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Children
Persons in the stage of life from conception, when the soul comes into being,
to
the age of fifteen, which marks the beginning of spiritual maturity or
adulthood.

ARTICLE OUTLINE:                                      THE NATURE OF CHILDREN
The Nature of Children                           Children, according to the
Bahá’í teachings, are
The Education of Children                        independent beings of great
intrinsic value. They
The Well-being and Protection of Children        do not belong to their parents
but to the Creator,
Children and the Bahá’í Community                their true parent.
Children are born in a state of
potentiality rather than of either goodness or sin.
ARTICLE RESOURCES:
"The hearts of all children are of the utmost
Notes                                            purity," ‘Abdu’l-Bahá
states. "They are mirrors
Other Sources and Related Reading                upon which no dust has
fallen." 1

The child’s unsullied heart is not a blank slate,
however. Possessing both a spiritual and a material nature, the one attuned to
God and the other to
the material world, the child is born with an individual temperament and with
spiritual and intellectual
capacities for developing virtues, abilities, and talents. Thus no child is
inherently bad or inherently
good. Children manifest the natural variation of capacity among human beings:
"This difference does
not imply good or evil," ‘Abdu’l-Bahá states, "but is simply a difference
of degree."2

The development of the individual child is not simply a matter of fulfilling
one’s individual potential.
Rather, it is seen in the context of the purpose of all human life: to know and



love God, to acquire
virtues, and to contribute to the advancement of civilization.

Children exhibit qualities that reflect a mixture of innate,
inherited, and acquired traits. Each quality can lead to either
negative or positive behaviors: "Every child is potentially the
light of the world—and at the same time its darkness," ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá observes.3 Depending on how children are trained and how
they use their energies, their individual qualities can be used for
good or for evil. ‘Abdu’l-Bahá explains that "from the beginning
of his life you can see in a nursing child the signs of greed, of
anger and of temper." One might infer, as a result, that "good
and evil are innate" and that "this is contrary to the pure
goodness of nature and creation." Such is not the case, ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá clarifies: "The answer to this is that greed, which is to ask
for something more, is a praiseworthy quality provided that it is
used suitably. So if a man is greedy to acquire science and           Baha'i
children at a Naw- Rúz (New Year) gathering in
knowledge, or to become compassionate, generous and just, it is       The
Gambia. 23 Jan. 2005. © Bahá’í International
Community. Bahá’í Media Bank
most praiseworthy . . . but if he does not use these qualities in a
right way, they are blameworthy."4

THE EDUCATION OF CHILDREN
The Bahá’í Faith stresses the importance of spiritual and moral education
in shaping the character of
children. Education is also the best means to secure their future happiness,
because "human happiness
is founded upon spiritual behavior" 5 and attaining "a lofty level" of virtues.
6 Bahá’u’lláh describes each
person as "a mine rich in gems of inestimable value" whose inner "treasures"
can be discovered and
developed only through education. 7 Therefore, children should be valued for
the treasures within them
and encouraged to develop these qualities. The education of children is
integral to the advancement of
humanity.

The teachings of the Bahá’í Faith recognize various kinds of education,
including training and development of the physical body; intellectual
training; and the education of the human spirit. The importance of all
these is stressed; and spiritual education—which includes prayer,
learning sacred texts, and reciting them—is emphasized as being
primary. ‘Abdu’l-Bahá points out: "Good behaviour and high moral
character must come first, for unless the character be trained, acquiring
knowledge will only prove injurious. Knowledge is praiseworthy when it
is coupled with ethical conduct and virtuous character; otherwise it is a



deadly poison, a frightful danger." 8 The combination of spiritual
education with other forms of education is ideal.

