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FUNCTION OF HADITH IN POLITICS:
ANALYSING YUSUF AL-NABHANI’S FORTY
HADITHS ON THE OBLIGATION TO OBEY THE
RULER

Salahudheen Kozhithodi,' Arshad Korangattil®

ABSTRACT

This study examines the political theology of Hadith in the
writings of the Palestinian-Ottoman scholar Yusuf al-Nabhani
(1849-1932), focusing on his tract al-Ahadith al-Arba‘in fi
Wujitb Ta'at Amir al-Mu'minin (Forty Hadiths on the
Obligation to Obey the Ruler), composed in 1312/1895.
Situated in the political turbulence of the late Ottoman
Caliphate, the work reasserts traditional Sunni doctrines of
obedience and political unity at a time when reformist, Salafi,
and colonial forces threatened both the caliphate and its moral
authority. Through a close reading of the collection, this article
argues that al-Nabhani deployed the Prophetic tradition as a
medium of political legitimacy, constructing a theological
defense of Sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid II’s rule and the Ottoman
Caliphate as divinely sanctioned institutions. His work also
represents a religious counter-discourse to modernist
reinterpretations of Islam and to secular nationalism advanced
by the Young Turks. The analysis reveals how Hadith—beyond
its devotional and legal dimensions—functioned as a living
source of political thought, moral order, and social cohesion in
the late nineteenth-century Muslim world.

' Assistant professor, Department of Hadith and Related Sciences, Darul
Huda Islamic University, India, salahudheenk@dhiu.in.

2 Research Scholar, Department of Hadith and Related Sciecnes, Darul Huda
Islamic University, India, arshad.k.korangattil@gmail.com.
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INTRODUCTION

The relationship between prophetic authority and political
power has long occupied a central place in Islamic thought. The
Qur’anic command, “Obey God, the Messenger, and those in
authority among you” (Q. 4:59), forms the scriptural
cornerstone of Islamic political ethics, while the Hadith corpus
elaborates the conditions of legitimate rule, the moral limits of
obedience, and the dangers of rebellion. Across Muslim history,
scholars and rulers have invoked Hadith not merely as a source
of spiritual instruction but as a framework for legitimizing
power and preserving social order.

During the late nineteenth century, the Ottoman Caliphate—the
last representative of the Islamic caliphate—was beset by crises
that tested both its political structure and its religious
legitimacy. Reformist and anti-Sufi currents, including
Wahhabism and the emerging Salafi trend, challenged the
mystical and juristic traditions that had long sustained the
Ottoman rule. At the same time, European colonial expansion
and nationalist movements threatened the Caliphate’s unity and
sovereignty. Within this turbulent landscape, the figure of the
Sultan—particularly ‘Abd al-Hamid II (r. 1876—1909)—became
the focal point of debates on obedience, legitimacy, and divine
authority.

It was in this milieu that Ydisuf al-Nabhant (1849—-1932),
a Palestinian-Ottoman jurist, Sufi, and prolific author, sought to
defend traditional Sunni orthodoxy and the Ottoman political
order through the Prophetic tradition. His tract, al-Ahadith al-
Arba‘in fi Wujub Td'at Amir al-Mu 'minin, completed in
1312/1895,’ stands as a remarkable example of how Hadith was
mobilized as political theology. Through a carefully curated

3Yusuf Al-Nabhani, Al-Ahadith Al-Avba‘in Fi Wujiub Ta'at Amir Al-
Mu’minin, Al-Matba ‘a Al-Adabiyya (Beirut, 1312H), 14.
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selection of reports on obedience, justice, and governance, al-
Nabhani articulated a vision of Muslim unity grounded in
loyalty to the Caliph and rooted in the moral authority of the
Prophet’s words.

This article examines the political function of Hadith in al-
Nabhani’s work. By situating his collection within the broader
Ottoman intellectual context and the shifting currents of reform
and colonialism, it argues that al-Ahadith al-Arba‘tn was more
than a compilation of traditions—it was a conscious
intervention in the theological and political struggles of his age.
Al-Nabhant’s effort to sanctify obedience to the ruler through
Prophetic authority reveals the enduring power of Hadith as
both a moral discourse and an instrument of legitimacy in late
Ottoman Islam.

