PROBLENDS OF SCHOLARSHYP TN A BAMA'I CONTEXT

The repori, included in the second issue of the Baha'i Studies Bulletin,
of the Weekend Institute on 'Baha'i Scholarshipt held in Yerrinbool, Aust-
ralia, does indged inspire -- or, perhaps, provoke ~- comment, ss the Editer
suggested it mignt. I do not, however, propose to take up his suggestion to
tackle the gquestion of 'what consiitutes Baha'i scholarship?', largely because
I do not believe that such a concept is itself a wholly meaningful or useful
one within the coniext of coniemporary academic itraditions. But I do wish to
examine some of the assumpiions underiying the approaches and attiiudes to
scholarship that geem 1o have informed the Yerrinbool Institute. I think this
is worth doing, if only because many, if not all, of these asssumpiions lurk
in some degree behind much Baha'i thinking at a2 much wider level, '

The reader should bear in mind that I write these observations as a pro-
fessional academic whe is, by choice and by temperament, not a member of the
Baha'i community. I do not, however, regard myself, nor do I wish to be regard-
ed 28 2 ‘non-Baha'i! counterpart of an idealized type defined as 'the Baha'i
gcholar', principally because I cannot regard myself {or anyone else who happens
not to be among the body of the elect) as existentially defined {even in neg-
ative terms) on the basis of adherence/non-adherence o Baha'ism and its tenets.
T am not a '‘non-Baha'i': I am a huwan being who happens not to believe in Raha'ism
or, for that matter, Mormonism, Spiritwlism, Warxism, Islam, fairies, or a host
of other things. People are no more 'non-Bazha'is’® than they are 'non-Normons',
‘non-Jjews', 'non.blacks', 'non-women' or whatever. One might go further and say
that people cannot really be defined within such categories even positively
expressed: people may be Baha'is, dbubt they may also be many other things sim-
ultaneously and even contradictorily. It is in categorical thinking of this kind
that discrimination, be it racial, religlous, sexusl, or whatever, begins. Once
others have been defined negatively, as, in a sense, non-persong, and oneselfl
positivély, the creation of discriminatory legislation or sociasl attitudes may
foliow without hindrance. In this context, the reference in the Yerrinbool
report to 'the Baha'i scholar' and his '‘non-Baha'l counterpart' may be understood
as, perhaps, the most critical element in it, indicative as it is of an attitude
of mind that has far-reaching implications.

41t the same time, it is only fair o add thet, for almost fifteen years of
my adult life, I did seek to define myself in such terms, and it is undeniable
that my own rejectlon of the wvalues and categories of the Raha'i gysitem inevite
ably colours my thinking about it. In what is to follow, however, I wish to avoid
turning a genersl discussion into a personzl vindication, however much the argum-
ents advanced may be deeply linked to my own intelleciual and psychological
development. Perhaps ithe mosi essential point to be borne in mind in this cone-
text is that virtually all of the ideas that follow were developed before my
withdrawal from the Psha'i community, that it was a change in my perceptions in
these and related aress that was, in the end, responsible for my decision to
leave what I could no longer uphold. In other words, the following comments do
not represeni, in the main, an atiempt by someone who has lost his faith 4o
rationalize and justify that loss but represent a pattern of thinking (however
inecoherently expressed in the present account) that may be followed by those
who still retsin their faith as well as by ithose who have doubts concerning it
or who have lost it entirely.

Perhaps the two things that siruck me most about the report and that seemed
to me most representative of what I have myself known of Baha'i thinking on this
subject, were its anti-intellectualism and its quality of selif-contained smugness,
even, if I may say so, of arrogance. The blatant contrast drawn between 'the
Raha'i scholar, well-versed in the teachings, upholding the covenant, bound by
its laws, guided by wisdom, and humbled by knowledge of his responsibilities' on
the one hand, and 'the scholar of the 20th century, whose knowledge has fed his

ambition, set him aloof from society, and allow (sic) him to do anything he could
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justify in the name of intellectualism’ on the other, might be beiter ignored
were it not so sadly iypical of Baha'i attitudes, even where these are not
expressed in such overtly crude and insensitive langusge.

The anti-intellectusl tenor of such remarks is guite significant in thai
it allows us to make an important distinction. The RBaha'il scriptural writings

are not prima facie anti-intellectual or anti-~scholarly (although, as T shall
argue, they do enshrine attitudes thai are intrinsically opposed to critical

scholarship). They do, it is true, condemn a certain type of intellectuslism
that is centred in traditionalism, excessive reliance on external learning,
pedantry, obscurantism, dogmatism, and so forth, but this ¢2n hardly be con-
strued as condemnation of intellectual activiiy as such. ¥ore significantly,
perhaps, it is, I think, clear that the kind of scholarship condemned in tresi-
ises like the Xitab-i igan is a particularly Islamic style of learning, many

of whose main faplts have long been eliminated from Western scholarship. At
least, the premises on which traditional Islamic scholarship snd contemporary
scholsrghip ag developed in the West are respeciively hased are sufficiently
different to meke application of scriptursl passages directed sgainst the for-
mer to the latter a rather hazardous undertasking at best. There are, indeed,
numerous Baha'i scriptual passages (with which most readers are, no doubt,
familiar) that extol lesrning and confirm the importance of the role of the
gcholar in society. It i8 not altogether surprising that this should be so:

the eariiest Babis were all members of the*ulams class, and many esrly Bahatis
2lso emerged from such a2 background. Noit only thet, but Islamic values, on which
the Bahati ethod is wholly based, demand respect for the “ulama and the learning
they represent: condemnation of Islamic learning is direcied towards what is
understood as & debased form of ii, not towards such learning in principle.

Current Bazha'i anti-intellectualism is very much 2 reaction againsi this
earlier trend and is explicable not so puch in terms of ignorance of Bahati
texts to the contrary (gince many of these have long been available) but, I
think, to the social and cultursl position of Raha'ism as a seci-type movement
rather than a denominstion or church (to use a terminclogy derived from Western
socioclogical perspectives)., Werner Stark has pointed out, with numerous illust-
rations, the way in which members of gects, who see ihemselves as representing a
tcontra~culture' opposed to that of unredeemed society at large {a theme much
pursued in contemporary Baha'i writing, psrticularly in pronocuncementis emanati-
ing from Haifa) are typically and fanatically antagonistic to the use of the
intellect, to formal learning, and to critical study, particulsrly of religious
matiers {The Sociclogy of Religion, vol.2 'Sectarian Religion', pp.?29~?33).
Por the most part, Bahatis fiit this category very well, both in their general
attitudes to the values of whai they see as a 'decadent' societly and their
specific rejection of the intellectusl velues snd stendards of that wider comm-
unity. Not insignificeantly, many of those Baha'is (including numerous leading
members of the hierarchy) who condemn the intellectual attitudes of modern
society are almost entirely unresd in literature outside that of Baha'ism,

he attitude of self.righiecus which I have remarked on as & marked feature
of the Yerrinbool report is evident, not only in the language in which the whole
statement is couched, buil particularly in the way in which 11 seeks to judge
tnon-Baha'i scholars' {i.e. the vast msjority of all scholars who have ever lived
and who are alive today and who will ever live) by a standard to which they them-
selves neither aspire nor accord recognition. To Judge others hy one's own
standards and criteria will almos® always ledd o such a sense of personal super-
jority. More seriously, the report creates stereoiypes on both sides of a wholly
artificial border. Leaving aside for the momeni the idealized figure of the
'Raha'i scholar', it may be worth commenting on the piciure drswn with such
broad sirokes of 'the scholar of the 20th century'.

There is, of course, no such being, wmless, perhaps, he exisis somewhere as
a Platonic universal, But even if we allow this generslization, what sense can

we make of the attributes so liberally ascribed to this person? They are not, I
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venture to asseri, drawn so much from real 1ife ag imposed from without,
entirely prescripitive and lacking in widespread empirical actuslity. I for one
do not recognize the picture, either in myself or in my colleagues or in those
scholars known to me through their works. There is, of course, ambition and -~
gometimes -~ aloofness: bul neither ambition nor pride are prerogatives of
academics, Indeed, I would go so far as to say that such attributes may be
found less often among academics as a whole than among certain other sectors
of society, such as military officers, politicians, business executives,
diplomats, entertainers, judges, and so on.

To be honest, my own gut feeling is that, if anything, the opposite is
true,and true for very basic reasons. There are few things quite as genuinely
humbling as academic work, be i1 resesrch or teaching. To stend several times
a week In front of a lecture~hall full of studenis ig one of the most effective
ways known of driving oult of anyone's mind the conceit that he knows very much
about even his own subject, let slone anything else. Reading the work of other
scholars or simply revising one's own work is a regulasr shock %o the ego.
Scholarship -~ real, pushing, serious scholarship -~ is a process that brings
one again and again into contact with one's own limiiations., Few ways of life
demand such constanit reappraisal of one's own abilities and achievements: there
is very little room to rest on one's laurels. The more & scholar learns about
his subject, the more he realizes he does not know, how much work there is still
to do, how many ramifications he can never hope to explore, Xnowledge does not
feed ambition -~ it feeds what 1s often enough a sense of blind panic asg one's
menial horizons expand to show wider and wider visiss of the unknown. Perhaps
that all sounds a bit rhetorical and possibly forced, but I am trying to express
a genuine cheracteristic of the 1ife of the academic mind.

By way of contrast, I have commonly found those with a limited knowledge
of a ftopic to be the most cocksure about their grasp of it. Undergraduates and
the 'seif-educated' often show this tendency in abundance. There is nothing to
say that such people may not attain to insights that have evaded the expert,
bt it is seldom the cazse that much real use can be made of such insights without
the wider conceptusl and coniextual framework into which the more experienced
acholar alone will be able to place them. This is, I think, of singular import-
ance within the Baha'i situation, where, in my own experience, those with a
limited knowledge of, say, Basha'i history, are the first & shout down any
altermative verslong of what they 'know' to be irue, Buch pecple tend alsc, in my
experience, to be the first to identify their own opinions with *the Raha'i view'.

This question of arrogance is, I would say, quite central fo ihe problem at
issue here, Normal scholarship involves a complex process of researching, testing
hypotheses, exposing one's ideas to c¢criticism, modifying one's views, and, above
all, knowing perfecily well thai, in ten or fifiy years' iime, someone else is
going to come along and demolish ninety per cent of one's best theories. It is
s8till possible to be fairly proud of work one has done {and 1 carmot see what is
so terrible or wnnatural about that -- do we condemn airtisis or composers or
gardeners or athletes for showing pride in their achievements?}, but it is a
relative sort of pride. One itends o develop a certain detachment -~ academics
who identify too closely with their ideas are likely to receive severe blows to
their self-esteem when their ideas are attacked, as they are bound to be, (n
the other hand, what could be more liberating than the belief that the ideas
one holds come ultimately from an all-infallible source, that one is protected
by something called a 'covenant' {and, of course, the necessary institutions to
enforce it) from straying into the paths of error? I do not wish to appear
flippant about something which is deeply meaningful to many sincere people, but
T do want to draw their aittention to how their position of absdliute ceriainiy
may appear from outside. That may not matter much to them, buil it does matler to

the rest of mankind,

It would, of course, be entirely wrong of me to suggest that this trait of
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arrogance in the possession of the truth is confined to Baha'is, or even that
they possess it to a higher degree than anyone else. Obviously, they share such
attitudes with the members of 5 good many oither orgenizations that also clainm
access to ultimate truth. Once one hag acceplted the dikiat thet 'ihis is the
truth and 21l else naught butbt error', however humble one's demeanour, it con-

ceals an inward arrogance of the spirit of the most overweening kind. "NHon-
Baha'i' scholars are then perceived as themselves arrogant, not so much because

of anything they do or say, but because they have (unknown to themselves) the
temerity to disagree with what Daha'is bhelieve.

