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New movements have emerged in Muslim society that have developed separate traditions and communities of their own, often with a global expanse. Several of these originated in the Islamic world of the nineteenth century, a period that was characterized by fervent revivalist/reformist activity in almost every region inhabited by Muslims. Sparked by a com​plex combination of factors, including the spread of European colonial rule, proselytizing by Christian missionaries, and growing trends towards westernization, Muslim activists sought a revitalization of Islam and Muslim societies through programs of religious and social reform. In some instances, the reformers perceived themselves to be messianic individuals on a divinely sanctioned mission to herald a new Islamic millennium. Amongst these reformers, Bahaullah (1817-1892) of Iran and Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (c. 1838-1908) of India, are of par​ticular significance, for their teachings led to the emergence of the two most highly con​troversial movements in modem Islamic history, the Bahai and Ahmadiyya movements. Although Bahaullali preached in a Twelver Shii context and Mirza Ghulam Ahmad in a Sunni context, their prophetic and messianic claims seemed to many Muslims to contradict a funda​mental precept of the Islamic creed -- the belief in the finality of Muhammad’s prophethood. Their claims also undermined the authority of Shii and Sunni ulama as custodians of Islamic learning and interpreters of the faith. Not surprisingly, both movements came to be viewed by Muslim religious and political authorities as heresies that were no longer part of Islam. Subject to intense persecution in their homelands, the Bahais and the Ahmadis began to propagate their beliefs on a global basis, particularly in regions such as North America and Europe that did not traditionally have significant Muslim populations. As their beliefs and doctrines evolved, the Bahais eventually came to consider themselves as adherents of a new global religion that had superseded Islam. On the other hand, the Ahmadis have persistently claimed that they still belong within the fold of Islam, notwithstanding the edicts declaring them to be non-Muslim.

The Bahai movement


The origins of the Bahai movement can be traced to messianic expectations in Twelver Shiism concerning the return of the hidden Twelfth Imam. On 22 May 1844, a thousand years after the disappearance of the Twelfth Imam, Sayyid Mi Muhammad, a pious businessman claiming descent from the Prophet Muhammad, declared himself to be the Bab or “gate” between Hid​den Twelfth Imam and the Shii community. Initially, his followers, called Babis, seemed to have understood him as an intermediary figure between them and the Imam, but gradually the Bab claimed that he himself was the long-awaited Imam and the bearer of a new divinely revealed scripture, the Qayyumu’l Asma. The claims of the Bab and the growing appeal of his teachings created a great deal of consternation among the Shii ulama whose authority he openly challenged. Consequently, they embarked on a prolonged campaign of persecution of the Bab and his followers, which culminated in the Bab ‘s execution by a firing squad in July 1850. The Bab had nominated the scion of a wealthy aristocratic landowning family, Mirza Yahya Nuri, to be his successor. On account of their new leader’s reclusive and introverted nature, however, the Babis gradually turned to his more dynamic younger brother, Mirza Husayn Mi Nun, for guidance. Mirza Husayn, who later adopted the title Bahaullah “Glory of God,” was himself imprisoned in Tehran for four months on account of a Babi conspiracy to assassinate the Shah of Iran. While in prison, Bahaullah received the first intimations of his unique spiritual status. After his release in 1853, he and his family were exiled to Baghdad. During the next decade, his influence over the Babi community completely overshadowed that of his brother with a growing number of Babis calling themselves as ahl-i Baha “the people of Baha.” Finally, on 23 April 1863, Bahaullah declared himself to be “he whom God shall make manifest,” the messianic leader foretold by the Bab in his book Bayan.


