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Tahirih:
A Religious Paradigm of Womanhood

by Susan Stiles Maneck

Every historically minded religion begins as a reform movement
whose interest is to change the very fabric of society. It begins,
therefore, with a vision and ideals. Ideals are what we set before us:
they are what we strive to attain. It is important that as ideals are
approached they continue to recede and change if they are to give us
fresh scope for future advances. When surpassed, the ideal ceases to
be an ideal. When cleaved to, it becomes a mere convention that sti-
fles and impedes progress. Among the paradigms each religion has
propagated is the ideal of the perfect woman.

Each religion has had its paradigm of the ideal woman. In
Hinduism this has been Sita, the perfect wife who remains faithful
to her husband at all costs. In Christianity the most eminent woman
is the Virgin Mary, symbol of motherhood who, though devoted to
her son, remained discreetly aloof from his ministry. There is
Fatimih, the daughter of Muhammad, who figures in the role model
of mother, wife, and daughter together.

Tahirih, the most well-known woman in Babi-Bahd’i history,
presents a startling contrast to the former models.! This gifted poet of
nineteenth-century Iran, far from being a dutiful daughter, continual-
ly opposed the theological positions of her father Mulla Salih, a
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prominent Mushim cletic of Qazvin. Neither is she admired for her
success as a mother and a wife, since her estrangement from her hus-
band (also a cleric) resulted in her forced separation from her children
as well. Little wonder that to Muslims she is a paradigm of the dan-
gers of allowing women to much freedom! This paper secks to under-
stand the significance of Tahirih, as an historical and literary figure

and as a symbol of womanhood, for all who felt impelled to take notf;
of her, be they Baha’is or non-Baha’is, Easterners or Westerners,

Biography

How could it be that a woman, in Persia where woman is considered so
weak a creature, and above all in a city like Qazvin, where the clergy pos-
:sessed so great an influence, where the Ulamas, by their number and
tmportance attracted the attention of the government and of the people—
how could it be that there, precisely under such untoward circumstances

a woman could have organized so strong a group of heretics? There lies .';

question which puzzles even the Persian historian, Sipihr, for such an
occurrence was without precedent!?

Tahinh’s background was certainly inauspicious for one who would
latf:r.emerge as a preeminent leader of the militantly anticlerical Babi
religion and who would become, in Shoghi Effendi’s words, “the first
won}z,ip suffrage martyr.”? Fatimih Zarrin T4j Baraghani, ,known to
Baha.ls by her titles Qurratu’l-‘Ayn and T4hirih, was born to the most
prominent family of “ulama of Qazvin (circa A.H. 1233/ A.D. 1817-
18). Her father, Mulla Muhammad Sélih, along with her uncle Mulla
Muhammad Taqi, had established their dominance over the more than
01’16.—hundr6d ecclesiastics who lived in the city. Mulldi Muhammad
Sahh_“_fas renowned for his commentaries on the Qur’an (tasfir). In
exercising religious law, he had a reputation for rigidity and firmness
His brother Mull4 Muhammad Tagi had achieved his position by his:
ruthless denunciation of rivals, particularly those sympathetic to the
Shaykhi school,# which he declared to be a dangerous heresy and
whose leader, Siyyid Kazim, he had excommunicated. A younger
brother accepted the Shaykhi views and became a firm follower of
Siyyid Kazim Rashti.
Tél}mh and her younger sister Marziyih were brought up in a strict-
ly rellglgus yet affluent environment. Her father, recognizing Tahirih’s
extraordinary abilities, had permitted her to continue her studies beyond
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the elementary level that was expected of a woman of her station. She
far surpassed her brothers® in theological and juridical knowledge.

At the age of thirteen, Téhirih was married to the eldest son of
her uncle Mullda Muhammad Tagi. She bore three children from that
marriage, two sons® and a daughter. Family tensions soon developed
after Tahirih became attracted to the teachings of the Shaykhis. Her
father, husband, and uncle all tried to dissuade her from supporting
the views of Siyyid Kazim Rashti, but to no avail. Through her
Shaykhi relatives she corresponded with the leader of that school
and wrote a treatise vindicating it. Siyyid Kazim, delighted to have
such a talented supporter within the immediate family of his arch-
enemy Muhammad Tagqi, bestowed upon her the name Qurratu’l-
‘Ayn (Solace of the Eyes). Téhirih’s relations with her husband
quickly deteriorated, and after her father-in-law publicly began to
denounce the Shaykhis from his pulpit, she decided to leave her hus-
band and children and return to her father’s house. Shortly after-
wards she set out for Karbila and joined the circle of Shaykhis there.

