ect the transformation 
envisioned by Bahá’u’lláh merely by 
adopting the perspectives, practices, 
concepts, criticisms, and language of 
contemporary society. Your approach, 
instead, will be distinguished by main-
taining a humble posture of learning, 
weighing alternatives in the light of 
His teachings, consulting to harmonize 
diff ering views and shape collective 
action, and marching forward with un-
breakable unity in serried lines.

Ultimately, the power to transform 
the world is eff ected by love, love orig-
inating from the relationship with the 
divine, love ablaze among members 
of a community, love extended with-
out restriction to every human being. 
This divine love, ignited by the Word 
of God, is disseminated by enkindled 
souls through intimate conversations 
that create new susceptibilities in 

human hearts, open minds to moral 
persuasion, and loosen the hold of bi-
ased norms and social systems so that 
they can gradually take on a new form 
in keeping with the requirements of 
humanity’s age of maturity. You are 
channels for this divine love; let it 
fl ow through you to all who cross your 
path. Infuse it into every neighborhood 
and social space in which you move 
to build capacity to canalize the soci-
ety-building power of Bahá’u’lláh’s 
Revelation. There can be no rest until 
the destined outcome is achieved.

Ahead of you lie times of trial and 
promise, of hardship and progress, of 
anguish and joy. Under all conditions, 
the Master is your solace and support. 
For those who aspire to lasting change, 
His example guides the way—tactful 
and wise in His approach, penetrating 
in utterance, indiscriminating in fel-
lowship, unfailing in sympathy for the 
downtrodden, courageous in conduct, 
persevering in action, imperturbable 
in the face of tests, unwavering in His 
keen sense of justice.  And to all who 
arise to emulate Him, He off ers this un-
failing assurance: “that which is con-
fi rmed is the oneness of the world of 
humanity. Every soul who serveth this 
oneness will undoubtedly be assisted 
and confi rmed.”  

To the Bahá’ís of the United States,
 22 July 2020

– 17 –
The Nine Year Plan is now in motion. 
The outstanding achievements that you 
bring to this new stage of the Divine 
Plan place your community in the very 
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front ranks of the worldwide Bahá’í 
community. Before you stretches a 
path of great possibilities, and we are 
confi dent that you are primed to sur-
pass all you have to this point attained.

Your country is blessed with remark-
able ethnic and cultural diversity. How 
happy we have been over the years to 
witness the receptivity of its peoples to 
the Teachings of Bahá’u’lláh. Yet, alas, 
your nation has time and again suff ered 
from confl ict among some of its peo-
ples. As a part of Congolese society, 
you are, of course, not immune to the 
forces that generate and drive confl ict. 
What this demands is vigilance by all 
the believers in ensuring that divisions, 
especially those related to ethnicity, do 
not take root in your community. Such 
divisions can impede your eff orts to 
develop your community and to foster 
the spiritual and material progress of 
your nation. Your duty as Bahá’ís is to 
act as true champions of the oneness 
of humankind, and to promote unity 
in your communities and in the life of 
your nation. It is about this vital duty 
that we wish to address you.

Each of the hundreds of ethnic 
groups in your country has a long histo-
ry, and each has gradually been shaped 
and reshaped by encounters with oth-
er groups and cultures over periods 
both of peace and of confl ict. Such a 
pattern is, of course, not unique to the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo. It 
is the story of the peoples of the world, 
a reality on which the Bahá’í concep-
tion of history sheds much light. As 
a distinct organic unit, humanity has 
passed through evolutionary stages that 

are similar to the stages of infancy and 
childhood in the lives of its individu-
al members. The divisions and con-
fl icts that have marked relationships 
among and within various peoples are 
tendencies of humanity’s childhood. 
Inexorably, however, humanity has 
been moving forward along the path of 
its maturation. On this path, it has, from 
one age to the next, received impetus 
from successive Divine Revelations 
sent by God to progressively educate 
and civilize it. Humanity is now in the 
concluding period of its turbulent ado-
lescence and is going through a period 
of transition. Standing at the threshold 
of a long-awaited coming of age, its 
needs are no longer served by the ideas 
and behaviours of prior stages.

Bahá’u’lláh has appeared to human-
ity in this period of its adolescence, 
when it is in need of maturation. As 
you are well aware, He has provided 
the means for establishing the unity 
of humankind, the hallmark of a ma-
ture world. What will bind the hearts 
of all people together is the power of 
the Word of God. That Word has gen-
erative power which in every age has 
provided the means for refi ning human 
character and reordering human aff airs. 
The mission of the Bahá’ís is to learn 
to apply the Revelation of Bahá’u’lláh 
in their individual and collective lives 
and in the life of their society. Through 
well-ordered eff orts and in collabora-
tion with many others who are dedicat-
ed to bettering the world, Bahá’ís bring 
the principles suited to humanity’s age 
of maturity to bear on the conditions 
of the world’s peoples. They strive for 
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the transformation of the inner and out-
er realities of human life, and for the 
cultivation of spiritual and social con-
ditions that will give rise to a new kind 
of people and a new society founded 
on unity.

Bahá’ís undertake this work with 
instruments and means that are condu-
cive to creating a unifi ed world. They 
are ever conscious that unity is not 
only the goal they seek but the primary 
means for creating a new and mature 
society. They thus labour together 
in “serried lines”, “one locked to the 
next, each supporting his fellows”. 
They are equipped with pure intent, 
righteous motives, sincere aims, and 
faithful hearts. They “associate with all 
the peoples and kindreds of the earth 
with joy and radiance”, with the assur-
ance that “consorting with people hath 
promoted and will continue to promote 
unity and concord”. They strive to rid 
their actions of any animosity or hatred 
and seek always to “hold fast to the 
cord of kindliness and tender mercy”. 
They are above all cognizant that “the 
religion of God is for love and unity” 
and should never be made the cause 
of enmity or dissension, and that “the 
means of order” should never become 
“the cause of confusion”, or “the in-
strument of union an occasion for 
discord”.

It is only as a united community 
that you can thrive as promoters of 
the oneness of humanity.  It is import-
ant, then, that you continue to enrich 
your understanding of how obstacles 
to unity appear in society. We would 
like to discuss two such obstacles: the 

distortion of human identity and the 
spread of prejudice, in particular, eth-
nic prejudice.

*

At the heart of the divisions in society 
today is a crisis of identity. The way 
people think about who they are and 
how they see their place in the world 
determine how they relate to others and 
what they regard as their individual 
and collective purpose. For Bahá’ís, it 
is the Manifestation of God, the Voice 
of God to the world, who defi nes hu-
man nature and purpose. Bahá’u’lláh 
describes the purpose of human life as 
essentially spiritual in nature. An indi-
vidual’s true self is to be found in the 
powers of the soul, which has the ca-
pacity to know God and to refl ect His 
attributes. The soul has no gender, no 
ethnicity, no race. God sees no diff er-
ences among human beings except in 
relation to the conscious eff ort of each 
individual to purify his or her soul and 
to express its full powers. In God’s 
sight, all human beings are as one and 
have the common duty of knowing 
and worshiping Him and contributing 
to advancing civilization. This truth is 
directly related to another—that hu-
manity is one family. A loving Lord has 
“created all humanity from the same 
stock”. He has “decreed that all shall 
belong to the same household”. “Since 
We have created you all from one same 
substance”, Bahá’u’lláh has stated, 
“it is incumbent on you to be even as 
one soul, to walk with the same feet, 
eat with the same mouth and dwell in 
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the same land, that from your inmost 
being, by your deeds and actions, the 
signs of oneness and the essence of de-
tachment may be made manifest.”

The powers of the human soul have 
throughout history and across the plan-
et been manifested in many forms of 
custom, knowledge, and culture. This 
diversity endows the human family 
with richness. Just as diff erently co-
loured fl owers enrich a garden, diver-
sity gives society natural beauty and 
strength. “Consider”, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá 
explains, “the fl owers of a garden: 
though diff ering in kind, colour, form 
and shape, yet, inasmuch as they are 
refreshed by the waters of one spring, 
revived by the breath of one wind, in-
vigorated by the rays of one sun, this 
diversity increaseth their charm, and 
addeth unto their beauty.” “In like man-
ner,” He adds, “when divers shades of 
thought, temperament and character, 
are brought together under the power 
and infl uence of one central agency, the 
beauty and glory of human perfection 
will be revealed and made manifest.” 
Unity in diversity, not uniformity, is 
thus the watchword of Bahá’u’lláh’s 
Teachings.

But consider what a grave obsta-
cle to the unity of the human family 
is presented by failure to understand 
the truth of its essential oneness! Any 
sense of unity that comes from the 
shared identity of a group becomes the 
basis of contest with those perceived 
as “other”. Humanity is split into com-
peting interest groups, many locked 
in a fi ght for dominance. Conceptions 
of confl icting interests inhibit the 

collective capacity to transform social 
conditions and address challenges for 
the benefi t of all. In the religious, so-
cial, political, and economic spheres of 
life, confl ict driven by narrow self-in-
terest is deemed natural and inevitable. 
Rivalry between groups harms all, ob-
structs justice, and suppresses the po-
tentialities of individuals and groups, 
whose contributions are necessary for 
the betterment of society.

The responsibility Bahá’ís bear—
the work you are carrying out in your 
localities, clusters, and nation—is to 
assist all peoples to recognize their 
shared identity as members of one 
human family and thus join together 
in building spiritually and materially 
prosperous societies that manifest unity 
in diversity. Every people has a part to 
play in this enterprise. Each brings the 
best aspects of their culture to broader 
social interactions and places them at 
the service of all, even as they discard 
aspects unconducive to the common 
good. In this light, the diversity of eth-
nic origins and traditions that distin-
guish the peoples of your country is a 
treasure that enriches your nation and 
the world. What a blessing is theirs—
each and all—when they widen their 
loyalty to embrace the best interests of 
their entire nation and the whole of hu-
manity so that they can, as members of 
one family, prosper and fl ourish.

   
*

The crisis of identity is directly related 
to the spread of prejudice. Today, prej-
udices of all sorts are surging around 
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the world, infecting the consciousness 
of millions and despoiling them of their 
energies. They are polarizing societies 
at a time when unity is most vital to 
resolving local, national, and global 
challenges that seem intractable.

The statements in the writings of 
the Faith about the harm that prejudice 
infl icts on individuals and on society 
are most emphatic. ‘Abdu’l-Bahá has 
stated that human beings are degraded 
when they become captives of their own 
illusions and suppositions. Prejudice 
stains the human spirit, debases both 
its perpetrator and its victim, obscures 
perception and understanding, and 
prevents the achievement of that lofty 
standard of justice proclaimed in the 
writings to “see with thine own eyes 
and not through the eyes of others,” 
and to “know of thine own knowledge 
and not through the knowledge of thy 
neighbour.” ‘Abdu’l-Bahá has also 
made it clear that prejudice is “destruc-
tive of the human edifi ce”, “a destroyer 
of the foundations of the world of hu-
manity”, and the cause of “the world’s 
sickness”. Until prejudice is removed, 
“the world of humanity will not and 
cannot attain peace, prosperity and 
composure”. “The world of humanity 
cannot be saved from the darkness of 
nature and cannot attain illumination 
except through the abandonment of 
prejudices and the acquisition of the 
morals of the Kingdom.”

Our particular concern here, as we 
have stated, is ethnic prejudice. To dis-
trust, fear, hate, or discriminate against 
another person or a whole group on the 
basis of ethnicity is a spiritual disease. 

It is also a scourge that infects social 
structures and causes instability. In 
this light, eradicating ethnic prejudice 
requires transformation at the level of 
both the individual and the social en-
vironment. “We cannot segregate the 
human heart from the environment 
outside us”, Shoghi Eff endi stated 
in a letter written on his behalf, “and 
say that once one of these is reformed 
everything will be improved. Man is 
organic with the world. His inner life 
moulds the environment and is itself 
also deeply aff ected by it. The one 
acts upon the other and every abiding 
change in the life of man is the result 
of these mutual reactions.”

For the individual, striving to be free 
from ethnic prejudice is a profound 
spiritual duty that no one who claims 
to be a loyal follower of Bahá’u’lláh 
can neglect. To discriminate against 
anyone because of ethnicity grievous-
ly violates the spirit that animates the 
Faith.  “If any discrimination is at all to 
be tolerated,” Shoghi Eff endi stated, “it 
should be a discrimination not against, 
but rather in favour of the minority”. 
Whatever the strength of public opin-
ion, a Bahá’í should never act in a way 
that would alienate anyone. “Let them 
see no one as their enemy, or as wish-
ing them ill,” ‘Abdu’l-Bahá states, “but 
think of all humankind as their friends; 
regarding the alien as an intimate, the 
stranger as a companion, staying free 
of prejudice, drawing no lines.”

An individual’s eff orts in this re-
spect must begin with earnest striving 
to develop attributes of the soul such 
as love, truthfulness, kindness, justice, 
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and generosity; to purify the heart of 
selfi shness, envy, and hate; and to align 
the mind with Bahá’u’lláh’s principles 
of unity. By striving to rid his or her 
thoughts, words, and actions of ethnic 
bias, an individual upholds his or her 
own nobility and the nobility of all of 
God’s children. Freedom from preju-
dice must then manifest itself in all as-
pects of an individual’s life—in private 
and public life, in the Bahá’í communi-
ty, and in the wider society. The home 
environment must be free of attitudes, 
tendencies, expressions, and associ-
ations that give room for prejudice. 
In the Bahá’í community, God forbid 
that a loyal believer’s participation in 
the electoral processes of the Faith be 
swayed by narrow ethnic interests or 
that service on committees, agencies, 
and institutions be tainted by partiality 
and favouritism. In society, a believer’s 
freedom from prejudice must be evi-
dent in all the social spaces he or she 
enters—the school, the workplace, the 
cultural association, the professional 
organization. A believer’s duty at all 
times is to demonstrate the unifying 
power of Bahá’u’lláh’s Teachings by 
associating with diverse peoples with a 
spacious heart, an all-embracing love, 
and a spirit of true friendship. As was 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s injunction, “Let those 
who meet you know, without your pro-
claiming the fact, that you are indeed a 
Bahá’í.”

