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“IT IS A SPECTACLE never before witnessed,” William Jennings Bryan wrote 
from the Democratic National Convention in Baltimore. He was surprised at 
how aggressively moneyed interests had entered the political process in 1912. 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá had first gone on record about leadership and corruption thirty-
seven years earlier, when he was just thirty-one years old. In 1875 he wrote a 
long, open letter — called The Secret of Divine Civilization — to the people and 
government of Persia in support of the early modernization efforts of Násiri’d-
Dín Sháh, the king who had banished Bahá’u’lláh and his family from Iran. 
 
In The Secret of Divine Civilization, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá demanded a high standard of 
conduct from political leaders: “First,” he wrote, “the elected members must be 
righteous, God-fearing, high-minded, incorruptible.” “These give no thought to 
amassing enormous fortunes for themselves; they believe, rather, that their own 
wealth lies in enriching their subjects.” He added: “They take no pride in gold 
and silver, but rather in their enlightenment and their determination to achieve 
the universal good.” 
 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s open letter to the people of Persia engaged a wide range of 
national issues. In America, Social Gospel churchmen marched in the forefront 
of reform, but in Iran the clergy, and their arbitrary interpretation of the law, 
was a major barrier to progress. Two plaintiffs could go to two different 
religious officials about the same case and receive opposite decisions. “It may 
even happen that in one and the same case two conflicting decisions will be 
handed down by the same mujtahid, on the grounds that he was inspired first in 
one direction and then in the other,” ‘Abdu’l-Bahá wrote. “There can be no 
doubt that this state of affairs has confused every important issue and must 
jeopardize the very foundations of society.” 
 
Much of the debate during the American election of 1912 was about the 
structure of political leadership — Should Senators be elected directly? What 
powers should the President have? — but ‘Abdu’l-Bahá was generally more 
concerned with the qualities of political leadership. “It is unquestionable that 
the object in establishing parliaments is to bring about justice and 
righteousness,” he wrote, “but everything hinges on the efforts of the elected 
representatives.” 
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In The Secret of Divine Civilization, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá addressed the subject at 
length: “If these individuals prove to be pure and high-minded, if they remain 
free from the taint of corruption, the confirmations of God will make them a 
never-failing source of bounty to mankind . . . . If, however, the members of 
these consultative assemblies are inferior, ignorant, uninformed of the laws of 
government and administration, unwise, of low aim, indifferent, idle, self-
seeking, no benefit will accrue from the organizing of such bodies.” 
 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá grasped the tendency of human beings to mishandle power. “Any 
agency whatever, though it be the instrument of mankind’s greatest good, is 
capable of misuse,” he wrote. “Its proper use or abuse depends on the varying 
degrees of enlightenment, capacity, faith, honesty, devotion and 
highmindedness of the leaders of public opinion.”



How to Cite this Article 
 
The formatting below is from the Chicago Manual of Style, 17th Edition. For other academic citation styles, 
please adapt accordingly. Since the 239 Days site and its contents may be updated from time to time, we 
recommend you include a “last modified” date, which is provided at the top of both the web and PDF 
versions of this article. 
 
 
FOOTNOTE / ENDNOTE:  
Jonathan Menon, “The Secret of Divine Civilization,” 239 Days in America, ed. Jonathan Menon and 
Robert Sockett, July 20, 2012, http://239days.com/2012/07/20/secret-of-divine-civilization/. 
 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
Menon, Jonathan. “The Secret of Divine Civilization.” 239 Days in America. Edited by Jonathan Menon and 
Robert Sockett. July 20, 2012. http://239days.com/2012/07/20/secret-of-divine-civilization/. 
 
 
HOW TO CITE THE 239 Days in America WEBSITE IN A BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
Menon, Jonathan, and Robert Sockett, eds. 239 Days in America. http://239days.com/. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Terms of Use 
 
239 Days in America™ and the 239Days.com website is licensed under a Creative Commons 3.0 License as specified 
at this link: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/. This PDF file is shared with you with the following 
additional terms: 
 

YOU MAY quote from this PDF file with proper attribution. Your citation must include the author’s name and 
the 239 Days in America project’s name. You may download and print this PDF file, and you may share 
individual PDF files in print or electronic form. 

 
Although we want to make our work easy to share, we also wish to maintain the unity and integrity of 239 Days in 
America as a whole. Therefore, 
 

YOU MAY NOT republish or rebroadcast our PDF files in a public forum—such as by uploading them to a 
blog, app, or other web property, publishing them in print form, or distributing them widely using electronic 
means—without our prior written consent. We invite you to discuss such opportunities with us by contacting 
the Editor-In-Chief at editor@239Days.com. Otherwise, please share the permalinks displayed at the top of 
each file.  

 
YOU MAY NOT extract pages from this file, recombine this PDF file with other documents, assemble its 
contents into any free or paid product, app, ebook, collection, compilation, or archive, nor remove this page of 
Terms. The Adobe PDF™ security features employed in this document have been selected to prevent such 
use. You may not circumvent these security features in any way. 

 
 
 
 