YUSUF AL-NABHANI: LIFE AND CONTEXT

Yusuf al-Nabhant was born in 1849 in the village of Ijzim, near
Haifa, Palestine, into a respected scholarly family. His father,
Isma‘1l al-Nabhani, was both his first teacher and a local
scholar, from whom he received his early instruction in Qur’an,
Arabic, and religious sciences. Having memorized the Qur’an at
a young age, he traveled to Cairo in 1283/1866 to pursue
advanced studies at al-Azhar, where he remained for several
years. There, he studied jurisprudence, theology, Hadith, and
Arabic literature under leading scholars, absorbing a
traditionalist and Sufi intellectual orientation that would define
his career.

After completing his studies, al-Nabhant returned to Palestine in
1289/1872 and began his service in the Ottoman judiciary,
holding appointments in Jerusalem, Beirut, and Mosul. His
judicial career placed him at the intersection of law,
administration, and religion within a multi-ethnic Caliphate
confronting modernizing reforms and colonial intrusion. These
experiences exposed him to the ideological challenges of his
age—from Christian missionary education to emerging
reformist movements in Islam.
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A devout Sufi and ardent supporter of Sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid II,
al-Nabhant regarded the Ottoman Caliphate as the last bastion
of Sunni orthodoxy and Muslim unity. His writings consistently
defend the Hamidian regime against European influence and
internal reformist agitation. Following the Young Turk
Revolution of 1908 and the Sultan’s deposition in 1909, al-
Nabhant was removed from his judicial post in Beirut, likely
due to his loyalty to “Abd al-Hamid II and opposition to the new
secular-nationalist order. He rejected accusations of
administrative impropriety in his later work al-Dalalat al-
Wadihah: Hashiya Mukhtasarah ‘ala Dald’il  al-Khayrat,
asserting that he had “never issued a judgment contrary to the
shari‘ah or for any personal purpose.” A visionary dream in
which his court appeared beside that of Caliph ‘Umar ibn al-
Khattab symbolically affirmed his commitment to justice and
divine guidance.* After his dismissal, al-Nabhani devoted
himself to writing across multiple genres—Hadith, poetry,
theology, and polemics—aiming to preserve traditional Islam
amid political and intellectual upheaval until his death in 1932.

MAJOR WORKS AND INTELLECTUAL
CONTRIBUTION

Yusuf al-Nabhant’s intellectual legacy reflects the synthesis of
devotion, politics, and polemics characteristic of late Ottoman
religious scholarship. As Ghazal observes, his writings can be
classified into three interrelated strands: Prophetic eulogy,
political advocacy, and anti-reform polemics. These categories
intersect throughout his corpus, revealing a sustained effort to

*Yasuf Al-Nabhani, Al-Dalalat Al-Wadihah: Hdashiya Mukhtasarah ‘ala
Dala’il Al-Khayrat (Makkah al-Mukarramah, 2007), 37-38.

>See his biographical details in Abd al-Razzaq Al-Bitar, Hilyat Al-Bashar FT
Tarikh Al-Qarn Al-Thalith ‘Ashar, Dar Al-Sadir, vol. 3 (Beirut, 1993),
3:1612-16; ‘Umar Ibn Rida ibn Muhammad Raghib ibn ‘Abd al-Ghani
Kahhalah, Mu jam Al-Mu ‘allifin, Matba ‘at Al-Taraqqr, vol. 13 (Damascus,
1961), 13:275-76; also see his autobiography Yusuf Al-Nabhani, Hadi Al-
Murid  Ila  Turug  Al-Asanid  (Dar  al-Kutub, n.d.), 56-58,
https://doi.org/10.1145/2505515.2507827.
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defend Sunni orthodoxy and Ottoman religious authority
against modernist and colonial challenges.’

His devotional works, such as al-Majmii‘at al-
Nabhaniyyah fi al-Mada’ih al-Nabawiyyah, demonstrate his
Sufi temperament and literary artistry, blending poetry, rhetoric,
and mystical reverence.’In al-Ahadith al-Arba in fi Wujib Ta ‘at
Amir al-Mu’minin, he framed obedience to the ruler as a
divinely mandated duty essential for Muslim unity. In /rshad al-
Hayarah fi Tahdhir al-Muslimin min Madaris al-Nasdrd,8 he
warned against missionary schools and Western cultural
penetration, while Kitab al-Tahdhir min Ittikhadh al-Suwar wa-
al-Taswir, condemned photography and image-making as
symptoms of moral decline. Similarly, Tamyiz al-Haqq min al-
Batil idha Akhadha al-"Ulim al-Kuffar attributed the
weakening of Islam not to intrinsic deficiency but to Muslims’
abandonment of traditional learning.