As for the social environment, eth-
nic prejudice can pervade many as-
pects of collective life and, at its worst, 
be manifest in recurring cycles of vio-
lent confl ict. Ethnic prejudice is often 

driven or exacerbated by prevalent 
negative social factors, and the friends 
must seek to obtain a mature under-
standing of these factors if they are to 
contribute meaningfully to eradicating 
its eff ects.  Consider, for instance, the 
eff ects of ignorance  and how it blinds 
people to the truths that all human be-
ings share the same spiritual essence, 
are members of one human family, and 
are inhabitants of one common home-
land. Where people are uninformed 
of the historical processes that have 
shaped their society, they can tena-
ciously cling to divisive identities that 
may have had their roots in an oppres-
sive past. Political partitions between 
or within countries, which are but 
human inventions, become bases for 
the irrational distrust and fear of other 
groups. Consider also the consequenc-
es of a tendency to blindly imitate and 
uncritically perpetuate divisive ways 
of thinking, speaking, and relating. 
Skewed historical accounts transmit-
ted by one generation to the next are 
employed to propagate narrow notions 
of belonging, to advance claims of ex-
ceptionalism, to stir old rivalries, or to 
stress past events that evoke a sense 
of victimhood. Language is fl ippantly 
used to entrench negative stereotypes 
that stigmatize and malign others. 
Consider as well how at the service of 
narrow self-interest—whether political 
or economic—divisions are stoked, ri-
valries started, and confl icts sustained, 
how, in essence, ethnicity is employed 
as an instrument in pursuit of politi-
cal power and economic advantage. 
Consider, too, how materialism widens 
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the extremes of wealth and poverty 
and how economic injustice produc-
es rifts that intensify prejudice, even 
among similarly marginalized peoples. 
Competition for limited resources sul-
lies personal and collective motives 
and generates hostilities and jealousies 
that embitter relationships.

These are among the factors that 
create social environments in which 
ethnic prejudice proliferates. All 
well-meaning people have a duty to 
increase their consciousness of such 
factors and to strengthen their capacity 
to counteract them. The infl uence of 
culture also has to be borne in mind. 
Each culture has many salutary ele-
ments that are conducive to promot-
ing unity in diversity, which must be 
reinforced, as well as negative aspects 
that contribute to breeding prejudice, 
which must be gradually abandoned. 
Meaningful interactions among people 
hailing from diff erent human groups 
foster an environment within which 
advances in culture can occur. To re-
tain and promote customs and tradi-
tions that generate animosity is a grave 
obstacle to the betterment of society. 
A Bahá’í community is robbed of its 
ability to promote unity in diversity if 
the friends, knowingly or unknowing-
ly, reproduce in their interactions and 
their association with society the same 
tendencies that foment prejudice.

  
*

What is the work before you then? 
How are you to strengthen patterns of 
interaction that promote unity in di-
versity and eliminate prevalent social 

factors that drive prejudice? How is 
this objective related to your current 
eff orts to build vibrant communities 
and, more broadly, to contribute to the 
spiritual and material well-being of 
your society?

Shoghi Eff endi called on the friends 
to “scale nobler heights of heroism as 
humanity plunges into greater depths 
of despair, degradation, dissension 
and distress”. The global Plans seek 
to build capacity in every human 
group to counter negative social forc-
es by contributing to social well-being 
through the application of the teach-
ings of the Faith. As the Plans steadily 
unfold, their processes will gradually 
realize their potential to disable ev-
ery instrument devised by humanity 
over the long period of its childhood 
for one group to oppress another and 
for the perpetuation of confl ict and 
contention. This is central to the work 
you are carrying out within your own 
communities. Your eff orts in the fi elds 
of community building, social action, 
and public discourse represent ways 
of awakening the energies latent in the 
human soul and channelling them to-
wards the betterment of society.

 Your endeavours to reach diff erent 
social groups with the message of the 
Faith foster profound interethnic and 
intercultural association. They make 
cooperation and mutual assistance 
among people of many backgrounds 
a distinctive characteristic of Bahá’í 
community life. You seek, in this, to 
demonstrate that vital Bahá’í attitude of 
being truly outward looking, sincerely 
open to all, and resolutely inclusive. 
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Your attention to strengthening capac-
ity to study the writings of the Faith 
enables ever-larger numbers to forge 
relationships that refl ect Bahá’í stan-
dards and principles. This reinforces 
in all participants the desire and ability 
to off er acts of disinterested service to 
society and to purify their motives as 
they learn to sacrifi ce for the progress 
and well-being of all. Your dedication 
to a mode of operation centred on on-
going study, consultation, action, and 
refl ection helps to free individuals and 
communities from blind imitation and 
to anchor unfolding eff orts in learn-
ing to establish “new bases for human 
happiness”. The energies you give to 
the spiritual education of children and 
the spiritual empowerment of junior 
youth help the younger generations lay 
the foundations of a noble character, 
shield them from the taint of prejudice, 
and incline their burgeoning powers 
towards service to society. The focus 
you place on the family transforms that 
fundamental unit of society into a space 
where young people can imbibe the 
spirit of unity and shun all dispositions 
that breed division. Your endeavours 
to build capacity for applying spiritual 
principles and scientifi c knowledge to 
the improvement of social and econom-
ic conditions help populations address 
economic injustice through unifi ed 
action and without resort to confl ict. 
Your contributions in multiple spaces 
where conversations on various social 
problems occur strengthen collective 
capacity for elevated dialogue and help 
diverse actors achieve unity of thought 
and action by drawing on insights from 

the Bahá’í teachings and experience. 
The centrality you give to consultation 
increases capacity for collective inves-
tigation of truth, frees decision-making 
processes from contest and adversarial 
tendencies, and enables people from 
diverse backgrounds to transcend dif-
ferences and harmonize perspectives. 
The electoral and administrative pro-
cesses you foster shape thought and 
conduct that free leadership and gover-
nance from self-interest and the associ-
ated corruption. By striving to broaden 
the base of participation in all aspects 
of the life of your communities, you 
cultivate conditions in which individ-
uals from various social groups honour 
their common humanity, recognize 
their mutual interests, and envision 
their shared future. Such participation 
strengthens social bonds as souls serve 
side by side for the betterment of so-
ciety. Whether large or small, your 
community-building eff orts are direct-
ed at raising the nucleus and pattern 
of a new World Order by establishing 
the kind of relationships called for by 
Bahá’u’lláh. And emerging among all 
who are labouring together is a lan-
guage that elevates all and maligns 
none, a language with the potency to 
bind hearts with the indissoluble bond 
of love and the power to unite minds in 
common pursuit of a society that can 
truly be as a garden bursting with fl ow-
ers of every form, every colour, every 
fragrance. It is in all these ways that 
you are creating new communities that 
can serve as a model and relationships 
that enable you to act as leaven in the 
life of your nation.

*

Elimination of Racial Prejudice in America



The Journal of Bahá’í Studies 35.1–2 202584

Beloved friends in that great African 
nation! We know that the conditions 
of societal confl ict under which you la-
bour are at times disruptive and dispir-
iting. Your brothers and sisters in many 
other lands also face similar conditions. 
Though it may sometimes appear as if 
hope for a truly united society grows 
dimmer day after day as confl icts borne 
of prejudice recur and resurge, your 
mission must remain ever clear, your 
outlook ever confi dent, your dedica-
tion ever fi rm. You possess the means 
for unifying thousands upon thousands 
of hearts. You who are raising the song 
of unity in diversity must be, in word 
and deed, its very emblems. If your ac-
tions mirror the tendencies widespread 
in society, if you are negligent of the 
fundamentals of your belief, what 
then will be left? The salt will have 
lost its savour. Set aside all obstacles, 
mental and otherwise, and thus deliv-
er to a loving Lord during these nine 
years a true victory for the oneness of 
humanity.

In closing, we now address the youth: 
The future is in your hands. Make no 
mistake, you are raising an edifi ce 
that will be a haven for your peoples 
upon the foundations your mothers 
and your fathers have laid. Continued 
progress will depend on your dedica-
tion to building true unity and on the 
extent to which you strengthen your 
practice of those spiritual disciplines 
enjoined by Bahá’u’lláh that help you 
polish the mirrors of your hearts to 
refl ect the attributes of God. We hope 
that you will foster among yourselves 
enduring spiritual bonds that resist the 

forces of prejudice. Let the example 
of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá be your guide—how 
He lived His life as a daily sacrifi ce to 
the cause of the oneness of humanity, 
how He embraced with selfl ess love all 
people who crossed His path, how He 
saw refl ected in each soul the image of 
a loving God. So, too, are you to see 
all your compatriots. “In this illumined 
age”, He stated, “that which is con-
fi rmed is the oneness of the world of 
humanity. Every soul who serveth this 
oneness will undoubtedly be assisted 
and confi rmed.” We cherish the hope 
that in your eff orts to fi nd life part-
ners you will resist every infl uence to 
give primacy to ethnicity, that you will 
build homes in which every soul would 
be welcome, and that you will raise 
children who will become champions 
of oneness. We are confi dent that in the 
life of your nation, you will shine as 
well-wishers of all, as servants of all, 
as unifi ers of all. Let your deeds write 
the next chapter of your country’s his-
tory, one that is free of prejudice and 
confl ict. Thus will your peoples, each 
as a powerful tributary, stream into one 
mighty river, whose surging waters 
will gush forth into the ocean of one 
human family.

We will supplicate the Blessed 
Beauty at the Sacred Threshold of His 
Shrine that He may bind the peoples of 
your much cherished nation ever more 
fi rmly in love.
To the Followers of Bahá’u’lláh in the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
1 November 2022
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a nurturing and familiar environment, 
until they are able to off er their share 
to the resolution of the challenges faced 
by a growing Bahá’í community. For 
this is not a process that some carry 
out on behalf of others who are passive 
recipients—the mere extension of a 
congregation and invitation to paternal-
ism—but one in which an ever-increas-
ing number of souls recognize and take 
responsibility for the transformation of 
humanity set in motion by Bahá’u’lláh. 
In an environment of love and trust 
born of common belief, practice, and 
mission, individuals of diff erent rac-
es will have the intimate connection 
of heart and mind upon which mutual 
understanding and change depend. As a 
result of their training and deepening, a 
growing number of believers will draw 
insights from the Writings to sensitively 
and eff ectively address issues of racial 
prejudice that arise within their person-
al lives and families, among community 
members, and in social settings and the 
workplace. As programs of growth ad-
vance and the scope and intensity of ac-
tivities grow, the friends will be drawn 
into participation in conversations and, 
in time, initiatives for social action at 
the grassroots where issues pertaining 
to freedom from prejudice naturally 
emerge, whether directly or indirectly. 
And, at the national level, the National 
Assembly will guide, through its Offi  ce 
of External Aff airs, the engagement of 
the Faith with other agencies and indi-
viduals in the discourse pertaining to 
race unity.

You indicate that some friends won-
der whether the Guardian’s statement 

Lൾඍඍൾඋඌ Wඋංඍඍൾඇ ඈඇ Bൾඁൺඅൿ ඈൿ 
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After a decade and a half of systematic 
eff ort, a coherent pattern of activity that 
advances the growth and development 
of the Bahá’í community and its great-
er involvement in the life of society has 
emerged. The current stage of progress 
and the challenges that lie immediately 
ahead are summarized in the Riḍván 
2010 and 28 December 2010 messag-
es. From this perspective, it is possible 
to see how the challenge of addressing 
racial prejudice is an integral part of 
three broad areas of activity in which 
the Bahá’í world is currently engaged: 
expansion and consolidation, social ac-
tion, and participation in the discourses 
of society.

The pattern of spiritual and social life 
taking shape in clusters that involves 
study circles, children’s classes, junior 
youth groups, devotional meetings, 
home visits, teaching eff orts, and re-
fl ection meetings, as well as Holy Day 
observances, Nineteen Day Feasts, and 
other gatherings, provides abundant op-
portunities for engagement, experience, 
consultation, and learning that will lead 
to change in personal and collective un-
derstanding and action. Issues of prej-
udice of race, class, and color will in-
evitably arise as the friends reach out 
to diverse populations, especially in the 
closely knit context of neighborhoods. 
There, every activity can take a form 
most suited to the culture and interests 
of the population, so that new believ-
ers can be quickened and confi rmed in 
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In the 28 December message, the 
House of Justice explained that “A 
small community, whose members are 
united by their shared beliefs, charac-
terized by their high ideals, profi cient 
in managing their aff airs and tending 
to their needs, and perhaps engaged in 
several humanitarian projects—a com-
munity such as this, prospering but at 
a comfortable distance from the reality 
experienced by the masses of humani-
ty, can never hope to serve as a pattern 
for restructuring the whole of society.” 
Even if such a community were to 
focus the entirety of its resources on 
the problem of racial prejudice, even 
if it were able to heal itself to some 
extent of that cancerous affl  iction, in 
the face of such a monumental social 
challenge the impact would be incon-
sequential. Therefore, the friends must 
eff ectively assess the forces at work in 
their society and, beginning in neigh-
borhoods and clusters, contribute their 
share to the process of learning and 
systematization which, as their num-
bers, knowledge, and infl uence grow, 
will transform their lives, families, 
and communities. Only if the eff orts 
to eradicate the bane of prejudice are 
coherent with the full range of the 
community’s aff airs, only if they arise 
naturally within the systematic pattern 
of expansion, community building, 
and involvement with society, will the 
American believers expand their ca-
pacity, year after year and decade after 
decade, to make their mark on their 
community and society and contrib-
ute to the high aim set for the Bahá’ís 
by ‘Abdu’l-Bahá to eliminate racial 

characterizing racial prejudice as “the 
most vital and challenging issue con-
fronting the Bahá’í community at the 
present stage of its evolution” still 
applies to the racial situation in the 
United States, since it was written so 
long ago. The House of Justice has 
determined that it is not productive 
to approach the issue in this man-
ner, as it gives rise to an implicit and 
false dichotomy that, either what the 
Guardian said is no longer important, 
or it is so important that it must be ad-
dressed before or apart from all other 
concerns. Yet, the situation is infi nitely 
more complex. The American nation 
is much more diverse than in 1938, 
and the friends cannot be concerned 
only with relations between black 
and white, essential as they are. The 
expressions of racial prejudice have 
transmuted into forms that are mul-
tifaceted, less blatant and more intri-
cate, and thus more intractable. So too, 
the American Bahá’í community has 
evolved signifi cantly and is no longer 
at the same stage of its development; 
it faces a wider range of challenges 
but also possesses greater capabilities. 
The House of Justice stated that the 
principles Shoghi Eff endi brought to 
the attention of the American believers 
more than seventy years ago are rele-
vant today, and they will continue to 
be relevant to future generations. It is 
obvious, however, that the “long and 
thorny road, beset with pitfalls” upon 
which the friends must tread, will take 
them through an ever-changing land-
scape that requires that they adapt their 
approaches to varying circumstances.
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1945, Delegates attending the National Convention,
Bahá’í House of Worship in Wilmette, Illinois

Photo: Arthur L. Dahl
Courtesy of Gregory Dahl

prejudice from the face of the earth.
Letter to an individual, 10 April 2011, 

Framework for Action, pp. 280-282.

– 19 –
Surely, racial prejudice has for too long 
stained the fabric of life in the United 
States, and although the Bahá’í com-
munity has made enormous strides in 
the past century, like in so many other 
aspects of the Teachings, the response 
of the believers to this challenge 
has not yet reached the expectations 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá held for them. While 
Shoghi Eff endi clearly expressed that 
the solution to this problem rests with 
both races, it cannot be denied that 
any failure or lessening of eff ort in re-
dressing the problem within the frame-
work for the social and administrative 
aff airs of the community has its most 

immediate and negative consequences 
on the minority, as the majority can 
lapse into the unconscious state the 
Guardian warned them against. The 
House of Justice well appreciates that, 
for a Bahá’í, the injuries arising from 
one’s interactions with a fellow believ-
er can be especially painful.

