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Introduction

Any discussion about law making within the Baha’i community must first start with a brief history about this faith tradition and what makes it particularly useful for research in international law.  The Baha’i faith has been called the newest major world religion as its history dates back only to the 19th century.  Although it is often considered a sect of Islam, this is incorrect as the theology diverges substantially from the Islamic tradition from which it emerged.  It does, however, share the same roots of other Abrahamic traditions, yet differs from all of them in several substantial ways.  Despite its recent history, the faith has grown to some six million adherents in virtually every country on Earth.  The faith has a strong emphasis on the essential unity of God and mankind which is evident in its political and social aspirations.  According to the faith’s founder, Bahá’u’lláh, the spiritual mission of Baha’is is to help usher in a new world order where political, social and gender-based divisions are overcome and mankind unites in a single, almost utopian, global system.


This focus on the unity of mankind and God has given Baha’ism a unique perspective in the modern development of international law.  Baha’is believe in the essential unity of God and mankind so much so that critics have accused it of being a syncretic religion that borrows heavily from other traditions, a criticism which may have merit.  Regardless, this fundamental belief in the essential unity of mankind has given Baha’ism a unique outlook on international law.  Even before the advent of modern international institutions, Baha’is were advocating for greater cooperation between national governments, and even advocated for the adoption of Esperanto as an international language to be used when nations unite into a global government.  They see the operation of the modern nation-state has problematic and responsible for “political, economic, ecological and other pressing problems that are in urgent need of solutions”
.  The essential message of Baha’ism, therefore, is one deeply rooted in a belief in international law and an optimism of the value of global cooperation.  

Although any discussion about Baha’ism and the law must include its theological and doctrinal presuppositions, the religion has also created a unique body of laws designed to help usher in this expected new world order and maintain unity after it arrives.  This paper will discuss this body of law, comparing it with other modern systems, and how its theology has shaped its development.

I.
Brief history of the Baha’i Faith

The Baha’i faith has its roots in modern day Iran.  It was a movement started by a Persian merchant, named Siyyid `Alí Muhammad Shírází, who grew up immersed in Iran’s Shia Islamic culture
.  This particular branch of Islam, common in Iran, has an eschatological focus on the emergence of the Twelfth Iman, who will supposedly rid the world of injustice and tyranny
.  The Twelfth Iman, according to Shia theology, went into hiding in the ninth century and the devout have been waiting for his return since then.  Shírází, who later called himself the “Báb”, meaning “The Gate”, was thought by many in Iran to be claiming to be the gateway to the expected Mahdi
.  In fact, however, he was claiming to be something much more – a recipient of a direct revelation from God, akin to Muhammad himself
.

This claim led to persecution by Iran’s political and religious leaders.  His claims of divine revelation led to charges that he was an apostate of Islam.  From 1844 to 1849, his followers battled the authorities as the Báb was subjected to imprisonment and forced isolation
.  By 1850, Iran’s leaders decided that the only way to combat this new religious movement, whose rapid expansion threatened their power structure, was to execute the Báb himself.  They captured the Báb and sent him to Tabriz, outside of Tehran, to be executed by firing squad
.   What occurred there is now considered a miracle by Baha’is and likely contributed to the survival of the religion.  The Báb was placed in front of the firing squad but amazingly all the shots missed his body.  He was brought back to the town square after this first failed execution where he was eventually killed.  In response, his followers plotted a coup against the Shah, which ultimately failed and led to a huge increase in persecution of the Báb’s followers in Iran (which has tragically continued to the present day against the modern Baha’i community
). 

After the execution of the Báb, one of his most devout followers continued his teachings in Tehran.  Named Mírzá Husayn-`Alí Nuri, he was the son of a prominent nobleman who was impressed by the Báb’s teachings
.  During the political persecution of the Báb’s followers, Nuri was also arrested and beaten by authorities.  After the failed coup d’etat, this persecution escalated and Nuri was imprisoned in an underground pit called the Siyah Canal
.  It was in this canal where Nuri had a vision that is seen by modern Baha’is “as equivalent to the Burning Bush in the Mosaic dispensation, to the Dove that descended upon Jesus after his baptism by John the Baptist, to the enlightenment of the Buddha under the Bo tree, and the first appearance of the Angel Gabriel to Muhammad”
.