She arrived in Karbild around 1843, only to find that Siyyid
Kazim Rashti had passed away just a few days earlier. At the time of
her arrival, a controversy had erupted within the Shaykhi communi-
ty between those who stressed the charismatic and mystical aspects
of the teachings of Shaykhism, and the more conservative Shaykhis
who wished to preserve their legitimacy within Shi*i orthodoxy. The
“radical” Shaykhis held that the central tenet of Shaykhism was the
belief in the imminent appearance of the Qurratu’l-‘Ayn or Mihdi,
the Promised One who would appear at the end of time. Téhirih
sided with the radicals, and by allying herself with Siyyid Kazim’s
widow, she won the support of the Shaykhi women in Karbila as well
as that of other students and adherents of the late Siyyid. Taking up
residence in Siyyid Kazim’s house, she held classes in place of those
that had been offered by the Shaykhi leader, this much to the chagrin
of Kazim’s son Mulla Ahmad who wished to succeed his father.

When the Bab arose claiming to be the Promised One, Téhirih
immediately accepted his claim and persuaded most of the Shaykhi
community of Karbila to do the same. The Bab appointed her as one
of his chief disciples, one of the nineteen “Letters of the Living.” 7
Her commitment to the Bab came, not so much out of extensive
investigation of the Babi beliefs, but rather seems to have been a
result of a revelatory experience.®
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The surviving samples of her work® from this period demon-
strate her considerable ability in using the Qur’an, hadith, and tafsir
to argue for God’s continuing revelation in history. At the same time,
she insisted that to recognize God’s activity, particularly as mani-
fested in the person of Prophets, one must possess an inner aware-
ness of God’s purpose (sunnat-i illahi).

Claiming that much of Islamic law was no longer binding upon
Babis, she refused to perform the daily ritual prayers. At the same
time, she instituted a number of innovations within the Babi com-
munity at Karbild. Her most dangerous and unconventional act was
appearing unveiled at Karbild in a gathering of believers.

Abbas Amanat suggests that this was probably the first time an
Iranian woman had considered unveiling on her own initiative.!® The
circle of women who gathered around her (both in Karbil4 and later
in Qazvin, Hamadén, Baghdad, and Tehran) appears to have formed
one of the earliest group of female Iranians to attain awareness of
their deprivations as women. Yet Tahirih’s activities did not represent
a woman’s liberatton movement in the modern sense of the word.
Tahirih clearly saw the unveiling of women as an act of religious
innovation. Neither the writings of Tahirih nor those of the Bab con-
cern the 1ssue of women’s rights as such.!! Apparently T4hirih expe-
rienced the Bab’s revelation as liberating, whether or not it specifi-
cally addressed the status of women per se.

Tahirih’s activities became quite controversial, even within the
Bébi community. Many Babis did not view the Bab’s revelation as a
total split with the past or with Islamic law. They regarded Tahirih’s
behavior as scandalous and unchaste. For this reason, in answer to
complaints about T4hirih, the Bab gave her the title by which she is
now known, Téhirih, meaning “the Pure One.”12 As a result of his
response, many of the more conservative Babis left the fold,
although most accepted the Bab’s judgment.

The opposition of the non-Babi ulama went even deeper. Much
of Tahirih’s poetry written during this period was virulently anti-cler-
ical. She frequently issued challenges to debate the ‘ulama. During
the month of Muharram 1847, while Shiite Muslims donned mourn-
ing clothes to commemorate the martyrdom of the Imdm Husayn,
Téhtrih deliberately excited their reaction by dressing in gay colors
and appearing unveiled. She urged the Babis to celebrate the Bab’s
birthday, which fell on the first day of that month.!3 The enraged
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‘ulam4 incited a mob to attack Siyyid Kazim’s house. Finally, the
governor of Karbild intervened and had Téhirih placed under house
arrest for three months before allowing her to be sent to Baghdad.