The guidance provided to the 
friends by the beloved Guardian and 
the Universal House of Justice off ers 
a clear way forward. As you know, 
Shoghi Eff endi, in his masterful dis-
course in The Advent of Divine Justice, 
gives African American and white 
Bahá’ís detailed instructions as to their 
respective responsibilities in combat-
ing racial prejudice. “A tremendous 
eff ort”, he emphasized, “is required by 
both races if their outlook, their man-
ners, and conduct are to refl ect, in this 
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of Justice and available on the website 
www.bahai.org/frontiers. It describes 
how the translation of the teachings 
into processes of community building 
in some of the most advanced clusters 
is beginning to address deep-seated 
social ills. An example cited is the 
Bihar Sharif cluster of India, where the 
centuries-old oppressive caste system 
is gradually being dismantled at the 
grassroots. As the video shows, com-
munities are learning to mix without 
regard to caste, and a mother states 
with profound conviction that she will 
never tell her child into which caste he 
was born so that he will feel neither in-
ferior nor superior to another soul. The 
House of Justice longs to hear of bold 
action being taken by the friends in the 
United States, who, by implementing 
the essential activities of the Five Year 
Plan and utilizing the spiritually trans-
formative power of the training insti-
tute, begin to uproot racial prejudice in 
their neighborhoods.

‘Abdu’l-Bahá made it clear that 
those who steadfastly strive to promote 
the oneness of humanity will endure 
hardship and injustice, and He taught 
that to be wronged and oppressed in 
the path of God is a divine gift, for it 
is a characteristic of the Manifestations 
of God. “And since the Ancient Beauty 
was exposed by day and night on the 
fi eld of martyrdom,” He counseled, 
“let us in our turn labor hard, and hear 
and ponder the counsels of God; let us 
fl ing away our lives, and renounce our 
brief and numbered days. Let us turn 
our eyes away from empty fantasies of 
this world’s divergent forms, and serve 

darkened age, the spirit and teachings 
of the Faith of Bahá’u’lláh.” “Let nei-
ther think”, he added, “that such a prob-
lem can either easily or immediately be 
resolved.” Each person, of whatever 
race or background, was called upon to 
take the initiative and not allow what 
he perceives to be the shortcomings of 
his fellow believers to be the cause of 
his becoming apathetic or vindictive. 
By responding to the situation within 
the spiritual framework the Guardian 
has devised, one’s actions may be im-
bued with the spirit of the Faith, thus 
making them potent instruments for ef-
fecting a change in the hearts of those 
who have inherited attitudes tainted by 
racial prejudice.

Beyond this spiritual orientation to 
combatting racial prejudice with which 
the friends in the United States are well 
familiar, the House of Justice has in 
recent years attempted to bring to the 
attention of those who long to eradicate 
the blight of racism—and especially 
the African American believers—the 
potentialities for transformation in-
herent in the systematic implementa-
tion of the instruments and methods 
of the current series of Plans.… As 
the friends pursue their eff orts to pro-
mote growth and community building, 
social action, and involvement in the 
discourses of society, they will over 
time work increasingly with other 
well-meaning people to eliminate these 
and other problems that have so bedev-
iled the world. A profound illustration 
of the possibilities this approach holds 
is found in the video Frontiers of 
Learning, commissioned by the House 
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instead this preeminent purpose, this 
grand design.” You are encouraged to 
take heart from the Master’s assurance 
that racial prejudice will one day be 
eliminated from the face of the earth, 
although as the Guardian explained, 
the road to be travelled will be “long 
and thorny” and “beset with pitfalls”. 
In summoning us to the great work of 
creating anew the world, Bahá’u’lláh 
exhorts us to adhere to a standard of 
conduct which He, Himself, so nobly 
exemplifi ed:

Adorn thyself with My virtues, 
in such wise that should anyone 
stretch forth the hand of oppression 
against thee, thou wouldst neither 
take notice nor contend with him. 
Leave him to the judgment of 
thy Lord, the All-Powerful, the 
Almighty, the Self-Subsisting, and 
be thou long-suff ering under all 
conditions. By God! This is one 
of Mine attributes, though none 
but the sincere are apprised of it. 
Know thou then that the patient 
sighs of the oppressed are dearer 
to God than all deeds, could ye but 
comprehend it. Be patient in what-
soever may befall thee, and put thy 
trust in God, thy Lord, in all thine 
aff airs. He, verily, doth suffi  ce 
thee against the harm infl icted by 
all that have been and shall be, and 
doth protect thee within the shelter 
of His Cause and the stronghold of 
His custody.

From a letter to an individual, 
27 March 2014

– 20 –
The House of Justice appreciates your 
thoughtful comments and admires your 
unfl agging eff orts over many years to 
address the challenge of racism in your 
nation, particularly at a time of its overt 
resurgence in a manner that would jus-
tifi ably give rise to despair even in the 
stoutest heart. However discouraging 
the present events, however outrageous 
the injustices laid bare, however intrac-
table the problem appears, such fresh 
evidences of this pernicious blight on 
American society can come as no sur-
prise to those friends well informed of 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s dire warnings as well 
as Shoghi Eff endi’s trenchant analysis 
anticipating the ultimate eradication of 
this evil tendency from the lives and 
the hearts of their fellow citizens. How 
much more must people endure in the 
years ahead? The current polarization 
in American society makes construc-
tive dialogue and action ever more 
elusive. Even those fair-minded indi-
viduals who long to free themselves 
and their society from this problem—
surely a vast portion of the nation—are 
paralyzed and divided by their diver-
gent views, unable to create the unity 
necessary to advance along the path of 
constructive change.

It is in this context that the friends 
must understand their sacred obliga-
tion and the possibilities that lie before 
them. As you have observed, since the 
time of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s visit to the 
United States Bahá’ís have, whether 
individually or collectively, by them-
selves or in collaboration with others, 
been continually involved in diverse 
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eff orts to address prejudice and racism 
and build bonds and practices of racial 
accord. Such eff orts, though sincere 
and even sacrifi cial, have yet to be 
raised to a level of systematic endeav-
or necessary for profound and lasting 
social change. Enclosed for your con-
sideration is a copy of a letter written 
on behalf of the House of Justice to 
an individual believer concerning how 
the framework for action of the Plan 
off ers precisely the vision and prac-
tical means by which Bahá’ís can, as 
their eff orts are pursued in a learning 
mode, fulfi ll the high expectations the 
Guardian held for the American be-
lievers to help uproot the foundations 
of racism in your country. An extract 
is also provided from another letter 
which, in response to questions about 
climate change, off ers guidance about 
how Bahá’ís can eff ectively participate 
in discourses about pressing social 
concerns.

Among the important lessons gar-
nered over the past two decades is 
that, by focusing on insights derived 
from the most advanced and success-
ful activities rather than by focusing 
on shortcomings and weaknesses, the 
community can come to understand 
what constitutes eff ective action and 
learn to disseminate the knowledge 
gained. Another lesson is how to ap-
proach the development of human re-
sources in a manner that can effi  ciently 
multiply eff orts and empower those 
who were previously left on the mar-
gins, or were otherwise unengaged, 
to become protagonists of a process 
of community building and social 

change. Therefore, it is not necessary 
at this time to propagate in the com-
munity a separate program centered 
on addressing racial prejudice before 
progress is possible, nor is there a need 
to remove one by one all the obstacles 
you describe before dynamic eff orts 
can be established in a single commu-
nity or neighborhood that can, once 
proven to be eff ective, be widely rep-
licated. Consider, for example, the de-
velopment of the junior youth spiritual 
empowerment program. Years ago, it 
was a mere concept; today it reaches 
hundreds of thousands and is having a 
profound impact on the villages, neigh-
borhoods, islands, and schools where it 
is being vigorously implemented. This 
capacity for social transformation, in-
creasingly being realized in the most 
advanced clusters, encompasses not 
just the work of community building 
but also the engagement of the believ-
ers, both in the discourses of society 
in all accessible social spaces as well 
as in projects of social and economic 
development.

The 25 February 2017 letter of your 
National Assembly written following 
consultations held at the Bahá’í World 
Centre is not intended simply to express 
a renewed concern with the challenges 
of race in your society and certainly 
not to introduce a new set of activities. 
It is a commitment to a path of sys-
tematic action and learning, involving 
community building, social action, and 
participation in the discourses of so-
ciety, from which the community will 
never withdraw until the problems of 
race are completely resolved, no matter 
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how long and diffi  cult the path may be. 
Already your National Assembly is 
aware of the strivings of thousands of 
friends who, like yourself, are engaged 
in initiatives of varying scope and ef-
fectiveness along these lines; through 
systematization and learning there is 
every confi dence that, as each year 
goes by, we will understand the issues 
involved more deeply, act more eff ec-
tively, and enlarge the circle of those 
with whom we are engaged.

The House of Justice hopes that 
those friends in the United States who 
resolve to renew their commitment to 
uprooting racism and laying the basis 
for a society that refl ects interracial 
harmony can draw insight and inspi-
ration from the unwavering resolve of 
the Bahá’ís in Iran. The messages writ-
ten to the friends there in recent years, 
most of which have been translated into 
English and are publicly available, are 
instructive in this regard. For almost 
two centuries, and particularly the last 
four decades of relentless oppression, 
the Bahá’ís in Iran have remained for-
ward-looking, dynamic, vibrant, and 
committed to serving Iranian society. 
They have refused to allow apprehen-
sion and anxiety to take hold or let any 
calamity perturb their hearts. They have 
drawn on the highest reservoirs of soli-
darity and collaboration and responded 
to oppression with constructive resil-
ience, eschewing despair, surrender, 
resentment, and hate and transcending 
mere survival, to transform condi-
tions of ignorance and prejudice and 
win the respect and collaboration of 
their fair-minded countrymen. Those 

believers in the United States who have 
labored so persistently to promote race 
unity, especially the African American 
friends, should appreciate in their own 
eff orts over the years the same expres-
sion of constructive resilience, born of 
their great love for Bahá’u’lláh, and 
see in the recent turmoil opportunity 
rather than obstacle. They cannot, as 
you know, respond to the current re-
ality in the manner consuming most 
of their fellow citizens; they must, by 
word and by deed, elevate the existing 
conversation and set in motion con-
structive approaches that will prove 
ever more eff ective over time. Shoghi 
Eff endi has explained that such prob-
lems as are now being witnessed are 
inevitable as the process of disintegra-
tion advances. “All humanity”, a letter 
written on his behalf observes, “is dis-
turbed and suff ering and confused; we 
cannot expect to not be disturbed and 
not to suff er—but we don’t have to be 
confused.” The way forward has never 
been clearer, particularly with the new 
initiative of your National Assembly to 
organize these matters within the prov-
en framework for action guiding the 
Bahá’í world’s systematic endeavors.

From a letter to an individual, 
4 February 2018

– 21 –
The House of Justice feels that the 
American believers’ pursuit of the dou-
ble crusade “to regenerate the inward 
life of their own community” and “to 
assail the long-standing evils that have 
entrenched themselves in the life of 
their nation” is something carried out 
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as organized groups, committees 
and Assemblies. It should be de-
liberately cultivated through the 
various and everyday opportuni-
ties, no matter how insignifi cant, 
that present themselves, whether 
in their homes, their business of-
fi ces, their schools and colleges, 
their social parties and recreation 
grounds, their Bahá’í meetings, 
conferences, conventions, sum-
mer schools and Assemblies.

Here, the Guardian is calling for the 
friends to address the question of race 
unity as a part of life in all of the so-
cial spaces in which they are engaged, 
and, similarly, the House of Justice is 
now saying that freedom from racial 
prejudice must be the watchword of 
Bahá’ís in the social spaces in which 
they are engaged for the activities of 
the Plan. In such intimate settings, 
people of diverse racial backgrounds 
encounter the Word of God, and in 
their eff orts to translate the Teachings 
into practical action, are able to gen-
erate bonds of love, aff ection, and 
unity, and to learn what it means to 
establish a true interracial fellowship 
that is powerful enough to overcome 
the forces of racism that affl  ict them 
and their society. Currently, among 
the Bahá’ís of the United States, race 
unity is a dimension of the work of 
community building in scores of clus-
ters, of social action in hundreds of 
eff orts of various levels of complexity, 
and of involvement in the discourses 
of society by thousands of believers in 
various settings. The House of Justice 

as the friends execute their responsi-
bilities for the Five Year Plan and is 
not something pursued apart from the 
Plan. In the same light, there is no 
program or special intervention that, if 
undertaken by the Bahá’í community, 
will free it from the challenge of racial 
prejudice as a fi rst step before it can 
attempt to carry out successful eff orts 
for the progress of the Faith. Rather, 
the capabilities of the believers to 
address the issues of racism affl  icting 
themselves, their families, their com-
munities, and the wider society will 
be cultivated hand in hand with other 
capabilities needed to advance the pro-
cess of entry by troops as they learn 
to systematically pursue their eff orts 
of community building, social action, 
and involvement in the discourses 
of society. In The Advent of Divine 
Justice, Shoghi Eff endi states:

Freedom from racial prejudice, in 
any of its forms, should, at such a 
time as this when an increasingly 
large section of the human race 
is falling a victim to its devas-
tating ferocity, be adopted as the 
watchword of the entire body of 
the American believers, in which-
ever state they reside, in whatever 
circles they move, whatever their 
age, traditions, tastes, and habits. 
It should be consistently demon-
strated in every phase of their 
activity and life, whether in the 
Bahá’í community or outside it, 
in public or in private, formally 
as well as informally, individually 
as well as in their offi  cial capacity 
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is confi dent that these endeavors will 
become more systematic, more wide-
spread, and more eff ective as the 
learning process already set in motion 
by your National Spiritual Assembly 
is persistently pursued by the believers 
in greater numbers. Parallel with this, 
of course, is the eff ort of the National 
Assembly to engage at the national 
level in the discourse concerning race. 
In the same way as the other activities 
of the Plan, every challenge the com-
munity faces in the work of race unity 
will be overcome as capacity is raised 
among an expanding group of friends 
in each cluster through learning and 
systematic action.

Two additional points are off ered 
for your consideration. As the Riḍván 
2010 message of the House of Justice 
to the Bahá’ís of the world states:

. . . understanding the implica-
tions of the Revelation, both in 
terms of individual growth and 
social progress, increases mani-
fold when study and service are 
joined and carried out concurrent-
ly. There, in the fi eld of service, 
knowledge is tested, questions 
arise out of practice, and new lev-
els of understanding are achieved. 

The concept of the relationship 
of study and service clearly has rele-
vance to the issues of promoting race 
unity and the growth of the Faith. 
The friends should study the Bahá’í 
writings on the subject of eliminating 
racial prejudice and familiarize them-
selves with the communications of the 

House of Justice on the current frame-
work of action for growth. But study 
must be accompanied by action.