This vision led to the founding of modern Baha’ism and a demarcation from Babism.  During this time, Nuri changed his name to Bahá'u'lláh, which means “Glory of God”
.  He claimed that he was the Madhi prophesized by the Shi’a and the Messiah promised in Christian and Jewish scriptures
.  While imprisoned in modern-day Israel, Bahá'u'lláh wrote the most important scripture in the Baha’i tradition, the Kitáb-i-Aqdas, called by Baha’is as the “Most Holy Book” or the “Book of Laws”
.  It is from this book that the canon of Baha’i law is derived and will be the main source for a discussion of Baha’i law.

Bahá'u'lláh spent the rest of his life promoting this new faith while facing persecution from a number of political authorities who felt he was apostatizing himself from Islam and threatening the existing power structure.  During the last years of his life, Bahá'u'lláh appointed his oldest grandson, Shoghi Effendi, as the future leader of the Baha’i community
.  Effendi would have profound impact on the future development of the religion and the interpretation of the laws contained in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas.  He organized proselytizing campaigns throughout Asia and the Americas which quickly attracted followers.  The largest of these campaigns was the Ten-Year Crusade, from 1953-1963, which brought Baha’ism to South America and India, attracting large numbers of mainly poor villagers into the faith
.

After Effendi’s death in 1957, during the Ten-Year Crusade, the Baha’i community set out to establish the Universal House of Justice, which Bahá'u'lláh foretold in his writings
.  This legislative body was designed as the administrative center for global Baha’ism, and also the representative of Baha’ism in its work with international organizations, such as the United Nations and other international bodies
.
A.
Basic beliefs within Baha’ism

The messages contained in Bahá'u'lláh’s “Most Holy Book” are uniquely universal.  The central theme within Baha’i theology is the essential unity not only of mankind, but also of the various religious traditions
.  This essential unity forms the basis for Baha’is’ strong rejection of all forms of discrimination, including sexism, racism, and class divisions.  Further, Bahá'u'lláh, and his adherents, believe that he is the incarnation of the “Promised One” foretold by all major faith traditions.

According to Baha’i theology, humans and all life on earth are a reflection of the Divine.  Humans, however, exist as the penultimate expression of the Divine’s creation and are uniquely capable of expressing all of the divine attributes
.  It is the spiritual struggle of mankind to overcome our animal nature and express these divine attributes in our actions.  According to Bahá'u'lláh, all humans have two natures – one satanic and the other divine.  It is the spiritual goal of Baha’is to overcome this satanic, animal-like, nature and express their innate divineness
.

These divine attributes, according to Bahá'u'lláh, include justice, love, trustworthiness, purity, action, and service to others
.  Justice is the most valued divine attribute, because Bahá'u'lláh believed that justice is used to evaluate all the other divine attributes.  Included in justice is a basic fairness to all people, with a fundamental respect for human rights
.

This adherence to justice is demonstrated in Baha’i theology not only in its devotion to law-making, but also with its strong rejection of all forms of prejudice and discrimination.  Abdu’l-Bahá, the grandson of Bahá'u'lláh proclaimed that “[p]rejudice – whether it be religious, racial, patriotic or political in its origin and aspect – is the destroyer of human foundations and opposed to the commands of God”
.  In addition, Baha’ism has taken a position on gender equality that is strikingly radical for its place and time.  Not only does Baha’ism believe in fully equality of women, but they believe sexism and misogyny to be a stumbling block which prevents human evolutionary development.  On the status of women, Abdu’l-Bahá stated that:

“And among the teachings of Bahá'u'lláh is the equality of women and men.  The world of humanity has two wings – one is women and the other men.  Not until both wings are equally developed can the bird fly.  Should one wing remain weak, flight is impossible.  Not until the world of women becomes equal to the world of men in the acquisition of virtues and perfections, can success and prosperity be attained as they ought to be”
.

Accordingly, the development of gender equality is seen as but one area among many where Baha’ism can promote human evolution.


