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ALTRUISM AN D EXTENSIVIT Y I N TH E 
BAHA I  RELIGIO N 

Wendy M.  Heller  and  Hoda  Mahmoudi 

Throughout history , religio n ha s ofte n bee n th e caus e o f bitter , 
violent, an d seemingl y insolvabl e conflict s betwee n group s o f peo -
ple. Ye t religio n als o ha s th e potentia l t o transcen d othe r grou p 
affiliations i n unitin g peopl e int o a  community . Althoug h religio n 
has ofte n bee n cite d t o justify prejudic e an d hostilit y agains t othe r 
groups, religiou s scripture s hav e furnishe d inspirin g appeal s t o 
al truism an d endurin g exhortation s t o embrac e th e "other. " Thi s 
chapter wil l examin e som e o f th e way s i n whic h on e religiou s 
system, th e Baha' i faith , combine s th e unifying functio n o f religio n 
with altruis m i n it s aspiration t o develop a n altruisticall y oriente d 
global society . 

Located i n ove r tw o hundre d countries , th e Baha' i fait h ha s 
recently bee n identifie d a s th e secon d mos t widel y distribute d re -
ligion (geographically ) afte r Christianit y (Barret t 1988) . Althoug h 
the Baha' i fait h originate d i n nineteenth-centur y Iran , th e vas t 
majority o f it s multiracia l an d multicultura l membershi p i s no w 
located i n othe r countries , especiall y i n th e Thir d World , wit h th e 
largest nationa l communit y bein g i n India . Th e Baha' i fait h ha s 
no clergy ; it s communit y administratio n i s conducte d b y electe d 
councils o f nin e member s (a t th e local , municipa l leve l b y Loca l 
Spiritual Assemblies ; a t th e nationa l leve l b y Nationa l Spiritua l 
Assemblies; an d a t th e internationa l leve l b y th e Universa l Hous e 
of Justice) . Th e Baha' i teaching s ar e containe d i n th e writing s o f 
the religion' s prophet-founder , Baha'u' l la h (1817-1892) ; hi s so n 
and successor , 'Abdu'1-Bah a (1844-1921) ; an d 'Abdu'l-Baha' s 
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grandson an d successor , Shogh i Effend i (1897-1957) . Baha'i s ac -
cept thes e work s a s authoritativ e text s an d th e definitiv e mode l 
for belie f an d behavior , a s wel l a s th e blueprin t fo r socia l trans -
formation an d fo r th e globa l socia l orde r tha t i s th e religion' s ul -
t imate goa l (se e Universa l Hous e o f Justic e 1985) . 

Baha'is ai m t o transfor m civilizatio n b y transformin g them -
selves an d thei r ow n socia l institution s o n th e basi s o f principle s 
contained i n the Baha' i scriptures . Both altruis m an d extensivity — 
a pat ter n o f persona l commitmen t an d responsibilit y tha t em -
braces divers e group s o f peopl e (se e Oline r an d Oliner , thi s vol -
ume)—are fundamenta l component s o f Baha' i belie f an d practice , 
a factor tha t has important implication s fo r the community Baha'i s 
are at temptin g t o construct . 

The socia l chang e envisione d b y Baha'i s involve s processe s o f 
individual an d structura l transformatio n tha t ar e interrelate d an d 
interactive. Individua l transformatio n embodie s mor e tha n a 
profession o f belief; i t is viewed a s a process of acquiring distinctiv e 
personal characteristic s an d demonstratin g the m i n socia l inter -
actions a s wel l a s i n working , togethe r wit h othe r Baha'is , t o de -
velop th e emergin g Baha' i socia l institutions . 

In th e Baha' i view , spiritua l lif e i s not separate d fro m th e real m 
of social relations bu t integrate d wit h it . The Baha'i teaching s shif t 
the focus o f religious practic e fro m individua l salvatio n o r enlight -
enment t o th e collectiv e progres s o f humanit y a s a  whol e (Arba b 
1987, 10) . They addres s socia l condition s an d globa l problem s a s 
directly relate d t o th e individual' s spiritua l life ; issue s o f worl d 
peace, th e equalit y o f me n an d women , harmon y betwee n scienc e 
and religion , th e equitabl e distributio n o f wealt h an d resources , 
and th e eliminatio n o f prejudice are , for Baha'is , inseparabl e fro m 
religious belie f an d practice . 