Moreover, obviously, the institu-
tions of the Faith have an important 
role to play in promoting unity, and 
the House of Justice is pleased with 
the initiative your National Assembly 
has undertaken to assist the friends 
to understand how the framework for 
action of the Plan enables individuals, 
communities, and institutions to ad-
dress, profoundly, the fragmentation 
in your nation that has been steadily 
intensifying in recent years, including 
on matters of race. However, it is, in 
the words of the beloved Guardian, 
“the individual believer on whom, 
in the last resort, depends the fate of 
the entire community.” Therefore, the 
House of Justice encourages you to 
turn your attention away from what 
you believe are the inadequacies—real 
or perceived—of Bahá’í institutions in 
addressing the issues of concern to you 
and instead focus your spiritual and in-
tellectual energies on the contribution 
that you, as an individual believer, can 
directly off er in service to the people 
in your immediate surroundings. It is 
hoped that you will advance in your 
own eff orts with some like-minded 
friends in your local area to pursue 
your noble aims and to test and refi ne 
your ideas in practical action, raising 
up in turn others who will recognize 
Bahá’u’lláh and devote themselves to 
this vital work.

From a letter to an individual,
6 August 2018
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– 22 –
The House of Justice highly appreci-
ates the report of the actions you have 
taken since the gathering in the Holy 
Land in 2016 and the analysis of re-
sults and ongoing challenges. It feels 
that your assessment reinforces the 
importance of continuing to pursue the 
tasks summarized in the letter dated 
30 December 2016 written on its be-
half to which you refer in your letter. 
As you continue your noteworthy ef-
forts to advance along the path laid out 
in that letter, you should keep in mind 
the fundamental diff erence between 
your work in the past to promote race 
unity and your eff orts today. Whereas 
before you were implementing a cen-
tralized program initiated at the nation-
al level that involved friends across 
the country in what they easily under-
stood to be a single endeavor, today, 
you are promoting a unity in diversity 
of actions, emerging largely from the 
grassroots, in pursuit of this aim. Many 
of the perceptions you describe can be 
understood in light of the diffi  culty in 
conveying how these seemingly un-
connected elements all contribute to a 
common enterprise. Yet only through 
such a decentralized approach that is 
coherent with the framework for action 
of the Plan can the contribution of the 
American Bahá’í community to funda-
mental, sustained, spiritual and social 
transformation gradually grow in scale 
and eff ectiveness—through action and 
refl ection over time—until it has a pro-
found eff ect on the wider society.

As your own analysis shows, there 
are advantages to sometimes working 

in multiracial spaces and at other times 
to spaces for African Americans alone. 
In pursuing a two-pronged approach 
to community building within a clus-
ter, some gatherings will take place in 
neighborhoods and some in a locality 
or at the cluster level. These can be 
organized in diff erent ways to meet 
diff erent needs. Even with neighbor-
hoods, some will involve an interracial 
population and others will not. But you 
should not underestimate the value of 
contributing to spiritual empowerment 
and community building in an African 
American neighborhood where the 
work of a few dedicated friends can 
lead to the participation of scores of 
families—an experience that can itself 
radically alter and revive a local Bahá’í 
community that showed no previous 
capacity to deal with matters of race.

With these points in mind, you are 
free to determine, after thorough con-
sultation with the Counsellors, the most 
eff ective way to arrange gatherings of 
African American friends to achieve 
your purpose. Should you ultimately 
decide to create a national conference, 
it should not be simply as an end in 
itself but should serve as a means for 
accelerating the work of community 
building, social action, and involve-
ment in the discourses of society. For 
as the House of Justice has emphasized 
in previous communications, it is not 
predominantly by means of off ering 
special courses and programs on race 
within the Bahá’í community that ra-
cial issues will be overcome. Instead, it 
is through collective action in the var-
ious social spaces in which the friends 
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are wholeheartedly engaged to trans-
late the Teachings into action that they 
will, through mistakes and diffi  culties, 
with love and forbearance, learn to 
resolve challenges pertaining to race, 
both within their communities and in 
the society at large.

Finally, the highly meritorious work 
of your Offi  ce of Public Aff airs in 
furthering your national discourse is 
noted with appreciation. No doubt, a 
signifi cant body of experience and un-
derstanding has now been accumulated 
about the nature of the current dis-
course on race in the United States, the 
receptivity to specifi c Bahá’í concepts, 
the nature of certain pitfalls to avoid, 
and insights into the type of language 
that must be utilized to surmount the 
increasing polarization on this issue 
even among fair-minded and sym-
pathetic citizens. When you feel the 
time is right, you can draw upon this 
experience and understanding not only 
to implement the anticipated national 
gathering for leaders of thought but 
also to prepare any public statement on 
the subject of race unity and the future 
of the American nation.
From a letter to the National Spiritual 

Assembly of the United States,
24 March 2019

– 23 –
The House of Justice sympathizes 
with your deep concern about the 
issues you have raised and acknowl-
edges your sincerity and desire to see 
the Bahá’í community and the wider 
society make progress with addressing 
these challenges. It encourages you 

not to become disheartened by any 
problems you encounter. As Shoghi 
Eff endi explained, “the promised 
glories” envisioned by Bahá’u’lláh 
“can be revealed only in the fullness 
of time”; it is our test and privilege at 
this juncture in the Formative Age to 
learn how to systematically propagate 
His teachings and translate them into 
eff ective action as a remedy for the 
world’s multiplying ills.

The House of Justice is confi dent 
that you can trust that your fellow 
believers, who faithfully embrace 
Bahá’u’lláh’s principle of the one-
ness of humanity, share your longing 
for the complete elimination of racial 
prejudice. Yet, Bahá’ís are not immune 
from the negative forces operating in 
society at large, which may result in 
misunderstandings and a delay in re-
sponding to challenges. At this time, 
the people of the United States do not 
have unity of thought and vision about 
how the problem of racial prejudice 
can be resolved; they are, instead, di-
vided socially and politically on this 
issue. As you witness, even among 
Black intellectuals, as well as with-
in the African American community 
more generally, there are disparate 
views.  Therefore, rather than becom-
ing enmeshed in patterns of behavior 
pervasive in the wider society that seek 
to assign blame or deal with issues at 
the level of broad generalities, Bahá’ís 
have the opportunity to address the 
challenge of racial prejudice through 
the instrumentality of the teachings of 
Bahá’u’lláh and His Administrative 
Order. They do so by concentrating on 
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practical challenges in specifi c settings 
through consultation in an atmosphere 
of love and common purpose. 

Every believer can address the im-
provement of his or her own charac-
ter. Each can strive to work alongside 
others to ensure that the social spaces 
in which they participate—especial-
ly in families, local communities, 
places of work and education, Bahá’í 
activities, Spiritual Assemblies, and 
committees—manifest freedom from 
prejudice in all its forms. Furthermore, 
the framework for action of the cur-
rent Plan enables the believers to 
expand the reach of these eff orts by 
engaging others in neighborhoods and 
clusters in the process of community 
building, initiatives for social action, 
and the prevalent discourses of soci-
ety. In these contexts, when a specifi c 
concern is identifi ed, the believers and 
their friends can explore the prob-
lem together and then participate in a 
process of learning how to resolve it, 
while eschewing any inclination to-
ward withdrawal or confl ict. Thus, day 
by day, in practical ways, they learn 
to solve particular problems that arise 
and at the same time build capacity to 
address more complex issues.

As the friends around the world 
have adopted this approach to address 
problems in diverse societies, prom-
ising signs are already appearing in 
many places where the Plan’s frame-
work for action has taken root. For 
example, in the Bihar Sharif cluster in 
India, the oppressive infl uence of the 
centuries-old caste system is gradual-
ly being undone at the grassroots. The 

communities in this cluster are learn-
ing to mix without regard to caste, so 
much so that the friends are visiting 
the homes of families from diff erent 
castes. To cite another example, in the 
Lubumbashi cluster in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, the inequality 
between the sexes has long prevented 
women from speaking in the presence 
of men in various social spaces. Now, 
however, women have been given the 
courage to freely share their ideas and 
consult with men in diff erent settings.

You indicate that you have decided 
to focus on spreading the Faith among 
African Americans and to dedicate 
yourself to their advancement and 
upliftment. This will, no doubt, allow 
you to learn how to create a social 
space for individuals to come together 
in a new pattern of engagement. The 
House of Justice hopes that you might 
fi nd one or two other like-minded be-
lievers who can assist you in applying 
the instruments and methods of the 
Plan to cultivate a dynamic and grow-
ing pattern of community life. In this 
regard, when reaching out to those 
from the wider community, you can 
present the message of Bahá’u’lláh as 
the healing remedy for the ills of hu-
manity and invite the receptive souls 
you encounter to become protagonists 
of a constant eff ort to learn to apply 
His teachings eff ectively, explaining 
that Bahá’ís are also learning to walk 
this same path. As ‘Abdu’l-Bahá is re-
ported to have remarked: “The earth 
plane is a workshop, not an art gallery 
for the exhibits of perfect powers. 
This is not the plane of perfection, but 
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earth is the crucible for refi ning and 
moulding character”.

From a letter to an individual,
15 December 2020

– 24 –
Sadly, at the current time, instead of a 
united eff ort to resolve the remaining 
challenges pertaining to racial preju-
dice in America, the matter all too often 
takes the form of political or conten-
tious debate—whose aim is contest and 
the eff ort to defeat opposing views. In 
this perspective, thoughtful ideas that 
may provide insights useful to eff ect-
ing lasting social change are distorted 
and exaggerated to emphasize divi-
sions and make constructive exchange 
of views impossible. This has occurred 
with certain concepts and with ideas of 
particular thinkers, making it diffi  cult 
to evaluate any merit they may contain 
without being drawn into a polarizing 
debate. Bahá’u’lláh has counselled His 
followers “not to view with too critical 
an eye the sayings and writings of men. 
Let them rather approach such sayings 
and writings in a spirit of open-minded-
ness and loving sympathy.” Therefore, 
the friends are advised to avoid two 
extremes: either uncritically accepting 
every theory put forward, or dismiss-
ing entirely every theory because it 
falls short of the Bahá’í teachings or 
has fl aws within it. Rather, it would 
be more helpful for the believers to 
consider such ideas as contributions 
to a public consultation that seeks to 
identify solutions to the problem of 
racial prejudice.  Insights could then be 
drawn by the friends which they fi nd 

to be compatible with the teachings to 
enhance their own eff orts.

 While the methods and approaches 
adopted by believers may vary—some 
seeing value in certain ideas from the 
wider society with which others may 
disagree—the friends should not allow 
diff ering opinions to become a point of 
dispute and contention in the commu-
nity. And of course, there is no justifi -
cation for the vilifi cation of any group 
of people. What is clear, and has been 
emphasized by both ‘Abdu’l-Bahá and 
Shoghi Eff endi, is the imperative that 
the races work together to eradicate 
racial prejudice. As mentioned in our 
letter to you dated 27 October 2020, 
the House of Justice has advised the 
friends in your country that, in the pro-
cess of learning how to respond to the 
challenge of racial prejudice, it is not 
possible for them to “eff ect the trans-
formation envisioned by Bahá’u’lláh 
merely by adopting the perspectives, 
practices, concepts, criticisms, and 
language of contemporary society.” 
Instead, their approach “will be distin-
guished by maintaining a humble pos-
ture of learning, weighing alternatives 
in the light of His teachings, consulting 
to harmonize diff ering views and shape 
collective action, and marching for-
ward with unbreakable unity in serried 
lines.”

As the friends work together to 
remove the blight of racism from so-
ciety, challenges will no doubt arise; 
however, through patience as well as 
love for one another, it will be possi-
ble for them to encourage and support 
each other to refl ect deeply on their 
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one community which obviously 
needs to study and obey the Bahá’í 
teachings. Human frailties and pe-
culiarities can be a great test. But 
the only way, or perhaps I should 
say the fi rst and best way, to reme-
dy such situations, is to oneself do 
what is right. One soul can be the 
cause of the spiritual illumination 
of a continent. Now that you have 
seen, and remedied, a great fault 
in your own life, now that you 
see more clearly what is lacking 
in your own community, there is 
nothing to prevent you from aris-
ing and showing such an example, 
such a love and spirit of service, 
as to enkindle the hearts of your 
fellow Bahá’ís.

He urges you to study deeply the 
teachings, teach others, study with 
those Bahá’ís who are anxious to 
do so, the deeper teachings of our 
Faith, and through example, eff ort 
and prayer, bring about a change.

From a letter to an individual,
29 July 2021
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own obligation to deal with the issue 
of racial prejudice. In such a culture, 
each individual can personally assess, 
in an atmosphere of uncensorious for-
bearance, his or her own condition and 
possibilities for improvement. In this 
way, all can grow together and devel-
op their capacities in an environment 
characterized by tender aff ection, rec-
iprocity, and cooperation, in which the 
friends do not sit in judgment of their 
fellow believers but, rather, urge each 
other to contribute their share to the 
establishment of the World Order of 
Bahá’u’lláh.

It is also important to remember 
that this is the Formative Age of the 
Faith and, as Shoghi Eff endi stated, 
“the promised glories” envisioned by 
Bahá’u’lláh “can be revealed only in 
the fullness of time”; it is our test and 
privilege at this juncture to learn how to 
systematically propagate His teachings 
and translate them into eff ective action 
as a remedy for the world’s multiplying 
ills. You are therefore encouraged not 
to become disheartened or discouraged 
by any problems you may encounter 
but, rather, see them as opportunities 
for learning and progress. This can be 
challenging, especially if we feel that 
our fellow believers are not living up 
to the teachings in the way we under-
stand them. However, we should bear 
in mind that, despite any general diffi  -
culties, each believer has the obligation 
to strive to do what is right. Thus, as 
Shoghi Eff endi explained:

You must not make the great 
mistake of judging our Faith by 
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Inventory

YAHIA LABABIDI

When it comes to worldly 
& spiritual successes, 
I am the king of near misses:

connoisseur of almost glory,
intimate with virtual ruin

For my ongoing humiliations, 
I assume sole blame—

yet for these undeserved blessings, 
credit a greater Name.
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Résumé
Partout dans le monde, individus, 
communautés et institutions apprennent 
comme le cadre d’action en constante 
évolution que décrivent les Plans de la 
Maison universelle de justice peut servir 
à créer une transformation profonde et 
durable de la société. Dans le présent 
article, l’auteur avance que l’on peut avoir 
un aperçu de l’effi  cacité d’un tel cadre en 
examinant son lien avec les mouvements 
de transformation sociale du passé. En 
l’occurrence, une réfl exion sur l’histoire 
du mouvement des droits civiques dans 
le Sud permet de bien saisir les directives 
de la Maison universelle de justice. Les 
concepts à la base du cadre d’action, tels 
que l’importance d’un amour sincère pour 
l’humanité, d’une action unifi ée et continue, 
d’une planifi cation axée sur le processus et 
du lien entre le service et la transformation, 
ont été essentiels pour les organisateurs 
afro-américains du mouvement des droits 
civils. En fi n de compte, la présentation 
suggère que nous fassions honneur au 
précieux héritage du mouvement des droits 
civiques en poursuivant – du mieux que 
nous le pouvons – de nobles eff orts alignés 
sur le cadre d’action établi dans les Plans 
de la Maisonuniverselle de justice.