All of this attention to equally and human development is rooted in the basic theological assumptions within Baha’ism.  Given its adoption of leaders from other faith traditions, ranging from Buddha to Jesus, critics have charged that Baha’ism is largely syncretic.  This, however, is not entirely a fair assessment.  Baha’i theology begins with an assumption that mankind is unable to fully comprehend the divine or the infinite.   Accordingly, since no one, save perhaps Bahá'u'lláh himself, can comprehend this highest reality all attempts to describe the divine are essentially flawed
.  This does not mean, however, that they are without theological value.  Bahá'u'lláh believed that all religious traditions offer a different perspective on this highest reality, with each constructed from their own biased perspectives
.


According to Bahá'u'lláh, the only true connection mankind has with the divine is via the intermediaries, or manifestations, that God has provided.  These include such varied figures as Muhammad, Jesus, Buddha, and others.  Consequently, Bahá'u'lláh believes that these various messengers can be reconciled to discover an inherent truth found within all of them.  This, of course, removes any theological stumbling blocks for inter-religious dialogue, but is also leads Baha’i theology to lacks specifics in a number of areas.


Some of these theological areas include the nature of existence, life after death, and theodicy.  Whereas other faith traditions have clear, sometimes unquestioned, answers for these fundamental questions - Bahá'u'lláh leaves open space for interpretation.  For example, on the question of life after death, Baha’ism believes that the soul survives death but is largely uncertain as to its future place and nature.  This is because no human can ever truly understand the fullness of the divine, or the nature of the world which follows death
.  Instead of these theological questions, Baha’is should instead “be concerned with the question of what must be gained in this world in order to be complete and fulfilled in the next”
.     

B.
Baha’ism and Internationalism


One of the core themes of Bahá'u'lláh’s teachings was the preparation for a new world order where universal peace and global unity would emerge
.  The central theological theme within Baha’ism is that the Divine “manifests” himself in various forms throughout history.  Accordingly, Baha’ism considers religious figures such as Moses, Buddha, Christ and Muhammad as “manifestations” of God that deliver a message that was suitable for that particular stage in human evolution
.  Baha’is reconcile the theological differences between these religious figures by claiming that mankind is constantly evolving and the Divine manifests itself with various messengers that are appropriate for a particular period in human history.


This progressive understanding of the nature of religion, with its doctrine of progressive revelation, demonstrates the unique global perspective within Baha’ism.  Bahá'u'lláh, and later Baha’i authorities, claim that past religions were necessary steps towards this uniquely global vision.  In the first few verses of Kitáb-i-Aqdas they assert that these laws “rest squarely on the foundation established by past religions, for, in the words of Bahá'u'lláh, ‘This is the changeless Faith of God, eternal in the past, eternal in the future’.  In this Revelation [the Kitáb-i-Aqdas] the concepts of the past are brought to a new level of understanding, and the social laws, changed to suit the age now dawning, are designed to carry humanity forward into a world civilization the splendors of which can as yet be scarcely imagined”
.

Consequently, Baha’ism has a strong focus on internationalism and the adoption of international law.  During his lifetime, Bahá'u'lláh remained committed to the goals of inter-religious dialogue and rejection of nationalism.  Additionally, he advocated for his followers to promote the adoption of an international auxiliary language, such as Esperanto, to further these internationalist aspirations
.  Consequently, much of the activism for Esperanto was organized by Baha’is during the early part of the 20th century.  In fact, Zamenhof, the creator of Esperanto, was intrigued by Baha’ism and his daughter, Lidia Zamenhof later converted
.


The Baha’i community has also maintained a very special relationship with the United Nations.  Since the formation of the United Nations following World War II, the Baha’i community has seen the organization’s mission as closely aligned with their faith
.  The Baha’i International Community, a non-governmental organization affiliated with the United Nations, has been one of the most active within the UN.  It has a significant presence at United Nations conferences and maintains consultative status with many of the U.N.’s subsidiary organizations such as UNICEF and ECOSOC
.


In their work with international organizations, the Baha’i community believes that their religion presents a model for the present day that is an alternative to the prevailing systems.  Shoghi Effendi believed that the modern world presented two options for the formation of civilization: free market capitalism or religious fundamentalism.  Effendi, and other Baha’is, believe that Baha’ism represents a third way for the modern world that can lead to the “eventual creation of a world order which will bring about peace and reconciliation among the nations of the world”
.


