THE INTEGRATION INTO THE BRITISH BAHA’Y COMMUNITY OF RECENT
IRANIAN BAHA’T MIGRANTS. Moojan Moomen
*****************************************************************

] With any group of exiles there are the alternatives of integration
with the host community or isolation. Which path is followed seems to
depend on a number of factors. The existence of a community of
co-religionists in the host country is not in itsel+ necessarily an
assistance towards integration. The large number af Iranian Shi'is
that have come to Great Britain since tha Iranian Revolution have not

integrated to any extent with the Indian, Pakistani, Iraqi or East
African 8hi'is that also live there. Each has tended to form a
separate grouping, interacting with each other but naot integrated.
Political differences have also tended to divide the Iranian 8hi‘is
more than religion has tended to unite them.

A conceptual framework for analysing exiles has been provided by
Scudder and Colson [ 1 1). They clasii+y the atreases of relocation into
three categories: (1) physioclogical (increased morbidity and
mortalityly (2) psychological (guilt teelings about having escaped when
others suffered, bereavement reaction, depression)j and (3)
socio-cultural (econowmic disadvantage, loss ot community supports,
crisis of cultural identity). The responses to these stresses often
result, at least in the early stages, in the following phenomena: {(a) a
feeling among the exilea that their situation is transitory and unreal
leading to (b) fajilure to adapt tao aor identity with the host countrys
(c) increasing social imoclation and ftailure to take any initiatives to
improve their position [ 213,

The +ollowing statements are a preliminary attempt to apply such a
conceptual framework to the Iranian Baha’is in the Unfited Kingdom. The
United Kingdom s a useful country to take as an example because it
$alls between the two extremes mentioned above among the countries of
Europe and North America in that about I3% of its Baha'i community are

Iranjiana [3 1.

There is insutticient information to perform a complete analysis of
the above factors on the Iranian Baha’is in the United Kingdom. But the
Iranian Baha’i exiles appear to have considerably fewer problems than
comparable exile groups studied ~ the only comparable forced
relocations over such a great distance and cultural difterence that
have been studied in any detajil are the Vietnamese and Laotian refugees
in the West [ 4). There are no morbidity or mortality figures available
but certainly the Iranian Baha’i exiles in general have not suffered
the psychological and socio-cultural disturbances to such a great
degree as is described for other groups. However, it should be stated
that those Baha'i refugees arriving during and atter the 1979 Iranian
Revolution were showing adverse psycholagical and sociological features
(they ware more aocially isolated and tended to seek out and form
enclaves of others in their position particularly relativesj they tried
to re-establish social and cultural patterns from the society that they
had left behind} they took tewer initiatives to alter their situation
or to improve their t+inancial position) to a greater degree than those
Baha’is whose relocation had occured before the Revolution. Since the
former group's departure was more sudden and traumatic, this difference
is predicted by Scudder and Colson’s wadel. However, even this group
‘of post-Revoluticn refugees are already showing signs that many of thom
are passing out of the "transition phase® described by Scudder and
Coison and entering the "stage of potential develcpment” {'51.
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Without more extensive comparitive work between those Iranian exiles
who nro.g;hn’li and those who are not, it is difficult to draw any firm
conclu!lonn. Two reasons can readily be identified for the successful
integration of the Iranian Baha’is, one of which they share with other
Iranian exiles and one of which is particular to the Baha’is. The
first, predicted by Scudder and Colson’s madel, is that they were a

well-educated urban section of the Iranian population (there are of
course also rural Baha'is in Iran but in general these have not managed
to flee the country)j the second is the emphasis on internationalism
and community unity in the Baha'i teachings which encourages the host
Baha'i community to assist with their integration into their new
environment.

Much easier to demonstrate is the extent to which the Iranian Baha'is
have integrated into the British Baha’'i community. They are taking a
$ull role in the administration of the community. Although no Iranian
Baha’is are on the National Spiritual Assembly (the national
administrative body), the delegates to the National Convention which
elects the National Spiritual Assembly had 27.4% Iranians among their
number in 1986 (see Table One). Since these delegates are voted for by
all of the Baha’is in each community, this shows that the Iranian
Baha'is were participating fully in the workings of the community.

