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This study critically examines Dan Gibson’s botanical argument against 

identifying Makkah as the sacred center of early Islam. Gibson argues that 

references in early Islamic sources to grasses growing in Makkah, 

particularly idhkhir and jalīl, are difficult to reconcile with the city’s 

predominantly arid landscape and therefore raise doubts about the 

identification of present-day Makkah with the Makkah described in the 

early Islamic tradition. This study reassesses this claim through an 

interdisciplinary analysis of Qurʾānic and Prophetic evidence, botanical 

classification, ecological characteristics, and modern studies of the flora 

of the Makkah region. Particular attention is given to the distinction 

between an uncultivated or non-arable environment and a landscape 

entirely devoid of natural vegetation. The analysis demonstrates that the 

Qurʾānic description of Makkah as wādin ghayri dhī zarʿ (“an 

uncultivated valley”) does not logically entail the absence of naturally 

occurring grasses, shrubs, or trees. Furthermore, idhkhir (Cymbopogon 

schoenanthus) and jalīl (Panicum turgidum) are arid-adapted grasses 

whose ecological characteristics are compatible with the environmental 

conditions of Makkah. Modern botanical evidence further strengthens this 

conclusion. A 2014 study of the Makkah flora documented 184 plant 

species belonging to 125 genera and 44 families, with Poaceae—the family 

to which both idhkhir and jalīl belong—representing 16.94% of the 

recorded flora. The documented presence of Panicum turgidum among the 

relatively abundant species is particularly significant for evaluating 

Gibson’s claim. The study concludes that Gibson’s botanical argument 

depends upon an unwarranted conflation of aridity, non-arability, and 

complete absence of vegetation. Consequently, botanical evidence does not 

provide sufficient grounds for rejecting Makkah as the sacred center of 

early Islam. More broadly, the study demonstrates the importance of 

integrating textual, historical, ecological, and botanical evidence when 

evaluating revisionist claims concerning early Islamic sacred geography. 
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Introduction 

Makkah occupies a central position in the religious and sacred geography of Islam. According to 

the Qurʾān and early Islamic tradition, it is the location of the Kaʿbah and the Sacred House of God 

and the principal sanctuary associated with the emergence of Islam. Nevertheless, the historical 

identification of Makkah has been questioned by modern revisionist scholars, particularly Dan 

Gibson, who argues that the original sacred center of Islam was located elsewhere. 

Among Gibson’s arguments is a botanical objection based on references in the Prophetic traditions 

to grasses growing in Makkah, particularly idhkhir and jalīl. He argues that these references are 

difficult to reconcile with the apparently barren and arid landscape of present-day Makkah and 

therefore casts doubt on its identification with the Makkah described in the early Islamic sources. 

This argument, however, appears to rest on a conflation of uncultivated land with vegetation-free 

land. The Qurʾānic description of Makkah as an uncultivated valley does not necessarily imply the 

absence of naturally occurring grasses and plants. Moreover, botanical evidence identifies idhkhir 

as Cymbopogon schoenanthus and jalīl as Panicum turgidum, both of which are adapted to hot and 

arid environments and are documented in the flora of the Makkah region. 

This study therefore critically examines Gibson’s botanical argument through Qurʾānic and 

Prophetic evidence alongside modern botanical research on Makkah. It argues that the presence of 

idhkhir, jalīl, and other naturally occurring vegetation is not inconsistent with Makkah’s 

characterization as an uncultivated and arid region and, consequently, does not provide sufficient 

evidence for challenging its identification as the sacred center of early Islam. 

Dan Gibson’s Argument 

Dan Gibson argues that, if we examine the present-day landscape of Makkah, it appears to be an 

entirely arid and barren environment in which little or no vegetation grows. On the other hand, a 

number of Prophetic traditions (aḥādīth) indicate that various types of grasses and vegetation were 

found in Makkah. Gibson therefore contends that this apparent discrepancy raises questions about 

the identification of the sacred city described in the early Islamic traditions with present-day 

Makkah. According to his argument, the sacred city referred to in these traditions may not have 

been Makkah but rather another location. 

