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This article investigates peri-urban toponyms associated with natural
phenomena in Birjand County, focusing on the interplay of
geographical, linguistic, and historical factors that have influenced
the formation and evolution of these place names. Toponyms serve
as invaluable linguistic and cultural heritage, encapsulating rich
information about local identity, history, and the dynamic
relationship between human communities and their natural
surroundings. In rural contexts, where place names tend to exhibit
greater historical continuity and stability, toponyms reflect deeper
layers of culture, history, and geography. Employing a descriptive-
analytical methodology, this research draws upon both archival
resources and fieldwork data to systematically classify rural place
names according to their underlying natural elements. The toponyms
are categorized into five groups: hydrotoponyms, orotoponyms,
phytotoponyms, zootoponyms, and cosmotoponyms.
Hydrotoponyms reflect the presence of water sources and their
importance in shaping human settlement patterns, while the other
groups correspondingly mirror topographical features, vegetation
cover, wildlife, and the cosmic beliefs of local inhabitants. The
findings demonstrate that natural resources, most notably water,
occupy a central and defining position in the naming conventions of
villages, affirming water’s essential role as a determinant of
habitation and livelihood. Moreover, the frequent occurrence of
water-related lexemes in the toponyms of South Khorasan Province
highlights not only the practical importance of water but also its
symbolic and sacred status within local cultural frameworks.
Etymological and linguistic analysis of village names not only
clarifies the relationship between humans and nature, but also
contributes to the preservation and revitalization of ancient
languages, local dialects, and regional cultural heritage, since many
village names in this province originate from OIld and Middle
Persian.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Toponyms, as linguistic and cultural
heritage, are transmitted across generations,
carrying valuable information about
identity, history, and human interaction with
the natural environment. They possess three
intrinsic dimensions: geographical,
linguistic, and historical. Consequently,
toponymy occupies a pivotal
interdisciplinary nexus among geography,
linguistics, and history. This field assumes
particular  significance in  peri-urban
contexts, as villages—among the oldest
human  settlements—preserve  multiple
layers of history, culture, and environmental
interaction. Peri-urban toponyms often
predate urban names and are less altered by
political or administrative changes. Natural
features, particularly water resources, play a
prominent role in village naming, given
water’s longstanding status as a vital and
sacred element in the formation of human
habitats. Rivers, springs, and ganats are not
only essential for livelihood and agriculture
but also hold a distinctive place in Iranian
culture. Water symbolizes purity, faith, and
fertility, with deep reverence evident in
religious, historical, and literary texts;
notably, several Yashts in the Avesta are
dedicated to water veneration. This
significance is amplified in regions like
South Khorasan, which have endured severe
droughts and currently face intensified water
scarcity. Toponyms are classified into three
main categories based on their referents: (a)
oikonyms, relating to settlements such as
cities, villages, and neighborhoods; (b)
hydronyms, denoting water bodies and
features; and (c) oronyms, referring to
landforms such as hills and mountains.
Toponyms can also be categorized by their
constituent  elements. Among  these,
elements related to geography include
hydrotoponyms, orotoponyms,
phytotoponyms, zootoponyms, and
cosmotoponyms  (celestial-related). This
study is innovative in both its subject and

approach, as, to the author’s knowledge, no
systematic research has focused on the
linguistic and geographical analysis of
natural phenomenon-related toponyms in
Birjand’s rural areas. While limited studies
exist on toponymy or village etymology in
Birjand, a dedicated interdisciplinary
investigation categorizing rural names by
natural elements is unprecedented. Beyond
enhancing understanding of  human-
environment relationships, this research has
practical implications for peri-urban
development planning, natural resource
management, and cultural heritage
preservation. Additionally, it contributes to
revitalizing ancient languages and local
dialects, since many village names in this
province trace back to Old and Middle
Persian roots. Accordingly, this study
examines natural  phenomenon-related
toponyms in Birjand County, elucidating
natural influences on naming practices
alongside their linguistic analysis.