Such a n emphasi s o n collectiv e progres s ha s importan t impli -
cations fo r th e relationshi p o f individua l entities—whethe r indi -
vidual persons , nations , o r othe r groups—t o th e large r societ y o f 
which the y for m a  part . A s Shogh i Effend i wrot e i n 1938 , essen -
tially, tha t relationshi p i s base d o n th e principl e o f th e subordi -
nation o f "ever y particularisti c interest , b e i t personal , regional , 
or national , t o the paramount interest s o f humanity." This , in turn , 
is base d o n th e ide a tha t 

in a  worl d o f inter-dependen t people s an d nation s th e advantag e o f th e 
part i s best to be reached by the advantage of the whole, and .. . no abiding 
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benefit ca n be conferred upo n the component part s i f the general interest s 
of the entit y itsel f ar e ignore d o r neglected . (1955 , 198) 

Yet th e "interest s o f humani t y a s a  whole " ar e no t conceive d i n 
terms o f a  vagu e abstractio n tha t coul d b e appropriate d b y a  par -
ticular dominan t grou p an d interprete d a s identica l wit h it s ow n 
interests but , rather , a s a  comple x dynami c relationshi p betwee n 
the part s an d th e whole , i n whic h th e viabilit y o f th e whol e i s 
served b y ensurin g th e well-bein g o f al l it s individua l parts , a n 
enterprise fo r whic h al l shar e responsibility . 

This conceptio n i s demonstrate d a t it s mos t basi c i n th e rela -
tionship o f th e individua l perso n an d society , i n whic h a  comple x 
balance i s sough t betwee n individua l freedo m an d responsibility . 
Cooperation betwee n societ y an d th e individua l i s stressed , a s i s 
the fosterin g o f "a climat e i n which th e untol d potentialitie s o f th e 
individual member s o f societ y ca n develop. " Suc h a  relationship , 
as i t i s envisioned , "mus t allo w 'fre e scope ' fo r 'individualit y t o 
assert itsel f throug h mode s o f spontaneity, initiativ e an d diversit y 
that ensur e th e viabilit y o f society. " Thus , eve n whil e th e wil l o f 
the individua l i s subordinate d t o tha t o f society , "th e individua l 
is no t los t i n th e mas s bu t become s th e focu s o f primar y devel -
opment" (Universa l Hous e o f Justic e 1989 , 20-21) . 

The fulfillmen t o f individua l potentia l i s t o b e sough t no t i n 
pursuing self-centere d desire s bu t i n contributin g t o th e benefi t 
and well-bein g o f others , an d "th e hono r an d distinctio n o f th e 
individual consis t i n this , that h e among al l the world' s multi tude s 
should b e a  sourc e o f socia l good " fAbdu'l-Bah a 1957 , 2-3) . 

As Farzam Arbab (1987) , a member o f the International Teachin g 
Centre, a  Baha' i advisor y institution , ha s noted , suc h emphasi s o n 
the progres s o f humani ty i s also reflecte d i n a  shif t o f emphasis o n 
the part icula r qualitie s tha t Baha'i s ar e enjoine d t o acquire ; fo r 
example, justice i s stressed mor e tha n charity , an d th e acquisitio n 
of att i tude s conduciv e t o unit y i s value d ove r simpl e tolerance . 
Even th e qualitie s o f lov e an d o f detachmen t fro m th e materia l 
world ar e conceive d a s activ e an d socia l rathe r tha n passiv e an d 
inward directed : 

The social dimension i s also enhanced through the expansion of the mean-
ing of most qualities to include a social vision. Love includes the abolition 
of socia l prejudice s an d th e realizatio n o f th e beaut y o f diversit y i n th e 
human race . Detachment fro m th e world i s not taught i n a way that lead s 
to idlenes s an d t o th e acceptanc e o f oppression ; i t i s acquired t o free u s 
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from ou r own material interest s in order to dedicate ourselves to the well-
being o f others . T o this. . .is als o adde d a  constan t endeavo r t o acquir e 
social skills , to participate i n meetings of consultation, to work in groups, 
.. .to reac h an d carr y ou t collectiv e decisions . (Arbab 1987 , 11) 

Thus, he concludes , th e Baha' i pat h o f spiritualization "shoul d no t 
be confused wit h on e tha t define s goodnes s passively an d produce s 
a huma n bein g whos e greates t virtu e i s no t t o har m anyone ; i t i s 
a pat h t o creat e socia l activist s an d agent s o f change " (11) . 