Furthering this vision, the Universal House of Justice serves not only as the administrative body within Baha’ism, but also as an example of an international institution that can be modeled by others.  In its message to the world in 1985, the Universal House of Justice said that the Baha’i community “is a single social organism, representative of the diversity of the human family, conducting its affairs through a system of commonly accepted consultative principles, and cherishing equally all the great outpourings of divine guidance in human history.  Its existence is yet another convincing proof of the practicality of its Founder’s [Bahá'u'lláh] vision of a united world, another evidence that humanity can live as one global society, equal to whatever challenges its coming of age may entail”
.
II.
Source of Baha’i Law
A.
The Kitáb-i-Aqdas


The source of Baha’i Law is the Kitáb-i-Aqdas itself
.  Written by Bahá'u'lláh, they comprise the basic statutory law within the faith.  Generally thought to have been written around 1873 in Arabic, the Kitáb-i-Aqdas is the main text of the Baha’i faith and aims to be a “charter of the future world civilization” where national governments have united into a global government.  The text consists of several hundred verses where are divided into 189 paragraphs with its English translation.  Interestingly, this translation of the text was not completed until well after the Kitáb-i-Aqdas’ intial publication.  It was not until 1973 that the Universal House of Justice made available a Synopsis and Codification which made the Kitáb-i-Aqdas available to a wider, English-speaking, audience.


The period between its initial publication in 1873, and its English translation in 1973, represents a period where the Kitáb-i-Aqdas’ laws were largely unknown to a wide academic audience.  The reasons for keeping the Kitáb-i-Aqdas out of public view are not entirely clear
.  The text itself was copied in Bombay, India around 1896 and distributed within the growing Baha’i community.  However, given instructions from Shoghi Effendi himself, the text was not to be published widely, or made available, to non-believers
.


Shoghi Effendi divided the text into six main themes, with the laws further divided into four categories.  The main themes are:

1. The appointment of the Abdu’l-Bahá as the successor of Bahá'u'lláh
2. Anticipation of the Institution of the Guardianship
3. The Institution of the Universal House of Justice
4. Laws, ordinances and exhortations
5. Specific admonitions, reproofs and warnings
6. Miscellaneous subjects
The laws, which comprise category four, are divided into: prayer, fasting, laws of personal status, and miscellaneous laws and ordinances.


Soon after their initial publication, Baha’is had questions about the application of laws contained in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas.  Some questions were submitted to Bahá'u'lláh himself, who responded and gave further interpretation of the laws contained in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas.  This exchange, between Bahá'u'lláh and questioning Baha’is, was later compiled into a booklet called the Su’ál va Javáb, or “Questions and Answers”.  After Bahá'u'lláh’s death, Shoghi Effendi referred to this list of questions and answers as an appendix to the Kitáb-i-Aqdas
.


In addition, Bahá'u'lláh wrote a set of commentaries and explanations on the Kitáb-i-Aqdas known as the “Texts Supplementary to the Kitáb-i-Aqdas”
.  This supplement has been translated into other languages and has been widely available since its publication.  Bahá'u'lláh believed, however, that they simply reaffirm or clarify existing laws already found in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas
.
B.
The Role of the Universal House of Justice


As the Baha’i faith spread around the global, its followers realized that there needed to be some type of centralized authority to both interpret the laws given in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas and also to administer the now fast-growing Baha’i global community.  In 1963, the Universal House of Justice was established and remains the highest legal authority in the Baha’i community.  It is the voice of Baha’ism on the international stage, and also directs the activities of the various Baha’i National Spiritual Assemblies around the world
.


The Universal House of Justice, and their respective National Spiritual Assemblies, also serve as a model for future government once the hoped for “new world order” has arrived.  Bahá'u'lláh himself called for a House of Justice to be built by Baha’is in every city in the world.  These institutions would then serve as model that would lead to the inevitable evolution of human civilization and the eventual adoption of the Kitáb-i-Aqdas as international law
.  They would also administer the various proselytizing campaigns.