Let me fturn from the problem of arrogance to more fundamental issues. At
the heart of the dilemma faced by Baha'ls in the matier of scholership is the
agsumption that it is possible to categorize human knowledge as 'Baha'i' or
fnon-Pahati'. According to the repori, 'A Baha'is work, in whatever discipline,
must be done in the light of the Revelation of Baha'u'lliah, i.e. it would be
untrue to his profession to make agsumplions or draw conclusions which were
contrary to the teachings in an attempt to conform to current thought'. Just
what is meant by the phrase 'untrue to his profession' (assuming that 'profession
of faith' is not what is intended by 'profession')? T.can think of few things
more unirue io the standards of professional gcholarship then to make one's
assumpiions or draw one's conclusiong-on the a priori basis of certain super-
naturally revealed fruths, rather than in accordance, noi with some fictitious
concept called 'current thought', whatever that is meant {0 be, but the prin-
ciples of academic honesty, precision, rigour, and discipline.

The atititude expressed here seems to be baged on the main theme of the
Baha'i World Cenire Research Depariment's commenis on the Baha'i Studies Seminar
- held in Cambridge in 1978, Those comments would, in themselves, merii close
analysis, in terms both of inteniion and content, but, for the present, I propose
to draw attention only to the following passages: 'In scientific investigation
when searching after the facis of any maiter a Baha'i must, of course, be
entirely open-minded, but in his interpretation of the facis and his evaliuation
of evidence we 4o not see by what loglc he can ignore the truth of the Basha'i
Revelation which he has already accepted; to do so would, we fr231, be both
hypoeritical and ungcholarly. Undoubtedly the fact that Baha'i scholars of the
history and teachings of the ¥aith believe in the Faith that they are siudying
will be a grave flaw in the eyes of many non-Baha'i academics, whose own dogmatic
materialism pesses without comment beceuse it is fashionable,...®

et us look first at the assumption made in the second sentence here, that
the helief of Raha'i scholars 'will be a grave flaw in the eyes of many non-
Pahati academics'. I think it is fair to say that this is 2 wholly unwarrantied
and undemonsirable assertion and that it beilrays more than anything the prej-
udices of those making it. The problems involved in the siudy of a particular
religious tradition by its own members have for a long time now been recognized
and debated, and it is generally accepted by scholars that there is, in prin-
ciple, no reason why belief should, in and of itself, constitute a barrier ifo
regsearch any more than unbelief. What is, of course, objected to is distortion
origine ting in prior conviciions, but here again the objection applies with
equal force to non-believers ag o believers. The assumption indicates a fun-
damental ignorance of what actually goes on in 'non-RBsha'i' circles, partic-
ularly in the academic field, as does the parallel assumption that 'dogmatic
materialism passes without comment because it is fashionable', Here, as else~
where, T do not deny a modicum of truth to these agsertions, I simply beg to
point out that they are extreme and that they grossly misrepresent the atiit-
udes and methods of the academic community at large.

kore serious, however, is the assertion of the first sentence that, when
searching after facts, a Raha'i scholar must be 'eniirely open-minded' bvut that,
when assessing those 'facts', he cannot 'ignore the truth of the Baha'i Rev-
elation which he has already accepted'. As a siatemeni on methodology, this is

problematic for several remsons. At the most basic level, it involves a profound
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misunderstanding of scientific method and the logical process of research,
whether this be in the 'hard' or the 'sofi' sciences. 1 propose 4o exanmine

in deteil the guestion of scientiific method as such at & later stage of this
response, bul for the moment I would like to draw atitention 1o the problem
raised by a division of the research process inito two semi-autonomous parts:
‘neutral fact-finding and subjective evaluation. This representsia rather sim-
plistic interpretation of ihe inductive method, beginning with the sssumption
thai the resesrcher just goes out and looks for 'facts', the latter existing
in some sort of epistemclogical vacuum. In reality he does nothing of the
sort. Sir Karl Popper used ito demonstraie this point to his studenis by asking
them at the beginning of a leciure to 'observe'; naturally, they very soon
began to ask for more information as to whati they should observe, for what
purposes they were expected to observe, and so on, Selectlivity in the obsar-
vation of factis is an essential part of the scientific process, but io be
gelective one must introduce an elemeni of evaluation into one's method.

It is, neveriheless, essential io the guality of resesrch that the scholar
be entirely 'open-minded' at all stages of his work, particularly in so far as
the discovery or re-evalusiion of empirical data may force him To change his
earlier hypotheses. The most basic meaning of open-mindedness {and the most
crucial one for scientific research) ils dcceptange of the possibility that
what one believes may be partly or wholly false (I shall look further at the
question of falsification later). To indulge in nicetles on that issue would
be entirely dishonest. That one has accepted certain propositions (even meta-
physical ones) at any given point is not to say that one cannot or should not
reject them at a later stege, This is, in fact, implicit in the Baha'i concept
of an unfettered search after truth: Baha'is consitantly demand of cthers that
they be willing to abandon their curreni beliefs -~ why should they themselves
be exempt from that demand? If it is correct to condemn the followers of other
faiths for their lack of open-mindedness in refusing to change them, why should
it not be egually correct to condemn Bahatis for the same reagont Presumably
because they alone, oui of all the peoples of the earth have a monopoly of the
truth. Such a view hardly advances us very far from the Middle Ages. Within the
Baha'i context, if scholarship is to he open~minded or honest at all, the scholar
must be willing to accept as 2 potentially wzlid proposition the possibhility that
the Paha'i version of historical or other empirical daias is not & reasonable one
and that, like sny other interpretation, it may be rejected, 1 can readily
accept that io ignore what one believes would, in & sense, be hypooriiical, But
te do so would only be funscholarly' if by that were meant that one would fail
to take those presuppositions into accountit in one's work, ifogether wiith others,
I cannct, however, see what fundamenial objeciion there can be for the heliever
to mentally 'reserve' or 'bracket' his own a priori conviciions sco that they do
not, as far as possible, influence his research in ways that would result in
avoidable distortion, This would not bhe hypoeriticals there is a distinction
between 'denying' one's beliefs and withholding them from the arena of debate.

It may, of course, be the case (and I suspect that this underlies the basic
fear expressed here) that, in reflecting with a more fully open mind on the data
relating to the Bahat!i faith, an individual may be led o conclude that hls
original belief in it was misplaced., This ceritainly is whai happened 1o me and
to other former Baha'is of my acqueiniance, What I really knew of Raha'ism when
I tdeclared' my faith in it was very little indeed -~ was I expected 1o close my
mind at that point, never to re-examine the data or my belief, either to reaffirm
or abandon the latier? What, after all, iz the alternative proposition? To control
the truth so that it fite with what is actually taught or wriiten? To reach our
conclugions hefore we have even examined our evidence? To acquit or condemn before
witnesses have even bheen brought? This approach itself introduces a fundamental
logical contradiction that, I believe, lies at the root of official Baha'i
uneasiness about genuinely independeni research. 1f we state (ag Baha'i dogma
demands we do) that the expression of truths in the Baha'i writings and the

empirical evenis connected with them correspond, in some way, to *objective'
reality, it is essential that research be carried out with as much 'objectivity’
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as posaible,

As long ag the resulia of that regearch seem to confirm what is elsewhere
postulated dogmatically, scholarship would seem to provide a2 'scientifio! or
'objective! corroboration of transcendent reality. But what if the same methods
of research, the same 'objecitivity', should produce resulis &t variance with
the textar Reason compels us o reject, even if only provisionally, the original
expression of dogma, We can then either reinterpret it (end, from the point of
view of feith, possibly gain deeper spiritusl insights thereby) or discard it
in some way (perhaps by a personal act of rejection), The approach suggested
by Haifa and Yerrinbool is to reassert the priority of the original 'iruth’
and to deny validity to the 'objeciive' research, which then remains a dead
letter. On such & basis, of course, we may as well not waste our time cerrying
out the research in the first place.

Let me try to approach this in another, mere concrete, way. A basic con-
viction of Baha'i orthodoxy is the bellef that the historical record of the
lives of ihe Bab, Baha'® Allah, and Ahd al-Pahat is, in some unexplained sense,
ttruet, in 2 way that earlier propheiic records are not. There is, of course,
room For addition to the record, bui not for radicsl re-evaluation., At the sanme
time, it 1s recognized that historicsl research mey perform z useful service by
providing confirmation of existing basic records (such as (jod Passes By}, in the
form of documentary evidence, corrcborating asnalyses, and so on. But what if
research should reveal hard contradictory evidence, possibly of a serjious nature,
or if it should, at least, reverse the probabilities ageinst the orthodox version?
What if, for example, a historian should find that he is compelled (for internal
or external reasons) to accept a version of evenis given by someone defined by
orthodoxy as an ‘enemy' or a 'covenani-breaker'? Hither his basic methed of pro-
ceeding is wvalid, in which case this new version deserves to be credited with
at least provisional plausibility, or it is neot, in which caseihis confirmatory
evidence ought alsc to be dismissed. (ne camnet, in the academic world, re-make
the Tules to suit one's own progress in the game.

The matter becomes even more problemetic, I think, where the researcher is
able to point direcily to fundemenial contradictions in the Bsha'i texts them-
selves or to provide evidence that certain textis have been suppressed in order
to protect the faithful from such contradictions. Merely to sey that such contra-
dictions do not (cannot) exist or that one is interpreting as . suppression’ what
is really the application of 'wisdom' simply will not do. If ®abd al-Bahat port-
rays Babism as a fanatical movement characterized by 'ihe striking of necks',
burning of books, destruction of shrines, and so on, which hag been superseded
by the sharply contrasted ethics of his father's faith, while Shoghi Effendi
avoids translating numerous psssages of this nature and instead creates an image
of the Babis as peaceful, meek, and ¢olerant, there is a real problem to be over-
come that no amount of heavy-handedness can cause to go away.

Nevertheless, the Universal House of Justice makes it quite clear in a
letter dated July 18, 1979, to an individual who had participated in the Cambridge
Seminar {not the present writer) that 'it does not see how a Baha'i historian
can in all honesty claim to be a fajithful believer on the one hand and, on the
other, challenge in his writings the veracity and honour of the Central Figures
of the Faith or of its Guardian', That may well be true, and I am happy %o
respect such a conviction, but T think it is only fair to point out that it is
not posgidble to hold to this viewpeini and simulianeously carry out academic
historical research which can claim to be entirely honest and coriticail, I do
not say 'correct' here, bui simply 'honest and critical! within the terms of

rigorous scientific scholarship.