Altruism i s a major componen t o f that desire d socia l change an d 
figures prominentl y i n th e Baha' i texts . Man y scriptura l exhorta -
tions delineat e altruisti c norm s explicitly , holdin g i n hig h regar d 
those wh o "nur tur e altruisti c aim s an d plan s fo r th e well-bein g o f 
their fello w men " ('AbduT-Bah a 1978 , 72) . Other teaching s reflec t 
values an d att i tude s conduciv e t o a n altruisti c orientatio n (se e 
Oliner an d Oline r 1988) , includin g a  sens e o f unit y wit h an d re -
sponsibility towar d other s beyon d one' s own socia l group ; a  stron g 
family orientation ; emphasi s o n relationshi p rathe r tha n status ; 
generosity; trustworthiness ; appreciatio n o f diversity ; a s wel l a s 
ethical value s o f justice an d caring . 

Unity an d interdependence , an d thei r lin k t o helpin g behavior , 
are prominen t theme s i n th e Baha' i texts , often expresse d throug h 
organic metaphors , a s i n thi s passag e fro m th e writing s o f Ba -
ha'u ' l lah (1952) : 

The utteranc e o f Go d i s a  lamp , whos e ligh t i s thes e words : Y e ar e th e 
fruits o f one tree , and th e leaves of one branch. Dea l ye one with anothe r 
with th e utmos t lov e an d harmon y S o powerfu l i s th e ligh t o f unit y 
that i t ca n illuminat e th e whole earth . (288) 

Explaining thi s metaphorica l reference , 'AbduT-Bah a (1978 ) 
writes tha t becaus e al l human s ar e interconnecte d an d mutuall y 
dependent, the y mus t "powerfull y sustai n on e another " b y carin g 
for eac h other : 

Let them at all times concern themselves with doing a kindly thing for one 
of their fellows , offering t o someone love , consideration, thoughtfu l help . 
Let them see no one as their enemy, or as wishing them ill , 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. (1-2) 

The them e o f inclusivenes s i s emphasize d i n ever y aspec t o f 
Baha'i individua l an d communit y life , beginnin g wit h th e funda -
mental teaching s o f th e onenes s o f humanit y an d th e unit y o f re -

....
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ligion. Th e Baha' i teaching s vie w divin e revelatio n no t a s a  static , 
unique event , but a s a  continuing proces s tha t i s the central featur e 
of huma n history . Th e spiri t tha t inspire d al l th e founder s o f th e 
great religion s o f the past , th e Manifestations o f God, i s recognize d 
as on e an d th e same . Thei r origina l teaching s contai n th e sam e 
basic ethica l an d mora l precepts , prominen t amon g whic h ar e th e 
teachings tha t promot e altruism . Th e tenet s tha t chang e fro m on e 
religious dispensatio n t o another ar e th e socia l law s and practices . 
Thus, religiou s t rut h i s understood t o be relative , progressive , an d 
developmental. 

Such a  perspective implie s mor e tha n toleranc e fo r th e equalit y 
of individua l religion s a s separat e entitie s t o b e respecte d i n a 
pluralistic society . I t redefine s th e natur e o f thei r relationshi p t o 
one anothe r an d thu s set s ne w term s fo r a  definitio n o f identit y 
that i s based on connection rathe r tha n separation . Unlike religiou s 
groups tha t defin e themselve s b y thei r distinctio n fro m othe r 
groups base d o n th e clai m tha t thei r founde r wa s th e sol e o r th e 
final sourc e o f t ruth , o r thei r practice s th e onl y correc t for m o f 
worship, th e Baha' i religiou s traditio n accept s al l th e grea t spir -
itual teacher s a s equals . Baha'i s ar e expecte d t o rever e Buddha , 
Zoroaster, Moses , Jesus , an d Muhammad , a s wel l a s thei r ow n 
founder, Baha'u ' l lah , recognizin g i n the m th e sam e spiri t o f th e 
Mediator betwee n Go d an d humanity . Thus , althoug h th e bod y o f 
teachings composin g th e Baha' i religio n itsel f canno t accuratel y 
be calle d eclectic , th e Baha' i religiou s tradition  include s al l o f th e 
previous dispensations , whic h ar e viewe d a s "differen t stage s i n 
the eterna l histor y an d constan t evolutio n o f on e religion , Divin e 
and indivisible , o f whic h i t [Baha'i ] itsel f form s bu t a n integra l 
pa r t " (Shogh i Effend i 1955 , 114) . 