Under Bahaullah’s leadership, the movement began to distance itself theologically from the Shii Islamic context within which it arose. Incorporating the millenarian traditions of other religions, Bahaullah claimed that not only was he the messianic leader of the Babis, but that he was also the Christ returned, the messiah of the Jews and Shah Babram of the Zoroastrians. Perhaps influenced by the thought of the controversial thirteenth century Sufi Ibn Arabi (d. 1240), he claimed that he was the divine manifestation (mazhar-i ilahi) through whom humanity could engage in the quest for the unknowable God and transform itself to reflect divine attributes. As the latest divine manifestation, he was continuing the mission of the previous divine manifestations who included Abraham, Zoroaster, Moses, Christ, and Muham​mad. Through these manifestations, God fulfilled the promise that creation would never be without divine guidance. Bahaullah’s mission was to establish peace on the earth by fostering a realization of the essential unity of all humanity, eliminating all forms of prejudice, dis​crimination, and social and economic injustice. So strong was the emphasis on peace and quietism that, in marked contrast to the earlier more aggressive Babi stance, Bahaullah’s teach​ings advocated pacifism and loyalty to even a tyrannical government. Bahai aspirations for the unity of humankind included the promotion of a common international language and a single world government. The ultimate goal was the establishment of the “Most Great Peace” on the earth through the spiritualization of humanity which would be united under Bahai rule.


Bahaullah’s teachings, particularly the proclamation of his status as divine manifestation, resulted in further charges of heresy and apostasy being leveled against him. He was exiled first to Istanbul, then to Edirne in what is now present day Turkey, from where he wrote let​ters to major heads of state of Europe announcing his mission. In 1868 he and his followers were moved to Acre in Palestine where he was imprisoned in the fortress. After nine years he was allowed to move to a country house and then to Baliji, near Haifa in what is now present day Israel, where he died in 1892.


Bahaullah appointed his son Abbas Effendi (1844-1921) to be the head of the Bahai faith after him. Under Abbas, who chose for himself the tide Abdu’1 Baha “the servant of Baha,” the Bahai faith witnessed an expansion beyond Iran and the Ottoman realms. A community of immigrant Iranian Bahai merchants settled in Ashkhabad, Turkestan, where, under protection afforded to them by Russian authorities, they established a variety of Bahai institutions, such as schools, a hospital, a printing press and the first Bahai House of Worship. Small com​munities, mostly consisting of immigrant Iranian families and a sprinkling of converts from elite local families, were also established in the Caucasus and India where they were reasonably free to practice their faith. Even more significant was the spread of the Bahai faith in the West and the establishment of a small Bahai community in Chicago in 1894. Gradually, more Bahai communities mushroomed in other American cities as well as in Europe. Between 1911-1913, Abdu’1 Baha undertook trips to Europe and America with the aim of strengthening the community, traveling across the United States and delivering lectures. Although small in number, the Bahais in the West enjoyed a freedom of religion that their Eastern counterparts had rarely experienced. Since they were mostly from the middle and upper echelons of society, they also had access to financial and other resources. Consequently, they had a profound impact on the future character of the Bahai faith.


On Abdu’1 Baha’s death in 1921, the mantle of leadership fell on the shoulders of his eldest grandchild, the twenty-four old Shoghi Effendi (1897-1957), who at the time was a stu​dent of political science and economics at Oxford University. According to his grandfather’s will, Shoghi Effendi was to be the “Guardian of the Cause of God” to whom was due the obedience of the entire Bahai community. Although initially overwhelmed by his responsibilities, Shoghi Effendi pursued an active agenda on many fronts. He personally trans​lated into English many Bahai works, including those written by Bahaullah. Building on a informal system instituted by Bahaullah and Abdu’1 Baha, he formalized the administrative structure of the Bahai community by introducing membership rolls and creating local and national spiritual assemblies wherever Bahais lived. Membership to these assemblies, which were responsible for looking after various aspects of Bahai life in their areas of jurisdiction, was through election. Once these assemblies were established, they were given systematic plans to undertake the expansion of the Bahai faith, both nationally and internationally. In 1953, under Shoghi Effendi’s direction, the assemblies began a ten year Global Crusade aimed at further promoting the faith on a worldwide basis. One indication of the Crusade’s dramatic success was the increase of the number of local assemblies from 4,437 in 1953 to 14,437 in 1963, many of them in the developing world. Shoghi Effendi also initiated the building of the Bahai world center and headquarters, housing various Bahai institutions as well as shrines, in the Acre-Haifa area, currently in Israel.


