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Introduction

Qohestan, a province in southern Khorasan with Qaen as its center, boasts a history
dating back to at least the Sassanid period. This rich historical background has
prompted numerous studies on the region, particularly on the history of Qaen and
Qohestan. Many of these works delve into the etymology of the province's name,
offering various interpretations. Some suggest it stems from a transformation of the
word Gavin (meaning ‘cow’), others link it to Qabil (the son of Adam), and some
attribute it to a Mongol origin. However, these interpretations appear inaccurate.
Qaen predates the Arab and Semitic cultural influences in the region, rendering the
Mongol origin hypothesis implausible. Similarly, the idea that Qohestan derives
from the word Quh—attributed to the presence of qanats in the area—Ilacks merit.
The water system in Qohestan was not significantly different from its neighboring
regions, nor did it feature a greater number of qanats. The broader historical changes,
such as the region’s rise and decline, its renaming, and the relocation of its capital,
remain topics of scholarly debate. This study aims to explore the etymology of Qaen
and Qohestan while shedding light on the primary factors behind the region's
historical transformations.

Methodology
This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach to critically evaluate previous
research. It relies on library-based research to investigate the etymology of the names
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Qaen and Qohestan, as well as to explore the factors contributing to the region's
prosperity, decline, and shifts in its administrative center.

Findings and Conclusion

The repeated invasions and occasional dominance of foreign powers in Iranian territory
have led to significant cultural intermixing and the influence of foreign cultural elements.
One prominent result of this cultural exchange is the variety of narratives surrounding the
etymology and attribution of many Iranian cities to Greek, Semitic, or Mongol myths and
figures. This article examines how these influences shaped the etymology of the city of
Qaen. While the history of Qaen and the broader Qohestan region predates the Arab
Muslim conquest (circa 30 AH), Islamic sources often attributed the etymology of Qaen
to Semitic myths, with some even proposing a Mongol origin. However, historical
evidence suggests that the name Qaen, referred to as ‘Kayen’ in Sassanid-era sources,
originates from the term ‘Karen’. Karen was the name of a prominent family in pre-Islamic
Iran, known for its influence across various regions, including Qohestan. This family likely
played a key role in founding or developing the city of Qaen. Additionally, the term
‘Kohestan’ was historically used to describe several provinces or regions in pre-Islamic
Iran, all characterized by their mountainous terrain. After the advent of Islam, this term
evolved into ‘Quhestan’ or ‘Qohestan’, retaining its original meaning of a ‘mountainous
region’.

An analysis of events during the early years of the Arab conquest reveals that the absence
of references to the capital and other districts of Qohestan until the fourth century AH likely
stemmed from the resistance of the Qohestani people to Arab control and the widespread
devastation caused by the conquest. The hereditary rule of the Simjuri family over the
province during the Samanid period (287-395 AH) marked a turning point in the region’s
revival. This era saw the formation of Greater Qohestan through the annexation of
provinces such as Tabas and Turshiz, as well as the emergence of its districts in historical
sources from the fourth century. The Ismaili dominance over Qohestan in the latter half of
the fifth century, characterized by repeated conflicts with the Seljuks and significant
destruction—particularly in Qaen and Turshiz—further shaped the region’s trajectory.
Despite these challenges, the Ismaili policy toward the Mongols shielded the area from
Mongol invasions, transforming it into a refuge for those fleeing Mongol massacres.
However, this protection ended with the establishment of the Ilkhanid dynasty. Under
Hulagu Khan, Qohestan became a target for invasions, resulting in widespread massacres,
particularly in the city of Tun. Following the fall of the Ismailis, Qohestan was freed from
continuous conflicts with neighboring powers, and conditions for reconstruction began to
improve. This resurgence was facilitated by the Ilkhans, who designated the region as a
hereditary domain for a Mongol family. During the Timurid period, Qohestan experienced
a second wave of prosperity. The prominence of the Qaeni family within the Timurid
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administration brought increased attention and investment to the region. Additionally, the
transfer of the Timurid capital from Samarkand to Herat provided economic and social
benefits to neighboring areas, including Qohestan. However, the decline of the Timurid
dynasty, marked by the capital's relocation from Herat to western Iran and the constant
incursions of the Uzbeks in eastern Iran, pushed Qohestan into a state of decline. The
Safavid policy of granting independence to various cities within Qohestan further
fragmented the region, ultimately leading to the collapse of its unity and the disappearance
of the name "Qohestan" from common usage.

A major transformation in the region occurred during the early years of the hereditary
rule of the Alam family, under the reign of Nader Shah Afshar (11481160 AH), when the
provincial capital was relocated from Qaen to Birjand, and the province was renamed from
Qaen to Qaenat. Several factors likely influenced this decision, the most prominent being
the Alam family’s origins in Sarbisheh, near Birjand, and Birjand’s more central location
within the province. This strategic positioning ensured a safer distance from neighboring
provinces, such as the hereditary domains of Tabas, Torbat-e Heydariyeh, and Herat. The
transfer of the capital to Birjand spurred the settlement’s growth into a relatively large city,
while simultaneously reducing the prominence of Qaen, which became the province’s
secondary city.
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