Resumen
Individuos, comunidades e instituciones en 
todas partes del mundo están aprendiendo 
cómo el evolutivo marco de acción descri-
to en los planes de la Casa Universal de 
Justicia puede ser utilizado para crear una 
transformación duradera y con propósito 
en la sociedad. Este artículo sugiere que las 
miradas sobre la efi cacia del marco de ac-
ción pueden profundizarse por medio de la 
consideración de su relación con los movi-
mientos sociales transformadores del pasa-
do. En particular, refl exionar sobre la histo-

The Framework 
for Action and the 
Legacy of the Civil 
Rights Movement1

DERIK SMITH

Abstract
Individuals, communities, and institutions 
throughout the world are learning about 
how the evolving framework for action de-
scribed in the Plans of the Universal House 
of Justice can be used to create meaningful, 
lasting transformation in society. This pa-
per suggests that insights into the effi  cacy 
of the framework can be gleaned through 
consideration of its relation to social trans-
formation movements of the past. In par-
ticular, contemplation of the history of the 
Southern civil rights movement engenders 
appreciation for the prescriptions of the 
House of Justice. Framework concepts 
such as the importance of sincere love for 
humanity, unifi ed action, continuity of ac-
tion, process-oriented planning, and the 
connection between service and transfor-
mation were vital African American orga-
nizers of the civil rights movement. Ulti-
mately, the presentation submits that we 
honor the richest legacy of the civil rights 
movement by pursuing—as best we can—
noble endeavors in alignment with the 
framework for action laid out in the Plans 
of the Universal House of Justice.

1 This  paper  was  originally  
presented at the Association for Bahá’í 
Studies  47th  Annual  Conference, Atlanta, 
Georgia, 4-6 August 2023.



The Journal of Bahá’í Studies 35.1–2 2025104

they are involved in “a process capable 
of transforming character and shaping 
social existence” (Riḍván 2016) and 
that “transformation is the essential 
purpose of the Cause of Bahá’u’lláh” 
(Riḍván 1989), and that they participate 
in an “unfolding process that is to trans-
form the life of humankind” (1 July 
2013), and that they “are never to lose 
sight of the aim of the Faith,” which is 
“to eff ect a transformation of society” 
(28 December 2010). Because divine-
ly-appointed authority is bestowed by 
Bahá’u’lláh upon the Universal House 
of Justice, Bahá’ís look to its guidance 
as they make eff orts to bring about the 
inward and outward transformation 
that is the object of every Revelation. 
Specifi cally, Bahá’ís strive to follow 
the framework for action recommend-
ed in the Plans of the House of Justice. 
Indeed, a letter written on behalf of 
the Universal House of Justice states, 
“Giving shape to the community’s ef-
forts is a framework for action defi ned 
by the global Plans of the Faith. This 
framework promotes the transforma-
tion of the individual in conjunction 
with social transformation, as two in-
separable processes” (19 April 2013). 
A notable aspect of this framework is 
that holy texts and the infallible guid-
ance of the House of Justice are not 
the only sources to which Bahá’ís turn 
when learning about spiritual and so-
cial transformation. In fact, the House 
of Justice instructs Bahá’ís to “tap into 
the accumulating knowledge of the 
human race” as they advance the trans-
formational enterprise guided by the 
Plans. 

ria de los movimientos de derecho civil del 
Sur engendra aprecio para las recetas de la 
Casa de Justicia. Los conceptos del marco 
de acción tales como el sincero amor por 
la humanidad, acción unifi cada, continui-
dad de acciones, planifi cación orientada en 
procesos, y la conexión entre el servicio y 
la transformación fueron elementos orga-
nizativos vitales de los movimientos de 
derechos civiles Afroamericanos. En últi-
ma  instancia, la presentación acepta que 
honramos el rico legado del movimiento 
de derechos civiles persuadiéndo, lo mejor 
que podemos,  los nobles esfuerzos alinea-
dos con el marco de acción descrito en los 
planes de la Casa Universal de Justicia.

In the Kitáb-i-Íqán, Bahá’u’lláh pos-
es a rhetorical question: “[I]s not the 
object of every Revelation to eff ect a 
transformation in the whole character 
of mankind, a transformation that shall 
manifest itself, both outwardly and in-
wardly, that shall aff ect both its inner 
life and external conditions?” (240) 
This question is like the riverbed shap-
ing the stream of guidance that pours 
in to the global Bahá’í community 
through the Plans of the Universal 
House of Justice. In some of its mes-
sages, the Supreme Body explicit-
ly evokes this rhetorical question.2 
But, for the most part, these words of 
Bahá’u’lláh remain just below the sur-
face of the precise language that fl ows 
from the House of Justice—as when it 
reminds Bahá’ís and their friends that 

2 See, for example, the letter dated 
Riḍván 2010 from the Universal House 
of Justice to the Bahá’ís of the world, and 
the letter dated 26 November 2012 to all 
National Spiritual Assemblies.
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There is a number of reasons that 
we might lament these distortions. 
Most importantly, distorted—or what 
we might call “magical”—histories of 
the civil right movement can inadver-
tently undermine eff orts to build upon 
the learnings of the movement. To put 
it more pointedly, for those of us who 
seek to release the society building 
power of the Faith of Bahá’u’lláh, 
the infl uence of magical histories of 
the movement can prevent us from 
appreciating its resonances with the 
framework for action laid out by the 
Universal House of Justice.

In these magical histories of the 
movement, we learn about Rosa 
Parks refusing to give up her seat 
on a Montgomery city bus, and then 
we hear Martin Luther King deliv-
ering his “I Have a Dream” speech, 
and then we see President Lyndon 
Johnson signing the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964. In these versions of history, 
we are presented with a linear nar-
rative focused on iconic individuals, 
frozen in iconic moments, that appar-
ently transformed social reality in the 
middle decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. Maybe there is a place for this 
simplifi ed version of history; in fact, 
it may be helpful to young children 
who are beginning to learn about the 
American past. But this type of sto-
ry, which is tacitly endorsed in many 
discourses of society and frequently 
taught in American schools, is a sim-
plifi cation that potentially undermines 
our understanding of how meaningful 
social transformation has been and 
can be achieved.   

For more than a half century, social 
transformation theorists and activists 
have tapped into knowledge accumu-
lated as a result of the American civil 
rights movement of the 1950s and 60s. 
Because the city of Atlanta was the 
epicenter of that movement, it seems 
appropriate for us to also consider that 
knowledge as we are gathered here in 
Atlanta for the annual conference of 
the Association of Bahá’í Studies. In 
particular, we might consider the stores 
of learning generated by and about the 
Southern Christian Leadership Council 
(SCLC) in the context of the civil rights 
movement of the late 1950s. For a time, 
the SCLC, headquartered in Atlanta, 
and lead by Martin Luther King, Jr., 
was the most important social transfor-
mation organization in the U.S. In what 
follows, I aim to show that knowledge 
generated by protagonists of the SCLC 
provides a useful lens for understanding 
some of the potency and the potential of 
the concepts and approaches for social 
transformation developed in the current 
Plans of the Universal House of Justice. 

However, to eff ectively tap into 
the knowledge that emerges from the 
SCLC and the civil rights movement, it 
is necessary to cleanse our historical vi-
sion. We need a clear-eyed understand-
ing of the transformational project that 
was actually undertaken by thousands 
of protagonists in the 1950s and 60s. 
Unfortunately, popular understandings 
of the movement are quite distorted, 
and this distorted view of history is of-
ten propagated by well-meaning actors 
who celebrate the movement in reduc-
tive ways. 
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powers who fi ght on behalf of disem-
powered masses who run for cover or 
cheer from the sidelines. Like movies 
from such cinematic universes, magi-
cal oversimplifying stories about the 
civil rights movement are thrilling and 
inspirational. But they don’t do a good 
job of giving us a clear view of the rich 
and complex history of social transfor-
mation that emerged in the southern 
part of the United States in the 1950s 
and 60s. And they don’t allow us to ap-
preciate the pragmatic wisdom of the 
framework for action outlined by the 
Universal House of Justice. 

To deepen our appreciation for 
this framework, we can go back to 
1957, the year when the SCLC was 
formed in Atlanta. The successes of 
the Montgomery Bus Boycott were 
becoming apparent, the U.S. supreme 
court had just ruled that segregation 
on public transportation was unconsti-
tutional, and Atlanta’s own Dr. Martin 
Luther King was rising to national 
prominence. In settings throughout 
the Black south there was a growing 
recognition of the potential for wide-
spread social transformation. Among 
those who were thinking deeply about 
this potential, there was also a grow-
ing recognition of the need to estab-
lish a systematic approach to change 
throughout the South. Systematization 
had given rise to the success in 
Montgomery. Rosa Parks was not 
simply a tired seamstress who did not 
want to move to the back of the bus; 
she was a trained activist who learned 
strategy as a member of the National 
Association for the Advancement of 

In this story of change, there is a 
very small number of larger-than-life 
protagonists. These heroes seem to 
have innate powers of charisma and 
courage. They seem to spontaneously 
exercise these powers at key moments 
in the narrative, winning decisive vic-
tories. These are stories that we are fed 
in sixty-second, corporate-sponsored, 
celebrations of Black history in the 
month of February. The story is told 
through the images of Parks sitting 
pensively on the bus, King directing 
his voice heavenward, and Malcolm 
X with his index fi nger raised. Stories 
like these follow “The Great Man” the-
ory of history, which teaches us that 
pivotal individuals arise from among 
the masses to lead humanity toward 
salvation or perdition. These stories 
key upon the undeniable exceptional-
ism of a few individuals. Certainly, it 
is important to acknowledge individ-
ual greatness—particularly greatness 
emerging from humble service, pure 
deeds, and the capacity to encourage, 
enable, and guide others. But it is also 
important to recognize pitfalls of over-
investment in magical histories that 
heroize a few while invisibilizing thou-
sands and reducing complex social re-
alities to singular moments. We should 
recognize that this view of history can 
be simplistic, consumable, and poten-
tially pacifying.  

These stories bear a resemblance 
to narratives that are churned out by 
Hollywood’s entertainment machine, 
which teaches us over and over again 
that humanity can only be saved by 
superheroes blessed with magical 
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organizations of the movement. But it 
diff ers from a magical narrative in that 
it calls attention to the organizational 
machinery that gave rise to iconic fi g-
ures like Parks and King. It asks us to 
focus on the well-ordered relationships 
that built the movement, the deliberate 
planning that achieved goals, and the 
collective nature of the enterprise. It is 
this non-magical conception of the civ-
il rights movement that gives us greater 
appreciation for the worldwide trans-
formational project currently directed 
by the House of Justice. 

The Bahá’í project of individual 
and collective transformation is not a 
magical project. Yes, we are involved 
in a spiritual enterprise that relies upon 
divine assistance and prayer, and that 
recognizes the reality of spiritual pow-
er that can be released and channeled 
through unity, love, humble service, 
and pure deeds. But the Bahá’í Faith is 
“scientifi c in its method.”4 Bahá’ís do 
not believe that superheroes will de-
scend into our midst, vanquish evil, and 
build a new civilization. Nor do we be-
lieve that a just and unifi ed society will 
spontaneously emerge if many individ-
uals simply desire it, or act with righ-
teousness. In the early decades of the 
twentieth century, undoubtedly, there 
were thousands of African Americans 
who lived righteously in Montgomery. 
In and of itself, that righteousness 
did not create social transformation. 
Lasting and meaningful change was 

4 See Shoghi Eff endi’s letter dated 
June 1933 to Sir Arthur Grenfell Wauchope, 
the High Commissioner for Palestine.

Colored People (NAACP)—the most 
systematically operating Black organi-
zation in the United States at that time. 
The Montgomery boycott itself was a 
systematic endeavor, requiring count-
less hours of consultation, refl ection, 
and sacrifi cial action taken by hundreds 
of contributors who were coordinated 
through the Montgomery Improvement 
Association. But Montgomery was 
only one city in a vast territory blanket-
ed by the customs and culture of Jim 
Crow. To expand the success obtained 
in Montgomery, King and others called 
for a new organizational structure, 
and on 10 January 1957, around sixty 
ministers from more than ten south-
ern states gathered at the Ebenezer 
Baptist Church in downtown Atlanta 
and established the foundations of the 
SCLC.3  

This very brief description of the 
formation of the SCLC in Atlanta 
adds depth and complexity to mag-
ical narratives about the civil rights 
movement. Of course, this descrip-
tion is itself a vast oversimplifi cation 
of all that went into the formation of 
what would become one of the pivotal 

3 For more details, I refer the read-
er to Adam Fairclough, To Redeem The 
Soul of America: The Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference and Martin Luther 
King, Jr., 2001, especially pp. 1–37. Also 
see, David J. Garrow, Bearing the Cross: 
Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference, 1999; 
Martin Luther King, Jr., Stride toward 
Freedom: The Montgomery Story, 2010; 
Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: 
America in the King Years, 1954-63, 2005.
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relationships that sustain society” 
(Universal House of Justice, 2 March 
2013). Indeed, the Bahá’í framework 
for action gives shape to an enterprise 
that is both material and spiritual, 
and that is meant to bring on a global 
“transformation of unparalleled majes-
ty and scope” (Shoghi Eff endi, World 
Order 46). It cannot be properly under-
stood in the same terms that describe 
the operations of social movements 
with political aims. Nevertheless, by 
considering the mode of operation that 
characterized the SCLC, we might 
strengthen our appreciation for the 
concepts and approaches for social 
transformation developed in the Plans 
of the Universal House of Justice. 

If we return our focus to the SCLC 
and its origins in 1957, we note that 
although the SCLC was a product of 
the Black south, its formation was en-
couraged and fostered by individuals 
from beyond the region, who operated 
outside the Black Baptist networks that 
were at the heart of the SCLC. One of 
these individuals was Bayard Rustin, 
probably one of the most important 
strategists of the civil rights movement. 
It was Rustin who nurtured King’s 
commitment to non-violent approach-
es to social change, and counseled him 
during his rise to fame. But Rustin had 
been about the business of social trans-
formation for decades before King’s 
involvement in the Montgomery Bus 
Boycott. Rustin was a labor organizer 
and staunch pacifi st. He had been im-
prisoned for three years for refusing to 
be conscripted into the American mili-
tary, and he had been thrown in jail on 

only possible when hundreds of righ-
teous people developed unity of vision, 
and sacrifi cially disciplined and orga-
nized themselves within a common 
framework. 