Al-Nabhant’s anti-reform writings targeted modernist
theologians such as al-Afghani, Muhammad ‘Abduh, and
Rashid Rida, whom he accused of undermining classical
jurisprudence and Sufi spirituality. Works such as Hujjat Allah
‘ala al-‘Alamin fi Mu jizat Sayyid al-Mursalin’ and al-Siham

SAmal Ghazal, “Sufism, Ijtihad and Modernity: Yusuf Al-Nabhani in the
Age of ‘Abd Al-Hamid I1,” Archivum Ottomanicum 19 (2001): 244,

"Yasuf Al-Nabhani, Al-Majmii‘ah Al-Nabhaniyah Fi Al-Mada’ih Al-
Nabawiyah, Al-Matba ‘ah Al-Hamidiyah (Beirut, 1996) Shaykh Ytsuf al-
Nabhani’s al-Majmii ‘ah al-Nabhaniyah f1 al-Mada’ih al-Nabawiyah is both a
collection and a contribution. While Nabhani composed several original
mada’ih, he primarily acted as a meticulous compiler, gathering classical and
contemporary poetry and prose that praise the Prophet Muhammad [1. The
anthology spans four volumes, each organized thematically: virtues and
moral excellence, prophetic miracles, historical incidents, and devotional
reflections. It includes celebrated poems such as the eulogies of al-BiisirT (al-
Burda) and the works of Ibn Hajar al-Haytami, alongside Nabhani’s own
compositions. This dual role as author and curator underscores his devotion
and literary vision, preserving centuries of Islamic praise literature.

%Yasuf Al-Nabhani, Irshad Al-Hayarah Fi Tahdhir Al-Muslimin Min
Madaris Al-Nasara, Al-Matba ‘ah Al-Hamidiyah (Cairo, 1904).

*Yasuf Al-Nabhani, Hujjat Allah ‘ald Al-‘Alamin Fi Mu izt Sayyid Al-
Mursalin, Dar Al-Kutub Al- ‘IImiyyah (Beirut, 1996).
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al-Sa'‘ibah  li-Ashab  al-Da‘awa  al-Kadhibah'  reject
unrestricted ijtihad, defending inherited scholarly consensus.
His polemical poem al-Ra ‘iyyah al-Sughra fi Dhamm al-Bid ‘ah
wa-Madh al-Sunnah al-Ghurra castigates Wahhabi and Salafi
tendencies, reaffirming attachment to Sufi orthodoxy and
prophetic tradition.

From a Hadith and Sirah perspective, al-Nabhani’s
contribution is particularly notable. His al-Ahadith al-Arba‘mn fi
Wujtb Ta‘at Amir al-Mu’'minin forms as part of al-Arba Una
Arba‘in min Ahadith Sayyid al-Mursalin, comprising forty
collections of forty Hadiths each on worship, ethics, and
governance. It even incorporates abridged reproductions of
earlier works, such as Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani’s Arba‘in fi
Ta zim al-Muslim and al-"AjlunT’s forty-hadith selections, often
stripped of isnad for ease of memorization. His interest in sirah
and shama’il studies produced works such as al-Anwar al-
Muhammadiyyah,""  Wasa'’il —al-Wusil ila Shama’il  al-

%See more details in Ghazal, “Sufism, Ijtihad and Modernity: Yusuf Al-
Nabhani in the Age of ‘Abd Al-Hamid II,” 256.

"Yisuf al-Nabhani’s al-Anwar al-Muhammadiyyah min al-Mawahib al-
Laduniyyah is an abridged and reworked version of al-Qastallant’s
celebrated al-Mawahib al-Laduniyyah. In this devotional compendium, al-
Nabhani presents a vivid portrayal of the Prophet Muhammad’s [ life,
virtues, miracles, physical description, and noble character, drawing
extensively from classical sources of sirah and hadith. The work also
underscores the obligation of loving and venerating the Prophet, his family,
and companions. Yusuf Al-Nabhani, Al-Anwar Al-Muhammadiyyah, Dar Al-
Kutub Al- ‘Ilmiyyah (Beirut, 1997).