The Bahá’í teachings uphold the training of the human spirit as the
primary purpose of religion and as the "reason the holy Manifestations
of God appear in the human world." 9 The basis for spiritual education is
the core of religious faith and the teachings brought to humankind by
the Messengers of God, "but this in such a measure," Bahá’u’lláh
cautions, "that it may not injure the children by resulting in ignorant
fanaticism and bigotry."10
A pupil from a Sydney primary school
reads a prayer at the service held in the
Because training determines how a child’s capacities will be manifested,
Bahá’í House of Worship, in Sydney,
Australia, on Universal Children's Day.
those who fulfill the responsibility to educate children merit a high
2005. © Bahá’í International Community.
Bahá’í Media Bank               station. Children are deeply influenced by
their environment, including
the vigilance, love, and kindness shown by caregivers and the level of
excellence to which the individual child is expected to rise.

The Bahá’í teachings hold that in the physical world God entrusts children
to the care or stewardship of
their parents, who in turn require support by the extended family and
community. Childrearing, whether
through procreation or adoption, is a primary purpose of marriage. The practice
of adoption is
encouraged, although "the separation of a child from its natural parents is a
tragedy that society must
do its best to prevent or mitigate." 11

Both fathers and mothers have the duty to strive with great effort to educate
their children, and
mothers have a special station as the first educators of their children. The
education and training of
children are among the noblest of deeds and the best of all ways to worship
God. The Bahá’í teachings
urge parents to pray for their children even before they are born; to love and
nurture them; and to
educate them to fulfill their innate potential and to contribute to the
advancement of civilization. The
parent’s task is to discern a child’s special characteristics or strengths
in order to bring them from
potentiality to reality. Although "education cannot alter the inner essence,"
‘Abdu’l-Bahá writes, "it doth
exert tremendous influence, and with this power it can bring forth from the
individual whatever



perfections and capacities are deposited within him." 12

The Bahá’í writings specify that the education of children through formal
schooling is compulsory and
that it should be universally available. To support parents in their duty to
educate their children, the
community at large, including the administrative institutions of the Bahá’í
Faith (See: Administration,
Bahá’í), has various roles and responsibilities for establishing,
financing, and protecting the education of
children. The teaching profession is highly regarded, and in the Bahá’í law
of inheritance, which is
applied if a person dies intestate, the individual’s teachers are numbered
among the heirs.
Childhood is by far the most sensitive period for the development of character
and the attainment of a
sense of human dignity. "It is extremely difficult to teach the individual and
refine his character once
puberty is passed," ‘Abdu’l-Bahá observes.13

From infancy, children should be taught "faith and certitude, the fear of God,
the love of the Beloved of
the worlds, and all good qualities and traits."14 The love of God and the fear
of God (in the sense of a
profound awe and respect for God’s power and an unwillingness to disobey
God’s laws), when taught
tenderly and consistently, create an aversion to evil. Children are meant to
develop such moral integrity
that they would rather die than commit degrading acts. "The individual must be
educated to such a high
degree that he would rather have his throat cut than tell a lie,"
‘Abdu’l-Bahá writes, "and would think it
easier to be slashed with a sword or pierced with a spear than to utter calumny
or be carried away by
wrath." 15

For the purpose of their moral and spiritual education, children are to be
raised with an awareness of
the oneness of God and of the laws of religion, with a realization of the
oneness of humankind and of
the importance of unity in diversity, with a sense that they have a meaningful
place in the world, and
with an understanding that they are meant to develop their own ways of serving
humanity. The Bahá’í
teachings particularly stress certain kinds of learning by children that affect
character and influence
development throughout an individual’s lifetime. Music, for example, "has
wonderful sway and effect in



the hearts of children," ‘Abdu’l-Bahá states. Through it their "latent
talents . . . will find expression." He
recommends that music be taught in the schools because of its power both to
uplift the spirit and to
brighten life with "enjoyment." 16 He also emphasizes the importance of
children being taught kindness
to all living creatures, beginning with animals: "Train your children from
their earliest days to be
infinitely tender and loving to animals." 17

