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Description of the Holy 
Land and its names

This chapter is divided into two sections:

Section I: Description of the Holy Land.

Section II: Names of the Holy Land.
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Section I:
Description of the Holy Land

Description:

The Holy Land is Mecca the Honoured(1) or the Meccan Sanctuary. The expression “the 
Sanctuary” (al-Ḥaram) stands for the Sanctuary of Mecca which is the Sanctuary of Allah and 
the Sanctuary of His Prophet (s). Al-Ḥaram is similar to al-Ḥarām. The Sanctuary of Mecca is 
also designated as al-muḥarram (the Sacred, the Holy, or the Inviolable).(2)

The Holy Land may be designated as the Sacred Mosque; Ibn al-Qayyim  (m) said: The 
Sacred Mosque stands for three things in the Book of Allah Most High: the House itself (the 
Kaʿba), the Mosque surrounding it and the whole Sanctuary.(3)
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The boundaries of the Sanctuary:

The first to define the boundaries of the Ḥaram was Ibrāhīm al-Khalīl (p), the friend of 
Allah, following the indications of Jibrīl (p). Ibrāhīm (p) put stone markers for them.(4) The 
Prophet (s) renewed them the Year of the Conquest of Mecca. Ibn ʿAbbās (r2) narrated: The 
Year of the Victory, the Messenger of Allah (s) sent Tamīm Ibn Asad al-Khuzāʿī to renew the 
boundaries of the Ḥaram.(5)

Therefore, the boundaries of the Ḥaram are inspired by revelation and there is no place 
for reason or interpretation. These markers came to define properly what is inside the Ḥaram 
and what is not.
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The princes and governors continued to renew the markers from all sides as needed 
until the number of flags surrounding the Ḥaram reached almost a thousand. The outline of 
the Meccan Ḥaram is 127 km and it covers an area of 550.300 square kilometres.(6)

The boundaries of the Ḥaram today:

Ancient boundaries of the Ḥaram were mentioned by historians and scholars over the 
passing centuries(7), underlining their unfailing care and attention for this honoured place. 
Nowadays clear markers have been set up to indicate the limits of the Ḥaram without any 
possibility of confusion or error considering the rules of jurisprudence linked to the entering 
of this holy place; the most important ones are located(8): 

1. On the road to Medina; at-Tanʿīm: 6.5 
km.

2. On the highway to Jeddah: 22 km.

3. On the new road to al-Līth: 17 km.

4. On the road to Ţā’if as-Sayl: 12.850 km.

5. On the road to Ţā’if al-Hadā: 15.5 km.
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Section II:
Names of the Holy  

The Holy Land has plenty of famous names quoted in the Book, the Sunna and the 
Arabic language. Since ancient times the ulama took great care of them, which underlines 
its eminence and value. Some scholars gathered up to fifty names for the Holy Land; this 
particular attention reflects the honour of the Ḥaram. An-Nawawī  (m) said: Know that the 
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abundance of names is a sign of greatness, as Allah Most High has many names and His Mes-
senger (s) also. We know no country with more names than Mecca and Medina, for they are 
the best places on Earth.(9) Amongst the names of the Holy Land are the following:
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First: Mecca:

The most famous and more common of its names; it is quoted once in the Qur’ān, 
Allah Most High said: 

ظۡفَرَكُمۡ عَلَيۡهِمۡۚ چ
َ
نۡ أ

َ
ةَ مِنۢ بَعۡدِ أ يدِۡيكَُمۡ عَنۡهُم ببَِطۡنِ مَكَّ

َ
يدِۡيَهُمۡ عَنكُمۡ وَأ

َ
ِي كَفَّ أ چوَهُوَ ٱلَّ

“And it is He who withheld their hands 
from you and your hands from them within the 
valley of Mecca after He caused you to over-
come them.” Surat al-Fatḥ (The Victory): 24.