In advancing the transformation-
al project of the worldwide Bahá’í 
community, the Universal House of 
Justice has repeatedly called for “a 
realistic approach, systematic action,” 
“consistency of lines of action based 
on well-conceived plans,” and “an or-
derliness of approach,” as well as the 
“the need to be clear-headed, method-
ical, effi  cient, constant, balanced and 
harmonious” (Riḍván 1998). Magical 
narratives of the civil rights movement 
that ask us to focus primarily on indi-
vidual courage and the inspiration of 
charismatic speeches, can blind us to 
the importance of the planning, orga-
nization, and systematization, which 
was the non-magical foundation of 
the civil rights movement–and which 
are central pillars of the Baha’i frame-
work for action. To be clear, the Bahá’í 
framework is not synonymous with 
tactics, strategies, or operating princi-
ples of the SCLC or other civil rights 
movement organizations. For example, 
while the creation and channeling of 
political pressure was a primary objec-
tive for movement planners, Bahá’ís 
are uncompromising in their refusal 
to participate in partisan political ac-
tivity. And, while movement planners 
had their eyes on the prize of univer-
sal civil rights in America, the vision 
of the worldwide Bahá’í community 
is trained upon nothing less than the 
“complete reconceptualization of the 
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suggesting to him that future transfor-
mational work would also need to be 
organized, and that larger arenas of 
work would require more developed 
schemes of coordination and system-
atization. But before proposing the 
formation of what he called “an alli-
ance of groups capable of creating a 
Congress of organizations,” Rustin 
pointed out a few other features of the 
Montgomery Boycott that remind us 
of key elements of the Bahá’í frame-
work for action. Namely, the impor-
tance of universal participation, the 
power released through unifi ed action, 
and understanding that self-sacrifi ce is 
the source of joy. He called attention 
to the fact that “all social strata of the 
community were involved”. He under-
scored “[t]he fellowship, the ideals, the 
joy of sacrifi ce for others.” He pointed 
out that the boycott had “the strength 
of unity” which was lacking in earlier 
school integration eff orts that pivoted 
on “heroic but isolated individuals” 
who enrolled in segregated schools.6 

While King was the individual at 
the center of major events of the civil 
rights movement, Rustin was the veter-
an collaborator behind signifi cant pro-
cesses of the movement. His contribu-
tions were not glamorous; they didn’t 
attract awards or considerable attention 
from the press. But for those of us who 
are thinking about social transforma-
tion in the light of the framework for 
action elaborated by the Universal 

6 The memo is collected in Martin 
Luther King, Jr., The Papers of Martin 
Luther King, Jr.: Birth of a New Age, 
December 1955–December 1956 491.

charges related to his sexuality. He was 
also a brilliant mind—one of the few 
people said to have outmaneuvered 
Malcolm X in public debate. But partly 
because he was openly gay, Rustin has 
been too often sidelined in histories of 
the civil rights movement.5

It was Rustin who reached out to 
King in December of 1956, to propose 
the formation of the SCLC. He recog-
nized that the momentum built by the 
successful Montgomery Bus Boycott 
could be amplifi ed through a social 
architecture that fostered harmonious 
interactions between individuals, com-
munities, and institutions throughout 
the South. Rustin knew that churches 
gave organizational structure to Black 
activism at the grassroots. He called 
the church “the most stable social insti-
tution in Negro culture” (qtd. In Levine 
95). But he also knew that signifi cant 
transformation of American society 
could only be achieved if there were 
systems that connected those church-
es, and allowed for collective planning 
and refl ection, and the dissemination of 
learning that would support sustained 
action.   

In the memo that quickened their 
association, Rustin pointed out to 
King the unique achievements of the 
Montgomery Boycott. One of the fi rst 
statements about the Boycott was plain 
and simple–three words: “It was orga-
nized.” King obviously knew this, but 
Rustin was pointing the young minis-
ter toward the horizon of possibility, 

5 For a more in-depth treatment, 
see Branch, especially pp. 168–180.
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(Riḍván 2021). In any history of the 
civil rights movement that complicates 
more familiar magical histories, we 
need to call attention to a fi gure who be-
lieved deeply in “each person’s capaci-
ty to become a protagonist.” Helping to 
build this capacity among individuals 
and organizations was the lifework of 
Ella Jo Baker, and it is through Baker 
that we can return to Atlanta. 

In that fi rst gathering of what 
would become the Southern Christian 
Leadership Council, Baker was pres-
ent. In fact, when dozens of ministers 
gathered at the Ebenezer Baptist church 
on 10 January 1957, their agenda was 
largely framed by Ella Baker and 
Bayard Rustin. Baker was twenty-fi ve 
years older than King and, observ-
ing the successes of the Montgomery 
Boycott, she was one of the three veter-
an activists who conceived of the need 
for an organization like the SCLC, 
along with Rustin and Stanley Levison, 
the Jewish lawyer who would become 
a very close confi dante of King. When 
Rustin reached out to King in the memo 
referenced earlier, he was reaching out 
on behalf of Baker and Levison. Like 
Rustin, Baker had been working for 
social transformation for decades be-
fore King attracted national headlines. 
Among other things, she had been an 
NAACP fi eld-offi  cer, specializing in 
grassroots community-building. Like 
Rustin, she understood that transfor-
mation was impossible without seri-
ous organization, and that meaningful 
transformation needed to involve pro-
tagonists from every stratum of society, 

House of Justice, Rustin’s decades of 
low-profi le work should be well noted. 
The House of Justice has pointed out 
that “in a world focused increasingly 
on the promotion of events, or at best 
projects, with a mindset that derives 
satisfaction from the sense of expec-
tation and excitement they generate, 
maintaining the level of dedication 
required for long-term action demands 
considerable eff ort” (28 December 
2010). If our sense of excitement is to 
be derived from long-term processes 
rather than singular events, our stories 
about social transformation should call 
attention to fi gures like Bayard Rustin. 

But the point is not to elevate Rustin 
as an alternative hero, replacing King 
and others in our stories about the civil 
rights movement. Rustin was a collab-
orator, who worked alongside an array 
of like-minded individuals, accompa-
nying others in service to the cause of 
justice and equity. The point is to bear 
witness to the contributions of people 
like Rustin and the uncounted numbers 
of people who were empowered to 
make meaningful contributions to the 
movement through a systematic pro-
cess. This adjusted vision opens up our 
understanding of the movement so that 
we see how it actually operated. When 
we do that, we fi nd resonance after res-
onance with the framework for action 
set forth in the Plans of the Universal 
House of Justice. 

Of course, a key concept in that 
framework is what the House of Justice 
describes as “an appreciation of each 
person’s capacity to become a protag-
onist in a profound spiritual drama” 
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that she was overlooked because of her 
gender. But she also knew that the min-
isters kept her at arm’s length because 
her approach to social transformation 
signifi cantly diff ered from theirs. The 
male leaders of the Southern church-
es were accustomed to organizational 
structures that set them above and 
ahead of the congregations they led. 
Although Baker worked closely and 
productively with male ministers 
throughout her career, she was deep-
ly opposed to unchecked ministerial 
power and the congregationalism of 
the Black church. This was not just 
because of the gender dynamics. She 
also believed that too much enthusiasm 
about the oratory and charisma of a few 
a brilliant leaders actually diminished 
the ability of grassroots protagonists to 
contribute to the social transformation 
in their own communities. 

Here’s how Baker contrasted the tra-
ditionalist organizational model with 
the more democratic model that she 
advocated: “Instead of the leader as a 
person who was supposed to be a mag-
ic man, you could develop individuals 
who were bound together by a concept 
that benefi ted the larger number of in-
dividuals and provided an opportunity 
for them to grow into being responsi-
ble for carrying out a program” (qtd. 
in Ransby 181).The “magic man” who 
Baker had in mind when off ering this 
contrast was, of course, epitomized 
in Martin Luther King, Jr. She feared 
that King and other brilliant leaders 
were too often cast as the superheroes 
who could save the day, while a much 
“larger number of individuals” became 

especially the most dispossessed.7 
Despite her key role in the social 

transformation work of the 1930s 
through the 1960s (and after), she 
doesn’t appear in magical histories of 
the civil rights movement. She is an 
unsung hero of unsung heroes. Some 
scholars and activists have cast Baker 
as an alternative to King in stories about 
the movement. These scholars suggest 
that we reject King as a model of trans-
formative leadership, and instead look 
to the symbol presented by Baker who 
worked tirelessly in the shadows of the 
men who stood at the head of organiza-
tions like the NAACP and SCLC. They 
point us toward forgotten but important 
historical junctures, such as the peri-
od in 1958 when Baker moved from 
New York to Atlanta to essentially run 
the SCLC. At that time, King was the 
visible leader of the organization, but 
Baker was the day-to-day operations 
manager who, without fanfare or glam-
or, executed the ambitious program of 
transformation that the regional orga-
nization tried to implement. 

When she arrived in Atlanta she had 
no offi  ce, no phone, and no staff  to help 
her. As she put it, “I had to function out 
of a telephone booth and my pocket-
book” (qtd. in Ransby 181). Baker felt 
neglected by the male ministers who 
lead the southern civil rights move-
ment. With good reason, she believed 

7 For the most comprehensive treat-
ment of Baker’s role in the development of 
the SCLC and the civil rights movement 
more broadly, see Barbara Ransby, Ella 
Baker and the Black Freedom Movement: 
A Radical Vision, especially 170–195.
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orient us toward perhaps the most 
important element of the framework 
for action set forth in the plans of the 
Universal House of Justice. The fi rst is 
to note the details of the circumstances 
that surround the writing of the memo. 
In 1954, when he made these state-
ments, King was just twenty-fi ve years 
old; he had recently accepted the pas-
torship of a longstanding congregation, 
full of many of Montgomery’s Black 
elite–the doctors, the businessmen, the 
school teachers–who, in the rising tide 
of southern Black activism, and facing 
the reality of brutal and violent back-
lash, were not eager to dive into the per-
ilous work of the civil rights movement. 
King did not make these forceful state-
ments in the midst of a cowering con-
gregation of destitute sharecroppers. He 
made them as a very young man taking 
the reins of a church attended by people 
of capacity, many of whom were much 
older and more socially conservative 
than he was. Acknowledgement of this 
context might considerably alter the 
way that we think about the statements. 

Nevertheless, we should recognize 
that, in principle, the sentiments ex-
pressed by King in his youthful years 
are not in keeping with that element 
of the Bahá’í framework for action 
that underscores the importance of 
“sound relations among individuals, 
the community, and the institutions” 
(Universal House of Justice, 24 July 
2013). Nor are they easily compatible 
with the idea that each one of us is a 
protagonist. 

But—and this is the second point—
the understanding of leadership,  or 

bystanders in the drama of social 
transformation. 

Some contemporary scholars, fol-
lowing the analysis of Baker, are very 
critical of the elitist and patriarchal 
character of the leadership structures of 
the civil rights movement.8 They argue 
that King, for example, did not truly be-
lieve in the capacity of the fl ock that he 
shepherded. As evidence these schol-
ars have pointed to a 1954 memo writ-
ten to the congregation of his Dexter 
Avenue church in Montgomery. In the 
memo, King writes, “Leadership never 
ascends from the pew to the pulpit, but 
descends from the pulpit to the pew.” 
And later he states, “The pastor is to be 
respected and accepted as the central 
fi gure around which the policies and 
the programs of the church revolve” 
(qtd. in Rediscovering Precious Values 

287). This vision of seemingly author-
itarian leadership—and its apparent 
disregard for the inherent nobility and 
capacity of each individual—seems to 
contrast sharply with an approach to 
social transformation “founded on faith 
in the ability of a population to become 
the protagonists of their own develop-
ment” (Universal House of Justice, 30 
December 2021).

There are two points that we can 
bring in to properly contextualize and 
make sense of these statements, and 

8 For examples, see Erica Edwards, 
Charisma and the Fictions of Black 
Leadership, 2012; and Charles Payne, 
“Debating the Civil Rights Movement: 
The View from the Trenches,” in Debating 
the Civil Rights Movement, 1945-1968 
99–138.
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were laid out in a set of seven working 
papers, composed by Rustin. Each pa-
per had a focus. Among other things, 
these papers described the politics of 
the moment, analyzed the economics 
of the Southern states, considered the 
implications of non-violence as a strat-
egy for social change, and proposed 
organizational structures that would 
advance the movement. In a very real 
way, these papers laid out a frame-
work for action that would transform 
American society. However, Rustin’s 
working papers were not a set of di-
rectives that the ministers of the SCLC 
were meant to follow. Instead, they 
were documents full of questions that 
were meant to guide a learning process. 
Some of the questions needed to be an-
swered through consultation. Others 
could only be answered through the 
accumulation of learning developed in 
the fi eld of action. Here are a few of the 
questions set forth in the papers: 

Do we need a coordinating group 
for advice and council among the pres-
ent protest groups?

How can we utilize the bus protest 
to stimulate interest in voting?

Where and how can new areas of 
protest grow?

How can mass morale be maintained 
in periods of set-back?

These are just a few of the dozens of 
questions that Rustin and Baker put to 
the ministers of the SCLC, and encour-
aged them to learn about. Those who 
gathered in Atlanta’s Ebenezer Baptist 
church on 10 January 1957 were try-
ing to bring on a transformation that 
would create something that had never 

protagonism— expressed by King was 
destined to rapidly evolve in the four-
teen short years between his writing 
of that memo and his assassination in 
1968. We fi nd evidence of this evo-
lution in so many of his actions, and 
especially in his later writings and 
preaching. That evolution is due to the 
humble posture of learning that King 
took while in action—fi rst in a city, and 
a region, then in a nation, and ultimate-
ly on the world stage. So many of those 
who worked closely with King noted 
the humility he brought to the work of 
social transformation, his willingness 
to receive insights and even direction 
from others. Indeed, King was in a 
learning mode as he gathered togeth-
er the ministers that would form the 
SCLC, under the guidance of Rustin 
and Baker, in 1957. 

Here again it is important to note 
the great diff erence between popular 
or magical narratives about the civil 
rights movement, and the reality of the 
process of social transformation that 
actually took place. This key organiza-
tion of the movement, the SCLC, did 
not magically spring from the mind of 
Martin Luther King—in fact, the need 
for a regional congress that could bring 
about large-scale change was a concept 
King was learning about as he looked 
to the guidance of Rustin and Baker. 
Moreover, the essential concepts and 
questions that would guide much of 
the movement in the late 1950s were 
not exciting or magical, and they will 
never be dramatized in Hollywood 
screenplays. The ideas that the leaders 
of the SCLC consulted about in Atlanta 
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How to bring people of diff erent 
backgrounds together in an environ-
ment which, devoid of the constant 
threat of confl ict and distinguished by 
its devotional character, encourages 
them to put aside the divisive ways of 
a partisan mindset, fosters higher de-
grees of unity of thought and action, 
and elicits wholehearted participation?

How to enable contingents of men 
and women to break free from the con-
fi nes of passivity and the chains of op-
pression in order to engage in activities 
conducive to their spiritual, social and 
intellectual development?

How to help youth navigate through 
a crucial stage of their lives and become 
empowered to direct their energies to-
wards the advancement of civilization?