TABLE ONE: ETHNIC COMPOSITION OF DELEGATES TO BAHA®I NATIONAL COVENTION
’ IN THE BRITISH ISLES IN 1986

No. %age
British &2 63.3
Iranian 28 27.4
Indian 4 4.2
Arab 2 2.1
Unknown i 1.4
Total L &) 100.1

Source: List of Delegates to National Convention, distributed at

British National Convention, Harrogate, April, 1987. Ethnicity has been
assumed from the nawe of the delegate. In a few doubtful cases, oral
enquiries were made. Included among the number counted as British are a
small number of Americans, but these could not be distinguished by their
names. They do not number more than two as far as could be ascertained
$rom oral enquiries. Also included among the number counted as British
was one person who is half-British, half-Iranian.
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However, participation in administrative affairs may only signify a
superficial level ot integration. A wore meaningful indication of the
level aof integration is the level of inter-marriage between Iranian and
British Baha’is. It can be seen from Table Two that there were
approximately twice as many marriages between British and Iranian
Baha'is as between two Iranians. It is of course very difficult to be
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TABLE TWO: INTER-MARRIAGE IN THE BRITISH BAHA’I COMMUNITY

Jun 73 - Mar 684 - Total
Apr 79 Dec 86 ‘
%Xage %age %age
European
-European 45 56.3 72 43. 6 117 49.2
European :
-Iranian 23 268.86 33 33.3 76 31.9
Iranian
-Iranian 10 12.8 26 16.3 36 15.1
Hl-collanoogl
and Unknown 2 2.5 7 4.4 9 3.8
Total 80 100.1 156 100.0 238 100.0

Source! The source for these statistics is an analysis of the names of
marriages announced in the Baha'i Jpurnal. Marriages were not

announced in it prior to June 1973 (No. 217). During 1979, it ceased
publication and a new journal appeared named Baha’'f Monthiy News
Service which did not publish wedding announcements for several years.
Then in March 1984, the Baha’i Journa]l reappeared. Hence the two

time intervails in the above table. Euracpean is used in the table to
indicate all those whose name indicates a European ethnic origin. The

. vast majority of these were of course British but a small nuwber of
Américans and continental Europeans would be included. The

miscel lanecus category includes a small number of Indians, Chinese and
Japanese as well as some four or five whose ethnic origin could not be
determined. Of course in a praoportion of these marriages only one party
is a Baha’'i. This information unfortunately ceased to be recorded after
June 1974 (No. 223). Up to that time, 5 out of 13 European-European and
1 out of 8 Euraopean-Iranian marriages inciuded one party who was not a
Baha'i.
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certain of the exact significance of such figures without some
comparision with similar figures for Iranians who are not Baha'’is but
they would appear to indicate a very high degree of integration into
the British Baha’i caoammunity.
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ADDENDUM

Since completing the above survey, I have become aware of a paper by
Chantal Saint-Blancat of the University o+ Padua which in fact
represents the results of the research +for a doctorate in sociology.
She surveyed 115 Iranians in Venice. O+ these 46% were practising
Shi'is, 22% were non-practising Shi'is and 32% were Baha'is. Saint-
Blancat finds that the Iranian Baha’is are more successful in
inteqrating into Italian society. This broadly agrees with my findings
above ¢or Iranian Baha’is in the United Kingdom. I append the title
and English summary o+ the paper.

Arch. Sc. soc. des Rel., 1989, 68/1 (juillct-septembre), 27-37
Chantal SAINT-BLANCAT

NATION ET RELIGION CHEZ LES
IMMIGRES IRANIENS EN ITALIE

This article examines the role of mediation assumed by religion in the
structuring of identity among iranian emigrés to Ilag' and, in
particular, the typology of the relationship existing between social,
national and religious identities. Also evalued here is the real impact
of identity constructs on the life strategies of the subjects and on their
behavior in the host society.

Survey results revealed the )lfollowing o elemenis: 1) it is not really
religious identity as such which determines life choices, but rather the
rzvfology of the relationship existing between this latter and a national
identity. The case of the Bahai's successful choice of integration into
Ialian society thus appears in sharp contrast to that of the Shiites for
whom the national reference, in coincidence or in opposition with
religion, remains the determining dimension of identity which struc-
tures the future of the subjects. 2) The second crucial element in
determining life choices is their different conception of the social role
of religion.

The bipolarism observed in identity illustrates the non-resolved
conflict between two representations of Iranity, two visions of Shiism
and its social interpretation, thus raising the issue of an “immigra-
tion" deludingly experienced as a parenthesis.