During childhood, the groundwork for both work skills and
attitudes toward work must be laid. Bahá’u’lláh regards work,
when undertaken wholeheartedly and in a spirit of service, as a
high form of worship, and He enjoins all people to engage in a
craft, trade, or profession. The child must prepare for a future
profession by acquiring the necessary skills and knowledge. "Let
them share in every new and rare and wondrous craft and art,"
‘Abdu’l-Bahá urges. "Bring them up to work and strive, and
accustom them to hardship. Teach them to dedicate their lives
to matters of great import, and inspire them to undertake        Child studying
at a Bahá’í training institute, 1990s,
Puka Puka, Bolivia. © Bahá’í International
studies that will benefit mankind."18 Through systematic         Community.
Bahá’í Media Bank
education, children "must be constantly encouraged and made
eager to gain all the summits of human accomplishment, so that from their
earliest years they will be
taught to have high aims." 19

Although the Bahá’í teachings strongly emphasize learning all branches of
knowledge, children have
varying capacities and interests. Young people should have the freedom to
follow their own preferences
in pursuing training for their work or profession, to whatever levels their
choices require. "Let
consideration be given to the child’s own preference and inclinations,"
‘Abdu’l-Bahá asserts. "Let him be
placed in the field for which he hath an inclination, a desire, and a talent."
20

The education of girls is strongly emphasized in the Bahá’í teachings, "for
the greatness of this
wondrous Age will be manifested as a result of progress in the world of
women."21 For the purpose of
advancing civilization, the education of girls is even more essential than that
of boys, since mothers, as
the first educators of children, have a direct impact on future generations.
According to ‘Abdu’l-Bahá,



the education of girls should include "the various branches of knowledge," 22
following the same
curriculum as boys; character development; and health instruction that focuses
on "whatever will
nurture the health of the body and its physical soundness, and how to guard
their children from
disease." 23

The Bahá’í teachings also stress that girls must be highly educated in
order to take an equal place with
men in all fields of human endeavor, including agriculture, commerce,
government, and industry. To the
extent that women advance "toward the degree of man in power and privilege,
with the right of vote
and control in human government," they become a profound force for world
peace.24 The education and
advancement of women will assure that the elements of society that are
traditionally considered
masculine or feminine will become more evenly balanced.

THE WELL-BEING AND PROTECTION OF CHILDREN
The Bahá’í teachings recognize that the well-being of children and their
development into responsible
adulthood depends on interacting rights and responsibilities that originate
within the family and extend
to society in general. "The integrity of the family bond must be constantly
considered, and the rights of
the individual members must not be transgressed. The rights of the son, the
father, the mother—none
of them must be transgressed, none of them must be arbitrary. Just as the son
has certain obligations
to his father, the father, likewise, has certain obligations to his son. The
mother, the sister and other
members of the household have their certain prerogatives. . . . The injury of
one shall be considered
the injury of all; the comfort of each, the comfort of all; the honor of one,
the honor of all."25

Thus children have the right to be treated with respect and
gentleness within the family, as do all the members of the
family, and by others responsible for their care. Children must
not be subjected to discipline in the form of verbal or physical
abuse, "for the child’s character will be totally perverted if he be
subjected to blows or verbal abuse." 26 Those who raise and
teach children should not rely on harsh measures; according to
Shoghi Effendi, "Love and kindness have far greater influence
than punishment upon the improvement of human character." 27
A Nepalese Bahá’í children's class in October 2002. Bahá’í



administrative institutions are called to be
Photographer: Ryan Lash. © Bahá’í International
Community. Bahá’í Media Bank                        "uncompromising and
vigilant in their commitment to the
protection of the children entrusted to their care"—a duty that
specifically includes protecting children from sexual abuse. 28 In addition to
being punished according to
any civil laws, parents who commit incest or knowingly fail to protect their
children from sexual abuse
are subject to sanctions under Bahá’í law.