Shoghi Effendi died unexpectedly in 1957 without explicitly appointing a successor. A group of individuals he had designated as the “Hands of the Cause of God” and entrusted with responsibility of propagating the faith, took over leadership. In 1963, under instructions from the “Hands of the Cause of God,” elections were held in the Bahai community for positions in the Universal House of Justice. This institution, which had been mentioned by Bahaullah in one of his writings, constitutes today the supreme authority of the Bahai world. Its members are elected every five years from among the representatives of the national spiritual assemblies around the world. In the absence of the Guardian, the Universal House of Justice provides infallible interpretation on matters of faith to Bahais worldwide. It communicates its guidance to Bahai communities by means of letters which are considered to be divinely empowered. Many of these have been compiled into published volumes. To prevent cults developing around individuals, no member of the House of Justice holds authority on an individual basis; authority is based in the collective membership. Under the Universal House of Justice are the local and national spiritual assemblies, which are responsible for matters of governance. Mem​bership in these assemblies is based on annual election. Matters related to the propagation and defense of the faith are the responsibility of the Continental Boards of Counselors and other boards working under their direction. Membership in these institutions is by appointment.

As the Bahai community has evolved and responded to the changing circumstances in which it found itself, the charismatic authority of Bahaullah and his descendants has been institutionalized into a model of governance that can be best described as a “ theocratic democ​racy.” The elections ensure that the leadership reflects changes in the racial and ethnic com​position of the community. Various crusades have dramatically increased the number of Bahais in the Third World (sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America and India) so that they now form the predominant majority of the world Bahai community. Iranian and Middle Eastern Bahais, who once formed the majority, are now a distinct minority. The expansion into the Third World, in contrast to the initial expansion into the West which attracted mostly “elite” populations, has taken place mostly among socially underdeveloped rural populations. This has led to increased emphasis and concern with social and economic development in contemporary Bahai teachings.

The Ahmadiyya Movement


The Ahmadiyya movement emerged in late nineteenth century in Punjab in northern India. Under British colonial rule, the region experienced a sharp rise in religious communalism and nation​alism. A number of reform movements among the Sikh, Hindu and Muslim communities of province actively sought to defend their respective traditions against not only the onslaught of Western culture and Christian missionaries, but also the competing truth claims of other reli​gions. As a result, levels of inter-religious acrimony were at an all-time high. The inter-religious conflict was reflected in the numerous newspapers and journals published by religious organizations with the aim of engaging in polemical attacks against rivals. Some organizations even sponsored public forums in which representatives of rival religions were invited to debate before audiences which sometimes numbered in the thousands. Among the most prominent spokesmen for the Islamic cause was Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, a member of a prominent aristocratic landowning family from the town of Qadiyan in India. Well-versed in traditional Islamic learning, particularly the Quran, Mirza Ghulam Abmad first engaged in debates with Christian missionaries in the area who were active in an intense proselytizing campaign. In a 1872 newspaper article, he challenged any non-Muslim to debate the truth of Islam, with the winner being offered a prize. A few years later, in 1880, he published a four volume book, Barahin-i Ahmadiyya, in which he defended Islamic beliefs by disproving the claims of partic​ularly the right-wing Hindu Arya Samaj whose members had also intensified their activities in the area. Later, he came into confrontation with the Sikhs as well when he claimed that Guru Nanak, the founder of the Sikh religion, had been, in fact, a Muslim.