Methodology

This qualitative study employs a descriptive-
analytical methodology focusing on two
stages: data collection and data analysis. The
research utilized library research and
fieldwork—including  observations  and
interviews with local residents— to gather
insights about village names and naming
factors in Birjand County. Although
villagers’ interpretations were primarily
popular etymologies lacking scientific
foundation, they were used cautiously to
complement analyses in specific cases.
Birjand County comprises one central
district and six rural districts: Shakhen,
Shakhenat, Alqurat, Fasharud, Kahshang,
and Bageran. Out of 432 villages in Birjand
County, 127 are uninhabited, and over half
of the inhabited ones have experienced
significant  depopulation or  seasonal
occupation. Therefore, a list of villages with
over 20 households, compiled by the Birjand
County Governor’s Office, was used.
Samples meeting specific criteria whose
names referred to distinct geographical
features were selected for analysis.
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Collected toponyms were analyzed based on
meaning, morphological structure, and
linguistic evolution, and categorized into
five groups: hydrotoponyms, orotoponyms,
phytotoponyms, zootoponyms, and
cosmotoponyms. Each category reflects
specific geographical characteristics and
contributes to understanding the relationship
between place-naming and the region’s
natural conditions.

Results and discussion

The etymology of village names in Birjand
County reveals a profound connection to
ancient Iranian languages such as Avestan
and Old Persian, reflecting the region’s deep
historical roots along with its enduring
beliefs and customs. Many village names
derive from terms associated with water
sources—qanats, wells, and springs—
highlighting water’s vital importance in
Birjand’s desert environment. Orotoponyms
in Birjand often reference villages’
geographical settings in mountainous,
foothill, or valley areas. For instance,
“Pasuj” originates from Old Iranian paskui,
meaning ‘“behind the mountain,” while
“Tangal” in the local dialect denotes “a
narrow valley between two mountains
through which water flows.” This pattern
indicates that most settlements developed
near springs in mountainous regions.
Phytotoponyms reflect the diversity of plant
species adapted to the hot, arid climate,
including willow, grapevine, conifer,
frankincense, and tamarisk. Some village
names derive from local animal species,
indicating  their  historical  presence;
examples include “Asban” (horse),
“Bozquch” (goat and ram), “Tag-e
Oshtoran” (camel), and “Varqaneh” (wolf).
The significance of celestial elements—
especially the sun and moon—in ancient
Iranian culture is evident not only in
mythology, rituals, visual arts, and literature
but also in place-naming practices. This is
exemplified by village names such as
“Masen,” “Mahuk,” “Mahusk,” and
“Mahyabad”, all incorporate the word for
“moon,” while “Khorashad”, includes the
word for “sun.” These names illustrate the

deep interconnection between nature,
mythology, and local identity in this region.

Conclusion

The examination of rural and peri-urban
toponyms in Birjand County reveals that
these names are profoundly influenced by
the region’s historical, linguistic, and
especially geographical characteristics. The
analysis  further indicates a strong
connection between toponyms and ancient
beliefs, customs, and traditions, reflecting
the area’s long-standing heritage. Beyond
representing local cultural and national
identity, toponyms mirror environmental
features and climatic changes. In this study,
Birjand’s rural toponyms were categorized
into five groups:  hydrotoponyms,
orotoponyms, phytotoponyms,
zootoponyms, and cosmotoponyms. The
prominence of hydrotoponyms highlights
water’s vital and sacred role; the high
frequency  of  water-related  names
underscores water’s key role in settlement
formation, its cultural sanctity, and human
interaction with the region’s arid climate.
Some toponyms identified in Birjand are
also found in other parts of Iran, suggesting
the need for further comparative research to
explore naming conventions across regions.
Such studies could enhance understanding
of local communities’ geographical and
historical structures and open new avenues
for future research. The findings can
contribute to peri-urban  development
planning; understanding place names and
their origins aids in identifying sustainable
development patterns and preserving
cultural and linguistic heritage. Ultimately,
this study emphasizes toponymy’s
importance  in  safeguarding cultural
heritage, guiding peri-urban development,
preserving ancient languages, and deepening
our understanding of the interplay between
humans, nature, and history in the region.
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