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In recent months a numberofquestions have been raised aboui the
Bdh6'i attitude towards divorce and the impoftnce ofpreserving the
maniagebond. These quesiions seNed to srimulate both a review of
the guidance contained in the Bahi'i Teachings on this vital subjcct
and an exploration of some ofthe implications of rhese Teachings for
everyday life. The focus ofthe following pesentarion is limited to a
consideration of the Bahi'i attitude rowards maniagc and divorcc,
the grounds for a Bah6'i divorce, and a disc ssion ofsteps that can be
taken io strcngthen distressed mariages. No attempt has been made
to address suchtopics as ihe requirements ofrhe yearofwaiting and
the responsibility of the Spiritual Assembly in adminisrering rhe
Bah.i'i divorce law.

L THE BAILA'i ATrrrLrDE TowARDs NLAJ(RIAGE AND DwoRct

The subject of divorce needs to be considered within the ftame
work oftheBahn'i concept ofrnadage. tsahe'u'luh came bbnng
unitytoftewo d. ard a tundamental urity is that ofihe bond betwcen
Ine mamagc panners_

'Abdu'l Bah6 describes mariage as "a true relationship.. a
spmtual and physical "coming togethcr",l a'1rnion"r rhat..will
cndwe"" "n all the worlds of cod".r *Ie refers ro the maniagc
panners as "two intimate ftiends"6 andasserrsthar. shoutd rheylive
rn u Iy,

they wjll pass rhrough this worid with perfccr conrenhnent,
bliss and peace of heart, and become thc object of divine
gacc and favour in tle Kingdom ofbcaven.T



Shoghi Effendi in lettc's written on his bchalf chrract€rized
marriage as a divine instjtutioll"3 and a "mo$ srcred and binding
tie"'! thal "should lead lo a profound fricndship oj sFni! whichwill
endure ir thc next world".L!

"Harmony. unityand love" are described as "thc highest idcd s
in hunan relaijoDships". I lt folloNs. then. thar wherever s Bahfi
family exists e\'€ry eIlod should be made to prcseneit. Madage and
family life have a vitally inportant "social function"L' the
peryeluation ol'lhe huDran race and the preservalil)n ofsocial order.

TheBal ' i  Teachnrgspemri ldivorcc butstronglydiscolr f tge i rs
practice. Shoghi Effendi indicatcs thatBah6'u'llAh "has only pernic
tcd ii as a last resort"il and thal H€ "strongly condemns jl .'r He
noted drat thcre was a iendency ibr rhc believerr to be affectcd by the
prcvailing culfiral influences which "arc so rapidly destroyinghome
life aDd the bcauty of hmily rclariotrships, and tcaring do$,n ihe
moralstructurc ofsociety"." He adjudsed "moddm socieiy'rr to bc
"crim ina1ly lax as to the sacred nature of mariage"L3 and cal led upon
the frjends to "combat lhis trcnd assiduously"-" lt is usef ul, therefore,
to examinc more closely tie slateorrts irr thc Writirgs in ordef to
gajn a deepcr Lmdersm0ding oathe Bah6 i attiiudc to\,i'ards divorce
and$ idendry ways to stem its rising tidc.

The serious naiut of divorce is conveyeii gmphically in thc
Bahd'i Writings. For example. in the 1(,4t, t lqdar Baha'u'llirh
srates thal "Cod. . abhorreth separalioD and divorcc",:u while
'Abdu'l-Bahi crplains lhat ifone ofthe Farhers

becomcs lhe cause ofdivorce, thal one \:r,ill unquestionabiy
fall inlo gre:it dill;cuhies. will b€come the !iclim ofbnni-
d$le cal.rmities and experionce dccp remorsc.':r

While djvorce is Do! forbidden in the Bahi'i Faith. h is "rery
strongly frowned upon'.:r Lctters lvritten or bchalf of Shoghi
ElTendi indicaic thai divorceis di scouraged, deprecated and agaiNl
thegoodpleaslreofcod .rr ltiseonsidercdas"areprchcnsibleact"ri
and the beli€vers are callcd upon to "makc almost a suferhumarr
effort dot to allow a Bah6'i maraiaEe to be dissolvcd".:5 Di!orceis,
therelbre, regarded as "a last resort 10 be avoidcd ifhunranly pos-

