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1996 Letter on Promoting Race Unity

In their April 1996 letter to an individual believer on the 

topic of “promoting race unity,” the Universal House of 

Justice made four main points:

1. The “size and influence of Bahá’í community are … 

too limited” to have “a determining impact” on the 

plight of African American men in the US.

2. “Race prejudice will finally be [exorcized] from the 

body politic” because of “massive expansion” of the 

Faith.

3. The “plight of the Iranian friends” is “less 

devastating” than what “has been inflicted on the 

African-Americans.”

4. American Bahá’ís do have a “critical role” to play in 

“counteract[ing] the baleful legacy of racism.”



Growth of the US Bahá’í Community
• 1966   -- 14,716

• 1968   -- 17,765

• 1970   -- 23,994

• 1971   -- 40,221

• 1972   -- 59,372

• 1974   -- 63,470

• 1979   -- 77,396

• 1984   -- 91,669

• 1989   -- 112,000

• 1993   -- 120,000

• 1996   -- 133,000

• 2014   – 175,000

[Sources: Robert Stockman And The NSA Of The US]

New US Baha’is 2018-19 (Total: 1,176)
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What Was “The Plight of 
African-American Men” in 1996? (Jobs)

• “Overall unemployment rates in 1994 were more than 

twice as high among black men as among white men” 

(Holzer, “Racial Differences in Labor Market Outcomes 

Among Men”).

• “Studies … matched pairs of black and white job 

seekers with comparable credentials, in terms of 

education and experience, apply[ing] for various 

advertised job openings. These studies found that 

blacks [were] less likely to receive job offers, on 

average, than whites (Fix and Struyk, 1994; Bendick et 

al., 1994)” (from Holzer, “Racial Differences in Labor 

Market Outcomes Among Men”).



What Was “the Plight of 
African-American Men” in 1996? (Police Brutality)

• According to a 1996 article by Hendrik Hertzberg and Henry Louis Gates, Jr., “Half of 
all African-American children live in poverty. A third of all black men between the 
ages of twenty and twenty-nine are entangled in the criminal-justice system. The 
leading cause of death among young black men is gunshot wounds” (“The African-
American Century”).

• A 1998 article by Human Rights Watch on police brutality stated that “race still plays 
a central role in the use of excessive force” (“Race as a Factor”).

Examples of 1990s cases of police brutality against unarmed black men: 

• “The January 1995 videotaped beating of African-American Corey West in 
Providence, R.I. by a white officer” (“Race as a Factor”).

• The July 1996 fatal shooting of African-American Nathaniel Gaines, Jr., who was 
unarmed, by white New York City transit officer Paolo Colecchia on a subway 
platform” (“Race as a Factor”).

• “White police officer Jon Vojtas was acquitted by an all-white jury in the killing of 
black motorist Jonny Gammage in Brentwood, a predominantly white Pittsburgh 
suburb.” “Gammage had been driving in Brentwood in October 1995 when police 
officers pulled him over, claiming that he had been driving erratically. In a struggle 
with five officers after he emerged from his car, Gammage was subdued as officers 
pressed on his back and neck, suffocating him. He died at the scene” (“Race as a 
Factor”).

Group of police officers beating Rodney King.



What Was “the Plight of 
African-American Men” in 1996? (Death Penalty)

• “The typical death row inmate [in 1996] is likely to be a poor 

man who never graduated from high school. He is likely to be 

a member of a minority. And with only rare exceptions, he has 

been convicted of murdering a white person.”

• “Almost all of the executions [in 1996] involved a case with a 

white victim in the underlying murder. Of the 45 executions 

carried out …, only 4 involved the murder of a black victim, 

even though blacks are murdered as often as whites in the U.S.” 

• “No white person was executed [in 1996] for the murder of a 

black person, while ten black men were executed for crimes 

involving white victims.”

• Since the death penalty was reinstated [in 1976], 90 black men 

[were] executed for the murder of a white victim, while only 4 

white men [were] executed for the murder of a black victim.”

[Source: The Death Penalty in 1996: Year End Report, Death 

Penalty Information Center, December 1996]



What is “the Plight of 
African-American Men” Today? (Jobs)

• Black men are overrepresented in low-wage jobs and 
underrepresented in high-wage jobs. Neither hard skills, 
soft skills, nor black men’s occupational interests provide 
convincing explanations for black male sorting into low-
wage occupations. … [L]abor market discrimination 
excludes many black men from high- wage jobs. (Hamilton 
et al., “Whiter Jobs, Higher Wages”).

• “Black-white wage gaps expanded with rising inequality 
from 1979 to 2015.” 