In support of this argument, Dan Gibson cites the following ḥadīth from Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī: 

إذ سمعنا صوت « ليت رجلا صالحا من أصحابي يحرسني الليلة: »أرق النبي صلى الله عليه وسلم ذات ليلة، فقال: قالت عائشة

يا رسول الله، جئت أحرسك، فنام النبي صلى الله عليه وسلم حتى سمعنا غطيطه، قال أبو : قال سعد، «من هذا؟: »السلاح، قال

، فأخبرت النبي صلى الله عليه «بواد وحولي إذخر وجليل ...ألا ليت شعري هل أبيتن ليلة :»قال بلال: وقالت عائشة: اللهعبد 

 iوسلم 

ʿĀʾishah (may Allah be pleased with her) reported: “One night, the Prophet (peace   be upon him) 

was unable to sleep and said, ‘I wish that a righteous man from among my Companions would 

keep watch over us tonight.’ Meanwhile, we heard the sound of weapons. He (peace be upon him) 

asked, ‘Who is that?’ Saʿd ibn Abī Waqqāṣ (may Allah be pleased with him) replied, ‘O Messenger 

of Allah, it is I. I have come to keep watch over you.’ The Prophet (peace be upon him) then went 

to sleep, until we could hear his snoring.” Imām al-Bukhārī further relates that ʿĀʾishah  said that 

Bilāl stated: 

 «بواد وحولي إذخر وجليل ...ألا ليت شعري هل أبيتن ليلة »

“I wish I could spend a night in one of the valleys of Makkah, surrounded by Idhkhir and Jalīl 
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[types of grass].” 

ʿĀʾishah states that she conveyed this statement to the Prophet (peace be upon him). 

Furthermore, numerous other ḥadīths mention the presence of grass and vegetation in Makkah. 

However, Dan Gibson does not cite these traditions in his discussion. After presenting the 

aforementioned ḥadīth, Gibson writes: 

It is hard to believe that this was written about the Mecca we know today, as the area around 

Mecca is completely desert sand where no grass grows naturally, nor is there any evidence that the 

area was ever irrigated and able to support grass and fields in the past.ii 

A Critical Examination of Dan Gibson’s Argument 

Makkah is an arid and non-agricultural region, characterized by the absence of cultivated fields 

and orchards. It is not naturally suited to the cultivation of crops or the production of agricultural 

produce. The Qurʾān itself describes the land in which Makkah is situated as a non-cultivated or 

barren valley. 

The Qurʾān recounts the episode in which Prophet Ibrāhīm (Abraham, peace be upon him), after 

leaving his wife Hājar (Hagar) and his son Ismāʿīl (Ishmael, peace be upon them) in the vicinity of 

Makkah, supplicated to Allah, saying that he had settled part of his offspring in a valley that was 

not suitable for cultivation. He then prayed to Allah to provide them with sustenance and to cause 

people’s hearts to incline toward them. 

Thus, the Qurʾānic description of Makkah as an uncultivated valley does not necessarily imply the 

complete absence of vegetation. Rather, it primarily indicates the absence of conventional 

agriculture, cultivated fields, and fruit-bearing orchards. Consequently, Gibson’s inference that 

references to grass and vegetation in the ḥadīth literature are incompatible with the geographical 

environment of Makkah requires further examination. 

The Qurʾān states in Sūrat Ibrāhīm: 

يَّتِي بِوَادٍ غَيْرِ ذِي  لَاةَ فَاجْعَلْ أفَْئدَِةً مِنَ النَّاسِ تهَْوِي إلِيَْهِمْ عِنْدَ بَيْتِ زَرْعٍ  رَبَّناَ إنِ ِي أسَْكَنْتُ مِنْ ذرُ ِ مِ رَبَّنَا لِيقُِيمُوا الصَّ كَ الْمُحَرَّ

 iiiوَارْزُقْهُمْ مِنَ الثَّمَرَاتِ لَعلََّهُمْ يَشْكُرُونَ 

(Abraham (peace be upon him) prayed)“Our Lord, I have settled some of my offspring in an 

uncultivated valley near Your Sacred House, our Lord, so that they may establish prayer. So incline 

some of the hearts of people toward them and provide them with fruits for sustenance, so that they 

may be grateful.”  