Bothhusbrndandwif thavctherighl toaskforadivorceshould
tbey i'eel it absolutely essentjal lo do so".:r Tbe cuardian s sccrc-
tary, \rriting on his b.h3lf, h.rs indicaied that, theugh pemissiblc.
"only under very exceptional and unbearabie circumstances is di-



vorc€ advisable forBah6ris"'?3 and that the believers should resort to
divorce "oniy when every effort to prcv€nt il has provedto be vain
aDdineffective".r' In this context, it musr also bc recoglizedthat the
very fact rhat Bahn'u'lldh has pe.mined divorce is "an indicltion that
in certain circu.nstances it is unavoidable".rl

2. REAsoNs roR DNoRctr

Under whai circumstances, then, is divofce pennissiblc?
In A Sfnopsis and CodiJicntion ofthe Kitdb-i Aqda' the Mosl

Hob Book ofBahd u Ai , p. 42. il is stated thati

If antipathy or resenbnent develop on thc part of either thc
husband or the wife, divorce is pemissible, only after thc
lapse olone full year.r'

Also. 'AMu'l-Bah6 advised ihe believers to

striclly reftain from divorc€ unless somethjng arisethwhich
compellcth them to separate because of thsir aversion for
each other, in that case wirh the knowledge ofthe Spirinrai
Assembly they may decide to separate.r:

The UniveNal House ofJusticc link the notior of"aversion"rl
with the concept ol "ireconcilable antipathy'ra and it states that
"divorce is permissible when an ineloncilable antipaihy exists be-
tween the two parties to lhe narriage".rJ li lurther clarifies that such
"nntipathy . . - is not m!'rely a lack oflove for one's spouse but an
andpathy which cannot be resolved"r! and slates that the Spiritual
Assembly must fnd that ihis condition "appears"rr to cxist before tie
date for ihe year of waiting can b€ e*ablished.

It is intcresting to note that there are "no specific 'gounds' for
Bahd'i divorce sucl as there are in some codes ofcivil law".r8 Hcnce
the misbehaviou of either party and considerations such as a lack of
"physical attraction or sexdal compatibility and harmony''' donor
autoflaticaLly constinrte causes for divorce. The Houle ofJustice has
clarified tha|

A Bah6'i sbould considcr tt\e possibiliiy of divorc€ onty if
the situalion is intolerablc and he or she hasastrongavcrsion
to being manied to the other patner.'"



The st englh ofthe aversion'ar is rhus a key elemenr. The re-
sponsibility for determining whethcr a condition of'.aversion,'a, or
"antipathy or resenrmcnt"ar exjsts iD any parricular situation rests
wnh th€ individual maniage parroers in consuliarion wirh the Spiri-

3. PREsERvNc MARRTAcE

Careftl prepararion lbr maniage is an esscnrial first step in the
preservatlon ofBahe'i 

'nariage. 
'Abdu'l-Bah, and Shogtri Effendi

set oot a numb€r ofhelpful gridelines to assist individMls ro make
wise and considered decisions jn relation to marriage. For example,
the Master colrnselled potential parrners

10 exercise the utmost care io become thoroughly acquainred
with th€ character of the other, that rhe binding covenant
bctween lhem may be a 1ie lhatwill endrc forever.4

The Cuardian's secretary writing orhis behalfto an individualwho
had sougbr his advice about a proposed mafiiage plaD caulioncd
agarnsl'too hasty action'45 wlxcl "inevirably produces"& ..ae\ier./
and suffering'{; and called rpon the belicvcr to

live this question. which is of such viral conccnr ro your
future, thc ful1 considerarion it deserves. and exrnrine all ils
aspects carefu lly and dispassionately.r!