Although a vocal champion of Islam against non-Muslims, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad was a controversial figure among Muslims because of the various claims he made about his personal religious status. Already in the Barahin-i Ahmadiyya (1880), he claimed that he was a muhad​dath, “a person spoken to by God.” Furthermore, he asserted that he was a divinely appointed mujaddid or reformer, sent in fulfillment of God’s promise to the Muslim community that a leader would emerge at the beginning of every century to renew and revive the faith. As the mujaddid of the fourteenth Islamic century, which commenced on November 12, 1882, it was his duty to raise Muslim society from the depths to which it had sunk. This was a situation for which the arrogant, materialistic and self-centered ulama (religious scholars) were responsible. In 1890 he declared that he was the mahdi, “the rightly guided one,” and the Promised Mes​siah who, according to popular Muslim belief, would be Jesus himself. Integral to Mirza Ghulam Ahmad’ s notion of the Messiah was his radical departure from the generally accepted Muslim teaching concerning Jesus’ fate after the crucifixion. He held that, instead of ascend​ing to heaven, Jesus, with God’s help, escaped from the cross and made his way to Afghanistan and Kashmir where he preached to the lost tribes of Israel. Jesus, he asserted, died at the age of 120 and was buried in Srinagar, Kashmir. Since the historical Jesus was mortal, he could not return in person. However, he, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, possessed the spirit and power of Jesus. Later, Mixza Ghulam Abmad extended his messianic claims to the Hindu tradition as well by claiming that he was also Kalki, the long-awaited tenth incarnation of the deity Vishnu. Most controversial, however, was his claim to be a prophet. Influenced by the mystical prophetology of Ibn Arabi (d.1240), Mirza Ghulam Ahmad’s claimed that while “legislative” prophecy ended with the Prophet Muhammad, there would always be “non-legislative” prophets chosen from among his devout followers to guide the community. He was one of these prophets.


Mirza Ghulam Ahmad’s claim to prophethood created a great deal of controversy among Sunni ulama and conservative Muslims who saw in it a challenge to the Islamic doc​trine of prophethood. According to orthodox belief, Prophet Muhammad as the “seal of the Prophets” was the final prophet sent by God. Therefore, after him there could be no more prophets in any form or shape. To the ulama, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad’s distinction between “legislative” and “non-legislative” prophets and his other claims were clearly heretical. Not surprisingly, as early as 1891, the first of many fatwas or religious edicts was issued declaring Mirza Ghulam Abmad and his followers to be apostates and non-Muslims. In subsequent decades, the religious status of the Ahmadiyya continued to be the subject of a great deal of acrimonious debate in all sorts of forums, including newspapers and journals, with right wing religious groups leading the attack. The creation of Pakistan in 1947 as a Muslim nation and the injection of Islamic ideology in its political discourse further exacerbated the situation. The presence of the Ahmadiyya headquarters in Rabwa, a town in Palcistan specially built by mem​bers of the sect on land granted by the state and the prominence of Ahmadiyya in the armed forces, civil service and the government generated a climate in which religious parties, such as the Abrar and the Jamat-i Islami, instigated riots against the Ahmadiyya in the early 1950s and pressured the government to declare them non-Muslim. The government refused. In 1974, after clashes between Ahmadis and non-Abmadis in Rabwa, the religious groups renewed their agitation, threatening to call a general strike. This time the government of Zulfikar Au Bhutto capitulated and allowed the matter to be debated by the National Assembly. On Sept 7 1974, after lengthy debate, a clause was added to the Pakistani constitution stating that a person who does not believe in the finality of Muhammad’s prophethood or claims to be a Prophet, “in any sense of the word or of any description whatsoever, after Muhammad.... or recognizes such a claimant as Prophet or religious reformer, is not a Muslim.” Following the action of the Pakistani National Assembly, anti-Ahmadiyya resolutions were adopted throughout the Muslim world by various religious organizations, including the World Muslim League, the African Islamic Congress and the Fifth World Islamic Conference. In Pakistan, the campaign against the Ahmadiyya “distortion of Islam” continued. In 1975 the Pakistani Minister of Religious Affairs issued an order forbidding members of the group to perform the pilgrimage to Mecca, a city which only Muslims may enter. Almost a decade later, in 1984, Pakistan’s military ruler Zia ul-Haq, under his Islarnization program, issued an ordinance according to which the Ahmadiyya were forbidden to refer to their faith as Islam and to call themselves Muslims. They were not allowed to call their places of worship mosques, nor were they allowed to propagate their ideas. Violations could lead to imprisonment and fines.