Islamic Insight Vol. 8, No. 2 15

Rasiil,"%and the encyclopedic compilations Jawahir al-Bihar fi
Fada’il al-Nabi al-Mukhtar"and Jami - Karamat al-Awliya’."*

Taken together, al-Nabhani’s oeuvre demonstrates a
unified intellectual project: the preservation of prophetic
devotion, juristic orthodoxy, and imperial unity. Through
poetry, Hadith, and polemic, he sought to defend the spiritual
and political foundations of the Ottoman order against the
encroachment of secularism, reformism, and Western

2While al-Anwar al-Muhammadiyyah serves as an abridged rendering of al-
Qastallant’s al-Mawahib al-Laduniyyah, emphasizing the Prophet’s [
virtues, miracles, and the believer’s devotional love, Wasa’il al-Wusil ila
Shama’il al-Rasiil represents al-Nabhani’s original and more systematic
attempt to delineate the Prophet’s noble attributes and character (shama’il).
Compiled thematically, it draws from the canonical Shama’il and Sirah
traditions to illustrate the Prophet’s physical and moral perfection. Yusuf Al-
Nabhani, Wasa'il AI-Wusil Ila Shama’il Al-Rasul, Dar AI-Minhaj (Jeddah,
2004).

BJawahir al-Bihar, by contrast, is an encyclopedic compilation of reports,
traditions, and anecdotes concerning the Prophet’s virtues, miracles, and
spiritual perfections, presented with exhaustive citation and theological
reflection. It thus stands as al-Nabhani’s most expansive celebration of the
Prophet, combining biography, miracle literature, and panegyric in one
monumental corpus. Yusuf Al-Nabhani, Jawahir Al-Bihar Fi Fada'il Al-
Nabt Al-Mukhtar, Dar Al-Kutub Al- ‘Ilmiyyah (Beirut, n.d.).

"“Jami‘ Karamat al-Awliya’ (The Compendium of the Miracles of the Saints)
is one of al-Nabhant’s most extensive and influential works, comprising two
large volumes that document the miraculous deeds (karamat) of Muslim
saints from the earliest generations through the later centuries. Drawing on
classical Sufi hagiographies and historical chronicles, al-Nabhant aimed to
demonstrate the ongoing vitality of divine grace (barakah) and the spiritual
hierarchy (tariq al-wilayah) within Islam. The book presents both well-
known figures such as al-Junayd, al-Ghazali, and ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani, as
well as lesser-known regional saints, often including brief biographical
sketches and accounts of their miracles. In contrast to his prophetic works—
such as al-Anwar al-Muhammadiyyah and Jawahir al-Bihar, which focus on
the person of the Prophet Muhammad [—Jami‘ Karamat al-Awliya’ reflects
al-Nabhani’s Sufi orientation and his defense of saintly veneration against
modernist critiques. The work serves both as a devotional anthology and a
theological statement affirming the legitimacy of karamat as signs of divine
favor and evidence of the saints’ nearness to God. Yusuf Al-Nabhani, Jami
Karamat Al-Awliya’, Markaze Ahle Sunnah, vol. 1 (Porbandar, Gujarat,
2001).
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modernity. His corpus thus stands as a late Ottoman articulation
of Sunni-Sufi political theology, where loyalty to the Prophet
and obedience to the Sultan were inseparable acts of faith.

FORTY HADITHS ON OBEDIENCE

Among al-Nabhani’s forty Hadith collections, al-Ahadith al-
Arba in fi Wujitb Ta ‘at Amir al-Mu 'minin (Forty Hadiths on the
Obligation to Obey the Ruler) holds particular significance.
Composed during the final years of his judicial career, al-
Nabhant reproduced the work as a separate tract, prefaced by a
lengthy gasida praising Sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid II and the
Ottoman dynasty. Completed in Dhii al-Hijja 1312/1895, the
collection begins with the Qur’anic injunction: “O you who
believe, obey God, the Prophet, and those in authority among
you” (Q. 4:59), drawing on al-Nawaw1’s commentary that the
rulers (uli al-amr) are those to whom obedience is obligatory,
reflecting the consensus of Sunni jurists from the earliest
generations onward.”” It is written on the coverpage that the
author himself financed the printing of ten thousand copies of
this book to be distributed free of charge, as a sincere counsel to
the Ummah of the Prophet Muhammad and as an expression of
love for the Ottoman Caliphate—about which some people of
spiritual insight have said that no dynasty after the era of the
Companions has surpassed it in virtue.