Unique among the administration of these Houses of Justice is their election process.  Each house elects its officers every year in late April.  Every voter lists nine names on a secret ballot.  All campaigning and electioneering is strictly forbidden.  In fact, not even the nomination of candidates is spoken of publicly.  During the election itself, all electors must exercise their conscience in choosing candidates which reflect gender and ethnic diversity.  In an odd form of “affirmative action”, electors are bound by their conscience to choose a person who represents a minority group over a candidate who does not
.  This reflects the essential Baha’i beliefs of overcoming disparity or inequality in all its forms – whether by race, gender, class, or nationality.
C.
The Theological Purpose of Law


Baha’ism is perhaps unique in its views that mankind is on a path of progressive evolution – morally, spiritually, biologically, and technologically.  It contends that all faith traditions were given by God to mankind during a particular stage in their evolution.  As mankind progresses, God has given mankind further revelations which expand upon these essential truths.  The laws contained in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas, therefore, have the goal of furthering this evolutionary development and gives mankind the opportunity to learn the knowledge of God
.  For this reason, Bahá'u'lláh admonishes his adherents to view the law as a route to attain the very knowledge of God, the purpose of life in Baha’i theology.  Bahá'u'lláh states on the purpose of law that, “[t]hink not that we have revealed unto you a mere code of laws.  Nay, rather, we have unsealed the choice wine with the fingers of might and power”
.


It is law, therefore, which enables spiritual growth and leads towards eventual salvation.  This is in marked contrast, of course, which the view of law in both Islamic and Christian societies.  Unlike Islam, Baha’ism does not require a unification of church and state.  In fact, all people are free to continue in their previous religion as all faith traditions are a manifestation of a divine truth.  Additionally, unlike Christianity, which sees the law as a necessary evil, or even a stumbling block towards salvation, Baha’is view the law itself as a means of salvation
.  Udo Schaefer, a prominent scholar on Baha’i Law, contends that Baha’i soteriology includes a “horizontal” salvation, in addition to a “vertical” salvation.  When mankind follows the path shown by Bahá'u'lláh, they will save not only their souls in the afterlife but will also be “released from moribund social and political structures….[towards] the establishment of world peace in a global order”
.


This demarcation on the view of law common in the larger Judeo-Christian tradition gives Baha’ism a unique perspective on the function, and theology, of law.  It represents a radical view quite unlike either Islam or Christianity
.  Within Islamic law, the state is consumed by theology and seen as an element within it.  Accordingly, the concept of a division between church and state is foreign to Islam.  In Christianity, the state is often viewed as a necessary evil, as a means to counter man’s depravity due to his fall from God’s grace.  In both of these traditions, however, the Kingdom of God is seen as being devoid of law and no longer necessary.  In strong contrast, Bahá'u'lláh sees the law as a means to reflect man’s basic divineness and will exist even in the afterlife as a gift from the Divine
.


   Bahá'u'lláh sees the function of religion to inform and enhance political dialogue and effectiveness.  Perhaps counter-intuitively, he believes that this can only be accomplished when religion serves as a advisor to government, rather than as a partner within it.  Given his strong condemnation of abusive practices by government, Bahá'u'lláh sees that “no state based entirely on coercion can be a good state, but the state itself lacks the instruments to elicit altruism”
.


Given Bahá'u'lláh’s belief that religion should serve as consultative function for government, one may wonder about the ultimate purpose of creating Houses of Justice.  This seeming contradiction, however, is reconciled as these institutions are designed to serve administrative functions and never exist as a national government.  However, it is clear that Baha’i soteriology views international law as a means to encourage justice and equality.  It is this unique reverence for international law, and its institutions, which explain why global Baha’ism has such a long history advocating for international institutions.
III.
Basic Elements of Baha’i Law
A.
Religious Obligations


The first requirement listed in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas is fasting and obligatory prayer.  Bahá'u'lláh believed that fasting and obligatory prayer constituted the two pillars “that sustain the revealed law of God”
.  The obligatory prayers are said individually, rather than as a congregation, and are recited three times a day.  They include a short prayer to be recited at noon, a medium prayer recited three times a day, and a long prayer recited once every 24 hours
.


The Kitáb-i-Aqdas do make special exemptions for Baha’is who are ill or of old-age from reciting the obligatory prayers.  A particular exception is made for menstruating women who are exempted from the prayers, but must later perform an absolution by reciting a revealed verse ninety-five times a day between noon of one day and noon of the next
.  This may reflect the belief, found in both Islam and Judaism, that menstruating women are “unclean” and thus require a form of absolution.