From th e Baha'i perspective , the principle o f the unity of religio n 
and progressiv e revelatio n restore s th e unifyin g rol e o f religio n i n 
society, providin g a  basi s fo r resolvin g long-standing , apparentl y 
unbridgeable divisio n amon g religiou s communitie s a s wel l a s a 
resolution o f th e di lemm a pose d b y th e existenc e o f numerou s 
religions, eac h claimin g divin e origin . Fo r Baha'is , th e principl e 
removes any pretext fo r disunit y deriving from religiou s affiliation ; 
in fact, al l religious conflic t i s forbidden. Th e Baha'i writings direc t 
Baha'is t o " love . . .al l religion s an d al l race s wit h a  lov e tha t i s 
true an d sincer e an d sho w tha t lov e throug h deeds " ('Abdu'1-Bah a 
1978, 69). "That th e diver s communion s o f the earth , an d th e man -
ifold system s o f religiou s belief, " Baha'u' l la h (1952 ) writes , 
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"should neve r b e allowe d t o foster th e feelings o f animosity amon g 
men, is , i n thi s Day , o f th e essenc e o f th e Fait h o f Go d an d Hi s 
Religion" (287) . 

Affirming th e preeminenc e o f th e principl e o f religiou s inclu -
siveness an d unity , th e Baha' i writing s g o s o fa r a s t o stat e tha t i f 
religion become s th e caus e o f divisio n an d disunity , i t i s bette r t o 
have n o religio n a t al l ('Abdu'l-Bah a 1945) . 

Closely linke d t o th e principl e o f th e unit y o f religio n i s th e 
distinguishing featur e o f th e Baha' i dispensation : th e principl e o f 
the onenes s an d wholenes s o f humanity . Th e ful l equalit y o f al l 
members o f th e huma n specie s an d thei r clos e relationshi p t o on e 
another mandate s tha t Baha'i s regar d peopl e fro m al l racial , re -
ligious, ethnic, class , and nationa l background s a s members o f on e 
global huma n family . Rathe r tha n offerin g mer e "symbol s o f in -
ternationalism" i n th e hop e tha t thes e might , a s Allpor t (1954 ) 
suggested, "provid e menta l anchorag e point s aroun d whic h th e 
idea o f world-loyalty ma y develop " (44) , the Baha' i religio n begin s 
with th e underlyin g principl e o f worl d loyalt y an d huma n unity , 
which i s itsel f th e anchorag e point , " th e pivot, " accordin g t o 
Shoghi Effend i (1955) , "round whic h al l th e teaching s o f Baha'u'l -
lah revolve " (42) . The extensio n o f th e individual' s persona l com -
mitments an d relationship s t o includ e th e divers e group s tha t 
compose humani ty i s repeatedly urged in Baha'i texts in the strong -
est terms possible—that is , as no less than a  divine commandment : 

In ever y dispensation , ther e hat h bee n th e commandmen t o f fellowshi p 
and love , but i t wa s a  commandment limite d t o the communit y o f thos e 
in mutual agreement , no t to the dissident foe . In this wondrous age, how-
ever, praise d b e God , th e commandment s o f Go d ar e no t delimited , no t 
restricted t o an y on e grou p o f people , rathe r hav e al l th e friend s bee n 
commanded t o show fort h fellowshi p an d love , consideration an d gener -
osity an d loving-kindnes s t o ever y communit y o n earth . ('Abdu'l-Bah a 
1978,20-21) 

Far fro m bein g a n abstrac t principl e remove d fro m rea l socia l 
conditions, th e unit y o f humankin d mus t b e live d i n practice , a s 
'Abdu'l-Baha (1969 ) tol d a  gatherin g i n Europ e i n 1912 : 

Do not b e conten t wit h showin g friendshi p i n word s alon e Whe n yo u 
meet a  [stranger] , speak to him a s to a friend; i f he seems to be lonely tr y 
to help him, give him o f your willin g service ; i f he be sad consol e him, if 
poor succou r him , i f oppressed rescu e him 

What profi t i s there i n agreein g tha t universa l friendshi p i s good, an d 

....

