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Abstract

Coins of the Ilkhanid Sultan Muhammad Khodabandeh (Uljaytu) transcended their economic function.
These coins served as influential media through which the government displayed and managed its discursive
system of power, identity, and religion. The primary question of this research is how the fundamental tensions
of that period including the conflict between the Mongol roots of the rulers and the inclination toward an
Iranian-Islamic identity, as well as the clash between tradition and innovation are reflected and managed in
the inscriptions (typography and designs) on these very coins. The aim is to examine the semiotic analysis of
these oppositions as constitutive components of the governing discursive system, expressed through both
script and image. The methodology is qualitative, advancing based on Greimas's semiotic theoty, telying on
narrative analysis and the semiotic square model. Five silver coins minted in Tabriz from the years 709, 710,
and 714 AH were selected as key samples and meticulously examined. The data included precise images of
the coins as well as library resources, which were processed and analyzed according to the Greimassian
semiotic approach. The findings reveal a three-phase narrative of this transformation. In the initial years (709-
710 AH), the coins simultaneously maintained two contradictory aspects: the Uighur script on one side and
Shiite texts on the other. This intentional duality indicates the government's cautious strategy at the outset.
Subsequently, emotional symbols such as intertwined heart motifs reinforced the affective charge of the
message. However, in the final phase (714 AH), no trace of the Uighur script remains. Uniform Shiite texts
and regular geometric designs, such as seven-petaled flowers, constitute a consolidated and unified discourse.
The fundamental conclusion is that the coins were not merely passive mirrors of developments but rather an
active arena for displaying and ultimately mastering tensions in favor of the official narrative of power. This
process reveals the Ilkhanids' intelligent strategy for consolidating their new legitimacy through integration
with Iranian-Islamic culture.
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Introduction

Throughout history, coins have served purposes far beyond mere buying and selling. They are like
small, enduring notebooks containing the beliefs, identity, and political struggles of the Ilkhanid
era. When the Mongols ruled over Iran (7th-8th centuries AH), these metal coins were the stage
for a profound transformation a space where conquerors with ancient, nomadic traditions gradually
merged into the heart of Persian-Islamic civilization. Among these, the coins from the reign of
Sultan Muhammad Khodabandeh, Uljaytu (703-716 AH), hold a special place. They were minted
concurrently with one of his most significant decisions: the official shift of the state religion from
Sunni to Shi'a Islam in 709 AH. These coins not only announced this religious transformation but
also bore witness to the complex efforts of the Ilkhans to redefine their identity and legitimacy
(Blair, 19806; Komaroff, 2007).

To date, researchers of Ilkhanid coins have primarily focused on their external classification, dating,
and extracting names and political dates from them. While such work is valuable, it has been rare
to view a coin as a "complete text" ; a text containing both script and imagery and then delve into
the discourse of power embedded within it. Meanwhile, new approaches in semiotics and
semantics, focusing on the dynamism of meaning and the role of contradictions in the discourse
system, provide clear tools for exploring the hidden layers of such works (Greimas & Courtes,
1984). From this perspective, script and imagery on a coin are not separate entities but together
form an integrated communicative device that can be termed the "discourse of image and script”
of power.

In the present article, we argue that Uljaytu's coins were not merely a simple mirror of religious
change or a propaganda tool. Rather, they were an active arena for displaying and managing the
principal conflicts of their time, such as "Mongol roots versus Iranian-Islamic identity," "tradition
versus innovation," and "earthly power versus heavenly legitimacy." Accordingly, this research
investigates how these oppositions are represented, blended, or even erased in the scripts and
images of the coins. By doing so, it aims to clarify the hidden logic of legitimation and the difficult
process of identity formation for a state in transition. Therefore, the main objective of this inquiry
is to conduct a semiotic-semantic analysis of the discursive oppositions in the inscriptions on
Uljaytu's coins, focusing on specimens minted in Tabriz. The key question of this atticle is: How,
and through what mechanisms, did the discourse of power during Uljaytu's reign, via the precise
interplay between sctipt and imagety on coins, manage, modulate, and ultimately guide the era's
identity-based and ideological tensions and conflicts toward a stable and enduring pattern?