The obligatory prayers require believers to face the Qiblih, which is Bahá'u'lláh’s resting place in modern-day Israel.  Facing the Qiblih is required not only during the obligatory prayers, but also during the recitation of verses for menstruating women
.  The Qiblih represents a corollary to Islam’s Kaaba in Mecca, which Muslims face during their daily prayers.


In addition to these obligatory prayers, the Kitáb-i-Aqdas require one prayer that is recited as a congregation.  This prayer, the Prayer of the Dead, is said together before a deceased Baha’i is interned.  The requirement of facing the Qiblih does not extend to this special congregational prayer.  Bahá'u'lláh stated that “[w]hichever way ye turn, there is the face of God”
.  Furthermore, the prayer is only recited when the deceased is an adult of fifteen years or older
.


The second pillar of religious obligation contained in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas is the law on fasting.  The Báb, who proceeded Bahá'u'lláh, created his own solar-based calendar which divided the year into nineteen months of nineteen days each, adding up to 361 days altogether.  During the last month of the calendar, Alá, believers are expected to participate in religious fasting
.  The requirements for fasting include abstaining from all food and drink, including smoking
.  Further, foul language is not permitted during the fast
.
B.
Property and Inheritance Law


The right to private property is apparently assumed in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas
.  With this is the right to pass on private property to one’s heirs.  Unlike Islamic law, however, the testator has virtually unlimited freedom to choose to whom he passes on his property
.  There is also a sophisticated system, articulated in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas, to determine succession in the event of intestacy
.  Yet, these rules are rarely used as the Kitáb-i-Aqdas require Baha’is to write a will.  In fact, writing a will was considered a religious duty by Bahá'u'lláh who wrote in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas that “[u]nto everyone hath been enjoined the writing of a will”
.


Required elements of a will include provisions to cover funeral costs and settling any outstanding debts
.  The distribution of the decedent’s assets are based on shares, much like the estate laws in Islamic Sharia.  The estate is divided into two thousand five hundred and twenty parts and then shared among seven categories of heirs: children, spouse, father, mother, brothers, sisters, and finally the teachers of the deceased
.  If there is no surviving male offspring, then one third of the decedent’s estate passes to the local House of Justice
.  
C.
Penal Law


Criminal law within the Kitáb-i-Aqdas is well defined with clear prohibitions against murder, arson, manslaughter, and theft
.  Perhaps surprisingly given its reputation in the West as a progressive faith, Baha’i law does include the death penalty for both murder and arson.  Even more striking, the method of execution for arsonists can include death by fire
.  The actual punishments for crime, however, are not articulated in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas, nor by later commentaries.  Instead, Bahá'u'lláh decreed that punishments for crimes be decided by the Universal House of Justice
.


For unintentional manslaughter, the penalty is a fine to be paid to the victim’s family
.  Under no circumstances may a victim’s family exact revenge against the perpetrator as this is a clear violation of the deeply held belief in the orderly, and equitable, distribution of justice
.  Furthermore, those with mental impairments are not held responsible for crimes they commit against the community.  Bahá'u'lláh recognized that the mentally ill may pose unique dangers to the community.  He did not articulate whether it is ethical to remove a mentally person from society due to their mental illness.  Rather, he left it again to the Universal House of Justice to decide at a future date
.


An issue which has generated significant discussion within the Universal House of Justice is abortion.  Abortion is strictly forbidden in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas and the later commentary by Shoghi Effendi, yet the Universal House of Justice has declared that there may be certain circumstances where an abortion may be permissible.  This may include when the mother’s health is at risk.  The Universal House of Justice, however, has not clearly defined these exceptions but has left it to the consciences of individual Baha’is
.  This practice of leaving matters to an individual’s conscience has been extended to other controversial issues, such as assisted-suicide, where the Universal House of Justice has chosen to remain silent
.


The Kitáb-i-Aqdas also include prohibitions against theft which are quite similar to those found in the Judaic and Islamic traditions.  The punishment for theft is either exile from the community or imprisonment.  If this fails to rehabilitate the offender, then a mark on his brow may be placed so as to warn the rest of the community of his crime
.  Bahá'u'lláh strongly condemned laziness and sloth and felt that work was an “act of worship” to be performed by all members of the faith
.