....
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talking o f the solidarity o f the human rac e as a grand ideal ? Unless thes e 
thoughts ar e translate d int o th e world o f action, the y ar e useless . (16) 

Although th e Baha' i writing s spea k o f th e absolut e equalit y o f 
all, the inten t i s not samenes s o r conformity t o a dominan t culture , 
nation, race , class , o r an y othe r group . I n theor y an d i n practice , 
cultural an d racia l diversit y ar e value d i n th e Baha' i community . 
Along with th e expression o f the ideal , a conscious awareness exist s 
that effor t i s necessary t o break dow n age-ol d barrier s o f prejudic e 
and separation . Th e cultivatio n o f friendship s wit h peopl e o f dif -
ferent background s i s repeatedly encouraged , bu t perhaps the mos t 
notable evidenc e o f th e Baha' i commitmen t t o interracia l unit y i s 
the at t i tud e towar d interracia l marriage , whic h i s activel y wel -
comed an d encourage d i n th e Baha' i writings . 

In consonance wit h th e prosocial orientatio n o f the Baha'i teach -
ings, th e idea l Baha' i personalit y a s implie d i n th e Baha' i scrip -
tures i s othe r centered , extensive , an d altruistic . I n on e passage , 
'Abdu'1-Baha (1945 ) makes altruis m itsel f th e touchston e fo r a  ne w 
definition o f tru e huma n nature : 

Man should be willing to accept hardships for himself i n order that other s 
may enjo y wealth ; h e shoul d enjo y troubl e fo r himsel f tha t other s ma y 
enjoy happines s an d well-being . This i s the attribut e o f man . 

. . . He who is so hard-hearted a s to think only of his own comfort, suc h 
an on e wil l no t b e called man . 

Man is he who forgets hi s own interests for the sake of others. His own 
comfort h e forfeits fo r the well-being of all. Nay, rather, his own life mus t 
he be willing t o forfeit fo r th e lif e o f mankind. (42 ) 

Although persona l transformatio n i s see n a s a  life-lon g process , 
according t o the Baha' i text s th e foundation s o f altruistic behavio r 
can b e develope d i n childhood . Childre n ar e believe d t o b e bor n 
with th e capacit y fo r goo d o r ba d behavior ; durin g th e cours e o f 
their developmen t the y ca n b e influence d b y thei r socia l interac -
tions, especiall y i n th e family . Th e Baha' i writing s urg e parent s t o 
"teach [children ] t o dedicate thei r live s t o matters o f great import , 
and inspir e the m t o undertak e studie s tha t wil l benefi t mankind " 
('AbduT-Baha 1978 , 129) . S o crucia l i s th e teachin g o f prosocia l 
behavior tha t "trainin g i n moral s an d goo d conduc t i s fa r mor e 
important tha n boo k learning " ('Abdu'1-Bah a 1978 , 135) . 

However, teachin g childre n loft y idea s i s no t considere d suffi -
cient o n it s own . Emphasi s i s repeatedl y place d upo n behavior , 
ra ther tha n profession s o f belief—o n deeds , no t words . Thu s th e 
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most powerful metho d by which children can be taught a prosocial 
orientation i s the model o f parents whos e actions reflec t th e ideal 
personality characteristics . 

The impac t o f modelin g o n childre n ha s receive d significan t 
support i n the literature o n altruism an d prosocial behavior . Ac-
cording t o Mussen and Eisenberg-Berg (1977) , "a substantial pro -
portion o f th e individual' s helpin g an d sharin g response s i s 
acquired throug h observation and imitation of a model's behavio r 
without direc t reinforcements " (31) . Yarrow, Scott , an d Waxie r 
(1973) conclude that "generalized altruism would appear to be best 
learned from parents who do not only try to inculcate the principles 
of altruism , bu t who also manifes t altruis m i n everyday interac -
tions" (256) . The role o f parental influenc e i n fostering th e devel-
opment o f the altruistic personalit y ha s been furthe r underscore d 
by Oline r an d Oliner (1988) . 