Al-Nabhani justifies the forty-Hadith format by
invoking the oft-cited report: “Whoever preserves forty Hadiths
for my ummah, Allah will resurrect him on the Day of
Judgment among the jurists or the scholars.” Although the isnad
of this report is weak, he asserts its authenticity via Ibn Najjar’s

> Al-Nabhani, Al-Ahadith Al-Arba ‘in FT Wujib Ta ‘at Amir Al-Mu’minin, 3;
Abii Zakariyya® Muhyl al-Din Yahya ibn Sharaf al-Nawawi, Al-Minhaj
Sharh Sahth Muslim Ibn Al-Hajjaj (Bayrut: Dar Thya' al-Turath al-‘Arabi,
1392), 12:223.
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transmission from Abi Sa‘id al-Khudri, situating the collection
within a recognized devotional and pedagogical tradition.The
majority of scholars, however, have classified the hadith as
weak despite its transmission through various companions.
Nevertheless, they have observed that numerous scholars acted
upon it by compiling their own collections of forty hadiths,
intending to partake in this virtuous practice. There is little
doubt that such efforts fall under the broader prophetic
exhortations that praise the study, preservation, and
transmission of the Prophet’s legacy—a position upheld by the
majority of scholars, to the best of the researcher’s knowledge.'®

Theme and Outline

In terms of the theme of the hadiths in the tract, a quarter of the
entire collection emphasizes the religious duty of obedience to
legitimate  rulers, even in cases of injustice or
oppression.Rebellion and armed resistance are illegitimate
actions according to the Prophet's repeated prohibition because
political unity of the Islamic state is a paramount objective.
Thus, allegiance to the state and the Sulthan was religious
obligation. One of the Good example of this cateogry is the
sixth Hadith which reads:

"See for example the comments of al-Nawai in Abi Zakariyya’ MuhyT al-
Din Yahya ibn Sharaf al-Nawaw1, 4/-Arba un Al-Nawawiyyah (Bayrit: Dar
al-Minhaj, 2009), 37-44; also see the author and annotator’s comment in
Abii Zakariyya’ Muhy1 al-Din Yahya ibn Sharaf al-Nawawi, Fatawa Al-
Imam Al-Nawawi  Al-Musammah  Bi-Al-Masa’il  Al-Manthiurah, ed.
Muhammad Al-Hajjar, Dar Al-Basha’ir Al-Islamiyyah (Beirut, 1996), 248.
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The Prophet (peace be upon him) stated: “The best
of your rulers are those whom you love and who
love you, who invoke God’s blessings upon you and
you invoke His blessings upon them. The worst of
your rulers are those whom you hate and who hate
you, whom you curse and who curse you.” When
asked whether they should overthrow such rulers by
force, he replied: “No, as long as they establish
salah among you. If you find anything detestable in
them, hate their actions but do not withdraw
obedience™!”

Al-Nabhani attributed this hadith to Imam Muslim, and it
is found in his Sahih, in the Kitab al-Imarah (Book of
Leadership/Governance).'®These Hadiths articulate a vision in
which political unity is paramount and rebellion is categorically
prohibited, framing obedience as a divine command rather than
a pragmatic choice.

Beyond the general obligation, another quarter of the
entire collection is the Hadiths,which elevate the ruler’s moral
and spiritual status. For example, in Hadith 17, the Prophet
(peace be upon him) said: “The Sultan is the shade of Allah on
earth, to whom all oppressed among His servants seek refuge. If
he is just, he will be rewarded and thanked among the people. If
he is oppressive, he will be sinful, but the people must remain
patient”."” Al-Nabhan further stated that it is recorded in Shu ‘ab
al-Iman of al-BayhaqT, and that it appears in Kitab Ta ‘at Uli al-
Amr (The Book on Obedience to Those in Authority), in the
chapter fadl al-imam al-"adil, wa-ma ja’a fi jawr al-wuldt (on
the virtue of the just ruler and what has been reported
concerning the tyranny of governors) and he noted along with
the chapter title that “We have already mentioned in the Kitab
al-Sunan what suffices from repetition here, yet I shall mention

" Al-Nabhani, Al-Ahadith Al-Arba ‘in FT Wujiib Ta ‘at Amir Al-Mu minin, 5.
""Abii al-Husayn Muslim ibn Hajjaj al-Qushayri Al-Naysabiiri, Sahih
Muslim (Al-Qahirah: Matba‘at al-‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1955), 5:181.