The problem involved here has, I think, heen well expressed by Feier Berger

in The Sacred Casnopy {Anchor Books ed., N.Y., 1969, p.181):
411 this leads to the commonplace observation, frequently found in
the opening pages of works in the sociology of religion, that the
theologian gua theologian should not worry unduly over anything the
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" sociclogist may have ito say about religion. At the same time, it
would be foolish to maintain that all theological positions are
equally immune to injury from the side of sociology. Logically,
the theclogian will have to worry whenever his position includes
propositions that are subject to empirical disconfirmation., For
example, a propesition that religion in iiselfl is a constitutive
factor of psychological well-being has a lot to worry about if
subjected to sociological and social-psychological scrubiny. The
logic here is similar to that of the historian's study of religion.
o be sure, it can be maintained thati historical and theological
agsertions take place in discrepeni, mutuslly immune frames of
reference., But if the theologian asserts something that can be
shown: to have never taken place or to have taken place in guite
a different way from what he asserts, and if this asseriion is
egsential to his pesition, then he can no longer be reagsured
that he has nothing to fear from the historian's work,

It is not, perhaps, insig&iﬁéant that Baha'is are generally more than
happy to accept the resultis of nigtorical criticism of this kind where it is
seen 1o contradict theological positions held by the exponents of other
faiths, There may be ceriain reservations in the case of what are regerded
ag 'divinely-revealed religions' {although even here, 'evidence' against the
historicity of the resurrection of Christ, for example, would be highly
acceptable and uncontentious), but with regard to other religions or sects
{such as Mormonism, for example)}, there would clearly be no cobjections even
to the most radical questioning of historicity or whatever., In fact, the
usefulnesg of scientific historical method would, no doubt, be extolled, I
think this point is one that Baha'is would do well to ponder.

It may be objected that the Universal House of Jusiice has made it clear
that there is ample room within the Bsha'i faith for differing interpretations
of history and doctrine {e.g. Wellspring of Guidance pp.88-89, and the letter
just referred to). This is certainly an important principle and one that des-
erves greater atiention in day-to-day Baha'i activities, buit I fear that it is
much too qualified in theory and litile applied in praciice to be of more than
restricted value to pioneering spirits within the Baha'i community. Immumerable
alternative views have already been foreclosed by 'authoritative' statements
or the emergence of a broad and fixed consensus or by the exisience of a wide~
spread fear of contradicting figures such as Bands or Counsellors. In my own
quite wide experience, the principle has generally been invoked to permit the
perpetuation of popular or canonical opinions as equally valid with alternative
views based on documentary evidence of a more solid nature, while other overriding
principles have been brought into play to prevent the dissemination of the latter,
¥inor changes or alternatives are undoubtedly possible (such as the noie in The
Babi and Baha'i Religions to the effect that the date of the martyrdom of the
Bab was almost certainly July 8 and not July 9), but more radical modifications
remain inadmissable. These latter (snd even the former, to some extent) present
particular problems where they are premissed on incontrovertible and signific-
ant contradictions in the Babi or Baha'i texts, as I have suggested above. It
is easy enough to deny the pessibility of ‘'real! contradictions, but this is more
a theological than an empirical position and is bouhd to prove inadequate in
extreme cases. In the end, aliternatives can only be expressed {because they can
only be understood ontologically to exist) within a basically non-contradictory
(though not necessarily non-paradoxical) framework.

1t may be argued -- as is done by the House of Justice in the above-mentioned
letter -~ that 'historical research is largely s matter of evalusting evidence
and deducing probabilities' and that 'historical evidence, moreover, is always
fragmeniary, and may also be accidentally erroneous or even intentionally fab-
ricated', This is, of course, perfectly true, and no competent historian would
seek to deny any of it. What is problematic is the actual application of this
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principle within the Baha'il sphere, since there seems 10 be no evidence of its
being invoked in the cases of Nabil's Narraiive, God Pesses By, A Travellerts
Narrative, and similar productions, all of which are open to serious criticisms
on the score of historical ac¢curacy, both in terms of accidentel error and of
intentional fabrication. In a sense, I fear that the possidbility of uncertainty
in historical research is being used as 2 gambit by Reba'i orthodoxy in an

attempt to devalue poientislly deamaging resesrch at the most basic level. It
musi be siressed that, for all the unceriainiy thet attends resesrch of this

and any other kind, it is, nevertheless, sitill possible 1o speak in terms of

a central body of empirical date which may not reasonably be questiloned. The
recent controversy surrcunding a publication thati seeks to 'prove' that the
Holeoecsust is a2 myth provides an excellient illustraiion of this point. Historical
data is neither 8o poor nor so confuged as to permit such a theory as & rational
oney the empitical data is heavily in favour of the historiciiy of the death
camps and of the numbers murdered in them.

This reiges the guesiion of comparability in academic debate., I1% is not
enough to insist that Wabil Zarandi or Shoghi Effendi have said such and such,
in an sttempt to refute an item of empirical data to the conirary: it is nec~
essary to adduce & comparable piece of evidence the probability of whose truth
content would at lemst counterbalance if noit outweigh the first theory, Not only
that, but even in matters of evaluation, it musi be remembered ithat what is most
'probablet within an orthodox Baha'i frameworR may appear reasonably unlikely
from almost any other point of wview and that there is no & priori reason to
prefer the former merely because the topic concerns Baha'l history or docirine.
Clearly it is egsier to operate a double-standard system in which alternative
historical evidence can be disputed on the grounds that it is 'fragmentary?,
terroneous', or 'fabricated', while authoritative texts {and even popular con-
ceptions) remain immune to criticism on this level, If the Baha'i authorities
insist on dictating the rules of the geme in their favour, is it surprising that
so many of us prefer to leave the field?

The Yerrinbool proposiiion makes explicit a vigw that T have heard orally
expressed on many occasions. It does not, in any fundamenial sense, differ from
the basic propositions put forward at the World Conferences on Islamic Education
held in Saudi Arabis in 1977 and Pakistan in 1981: to reclassify knowledge
according to Telamic criteria and to formulaie Islamic concepis instead of current
Western, secular ones for 'reundersianding' and 'restiructuring' the imeginative,
social and natural sciences. The continuing sirength of Islamic perspectives
within the mental world of Baha'ism is, I feel, revealed here in all its vigour.

The very belief that such a thing is either desirable or possible reveals
an astonishing lack of understanding of the principles on which modern Western
scholarship is based. It shows, at the outset, a basic failure to distinguish
between the perfectly valid postulete of Baha'i (or 'Islamic' or 'Buddhisi' or
‘Marxist' ) perspectives on virtually any area of life and the equally invalid
assumption that such perspectives can be used to 'shape' knowledge without
perverting the very processes by which it is acquired. Let us look, first of all,
at the first of these postulates. It is obvious that Baha'is, like any other
group of people sharing certain ideclogical assumptions, may have particular
views about most issues, views they may, in many cases, share with other groups
or which may be peculisdr to themselves. It is inevitable that Baha'is will want
to formulate clear opinions about, let usg say, nuclear disarmament, or abortion,
or homosexuality. This, of course, tends to result in the adopiion of a sharply-
defined, black and white party line on issues thati are often, by their naiure,
grey and ili-defined, and in the subsiitution of received dogma for moral con-
victions arrived at through individual consideration; bui this aspect of the
matter need not concern us at the moment. Such opinions or dogmas are likely to
be more clearly developed and more sharply expressed in the case of major issues
like those just cited, than in the cese of relatively minor matters, such as the
use of cosmetics by women or the kind of music one ought to listen to. It is, I
think, fair, however, to say that, in the Baha'i case, the desire to avoid coniro-
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vergial public issues and to favour expedient policies has tended to blur
opinion on more than one major topic. It is the 'outmoded' Christian churches
rather than the religion of the new age that are ouispoken about issues such
as apaprtheid, the arms trade, poverty in the third world, political repression,
capital punishment, and so on. Bahatis, like anyone else, may think that their
view on a given matier is the 'correct' one, but (at present at least), they
will normally concede the right of others to differ. Such perspectives are
determined by theological and ideological criteria, and there will inevitably
be conflict beiween differing opinions. Nevertheless, it is clearly legitimate
to hold views on such subjects and to express them. The matiter only becomes
difficult when a given group seeks 1o impose iis views on others, 40 make its
own world-view predominate (as, in the long term, Baha'is obviously wish to do,
through the creation of Baha'i states snd an eventnal Baha'i world system --
but let us not enter that particular digression),

The second postulate -- that ideoclogical perspectives may legitimately be
used to 'shape' or 'reshape' knowledge or understanding -- is, T have argued,
as invalid as the first is valid. Ky reasons for saying this are complex, but
perhaps they can be summed up in the contention that, when we come down to
basics, there is no such thing as !Christian' or 'Tslamic' or 'secular' science,
there is just 'good' or 'had' science, Perheps ithis will become clearsr if we
note that we can speak hisiorically about, say, 'Greek' or *Arad' or fChinese'
science, describing a bedy or even a method of knowledge developed within'a
relatively well- defined cultural and geographical contexi; when, indeed, we
apeak of 'Iglamic’ science, we are thinking less of Tslem the religion than of
Telam the civilization, and we are, indeed, referring often enough io the work
of Jews and Christians alongside thst of their Muslim c¢olleagues. In the modern
world, divisions of this kind are less valid, and what was originally developed
ag *western' or 'Huropean' science has now become something international. An
Indian may carry out 'wesitern-siyle® scientific resemrch ag well or ag badly as
an American; and, for that matter, 2 Jew as well as a ¥Muslim or a2 Hinduw as well

ag an atheist.

The kind of reaction that leads %o calls for 'Islamic' or *Raha'i' or
tCreationist’' scholarship has its roots in a8 percepiion of modern science
{including the so-called 'soft' sciences like sociology, anthropology, history,
or religious studies) as an inherently secular phenomenon that disregards 'higher
truths derived from sciptural texts. Such @ reaciion involves a profound mis-
conception of the nature of science and perpetuates what is by now an outmoded
dichotomy between it and religion. It may be replied at this point thét Baha'ism
does.not, in fact, perceive &ny dichotomy between religion and science {or
reason), but I propose to argue at a later sitage that this is, in faci, precisely
what it does and that the reality of this perception lies at the heart of many
of the problemsg under discussion.

Perhaps the easiegt approach to this misconception of the nature of science
{understood in the widest sense of the term) will be a roundabout one. One fairly
obvious point that may be made here is that much scientific work has been and is
carried out by believing Christians, Jews, Hindus, and so forth, whose convictlons
about the nature of ltimate reaslity have not been perceived by them as conflicting
with their understending of empirical data, Questions of ultimate meaning do noi
fall within the province of science since the latier can only concern itself with
those matters that are subject o empirical investigation. In one sense, this
means that science is secular, but it is important to stress that it is so only
in its subject-matter, not in its ideology. Scientific conclusions may, of course,
challenge ceritain kinds of belief, such as literal acceptance of the creation
myth in Genesis or the notion that Moses wrote the Pentateuch, but such beliefs
are not concerned with ultimate or metaphysical maitters and cannoi, for thet
reagson, be gaid to fall outside the realm of empirical research. The existence
of God, of the soul , of a life after death are, in their very nature, gquestlons
that can neither be proved nor disproved by empirical investigetion. They rest on
faith and are compatible with any variety of iheories about the nature of mundane
reatity.
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It is, perhaps, worth re-emphasizing here an earlier point, that I do
not believe there to be any fundsmental objection within Bahs'i circles to
the application of critical, even sceptical research (such as the technigues
of source~criticism) o SPEGlflC areas of belief within other religions or
sects. The Baha'l dectrine of non-literal interpretation of ascipiural texts
would, if anything, confirm such an approasch, This indicates that paha'i
objections to demythologisation and so forth are not to such processes as such
or in principle, but rather to their gpecific application to ereas of Fahati
belief, where this might call in question cherished dogmas or even thé entire
edlflce of Baha'i faith, A radzcal example of this would be the possibility of
Bahg'i *debunking' of the shi®i belief in the birth of the supposed twelfth
Imam. Since Baha' Allsh himself has rejected the story of the Imam's birth asg
false and has condemned the four ‘gates' as imposiers, there would be no
objection In principle to a Baha'i historian carrying out the most rigorous
tests of the e¢vidence nor, indeed, to his presentation of his findings in
language as forceful as that used in the Baha'i writings on the matter {which
is far from the humble, moderate, tolerant stendard demanded by the House of
Justice of Baha'i writers). Bult even to question for a moment 2 historical
*fact! such as the claim that the body of the Bab is actually buried in Haifa
(I do not say it is not, just that the ’fact' has been challenged) would un-
doubtedly be to raise an uproar of considerable proporiions. Special pleading
of this kind is, however, likely o receive short shrift in ithe academic world.