In fact, the characterization of Makkah as non-arable land means that crops and cultivated orchards 

do not generally grow there. However, it is incorrect to infer from this that no vegetation, grasses, 

or trees can grow in the region. We have all observed repeatedly in our daily lives that land may be 

infertile, barren, or unsuitable for cultivation and yet still support the growth of grasses, shrubs, or 

trees. The ḥadīth cited by Dan Gibson mentions two types of grass, one called idhkhir and the 

other jalīl. Other Prophetic traditions indicate that, in addition to idhkhir and jalīl, other types of 

grasses also grew in Makkah. Therefore, the presence of idhkhir, jalīl, or other grasses in Makkah 

is by no means inconsistent with its characterization as non-arable land. 

Even today, if we observe the mountains surrounding Makkah, we can find various forms of grass 

growing there. Dan Gibson, however, has apparently never visited Makkah in his lifetime and 

therefore lacks first-hand knowledge of its vegetation. On the basis of this apparent lack of 

knowledge, he raises the objection that the ḥadīth mentions idhkhir and jalīl, whereas these grasses 
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are allegedly absent from present-day Makkah. From this, he concludes that Makkah cannot be the 

sacred city from which Islam originated and to which the early Islamic traditions refer. Had Gibson 

consulted a botanist or a specialist in the flora of the Makkah region, this objection might never 

have arisen. His argument appears to have emerged, at least in part, from the absence of a botanical 

assessment of the vegetation of Makkah. 

The Arabic term idhkhir is referred to in English as “lemon grass” and “Straw of Mecca.”iv It is 

called “lemon grass” because of its lemon-like fragrance, while the designation “Straw of Mecca” 

is particularly significant in the present discussion because it reflects the association of this grass 

with Makkah. The term jalīl, on the other hand, is rendered in English as “camel grass” and “desert 

grass.” v It is called “camel grass” because it serves as food for camels, and “desert grass” because 

it grows naturally in desert environments. Idhkhir itself is also sometimes referred to as “camel 

grass,” in addition to “lemon grass” and “Straw of Mecca,” because it too is used as camel fodder.vi 

For responding to Gibson’s objection, the English designations “Straw of Mecca” for idhkhir and 

“desert grass” for jalīl are particularly noteworthy. Gibson’s claim is that idhkhir and jalīl do not 

grow in Makkah. Yet, historically, idhkhir appears to have grown in Makkah in sufficient 

abundance for it to become associated in English nomenclature with the expression “Straw of 

Mecca.” This designation is important because it suggests a historical botanical association 

between the plant and the Makkah region. Likewise, jalīl is known as “desert grass” because of its 

natural occurrence in arid and desert environments, and Makkah historically constituted an arid 

desert environment. Furthermore, both idhkhir and jalīl have been referred to as “camel grass” 

because they can serve as camel fodder—an especially relevant observation in the context of the 

historical Arabian environment, where camels played a central role in transportation and pastoral 

life. 

In botanical terminology, idhkhir is identified as Cymbopogon schoenanthus, while jalīl is 

identified as Panicum turgidum. Both idhkhir and jalīl belong to the grass family Poaceae. They 

are plants characteristically adapted to hot temperatures and relatively dry environments. Both 

species are also reported to occur in the Makkah region today. 