Children must also be protected from forced or premature marriage. Bahá’í
children under the age of
fifteen—the age of spiritual maturity—may not be married or betrothed, even
with their consent. Once
they have reached either the age of fifteen or the age at which it is legal to
marry under civil law,
Bahá’ís are free to choose whom they wish to marry, subject to the
additional requirement of Bahá’í
law that they then obtain the consent of all living natural parents. 29

Children, for their part, have reciprocal responsibilities. Parents must
educate their children, and
children must apply themselves to their studies: "It is incumbent upon the
children to exert themselves
to the utmost in acquiring the art of reading and writing" and in acquiring
"such branches of knowledge
as are useful and necessary, as well as learning an art or skill."30 Parents
are bound to guide their
children with love, setting a good example and disciplining them fairly and
firmly but without resort to
violence; and children, in turn, are enjoined to obey, serve, and attempt to
please their parents. Such
behavior lays the foundation for adults to exercise filial responsibilities
later in life: assisting their aged
or ill parents, praying for them in this world and the next, and engaging in
charitable acts on their
behalf.
CHILDREN AND THE BAHÁ’Í COMMUNITY
"When a Bahá’í couple has a child it is a matter of joy to the whole local
community as well as to the
couple," a letter written on behalf of the Universal House of Justice, the
supreme governing council of
the Bahá’í Faith, states. 31 Bahá’í children under fifteen, although
they "do not automatically inherit the
Faith of their parents," 32 are integral members of the Bahá’í community.
Their parents may register
them on Bahá’í membership rolls, following administrative procedures left



to the discretion of each
national Bahá’í governing council (See: Administration,
Bahá’í.Institutions of Bahá’í
Administration.National Spiritual Assemblies). A child with one Bahá’í
parent may be registered as a
Bahá’í unless the parent who is not a Bahá’í objects. Children whose
parents are not Bahá’ís may
become members of the Bahá’í community if they wish, provided that their
parents agree. All children,
regardless of their registration status, are welcome at the various Bahá’í
community events. At the age
of fifteen, Bahá’í children are free to reaffirm that they are Bahá’ís
or, without stigma, to leave the
Bahá’í Faith; neither their parents nor their community may compel them to
be Bahá’ís.

Children are encouraged to attend holy day observances and
monthly community gatherings, called Nineteen Day Feasts
(See: Administration, Bahá’í.Institutions of Bahá’í
Administration.The Nineteen Day Feast), where they may
participate in a general program or attend specially arranged
activities. Bahá’ís should seek to have their children excused
from school on Bahá’í holy days and should plan appropriate
activities for them on those days. Bahá’í children may participate
in a variety of community events and activities, including
administrative service on local or national committees, and may
donate money to the Bahá’í Faith, a privilege that is limited to
Bahá’ís.

Children have played a noteworthy role in the Bahá’í Faith since
its earliest days in the Middle East, with Bahá’í children
experiencing persecution along with the adults and sometimes
sacrificing their lives. Perhaps the best-known child martyr of
the early period was Rúhu’lláh Varqá, the twelve-year-old son of    
Students in the primary department of the Tarbíyat
school for girls, Tehran, Iran. National Bahá’í
the poet Mírzá ‘Alí-Muhammad Varqá; father and son were             
Archives, United States
executed together in Tehran in May 1896 (See: Tehran.The
Bahá’í Period to 1921).

Even before the end of the nineteenth century, Bahá’í communities responded
to the need to educate
children by founding schools for boys and also, in a pioneering effort, for
girls. Around 1880, for
example, a married couple, ‘Alavíyyih Khánum and Mullá ‘Alí Ján, in
the village of Máhfurúzak in
Mazandaran Province in northern Iran, created an elementary school for boys and



another for girls.
Between 1897 and 1907 Bahá’í schools for boys and girls were fully
functioning in Ashgabat in Russia’s
Transcaspian Territory (See: Mashriqu’l-Adhkár.Houses of Worship around the
World.Chicago), with
kindergartens being established a decade later. The Tarbíyat schools for boys
and for girls in Tehran,
recognized by the government in 1903 and 1911 respectively, set high academic
standards for pupils of
all backgrounds (See Tehran.The Bahá’í Period to 1921) and were supported
by Western Bahá’ís, who
organized to provide scholarships and send teachers. Bahá’í schools
providing a modern education to
large numbers of Iranian children, non-Bahá’í as well as Bahá’í,
flourished in over twenty locations—
including such cities as Kashan, Hamadan, Qazvin, and Yazd—until 1934, when
they were shut by
government order because they declined to remain open on Bahá’í holy days,
which the Board of
Education did not recognize as official holidays.