• “Black women face a double wage penalty for their race 
and gender” (Gould, “Black-white wage gaps are worse 
today than in 2000”).

• A 2016 Harvard Business School Study showed that 
companies are more than twice as likely to call minority 
applicants for interviews if they submit whitened resumes 
than candidates who reveal their race—and this 
discriminatory practice is just as strong for businesses that 
claim to value diversity as those that don’t (Gerdeman).Graphic by Blair Storie-Johnson (Source: “Whitened Resumes: Race and 

Self-Presentation in the Labor Market”)



What is “the Plight of 
African-American Men” Today?(Police Brutality)

• According to Bureau of Justice Statistics, “Black Americans 

remain far more likely than their Hispanic and white 

counterparts to be in prison. The black imprisonment rate at 

the end of 2018 was nearly twice the rate among Hispanics … 

and more than five times the rate among whites…. Black men 

are especially likely to be imprisoned” (Pew Research Center)

• According to the Sentencing Project’s 2018 report to the UN, 

“African Americans are more likely than white Americans to be 

arrested; once arrested, they are more likely to be convicted; 

and once convicted, and they are more likely to experience 

lengthy prison sentences.… As of 2001, one of every three 

black boys born in that year could expect to go to prison in his 

lifetime, as could one of every six Latinos—compared to one of 

every seventeen white boys.”



What is “the Plight of 
African-American Men” Today? (Police Brutality)

• A 2019 study by Rutgers University sociologist Frank 
Edwards found that “about 1 in 1,000 black men and 
boys can expect to die as a result of police violence 
over the course of their lives—a risk that's about 2.5 
times higher than their white peers.” The study “add[s] 
hard numbers to a pattern personified by victims like 
Eric Garner, Tamir Rice and Freddie Gray” (Khan).

• “A study published in The Lancet [in 2018] found that 
police killings of unarmed black men were associated 
with an increase in mental health problems such as 
depression and emotional issues for black people living 
in the state where the killing took place” (Khan).

• “Black women were about 1.4 times as likely to be killed 
by police as white women…. Native American women 
were from 1.1 to 2.1 times as likely to be killed as their 
white peers” (Khan).



What is “the Plight of 
African-American Men” today? (Death Penalty)

• “A Death Penalty Information Center analysis of executions and 
new death sentences in 2019 has found that even as death 
penalty usage declined across the United States, racial 
disparities in its application persisted.”

• “Nationwide, the murder-victimization rate for African 
Americans is significantly higher than for whites. About half of 
all murder victims are black; yet, in 2019, nearly 80% (27 of 34) 
of new death sentences were imposed in cases involving 
victims who were white. 73% of executions in 2019 (16 of 22) 
involved cases with only white victims.”

• “Three more former death-row prisoners were exonerated in 
2019, increasing the number of documented U.S. death-row 
exonerations to 167.”

[Source: Death Penalty Information Center, The Death Penalty In 
2019: Year End Report]

“Our death penalty system has been, by all 
measures, a failure. It has discriminated against 
defendants who are mentally ill, black and brown, 
or can’t afford expensive legal representation.” 
(California Governor Gavin Newsom, declaring a 
moratorium on executions of California’s 737 inmates 
on death row in March 2019)



As of Monday, June 15

Total Cases: 2.1 million

1 out of every 155 Americans

Total Deaths: 116,000

1 out of every 2,900 Americans

How Does Race Affect Coronovirus Cases in the US?

Slide source: Michael Kuehlwein



COVID-19 Hospitalization Rates by Race and Ethnicity?

You need to control for age 

because Whites are older than 

African-Americans and Latinos. 

The hospitalization rate for 

African-Americans is over 4 

times the rate for White 

Americans.    

Potential causes: Blacks are 

more likely to be essential 

workers, get fewer paid sick 

days, live in more densely 

populated housing, and are 

more likely to live with elderly 

family members. 

Slide source: Michael Kuehlwein



COVID-19 Death Rates by Race and Age Relative to Whites

The mortality rate for African-Americans is 

between 2 and 10 times as high as the rate 

for Whites.  

Not only are African-Americans more likely 

to contract the virus, they’re more like to die 

if they get it. 

Potential causes: lower rates of health 

insurance, less income to pay for healthcare, 

distrust of our healthcare system, and worse 

pre-existing health conditions.  

Slide source: Michael Kuehlwein



Should We Compare The Plights of 
the Bahá’ís of Iran and African-Americans?

• In their 1996 letter, the UHJ makes it clear that we should not 

compare the suffering of African-Americans with the plight of 

the Baha’is in Iran.

