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Toponymy, as a key branch of historical geography, plays a significant role in
analyzing spatial and cultural transformations in human societies. Place names serve
as essential tools for gaining deeper insights into the complex relationship between
humans and their environment throughout history, reflecting cultural changes,
population movements, and socio-political transformations over the centuries.
Focusing on the toponyms Suraq, Duraq, Falahiyeh, and Shadegan in southern
Khuzestan, this study highlights, on the one hand, the capacity of toponymic studies
to reconstruct spatio-historical developments and, on the other, their value in
revealing the inseparable ties between spatial identity, natural factors, and socio-
political processes. The main goal of this research is to reassess part of Khuzestan’s
territorial history by tracing the historical background, spatial changes, and semantic
connections of these four toponyms, in order to answer whether they refer to distinct
locations across different historical periods or to a shared geographical context. The
study employs a comparative analysis of Syriac, Greek, and Arabic geographical-
historical texts, travel accounts, geographic coordinates, historical maps, and
archaeological evidence. The combined data indicate that these place names have
undergone multiple spatial and temporal transformations from antiquity to the
present. Based on archaeological, linguistic, historical, and geomorphological
evidence, four key locations have been identified: Tel Tendy and Ja Ni§in (as the
probable sites of ancient Suraq and Duraq in present-day Ramshir County), the
village of Madineh (as Old Duraq in Shadegan County), and Falahiyeh (as New
Duraq and the original nucleus of modern Shadegan). These areas appear to have
shifted gradually from east to west and then southwest along the Jarrahi River over
time, due to environmental changes—such as the evolution of alluvial fans—and
human interventions. While the available data shed partial light on these
transformations, the limited scope of previous investigations and the destruction of
many sites in recent decades underline the need for targeted archaeological surveys,
satellite imagery analysis, and interdisciplinary approaches to either confirm or
revise these hypotheses.
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1. Introduction

The modern city of Shadegan, which today serves as the administrative center of Shadegan County in
southern Khuzestan Province, occupies a position of considerable strategic and environmental significance
within Iran’s southwestern landscape. Its geographical boundaries are clearly defined: it is bordered by
Ahvaz County to the north, Khorramshahr to the west, Bandar Mahshahr to the east, and Abadan to the
south. This location places Shadegan at a critical juncture between the Iranian plateau and the Persian Gulf
lowlands, a transitional zone that has historically facilitated cultural, economic, and political exchanges
between the interior highlands and the maritime networks of the Indian Ocean. The area surrounding
Shadegan consists primarily of deltaic lands, formed over millennia by the continuous deposition of
sediments carried by the Jarrahl River and its numerous tributaries. This alluvial plain, low-lying and
fertile, has been shaped by both natural processes and long-term human occupation, resulting in a dynamic
landscape where water and land constantly interact.

At the lower reaches of the Jarraht River basin, a vast and ecologically complex system has developed. This
system comprises both freshwater and saline wetlands, creating a mosaic of aquatic and semi-aquatic
habitats. These wetlands are hydrologically connected to the Khor Miisa estuary and its associated islands,
which in turn provide a direct link to the open waters of the Persian Gulf. This connection has made the
region not only an ecological crossroads but also a maritime gateway, enabling access to seaborne trade
routes that have operated for millennia. The city of Shadegan, historically referred to as Falaht or Falahtyeh
in late Islamic texts, is also associated with an older and historically layered region known as Suraq or
ancient Duraq. The persistence of toponymic memory is striking: even today, the surrounding wetlands of
Shadegan are locally known as Hawr Duraq (the Duraq Marsh), indicating that the name Duraq has
survived in oral and folk geography long after the original settlement declined.

In the historical-geographical texts from the third and fourth centuries AH (ninth—tenth centuries CE),
Stirag/Duraq is consistently mentioned among the administrative districts (kiiras) and cities of Khuzestan.
These early Islamic geographers, such as Ibn Khordadhbeh, al-Istakhri, Ibn Hawqal, and al-Mugaddast,
provide valuable descriptions of the region. They describe Duraq as being situated near a river and serving
as a water-gathering area—essentially a wetland—close to the sea. This description is crucial, as it
indicates that even in the early Islamic period, the hydrological characteristics of the area were recognized
as defining features of the settlement. The geographical location of Duraq, with its numerous
interconnected waterways and its ease of access to other regions via the Jarraht and Kartn rivers,
transformed it into a crucial hub for both land and water transportation and trade. The Kartn River, in
particular, has historically been one of the most important navigable rivers in Iran, providing a direct route
from the Persian Gulf into the interior as far as Ahvaz and beyond. Duraq’s position at or near the
confluence of these riverine networks gave it an advantage that few other settlements in Khuzestan could
claim.

