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Abstract

This study investigates the causes behind the gradual decline of silver
coinage (dirhams) and its consequences for the financial crises in
Iranian polities up to the 5th/11th century. Focusing on three key
factors mining operations, international trade, and military conquests-
demonstrates how the widespread outflow of silver from lIran's
monetary circulation ultimately led to the collapse of its economic
system. The central research question is: What factors contributed to
the gradual depletion of silver reserves and the emergence of inflation
and financial crises in Iranian governments? Using an analytical-
comparative method and drawing upon historical sources, this study
cross-examines its findings with numismatic evidence and
contemporary data analysis. The findings reveal that overexploitation
of silver mines in Transoxiana and the outward flow of dirhams -
particularly during the Samanid period, when they were exchanged
for luxury goods such as furs and slaves- significantly depleted the
domestic silver supply. This compelled ruler to adopt ineffective
monetary policies, including the debasement of the dirham through
reduced weight and fineness, and the minting of alloyed coins. These
practices resulted in the devaluation of the dirham and the
proliferation of counterfeit currency. While the Ghaznavid conquests
temporarily restored the quality of dirhams, the overall trend of silver
depletion persisted. Continued outflows forced the Buyids to rely
increasingly on the iqta‘ system (a return to a barter-based economy)
and to mint gold dinars instead; however, this shift further
exacerbated existing fiscal disarray.

Introduction

The stability of pre-modern economies depended heavily on the
availability and integrity of precious metal currencies. In the
Iranian world, the silver dirham served as the principal
monetary unit from the early Islamic period through the
eleventh century. Yet, a gradual but significant decline in silver
availability began to destabilize this system, triggering
widespread economic disruption. While scholars such as
Kovalves, Noonan, and Gil have emphasized the role of
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international trade in the outflow of silver to Europe, less
attention has been paid to the interplay between internal factors-
such as mining mismanagement and fiscal policies—and
external forces like military conquests and European demand.
This research aims to bridge that gap by analyzing the causal
mechanisms behind silver depletion and its consequences for
Iranian state economies. The central question is: "What factors
contributed to the decline of silver coinage, and how did this
decline lead to inflation and financial crises?" By integrating
historical narratives with numismatic and archaeological data,
this study offers a comprehensive assessment of monetary
transformation during this pivotal era.

Materials and Methods

The study employs an analytical-comparative method,
combining primary historical sources with secondary
numismatic and archaeological research. Primary texts include
al-Kamil fi al-Tarikh by lIbn al-Athir, Tarikh-i Bayhaqi, and
geographical accounts by Ibn Khordadbeh and Ibn Hawqal.
These were cross-referenced with findings from over 1,600 coin
hoards across Eurasia, containing approximately half a million
dirhams, analyzed by scholars such as Kovalve, Lowick,
Grierson, and Noonan. Laboratory studies on coin composition-
particularly spectroscopy analyses cited by Lowick (1988) and
Northver (2007)-were used to determine fineness and origin.
The method also includes comparative analysis of minting
policies across the Samanid, Ghaznavid, and Buyid dynasties
and their responses to silver shortages.

Discussion and Results

Silver depletion stemmed from multiple interrelated causes.
First, the overexploitation of mines in Transoxiana-particularly
in Panjhir, Talas, and Farghana-without sustainable practices
led to declining output. Despite Panjhir being one of the richest
silver sources globally, technological constraints and
environmental challenges like drought reduced yields. Second,
international trade significantly drained silver reserves: high-
purity Samanid dirhams were exported in vast quantities to
Northern and Eastern Europe in exchange for furs and slaves.
This outflow caused local liquidity crises, prompting rulers like
Ghatrif to issue debased "Ghatrifi" coins. Third, Ghaznavid
conquests temporarily reversed the trend by bringing Indian
silver into circulation, enabling high-quality coinage. However,
reliance on plunder was unsustainable. Over time, reduced coin
weight and fineness undermined monetary stability, while
counterfeit and fractional coins complicated transactions. The
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Buyid period exemplified the crisis: silver scarcity led to the
iqta’ system, de-monetizing the economy. Inflation, tax
burdens, and peasant displacement followed, destabilizing the
agrarian base.

Conclusions

The decline of silver currency was a prolonged process driven
by interconnected economic, political, and environmental
factors. Unsustainable mining, unchecked trade, and short-term
fiscal policies eroded the monetary foundations of Iranian
states. The resulting crisis led to structural changes, including
de-urbanization, increased barter, and administrative
decentralization. This study underscores the importance of
sustainable resource management and coherent monetary policy
in pre-modern governance. Future research should employ
advanced scientific methods to analyze coin compositions and
trade networks with greater precision.
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