• “While the plight of the Iranian friends is grievous, it is also in some 

essential respects far more tractable” [i.e. easily solved] than that 

of African-Americans. 

• Furthermore, since the [Iranian] community is organized around the 

divine Teachings and empowered by the Word of God, the effects 

of victimization on the Iranian believers is likely to prove, in the 

long view, less devastating than the effects of that which has 

been inflicted upon the African-Americans. 

• Nonetheless, we [the Baha’is of the world] are the only ones in 

the world who would so persistently direct the focus of 

international attention towards achieving the aim of lifting the 

shackles from our co-religionists [in Iran]. There is no one else to 

take the lead.”

Source: Bahá’í International Community, Unfulfilled Promises: 

Iran’s failure to act after its 2010 Universal Periodic Review



What is the “Critical Role” American Bahá’ís Must Play in 
“Counteract[ing] the Baleful Legacy of Racism.”

• According to the UHJ, “since at least the middle of the [19th] 
century significant numbers of Americans, both black and white, 
have long labored, often with immense resourcefulness, to 
counteract the baleful legacy of racism in their country, in all its 
complex dimensions, structural and otherwise.”

• “In the future the Cause of God will spread throughout America; 
millions will be enlisted under its banner and race prejudice will 
finally be [exorcised] from the body politic.”

• US Baha’is “must, as the "custodians of . . . the forces of love," 
ground our efforts in indomitable faith.”

• “The best contribution which the friends can make is to carry on 
with work of the kind you are already doing, demonstrating the 
Bahá'í spirit to others, showing their love for mankind and 
patiently, determinedly working to bring about a change in the 
hearts and minds of those they are able to reach.” 

• “The powerful example of the Hand of the Cause Louis Gregory 
is an invaluable source of inspiration and encouragement.”



So What Did Hand of the Cause Louis Gregory Do?
• Louis George Gregory (1874-1951) was a prominent member of the Bahá’í Faith. 

In 1951 he was posthumously appointed a Hand of the Cause by Shoghi Effendi.

• After becoming a Bahá’í in 1909, he travelled, wrote and lectured on the subject 
of racial unity.

• On April 30, 1912 he was the only African-American elected to the first national 
administrative body of the Bahá’í Faith in America. Later, he was also the first 
African-American to be elected to the National Spiritual Assembly of the United 
States and Canada, a body which he would be elected to in 1922, 1924, 1927, 
1932, 1934 and 1946. 

• In 1927, he was appointed to serve on the National Committee on Inter-racial 
Amity.

• This committee sponsored Annual Race Amity meetings in larger metropolitan 
areas within the United States. 

• In 1932, the Committee and the Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ís of New York 
City co-hosted a dinner in honor of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the New York Urban League, 
which included speeches by Louis G. Gregory, Horace Holley and Dr. W.E.B. 
DuBois, among others.

• [Source: Bahaipedia entry on Louis Gregory]



Current Bahá’í Approaches To Race Unity in the US

• The NSA has asked the American Baha’is to study two 

compilations on the subject and established a web resource 

page for race unity-related activities (bahai.us/race-unity-

action);

• The National Center for Race amity: Campus Conversations on 

Race ; theater based race amity education programs; annual 

National Race Amity Conference; National Race Amity Day;

• Race Amity is the Key to the Future (video);

• Race Unity videos at bahaiteachings.org/video/;

• Race Unity in America: an Oral History—the Baha’i Community 

& the Struggle for Race Unity in the US from 1912 to Now (see 

https://www.raceunity.us/);

• ARISE Pupil of the Eye Conference in November 2019



Social Action in Local Bahá’í Communities
Activities Baha’is are engaging in across the US:

• Weekly Ruhi Book One with a focus on healing racism; 

• ‘Meditate & create’ devotions spaces to share quotes and invite 

artistic expressions in response;

• Promoting and empowering local minority and women small 

business owners;

• Deep, meaningful discussions and study groups about race unity on 

Zoom; 

• Integration and genuine friendship between people of different 

backgrounds;

• Participating in rallies carrying signs with Bahá’í quotations;

• T-shirts encouraging Bahá’ís to support black lives;

• Weekly storytelling for community members to share their stories;

• Teach-ins that allow community members to share their expertise.

Source: NSA’s Race Unity Action page on “Social Action”



"When you talk about race and the 
legacy of white supremacy, there’s 
no doubt that when the history is 
written, the true history is written, 
the history of this country, the 
Baha’i Faith will be one of the 
leaven in the American loaf that 
allowed the democratic loaf to 
expand because of the anti-racist 
witness of those of the Baha’i 
faith" (African-American 
philosopher Cornel West, 2012).

Thank you!
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