As a result of these geographical advantages, Duraq consistently attracted the attention of local and
regional powers, ranging from the governors of Fars and Khuzestan to the central authorities in Baghdad
during the Abbasid caliphate. On one hand, the region played a major role in facilitating connections
between Fars (the historical homeland of the Persian heartland) and Mesopotamia (the fertile plain of the
Tigris and Euphrates). It was also a key node in trade relations with northern cities such as Ahvaz, Stq al-
Arba‘a’, and ‘Askar Mukram, all of which were important commercial and administrative centers in the
early Islamic period. On the other hand, Duraq functioned as a key center for the exchange of goods and for
maritime trade with distant lands, including India and China. Islamic geographers frequently mention that
ships from the Persian Gulf would carry goods—textiles, pearls, metals, and other commodities—to and
from these eastern markets, and ports and riverine hubs like Duraq played an essential role in the
transshipment and distribution of these goods into the interior.

Geomorphological evidence, derived from both remote sensing analysis and limited field surveys, indicates
that the city of Duraq developed on a vast alluvial fan, formed through the long-term deposition of
sediments carried by the Jarrahi River, combined with human modification of the landscape through canal
digging, levee construction, and agricultural terracing. Alluvial fans, characteristic of semi-arid
environments where mountain streams debouch onto flat plains, provide well-drained, fertile soils that are
highly suitable for irrigation-based agriculture. The fertility of the region’s soil, coupled with the
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availability of fresh water from the Jarraht River, gradually enabled systematic agricultural exploitation,
supporting a settled population that could produce surplus food for trade and storage. In addition to these
natural advantages, the ecological conditions of the surrounding wetlands—characterized by diverse
aquatic and semi-aquatic habitats, extensive reed beds (dominated by Phragmites australis), and a rich array
of flora and fauna—further enhanced the strategic significance of the area. These wetlands not only
provided sustenance for local inhabitants through fishing, hunting, and the harvesting of reeds for building
and fuel, but they also served as a center for buffalo breeding, an activity that has remained characteristic of
the region into modern times. Moreover, the wetlands functioned, at various historical junctures, as a place
of exile for individuals fallen from political favor, and as a refuge or an escape route to the sea for those
seeking to evade capture or persecution. The dense reed beds and labyrinthine waterways offered
concealment and mobility to those familiar with the terrain.

This study aims to provide a well-defined and historically grounded reconstruction of the location of Duraq
and its changing status through the pre-Islamic, early Islamic, and late Islamic periods. To maintain textual
coherence and to account for the shifting historical and geographical meanings of the toponym “Duraq,”
this name has been classified into three main categories, each corresponding to a distinct temporal and
spatial phase:

Ancient Duraq: Based on limited archaeological surveys and surface finds, this earliest settlement was
likely located south of the modern village of Meshraqeh in present-day Ramshir County. Pottery sherds and
other material remains suggest occupation during the Sasanian period (third—seventh centuries CE),
possibly serving as a minor administrative or agricultural center.

Old Duraq: According to Arabic and Persian historical sources, until approximately the 12th century AH
(18th century CE), this settlement was situated within the boundaries of what is now the city of Madineh in
Shadegan County. Old Duraq appears to have been the primary urban successor to Ancient Duraq,
maintaining its commercial and strategic functions.

New Duraq (Falahiyeh): This settlement, which approximately corresponds to the modern city of
Shadegan, emerged after the 12th century AH. Its foundation likely resulted from a combination of
environmental changes (such as shifts in the Jarrahi River’s course) and political-economic realignments.
This study is based on the systematic collection and critical analysis of information from Greek and Arabic
geographical-historical texts, travel accounts, archaeological evidence, and previous historical and
archaeological research. Additionally, previously unexamined sources—such as Syriac Christian texts,
which occasionally mention the region in connection with ecclesiastical geography, and data from Islamic
sources including recorded geographical coordinates (latitude and longitude) of cities—have also been
utilized. The synthesis of these diverse sources suggests that the cities of Straq, Duraq, Falahiyeh, and
Shadegan formed sequentially along the course of the Jarraht River, moving generally from east to west
and ultimately shifting southwest over time, around the fluctuating expanses of the wetlands. This pattern
of settlement migration is inferred based on the probable identification of the locations of Stiraq and Duraq
in the pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods, and the later sites associated with Duraq in subsequent
centuries. Understanding this trajectory sheds new light on the environmental history and human geography
of one of Iran’s most distinctive and historically significant wetland regions.
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