I do not wish to turn this shori essay into a treatise on scientific
method, but I do feel that it is essential to say something, however inadequaie,
on the subject., Perhaps I should begin by stating the obvious but still not
widely recognized point that 'science' {in the widest sense) is not a body of
knowledge or a collection of data, but a method that can be applied to a wide
variety of problems. In some ways, the idee that scientific knowledge and science
are identifisble lies 2t the heart of the misconcepiion I have referred fo above.
1f science is a given set of conclusions sbout reality and if, as we see to be
true, those conclusions can be modified, even radically, from generation to
generation, then 11 may appear reasonable to seek fresh modifications based on
different initial assumptions, such as the docirines of biblical fundamentalism
or Islam or Baha'ism or Marxism. 4Ln unspoken corollary of this view is, of course,
that, once all the necessary reformulations have taken place, there will be no
further need for modification, since fgcience' would now correspond to an absolute
or trangcendent gitandard of itruth. (Ernest Gellner's view of the gurtan. as :
a Platonic Word Mark ? coniaining a2ll possible propositions is entlrely relevant. )
4 Furither corollary is that there would thus come inio existence a number of
competing scientific systems, the differences beiween which would rest, not on the
empirical datas available to them, but on the non-scientific a priori assumptions
built into their initial doctrinal postulates.

Tis would be all very well, perhaps, if science did, indeed, opersie in
thig way or could be made so to cperste. But it does not and cannot. There are,
of course, different theories sbout scienitific method, but all of them are
founded on certain principles that are the sine qua non of acceptable, quant-
ifiable, and repeatable research, The scientist {or scciologist or linguist or
higtorian) muei proceed by methods that are rational, critical, open to criticism,
uwniversal, and as free from subjective bias as it is possible to render them.
Purthermore, the findings of scholarship do noi remain the privsie properiy of
the individual scholar but are exposed to testing by his colleagues, on the basis
of which they may be verified or falsified until such time as fresh research
uncovers new information or improves the methods of investigation or introduces

new hypotheses.

Seientific work in all fields has generally been held 1o proceed by =
process of inductive reasoning, whereby research and observation lead to dis-
coveries that are used to provide material for discussion, this in its turn
leading to the formulation of general hypotheses designed 4o fit the known facts.
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in attempt is then made to confirm these hypotheses by discovering supporiing
gvidence, leading to the formulation of explanatory 'laws', on the basias of
which further work is carried oul, the frontiers of knowledge being thus
continually pushed back, While this method has yielded remarkadle resultis and
is, therefore, of conaiderable practical velue, it entails serious logical
problems, first noted by Hume. No number of empirical observations can logically
permit us to arrive a2t general statements about reality. The fact that the sun
has always rigen does not logically entail that it wust always do so or even
that it will do so tomorrow. We can, of course, proceed on the assumption that
it will and publish tables giving the exact times of sunrise throughout the
world, but an element of uncertainiy remains -~ a chemical factor of which we
remain unaware may c¢ause the sun fto turn nova in a matter of hours.

The most effective solution fo this problem is undoubtedly that proposed
by 3ir ¥arl Popper, whose works on the subject I cannot recommend 1too highly:
Conjectures and Refutations, CObjective Knowledge, and The Logic of Scientific
Discovery {or, as an excellent introduction, Bryan ¥agee's short study simply
entitled Popper). I cannot seriously attempt to explain in any detail the
complexities of Popper's arguments, bul let me refer {to one or iwo points thai
seem relevanit to our preseni underisking., Popper begsn by examining theories
such as those of Marx or Freud, which impressed him by thelr remarkable explan-
atory power. He came to the conclusion that the reason why such theories poss-
essed this power was that, once one's eyes had been opened by the theory, almost
any observation could serve to confirm it. The world would be ‘full of verification
of the theory', The main reasgon for this was that any given empirical case could
be interpreted in the light of the theory (either positively or negetively), It
is a little like the situation in religion, where the-effectiveness of prayer
may be confirmed both by fulfillment and by non-fulfillment: in the first case,
God has chosen %o answer one's preyer (therefore prayer is answered), in the
second, He, in His wisdom, has chogen not to answer (therefore,it is, in another
sense, answered), In either case, prayer is efficacious and it is in our interest
to pray. By way of contrast, theories such as those of Finstein or Newton did not
posgess this gquality of universal verifiability. Even a single observation to the
contrary could zerve ito overturn & theory such as Einstein's that light must be
atiracied by heavy bodies. No number of sightings of white swans can ever prove
the asgertion that 'z2ll swens are white': butl 2 single sighting of a black swan
can serve to disprove it {and to force us to modify our originsl hypothesis to
something like: "most swans are white, but there are also black swans' or 'there
are white and black swang, and there may also be purple swans, but no observations
have been made of the latter'),

Popper thus concluded that 'the criterion of the scientific status of a
theory is its falsifisbility, or refutability, or testability' (Conjectures
p.37). Ideas must, then, be so formulated that they entail & high degree of
risk of being falsified. The aim ia to formulete hypotheses with & high inform-
ative content, which in itself implies lower probability. '... only a highly
testable or improbable theory is worth testing, and is actually {and not merely
potentially) satisfactory if it withstands severe testis -~ especially those
tests to which we could point as crucial for the theory before they were ever
undertaken' {ibid pp.219-20). Scientific knowledge advances from problem to
problem by the method of exposing new theories to the severest possible crit-

icism.

If we may pause here to look at the Yerrinbool proposition, we can see
that it would lead to an end to serious progress in most sclentific areas. Once
we admit propositions that, by their very nature, are deemed 1o be above crii-
icism or which cannot bhe subjected to rational tesiing, the whole process grinds
to a standstill. Or, if we do introduce propositions from a 'higher' authority,
then we must do ao on the undersisnding that they, like any other propositions,
are open to criticism, to testing, snd to falsification. Otherwise, we are not
engaged in a scientific enterprise., Perhaps those at Yerrinbool do not wish to
be associated with such an enterprise {as I suspect they do not): but then they
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must abandon all pretence of respect for science, for the 'principle' that
religion and science are essentially harmonious. It is evident too, I think,

that Popper's principle would he quite ascceptable to those at Yerrinbool or

Haifa when applied in & relatively uncontentious area such as electrical
engineering, but that it would be much less palatable in, let us say, religious
history. This again raises the problem of specisl pleading and of the desire

to divide knowledge, not on the basis of method, but of content (and.contentiousaes

& major assumpiion underlying Popper's work, which is developed from the
ideag of Alfred Tarski, is that there is such a thing s objective or absolute
truth. The sciences, in particular the social sciences, have in recent years
come under atliack on the grownds that they cannot provide 'certain' knowledge.
Seientific theorieg have been shown to be merely provisional, with the resulil
that the positivigt oultlook has been discarded as meaningless., And so it is.

But this should not allow uws fto justify e flight from resason towards irretional-
ity (as has, indeed, become fashionable in recent yesrs), nor should it lead us
t0 some gort of relativism or subjectivism which is willing 1o sccord the same
probable truth content ito each and every theory advanced. Science, 1o be nmeaning-
ful at all, must be & search for truth (and, Popper adds, 'interesting trutht),
recognizning that truth is hard to come by. In a sgense, our advancing thecries
are steps on an unending path towards an ultimetely unattainable goal, approx-
imations rather than final staiements about the truth. It is by means of c¢rit-
icism that we hope to test the truth content of our propositions: '... the
rationality of science lies not in its habit of appesling 1o empirical evidence
in suppori of its dogmes -~ astrologers do so too -~ but solely in the critical
approach: in an aittitude which, of course, involves the critical use, smong
other arguments, of empirical evidence {especially in refutations). For us,
therefore, science hasg nothing to do with the guest for ceriainty or probability
or reliability. We are not interested in establishing scientific theories as
secure, or ceriain, or probable. Conscious of our fallibility we are only
interested in criticlzing them and testing them, hoping ito find out where we are
mistaken; of learning from our mistakes; and, if we are lucky, of proceeding

to better theories' {ibid p.229).

T™e arguments put forward at Yerrinbool and elsewhere reat on the assumpition
that, since humen knowledge is subject to error {bheing 'fragmentary', ‘sccidentally
erroneous!, or 'intentionslly fabricated!') we musi discover higher, infallible
sources of knowledge. Popper's ideas are significant here: 'How cAn we admitt,
he aska, 'that our knowledge is 2 human -- an all too humen -- affair, without
at the same time implying that it is all individusl whim and arbitrariness?' The
golution, he suggests, 'lies in the realizmasiion that 2ll of us may and often do
err, singly and collectively, but that this very idea of error and humen fallibil-
ity involves another one -~ the idea of objective truth: the standard which we
may fall short of., Thus the doctrine of f21libility should nol be regerded as part
of a pessimistic epistemology. This doctrine impliesg that we may seek for truth,
for objective truth, though more ofien than not we mey miss it by a wide margin.
And it implies that if we respect truth, we must search for it by persisiently
gsearching for our errors: by indefatigable rational criticiem, and gelf-criticism'

(ibid p.16).

The Baha'i (or ¥uslim or Christian fundamentalist) solution to the problem,
however, is %to consider, not the method by which we may seek to uncover the
truth, but the source from which it may be derived (or trevesled!) ~- be it the
Kitab-i igan or Shoghi Effendi or the Universal House of Justice {or the Qur'an
or the Bible or Das Kagital). According to Popper, 'the ftraditional systems of
episiemology may be said to result from yes-answers or no-answers to guestions
about the sources of our knowledge. They never challenge these guestions, or
dispute their legitimacy; the guestions are taken as perfectly natural, and
nobody seems o see any harm in them.

tThis is quite interesting, for these guesiions are clearly authoritarian
in spirit., They can be compared with that treditional guestion of political
theory, *'Who should rule?', which begs for an authoritarian answer such as 'the
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besi' or 'the wisest!, or 'the people', or !'the majority’'. This political
question is wrongly put and the answers which it elicits are paradoxical....
It should be replaced by 2 completely different question such as *'How can we
organize our political institutions go that bad or incompetent rulers (whom we
should try not to get, but whom we so essily might get all the same) cannot do
too much damager' I believe that only by changing our guestion in this way csn
we hope ito proceed towards 2 reasonable theory of political institutions.

"The guestion about the sources of our knowledge can bhe replaced in a
gimilar way. Tt has always been asked in the spirit of: "Whet are the best
gources of our knowledge ~- the mosi reliable ones, those which will not lead
ug into error, and those to which we can and must turn, in cese of doubi, ag
the last court of appealy™ I propose to assume, instead, that no such ideal
sources eXxist ~-~ no more than ideal rulers -~ and that all "sources" are liable
to lead us inio error at times., And I propose io replace, therefore, the question
of the sources of our knowledge by the entirely different guesiion: *"How can we
hope 1o detect and eliminate errory!

"The question of the sources of our knowledge, like so many authoritarian
questions, is a genetic one, It asks for the origin of our knowledge, in the
beliefl that knowledge mey legitimize itself by its pedigree. The nobility of the
racislily pure knowliedge, the untainied knowledge, the knowledge which derives
from the highest authority, if possible from God: these are the {ofien unconscious)
metaphysical ideas behind the guestion. My modified question, "How cen we hope
to detect error?" may be said to derive from the view thati such pure, uniainied
and certain sources do not exisi, and that quesiions of origin or of purity
should not be confounded with questions of walidity, or of truih.,!