The ulama diverged on the cause of the denom-
ination of Mecca; there are many opinions:

The first one: The city was named 
Mecca because it wipes out (tamukku) those 
who perpetrate injustice inside it. It is said: 
to break (makka) the pride of someone; and 
also: Mecca wipes out (tamukku) all sins.(10)

The second one: The name was giv-
en because of the scarcity of water therein. 
Ibn Sīda  (m) said: The child sucks the milk 
with appetite (makka and makmaka) at his 
mother’s breast; from this expression came 
the name Mecca, for its lack of water. Peo-
ple used to extract (imtakka) its water as 
deep as possible.(11)
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The third one: The name was given as it attracts people from afar. It is also said: I 
sucked the marrow (tamakkaktu) from the bone.(12)

Secondly: Bakka:

One of its most famous names; it is quoted once in the Qur’ān, Allah Most High said:

چڳ ڳ ڳ ڳ ڱ ڱ ڱ ڱ ں ںچ

“Indeed, the first House (of worship) established for mankind was that at Bakka - bless-
ed and a guidance for the worlds.” Surat ‘Āli ʿImrān (Family of ʿImrān): 96.
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The ulama diverged on the significance of “Bakka”; there are two opinions:

The first one: Mecca and Bakka have one same meaning, they are substitutes and both 
are names that designate the land, they are similar as the Arabs sometimes replace the “m” 
by a “b”: for instance lāzib and lāzim both mean necessary.(13)

The second one: There is a difference between Mecca and Bakka; it is said that Bakka 
is the spot of the House and Mecca is the whole Sanctuary.(14)

The prevailing opinion is that Mecca and Bakka have the one same meaning; this is the 
view of most linguists.(15)

The ulama diverged on the cause of the denomination of Bakka; there are two opinions:

The first one: The name Bakka came from the congestion of people in it; the verb bakka, 
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yabukku, bakkatan means to congest; the people congested a place: tabākka. The word 
al-bakbaka stands for congestion or crowdedness; bakbāk means a lot.(16)

Al-Khalīl Ibn Aḥmad al-Farāhīdī  (m) said: Mecca was named Bakka as people are push-
ing (yabukku) each other during circumambulation (ţawāf) because of the congestion.(17)

Ibn Durayd  (m) said: Mecca was named Bakka because of the congestion of people 
inside it.(18)

Ibn Jurayj  (m) used to say: It was called Bakka for the congestion (tabākk) of people 
heading for the Kaʿba; the crowd was such that people used to tread on other people’s toes.(19)

Qatāda  (m) said: Mecca was named Bakka as Allah crowded (bakka) it with people, so 
that women pray in front of men, something that does not happen in other countries.(20)

The second one: The name Bakka was given as Mecca breaks (tabukku) the necks of 
the powerful; and therefore it breaks their pride.

Al-Khalīl Ibn Aḥmad  (m) said: It was so named as it used to break (tabukku) the necks 
of the powerful who perpetrated an injustice there(21); al-bakk means to break a neck.(22)

Thirdly: The Mother of Cities (Umm al-Qurā):

The name Umm al-Qurā appears twice in the Noble Qur’ān; the word of Allah Most High:

چڍ ڌ ڌ ڎ ڎ ڈ ڈ ژ ژ ڑ ڑ ک کچ

“And this is a blessed Scripture which We have revealed, confirming that which (was 
revealed) before it, that you may warn the Mother of Cities and those around it.” Surat Al-
’Anʿām (The Cattle): 92. And in the verse:
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چک ک ک گ گ گ گ ڳ ڳ ڳچ

“And thus We have revealed to you an Arabic Qur’ān that you may warn the Mother of 
Cities and those around it”. Surat ash-Shūrā (The Consultation): 7.

The ulama diverged on the cause of the denomination “The Mother of Cities”; there are three opinions:

The first one: The name was given as the Earth was spread from beneath it, but this 
view lacks evidence and it is backed by two weak ḥadīths.(23)
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The second one: The name was given because the people of all surrounding cities are 
heading towards it. Az-Zarkashī  (m) said: Because the people of all surrounding cities resort 
to it for their religion and worldly affairs; for the Ḥajj and ʿUmra or for a visit; it is said: devo-
tional rituals are accepted only if performed there.(24)

The third one: The name was given as it is the greatest of all cities, it bears the House 
of Allah Most High. Moreover, as tradition says, the king and his capital have pre-eminence; 
thus it was named umm as in Arabic umm is the mother and the mother has always priority.(25)

Ibn al-Qayyim  (m) said: Amongst the signs of its preference: Allah Most High informed 
us that Mecca is the Mother of Cities; all the cities are linked to it, they are its followers, it is 
their central axis and origin. Therefore, there cannot be any city equivalent to it; it is similar 
to the Fātiḥa: the Prophet (s) said of it that it was the Mother of the Qur’ān; this is why it is 
second to none in all the divine books.(26)

