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Abstract

Objective: In the second half of the 19th century CE, the colonial rivalry between Russia and
Britain intensified in Central Asia. Despite the long-standing political and cultural background
of the Emirate of Bukhara, this khanate could not withstand the Russian advances. The present
study seeks to answer the question of why and how the Emirate of Bukhara lost its independence.
Its main hypothesis is that a combination of internal weaknesses and Russia's coherent, aggressive
policy constituted the conceptual model for the fall of Bukhara.

Method: This research was conducted using a descriptive-analytical method. The statistical popu-
lation of the study includes manuscript sources, historical documents, and European travelogues
related to the Qajar period and Tsarist Russia in the 13th century AH. To write the article, the
authors first collected and categorized the internal and external causes of the fall of Bukhara from
primary sources, and then, through a comparative analysis of various narratives, analyzed the key

stages of the Russian advance up to 1868 CE.

Findings: The main findings indicate that internal despotism, ethnic and religious conflicts, the
political miscalculations of Amir Muzaffar, as well as Russia's coherent military policy coupled
with its exploitation of internal rifts within the khanate, paved the way for the fall of Bukhara in
1868 CE.

Conclusion: The fall of Bukhara was not only the end of this khanate's political independence and
the beginning of its period of protectorate status, but it also fundamentally altered the balance of

power in Central Asia in favor of Russia.
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Introduction

In the second half of the 19th century CE, concurrent with the intensification of the co-
lonial rivalry between Russia and Britain in Central Asia — known as "The Great Game"
— the Emirate of Bukhara, as one of the oldest and most influential Islamic states in the
region, faced a serious threat. Bukhara, ruled by the Manghit dynasty since the 18th cen-
tury, held particular importance due to its spiritual and cultural status in the Islamic world
— as one of the major centers of Islamic civilization — and its strategic position on the trade
routes between Iran, India, China, and Russia. However, from the 1850s onwards, Tsarist
Russia began its expansionist policy southward, exploiting the internal weaknesses of the
neighboring khanates. Despite its brilliant political and cultural background, the Emirate
of Bukhara could not withstand these advances and ultimately lost its independence. The
main question of the present research is why and how this collapse occurred. A review
of the sources shows that although foreign scholars such as Edward Allworth, Seymour
Becker, and travel writers like Eugene Schuyler, Fred Burnaby, and Arminius Vambéry
have addressed this topic, most existing works are either written from the perspective of
Russian colonial history or have made limited use of indigenous manuscript sources and
archival documents. Furthermore, within Iran, no independent and comprehensive study
has been conducted on the causes of Bukhara's fall. The present research, by simultaneous-
ly relying on Persian-Tajik sources (local histories such as Tarikh-i Salimi, Tarikh-i Jadidah-
i Tashkand, and works by Ahmad Makhdum Danesh), unpublished documents from the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Iran (containing valuable reports on the developments in
Transoxiana), and European travelogues, seeks to provide a comprehensive and balanced

picture of the process of Bukhara's fall and its transformation into a Russian protectorate.

Materials and Methods

The present research has been conducted using a descriptive-analytical method, based on
library and archival sources.

The materials employed in this study comprise three main categories:

The first category consists of Persian and Tajik manuscript sources, the most important of
which include: “Tarikh-e Salimi”by Mirza Salim Bey, “Montakhab-e Tarikh-e Amiran-e
Manghit-e Bukhara” by Baqa Khwaja, “Tarikh-e Amiran-e Manghiti-ye Bukhara” by
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Sadr al-Din Ayni, “T3rikh-e Jadid-e Tashkent”by Mulla Muhammad Salih, and “Risala ya
Mokhtasart az Tarikh-e Salfanat-e Khandan-e Manghitiya”by Ahmad Makhdum Dan-
ish.

These sources—which mostly exist in manuscript form and are preserved in the Insti-
tute of Oriental Studies of Tajikistan and the Manuscript Repository of Tashkent—contain
firsthand reports on the political, social, and military conditions of Bukhara on the eve of
the Russian invasion.

The second category includes unpublished documents of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
of Iran, held within that ministry.

These documents comprise consular reports, diplomatic correspondence, and political
analyses concerning developments in Transoxiana during the second half of the nine-
teenth century, and have been used systematically for the first time in the present research.
The third category consists of European travelogues contemporary with the events, includ-
ing “History of Bukhara” by Arminius Vambéry, “Turkestan” by Eugéne Schuyler, “A Ride
to Khiva” by Frederick Burnaby, and “Travels in Turkestan” by Pashino.

These travel accounts provide direct observations of the political, military, and social con-
ditions of the khanates, as well as of Russian behavior in the region.

The analytical approach adopted in this study is as follows: first, historical data are ex-
tracted from the various sources, and then—through comparison and correlation of dif-
ferent accounts—a documented narrative of the internal and external causes of Bukharas
collapse is presented.

The theoretical framework of the research is based on the theory of “Internal Decline and
External Invasion””

This theory suggests that the disintegration of pre-modern states confronted with colonial
expansion was less due to the mere technical superiority of the invaders and more a result
of the erosion of legitimacy, the disruption of networks of loyalty, economic crisis, and the

inability to modernize military and administrative structures.