Baha’i law is also perhaps unique in its strong condemnation of gossip and backbiting.  Perhaps surprising to a Western reader, the prohibition against gossip is included in the same list as murder and adultery in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas.  Bahá'u'lláh goes so far as to claim that a basic attribute of a “seeker of truth” is the complete renunciation of gossip and backbiting
.  Even more extreme, Abdu’l-Bahá, who wrote the later commentaries, said that backbiting is the “worst human quality and the most great sin…especially when it comes from the tongues of the believers of God”
.


Finally, Baha’i penal law also provides punishment for members of the faith community who prove to be disloyal to Bahá'u'lláh’s message.  Although questioning the faith is encouraged by the community, acts of sedition or subversion are not tolerated.  These members of the faith, called “covenant-breakers”, can be expelled from the community and shunned.  There is, however, a provision for a covenant-breaker to repent and rejoin the Baha’i community once he has proven his loyalty and sincerity
.
D.
Family Law and Sexuality


Baha’i marriage laws are originally based on the Bayán written by Bahá'u'lláh’s predecessor, the Bab.  These provisions were later modified and adopted into the Kitáb-i-Aqdas by Bahá'u'lláh
.  The purpose of marriage according to both of these documents is procreation.  This is not distinctly different from the concept of marriage found in Judaism and Islam.  The major difference, perhaps, is that marriages are not arranged in Baha’ism but require the consent of both parties
.  This may reflect the value of gender equality found in Baha’i theology, although the payment of a dowry remains
.


The dowry in Baha’ism is, however, markedly different than that found in Islam, or even in the Bab’s Bayán.  Different dowry amounts are given for city and rural dwellers, and Bahá'u'lláh recommends that grooms be content with a lesser amount
.  This position was perhaps considered radical by Baha’ism’s earliest followers who were all immersed in traditional Islamic practices regarding marriage.  Bahá'u'lláh apparently “encouraged the believers to be content with the lowest amount and advised them of the main purpose of the law which is to create prosperity, union and love among the people”
.


Homosexuality, while not explicitly mentioned, is forbidden under Baha’i law.  Bahá'u'lláh makes a rather obtuse reference to pedophilia in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas that has been interpreted by Shoghi Effendi, and other Baha’i scholars, as a condemnation of homosexuality.  The passage, found among the rules on marriage, reads “[w]e shrink, for very shame, from treating of the subject of boys”
.  While this passage seems to refer only to relationships between adults and children, Effendi interpreted it as a condemnation of any same-sex erotic relationship.  He later wrote, in response to a question from a member, that homosexual relationships are condemned by Bahá'u'lláh and “against nature”
.


It should be cautioned, however, that the position on homosexuality appears to be shifting slightly.  Although the practice is still condemned by the Universal House of Justice, it appears that the language has changed since homosexuality was removed as a mental illness in the early 1970s within the mental health profession.  Many of the statements made by the Universal House of Justice on this issue predate that time and the statements made more recently seem to be more accepting and conciliatory
.

E.
Dietary Restrictions


Apart from religious fasting, Baha’i law also includes some dietary restrictions.  Perhaps not surprising given its origin in the Islamic world, Bahá'u'lláh prohibited his adherents from consuming intoxicating drinks, or any other substance which may impair the intellect
.  There are, however, exceptions made for consuming liquor for medicinal purposes, as long as it is prescribed by a physician
.  The prohibition on alcohol even includes the use of brandy and wine in cooking food
.

Interestingly, although Bahá'u'lláh did not specifically include dietary rules such as those in Judaism or Islam, he did however admonish his adherents to reduce their consumption of meat.  This may be rooted in the Baha’i belief that animals should be treated humanely and also an early environmental expression aimed at reducing the human impact on the Earth
.  This restriction on the consumption of meat appears to be a progressive restriction as the global Baha’i community recognizes that some members may find it economically difficult, if not impossible, to subscribe to a purely vegetarian diet.  Recognizing this, Abdul’l-Bahá, who collated the addendum to the Kitáb-i-Aqdas, writes that “[f]ruits and grains [will be the foods of the future]…The time will come when meat will no longer be eaten.  Medical science is only in its infancy, yet it has shown that our natural diet is that which comes out of the ground”
.