Accompanied by the leading Babi women of Karbila, along with
a number of Shaykhis who were her devoted followers, Tahirih set
out for Baghdad, where she continued her activities, offering public
lectures from behind a curtain,'# Often the ‘ulama would attend
these lectures to refute her. On one of these occasions the Shah’s
Jewish physician, then accompanying the Shah on pilgrimage to
Karbila, was present and became thoroughly convinced of the valid-
ity of Tahirih’s message. This physician, Dr. Hakim Masih, became
the first Babi convert of Jewish origin.1s

This conversion aroused further opposition and caused Tahirih
to be imprisoned in the house of the Mufti of Baghdad Ibn Alusi. Ton
Alusi later wrote these observations in regards to Tahirih.

Some people alleged that Qurrat al-‘Ayn believes in the total abolition of the
duties, but I do not see any truth in this though she stayed in my house about
two months and so many discussions took place between me and her in
which there was no tagiya [dissimulation] or apprehension. Verily, | saw in
her such a degree of merit and accomplishment as I rarely saw in men. She
was a wise and decent woman who was unique in virtue and chastity. I have
referred to my discussions with her on another occasion; if one became aware
of them, one would realize that there is no doubt about her knowledge. It
became obvious to me that Babiya [Babis] and Qurratiya {Qurratis] are the
same. They believe that the time for five times obligatory prayers is over and
that revelation is unsuspended and therefore the Perfect [Man] will have
[further] revelations. However, these revelations are not canonical. 16

Tahirih was not tried for apostasy, since the usual penalty for that
crime (death) could not be applied to women. Meanwhile, her family
in Qazvin was quite disturbed by her activities. Her unveiling, in
particular, led to rumors of immorality. Tahirih’s father dispatched a
relative to Iraq who induced the governor to order her deportation to
Iran.!” Wherever she traveled en route, more excitement was raised. In
the village of Karand some 1200 people immediately offered her their
allegiance. In Kirmanshah, however, her activities caused such an
uproar that the Babis were attacked by a mob and driven out of the
city, but not before Tahirih had been able to expound the teachings
before the leading women of Kirmanshah, among them the governor’s
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Wift?,'who had long been a patron of the Shaykhis.!8 [n Hamadan,
Tahirih met with both the leading ‘ulam4 and the most notabie women

If your desire had really been to be a faithful mate and companion to me,
you would have hastened to meet me in Karbilg and would on foot have
guided my howdah aj} the way to Qazvin. [ would, while Journeying with
you, have aroused you from your sleep of heedlessness and would have
shown you the way of truth. But this was ot to be. Three years have
elapsed since our Separation. Neither in thig world nor in the next can I ever
be associated with you. I have cast you out of my life forever,19

Tahirihs uncle and father-in-law, Muhammad Tagqi, had a reputa-
tion for being virulently opposed to both the Babis and the Shaykhis.
On numerous occasions he incited mob violence against them. After
one of these incidents, Mull4 ‘Abdu’llah, a Shaykhi and a Babj sym-
pathizer, decided to retaliate. When Mulls Taqi appeared in the local
mosque to offer his dawn Prayers, Mulla ‘Abdu’ilah fatally stabbed
him and fled.20 This Jed to the arrest and tortyre of many of the B4bis
of Qazvin. Tahirih was implicated as well. To stop this orgy of vio-

Bf:iblS were not released, and many were executed. Tahirih escaped
with the assistance of Baha™w’l1ah, who hid her in his home in
Tehran.2! ‘Abdy’l-Bahg recalled those days:

She suddenly interrupted him and, raising her voice, vehemently declared:
“O Yahyi! Let deeds, not words, testify to thy faith, if thou art a man of true
learning, Cease idly repeating the traditions of the past, for the day of service,
of steadfast action, is come. Now is the time to show forth the true signs of
God, to rend asunder the veils of idle fancy, to promote the Word of God, and
to sacrifice ourselves in His path. Let deeds, not words, be our adorning(23
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Later, following a general call upon the Babis to gather in
Khurasan, both Tahirih and Bahad'w’llh travelled to a place calied
Badasht where eighty-one Bébi leaders had gathered to decide how
they might effect the release of the Bab from imprisonment and to
discuss the future direction of the Bibi community. At the meeting
tension developed between Tahirih (who headed the more radical
Bébis advocating a complete break with Islam, as well as the militant
defence of their community) and the more conservative Quddus (who
initially favored policies aimed at the rejuvenation of Islam and
prudent accommodation with religious and secular power). B4bis
generally accepted Qudduss as the chief of the Bab’s disciples. Tahirih
is reported to have said in regards to the latter, “I deem him . . 4
pupil whom the Béb has sent me to edify and instruct. I regard him
in no other light Quddus, for his part, denounced Tahirih as “the
author of heresy.”2+ At one time when Quddus was rapt in devotions,
Tahirih rushed out of her tent brandishing a sword. “Now is not the
time for prayers and prostrations,” she declared, “rather on to the field
of love and sacrifice!”2s

But her most startling act was to appear before the assembled
believers unveiled. Shoghi Effendi vividly describes the scene;

- - . Tahirih, regarded as the fair and spotless embiem of chastity and the
incarnation of the holy Fatimih, appeared suddenly, adorned yet unveiled,
before the assembled companions, seated herself on the right-hand of the
affrightened and infuriated Quddus, and, tearing through her fiery words the
veils guarding the sanctity of the ordinances of Isiam, sounded the clarion
call, and proclaimed the inauguration, of a new Dispensation. The effect was
electric and instantaneous, She, of such stainless purity, so reverenced that
€ven to gaze at her shadow was deemed an improper act, appeared for a
moment, in the eyes of her scandalized beholders, to have defamed herself,
shamed the Faith she had espoused, and sullied the immortai Countenance
she symbolized, Fear, anger, bewilderment, swept their inmost souls, and
stunned their faculties. ‘Abdu’l-Khéliq-i-Isfahéni, aghast and deranged at
such a sight, cut his throat with his own hands, Spattered with blood, and
frantic with excitement, he fled away from her face 26

Unperturbed, T4hirih declared, “I am the Word which the Q4’im
is to utter, the Word which shall put to flight the chiefs and nobles of
the earth!”27

Tahirih, much to the dismay of many Babis, finally won over
Quddiis to her point of view.2s Quddis conceded that the Islamic



192 #* SUSAN STILES MANECK

law had been abrogated. So complete was their reconciliation that
the two departed from Badasht riding in the same howdah. When
they neared the village of Niyala, the local mulla, outraged at seeing
the unveiled woman sitting next to a man and chanting poems aloud,
led a mob against them. Several people died in the resulting clash,
and the Babis dispersed in different directions.2o

From 1848-1850, pitched battles raged between the Babis and
government forces in Mézandaran, Zanjan, and Nayriz. Tahirih
remained in hiding, moving from village to village for about a
year3? Around 1849, authorities arrested her on charges of
complicity in the assassination of her uncle. They brought her to
Tehran where they imprisoned her in the house of the Kalantar
(Mayor). The Kalantar’s wife became very attached to Téhirih, and
women again flocked to hear T4hirih’s discourses.3!

On July 9, 1850, the Bab was executed in Tabriz by order of the
Shah. Two years later a small group of Babis sought to take revenge
by assassinating the Shah. The attempt failed, and a general massacre
of the Babis then ensued. The government decided to execute T4hirih
as well. According to one European observer,32 before her execution
was ratified, Tahirih was taken before Nisiri'd-Din Shah. He
proposed marrying T4hirih on condition that she recant her heretical
beliefs. Thirih’s most famous poem was written as a blunt refusal of
his proposal. After being interrogated by two senior mujtahids, Mulla
‘Ali Kani and Mulla Muhammad Andirmani, Tahirih dressed herself
in wedding attire for her martyrdom. She was taken to a garden in
September 1852,33 strangled, and thrown down a well34 Her last
words are reported to be: “You can kill me as soon as you like, but
you can not stop the emancipation of women.”’3s '