The *genetic' naiure of the guestion of sources is, I think, particularly
well exemplified in the case of Islam, where the fundsmental element in hadith
(tradition) criticism was not verification or felsification of the main or text
{i,e. of the inherent probability or otherwise of the content of the tradition
a5 trensmitted) but investigation of the isnad, the chain of authorities, whose
names guarsnieed the puriiy of the descent of the text. Something of this kind
is involved in the Baha'i system of authentication of texis on the basis of
scribal impeccability, revelatory handwriting, or, mest imporiantly, sanction
by central and infallible authority.

Topper later identifies two main ideas as underlying the doctrine thati the
source of all our knowledge is supernatural. The first is that we must justify
our knowliedge or theories by positive reasons, which means that we musi appeal
to some ulitimate or suthoritative source of true knowledge. This idea he believes
to be false., The second is 'that no men's authority can establish truth by
decree; that we should submit to truth; that iruth is above human authority'.

He goes on:

traken together these two ideas almosi immediately yield the conclusion
that the sources from which our knowledge derives must be super-human; a con-
clugion which tends to encourage self-righteousness and the use of force against
those who refuse %o see the divine iruth,

‘Some who rightly reject this conclusion do noi, unhappily, reject the first
ides -- the belief in the exisience of ultimate sources of knowledge., Insiead they
reject the second ides -~ the thesis that truth is above human authority. They
thereby endanger the idea of the objectivity of knowledge, and of common gtandards
of criticism or rationality,

'What we should do, T suggest, is to give up the idea of ultimate sources of
knowledge, and admii that all knowledge is human; that it is mixed with our
errors, our prejudices, our dreams, and our hopes; that all we can do is to grope
for truth even though it be beyond ocur reach. We may admit that our groping is
often inspired, but we must be on our guard againgt the belief, however deeply
felt, that our inspiration carrieé any authority, divine or otherwige. If we
thus admit that there is no authority beyond the reach of criticism to be found
within the whole province of our knowledge, however far it may have penetrated
into the unkown, then we can retain, without danger, the idea that truth is
beyond human authority. And we must retain it, For without this idea there can
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be no objective standards of enguiry; no criticism of our conjectures; no
groping for the unknown; no quest for knowledge.' (ibid pp.29-30)

The Yerrinbool proposition, with its evident animosity to 'current thought'
or, indeed, to 'true scholarship’ that might threaten to 'unwisely guestion the
foundation stones of the Faith', carries with it disturbing implications. At
the risk of becoming boring, I would like to gquote Popper again:

tDisbeliefl in the power of human reason, in man'g power to discern the
truth, is almost invariably linked with distrust. of men. Thus epistemological
pessimism is linked, historically, with a doctrine of humen depravity, and it
tends to lead to the demand for the esitablishment of powerful traditions and
the entrenchment of a powerful authority which would save man from his folly
and wickedness....

tThe contrast between epistemological pessimism and optimism may be said
to be fundamentally the same as that beitween epistemological itraditionalism
and rationalism. (I am using the latter term in its wider sense in which it is
opposed to irrationalism, and in which it covers not only Cartesian initellect-
ualism but empiricism also.) For we can interpret traditionalism as the belief
that, in the absence of an objective and discermible truth, we are faced with
the cholce bhetiween accepiing the authority of tradition, and chaos; while
rationglism has, of course, always claimed the right of reason and of empirical
science to criticize, and o reject, any tradition, and any authority, as being
based on sheer unreason or prejudice or accident,' (ibid p.6)

*Thig false epistemology, however, has also led to disasirous conseguences.
The theory that itruith is manifest -- that it is there for everyone to see, if
only he wants to see i{ -- this theory is ithe basis of almost every kind of
fanaticism. Por only the most depraved wickedness can refuse to see the manifest
truth; only those who have reason fo fear truth conspire ito suppress it.

'Yet the theory that fruth is manifest not only breeds fanatics -~ men
pogsessed by the conviction that all those who do not see the manifest iruth
mugt be possessged by the devil -« but it may also lead, though perhaps less
directly than does a pessimistic epistemcology, to authoritarianism. This is so,
simply, because iruth is noi manifesi, as a rule, The allegedly manifest truih
is therefore in consiant need, noit only of interpreiation and affirmation, bui
also of re-interpretation snd re-affirmation. An authority is required to pro-
nounce upon, and lay down, almost from day to day, what is to be the menifest
truth, and it mey learn to do so arbitrarily and cynically. And many disappoinied
epistemologists will turn away from their own former optimism and erect a
regplendent authoritarian theory on the basis of 2 pessimistic episiemology.’

(1bid pp.8~9)

That this latier passage might serve sas a brilliant and concise descripiion
of the basic Baha'i episitemological atiitude -- '"Gracious God! How strange the
way of this people! They clamour for guidance, although the standards of Him Who
guideth all things are already hoisted. They cling to the obscure intricacies of
knowledge, when He, Who is the Object of all knowledge, shineth ag the swm. 'They
see the sun with their own eyes, and yet question that brilliant Orb as to the
proof of its light.... The proof of the sun is the light thereof' (Igan p.133;
cf. Gleanings pp. 105-6, ete.) -- and of the subsequent development of suthor-
itarienism based on the need for interpretation (and even carefully controlled
distribution)of the sacred texts is, I think, quite clear, CGenuine scholarship,
open debate, innovaiive thinking camnmot flourish in a system that demands total
contrel of all publications, that holds the power of disenfranchisement or, more
seriously, excommunication, as a punishment for intellectual or moral dissent,
and that judges a man by how far he conforms to the dogmss of 2 narrowly-defined

orthodoxy.

The consequences of this authoritarianism can be seen at all levels of the
Bahat'i community, where bodies for the 'protection of the faith' (which is a
euphemism for the suppression of dissent and itfs isolation) keep a close watch
on those deemed dangerous to the sitatus guo. In the realm of scholarship, this



53

attitude has had far-reaching and devastating resulis. Let me be oulspoken in
saying that I do nat believe a single work of scholarship of any merit whatsoever
has ever been published within the confines of the Baha'i system, nor do I think
any are likely 1o be. The works of the most highly esteemed Baha'i 'scholarst
from Gulpaygesni¥onwards would noi pass muster for s moment in the wider world

of scholarship, not because academics have somehow been corrupied by 'current
thought' (which is, in any case, aboutl as precise and meaningful s term as
Ruhiyya Rabbani's 'modern architecture'), but because they lack even the pre-
tende of rigour, of critical analysis, of open-mindedness, of balance and lack
of obvious bias that is so-essential in works of scholarship. Bahat'i historio-
graphy from the earliest fo the latest examples is consisientily l1ittle more than
hagiographical distoriion and oversimplification, in which imporiant facts are
altered or omitied io conform to preconceived noétions of reality and to a world-
view divided beiween black and white, bheliever and unbeliever. Doeg this sound
an wnecessarily harsh judgement? Read any classic of modern hisiorical writing
in any area, not leasi that of religious history, and then turn to the sitandard
histories of the Beha'il faith, Look st the best examplies of conitemvorary
Christian theological wriiing, then conzider the best that Baha'il wriiers have
to offer. Is it really fair even to make & comparison?

The resulis of this appaling imbalance between whati passes for scholarship
within the Bzhat'i community and the producis of moderm scholarship in general,
whether religious or secular in inspirziion are exivemely serious., It is diff-
icult to envisage any meaningful debate in which Baha'i tscholars’' could, at
present, readily psrticipate as equals, certainly as long as they continue to
gubject themselves to the exiraordinary limitations imposged by publications
review. Faha'i writing ig naive and undevelioped in the extremgand contrasis
wnfavourably with the greai bulk of well~argued, carefully-writien material
produced in all fields of the humenities and sciences today. The level of soph-
igticatiion of, lei us say, Jewish or Chrisidan scholarship is considerable and
enables useful dialogue to take place. By way of conirasi, the low level of
attainment in Baha'i writing precludes anything like a meeting of equals. Com~
parability exists only with the productions of groups like Jehovah's Wiinesses,
Mormons, or Theogophists, with whom no useful dislogue is likely in any case.
This is, of course, in part a reflection of the overall lack of iniellectual
sophistication within the Raha'i community at large, dbut it does not explain
the failure of Baha'i academics, few though they may be, to coniribute usefully
to the heightening of quality in this area. The sad histories of World QOrder
magasine and the Canadian Assoclation for Studies in the Baha'i Faith besr
eloquent testimony to this, The real reason must, I feel, be sought in the
exireme pressure broughit to bear on Baha'i writers by the reviewing process and
in the obvioug preference of the Bahat'i adminisiration for the unexceptionable,
the bland, and the turgidiy-written over the innovative, the controversial, and

the carefully-worded.

Surely, someone will, no doubi, assert, the Baha'i faith accepts the
essential harmony of science {or reason) and religion {or faith). Is that not,
in the long term, a sufficient protection against the evilis you describe? Are
we not tchildren of the half-lighit', and is it not wnjust to be 80 hard on a
gystem that has yei to meture? I can only reply that, if we have anything to
learn from history (and a Baha'il cammot very well deny that such a thing is
possible), it is that menkind cannot rely on the professed ideals of groups as
a guide to how they will behave. The fact is that, when the matter is closely
analysed, Baha'!iasm teaches nothing of the sori, nor does it encourage the active
progecution of an '‘unfeitered search after truth'.

Let us look first at the second of these principles., It is, according to
the Universal House of Justice {letter dated July 18, 1979), supposed %o be
applicable to all believers -- that is to say, it is not, as T have often heard
asserted, resiricted to non-believers prior to their conversion {(although I
would asseri that this widespread conviciion reflects an accurate apprehension

* I realize the incliusion dfmdgiééygani and others like him may he a little unfair
since they wrote within the limits of a traditional system, But there is a point
he made with respect to contemporary Baha'i regard for such writers and their worl
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of how things really stand). How, in all honesty, cap a system based on the
revelation of abgseluite truth really permit iis followers to engege in such a
search throughout their lives? To be itruly unfettered, genuinely independent,

a scholar (or anyone else) must be free to question sny proposition, any source
of suthority, any claim., What sort of independence is allowed by siatements
iike this: 'His obedience to the covenani must be preserved, lest in the name
of "irue scholarship" he unwisely quegsiions the foundstion stones of the Faith
e.g. the validity of the Guerdianship, the Universal House of Justice, etc.'?
The implication of this sentence (and & necessary one) is that "true scholar-
ship" here must be understood as a mere 'cover' or pretence for something else,
not, in other words, irue scholarship at ail. But what if it is true scholar-
ship? What if, by the term (and the demends i1 entsils) we really do mean a
genuine kind of scholarship, something corresponding to the 'science’ and
treagon' that are supposed to be harmonious with religion and faith? Ta our
criterion to be scientific or based on faith (or, rather, obedience)? Either
we are talking here abouil good scholarship or we are noi. But from the Yerrin-
bool standpoint, it is irrelevant, since daring to 'question', ‘not academic or
seientific integrity, ig the criterion.

1 have already argued that there is no fundamenial clash beitween matters of
faith and matters of reason gince they relate, as it were, to different wniverses
of discourse. But the Baha'i theory of revelation does not admit such a form-
ulation, since the Manifestation of God is deemed infallible in all matiers.

