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Mulla Najm al-Din ‘Abdallah Bahabadi Yazdi (d. 981 AH), widely
known through the “Hashiya-ye Mulla ‘Abdallah,” stands at a
pivotal intersection of scholarly traditions and Safavid-era socio-
political realities. This article asks whether his argumentative style
and practical conduct can be described through a coherent ethical
pattern that may be called “mediating ethics.” By mediating ethics,
we mean a cluster of epistemic virtues and practical dispositions
through which a religious scholar, while remaining faithful to
inherited tradition, reduces the intensity of conflict between
competing poles (reason and transmission, Shi‘i and Sunni learning,
seminary and state) and seeks workable forms of coexistence. Using
a descriptive—analytical method and drawing on biographical
sources alongside close reading of selected passages from his legal
gloss on al-"Allama al-Hill'’s Irshad al-Adhhan, the study identifies
epistemic, normative, and institutional dimensions of his mediation.
The findings suggest that Bahabadi combined critical traditionalism
in scholarship with a measured engagement in public administration
in Najaf, thereby offering a historically grounded model for
contemporary debates on legal reasoning, religious authority, and
relations with confessional “others.”
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Introduuction
Modern Muslim debates about “tradition” and “social change” often oscillate between two extremes: a
secular-modernist narrative that treats tradition as an obstacle to progress, and a fundamentalist stance
that treats modern social transformations as threats to be resisted wholesale. Both perspectives,
however, can underappreciate the rich repertoire of premodern scholarly practices that negotiated
intellectual plurality and political pressure without abandoning confessional commitments. Safavid-era
Shi'i history, especially the shifting relationships between seminaties, shrine institutions, and imperial
power, offers instructive cases of such negotiation.

Bahabadi Yazdi is particularly suitable for this inquiry because his life traversed several key milieus:
a local background in Bahabad and Yazd; advanced training in Shiraz, a center where philosophy, logic,
and scholastic debate flourished; and, finally, an institutional role in Najaf, where the administration of
the "Alawi shrine and the city’s governance required navigating competing authorities and diverse
publics. The study proposes that these experiences crystallized into an “ethics of mediation,” not as a
modern political program, but as a discernible pattern of scholarly and social action within a tradition.

Conceptually, the analysis draws on Alasdair Maclntyre’s account of tradition-constituted
rationality and Talal Asad’s notion of “Islamic discursive tradition” to situate Bahabadi’s practice as an
intra-traditional form of reasoning: one that is shaped by inherited vocabularies yet remains capable of

criticism, refinement, and practical adaptation under changing conditions.

Body Main

1. Historical Setting and Institutional Location

Biographical and local-historical sources depict Bahabadi as a conduit between multiple networks: the
scholastic culture of Shiraz, the developing Najaf seminary, and Safavid political interests in Iraq’s shrine
cities. This positioning matters ethically because it places the scholar in overlapping “identity maps.”
He is simultaneously a participant in shared Islamic scholastic curricula (logic and legal theory) and a
custodian of specifically Shi i institutional life (the Najaf shrine and its administrative economy). In such
contexts, mediation is not a mere personal trait; it becomes a structural necessity for sustaining
communal life.

2. Epistemic Mediation Through Scholastic Commentary

A distinctive feature of post-classical Islamic learning is the economy of commentaries, glosses, and
super-glosses. In this genre, the scholar does not sever ties with authoritative texts; instead, he enters
them, adopts their terminology, and then critiques or refines arguments “from within.” Bahabadr’s
engagement with widely taught logical and legal materials, including texts associated with Sunni

scholastic lineages, exemplifies this dialogical posture. Epistemic mediation here involves: (a) precision
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in formulating objections, (b) charitable reconstruction of rival positions, and (c) critique that targets
arguments rather than persons. Such practices shift disagreement from identity-based antagonism to
reason-guided contestation, thereby producing what may be called a form of “scholatly civility.”
3. Normative Mediation in Legal Reasoning
Close reading of the gloss on Irshad al-Adhhan suggests that Bahabadf’s jurisprudential reasoning
repeatedly mobilizes norms that stabilize social relations: avoidance of undue harm (1a darar), attention
to hardship (12 haraj), and recourse to customary understanding (‘urf) when textual indicators are not
decisive. The study’s case analyses (e.g., the meaning of “possession” in sales of immovables, the
temporality of claiming pre-emption, and guardianship over minors’ property) show a consistent
orientation: rights should not be construed so expansively that they become tools of injury, yet they
should not be restricted without adequate proof. This “balanced calibration” functions as mediation
between the poles of strict restriction and permissive laxity, and it reflects a justice-oriented reading of
figh as a discipline for regulating relationships rather than merely prescribing individual ritual
compliance.
4. Institutional Mediation in Najaf: Engagement Without Reduction
Historical reports attribute to Bahabadi and his family (Beyt al-Malali) roles that combined scholarship,
shrine custodianship, and, at times, municipal governance. In the volatile Safavid—Ottoman contest over
Iraq, Najaf could easily become an arena for escalated confessional conflict. The ethical significance of
Bahabadr’s institutional conduct lies in the attempt to maintain the shrine’s sanctity, protect pilgrims’
welfare, and preserve the seminary’s continuity, while avoiding the reduction of religious authority to a
mere instrument of state legitimacy. Mediation at this level therefore combines responsibility for public
goods with an insistence—at least as implied by the sources—on retaining a distinct scholarly identity.
Taken together, these dimensions justify speaking of “mediating ethics” as a coherent pattern:
epistemically, through dialogical scholarship; normatively, through justice- and harm-sensitive legal
reasoning; and institutionally, through responsible engagement that secks stability without surrendering

moral independence.

Conclusion

This study proposed “mediating ethics” as an interpretive lens for understanding Mulla ‘Abdallah
Bahabadi Yazdr’s scholarly and practical conduct. Rather than portraying him as either a compliant
agent of political power or an isolated ascetic scholar, the article highlights a third possibility: an intra-
traditional actor who manages tensions among competing commitments through identifiable virtues
and constraints. Epistemically, he models a critical traditionalism grounded in the grammar of scholastic

debate; normatively, he employs figh to reduce unjust harm and relational instability; and institutionally,
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he assumes public responsibility while attempting to safeguard the autonomy of scholarly authority.
The contemporary relevance of this case is limited but meaningful. It does not license projecting
modern agendas onto a Safavid-era scholar; instead, it provides historical resources for thinking about
typologies of religion—state relations, the ethics of disagreement, and the conditions under which legal
reasoning can support coexistence in plural societies. Further research should expand the textual base
by examining Bahabadi’s other glosses and comparing his pattern of engagement with contrasting
Safavid-era models (such as more separatist scholatly stances), thereby sharpening the analytical

usefulness of “mediating ethics” as a concept within Islamic ethical and legal studies.
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