Poetry

Tdhirih’s uniqueness as a female religious leader can be scen in the
dynamism of her poetry. Before examining these poems, however,
we have first to determine which of those poems credited to her are
likely authentic. Most of the early Babi documents were destroyed
in the massacres of 1852, so Tahirih’s poetry was often preserved
only orally and thus was subject to all the revisions and variations
which that process involves. Some of the poems credited to her
were in fact written by others. For instance, Tahirih is said to have
written one poem and sent it to the Bab after she recognized his sta-
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tion through a vision. E. G. Browne has translated a part of this
poem as follows:

The effulgence of thy face flashed forth and
the rays of thy visage arose on high;
Then speak the word, “Am I not your Lord?”
and “Thou art, Thou art!” we will all reply.36

However, Muslim scholars have determined that this poem was
the original composition of an earlier poet Muhammad Bagqir Suhbat
of Lar in whose collection the whole poem (with certain variants)
occurs.37 Tahirth may well have quoted this when writing to the Bab,
but it does not seem to have been her original composition. Another
ghazal (untranslated) credited to Tahirih by these same Muslim
scholars, according to Noghabai is the work of Ta’ir Isfahani.38
Tahirih’s poetry is often confused with the work of the Baha’i histo-
rian and poet Nabil as well.

Because so little of Téhirihs poetry has been translated into
English or compiled in any sort of anthology, I will quote some poems
at length 3% Most of her poems are ghazals written in the kamil meter.
Tahirih wrote in a very classical and difficult style, using rare Arabic
phrases frequently. Modern writers have sometimes criticized her for
being bombastic. However, none of these phrases interrupt the spon-
taneous flow of her poetry. Her poems are often ecstatic and inspiring,
with graceful thythm and excellent diction. The general themes of her
poetry include her ecstatic love for God and his Manifestation, the
Bab (and perhaps Baha’u’llah); her fascination with suffering and
martyrdom; her messianic fervor and apocalyptic expectations for
renewal of the social order; her hostility towards traditional clergy.
The latter two themes are reflected in the following poem, which also
expresses her high regard for the intellectual freedom she expects the
new dispensation to bring. Such strong revolutionary and anticlerical
themes were unprecedented in Iranian poetry—whether written by
male or female—prior to the outpouring of such literature during the
Constitutional Revolution more than fifty years later.

Truly, the Morn of Guidance commands the breeze to begin

All the world has been illuminated; every horizon; every people
No more sits the Shaykh in the seat of hypocrisy

No more becomes the mosque a shop dispensing holiness
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was written in answer to Nasiri'd-Din Shah’s marriage proposal.*
The first section is addressed to the Bab as the Beloved. The second
is Tahirih’s answer to the Shah.

The tie of the turban will be cut at its source
No Shaykh will remain, neither glitter nor secrecy
The world will be free from superstition and vain imaginings

The people free from deception and temptation

Tyranny is destined for the arm of justice

Ignorance will be defeated by perception

The carpet of justice will be outspread to everywhere

And the seeds of friendship and unity will be spread throughout
The false commands eradicated from the earth

The principle of opposition changed to that of unity*?

The next poem, written in a style similar to Rimi’s Divan-i Shams-i

Tabffiz, conveys the ecstatic quality of Tahirih’s poetry. [ quote a small
portion of it:

In the path of your love, O Idol, )
I am enaoured with torment
How long will you ignore me, I am grief-stricken
My face veiled, my hair torn out
I have separated myself from all creation

You are the light, you are the veil, you are the moon,
vou are the horizon.*2

The following poem expresses Tahirih’s longing for martyrdom:

In the land of your love I remain, finding no faver from anyone

Ses: what a stranger [ am, Thou who art King of the land?