This view is made clear in the following statement of the Haifa Resesrch Depart-
ment:

*T1 hag become customary in the West to think of science and religion as
occupying two distinct ~- and even opposed -« areas of human thoughi and activity.
Thig dichoiomy cen be characterized in the pairs of aniitheses faiith and reason;
value and fact. It is a dichotomy which is foreign %o Baha'i thought and should,
we feel, be regarded with suspicion by Baha'i scholars in every field. The prin-
ciple of the harmony of science and religion means not only that religicus
teachings should be studied in the light of resson and evidence as well as of
faith and inspiration, bui alsoc that everything in this creation, all aspects
of human life and knowledge, should be studied in the light of revelation as
well ag in that of purely rationsl investigation.!'

This might be a reagonasble point of view were it not for the fact that,
degpite the attempt to imply some degree of comparabiliiy beiween these iwin
areas, the RBaha'i version of revelzition inveriably reserves for reveiaition the
final say. When questioned, for example, about the Bab's placing of David before
Moges in the chronological series, Baha' Allah replied that men must simply
accept whatever is revealed by ithe Manifestation of God, withoutl gquestioning
(tablet in Ishraga p.18). Spesking of himself, he writes that 'should he decree
that water is wine or the sky the earth or the light fire, he is unquestionably
right, 8nd none may object or say "why" or “wherefore!!' (Lawh-l ishragat in ibid
.58, 'Whogo sayeth "why" or "wherefore" hath spoken blasphemy' {Igan p.109).
Zimilarly, ﬁbd,a1~Raha' writes of himself thai "Whatever the Centre of the
Covenant says is correct, No one shall gpeak a word of himself' (Covenant of
Baha'u'llah p.69). Shoghi Effendi claimed an infallibility confined to matters
concerning the Baha'i religion, but in practice he made it very difficult for
anyone else o disagree with him, even in exiraneous matters, as evidenced in
the following statement: '... the Baha'i Revelastion... constitutes the ninth
in the line of existing religions.... with intellectuals and students of religion
the question of exactly which sre the nine existing religions is controversial,
and it would be betier to avoid it' {Directives from the Guardien pp.51-51).

In view of the belief that 'everything in this creation, all aspects of human
1ife snd knowledge, should be studied in the light of revelation', Shoghi
Effendits disclaimer of infallidbility in matiers 'outside' those touched on by
revelation is clearly devoid of any resl meaning.

Even if the possibility of questioning in certain aress were genuinely
accepied, how easy would it be to put this into praciice in any meaningful sense?
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In Islam, it has been argued that the only individusls whom Nuhammad had put to
death {generally by means of assassination) were those guilty of the crime of
sabb al-rasul, insulting the Prophet -~ i.e. venturing to dissgree with him. This
game bagic concepiion has continued within the Baha'i system (although assassin-
ation seems to have been abandoned in the modern period) and hos extended to 21l
levels, Publicly to question a Hand of the (suse or 2 (ounsellor is 10 bring on
one's head the greatest of opprobrium., Hespect for authority rather than freedom
to search after truth is the guiding principle of the modern Baha'i community.

How can the spirit of genuine scientific reitionalism survive in such an
simosphere? In preciical terms, what the Baha'i position amoumis to is that
religion and reason are in harmony So long asz reason does noi overstep iis bounds,
does not seek to contradict the infallible assertions of religion, which latter
have no bounds, for do.they not-touch on 'all aspects of human life and knowledge'?
It is 2 wview which derives from the tradxtxonal Islamic perspeciive that religion
is wholly rational (which is where ®sbd al-Baha' borrowed the concept and the
phraseology), but that religious knowledge is superior to human learning and
must always have priority over it. If I am not allowed to guestion the statement
that there were two Davids or {on a wider level) Shoghi Effendi's version of
Babi and Bahe'i history, if I am obliged to take these as 'given' facts or in-
fallible 'interpretations', as incontrovertible stariing-points upm which to bhasge
my research, what possible room can there be for sclentific method? hoes a dusty
corner even remain? ind how can I possibly hope io ftake part in discussion with
other scholars if I rule out of court the very principles on which they work,
if I c¢laim the right to appeal at a2ll fimes to a higher couri, a court whose
judgements neither T nor they may criticize?

Leademic endeavour depends for iis success on the willingness of all those
involved to respect both its methods and its legltimately-argued conclusions,
whatever thelr implicstions,., Systems that enshrine absolute truths invarisbly
block this process. Ky own experience as a Baha'i and an academic was that,
whenever my conclusionsg agreed with those of azccepted Bahat'i eopinion, they were
extolled and held up for display as examples of ithe valuable place of scholarship
within the faith; when, however, my data led me %o conclusions at vardance with
the 'authoritative! versions of events or even with popular conceptions, I found
myself condemned as one who had placed his head before his heart, and my work
dismissed ag a 'Trojan Horse' that threatened o introduce all sorts of 1mpur1ties
into the unsullied city of Baha'i thought. I 4id not 'understand! the Baha'l
faith and its teachings, wheresg my detractors, of course, underatood it perfectly.
It wes at all times a2 situation in which the principle of theads we win, tails
you lose' applied. There is no choice for those working within such a system but
to do so on its own terms, for 'ii would be untrue io his profession to make
an assumpiion or draw conclusions which were contrery to the teachings in an
attenpt to conform to current thought', Is it not perverse and hypocritical that
the same people who respected me as a scholar, as one versed in the writings and
history of the fmith, so long as T subscribed to their beliefs, now regsrd me as
z sort of traitor, merely because T no longer so subscribe? How was it that
Avarih's history of Baha'ism, once proclaimed by Shoghi Effendi as tbeyond any
doubt the most graphic, the mosi reliable and comprehensive of its kind in Bahati
litersture' suddenly wess dropped like a hot brick following Avarih's defection
from the movement? Had Avarih's personal change in convictions in some mystical
way altered the content of the book? Was Shoghi Effendi's presumably infalilible
verdict as to its reliability and comprehensiveness itseif devalued by Avarih's
change of belief? An wunfettered search afier trath?

A related problem here is that of the popular argument that only a Baha'i
(and an orthodox Baha'i at thet) can claim to provide an entirely 'valid' pres-
entation of his religion, that the non-believer {or ex-believer), by virtue of
his inability to enter empathetically into the life of faith, is ungqualified
for such a task and that books or articles written by the latter are, ipso facto,
devaid of perception, balance or verisimilitude. This is, of course, not a view
regtricted to RBaha'is, although it has, I shall show, specisl application to their
doctrinal posiition, and is widely used by them in attempts to have encyclopsedis
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entries rewritten, text-books altered, and the views of scholars tcorrected' in
order %o conform 1o the official Bahe'i perception of Baha'i faith and practice.
The views of the Haifa Research Department, in particular, add up to the asgertion
that only a heliever and, indeed, an orthodox, obedient believer, can hope %o
understand and express properly the verities of the Baha'i revelation. Although
thigs view has obvious flaws from a number of viewpoints (it is clear, for ex-
ample, that, while only a believer may be able to say what faith meansg at the
subjective level, a non-believer may often be much better placed to investigete
with objectivity how it may be implemented at the level of social action) I
think it will be most useful "to lock at it from an alternative Bahat'i perspective.
It is clear thai, from the orthodox Baha'i viewpoint, this argument does not
(and cannot) hold true for other religions. It is fundamental to Beha'i theology
that the followers of other faiths have misunderstood, corrupted, and distorted
their originally f'pure' revelastions and that a2 'true' understanding of them can
only be obtained from Baha'i sources., According ito the Research Depariment, '4
Baha'i, through his faith in, this “consclous knowledge' of, the realiiy of
divine Revelaiion, can distinguish, for instance, beiween Christianity, which

ig the divine message given by Jesus of Nazareth, and the development of Chrigt-
endom, which is the history of what men did with that mesgsage in subsequent
centuries; a distinciion which has become blurred if noi entirely obscured in
current theclogy!. Apart from the quesiionable porirayal of *ourrent Chrisiiaen
theology', this passage brings us face to face once again with special pleading,
with the claim fo superior knowledge to which only those who have accepied the
"true faith' are privy. If a Christian should maintain that the heart of his
religion lies in the Resurrection or a Muslim sssert that Muhammad was the 'Seal
of the Propheis' in the literal sense, no Baha'i could posaeibly accept thati that
would be an authentic expression of either Christianity or Islam, Is it not time
that mankind washed its hands of guch dengercusly arrogant notions?

Perhaps the impossibility of carrying out serious, independenti academic
work within the confines of such a sysitem is best illustrated by the pernicious
policy of publications review. How can someone who wishes 1o preserve his self-
regpect and the respect of others as a scholar possibly submit {o such & process,
ag s8¢ many do? (ne of two situstions if possidble: either the reviewing panel
concerned will be made up (@s is usually the case at present) of individuals
lacking any expertise in the scholarts field {as & sociologist, historian, etc.)
or lacking his detalled knowledge of his specialized ares of research, in which
case it would be presumpiious and futile for them 1o sit in judgement on his work.
Or the panel will consist of quslified academics who may choose 1o disagree with
the author, but who, if they have any humility at all, will be willing to accept
that theirs are just altermative opinions and that the author has every right to
disagree with them in his tuyn, if he sc wishes, The only point of such a sysien,
it appears to me, is to ensure the doctrinsl purity of all Baha'i writing, with
the result that large numbers of ideclogically unexceptionable materials are
churned out, none of which have sny scholarly value, while serious atlempis tfo
exsmine important issues from s critical viewpoint are suppressed.

It seems to me ineviiable thai suppression of thought of this kind will
continue within the Baha'i system. By its very nature, scholarship involves the
frank and free examination of thoge issues that are mosi conitroversial, because
it is precisely these issues thati will provide the keys to the most initeresting,
the most significant theories, Problems, not tiny matiers of fact, are what
matier most, in history as much as in physics. But problems. are jusi whati the
fahati leadership wants to avoid. The flock of believers musi be protecied,
cocooned from coniroversy. Hence the publication of books like Vomen's The Rabi
and Baha'i Religions, in which concerted attention is given to endless trivia,
new maierials are presented that tell us next to nothing about the most crucial
issues, and a bland avoidance of controversy conceals the fact that not an inch
of real progress has been made towards a fresh analysis of the real problems of
Babi and Baha'i history. Hence the publication of only those pessages of the
Kitab al-aqdas or the writings of the Beb that are ceriain not o cause distress
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t0 the Baha'i masses, who would probably sbandon the movement in large numbers
if they knew what thoge writings really contained, In its paranoid fear of
dissent, the reviewing process sitands as the forsrummer of 2 much more thorough-
going system of thought control. Agminst such a sysiem, we musi oppose with

the utmost vigour the principles of unirammelled intellectusl freedom -- a
genuinely 'unfettered search afier truth' -- and men's inalienable right to
dissent.

t...we not only owe our reason to others, butl we can never excsl others
in our reasonableness in a way that would establish a claim 1o authority;
authoritariangim and rationalism in our sense camnnot be reconciled, since
argument, which includes criticism, and the art of ligtening to criticism, is
the basis of reasonableness. Thus rationalism in our sense is diametrically
opposed to all ihose modern Platonic dreasms of brave new worids in which the
growth of reason would be controlled or "planned" by some supericr reagon.
Reason, like science, grows by way of mutual criticismj; the only possible way
of "planning" its growth is to develop those institulions that safegusrd the
freedom of this criticism, that is to say, the freedom of thought' (Popper,
The Open Socisly and its Enemies Vol.2 pp.226-227).