These are only a few of the ques-
tions that the Bahá’í community is 
exploring.9 My point here is not to try 
to elaborate the array of questions that 
underlies the transformative project of 
the contemporary Bahá’í community. 
Instead, it is to remind us that the House 
of Justice organizes that transformative 
project in terms of questions that are 
answered through a mode of learning 
characterized by action, refl ection, 
consultation and study. If we consider 
the founding documents of the SCLC, 
it seems fair to say that a culture of 
learning was central to the civil rights 
movement of the late 1950s. I am not 
suggesting that somehow the Universal 
House of Justice was looking at the 

9 These questions are found in the 
letter dated 2 March 2013 of the Universal 
House of Justice to the Bahá’ís of Iran.

been truly achieved in Southern states 
of America. They were trying to bring 
about a social order in which the civil 
rights of Black people were given full 
protection under the American consti-
tution. Because they were opening up 
new, uncharted territory, they had no 
choice—they had to learn about how 
the social order they envisioned could 
be achieved.

It’s worth noting, again, that the 
transformation sought by the SCLC 
was modest in comparison to the 
“complete reconceptualization” of 
social relationships that is being pur-
sued by the worldwide Bahá’í com-
munity. If those involved in the civil 
rights movement had no choice but to 
learn about how to create the society 
they envisioned, it seems clear that 
the Bahá’í community can only hope 
to pursue its radically transformative 
aims through a systematic process of 
learning. If Rustin, Baker, King and 
others were learning how to answer the 
questions in the inaugurating working 
papers of the SCLC, the Bahá’í com-
munity is using that key element of our 
framework for action—the process of 
learning through action—to answer an 
even more daunting array of questions. 
Some of those objects of learning are 
laid out in a key letter of the Universal 
House of Justice that explains in detail 
the Bahá’í approach to constructive 
social transformation–which precludes 
participation in partisan politics.

Here are just a few of the fun-
damental questions that guide the 
learning process of the global Bahá’í 
community: 
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nonviolent social change needed to 
develop the capacity for non-violence 
through training. Some of us may be 
familiar with the work of Rev. James 
Lawson, who affi  liated with King and 
the SCLC soon after its formation, 
and whose workshops in Nashville 
institutionalized training for hundreds 
of key protagonists of the non-violent 
civil rights movement, including peo-
ple like John Lewis. If we think about 
any army–and armies are organizations 
that are often deployed for the purpose 
of social transformation through vio-
lence–capacity is always built among 
the infantry through a regimen of 
training. Like the infantry on the front-
lines of a militarized battlefi eld, those 
on the frontlines of the Southern civil 
rights movement went through training 
courses that raised their capacity for 
non-violence. James Lawson special-
ized in systematic capacity-building 
for the youth who were in the prover-
bial trenches of the movement. One 
historian said that Lawson and his col-
leagues approached their projects with 
the “care of a chemist,” noting that “[e]
ach step was meticulously planned, ex-
ecuted, and evaluated” (Branch 260). 
This was systematic training for what 
we can call the direct-action “protest 
program” of the movement.

 But the movement was also char-
acterized by another program–what 
Rustin in the SCLC working papers 
would call a “constructive program.” 
This element of the movement aimed 
to build capacities of everyday pro-
tagonists, so that they could better 
contribute to the process of social 

working papers of the SCLC as it es-
tablished the systematic process of the 
learning that now guides the endeavors 
of the Bahá’í community. I am suggest-
ing that any project of transformation 
that sincerely aims to construct a soci-
ety that has not yet been built can only 
do so by adopting a posture of learning. 
That is why the framework for action 
requires us to learn into the future.

In recent decades, the plans that 
guide the learning process of the Bahá’í 
community have been devoted to the 
project of building capacity among 
protagonists of social change. If you’re 
trying to construct a new society, those 
who will contribute to that construction 
project must develop a variety of ca-
pacities. Maybe a very small number of 
individuals will innately possess some 
of those capacities, but the great ma-
jority of individuals will need training. 
This need for capacity development 
among protagonists has been recog-
nized in many meaningful movements 
for social change. The most successful 
of these movements have recognized 
the need for systematic and institution-
alized capacity building.

That was certainly the case with the 
civil rights movement. Lead by the ad-
vocacy of Rustin and King, the SCLC 
adopted a non-violent approach to so-
cial change, which was then similarly 
adopted among many protest groups 
in the Jim Crow South. It should be 
obvious that the capacity for non-vi-
olence in the face of brutal violence 
is innately possessed by only a small 
number of people. And so, the protag-
onists who carried out the strategy of 
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Parks sparked the Montgomery Bus 
Boycott.10

A few years after its formation, the 
SCLC established Citizenship Schools 
as one of the key institutions in its 
“constructive program.” Headed by 
Clark, these Schools built capacity 
among everyday Black folk throughout 
the South. People learned about bud-
geting, about the history of the free-
dom struggle, and about the connec-
tion between education and liberation. 
Those who participated in the process 
learned to walk a two-fold path—they 
developed individual capacities so that 
they could exercise those capacities in 
the development of their societies. The 
protagonists of the SCLC were serious 
about the transformation of American 
society in the 1950s. They knew that it 
would not be achieved simply through 
speeches, protests, and prayer. They 
knew that their framework for action 
required systematic capacity building 
at the grassroots. 

We’ve already touched upon some 
of the ways in which systematization is 
a structuring element of the framework 
for action set forth in the Plans of the 
House of Justice. In closing, I want to 
turn to the relationship between build-
ing capacity for social transformation 
and the training institute that now both 
advances and teaches us about the 
framework for action. Ten years ago, 
the House of Justice stated plainly that 
capacity building is the watchword of 

10  For descriptions of Septima 
Clark’s unheralded grassroots work see 
Branch 263–64.

transformation, not through protest, 
demonstrations, and other public dis-
plays, but through the development 
of soft skills. One of the questions 
of the Working Papers asks: What 
constructive program is essential for 
daily commitment and eventual suc-
cess? And elsewhere in the Papers, 
there’s another question: Should vot-
ing clinics become a major part of 
the constructive program of the bus 
campaign? 

These questions pointed the SCLC 
toward the training programs that 
would eventually build citizenship 
capacity among grassroots protag-
onists. In order to carry out this vital 
work of social transformation, which 
almost never attracted the attention of 
media, the SCLC would turn to yet 
another of the unheralded women of 
the Movement, Septima Clark. A cou-
rageous educator, Clark accompanied 
thousands of grassroots protagonists. 
She specialized in literacy develop-
ment and voter education. If access to 
the voting booth was a primary aim of 
the movement, Black people whose 
families had been disenfranchised 
and denied education for generations 
needed training so that they might take 
up the powers of full citizenship with 
purpose and strategy. Clark knew more 
about this kind of grassroots training 
than almost anyone. She had a long 
history of helping people learn to trans-
form themselves so that they could 
transform their societies—in fact she 
had run workshops at the Highlander 
Folk School in Tennessee that trained 
Rosa Parks only a few months before 
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already taken at least one step along 
the capacity building path established 
by the Ruhi institute (Riḍván 2021). 
But many millions more will need to 
take many steps along this curricular 
path as we collectively build the ca-
pacity to become the leaven capable of 
transforming societies throughout the 
world.

Some of the capacities we will build 
are material and intellectual, such as 
the capacity to read and engage in ra-
tional analysis. But inseparable from 
those are the spiritual capacities that 
are needed to build a world civilization 
that truly refl ects the implications of an 
abiding belief in the oneness of human-
ity. To bring about organic change in 
the very structure of society, we need 
the spiritual capacity to love unreserv-
edly, to serve humanity with humility, 
and to carry out that service with the 
purest intentions. 

The curriculum and pedagogy of the 
Ruhi institute are premised on the be-
lief that those spiritual capacities can-
not be eff ectively built through study, 
consultation, and refl ection alone. The 
educational system prescribed to us 
in the Plans of the Universal House 
of Justice holds that spiritual capacity 
is built in the arena of service—ser-
vice that transforms society, not in the 
most grandiose and fl ashy ways, but 
in systematic acts of service, which 
strengthen relationships between pro-
tagonists who are equally concerned 
with personal and social transforma-
tion. That is to say, the curriculum and 
pedagogy of the institute is designed to 
raise the capacity of individuals to take 

the plans that guide the global Bahá’í 
community (2 March 2013). These 
plans, the framework for action they 
prescribe, and the importance they give 
to capacity building, take on great sig-
nifi cance when we see the Bahá’í Faith 
as “a movement aimed at nothing less 
than the transformation of the world” 
(Riḍván 2018). As I suggested earlier, 
the Southern civil rights movement 
of the 1950s had a more localized fo-
cus. But just by briefl y describing the 
work of people like James Lawson and 
Septima Clark, we can see that it had 
a robust system for the provision of 
grassroots education.

 It would be naïve, then, for us 
to think that a movement aimed at 
nothing less than the transformation 
of the world could achieve its goals 
without a robust system of grassroots 
education. Knowing that this trans-
formation will not happen magically 
or through prayer and goodwill alone, 
the Universal House of Justice has put 
into our hands a powerful system of 
grassroots education. It has prescribed 
to us the curriculum and pedagogical 
methods of the Ruhi Institute, and de-
scribed the institute as “an essential in-
strument” (3 January 2022), a “potent 
instrument” (Riḍván 2019), “a power-
ful instrument” (9 January 2001).11 It 
has suggested to us that this system can 
help protagonists gain capacities nec-
essary for building society anew. Some 
three-quarters of a million people have 

11 The Universal House of Justice.  
To the Conference of the Continental Board 
of Counsellors, letter dated 9 January, 
2001.
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clarity of thought, we learn the real les-
sons of the civil rights movement. We 
see the inner workings of its organiza-
tional machinery, the systematic man-
ner in which its plans were developed, 
the role of consultation and study in the 
execution of those plans, the patient 
and painstaking implementation of its 
constructive programs, and the impor-
tance of training and capacity-build-
ing among its grassroots protagonists. 
These indispensable elements of the 
southern civil rights movement are like 
the ninety percent of the iceberg that 
hides underwater. These elements were 
the great mass of the movement, car-
rying the speeches and the demonstra-
tions that fl oat in the national imagina-
tion. When we give proper attention to 
these aspects of the movement, we de-
velop greater appreciation for the me-
thodical, sober framework for action 
set forth in the plans of the Universal 
House of Justice. We begin to see that 
many of the strategies for social trans-
formation implemented by the protag-
onists of the civil rights movement, 
are the same strategies that underpin 
the framework for action set forth in 
the plans of the Universal House of 
Justice. When we give proper attention 
to this ninety percent of the civil rights 
movement, we appreciate the way that 
the framework for action compels us 
to learn using the rhythm of action and 
refl ection, to use process thinking and 
to strive for continuity of action, to be 
focused and coherent in our eff orts—
and we appreciate the importance of 
systematic educational programs that 
build-capacity in an army of grassroots 

action in the fi eld of service. And it is 
when a prevalent number of people in 
a community are aspiring to serve with 
a spirit of selfl ess devotion that we see 
social transformation.

The social transformation that was 
achieved during the era of the civil 
rights movement came about because 
of countless acts of selfl ess devotion 
carried out by many protagonists that 
we rarely hear about. I’ve tried to ampli-
fy this history because we mostly hear 
about the great marches and speeches 
of the civil rights movement. But those 
iconic elements of the movement don’t 
always help us appreciate the effi  cacy 
of the framework for action set forth 
in the plans of the Universal House of 
Justice. That framework doesn’t call 
for soaring speeches or demonstra-
tions in the street. When such images 
constitute our conception of the prime 
features of the most transformative 
social movement in recent American 
history, we may feel uninspired by the 
call to act through “intimate conver-
sations” and in “unassuming settings” 
(Universal House of Justice, letter 
22 July 2020).12 We may feel that the 
framework for action somehow dis-
regards the lessons of the civil rights 
movement. In fact, the opposite is true. 
We learn the movement’s real lessons 
about social transformation when we 
exercise the intellectual rigor required 
to look beyond iconic images and mag-
ical versions of history. When we have 

12 The Universal House of Justice.  
To the Bahá’ís of the United States of 
America, letter dated July 22, 2020.
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thirty-nine years old. But at that point 
he was already beginning to anticipate 
the end of his life. And as he reaches 
the crescendo of the sermon he imag-
ines his own funeral and he hopes that 
whoever is giving his eulogy won’t 
say anything about his Nobel Peace 
Prize, or any of the other hundreds of 
prizes he was awarded, and he hopes 
that they won’t say anything about the 
places where went to school. And then, 
in that majestic voice of his, he lists 
off  those things that he hopes people 
will remember him for. Of course, he 
hoped that we would remember him 
for his spiritual capacity. And fi nally, 
he makes it plain, “I want you to say 
that I tried to love and serve humanity” 
(qtd. in Testament of Hope 267).

As we know, on 22 July 2020, the 
Universal House of Justice dispatched 
a historic message to the Bahá’ís of 
the United States. The message guides 
us toward a framework for action ca-
pable of supplanting the profound im-
morality of racism in our nation. Not 
surprisingly, the letter guides us toward 
the same concepts that we associate 
with the highest aspirations of Martin 
Luther King, Jr. and the thousands of 
lesser-known protagonists who sacri-
fi cially contributed to the civil rights 
movement. As the letter draws near its 
conclusion, the Supreme Body inter-
laces the concepts of transformation, 
service, and of course, love. It’s fi t-
ting to conclude with the words of the 
Universal House of Justice: 

Ultimately, the power to transform 
the world is eff ected by love, love 

protagonists who strive in the arena of 
service.

Finally, there is one element that suf-
fuses the entire framework for action 
and is closely tied to service. Without 
this element, the framework falls fl at, 
and our eff orts to serve cannot be trans-
formative. And that is love. 

I have decentered Martin Luther 
King in the eff ort to tell a story of the 
civil rights movement that allows us to 
see some of its hidden protagonists and 
its hidden machinery, and to give us a 
deeper appreciation for the framework 
for action set forth in the Plans of the 
Universal House of Justice. But as we 
turn fi nally to love, we might bring 
King back to the story. 

On 4 February 1968, about two 
months before he was taken from 
this life, King gave a sermon at the 
Ebenezer Baptist Church in downtown 
Atlanta, around the corner from where 
the Atlanta Bahá’í center is today. It’s 
my favorite sermon by King, usual-
ly referred to as “The Drum Major 
Instinct.” It is about the desire for dis-
tinction that is part of the human in-
stinct—the desire to be great, and what 
we do with that desire for distinction. 
In the sermon he lays out all the de-
struction that this instinct has brought 
into the world, but as he nears the con-
clusion of the sermon, he says that this 
usually destructive desire for greatness 
can be harnessed for good. He explains 
that true greatness lies in service, and 
that everybody can be great because 
everybody can serve. When he gave 
this sermon, about eleven years after 
the SCLC was formed, he was only 
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originating from the relation-
ship with the divine, love ablaze 
among members of a community, 
love extended without restriction 
to every human being. This divine 
love, ignited by the Word of God, 
is disseminated by enkindled souls 
through intimate conversations 
that create new susceptibilities 
in human hearts, open minds to 
moral persuasion, and loosen the 
hold of biased norms and social 
systems so that they can gradual-
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ty’s age of maturity. You are chan-
nels for this divine love; let it fl ow 
through you to all who cross your 
path. Infuse it into every neigh-
borhood and social space in which 
you move to build capacity to can-
alize the society-building power 
of Bahá’u’lláh’s Revelation. There 
can be no rest until the destined 
outcome is achieved. (22 July 
2020)
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Wounded Healers

YAHIA LABABIDI

Lately, when I see
a beautiful person,
I want to ask them:
who or what hurt you?