The Ahmadi doctrine of prophethood, the theological status of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad and the nature of community leadership generated controversy within the Ahmadi community itself, eventually resulting in a schism. Internal tensions first became apparent in the period after Ghulam Ahmad’s death when one of his closest disciples, Hakim Nur ad-Din (d. 1914) took over leadership of the community. The majority of the Ahmadiyya held firm to Mirza Ghulam Alimad’s teachings about prophethood and believed that his authority was to be inherited by an individual who was to be elected by members of an electoral college. This indi​vidual was to be Khalifat al-Masih “successor to the Messiah. ‘ Although in principle succes​sion was not by genealogical inheritance, all three Khalzfas elected after Nur ad-Din have in fact been the founder’s male descendants: his son Mirza Bashir ad-Din Mahmud Ahmad (1914-1965) and grandsons Nasir Ahmad (1965-1982) and Tahir Ahmad (1982 -). The majority group, who came to be called Qadiani (after the town of Qadian which served as the headquarters for the movement in pre-partition India), considered all non-Ahmadi Muslims who did not accept the leadership of the Ahmadi khalifa to be kafirs or infidels. On the other hand, a smaller group, the Lahori (after the city of Lahore in Pakistan), sought to downplay the central doctrinal difference that separated the Ahmadiyya from other Muslims by claiming that Mirza Ghulam Abmad was more of a reformer than a prophet. Being keen on emphasizing commonalities rather than differences, they were reluctant to consider other non-Ahmadi Mus​urns to be infidels. On the question of leadership, they refused to accept the leadership of khalifas, claiming that Mirza Ghulam Ahmad intended to provide collective leadership of the Ahmadi community through the Central Ahmadiyya Association. The polarization of Ahmadiyya movement into the Qadiani and Lahori positions has persisted to this day with no sign of reconciliation.


As with many minority religious movements which have found themselves oppressed, the intense persecution and controversy that have surrounded the Ahmadiyya movement have only served to strengthen the commitment of its adherents, both morally and financially, to the cause and created a sense of solidarity. The attention and publicity from the controversy attracted new converts. Most significantly, the determination to survive led to the rise of a strong activist zeal focused on propagating Ahmadi beliefs in South Asia and abroad. The missionary character of the movement was undoubtedly accentuated by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad’s interpretation of the term jihad which was developed in the context of his polemical debates with non-Muslim religious leaders in the Punjab. Disavowing classical interpretations of jihad in the militaristic sense, he proclaimed that in modem times jihad meant, in fact, the propagat​ing of Islam through “the tongue and the pen.” Translated into action, this interpretation led to the evolution of the Ahmadiyya into one of the most active and vocal missionary groups to emerge from the Muslim world in modem times. Within Muslim majority areas, such as those of the Middle East, Central Asia and South East Asia, Ahmadiyya missions met with limited success as a result of the opposition they faced from the Muslim religious establishment. They were more successful, however, in areas of sub-Saharan Africa, particularly in the West African countries of Nigeria and Sierra Leone. England was one of the first western countries in which the Ahmadiyya began their mission, with mosques being established in Woking and in London. The success of the English mission, particularly the conversion of a Lord Headley in 1913, was highly publicized in Ahmadiyya publications. The Ahmadiyya were also active in America in the early decades of the twentieth century, particularly among African-American population. Mosques were set up on the East coast and Midwest where courses were offered on the formal study of Quran and Islam. The Ahmadiyya missionaries played a very important role in making available copies of Quran to African Americans, many of whom were in the process of establishing their political and religious identity. The movement was in its heyday until the 1960s, counting among its adherents prominent African American jazz musicians such as Talib Daud, Art Blakey and McCoy Tyner. In the later decades of the twentieth century, some of the adherents, disillusioned by attitudes of the Indo-Pakistani missionaries, left the movement. Wallace D. Fard, the founder of the Nation of Islam, is also believed to have had connections with the Ahmadiyya.
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