Another area of related emphasi s i s parental discipline . The de-
velopment o f goo d characte r an d behavio r i n childre n i s t o b e 
encouraged throug h the love, understanding, and wise guidance of 
the parents , usin g reaso n rathe r tha n force . Baha' i text s strongl y 
discourage the use of physical punishment o r verbal abus e of chil-
dren, a view supported by contemporary social psychologists. Hoff-
man (1975) , a s wel l a s others , suggest s tha t th e us e o f physica l 
power or material resources to control the child's behavior (powe r 
assertion) i s least effectiv e i n developing consideratio n fo r others . 
In contrast, the disciplinary technique of induction—reasoning and 
explanation based on the impact of the child's behavior on others— 
encourages prosocial behavior (Musse n and Eisenberg-Berg 1977) . 

Baha'i chil d socializatio n aim s t o develo p a  prosocia l orienta -
tion i n children , wh o are encouraged t o recognize themselve s a s 
members of a community tha t begin s with the family an d extends 
to include all of humanity. They are encouraged to develop a sense 
of personal spiritua l responsibilit y t o act toward other s wit h em-
pathy and compassion as well as justice and equity, and to sacrifice 
their own material self-interest s fo r others i n need. As adults, Ba-
ha'is are expected to make a commitment to continue internalizin g 
such patterns unti l the y become the foundation o f the personalit y 
itself. Spiritua l developmen t i s seen a s an infinit e proces s o f self -
transformation—that is , a  continual , consciou s refinin g o f one' s 
behavior i n th e crucibl e o f socia l interaction . Th e cultivation o f 
spiritual, altruisti c qualitie s remain s th e aim and central focu s of 
life fo r the adult Baha'i . 
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In th e ligh t o f recen t research , i t i s noteworth y tha t bot h th e 
ethical principle s o f justice an d of caring, importan t motivator s of 
altruistic behavio r (Oline r and Oliner 1988) , are emphasized i n the 
Baha'i writings , wher e the y ar e no t viewe d a s contradictor y o r 
exclusive bu t a s inseparabl y connected . Eve n whe n th e ethi c o f 
justice i s enjoined , i t i s usually a s a  practic e t o be performe d ou t 
of concern fo r others. Justice i s presented a s the practice o f equity , 
often linke d wit h "safeguarding ] th e right s o f the downtrodden " 
(Baha'u'llah 1952 , 247). The Baha' i conceptio n o f justic e mean s 
that al l have a  righ t t o receiv e care . 

Well ove r hal f a  centur y befor e Caro l Gilliga n (1982 ) calle d at -
tention t o the complementari ty o f the "mascul ine" ethi c o f justice 
and th e "feminine " ethi c o f caring , 'Abdu'1-Bah a (1978 ) ha d writ -
ten, "The Kingdom o f God is founded upo n equit y an d justice, and 
also upo n mercy , compassion , an d kindnes s t o ever y livin g soul . 
Strive y e the n wit h al l you r hear t t o trea t compassionatel y al l 
humankind." Yet , he the n qualifie d thi s statement , assertin g tha t 
oppression mus t b e opposed : "Kindnes s canno t b e show n th e ty -
rant , th e deceiver , o r the thief , because , fa r fro m awakenin g the m 
to th e erro r o f thei r ways , i t maket h the m t o continu e i n thei r 
perversity a s before " (158) . 

The Baha' i teaching s recogniz e tha t th e transformatio n o f in -
dividuals int o altruisti c person s canno t tak e plac e outsid e th e so-
cial context , whic h mus t provid e a  matrix fo r that transformation . 
Recent researc h ha s draw n attentio n t o th e importanc e o f grou p 
norms i n motivatin g mora l behavior , whethe r directly , a s a  re -
sponse t o th e socia l expectation s a s such , o r indirectly , a s inter -
nalized persona l norm s (Reykowsk i 1982) . The findings  o f Oline r 
and Oline r (1988 ) furthe r underscor e th e importanc e o f th e nor -
mocentric orientatio n i n motivatin g th e altruis m o f rescuer s o f 
Jews durin g Worl d Wa r II. 