Perhaps it will be objecied that the system of review exisis largely o
protect the innocent mags of simple believers from well~inteniioned but mis-
directed criticism of faith from their more learned or ariiculaie coreligionists.
The House of Justice has placed particular emphasis on this principle, siressing
the need for scholars to 'remember the many warnings in the Writings against the
fomenting of discord among the friends' and speaking of the writings of tcerialn
individuals' that would 'undersiandably cause alarm in the breasis of the most
tolerant of believers', This age-old principle has been invoked by political and
religious establishmenis down through the ages {and most often in the present
day) to justify the suppression of alternative views. The mass of believers may
be (and are) fed an endless diet of mindless pap, of hagiography and myth, of
gself-aggrandizing rhetoric (and second-rate rhetoric at that), of scarcely-
literaie exhoriation -= but God forbid that ithey should be led to question any
of this by coming into contaminating contact with original or critical views.

(One can only admire the taciic adopted by the House of Justice -~ it serves o
inspire feelings of guilt in the minds of thoge tempted to express their opinions
clegarly and openly, for few of us sciually wish to cause distress to others,
wnile, at the same time, it conveys a warm sense of collusion and tactful mutual
undersianding -~ 'we a1l know, you and ourselves, thai ithe masses need cushioning
from the deeper truths to which we are privy; we regret the restrictions this must
impose upon you, but we are sure you will undersiend its necessity snd cooperate
with us in keeping your eown counsel'. It is the first step towards co-option,

the classic method of controlling dissidence by embracing it the betier to

remove itg sting and jull it to sleep. Mo suborn is easier than to destroy and,
in the end, much more successihl.

In his brilliant novel of the 'Benevolent State', One, David Karp illustrates
this point in the following dialogue beiwéen Wright, a government official, and
Lark, the siate's chief inguisitor:

t"Yes, T'11 admit that the Siate's plan has been very shrewd. Yet there's
been a new factor of c¢risis -~ a rather modern factor. It was growing rapidly
until it was siruck down by this Siate -~ our bhenevolent State. I'm speaking of
the intellectusl -~ the person you call a heretic -~ the individual. The concept
of individuslism has been growing for a long itime, sir -- it now has earned the
right to be called & crisis matter. I think in seventy-five years you'll find
that it's grown enormously. &nd the harder the Siste squeezes its citizens into
the mould, ithe more heretics will appear. They'll grow rapidly and they will
include the thoughtful, the gified, the honest, the brave, the moral. In short,
the best elements of the society will be srrayed againsi the State. That's what's
going to happen in seveniy-five yemrs, sir, and this State, inflexible as it is,

will break."
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*"Yes, Doctor Wright," Lark said, pleased with Wright almost as if Wright
were hisg protege, a protege who had performed brillianily, "that's exactly what
I told the Commissioner, That's why he's allowed me iwo weeks in which to rid
Purden of heresy. You see, if we can ftake the intellectuals, the people you so
poetically call the thoughtful, the gifted, the honest, the moral, the brave" --
he paused, smiled -~ "did T get the sequence right? ~~ and enchani them into
conforming, we'll have whipped the lasi crisis. Thati's why Rurden must be re-
claimed, If Burden can be purged of his heresies, then we can purge anyone of
his heresies." (pp.120-121)

In the Baha'i case, there is, once agsin, more than a litile specisl
pleading. No such strictures are raised against the work of Bzha'i pioneers
“among, let us say, Hindu villagers, demolishing centuries-old systems of beliefl
in order ito replace them with the new, improved doctrines of Bahe'ism. Far from
discouraging questioning, unfetiered searching, the Baha'i teacher wust do all
he can to chivvy his poteniial converts into challenging the authority of his
priests, the validiiy of his world-view, and the desiradbility of remaining
within his ancesirel system, The Baha'l missionary effort iskes, as ever, pre-
cedence over the feelings, the conviciions, the beliefs of the unconverted:
all in a spirit of love and understending, of course, but nonetheless wholesale
in its intention.

I mentioned earlier the existence of Baha'l scriptural texts that uphold the
vlace of the scholar in soclety. Perhaps it will be instruciive o examine how
one particular aspect of this original position has actually been developed and
ig being further developed within the Baha'il system. In the Xitab ,ahdil
paha' Allah refers to the tgcholars' and Trulers' of his faith, identifying them
by the Arabic tgrms ulama' and umara'. Early texis from t%e period of Bahs?
Allah and even “4bd al-Raha' suggest that they understood “ulamas' here nmuch in
the sense the word was asctuwally used in Islam, with the imporiant distinction
that legislation on novel matters (istinbat) was now confined to the house of
just%ce {or, in certain cases, to the ulema' with the approval of this body ~~
gsee Abd al-Baha', letter cited Fadil-i Mazandarani Amr wa khalgq, Vol.4 p.300).

I would suggest that the gituaiion as envisaged in such texts is really quite a
gimple one: anyone suited by ability and training ito become a scholar was free

to do so, but he would not, as guch, possess legislative or judicial authority
{as had been the case in 8hi~i Islem). Things were fairly open and there seemed
tremendous room for development. This situation changed radically with the.
interpretation put forward by the Universal House of Justice*to the effect that
by the umara' of the faith was intended ghe elective half of ithe RBaha'i admin-
istrative orgenization, and that by the Tulama' was meant the Hands, Counsellors,
and other appointed members of the system. The implications of this interpret.
ation are far-reaching and, I think, 1ittle appreciated. Leaving aside the rather
gsimple observation that, in my own experience, the most significant feature of
the '"learned' side of the Baha'i administration at present is the conspicuous
absence in it of asnyone even remoiely gqualified for that epithet, I would draw
attention to the ineviitable result of guéh an identification, Bvidenily, religious
scholars in RBahatism are 1o be appointed and instituitionalized, and they are o
include among their chief functions the propagation of the faith and the elimin.
ation of heresy from its ranks, If anyone imagines for a moment that such s
gystem is designed to fosier independent, meaningful scholarship at any level,

he ie pitifully ignorant of history and human nature. Perhaps even more significant
is the effective creation here of what amounts tc a RBeha'i ¢lergy, differentiated
from other clerical esisblishments only to the degree that the latter are 4iff-
erentiated one from the other. Claims that the Baha'i faith has no clergy are,

I would argue, based on Islamic criteria which maintasin precisely the same thing
with regard to the faith of Muhammad., In thatl sense, the Baha'i faith has, like
Islam, no sacramental priesthood, but it manifestily possesses a clergy and,
indeed, one whose authority is inexiricably linked with that of the putative
Baha'i state sysiem (the umera'). Conformity rather than brilliance is inevitably
the guarantee of success within such an establishment {and if anyone thinks that
people do not want to succeed within Raha'ism, he is naive in the extireme). For

*Letter ito Continental Boards of Counsellors and National Assemblies, 24 April, 197
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academic freedom of any kind 1o exisi within the confines of such a systen
would require daily mirscles of the first order

Perhaps none of this would matter very much if scholarly concerns were
eggentially irrelevant io the wider precccupasiions of society. But such is
not the case. Scholarship cannot take place within a vacuum, any more than
gociety can survive in any meaningful sense withoui iis gscholars, writers,
painters, composers, and &1l others who conitribute in one way or another io
the culture thai may be said to form its greater life. When scholarship is
stifled or, what is often worse, transmuted into an imitastive, sterile pro-
ceps of passing on received wisdom, when the sharp edge of critical debate
is blunied by censorship, be it overt or hidden, when new or difficult ideas
are gseen as disturbing rether than exciting or stimulating or even provoc-
ative, then soclety is in great danger. Attitudes iowards academic freedom
are indicative of deeper and wider beliefs as %o the nature of social and
political discourse, and I believe that the consensus of Baha'i opinion on
such matters reflecls more basic features of the Baha'i view of society.

I think T am righi in staiing that the Baha'i dream of & new world order
in which all men will live ag one under & single government, believing in a
single. faith, adhering to one basic set of principles, .loyal, obedient,
orderly, is nothing more than yei another wversion of the ages-old uviopian
vision of a perfectly-ordered, perfectly-controlled, litile-~changing soc-
iety from which all destabilizing influences will have been forever ban-
ished, For such a sysiem, the greategt of all threats is that of dissent,
be it poliiical, religious, moral, philogophical, or simply intelleciual,
and all projected utopias, from that of Platec to that of Lenin, have incor-
porated measures to guppress or neutralize dissenting opindon. The Raha'i
system ig one of the most extreme in iis proposed methods of social control:
there are to be no parties -~ only one party, that of the true falth, whose
ingtitutions will provide the orgens of both the legislature snd the exec~
utive, will be permitted; dissenting views may be punished, in mild csses
by removal of the right to voie or be elected, and in exireme cases by
total ostracism from society; such views may algo be controlled by the
overriding right of the government to insist on prior approval of all pub-
lications and broadcasts, even in the case of poeitry and music; disturbing
opinions ecan he effectively muzrled by insisting that they be presented only
through the *proper channels' and in what is deemed appropriate, respectful,
and reassuring language; the 'thannels' through which complaints are allowed
to be made about the adminisitration are themselves part and parcel of the
administrative system, and refusal 1o work through them will itself be deemed
evidence of bad faith and disaffection,

New and creative idems are, by their very nature, disturbing. They threaten
to unbalance the status quo, io challenge received opinion, to raise doubts in
men's minds and hesris. The history of thoughi shows time and time again how
the proponents of such idesg have heen recelved by society -~ with scorn,
censorship, imprisonment, even death, This is not to suggest that the reverse
is always true, that their coniroversial character makes ideas innovatiive or
creative. But the link is undeniable, Without dissent ~~ radical, vocal, far-
reaching dissent -~ men and sociely stagnate and all the best things wither
from within. In retrospeci, we hail as pioneers and geniuses thoge who were, in
their own dey, reviled and cast out. We even elevate radicalism to the siatus
of a prime social virtue, while remaining suspicious of radicals in our own
time. Religious hisiory, more perhaps than any other area, shows example after
example of this. And yet, in spite of century upon century of experience to
the conirary, there still rise up those who wish to creste the final, ultimately
gtable, ultimately perfect society, from which the very need to dissent will
be absent. They wish to build a world so perfect that to be unhappy or dissat-
isfied in it would in iiself be a sign of mental or spiritual sickness. It is
that sorit of society that the Baha'i community wishes to see established, a
society from which there can be no escape except death or imsanity.
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To go further here would, I fear, be to digress too far from the topic
under discussion., But I have not introduced these themes grstuitously. There
are real, live comnections between aittitudes to intellectunl freedom and
atiitudes to all other freedoms. 'A state must persuade its citizmens to accept
the premises on which it exists and functions. In some cases persuasion is
quite simple, in others, difficult., But it must be accomplished with every
citizen -~ particularly the intellectuals' (Kerp, One, p.108), 411 utopian
systems start out with one major flaw: they cannot admit that things can go
gseriously wrong within them, that the revolution mey have taken a wrong
turning, that the slate, once wiped clean, may yetl again need cleaning. The
Baha'i cannot admit that divine guidance is not always present in the tonward
progress’ of the faith, in its seibacks as much as in its triumphs, any more
than the Marxist can admit that evenis do not always reveal the process of an
ineluctable march of history, the working oui of s remorseless dialectical
movement., (nce established, such a system is fatal to 811 who come within iis
orbit, for the act of criticism reaches to its very raison d'etre and
challenges its right 1o exigt, Within such a systenm, only the second-rate, the
tawdry, the unoriginal, the uncomplaining, the suborned, can survive or hope
to flourish, To ask too meny questions, to reveal too many inconsistencies,
even to use language other than the officially-approved 'safe-apeak' of
platitudes and cliches, is to step out of line and to incur the wrath  of those
who wish to preserve the illusion that all is well, There will, of course, always
be room for a few token intellectuals, allowed jusi so much rein, encouraged
to raise answerable questions and, perhaps, 1o answer them, paraded as evidence
of the freedom the system allows {which is, of course, absolute, real freedom,
contrasted with all other freedoms), and ultimately co-opted as its best and
most obedient servanis,