This belief in a progression towards a vegetarian diet is also seen in the restrictions on hunting in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas.  Although hunting itself is not prohibited, Baha’is are restricted from hunting for sport and cannot eat an animal that has died in a trap or snare
.  Baha’is must “tread…the path of justice and equity in all things” and hunt only in moderation
.  Additionally, they must invoke the name of God during the hunt to demonstrate proper respect towards creation.  

F.
Weapons and the military


One of the first laws addressed by Bahá'u'lláh is the condemnation of all forms of “holy war”.  This demarcates Baha’ism from its Islamic background which believes that violence against non-believers is acceptable to defend Muslim land
.  Bahá'u'lláh goes even further, however, in his rejection of violence by requiring his followers to abandon all types of weaponry.  He also warned his followers to not strike fear in others, but to make every attempt at peaceful reconciliation
.


This rejection of all forms of violence includes defending a Baha’i community from attack.  There remains, however, some ambiguity as to whether weapons can be used for purely personal defense.  The Universal House of Justice has decreed that the prohibition against weapons may be relaxed when “essential” such as for self-protection in a dangerous environment
.  Despite this, the House of Justice has also emphasized Bahá'u'lláh’s admonition that “it is preferable to be killed in the path of God’s good-pleasure than to kill”
.  Consequently, it appears difficult to determine whether Baha’ism is truly a pacifist religion.


To further illustrate this confusion, Baha’is have historically served as non-combatants during times of a military draft.  They maintain, however, that they are neither conscientious objectors, not truly pacifist, as they will assist non-violently in their country’s war effort.  The Universal House of Justice has stated that it “is true that Baha’is are not pacifists since we uphold the use of force in the service of justice and upholding law.  But we do not believe that war is ever necessary and its abolition is one of the essential purposes and brightest promises of Bahá'u'lláh’s revelation”
.

G.
Burial Laws


The laws of burial contained in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas are fascinating as they represent a clear difference from those in the larger Judeo-Christian tradition.  The burial laws require that the dead to wear “graven rings” which contain a verse from the Báb’s Bayán.  Bahá'u'lláh, however, rejected the rule found in the Bayán which required coffins to be made from either marble or crystal
.  He did, however, keep the requirement that dead bodies be wrapped in five sheets of fabric
.


What is particularly noteworthy, however, is Bahá'u'lláh’s prohibition against the transport of dead bodies.  During this time, it had become a common practice in Islam to transport dead bodies to holy cities for burial.  Bahá'u'lláh believed that this practice led to disease and an unacceptable delay in burial.  In response, he decreed in the Kitáb-i-Aqdas that burials must be done within an hour’s journey from the place of death
.  Furthermore, cremation and embalming are forbidden after death but donating a body to medical science is permissible
.


These burial requirements have exposed the Baha’i community to unique challenges, particularly in those countries where they face persecution.  The persecution of Baha’is in Iran is well-known and has continued aggressively since the Iranian Revolution in the late 1970s.  One of the most egregious abuses of the Baha’i community in Iran is the desecration of Baha’i cemeteries and the prevention of Baha’is following their burial rules
. 
Conclusion


The Baha’i faith, although quite modern and still relatively small, has made a big impact on the international stage.  Given its theological belief in the progression of mankind towards an international government, the religion easily lends itself to a comparison with modern international law.  The devotion Baha’ism has towards international cooperation, and international institutions, represents a nearly prescient view of global politics in the 20th and 21st centuries.  Long before the advent of the League of Nations, or the United Nations, Baha’is were advocating for world unity and the adherence to international laws which transcend national boundaries and cultural, ethnic, and gender-based divisions.


Although deeply rooted in a turbulent era of Iranian history, Baha’i law demonstrates an exceedingly modern, and forward-thinking, perspective on human development.  Its body of law adheres to a feminist, and post-racial, understanding of the world which was, and remains, well ahead of its time.  Despite criticism that its political perspective is syncretic and utopian, the faith takes a pragmatic approach to human problems while simultaneous holding on to an optimism that unity, and evolution, is unavoidable.
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