Such findings  impl y tha t no t onl y mus t altruisti c qualitie s b e 
fostered i n individuals , bu t a  socia l framewor k mus t als o b e pro -
vided withi n whic h extensivit y an d altruis m ar e valorize d an d 
represent th e norm s o f th e grou p itself . Th e creatio n o f suc h a 
society is inseparable from th e development o f individual altruisti c 
personalities, fo r s o lon g a s group s valu e egocentrism , unfettere d 
individualism, statu s seeking , dominance , an d a  materialisti c ori -
entation, al truis m wil l remai n a n exceptio n t o th e rule , an d th e 
altruistic personalit y wil l appea r a s devian t i n compariso n t o the 
rest o f th e group . I n Baha' i society , thi s situatio n i s reversed : al -
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truism i s not a n aberran t behavio r contrar y t o convention, becaus e 
the normativ e expectation s (whic h individual s ar e ultimatel y ex -
pected t o internalize ) ar e altruistic . 

It i s beyond th e scope of this discussion t o describe i n its entiret y 
the socia l orde r Baha'i s envisio n an d t o which the y ar e committed . 
But the y believ e tha t 

much o f i t wil l b e th e frui t o f th e proces s o f integratio n o f no w isolate d 
or even hostile races, groups, and nations who, as they come together an d 
unite i n th e sam e cause , becom e transforme d an d hel p transfor m eac h 
other, and bring to the rising institutions of a new World Order the richness 
of different culture s and of different socia l thought and experience. (Arbab 
1987, 11) 

Thus, i n th e Baha' i view , i t i s throug h th e individua l practic e 
as wel l a s th e institutionalizatio n o f th e principl e o f unit y i n di -
versity tha t huma n societ y ca n evolv e t o a n unprecedente d leve l 
of cohesion an d cooperation , and transcen d th e limitations implici t 
in th e curren t stat e o f separatio n an d competitiveness . Whil e th e 
Baha'i conceptio n o f unit y i n diversit y shoul d no t b e construe d a s 
merely a  versio n o f libera l pluralism , th e safeguardin g an d en -
couraging o f divers e element s withi n th e Baha' i communit y i s a 
major institutiona l principle . I t i s embedde d withi n Baha' i insti -
tutions throug h practice s that , becaus e the y appl y a t al l level s o f 
administrative an d communit y functioning—local , national , an d 
international—require th e participatio n an d suppor t o f th e entir e 
Baha'i community . 

Most prominen t o f thes e practice s i s consultation , a  grou p 
decision-making proces s whos e goa l i s t o reac h solution s t o prob -
lems b y consensus . Baha' i consultatio n encourage s th e ope n an d 
frank expressio n o f divers e view s o n th e topi c unde r discussion , i n 
an atmospher e o f lov e an d respec t tha t als o allow s th e "clas h o f 
differing opinions " tha t ca n strik e th e "shinin g spar k o f t ru th " 
(Shoghi Effend i 1968 , 21). Each membe r o f th e consultativ e grou p 
has a n equa l righ t o f expression , an d n o bloc s o r factions—o r an y 
subdivisions o f th e group—ar e permitted . Inseparabl e fro m th e 
Baha'i consultativ e proces s i s th e developmen t o f sensitivit y an d 
respect fo r th e differen t voice s whos e expression s o f opinio n ma y 
not fi t int o conventiona l o r dominan t cultura l mode s o f commu -
nication. Sinc e th e grou p at tempt s t o wor k towar d consensu s o n 
an issue , votin g onl y a s a  las t resort , th e proces s doe s no t neces -
sarily requir e reductio n t o duality : alternative s nee d no t b e nar -
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rowed dow n t o th e tw o pole s "for " an d "against. " Instead , th e 
consultative proces s itself , drawin g o n th e interactiv e contribu -
tions o f al l it s divers e members , i s looked t o a s th e creativ e sourc e 
of ne w solutions . 