Fourthly: The Sacred Mosque (al-Masjid al-Ḥarām):

This descriptive expression appears 15 times in 
the Noble Qur’ān(27); sometimes referring to the Holy 
Land (al-Balad al-Ḥarām). Ḥarām has the meaning 
of muḥarram: sacred, inviolable, as Allah Most High 
made it sacred and exalted it. Sometimes the expres-
sion “The Sacred Mosque (al-Masjid al-Ḥarām)” re-
fers to the Honourable Kaʿba as the names of Mecca 
mingle metaphorically with the names of the Kaʿba.(28)

Ibn al-Qayyim  (m) said: The Sacred Mosque 
stands for three things in the Book of Allah Most High: 
the House itself (the Kaʿba), the Mosque surrounding 



 Description of the
 Holy Land and

its names

- 13 -

it and the whole Sanctuary.(29) Amongst the verses where the expression al-Masjid al-Ḥarām 
(the Sacred Mosque) designates the Holy Land (al-Balad al-Ḥarām):

1. The word of Allah Most High: 

ُ ءَامِنيِنچَ چلََدۡخُلُنَّ ٱلمَۡسۡجِدَ ٱلَۡرَامَ إنِ شَاءَٓ ٱللَّ
2. “You shall indeed enter al-Masjid al-Ḥarām, if Allah wills, in safety.” Surat al-Fatḥ (The 

Victory): 27.
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The word of Allah Most High:

چثى ثي جح جم حج حم خج خحچ

3. “This is for those whose family is not pres-
ent in the area of al-Masjid al-Ḥarām.” Su-
rat al-Baqara: 196.

4. The meaning: Enjoying the Ḥajj and ʿUmra 
in this case concerns foreigners; it does not 
suit for people of Mecca.(30)

Fifthly: The City (al-Balad):

The expression al-Balad (the City) ap-
pears three times in the Noble Qur’ān; Allah 
Most High said: 

چٿ ٿ ٿ ٹ ٹ ٹ ٹ ڤچ

“And when Ibrāhīm said: My Lord, make this City secure” Surat Ibrāhīm: 35.

Allah Most High said:

چڄ ڄ ڄ ڄ ڃ ڃ ڃ ڃ چچ
“No, I swear by this City. And you are a dweller of this City” Surat al-Balad (The City): 1 – 2.
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According to all the commentators (mu-
fassirūn) the City is Mecca the Honoured.(31)

Ibn ʿAbbās (r2) narrated: Allah made 
this city sacred on the day He created the 
Earth and the heavens; so it is sacred by the 
sacredness conferred on it by Allah until the 
Day of Resurrection.(32)

The cause of the denomination “The 
City” (al-Balad): It is the heart (şadr, literally 
the chest) of the cities. Ibn al-Jawzī  (m) said: 
al-balad (the city): the heart, the centre of 
cities; al-balda is the chest; if someone ta-
ballada it means that he put his hand on his 
chest confused and troubled.(33)

Ibn Fāris  (m) said: It is said: The cam-
el put its chest (balda) on the ground when 
it kneels.(34) Az-Zamakhsharī  (m) said: The 
camel put its balda – namely its chest – on 
the ground when it kneels.(35)

Sixthly: The Secure City (al-Balad al-Amīn):

The expression appears once in the Qur’ān; Allah Most High said: 

چپ پ پچ



 Description of the
 Holy Land and

its names

- 16 -

“By this secure City”; Surat at-Tīn: 3. It means that this City is safe from being attacked 
or invaded.(36) It is said: Its dwellers are in safety, may it be during Pre-Islamic time of igno-
rance (Jāhiliya) or after the dawn of Islam.(37) The commentators unanimously agreed that 
the Secure City here is Mecca the Honoured(38). Moreover, this oath of Allah Most High un-
derlines the grace and eminence of Mecca.

Al-Qazwīnī  (m) said: Mecca is the Secure City, honoured and exalted by Allah Most 
High and characterized by His oath and the supplication of Ibrāhīm al-Khalīl (p): 
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ا ءَامِنٗاچ چوَإِذۡ قاَلَ إبِرَۡهِٰۧ مُ رَبِّ ٱجۡعَلۡ هَذَٰا بلًََ
“And when Ibrāhīm said: My Lord, make this a secure city” Surat al-Baqara: 126.