The Poaceae family is one of the largest families of angiosperms and comprises approximately 707 

genera and 11,337 species. vii A recent study indicates that Poaceae is the most abundant plant 

family in terms of species representation in the flora of Makkah. Approximately 16.94% of the 

plant species recorded in the Makkah region belong to this family. In terms of species abundance, 

Panicum turgidum (jalīl) ranks among the most frequently occurring plant species in Makkah, 

reportedly occupying third place in the regional flora.viii 

Taken together, these botanical observations significantly weaken Gibson’s argument. The 

presence of idhkhir and jalīl in Makkah is not incompatible with the city’s description as a non-

arable or agriculturally unproductive environment. On the contrary, the ecological characteristics 

of these grasses are entirely compatible with the hot and arid conditions of the Makkah region. 

Consequently, the mere presence or absence of cultivated vegetation cannot reasonably be 

employed as decisive evidence against the traditional identification of Makkah as the sacred center 

of early Islam. A sound historical argument concerning the geographical identity of Makkah must 

take into account the distinction between agricultural productivity and natural vegetation, as well 

as the botanical evidence concerning the region’s actual flora. 



Journal for Social Sciences Archives, Volume 3, Number 3, 2025 
 

512 
 
 

 

(idhkhir) 

 Cymbopogon  Schoenanthus 

 

   (jalīl) 

  Panicum Turgidum 

According to a recent study, 184 plant species have been recorded in Makkah, including both 

herbaceous plants and trees. These species belong to 125 genera and 44 families. Among the most 

abundant plant families, Poaceae ranks first, accounting for 16.94% of the recorded flora. It should 

be noted that both idhkhir (Cymbopogon schoenanthus) and jalīl (Panicum turgidum) belong to 

this family. Fabaceae ranks second, representing 13.11%, while Amaranthaceae ranks third, 

accounting for 4.92%. In addition, 41 other plant families are represented in the flora of Makkah. 

The 184 recorded species belonging to these 44 families are distributed across the region in 

varying proportions. Among the most frequently recorded species, Calotropis procera ranks first, 

accounting for 4.21% of the recorded flora; Aerva javanica ranks second, with 3.93%; while 

Panicum turgidum and Dipterygium glaucum jointly rank third, each accounting for 3.37%.ix 

The findings of this study therefore challenge Dan Gibson’s assertion that Makkah does not 

support the growth of vegetation or trees. On the contrary, the botanical evidence demonstrates that 
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Makkah possesses a diverse flora comprising numerous species, genera, and plant families. More 

importantly, the presence of Panicum turgidum (jalīl)—one of the grasses mentioned in the 

Prophetic traditions—among the relatively abundant species recorded in the region provides 

significant botanical evidence against Gibson’s claim. 

The following graph presents the complete distribution of the plant species and genera recorded in 

Makkah, together with their respective locations. The study on which this data is based was 

conducted in 2014. 
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This study was conducted in 2014 by two scientists affiliated with the University of Jordan, Dr. 

Daoud Mohammad Al-Eisawi and Dr. Saud Al-Rawashdeh.x  Their research provides important 

botanical data concerning the flora of the Makkah region, documenting the diversity and 

distribution of plant species, genera, and families found there. The findings are particularly 

relevant to the present discussion because they provide empirical botanical evidence against the 

claim that Makkah is devoid of naturally occurring vegetation. 

Conclusion 

This study has critically examined Dan Gibson’s botanical argument against the identification of 

Makkah as the sacred center of early Islam. Gibson’s argument rests primarily on an alleged 

discrepancy between the present-day arid landscape of Makkah and the references in early Islamic 

sources to grasses and vegetation growing in the sacred valley. In particular, his interpretation of 

the ḥadīth mentioning idhkhir and jalīl leads him to question whether the Makkah described in the 

Islamic tradition can be identified with present-day Makkah. A critical examination of the 

Qurʾānic, ḥadīth, and botanical evidence, however, demonstrates that this inference is 

methodologically problematic. 

The Qurʾānic description of Makkah as wādin ghayri dhī zarʿ—an “uncultivated valley”—does not 
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entail the complete absence of naturally occurring vegetation. Rather, the expression concerns the 

absence of conventional agriculture and cultivated crops. The distinction between agricultural 

productivity and natural vegetation is therefore essential to the interpretation of both the Qurʾānic 

and Prophetic descriptions of Makkah. The existence of grasses, shrubs, or naturally occurring 

plants in an arid and non-arable environment does not contradict its characterization as an 

uncultivated valley. Consequently, the presence of vegetation mentioned in the ḥadīth cannot, in 

itself, be regarded as evidence against the traditional identification of Makkah. 