In the early decades of the twentieth century, individual Bahá’ís also
acted out of deep concern for the
needs of children. Among others, Victoria Bedikian of the United States and
Sarah Louisa, Lady
Blomfield, of England led efforts to assist orphaned and destitute children.

From the 1930s onward, expansion plans began systematically spreading the
Bahá’í Faith throughout
the world, propelled by the movement from place to place of Bahá’ís,
including families with children.
Generations of pioneers—as Bahá’ís who relocate from their home country
or region for the purpose of
spreading their religion are called—left larger Bahá’í communities,
particularly in Iran and North
America, to spread the Bahá’í Faith widely but thinly around the globe.
Thus children have played their
part in an activity that Bahá’ís regard as one of the most meritorious
forms of service.

In recent decades, the small and scattered Bahá’í communities
that the pioneers established have grown in size, enabling them
increasingly to diversify their activities. In the process these
communities are attempting both to integrate their own children
into all aspects of community life, which sometimes involves
overcoming cultural barriers to equal participation by children
and youth, and to promote the spiritual and physical well-being
of all children.



Since the 1970s the Universal House of Justice, in its worldwide
Bahá’í development plans, has emphasized the fundamental
responsibility of local and national Bahá’í communities to attend
to the religious training of children, with a special focus on
curriculum development, regular classes open to children of any
religious background, teacher training, and enrichment of           Students
and their teacher at the Ocean of Light
International School, Tonga, 2003. © Bahá’í
literature for children and youth. Despite this focus, as the      
International Community. Bahá’í Media Bank
twentieth century neared an end, progress in establishing Bahá’í
children’s classes remained limited. "A small number of countries had many
years of experience with
systematic, sequential weekly children’s classes," according to an assessment
published in 2002. "In
most parts of the world, however, children’s classes were few, and a majority
of those that did exist
were held only sporadically. Many classes had no materials, much less a series
of comprehensive,
systematic lesson plans. Children of different ages were usually grouped
together in one class, further
limiting the effectiveness of the teaching." 33

In November 1999 the Universal House of Justice, focusing on the link between
child education and the
worldwide growth and development of the Bahá’í community, called the
Bahá’ís to "new levels of
intensity" in integrating child education into "the process of community
development." 34 A few months
later, observing that the efforts made in previous decades had "fallen short of
the need," the Universal
House of Justice challenged the Bahá’ís to adopt an appropriate "attitude"
toward children and a
heightened level of "general interest" in the welfare of the community’s
"most precious treasure": "They
are a trust no community can neglect with impunity. An all-embracing love of
children, the manner of
treating them, the quality of the attention shown them, the spirit of adult
behaviour toward them—
these are all among the vital aspects of the requisite attitude. . . . An
atmosphere needs to be
maintained in which children feel that they belong to the community and share
its purpose." The
Universal House of Justice placed these concerns within the context of world
conditions affecting
children: "In the current state of society, children face a cruel fate.
Millions and millions in country after



country are dislocated socially. . . . Our worldwide community cannot escape
the consequences of these
conditions. This realization should spur us all to urgent and sustained effort
in the interests of children
and the future." 35
An immediate upsurge in Bahá’í child education activities occurred as
increasing numbers of countries
established an administrative structure responsible for educating children;
adopted existing curricular
materials or began developing new ones; produced new literature or made
literature more available to
teachers; and, in particular, strove to recruit and train teachers for
children’s classes. A particularly
noteworthy development has been the incorporation of teacher training as an
essential component
within the system of Bahá’í training institutes, the Faith’s primary
engine of human resource
development at the beginning of the twenty-first century, and the designation
of children’s classes as a
core activity for Bahá’í communities. As a result, many countries increased
the number of regular
children’s classes as well as other activities, including children’s
conferences in places as diverse as
Cambodia and Canada; summer camps in Colombia and the Cook Islands; and special
programs during
national Bahá’í "summer schools" in such places as Malawi and Belgium. 36