The choice of marriage partner rests with ihe individuats con-
cemed. 'Abdu'l-Bahli states that, before this choice is made, ihe
parents "havc no righ o interferc"-4, However, oncc lhc individuals
bale choscn. "lhen tbe matter is subject to tlt€ conscnt of farher and
mothel'.5' ShoghiEff€ndiinatenerdated l9M.irch l93Swirienon
his behaLfaftinncd that the "frcedomofthe parenls"rL in exercising
their':ight"5: lo consent to the mafiiage oflheir child is "unrcstricted
and uncondilioncd".' He funhcr stated rhat ihey "may refuse their
conscnt on any ground, and they areresponsible for their decision to
God alone".5a

k must be noted lhat the requiremeni of parental consent to
manirge is not merely an administrative regularion. It is described
as a "greai law"55 which Bah6'u'll6h "has laid dovm to strengthen the
soc ial f'abric, lo knit cl$cr the ties ofthe home"_r6 ls purpose is,,to
promole uni5/ and avoid friction"."



TheBahA'i Writings conlain manyrefer€nces to the imponance
ofmaintair ng loving and unified family relalionships. The fticnds
are not only callcd upon to "do ever!'1hing in thejr powe. to preserve
the marriages they hav€ contracted",q but they must also "make of
them excmplary unions, govemed by the noblesl motives".5r In
addressing this thernc wc alraw specifically on letters writtcn or
behalf ol Shoghi Efltndi and the Universal Holse of Justice in
response to questions fiom believers wbo wer€ experiencing marital
dificul!ics, in order to identiS' steps that mighi be taken 10 reduce the

3.1 Trt! IMPoRTANCE o! E$oRT

Patieni, prayerful and self-sacrificing effort is required in order
to prescwe mariial and family life. In this regard Shoghi Effendi
called upon couples to "take consttuctive action'u and not ailow a
deteriorating situalion 1() gc1 worscl

When the shadow of separation hangs over I husband and
wiit they should leave no stone untumed in lheir effon to
aved its becoming a reatity.dl

Couples are encoumged to make every efibrl 1{) "salvagc their
maliage for the sake of Cod, r{ther than for their o$'n sake",6'?
confident in the knowledge that even ifthef "endeavours do not yi€ld
ary idnediare fruit"dl lhey are. lher€by, tulfilling their "duty as a
Bahe'f'.d

3.2 Muru^L REsPEcr A\D EeuAUrY

The relationship between husbrnd and wife is chamclerized by
'lnutual respect and equality".6r lt is "govemed by the pdnciples of
consultation and devoid of the use of lbrce to compel obedience to
one's will".66 \l'hen asked to provide specific nrles ofconducl to
govefi the relatiotrship k€tween husbands ard wives, the Uniae.sal
Housc of Justice drew anention lo a number of broad guidclines
contained in the Writings:

. . . for example, theprinciple that the rights ofeachand all
in the family unit must be upheld, and lhe advice that loving
.onsultation should be the keynote, thal all malters must be
settled in harmony and love, and ihat therc are times when



the hu!,band and the wife should dcfff ro the wishes ofrhe
otber. Enctly under whal circumslances such dcterence
should take place is a marier for cach couplc to determine. lf,
God forbid, (hey fail ro agree, and rheir disagreemenr lcads
to estargemenl, they should seek counsel fiorn those they
lrust and in whosc sinceriry and sound judgemenr they have
coDfidcnce, in order to preserve and shengthen thcjr ties as
a unit€d family.6r

3.3 CoopERATroN  ND A Fonctvnc Arrnuur

_ Reconciliation calls for a lorgiving attitude and rhe wiUingness ro
endeavour to "compose . . . differerces"6, and to avoid..acring in such
wise as io alienate tbc oiher par1l,_@ In relation to the development
ofan attitude of forgiveness, the Universal House ofJusticeprovided
the following advice to a spouse vho enqu ired aboril how to cope with
angry feelhgs cxperienccd as a result ofrnariral disharmony:

You ask how to deal with angcr. The House of Juslice
suggcsts that you call to mindrhe adnoritions found h our
WritiDgs on the Deedtoovertook the shorlcomhgs oforhers;
to forgivc and conceal theirmisdeeds. not to exposetheirbad
qualities, but to search for and aflinn ther prarscworuy
ones, and to cndeavour to be always forbearing. parieni, and
mcrcitul. Such passages as th€ following extracts from
letters wrilten on behalf of thc beloved Cuardian will be
helptul:

There are qualiries in everyone which wc can
appreciate and admire, ard for $hich \r€ can tove
them; andperhaps, ifyou derermine to rhjnt only
ofthese qualities which your husband possesses,
this will help to improve rhe situarion. . . .you
should tum your thoughts away trom the dings
whicb upsel yoq and cotrslantly pray to Bah6,u'llrh
to help you. Then youvitt find how tha! pre rove,
enldndled by cod, which bums in the sout whell
we read and study the Teachings, will warm and
heal, mor€ than an',rhing else.