These are not trivisl lssues. The freedom and happiness of the human race
depends itodsy, more then ever, on our ability to fackle the questions of how
to combine maximum dissent with minimum social and governmentital control, of how
to work for the material beitferment of men without destroving their spiritusl
and intellectual integrity as huwmen beings, of how to develop diversity wiithin
society wnile eliminating from it the causes of sirife and prejudice. These
gquestions cannoi be answered within closed, totalitarian systems. They can only
hope to be solved where men are free 1o change and direct their lives as they
themselves gee fit, io make their own laws and rule themselves through thelr
own institutions, to guestion and, if need be, abandon rules and dogmes and
systems under which they do net wish fo live. If we have any task as intellectusls,
as scholars, as academics, as teachers, i%t is to preserve and to strengthen those
freedoms, to foster the rational itradition and the eopen society it enables to
exist, to act as sociedy's Firsti defence against irretionality, suthoritarianism,
and totalitarian systems of thought and belief,

Kuch of the foregoing will, I fear, prove offensive to some readers, perhaps
to most, It will seem fo them that I have set out deliberately to present a
plcture of the Baha'i community, its adminisiration, and its motives that bears
no resemblence -~ or at best a very distorted one -~ to what they conceive o be
reality, thati personal feelings have warped my own mental image of these things,
and that it is this image, rather than a more empirically faithful one, that is
reflected in these pages. Perhaps that is true: I am scareely well situated o
evaluate the conditioning effecis of my own gubjectivity, But that is equelly
true of most Baha'is who may read these pages, perhaps, in some ways, more true,
for their thoughts are shaped less by their own percepiions than by the mould of
a system. In the end, it is all a matter of differing perspectives, none of them
wholly true to an assumed empirical reality, in which case all parties must, at
least, recognize one another's right to their own ways of seeing things. In a
sengse, the view held by most Baha'ls of their faith is a vital part of that faith

and may not prove an insignificant factor in shaping its fuiture trendé. At the
same time; it must be acknowledged that, although never mede widely public, there
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do exist within the Baha'i community many different perspectives, and it would
be foolish to ignore these. It musi also he acknowledged, in 2ll fairmess, that
ex~Baha'is and 'non-Baha'is' in general may have valuable perspectives to cone
iribute %o any internal discussion, even if these are ~- as mine tend to he ~~
highly criticel in ione and conient,

Neverthelessy, offense is easily caused, not leasi because criticism of the
syatem may seem to imply crificism of those who live and worship within ii; but
I, for one, would wish to avoid that implication in the main. Baha'is are, as a
whole, no worse and no heiter than the generality of mankind, certainly the gen-
erality of religious communities, They are, in my own gquite long experience,
warm-hearted, sincere, well-meaning people, whose long-term aims reflect a genuine
love for humanity and a well-developed religious disposition. They have, of course,
their weaknesses, their limitations, in common with other small religious group~
ings., Thers are among them possibly disproporiionate numbers of the crankish, the
ungiable, the socially and psychologically unsure -~ such movemenis have a way
of atireciing such people. There are also among them very well-adjusted individusls
some outsianding men and women who would do credii io any community. They are not,
ag individusls or a group, noticeably authoritarian, given 1o expediency, fanai-
ical, or exclusive, ind yet Baha'ism as a systenm can be and ofien isg all thesge
things. There is, in other words, a conceptual gulf of soris beiween the percepi-
ions and feelings of Baha'is and the actual working oui of religious and political
z2ims within the movement ~- which both contains the individuwals {and, in one sense,
is them) and exists indepemdently of them (and, in this sense, dictaites how they
ghould te and act), There are algo important -- and more problematic -- conceptual
gulfs between what the majority of Baha'is (particularly in the West) believe and
what the Baha'i scriptures (much expurgated and bowdlerized in translation) feach.
in this sense, I feel that large numbers of sincere people are, unknown to them-
selves, working and macrificing for aims sometimes the diameirical opposite of
thoge that they themselvesg cherish. There is no room here io enier into the pess-
ible complexities thal an analysis of this sifuvation would entadil -~ suffice it
to draw attenition simply io the common problems that originate in the tendency
to identify with a cause {'my naiion', 'my party', *my religiont') against one's
own interesis or the interests of oither people. |

it is a mistake 1o judge a movement by the intentions or even the behaviour
of its followers. That much is accepied in Baha'i circles when observers are
reminded not to judge the faith by the often imperfect acis and even opinions of
the believers. The reverse is also, unfortunaiely, true. We may not judge the
(atholic Church by the Inquisition or the sale of indulgences, but equally we
cannol allow the presence of a Teresa or a Francis o blind us to the often sordid
realities of Church history. The development of communism prévides us with one of
the most pertinent examples of this dilemma, Marx and his early followers (and
many modern communisis) were (and are) deeply and genuinely commitied to the ideals
of freedom and equaliiy for all men, to the dream of creating a perfeci fulure
world, from which the evils of iyranny, poveriy, hunger, poliitical repbession, and
so forth, woild be fully eliminated from human sociely. And yet commmism in
practice has proved to be the greatest threai ever posed 1o the freedom and dig-
nity of man., I do not wish to draw a direct parallel here with Baha'ism, for there
are obvious differences at many levels, but I do wigh to insist on the reasonable-
neas of g perspective that ignores, however painfully, stated ideals or individual
or mass sincerity, in order io extrapolaie from other factors the pessible future
trends of & sysiem, As a scheolar, I cannoi allow ad hominem appesls o the good~
ness or sincerity of major figures or to the laudable motives of their followers
to deflect me from a critical exsmination, based on sociological, philosophical,
or other criteria, of textusl or empirical data that may lead to conclusions about
Baha'iam radically different to those of official propagenda., To have to proceed
in such a manner is not always an easy or pleasant task {and if{ was certainly a
cause of profound distress to me over a period of several years), buit it is un~
avoidable if the demands of honesty and rigour are tojmet, if, Indeed, any mean-
ingful 'independent search afier truth' is 1o be carried on,

What is, perhaps, a more serjous problem is raised by Baha'l history. T have
already referred to the fact thai modern Baha'js are willing to recognize imper-
fections in the contemporary community (atiribuiing these to external pressures,



67,

to the status of 'children of the half.light', and so on), and T am ready io
accept that, to a limited exienti, there is some recognition that other imper-
fections have existed in the past. Nevertheless, ii is inevitable that the
historical perspec¢tive tends to be more idealized in proporition to the distance

travelled back into the past. There are several reasgons why this should be so,
all largely connected with a fundamental religious tendency %o concepiualize a
past *sacred itime' which is capable of sacralizing present 'profane time', but
T believe one important motive to bhe the need to ingist on past righteousness
as a token, 2 pledge of good inteni for the fulure, The revelatory periods of
the Rab and Baha' Allsh, and the pairistic erss of ®Abd al-Baha' and Shoghi
BEffendi must, therefore, be shown in the best possible light. As a resuli, the
mundane events of Babli and Baha'i history are mythologized and the figures
connected with them transformeéd into participanis in a cosmic drama, either as
sainta or devils, What had been grey and ambiguous becomes sharply black and
white. Thus, writers like Marzieh Cail can speak without blushing of *ihe drama
of contrasis betlween the cowering, puny figure of Subh-i-Azal and the inspiring,
majestic personage of Baha'u'llah'. Even the mildest suggestion that things
might not have been quite so sharply contrasied, that human beings, incliuding
Mirza Husayn CAli Nuri Baha' Allah, are 1nf1nztely complex and ambiguous creatubes,
that @ mundane reality underliies the myth is taken to he iantamount to espousal
of the caume of the *forces of darkness'. Thus, for example, a reviewer writing
about an academic article on behalf of the Canadian Association for Studies in
the Baha’i Faith attacks the author for referring to 'covenant-bresker' sources
as primary (and, therefore, of historical imporiance), not because these are
really secondary or forged or otherwise improperly itermed 'primary', but because
they are mere 'babblingg of a crazed covenani-breaker' or *total {resh'. 1 have
a remarkably sirong feeling that the reviewer in guesition had never read sven a
single word of this *total trash', and I am sure that, even if asked, he would
have refused %o do so,

More serious, perhaps, is the marked tendency in Baha'l historical writing
to achieve mythologization by depersonalizing the events of history. The perfect
example of this is Ruhiyyibh Rabbani's The Priceless Pearl, which tells the reader
virtuslly nothing about Shoghi Effendi as an individual {let alone as a man or a
husband), but greai amounts about Plans, administretive developments, goals, and
so on. 1% is as if we have moved, not just Trom history to hagiography, but from
hagiography to what we might call ‘sysiemography'. The same features are evident
in Ugo Giachery's equally badly-writien and turgid Shoghi Effendi, most of which
seems to be devoted to buildings ('architectonography'?). More disturbingly, a
digtinet patiern can be discermed in the volumes of The Baha'i World: begimming
as fairly interesiing records of people and evenis connecied with the Baha'i
community, these yearbooks have degenerated remarkanly, becoming less and less
ugeful as vital, living historical sources. Articles in them are increasingly
sanitized and devoid of immediate historical content: they represent considered,
retrogpective views of events and concenirate on impersonal, almost absiract
developments ~- plans, campaigns, conferences, legal documents, byew~laws, charters,
formal and somewhat stale presentations of Baha'i belief., Individuals enter ihese
pages as the subjects of trivialized obituaries or in the fashion of Ruhiyyih
Rabbanis seemingly interminable and tedious journeys through Africa, The articles
on 'Hands of the Cauge' in volume 13, for exasmple, could be sbout robois or
organizations for all the human detail provided. The genuinely mundane has
receded far behind a veil of pious abstraction, and fuiure historiasns will find
themselives much handicapped if they should be forced to rely on such publications
for their source maierial.

in this area, the scholar faces a particular threat and has a major rele to
play. He has to recreate, as far as he can, the pegple and evenis of sacred
nistory, even if, by so doing, he is forced to divest them of much or all of
their sanciity. In doing so, he faces almost intrectable difficulties and is
certain to encounter more than a little hostility -- myihs have a powerful heold -
over those that believe in them. But he may do a great service, noi only to the
academic communiiy or ihe public at large, but to the Baha'i community itself,
By turning it back to face the realities of its own history, to understand its

roois more 1ntelll§ently he may help it come to ferms with its present situation
and to find ways of developing in the world that are consistent wiih that
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situation., It is really not for me {o suggest the possible consequences,
theological and otherwise, of such a change in perspective -~ that will be
for velievers, whether historisns or not, But I will suggest that these con-
sequences may be radical and far-reaching, that they may transform the lives
of many by bringing back a sense of the real that had been displaced by empiy
idealizing., For myself, 1 remain pessimistic about the outcome. I think it
more likely that larger and larger numbers will deseri the Bahat'i movement
the more its true historical and doctrinal face is revealed, and that this,
in ite turn, will lead to deeper and deeper retrenchment on the part of the
guardians of the orthodox faith, Bui I am willing to accept that I may be
very wrong and that others have & right to be, even if only ientatively,
optimistic and to continue the stiruggle I myseif abandoned some years ago. I
would be relieved and refreshed to learn cne day that they were right and
that Raha'iasm could yei prove a force for good in a world sorely in need of
goodness. If *Bashati scholarship' is ever io have any meaning, it will be in
the furtherance of that end. The odds are against it., But you all have my
support in your struggle to change them.

Denis MacEoin
Department of Religious Studies
niversity of Newcastle Upon Tyne