Materials and Methods

This study adopts a qualitative-interpretive approach utilizing the framework of Greimas's
structural semiotics. The aim is to analyze the semantic layers and discursive oppositions in Ilkhanid
coins as a composite text of image and script. This approach facilitates an understanding of the
dynamics of meaning and the strategies of power representation within a specific historical context.
The study population consists of all coins minted during the reign of Uljaytu (AH 703-716). Five
silver coins minted in Tabriz in the years AH 709, 710, and 714 were selected through purposive
sampling based on criteria such as mint location and date, image clarity, and discursive diversity.
Primary data comprise high-resolution images from the archives of the National Museum of Iran
and the Azerbaijan Museum. Secondary data were extracted from library resources and reputable
articles.

Data analysis was conducted in four stages:

1.Systematic description of the physical, textual, and visual characteristics of each coin.
2.Narrative analysis based on Greimas's actantial model.

3.1dentification of discursive oppositions using the semiotic square and a three-dimensional analysis
(cognitive, affective, and event-based).

4.Combinatorial analysis of the samples and inference of historical trends in discursive change.

Results

The semiotic square reveals that the oppositions in Uljaytu's coins are not a conflict, but an
architecture of balance. Sanctity legitimizes power; power enacts sanctity. Secularity allows the coins
to connect with Mongol culture; the divine constraint safeguards power from dissolution. Each
coin is a multilayered text that simultaneously reflects faith, solidifies authority, and records history.
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Discussion

Examining Uljaytu's coins from a semiotic analytical perspective reveals an image far beyond a mere
collection of historical artifacts. Within the sensitive context of religious change and the redefinition
of Ilkhanid identity, these coins transformed into intelligent, multi-layered media that
simultaneously performed several distinct functions, such as declaring new legitimacy, managing
cultural transition, and establishing discourse with diverse audiences. What might initially appear as
merely a collection of designs and inscriptions is, in fact, a coherent system of meaning meticulously
designed and executed.

The analysis demonstrates that these coins narrate a dynamic, phased evolution of power. In the
initial years following the religious change (coins from 709 and 710 AH), they created a dual, even
seemingly contradictory, space. On one hand, by retaining the Uighur script and emphasizing
phrases like "lillahi al-amt" (Authority belongs to God), they maintained a connection with the
Mongol political tradition. On the other hand, by incorporating declarations of monotheism and
allegiance (tawhid and walayah) and extensive benedictions upon the Ahl al-Bayt, they laid the
foundations for new religious legitimacy. This intentional coexistence indicated a policy of caution
and inclusion of all factions at the outset.

However, just a few years later, in the coins of 714 AH, we witness the complete consolidation of
the new discourse. The Uighur script has vanished entitely, replaced by uniform and explicit Shi'ite
texts, and the motifs have shifted from symbolic and emotional designs, such as intertwined hearts,
toward geometric and numerical order seen in six- and seven-petaled flowers. This transition from
a "cautious combination" to "decisive unity" signifies the completion of the process of
institutionalizing a Shi'ite identity within the framework of Ilkhanid governance.

Conclusion

Based on data analysis, it can be argued that on a deeper level, the coins succeeded in addressing
the different dimensions of human existence in their era namely intellect, emotion, and a sense of
historical belonging by simultaneously employing three discursive systems: the cognitive (through
religious texts), the affective (through symbolic motifs), and the event-based (through the recording
of time and place). They were not merely instruments of trade but functioned as fluid, miniature
propagandistic booklets that replicated and institutionalized the new political-religious order across
the vast geography of the Ilkhanid realm. This study once again demonstrates that numismatics is
a science that transcends material classification and can serve as a key to unlocking an understanding
of communication strategies, legitimacy crises, and the complex processes of identity formation in
history
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Figure 1. Ilkhanid Uljaytu coin (sahebdivan,n.d)
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Figure 2. Ilkhanid Uljaytu coin (zeno, n.d)
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Figure 4. llkhanid Uljaytu coin (zeno, n.d)
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Table 7. Narrative-Action Model of the Coins
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Table 8. Discourse Systems of the Coins
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Table 9. Semantic Square and Oppositions of the Coins
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