It is also described as safe in the word of Allah Most High: 

چہ ہ ہ ھ ھ چ

“Have We not established for them a safe Sanctuary”; Surat Al-Qaşaş (The Stories): 57. 
And the word of Allah Most High: 

چچ چ ڇ ڇ ڇ ڇ چ

“Have they not seen that We made a safe sanctuary” Surat al-ʿAnkabūt (The Spider): 
67. This means a secure place.(39) The security is the most important condition for well-being; 
the very first thing a dweller asks for is security, safety from hardship and fears; if one is safe 
in his home, he feels comfortable in his mind and he is able to enjoy the bliss he receives.(40)
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Security is amongst the greatest graces bestowed by Allah Most High to His creatures. 
Thanks to security civilizations are rising, societies are flourishing and people are blossom-
ing. It is a blessing of Allah Most High to His prophet Ibrāhīm (p) that he raised his conscious-
ness to the importance of security: He inspired him this great supplication: at first:

چٹ ٹ ٹ ٹ ڤچ

“My Lord, make this a secure city”; Surat al-Baqara (The Cow): 126. This supplication 
came before the city was built. Allah made security a pillar, a basis and a condition for the 
erection of this city and its existence. At last: 

چ ٹ ٹ ٹ ٹ ڤچ
“My Lord, make this city secure”; Surat Ibrāhīm: 35. Ibrāhīm (p) asked Allah Most High 

to perpetuate the grace of security bestowed on this city.
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Certainly Allah Most High fulfilled the supplication of Ibrāhīm (p), granting the Holy 
Land the blessing of security. For the greatness of this grace, Allah exalted be He, reminded 
its people of it many times in the Noble Qur’ān in order to value it and enjoy it.

Seventhly: al-Balda (the City):

Allah Most High said by the mouth of His noble Messenger (s): 

چڤ ڤ ڤ ڦ ڦ ڦ ڦ ڄ ڄ ڄ ڄ ڃچ

(Say, O Muḥammad), “I have only been commanded to worship the Lord of this City, 
Who made it sacred/forbidden and to whom (belongs) all things.” Surat an-Naml (The Ants): 
91. Ath-Thaʿlabī  (m) said: It means: Mecca, Allah made it a secure sanctuary, illicit blood-
shed is not shed inside it, no one is unfairly treated there, its game is not to be hunted or 
disturbed and its vegetation is not to be cut.(41) This view is the prevailing one.(42)
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Endnotes

(1) In the past, the Sanctuary (Ḥaram) encompassed Mecca; today some parts of the city are 
located outside the Sanctuary because of urban expansion.

(2) See: Lisān al-ʿArab, (95/4), Tahdhīb al-‘asmā’ wa al-lughāt, (88/3), al-Qāmūs al-muḥīţ, p. 
1411, Mukhtār as-şiḥāḥ, p. 56.

(3) Aḥkām ahl adh-dhimma, (400/1).

(4) See: al-Maghāzī, al-Wāqidī (270/2), Muthīr al-ʿazm as-sākin ilā ashraf al-‘amākin, Ibn al-Jaw-
zī (187/1), Shifā’ al-gharām bi akhbār al-balad al-ḥarām, al-Fāsī (86/1).

(5) Reported by Ibn Saʿd in aţ-Ţabaqāt al-kubrā (295/4). Ibn Ḥajar made its chain ḥasan (good) 
in al-Işāba (183/1).

(6) See: al-Ḥaram al-makkī ash-sharīf wa al-aʿlām al-muḥīţa bihi dirāsa tārikhiya wa maydaniya, 
p. 165; Makka al-mukarrama tārīkh wa maʿālim, p. 34.

(7) See: Akhbār Makka, al-Azraqī (131/2); Akhbār Makka, al-Fākihī (89/5).

(8) See: al-Ḥaram al-makkī ash-sharīf wa al-aʿlām al-muḥīţa bihi dirāsa tārikhiya wa maydani-
ya, p. 166-167; Makka al-mukarrama tārīkh wa maʿālim, p. 34; Aḥkām al-Ḥaram al-Makkī 
ash-sharʿiya, p. 40.

(9) Tahdhīb al-‘asmā’ wa al-lughāt (332/3).

(10) See: Jamhara al-lugha, Ibn Durayd (166/1); Gharīb al-ḥadīth, al-Khaţţābī (72/3).
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(11) Al-Mukhaşşaş (52/1). See: Jamhara al-lugha, (984/2); Muʿjam mā istaʿjam (269/1).