Is it a sin, O Idol, that my every breath breathes the mystery of your love?
Separate me, kill me, take me unjustly .
The time of patience has ended, how long should I stand separation?
When every piece of my being, like a hollow reed, tells a sad tale

The thralls of yearning love constrain the bonds of pain and calamity.
These broken-hearted lovers of thine to yield their lives in their
zeal for thee.
Though with sword in hand my Darling stand with intent to slay
though I sinless be, ‘
If it pleases him, this tyrant’s whim, 1 am well content with his tyranny.
As in sleep 1 lay at the break of day that cruel charmer came to me,
And in the grace of his form and face the dawn of the morn I
seem to see.
The musk of Cathay might perfume gain from the scent of those
fragrant tresses rain.
While his eyes demolish a faith in vain attacked by the pagans
of Tartary.®
With you, who condemn both love and wine for the hermit’s cell and
the zealot’s shrine,*
What can I do, for our Faith divine you hold as a thing of infamy?
The tangled curls of thy darling’s hair, and thy saddle and steed
are thy only care;
In thy heart the Absolute hath no share, nor thought of the poor
man’s poverty.
Sikandar’s pomp and display be thine, the Qalandar s habit and
way be mine;
That, if it please thee, I resign, while this, though bad, is enough for me.
Pass from the station of “I”” and “We,” and choose for thy home Nonentity,
For when thou has done the like of this, thou shall reach the supreme
Felicity.

Reason cannot apprehend you, souls die of your thought

All the door of existence are nothing, you are ultimate

Whep the zephyr passes by bringing news of their destruction

Making pale the faces and the eyes weep, what would be your loss?

You stfzp to my bed in the morning out of compassion, 1 fly with both
wings and hands

When you rescue one from this place, vou will take her to the
placeless place

Then I will let go of the soul of the world, for you are the creator
of all souls.3

The next poem is probably the last one written by Tahirih. It refers
to her interrogation by the two mujtahids who signed her death
warrant. The poem reflects disappointment but not despair,
disillusionment but no loss of vision. I quote only a portion of 1t:

At the corner of the lip, a single beauty mark and two black tresses
Alas, for the bird of the heart, a single grain and two snarcs

A constable, a shaykh and I; the talk is of love.

How can I reply to them; one boiled and two raw?

From the face and the locks of the Idol my days are as nights.

E. G. Browne has translated Téhirih’s most famous ghazal, which Alas,for my days; day i one. pight two - &
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Tahirih as Paradigm

In .th.e introduction, I suggested that Tahirih was for the Baha’is the
rehglgus paradigm of womanhood, comparable to the figures of Sita
Fatimih, and the Virgin Mary. But non-Bah4’is as well have oﬂer;
seen hfar as a figure bigger than life. Long before the Bah4’i Faith had
made its way West, Europeans were inspired and fascinated by her.
Lord Curzon called her life “one of the most affecting episodes in
modern history.”# Marie von Najmajer, the gifted Austrian poet
heard of Tahirih in 1870, and was inspired to write her greatest poen;
on Tahirihs life. Marianna Hainisch, mother of an Austrian president
and founder of the New Woman Movement for Austria, claimed to
have been inspired that same year. She stated in 1925, “The greatest
ideal of womanhood all my life has been Tahirih . . . of Qazvin, Iran.
I was only seventeen years old when I heard of her life and her
martyrdom, but I said, ‘I shall try to do for the women of Austria what
Tahirih gave her life to do for the women of Persia.’ 749

Sarah Bernhart, the famous actress, requested the playwright
Catulle Mendes to write a dramatized version of Tahirih’s life. He
referre_d to Tahirth as “the Persian Joan of Arc, the leader of
emancipation of women of the Orient . . . who bore resemblance
both to the medieval Heloise and the neo-platonic Hypatia . . 50

Edward Granville Browne wrote of Tahirih:

The appearance of such a woman as Kurratu’l-‘Ayn is in any country and
any age a rare phenomenon, but in such a country as Persia it is a prodi-
gy —nay, almost a miracle. Alike in virtue of her marvelous beauty, her rare
11_1tellcctual gifts, her fervid eloquence, her fearless devotion, and her glo-
rious martyrdom, she stands forth incomparable and immortal amidst her
countrywomen. Had the Babi religion no other claim to greatness, this
were sufficient—that it produced a heroine like Kurratu’l-‘Ayn.51

To the Muslim polemicists, Tahirih is often an archetype of a dif-
ferent sort. For them she is the paradigm of the dangerous and seduc-
tive whore, an object lesson in the dangers of allowing women too
much freedom. One such writer describes her story in these terms:

It seems God created women as a sort of test for men. As it is forbidden
to go near the wine, so it 1s forbidden to go near the other, women. When
beautiful women discard their modesty they bring rains of devastation
There was such a woman Qurratul Ayn in Iran . . . . -

Qurratul Ayn was an extremely beautiful woman, She was well educated
and oration was her special art. She coul compose poetry in Persian language.
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When she came to know that Ali Mohamad Baab had in vated a new
religion; she not only accepted the religion but also became a preacher. To
lure the people into the fold of new religion she renounced Pardah and
began to mix up with people showing her beauty and preaching the new
relgion. She succeeded in gaining hold over a large number of people on
account of her beauty. She was opposed by her family, but she did not
yield. She feared her uncle’s wrath, hence she directed her lovers to mur-
der the holy soul. Several of her lover’s went in search of her uncle, they
learnt that he was in some Mosque offering prayer, they went there and
martyred the Mujtahed in the state of prayer.

When her prime opponent was removed she became bold enough to
preach her hedonism with more gusto . . . Tension prevailed in Iran due to
her activities . . . The Emperor [sic] of Iran sent his army to capture her . . .
When the mischievous Qurratul Ayn was brought to the Royal court, she
came bare faced the king bent his head down but others began to look at the

marvelous beauty stealthily . . . 52

No other single Babi or Baha’i hero or heroine has captured the
imagination of Western Bah4’is as has T4hirih. Numerous novels
have been written about her.53 This may partly be due to the fact that
women have largely dominated the Faith in the West. Yet strangely,
these accounts tone Tahirih down considerably. For instance,
Tahirih’s leadership within the Shaykhi community of Karbila has
been largely ignored. The story of Téhirih brandishing a sword and
disturbing Quddiis’s devotions cannot be found in Western accounts.
This may be partly attriable to the tendency of Bahd’is to minimize
the militant aspects of the Babi religion in keeping with their pres-
ent-day political quietism. But the over-all result is that Téhirih
appears as a more forceful personality in Persian Baha’i sources than
she does to Western Baha’is.

But if Tahirih provides a paradigmatic ideal of womanhood for
Baha’is, we would do well to examine what qualities are therefore
being commended and which ones are largely absent. This paradigm
suggests that women are encouraged to be assertive, intelligent, elo-
quent, passionately devoted to causes, and yet, still beautiful. Absent
are many of those qualities generally found in other feminine ideals:
devotion to family, modesty, gentleness, and submissiveness.

How do the qualities T4hirih exemplified affect the lives of Baha'i
women, particularly those living in a cultural context that does not rein-
force these qualities? Yazd is a city situated in central Iran with a rep-
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utation for conservatism and religious fanaticism. Anthr i

Judith Goldstein did field work on ﬁle religious commum'tie:(;) I;(i{l%ilzsc‘lc
between 1973-1975. She observed that Bahd’i women, unlike the
women of other communities, associated freely with men and partici-
pated nearly equally in religious gatherings. The principle of the equal-
ity of_ men and women was a frequent topic of discussion, used to
establish the superiority of the Bahd’i teachings. Noting that for
Bahd’is “eloquence is a cultivated virtue; one might argue that it
becomes a substitute for public, communal ritual,”s* she goes on to say:

Bahai women conduct religious discussions in a rnanner quite different
from the style of more traditional women’s conversation. The skillful use
of metaphor and command of argument can be seen . . . The Bahai
women’s active stance is expressed in elogquence 33

As I?r. Goldstein points out, the model for the articulate Baha’i
woman is the immortal heroine Tahirih. Yet this model would not go
unchallenged. Other women, such as Bahiyyih Khianum, are often
held up as models of women playing more traditional “supporting
rolfas'.” Yet the figure of Tahirih presents a paradigm truly unique in
religious history. Ultimately, only the future will tell if the Baha’i
community will exploit the potentialities of this paradigm.

Notes

An earlier version of this paper was presented for a semi in Mi

‘ _ inar on wornen in Middle
Easltern_ and Squth Asian literature directed by Dr. Leslie Flemming at the
University of Arizona. The author wishes to thank Dr. Fleming for her helpful com-

ments on this work, which received an award from i
s . the American
Religion, Western Region. Academy of
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