Consultation i s regarde d bot h a s a  metho d fo r generativ e deci -
sion makin g an d conflic t resolutio n a s wel l a s a n instrumen t fo r 
reinforcing th e unit y o f a  divers e group . I t i s the metho d b y whic h 
the Baha' i administrativ e institution s conduc t th e affair s o f th e 
Baha'i community , bu t Baha'i s ar e als o encourage d t o us e con -
sultation i n al l aspect s o f thei r lives , whether i n th e family , neigh -
borhood, o r workplace . 

Another wa y i n whic h Baha' i administrativ e institution s ar e 
structured t o implemen t unit y i n diversit y involve s practice s in -
tended t o ensur e th e participatio n o f minorit y ethni c population s 
(the definitio n o f wha t constitute s a  "minori ty " i s lef t t o th e dis -
cretion o f th e Nationa l Spiritua l Assembl y i n eac h country) . "T o 
discriminate agains t an y race , o n th e groun d o f it s bein g sociall y 
backward, politicall y immature , an d numericall y i n a  minority, " 
is considered t o be " a flagran t violatio n o f th e spirit " o f the Baha' i 
teachings (Shogh i Effend i 1963 , 29) . I n principle , protectin g th e 
"just interest s o f an y minorit y elemen t withi n th e Baha' i com -
munity," an d ensurin g tha t al l hav e th e opportunit y t o contribut e 
their perspective s t o th e collaborativ e effort s o f th e group , i s con -
sidered s o importan t tha t representative s o f minorit y population s 
"are no t onl y enabled t o enjoy equa l right s an d privileges , but the y 
are even favored an d accorded priori ty" (Universal House of Justice 
1976, 49) . Baha' i communitie s ar e instructe d tha t i t i s thei r dut y 
to ensur e tha t "Baha' i representativ e institutions , b e the y Assem -
blies, conventions , conferences , o r committees , ma y hav e repre -
sented o n the m a s man y o f thes e diver s elements , racia l o r 
otherwise, a s possible " (Shogh i Effend i 1963 , 30) . 

One wa y i n whic h thi s principl e i s practice d i s th e minorit y ti e 
rule o f Baha' i elections . I n th e cours e o f election s fo r Baha' i ad -
ministrative institutiona l membership—election s tha t ar e con -
ducted withou t nomination s o r campaigning , an d ar e decide d b y 
plurality vote—i f votin g result s i n a  ti e betwee n persons , on e o f 
whom represent s a  minority , "priorit y shoul d unhesitatingl y b e 
accorded th e party representin g th e minority , an d thi s for n o othe r 
reason excep t t o stimulat e an d encourag e it , an d affor d i t a n op -
portunity t o furthe r th e interest s o f th e community " (Shogh i Ef -
fendi 1963 , 30). In addition t o its direct effect i n increasing minorit y 
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representation i n Baha' i administrativ e institutions , th e practic e 
of thi s rul e heighten s th e sensitivit y o f th e grou p t o it s minorit y 
membership an d reaffirm s th e group commitmen t t o valuing an d 
encouraging minorit y participation . Fo r th e individua l believer , 
conceding a  tie vote to the minority representative becomes a con-
crete opportunity t o practice sacrifice o f self-interest fo r the other , 
within a  contex t o f socia l approval . 

Whether applie d i n communit y administration , i n th e family , 
in education, or in the economy, the Baha'i principles and practices 
are viewe d a s catalyst s whos e applicatio n wil l ultimatel y brin g 
about socia l transformatio n leadin g t o th e developmen t o f a n al -
truistic global society. Such a society, in the Baha'i context, begins 
with th e individua l strivin g dail y towar d persona l transforma -
tion—the deliberat e internalizatio n o f spiritua l teaching s incor -
porating altruistic , extensive values as personal norms. The Baha'i 
teachings strive to imbue individuals with an inclusive orientatio n 
transcending—though no t suppressing—othe r grou p loyaltie s an d 
valuing th e well-being o f the entire plane t an d al l it s inhabitants . 
Throughout th e Baha' i writings , th e visio n imparte d t o th e indi -
vidual i s tha t o f a  peaceful , just , an d carin g civilizatio n whos e 
foundation rest s o n th e cornerston e o f th e unit y o f al l huma n 
beings, a  unit y tha t i s t o b e consolidate d an d protecte d b y insti -
tutions that reflect an d promote the principles of unity, equity, and 
altruistic servic e a s normative expectations . 
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