Because I recognize
they had to work hard
in dark caves to carve
space for such a Light.

Yet what is freedom
or transformation
but a lifelong practice
of the art of dying?
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captures this problem in a simple story 
about a man who lives in the country 
and is thus isolated from the benefi ts of 
modern technology. Such a man learns 
shortly after he gets electricity and 
a radio that he has won a refrigerator 
from one of the nearby radio stations. 
When the refrigerator is delivered to 
his door, the new owner instructs that it 
be placed on the porch, whereupon he 
brings out his hats, overalls and shoes 
and fi lls it. And while a refrigerator can 
certainly be used to store these things, 
use of it in this way betrays a lack of 
understanding of the full identity and 
nature of a refrigerator. 

Confusion about the nature of hu-
man identity, of course, carries vastly 
more serious consequences than the 
story suggests: it has been at the root 
of some of the world’s most destructive 
ideologies. In point of fact, such confu-
sion has fueled nearly all of the human 
rights abuses of the twentieth century. 

We may, for example, become 
trapped in notions of identity that con-
ceptualize human persons as “nothing 
but animals.” Or we may be limited in 
our development by conceptualizations 
of identity that reduce us to our social 
address—our economic class, our gen-
der, our nationality, or the color of our 
skin. Indeed, much of the suff ering that 
we have endured, and much of the de-
velopment that has been squandered, 
has been a result of inadequate concep-
tualizations of human identity. Yascha 
Mounk has written thoughtfully about 
the contemporary expression of this 
problem in his recent book, The Identity 
Trap: A Story of Ideas and Power in 

Book Review

The Identity Trap: A Story of Ideas and 
Power in Our Time, by Yascha Mounk. 
416 pages. Penguin Books Ltd., 2023.

MICHAEL L. PENN

If life can be said to have a purpose, 
that purpose would appear to be devel-
opment. Indeed, the Bahá’í writings 
affi  rm that “every atom in existence” 
serves a developmental or pedagogical 
function. But there are also obstacles 
that render human development, in 
particular, a great challenge. Among 
the most formidable of these obstacles 
are the notions of human identity that 
animate our approach to human devel-
opment—for we cannot become what 
we are capable of becoming unless we 
have a clear and visionary understand-
ing of what we human beings are and 
can be. 

The late educator and develop-
mental psychologist, Daniel Jordan, 
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world tick and how to improve it. They 
set out to critique any set of ideas which 
assumed that there are universal truths; 
that some values are objectively supe-
rior to others; or that we can genuinely 
make progress toward building a better 
society” (29). The form of critique mar-
shalled by Foucault and Lyotard saw 
power in people’s ability to construct 
narratives and forms of discourse that 
are to their advantage and to the advan-
tage of those with whom they share a 
vested interest. This turn in scholarly 
discourse, Mounk notes, would cast 
doubt on the historical mission of the 
left, which “consisted in expanding 
the circle of human sympathy across 
boundaries of family, tribe, religion, 
and ethnicity.” For “to be on the left,” 
he continued, “was to believe that hu-
mans matter equally irrespective of the 
group to which they belong; that we 
should aim for forms of political sol-
idarity that transcend group identities 
rooted in race or religion; and that we 
can make common cause in pursuit of 
universal ideals like justice and equal-
ity” (25–26).

Mounk argues that the loss of faith in 
meta or grand narratives that presumed 
the perfectibility of the social order 
would lead to the belief in the perma-
nence of racism in the minds of many 
western intellectuals over the course 
of the twentieth century. If racism is 
an inevitable feature of American con-
sciousness, writes Mounk, “[t]o win 
any kind of durable progress, it would 
take explicit group rights that favor the 
historically marginalized, such as the 
policies and practices that, in an eff ort 

Our Time. And although at times and 
in various places throughout his book 
Mounk appears to underestimate the 
importance of the space that identity 
politics has opened up for many mil-
lions of Black, Indigenous and people 
of color who have been suff ocating at 
the margins (let us not so quickly forget 
Mr. George Floyd), his exposure of the 
narrative that underlies some aspects of 
the discourse on human identity merits 
careful consideration.

In describing the contemporary 
nature of the identity trap, Mounk in-
vokes the work of many infl uential 
liberal scholars who came to recog-
nize that so much of the injustice that 
people endure around the world is due 
to the socially constructed identities 
that have been imposed upon them by 
powerful stake holders who have exer-
cised much control over access to the 
resources that are needed if people are 
to be able to realize their full potential 
as human beings. 

Mounk begins his critique by ex-
amining the work of infl uential liber-
al thinkers like Michel Foucault and 
Jean-François Lyotard, who, after the 
failings of the Soviet Union and expo-
sure of some of the pernicious aspects 
of the doctrine of Marxism to which so 
many of their friends and colleagues 
had been loyal, began to reject, not only 
Marxism, but all “grand narratives” 
that have a hold on the human imagi-
nation. Refl ecting upon these thinkers, 
Mounk writes: “The true lesson of gu-
lags and show trials, they claimed, was 
to distrust any ideology that off ered a 
sweeping account of what makes the 
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7) a deep-seated skepticism about the 
ability of members of diff erent iden-
tity groups to understand each other 
(Mounk 65–72). Mounk pins each of 
these developments on the work of a 
particular twentieth century scholar. 

In describing some unintended 
consequences of the identity synthe-
sis, Mounk off ers a few insights that 
deserve to be quoted at length. The 
identity synthesis, he notes, “is a po-
litical trap, making it harder to sustain 
diverse societies whose citizens trust 
and respect each other.” He continues:

It is also a personal trap, one that 
makes misleading promises about 
how to gain the sense of belong-
ing and social recognition that 
most humans naturally seek. In a 
society composed of rigid ethnic, 
gender, and sexual communities, 
the pressure for people to defi ne 
themselves by virtue of the identi-
ty group to which they supposedly 
belong will be enormous. But the 
promise of recognition will prove 
illusory for a great number of 
people. 

A society that encourages all 
of us to see the world through the 
ever-present prism of identity will 
make it especially hard for people 
who don’t neatly fi t into one eth-
nic or cultural group to develop 
a sense of belonging. The rapidly 
growing number of mixed-race 
people in the United States, the 
United Kingdom, and many other 
democracies, for example, may 
fi nd that none of the communities 

to achieve ‘racial equality,’ explicitly 
make the treatment citizens receive 
from state institutions depend on the 
color of their skin” (59). In this way, 
he argues, the liberal left began, per-
haps unwittingly, to abandon the uni-
versalist, all embracing values that had 
once defi ned liberalism in the west. 
One might argue that Mounk’s analysis 
fails, to some degree, to appreciate how 
many liberal thinkers might at once 
acknowledge the endemic, pernicious, 
and ongoing impact of racism without 
concluding that, therefore, nothing can 
be done about it. To the contrary, much 
of what has been done about racism 
has been done by those who suff er its 
impact most directly while continuing 
to nurture confi dence in our ability to 
overcome it. No eff ort will be made, 
however, to develop an adequate cri-
tique of Mounk on this point here.

Mounk goes further to argue that 
intellectual life on American college 
campuses has, over the last half centu-
ry, been fundamentally reshaped by the 
ascendency of what he calls the “identi-
ty synthesis.” The identity synthesis, he 
notes, is characterized by a widespread 
adherence to seven fundamental prop-
ositions: 1) a deep skepticism about 
objective truth; 2) the use of a form of 
discourse analysis for explicitly politi-
cal ends; 3) an embrace of essentialist 
categories of identity; 4) a proud pessi-
mism about the state of Western societ-
ies; 5) a preference for public policies 
that explicitly make how someone is 
treated depend on the group to which 
they belong; 6) an embrace of intersec-
tional logic for political activism; and 
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central to their personal sense of 
self (14–16).1

Insofar as a review of this length 
cannot treat adequately the many com-
plex issues that animate Mounk’s work, 
the remainder of this review will focus 
on what I regard as the most import-
ant contribution that this book makes 
to our understanding of the challenges 
associated with thinking about and act-
ing upon conceptualizations of human 
identity—and that is Mounk’s claim 
that the identity synthesis embodies a 
deep-seated skepticism about the abil-
ity of members of diff erent identity 
groups to understand each other. I take 
this as the most important of Mounk’s 
concerns because it is our ability to 
come to an understanding of one an-
other as human persons with shared 
concerns, aspirations, capacities, and 
responsibilities that the success of the 
humanizing project requires. 

‘Abdu’l-Bahá has noted that 
“[m]an can withstand anything ex-
cept that which is divinely intended 
and indicated for the age and its 
requirements” (Promulgation 48). In 
proclaiming the divine intent that so-
cial reality should come to refl ect the 
truth of the oneness of humanity, the 
Bahá’í Faith affi  rms the truth that the 
peoples of the world constitute an in-
terdependent, interconnected whole. 
Humanitarian thinkers have, for well 
over a century, written and spoken of 

1 For a carefully constructed 
Bahá’í-inspired essay on this theme, see 
Shahrzad Sabet’s “The Crisis of Identity” 
in the The Bahá’í World.

from which they descend con-
sider them ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ 
members. 

Others will chafe under the 
expectations of such a society be-
cause they do not wish to make 
their membership in some group 
they did not choose so central to 
their self-conception. They might, 
for example, defi ne themselves in 
terms of their individual tastes and 
temperaments, their artistic pre-
dilections, or their sense of moral 
duty toward all humanity. 

Others still are going to take up 
the call to conceive of themselves, 
fi rst and foremost, as members 
of some ethnic, gender, or sexu-
al group with great enthusiasm, 
hoping that this will allow them to 
be recognized and appreciated for 
who they truly are. But since all of 
us are much more than the matrix 
of our particular group identities, 
many are likely to fi nd themselves 
disappointed. For a culture that 
thinks of people primarily in re-
lation to some collective is inca-
pable of seeing and affi  rming its 
members in all of their glorious 
individuality. It is surely neces-
sary for a society to communicate 
respect for all of its members, irre-
spective of their race or origin, for 
them to feel a sense of belonging 
and social recognition. But it does 
not follow that most people will 
succeed in gaining such a sense 
of belonging and social recogni-
tion by making their membership 
in these kinds of identity groups 
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be willing to wear the ceremonial 
garb of his ancestral tribe. They 
enthusiastically said yes.

When the two white students 
came to school dressed in the 
clothes their teacher had given 
them, they were met with instant 
hostility. Classmates told them 
they were committing “cultural 
appropriation.” Some teachers 
accused them of mocking African 
culture. They were hauled to the 
principal’s offi  ce.

The students’ teacher did his 
best to intercede on their behalf. It 
had been his idea, he assured the 
principal. The clothes were part of 
his own culture. If he was honored 
by his students wearing them, why 
should anyone who isn’t even part 
of his tribe have a reason to be of-
fended on his behalf?

The principal disagreed. For 
white students to wear tradition-
al African clothing, he declared, 
is an off ensive form of cultural 
appropriation. Even though their 
teacher had encouraged them to 
do so, they should have known 
better. She suspended the students. 
(129–30)

Mounk deploys this story and many 
others in order to illuminate the degree 
to which the identity synthesis is trans-
forming mainstream society, “from 
neighborhoods and schools all the way 
to government offi  ces.” 

While I am not comfortable with all 
aspects of either the content or rhetor-
ical tone of Mounk’s critique, I share 

this same truth as an idea whose time 
has come. Notwithstanding the beau-
ty and excellence of our diversity, we 
are one. Much suff ering has had to be 
endured for us to approach even a dim 
awareness of the profound implications 
of this truth for life on earth. Mounk 
argues that such a perspective must 
be kept alive and nurtured if we are to 
sustain commitment to those hard-won 
universal principles and values that are 
among the fi nest fruit of the twentieth 
century. 

What threatens the viability of this 
insight, notes Mounk, are the narrow 
spaces dug out by identity groups for 
themselves and others, spaces that have 
rendered racial, cultural, religious, and 
national identities the primary lenses 
through which the complex, bedevil-
ing social, political, environmental and 
economic problems of the world are 
viewed. Mounk shares stories to illus-
trate the pervasive and stifl ing nature 
of this problem:

In the spring of 2019, a public 
school in Florida hosted a kind of 
cultural show-and-tell.

The school’s students were 
encouraged to wear an item of 
clothing, bring in a cultural dish, 
or display some symbol from their 
ancestral culture that they found 
personally meaningful. 

One of the teachers at the school, 
an immigrant from Nigeria, had an 
idea for how best to showcase his 
own culture. He asked a few of his 
favorite students, two of whom 
were white, whether they would 
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role that moral and spiritual principles 
and processes must play in helping us 
to bring into being the kind of world 
that we wish to live in. Indeed, we must 
somehow become the kind of people 
that the world needs if it is going to 
be capable of addressing the myriad of 
complex problems that it now has. Karl 
Jaspers captured this idea succinctly 
when he noted that at various times in 
its history, humanity must think itself 
free. In The Identity Trap, Mounk has 
made a noteworthy contribution to this 
eff ort.  
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his concern about the ways in which 
various forms of stress and oppression 
can cause well-meaning advocates of 
social change to abandon or overlook 
important ethical principles and social 
values. Chronic exposure to injustice 
can also cause us to neglect the role of 
practical wisdom in forging our way 
forward and induce us to replace such 
wisdom with what we perceive as ex-
pedient. For example, the eff ort to over-
come oppressive systems and unjust 
processes can induce social actors to 
think of the pursuit of justice as essen-
tially a power struggle between oppos-
ing forces. Insofar as the struggle for 
power over others—even if these “oth-
ers” are acting in oppressive ways—is 
apt to awaken and sustain reaction-
ary forces that perpetuate injustice, it 
seems important that we learn how to 
deploy more subtle forms of power 
that have the capacity to impact the 
human heart in meaningful and endur-
ing ways. For it may well be that many 
forms of enduring change take place 
because there has been a great leap 
forward in either human understanding 
or the recesses of the heart where our 
deepest aspirations, spiritual longings, 
and humanitarian visions fi nd expres-
sion. Mounk is thus wise to remind us 
that we cannot hope to be successful 
in bringing about social change if our 
approaches to social change are not in 
harmony with the values and principles 
that we hope to see when social change 
has been realized. 

What might be required is a pro-
found alteration of thought that is root-
ed in an appreciation of the important 
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to provide a rational Bahá’í-inspired 
account of what the human spirit might 
be.
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