On the global level the Bahá’í International Community, a
recognized nongovernmental organization (NGO) at the United
Nations, representing the Bahá’ís of the world, strongly supports
United Nations conventions and programs that have the goal of
protecting and educating children. It has held consultative status
with the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) since 1976;
participates in child-related activities at the United Nations, such
as the General Assembly Special Session on Children held on 8–
10 May 2002; and has chaired UNICEF’s Global Forum, an
executive committee of NGOs from around the world.
Members of a Bahá’í Education in State Schools
Bahá’í organizations at the local and national level participate in
(BESS) class in Perth, Western Australia, displaying
their work at a school assembly. 2005. © Bahá’í
a wide range of development activities around the world that
International Community. Bahá’í Media Bank
benefit children. In Western Ghana, for example, the Olinga
Foundation for Human Development operates a literacy project in the local
language that has reached
thousands of children and adolescents in rural schools. In Australia a program



of Bahá’í Education in
State Schools, which began in the 1980s as an effort by Bahá’í parents in
New South Wales to provide
classes for their children during periods set aside for religious education,
has expanded to more than
three hundred state-run schools throughout the country, with some six thousand
students ranging in
age from five to fifteen years. The classes include students from a wide
variety of religious backgrounds
and teach them to develop virtues, to respect the diversity of religious
traditions, to foster attitudes and
practices that promote peace, and to think independently.

The involvement of the Mongolian Development Center in supporting the
implementation of the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child has led to the creation of a
program that empowers
kindergarten teachers to foster the development of moral capabilities in their
students. Further, the
Cambodian Organization for Research, Development and Education has established
a network of village
tutorial classes and centers of learning, most notably in Battambang Province,
that provide education
for children and adolescents by developing human resources in the local
community.

In addition to the activities of such agencies, individual Bahá’ís and
local and national Bahá’í institutions
have established several hundred schools serving thousands of students from
preprimary through to
secondary level. These range in size and complexity, from a group of fifty
tutorial schools established by
Fundación Jayuir in Colombia that serve the indigenous Wayuu people living on
the Venezuelan border
to the Townshend International School in the Czech Republic, an accredited
coeducational boarding
school in Hluboká that consciously seeks to foster an appreciation for human
diversity among students
from widely differing backgrounds.

Bahá’ís have been particularly active in developing programs that focus on
moral education based on
the principle of the oneness of humankind. "Children who learn to accept
themselves and others will be
able to envision a world in which diversity need not be a source of conflict,"
the Bahá’í International
Community has stated. "Respect for human rights creates the possibility for
peace and provides a



realistic foundation for an all-embracing, cooperative social order based on
justice." 37 Translating this
vision into social action, the Institute for Moral and Spiritual Education in
Russia has drawn on stories,
poems, and fairy tales from Russian literature and folklore to create moral
education materials for
children and is providing teacher training in the use of these books in the
classroom. In New York,
professional artists, teachers, and volunteers have assisted the Children's
Theater Company—using
weekly classes and rehearsals in drama, dance, and musical theater—to address
character education,
multiethnic cultural interaction, good citizenship, conflict resolution, and
literacy among children of
diverse backgrounds aged four to eighteen.

The Bahá’í attitude toward children thus stems from profound
respect for the noble nature of the child and the richness of the
child’s inner reality. In the Bahá’í view, an upbringing that
recognizes the human rights of children within the context of the
oneness of humankind, that treats them with love and
tenderness, and that conveys high expectations in cultivating
virtues—when combined with commitment to achieving
excellence in the sciences and arts—will train children to be
"both learned and good." Such an upbringing will produce "light
upon light." 38                                                          
Students in a class at Townshend International
School, Czech Republic, 1996. © Bahá’í International
Community. Bahá’í Media Bank
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