' Al-Nabhani, Al-Ahadith Al-Arba tn FT Wujiih Ta ‘at Amir Al-Mu 'minin, 8.
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here, if Allah wills, whatever occurs to me (on this topic)”, and
then bering the above hadith.*’By portraying the ruler as God’s
shadow on earth, al-Nabhani sanctifies the Sultan’s role,
emphasizing that obedience and patience are both political and
devotional acts.

Later hadiths, particularly numbers 31 through 40, focus
on justice and the spiritual rewards of righteous governance.
One such hadith states: “Three rights are belittled by no one
except a hypocrite in his hypocrisy: the elderly in Islam, the just
(mugsit) Imam, and the teacher of good.” The author further
noted that it is recorded by Abi al-Shaykh on the authority of
Jabir ibn ‘Abd Allah, the well-known Companion. He also
explained that here the term /mam refers to the Caliph as
mugsit, the just ruler, while the “teacher of good” refers to the
scholar—highlighting the intertwined religious and political
responsibilities of leadership. However, the researcher was
unable to trace this hadith to the extant works of Abu al-
Shaykh. It is, however, included in al-Jami‘ al-Saghir of al-
Suyiiti—one of al-Nabhani’s principal sources for this
compilation—where al-Suyiit1 attributes the report to Abi al-
Shaykh, stating that he recorded it in his work al-Tawbikh.*'

The collection concludes with Hadith 40, narrated by Abi
Hurayra, which reads:

Aba Bakr Ahmad ibn al-Husayn Al-Bayhaqi, Shu ‘ab Al-Iman (Riyad:
Maktabat al-Rushd, 2003), 9:468.

*!Jalal al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Abi Bakr Al-Suyiiti, Al-Fath Al-Kabir Ft
Damm Al-Ziyadah Ila Al-Jami‘ Al-Saghir, ed. Yusuf Al-Nabhani, Dar Al-
Fikr (Beirut, 2003), 1:465.
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“Seven shall be shaded by Allah under His Shade
on a day when there is no shade except His: a just
Imam; a young person raised upon worshiping
Allah; a person whose heart is attached to the
Mosque from when he leaves until he returns; two
men who love each other for Allah’s sake and come
together and part on that basis; a man who
remembers Allah in private and his eyes swell with
tears; a man invited by a woman of status and
beauty, but he says: ‘I fear Allah’; and a man who
conceals the charity he gives so that his left hand
does not know what his right hand has spent”

The author attributed the hadith to al-Bukhari and
Muslim. Al-Bukhari includes it in four different places in his
Sahih, the first of which appears in Kitab al-Adhan (“The Book
of the Call to Prayer”), Bab man jalasa fi al-masjid yantaziru
al-salah wa-fadl al-masajid (“Chapter: One Who Sits in the
Mosque Waiting for the Prayer, and on the Virtue of
Mosques”).22 Muslim records it in his Sahth under Kitab al-
Zakah (“The Book of Almsgiving”).”> Through these narrations,
al-Nabhant weaves the themes of obedience, justice, and moral
accountability into a unified theological and political
framework.

He further augmented the Hadiths with a gasida and prose
commentary praising Sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid II, emphasizing his
religious legitimacy, patronage of scholars and institutions,
military preparedness, and illustrious Ottoman lineage. By
combining Hadith, poetry, and commentary, the collection
conveys not only the legal and moral duty to obey but also
frames the Sultan’s authority as divinely sanctioned, reinforcing
the broader Sunni position on obedience while responding
directly to contemporary political challenges, including
reformist critiques and rising nationalist sentiments.

2Abu ‘Abd Alla Muhammad ibn Isma‘il al-Bukhari, Sahih Al-Bukhari
(Bayrut: Dar Tawq al-Najat, 1422), 1:132.
3 Al-Naysabiri, Sahih Muslim, 2:715.
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Sources and Authenticity

From the outset, al-Nabhani emphasizes that most of the
Hadiths included in this collection are either sahih or hasan. He
explicitly notes: “I have compiled forty narrations regarding the
obligation of obeying the ruler and their official representatives,
where most of the narrations are authentic and good.” While he
does not claim that every report is fully authentic, he reassures
the reader that even weaker narrations are corroborated in
meaning by multiple reliable reports, ensuring the overall
credibility of the message. Al-Nabhant also provides guidance
on understanding difficult terms, drawing on authoritative
works such as Ibn al-Athir’s al-Nihaya fi Gharib al-Hadith,
commentaries on Bukhari and Muslim, and Mishkat al-
Masdbz’h.24

