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Understanding Geographical Directions in the Qur'an:
An Examination of Events from the Qur’an and Prophetic
Biography Based on Field Applications

Abstract:

After extensive readings through the Qur'an and its commentaries, the importance of
having a comprehensive and integrated approach to understanding certain terms which have
geographical connotations in Qur'anic verses became evident to the author. Compiling such
terms into a single study is equally valuable and useful for contemporary readers and research-
ers of the Qur'an and its sciences.With a decline in the mastery of the Arabic language amongst
present-day Muslims, their understanding of a number of geographical terms used in the
Quran has changed. This has led to making erroneous conclusions regarding a number of
events and stories with geographical contexts mentioned in the Qur'an and Prophetic Biogra-
phy (Sirah). Hence, based on a previous paper by the author concluding that the direction of
“East,”and not“North,"”historically dominated geographical maps (i.e.was directed towards the
top of the map) of Arabs, Muslims and others six to eight centuries ago (before the discovery of
the compass), this article will serve as a completion along this line of thought.

This paper aims to trace and record Qur'anic terms which imply specific geographical
directions, as well as explain the correct meanings of these words. The paper focuses on
examining a variety of events from the Qur'an and Sirah based on field applications. In
collecting the data, an extensive review of the Qur'an for terms with geographical connota-
tions was completed, followed by examining the meanings of these words from Qur'anic
commentaries, Prophetic Biography texts and language lexicons. Essential data was also
collected through frequent field visits to the sites of some of the events regarding which the
Qur’an uses geographical terms.The coordinates of these locations were recorded through
photography cameras equipped with GPS, from which a complete geographical conception
of each event could be formed. Formation of these conceptions was completed through
producing schematics and detailed area survey maps for each site based on a number of
satellite images from Google Earth, along with actual photographs taken of these sites.

The study uses means of deductive analysis derived from the understanding of geographical
words as set out in the context of the Qur'anic verses. Then, it drew the most likely geographic
meanings of the words after using different scholarly interpretations. The study applied a simple
numerical count of each of those words in the verses of the Qur'an as a whole.The study differenti-
ated between direct geographical and spatial meanings and indirect meanings of each word.
Then, the study tabulated these words according to their meanings and places in verses.

The study consists of a general introduction followed by three main parts. Part one
provides a theoretical background illustrating the philosophy and scientific basis of the
research as well as an enumeration of the Qur'anic terms with geographic implications, along
with their meanings and concepts. Part two attempts to establish the correct meaning of these
words based on field applications at the sites of certain events mentioned in the Qur'an and
Sirah which link the terms to a geographical reality. The third part concludes with a general
summary and a tabulation of the most important geographical vocabulary in the Qur'an.

One of the most important contributions of the study is its building of a clear and easy
understanding of the meanings of geographical terms contained in the Qur'an (eight in
total). The study also categorizes and presents these words in a simple format accessible to
the layman and specialist alike and can be used as a convenient reference, when needed, to
assist in understanding the text of the Qur'an on a variety of levels and in various domains
for individuals and for society as a whole. It is hoped that the findings of this study will
facilitate the understanding of events in the Qur'an and Sirah while constructing a realistic
conception of such events based on their geographical contexts.

Keywords:

Geographical Directions, Geographical Terms in the Qur'an, Meanings and Connotations
of Terms, Sciences of the Qur'an, Language Lexicons.
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