The Prophetic tradition cited by Gibson itself mentions idhkhir and jalīl, while other traditions 

provide additional indications of vegetation in Makkah. More importantly, the botanical 

identification of these plants provides a significant corrective to Gibson’s interpretation. Idhkhir, 

identified botanically as Cymbopogon schoenanthus, and jalīl, identified as Panicum turgidum, are 

grasses adapted to hot and arid environments. Their ecological characteristics are therefore 

compatible with the environmental conditions of the Makkah region. The traditional and botanical 

evidence, rather than presenting a contradiction, can be understood as mutually compatible. 

Particularly significant is the modern botanical evidence concerning the flora of Makkah. The 2014 

study by Daoud Mohammad Al-Eisawi and Saud Al-Rawashdeh, affiliated with the University of 

Jordan, records 184 plant species belonging to 125 genera and 44 families in the Makkah region. 

The Poaceae family, to which both Cymbopogon schoenanthus and Panicum turgidum belong, 

constitutes the largest represented plant family, accounting for 16.94% of the recorded flora. 

Furthermore, Panicum turgidum (jalīl) is among the relatively abundant species documented in the 

region. These findings provide empirical botanical evidence that substantially challenges the 

assertion that the Makkah environment is incapable of supporting naturally occurring grasses and 

vegetation. 

The significance of this evidence extends beyond the identification of individual plant species. 

Gibson’s argument appears to rely on an overly binary understanding of the environmental 

categories “desert,” “barren,” and “uncultivated.” Such categories should not be treated as 

synonymous with the complete absence of vegetation. Arid ecosystems can support a diverse range 

of drought- and heat-adapted plant species, even where agriculture is difficult or impossible. 

Therefore, the mere observation that Makkah is presently characterized by a predominantly dry 

and mountainous landscape cannot establish that grasses such as idhkhir and jalīl were historically 

absent from the region. 

The study therefore concludes that Gibson’s botanical argument does not provide sufficient 

grounds for rejecting Makkah as the sacred center of early Islam. His argument depends upon an 

inference from the contemporary visual appearance of Makkah to its historical botanical 

conditions, while the available Qurʾānic, ḥadīth, and botanical evidence does not warrant such an 

inference. On the contrary, the documented presence of diverse plant species in the Makkah region, 

including Panicum turgidum, demonstrates that an arid and non-agricultural environment can 

nevertheless sustain naturally occurring vegetation. 

More broadly, this analysis highlights the methodological importance of interdisciplinary evidence 

in debates concerning early Islamic sacred geography. Historical claims about the geographical 

identity of Makkah cannot be adequately evaluated through isolated observations of contemporary 

landscapes or through selective readings of individual textual references. Such claims require the 

integrated examination of scriptural sources, ḥadīth literature, historical geography, ecology, and 

botanical evidence. When these bodies of evidence are considered together, Gibson’s botanical 

objection appears insufficiently substantiated and cannot, by itself, support the alternative 

identification of the Islamic sacred city with another geographical location. 
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Accordingly, the botanical evidence examined in this study does not merely fail to disprove the 

traditional identification of Makkah; rather, it demonstrates that the environmental characteristics 

of Makkah are broadly compatible with the descriptions preserved in the Qurʾān and early Islamic 

tradition. The distinction between an uncultivated valley and a vegetation-free landscape is 

therefore central to resolving the apparent contradiction on which Gibson’s argument is based. The 

evidence ultimately supports the conclusion that the presence of idhkhir, jalīl, and other naturally 

occurring vegetation in Makkah is not historically or ecologically anomalous and cannot 

reasonably be employed as decisive evidence against Makkah’s status as the sacred center of early 

Islam. 
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