In the concluding notes of the tract, he identifies three
principal sources from which the forty Hadiths were drawn: al-
Khatib al-Tabrizi’s Mishkat al-Masabih, al-Hafiz al-Mundhirt’s
al-Targhib wa al-Tarhib, and al-Suyitt’s al-Jami‘ al-Saghir.
Additionally, he consulted the canonical collections of Bukhari
and Muslim, though many narrations also derive from works
beyond the six major compilations, including al-Bayhaqi’s
Shu ‘ab al-Iman, the Musnad of Ahmad, and the Sahihs of Ibn
Hibban and Ibn Khuzaymah. In some cases, he references
secondary sources such as Musnad al-Firdaws (al-Daylami) or
Ibn Najjar, tracing the Hadith back to their original chains when
possible. Al-Nabhant’s careful citation strategy demonstrates
both scholarly rigor and methodological flexibility: he
prioritizes the authenticity of meaning, even if the chain of
transmission is not always complete, thereby reinforcing the
doctrinal and pedagogical authority of his collection.

* Al-Nabhani, Al-Ahadith Al-Arba ‘in Fi Wujib Ta ‘at Amir Al-Mu minin, 2.
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Juristic Implication

Beyond merely compiling narrations, al-Nabhani engages in
interpretive commentary, situating the Hadiths within the
framework of classical Sunni jurisprudence and theological
discourse. After citing the second Hadith, for example, “Hear
and obey even if an Abyssinian slave whose hair is like a raisin
is placed in authority over you”, he clarifies that obedience is
obligatory for the appointed ruler, not that a slave could attain
supreme authority. Drawing on al-Hafiz Ibn Hajar and al-
Khattabi, he interprets the phrase as hyperbolic, emphasizing
that the command to obey transcends the ruler’s personal
qualities and applies universally within the bounds of legitimate
authority. However, the hadith does not mean that the
Abyssinian slave can become the supreme leader because a
slave cannot in reality do so.*> Similarly, in discussing the third
Hadith on the pledge of allegiance, al-Nabhani underscores that
rebellion or the killing of rulers is prohibited except in cases of
manifest disbelief (kufrbawah), affirming the binding nature of
obedience even under unjust governance.

Al-Nabhani extends his commentary to hadiths related to
‘aqidah (creed/belief). For example, after narrating Hadith 31,
reported on the authority of ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar, the Prophet
(peace be upon him) said:

*Here Ibn Hajar quotes al-Khattabi and explains his position. Abi al-Fadl
Ahmad ibn ‘AlT ibn Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn Hajar. Al-‘Asqalani, Fath
Al-Bari Sharh Sahih Al-Bukhari, Dar Al-Ma ‘rifah (Beirut, 1379), 13:122.
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“Verily, the dispensers of justice will be seated on
the pulpits of light beside Allah, on the right side of
the Merciful, Mighty and Exalted. Either side of
Him is the right side, both being equally
meritorious. [They] are those who are just in their
judgments, in matters relating to their families, and
in all that they undertake to do.”*

Al-Nabhani explains that “on the right side of the Merciful”
refers to proximity to Allah’s Throne (‘arsh), following the
Salaf in avoiding figurative interpretations (za wil) and
affirming the transcendence of divine attributes (fanzih). This
commentary illustrates his meticulous approach to both legal
and theological issues, blending hadith interpretation with
jurisprudential reasoning.

Through these explanations, al-Nabhani transforms his
collection from a catalog of prophetic sayings into a systematic
guide for political and religious conduct. Obedience to the ruler
is framed as a moral and legal obligation grounded in juristic
consensus, while the limits of dissent are carefully delineated.
His juristic framing not only reinforces Sunni orthodoxy but
also projects these principles directly onto the Ottoman Sultan,
linking religious duty with political loyalty and providing a
coherent theological justification for allegiance amid the
turbulence of late nineteenth-century Ottoman politics.