(12) See: az-Zāhir, al-‘Anbārī (106/2); al-‘Azmina, p. 43.

(13) See: al-Kanz al-lughawī, Ibn as-Sakīt, p. 14; Jamhara al-lugha (335/1); az-Zāhir (497/1).

(14) See: Akhbār Makka, al-Azraqī (280/1); Tafsīr aţ-Ţabarī (597/5); Muʿjam mā istaʿjam 
(269/1).

(15) See: Muʿjam mā istaʿjam (269/1); Lisān al-ʿArab (133/2).

(16) See: Jamhara al-lugha (176, 74/1); az-Zāhir (106/2); Maqāyys al-lugha, Ibn Fāris (186/1).

(17) See: al-ʿAyn (285/5).

(18) Jamhara al-lugha (75/1). See: az-Zāhir (106/2).

(19) Akhbār Makka, al-Azraqī (280/1). See: Jamhara al-lugha (378/1).

(20) Al-Manāsik, Ibn Abī ʿArūba, p. 29; Tafsīr aţ-Ţabarī (9/4); ad-Durr al-manthūr (266/2).

(21) al-ʿAyn (285/5).

(22) See: Jamhara al-lugha (176/1); Al-Mukhaşşaş (345/3).

(23) The first ḥadīth: Ibn Sābiţ narrated: The Prophet (s) said: The Earth was spread from 
Mecca and the Angels were circumambulating the House. This ḥadīth is mursal (hurried) 
and reported by aţ-Ţabarānī in his tafsīr (199/1); and Ibn Abī Ḥātim in his tafsīr (76/1), H. 
316. Ibn Kathīr made its chain weak in his tafsīr (71/1). The second ḥadīth: Ibn ʿAbbās (r2) 
narrated: The Messenger of Allah (s) said: The first piece of land that was put on Earth 
was the spot of the House; then Earth was spread from it and the first mountain that 
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Allah Most High put on Earth was Abū Qubays, from it were spread the mountains. 
Reported by al-ʿUqaylī in aḍ-ḍuʿafā’ (341/2); al-Albānī said it was weak in ḍāʿīf al-Jāmiʿ aş-
şaghīr, p. 312, H. 2132.

(24) Iʿlām as-sājid bi-aḥkām al-masājid, p. 79.

(25) See: Muthīr al-ʿazm as-sākin ilā ashraf al-‘amākin, Ibn al-Jawzī (327/1); Al-Qirā li-Qāşid 
Umm al-Qurā, Muḥibb ad-Dīn aţ-Ţabarī, p. 651.

(26) Zād al-maʿād, (49 – 50/1).

(27) The expression “the Sacred Mosque (al-Masjid al-Ḥarām)” is quoted in the following 
surats: al-Baqara (The Cow): 144, 149, 150, 191, 196, 217; al-Mā’ida (The Table Spread): 2; 
al-‘Anfāl (The Spoils of War): 34; at-Tawba (The Repentance): 7, 19, 28; al-‘Isrā’ (The Night 
Journey): 1; al-Ḥajj (The Pilgrimage): 25; al-Fatḥ (The Victory): 25, 27. 

(28) See: Asmā’ al-Kaʿba al-musharrafa fī ad-dars al-lughawī, p. 13.

(29) Aḥkām ahl adh-dhimma, (400/1).

(30) See: Tafsīr aţ-Ţabarī (255/2); Tafsīr al-Baghawī (488/4).

(31) See: Tafsīr aţ-Ţabarī (193/3).

(32) Reported by al-Bukhārī (1164/3), H. 3017. Muslim (986/2), H. 1353.

(33) Nuzha al-aʿyun an-nawāẓir fī ʿilm al-wujūh wa an-naẓā’ir, p. 201.

(34) Maqāyys al-lugha (1298).

(35) Asās al-balāgha (49/1).
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(36) Tafsīr aţ-Ţabarī (241/30).

(37) Tafsīr al-Baghawī (504/4).

(38) See: Tafsīr aţ-Ţabarī (242/30); Tafsīr Ibn Abī Ḥātim (3447/10).

(39) See: at-Tafsīr al-kabīr (11/32).

(40) at-Taḥrīr wa at-tanwīr, Ibn ʿĀshūr (317/25).

(41) Al-Kashf wa al-bayān (231/7).

(42) See: Tafsīr aţ-Ţabarī (91/26); Tafsīr Ibn Abī Ḥātim (2936/9).
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