Discussion and Results
The findings of this research indicate that on the eve of the Russian invasion, the in-

ternal situation of Bukhara was in a state of extreme crisis. The despotic and violent

—
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conduct of Emir Nasrullah had spread an atmosphere of terror and dread throughout
the Manghit territories. Heavy tax burdens, imposed to cover the expenses of the army
and the court, had devastated farms and driven trade into stagnation. The inhabitants
of Shahr-e Sabz, Kitab, and even Samarkand were dissatisfied with Bukhara’s rule, and
some tribes were contemplating the overthrow of the central government.

Upon Nasrullah’s death, power passed to Emir Muzaffar; a ruler who had lived for
years under his father’s suspicion and lacked sufficient political and military experience.
Instead of reforming the flawed structures, he also resorted to violence and increased
taxation. Succession disputes and court rivalries between his supporters and those of
the former Emir’s maternal grandson further exacerbated the legitimacy crisis.

More importantly, Emir Muzaffar committed a major strategic error in his foreign pol-
icy. When the Russians threatened Tashkent, rather than assisting the Muslims of that
region, he marched his army toward Khokand and reinstated the deposed Khudayar
Khan to the throne. This action proved to be the greatest service to the Russians, as
the Khokandi forces—who had been fighting the Russians in Tashkent—returned to
Khokand to defend their families, thereby weakening the front of resistance against
the Russians. Although a group of pragmatic advisors had warned the Emir against
this action and suggested marching toward Tashkent instead, the Emir ignored these
recommendations.

In the military arena, the first serious confrontation between Bukhara and Russia oc-
curred in January 1866 in Jizzakh. The Bukharan forces defended the city with great
religious fervor and immense courage, forcing the Russian commander, Chernyaev, to
retreat. This defeat was heavy and humiliating for the Russians, and Chernyaev was
subsequently relieved of his command. However, the victory at Jizzakh filled Emir Mu-
zaffar with pride and led him into error.

The decisive battle, of course, took place in May 1866 in the Irjar region. In this engage-
ment, the forty-thousand-strong Bukharan army, equipped with twenty-one cannons,
lined up against the four-thousand-strong Russian army, which possessed twenty mod-
ern artillery pieces. Nevertheless, the majority of the Bukharan forces were civilians

and lacked proper training. The heavy Russian artillery fire shattered the order of the
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Bukharan ranks. The Bukharan artillery lacked the necessary precision, and its shells
had no impact on the enemy lines. In close-quarters combat, the Bukharan army rap-
idly lost its morale; within a few hours, a thousand men were killed, and the rest were
routed.

Following Irjar, the Russians captured Khujand, Ura-Tyube, and Jizzakh, opening the
road to Samarkand. In 1867, the Turkestan Province was established with its center in
Tashkent, and General von Kaufmann was appointed as Governor-General. In 1868,
he marched toward Samarkand. Internal divisions among the defenders, the refusal to
accept defeated troops into the city, and the collaboration of certain minorities with
Kaufmann led to the capture of Samarkand without a single shot being fired. The fall of
Samarkand marked the end of Bukhara’s political authority.

With the conclusion of the 1868 treaty, Bukhara lost a vast portion of its territory.
Nevertheless, internal unrest continued under the leadership of Abdulmalik Tura (the
Emir’s son). Unable to suppress the rebels, Emir Muzaffar requested assistance from the
Russians. The Russians extinguished the uprisings with unprecedented violence, and
ultimately, in the treaty of 1873, formally curtailed Bukhara’s independence. Under this
treaty, the Emir retained authority only over internal affairs, while foreign and military

policy came entirely under the control of the Tsarist government.

Conclusion

An examination of the process of Bukharas fall to the Russians reveals that this event
was far more than a mere military defeat. The foundations of collapse must be sought
in endogenous structural weaknesses: unrestrained despotism and pervasive violence;
the incapacity to secure the loyalty of tribal and peripheral urban communities; a fragile
taxation system that fueled widespread public discontent; a traditional army lacking
discipline and modern weaponry; and, above all, a profound intellectual gap between
Bukharas traditional ruling paradigms and the requirements of the nineteenth-century
industrial world.

Emir Muzaffar was caught in a paralysis of duality: on the one hand, he was unable
to initiate essential reforms—such as military modernization, modern diplomacy, and

a competitive economy—and, on the other, he lacked the courage to confront Russia

—
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comprehensively. In contrast, Tsarist Russia, with remarkable strategic astuteness, ex-
ploited each of these weaknesses: through a well-organized military structure, divisive
diplomacy, and economic levers such as confiscation of merchants’ property, promises
of free trade, and tax exemptions. The “Great Game” with Britain also served as a con-
venient pretext to accelerate annexation or enforce the vassalage of the khanates.

The ultimate outcome was the end of an epoch: a city that for centuries had been the
center of Islamic civilization in Central Asia was transformed first into a protectorate,
and then into an integral part of Russia’s colonial system. This event not only altered
the balance of power in Central Asia in favor of Russia but also offered a model for the

downfall of other traditional states when confronted with modern empires.
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