Each ofus is responsible for one tife only, and
that ls our o\rn_ Each ofus is immeasuably lar



from being 'perf€ct as our heaveDly father is per-
feci and the task of pcrfectjng our owr ljfe and
character is ore that rcquires 6ll our attention, our
will power and energy. . . .'o

The crucial imporlance ofthe cooperative efTorts of the marriage
partners jn srjviDg to create a happy and securc marriage is sbessed
in the exract ftom a letter written on behalfofthe Universal Housc
of Jusric€ which is cited bciow:

Noting that you and yoru husband have consulted about
yorlr famity problems with yourSpintual Assembly buldjd
not receive any advice, and also discusscd your situation
with a family couosellor without succcss, lhe Housc of
Justicc feels i1 most essential for your husband ond you to
understdnd thal mariagc can be a soutce of well-bejng,
conveying a scnse olsecurity and spiritual happiness. How-
ever. it is not something thatjust happens. For marriage to
become a haven ofcontentment it requires lhe eooperatisn of
rhe marriage partners themselves, aDd the assistance of their
f:tmilies.'l

3 .4 CoNslDERAaloN oF Csri-D&EN

tn lett€rs addressed to couples who 1vere conlenplaiing divorce,
Shoghi Effendi drcw alienrion to the fac! that iic presence ofchikken
"places an evcn greater weight ofmoml rcsponsjbility on the rnan and
wifc considering sucha step"." They ate cjlled upon to "think ofthc
future"?r oftheirchildrcn andto recogrize that children ofdivorced
parents

cannol but suffer from conllicting loyalties, for they are
deprived ofrheblessingofa fhther and mother in onc home,
lo look after lheir interests and lovc themiointly."

It should b€ noted th;t while thc Bah6'i Teachrngs place glEat
emphasis on giving careful consideralion to the potential impact of a
divorce on the children. the coupLeis notreqniredto fenain maried
rolet becauseoilhe existence ofchildren in thehouschold. Shoghi
Effordi in a letter dated l0 November 19,13 written on his behalf



Bahe'u'ti6h has laid grcat emphasis on the sanclity of
mariage, and the believers should exert their utmost to
crealc harmony in $eir homes and a situalion lvhich at leasi
b not bad for their chjldren. But if, after prayer and self-
sacdicjng efIon, this proves quitc impossible, theD they
may resort to divorce.rr

3.5 FAMLY CoNsuLT^TroN

The UDivcnal House ofJustice has identified "loving consulta-
tion"76 as "one of the kels to the strenglhening of unity "' in thc
family. Furthermore, the House ofjustice has stated ihati "Family
consultation employing full aod frank discussion, and animated by
awareness ofthe ne€d for moderation and balancc, can be the panacea
for domestic conflict."?r To be effective. such consullation must, in
addition to being frank, moderate and balanced, be characterized by
mutual respect and equality. Ior example, in describing the process
ofcons ltation and decision-makingwilhin lhe family,rhe Unive.sal
House of JNtice stated:

ln any group, however loving the consultation, there are nev-
erthele$s pohts on whjch, from drne to time. agreement
cannot be reached. ln a Spiritual Assembly this dilenuna is
resolved by a majority vote. Therc can, hose\'er, b€ no
majority where only two parties arc involved. as in lhe case
ofa husband aDd wife. There are, therefore. times when a
wi fe should defe. to her husband and times s hen a husband
should defer to his wife, but neither should ever unjustly
dominale the other.'e

3.6 CoNsL'LTArroN wrH THE SprRiruAL AsslNrBLy

When be lievers arc experioncirg marilal difliculties they are en-
couraged "to tum to lhe 6pidtual Assemblies for advice and counsel,
and !o follow this advjce in their effbrts to p.cserve the uniiyofth€jr
marilal rclalionship".tu The geoeml and continuing responsibilities of
thc Spiritual Assembly in handling an application for Bah6'i divorce
and in counselling tbe b€lieveN are spelled out h the ibllowing
extract from a letter dated 6 May 1987 wr tcn on behall ofthe
Universal House of Justice:



W1len an application for divorce is made to a Spiritual
Asssnbly, its first thought and action should be to reconcil€
the couple and 1,0 ensure that thcy kltow the Bah6'J lcachings
on the matter. Cod willing,lhe Assemblywill be $uccessful
and no year of waiting necd be sta.ted. Howcver, if the
Assembly finds that it is unable to persuade the party con-
cemed to withdraw the applicalion for divorce, it must
conclude that, Iiom its point of vicw. th€re appears !o be atr
irreconcilable antipatht and it has no altemative to setting
the date foi thc begiDning ofthc yearofwaiting Dunngthe
year the couple have the .esponsibility of att€mpting to
reconcilc their differenccs, and the Assembly has the duqr to
help them and encourage them. . . .31

3.7 PRorEssroNAI- CouNsELLrNc

In addition to consulting the Spiritual Assembly, it mighr also be
beneficial for the couple "i ividually i]nd togetber ifpossible"3, to
seek lhe assistance of competent professional marriage counsellon.
Such professionals can, according ro the Universal House ofJustice,
provide "rseful insights and g'ridance in the use of conshrctive
mersures to bring about a grcater degree of unity".rr The House of
Justice further suggests that "il is usually necessary to tempet''Na nor-
Bah6'i counsciling with "Bahfi insighf'.35

3.8 SER\,Icr - "TIfi TRUE BAsrs oF uNlry"36

Shoghi Effendi descnAed "service'4? as "the true basis"{ of
family unity and called upon the family members ro "arise with
rencwed effon to teach the Faith'.r, The Guardian's secretary
writing on his behalfto one coupl€ who had'lointly undertaken a
most successful teaching tour"to statedl

This bond of comson serr'ice to the Cause which is so
closely uniting your hearts . - . has proved such ao cffective
sohrtioD of your personal problems.'r

And the hope was cxpressed that this "bond"': would be "turtber
cemented by the passing of y€ars",r and rhrough rhe couple's
"increased and joint padicipation in the teaching work",ft



In another inslancc, where "inlarmony and unlappiness,,rr had
arisen in a couple's home, they s,ere counseiled to devote more of
their lime io teaching the Ca use and!lto pray together that Baht,u'lt6h
may Sive you a rcal and lasting love lbr €ach orher".%

4- CoNcLUsroN

The Bah6'i T€rchings p.€sent a very balanced approaoh !o the
subj€ct of divorce. On thc one hand, "divorcc is discounged and
sholld be resoded to only whor a prolonged effort to eflect reconcili-
ation has been uffuccessful".r7 OD the other hand. ..divorce is
p€rmissible whcn an ircco[cilabie anlipalby exists b(tweer rhe two
parties to themaniage".r3 The marriage panncrs. in the fi$l jnstance,
have the moral responsibiliry to detcrmine bolh rhe extenr of the
"aversion"" and whether their effofi has been '.pro1oDged.'. ,i0 The
Spirirual Assembly must also concludc tha( the condition of..an!ipa-
thy or resentment"lo appears io er.ist bclbre setiing the date oflhe
year ofwaiting.

The effort requircd to presenre and strenglhen a Bah6'j mariage
is prolonged and inescapable. It requires prayer, perseverance, self-
sacdlice, mutual respect, a willirgness to cooperate and 10 forgive,
and fraDl and loving consultation. It can, at tjmes, be very painfut.
However the Universal House of Justice provides lhe fo|o$.ing
assurance ihat the resr t ofa"consecmred and dctermined cfTorf',1o1
even |n seemingly inpossible cases, is frequenlly blesse{t wirh a

There have been many instances in which a couple has,
through a consecmted and detcrmined efforr, aided by rh6
power of prayer and the advice of experts. succeedcd in
overcoming secmingly insuperable obslactes to their rccon-
ciliation and in rcconstruding a slrong foundarion for thcir
marriage. There arealso innumerabte examplcs ofindividu-
als who have bcen able to effecl drastic and enduring
changes in their 6ehaviour, throughdrslving on rhe spjritual
powers available by the bounty ofcod.i0l

t0