Political Function

Completed in Dhii al-Hijja 1312/1895, al-Ahadith al-Arba ‘in fi
Wujith Ta 'at Amir al-Mu 'minin emerged amid one of the most
turbulent periods in Ottoman history. Sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid II’s
reign (1876-1909) coincided with both internal fragmentation
and unprecedented colonial pressure. The Caliphate’s political
legitimacy was challenged by reformist and anti-Sufi currents—

%The author attributed this hadith to Imam Muslim. Al-Nabhani, 4I-4hadith
Al-Arba ‘in Fi Wujith Ta ‘at Amir Al-Mu 'minin, 11.
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such as the Kadizadelis and the Wahhabi movement—which
condemned mystical practices and undermined the spiritual
order long integral to Ottoman rule. The Wahhabi seizure of
Mecca and Medina in the early nineteenth century, their
desecration of shrines, and the disruption of pilgrimage routes
struck directly at the Sultan’s sacral role as Khadim al-
Haramayn al-Sharifayn (Protector of the Two Holy
Sanctuaries).”” Coupled with European encroachment and
nationalist ferment, these challenges compelled Ottoman
scholars and loyalists, such as al-Nabhani, to defend both the
Caliphate’s religious legitimacy and its symbolic unity.

Ottoman religiosity, deeply intertwined with Sufism and the
metaphysics of Ibn al-"Arabi, furnished a theological foundation
for that defense. The state’s patronage of Sufi orders—the
Mevlevi, Nagshbandi, and Qadiriyya, among others—
functioned as a moral infrastructure binding diverse Muslim
communities to the caliphate.”® Al-Nabhani’s thought was
firmly rooted in this tradition. Al-Nabhani’s thought was firmly
rooted in this tradition, as evident in the gasida and prose
commentary praising Sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid II, which was
published together with the Forty Hadiths in a single
volume.The present work itself celebrated the mystical
conception of the Sultan as zill Allah fi al-ard (“God’s shade on
earth”) and upheld Sufism as the spiritual heart of the Caliphate.
By invoking Hadiths extolling obedience to rulers and the
virtues of justice, he sacralized political loyalty as an act of
piety and a safeguard of divine order.

However, the Young Turk Revolution of 1908 disrupted this
synthesis. The restoration of the 1876 Constitution and the
subsequent deposition of ‘Abd al-Hamid II in 1909 displaced
religious loyalists from power. The Committee of Union and
Progress (CUP) championed Turkish nationalism and secular

*’Bruce Masters, The Arabs of the Ottoman Empire, 1516—1918, The Arabs
of the Ottoman Empire, 15161918, 2013, 182-93,
https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781139521970.
2See for example, Masters, 10—14, 120-23.
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centralization, alienating Sufi-oriented conservatives. Al-
Nabhani, dismissed from his Beirut post, interpreted these
events as signs of moral decay and divine testing. His Forty
Hadiths thus served as both a theological rejoinder to reformist
and nationalist ideologies and a call to preserve the traditional
nexus between ruler, religion, and revelation.”

Ultimately, the collection illustrates how Hadith could
operate as political theology: a means to translate divine
command into social obedience. In reaffirming that unity and
justice must coexist—the ruler governing by the shari‘a, the
subjects obeying with patience—al-Nabhani reimagined
prophetic guidance as the last bulwark against the disintegration
of the Muslim polity.

CONCLUSION

Yisuf al-Nabhant’s al-Ahadith al-Arba in fi Wujub Ta 'at Amir
al-Mu 'minin demonstrates the profound intersection of Hadith
scholarship, Sunni jurisprudence, and political theology in the
late Ottoman period. By compiling and commenting on forty
Hadiths centered on obedience to rulers, al-Nabhant articulated
a vision in which political loyalty, moral responsibility, and
spiritual devotion were inseparable. His careful selection of
authentic and reliable narrations, coupled with interpretive
commentary grounded in classical legal and theological sources,
reinforced the obligation to obey the ruler while delineating the
limits of dissent. Beyond its legal and devotional dimensions,
the tract served a strategic political function, defending the
legitimacy of Sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid II and the Ottoman
Caliphate amid internal reformist challenges, nationalist
movements, and colonial encroachment.

»See for example, Masters, 212-22.
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Ultimately, al-Nabhani’s collection exemplifies how Hadith
could function as a living source of political thought: codifying
moral duties, legitimizing authority, and fostering social
cohesion. It highlights the enduring capacity of the Prophetic
tradition to shape public ethics and political behavior,
demonstrating that the transmission of Hadith was not solely a
matter of personal piety but also a vehicle for sustaining
communal order and safeguarding the continuity of Islamic
governance. In an era of profound upheaval, al-Nabhani’s Forty
Hadiths remain a testament to the scholarly engagement of late
Ottoman jurists with the ethical, legal, and political challenges
facing the Muslim world.
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