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The region of Transoxiana, which had historically constituted part of Iran’s
geographical and cultural sphere, became—following the Safavid period and
the establishment of Uzbek rule and local khanates—a focal point of political
and military confrontation with Iran. During the Qajar era, Iran’s relations with
the Khanates of Bukhara and Khwarazm increasingly manifested in the form
of border conflicts, military incursions, plundering, and the captivity of Shi‘a
populations. The central question of this study concerns the primary
foundations upon which relations between Iran and the Transoxianan khanates
were based during this period. Examination of historical sources indicates that
the Qajar approach largely relied on episodic and deterrent measures—such as
limited military campaigns and the dispatch of diplomatic envoys—without the
support of a coherent military strategy or an integrated diplomatic framework.
In contrast, the regional khanates, drawing upon sectarian divisions and
economic interests, pursued a hostile policy that resulted in repeated raids into
Khorasan and the devastation of cities such as Merv. The outcomes of these
confrontations demonstrate that the structural weakness of the Qajar state and
its inability to effectively employ political and military instruments, combined
with Russian and British interventions, ultimately led to the complete
separation of these territories from Iran and their forced incorporation into the
Russian Empire.

Keywords: Bukhara; Transoxianan Khanates; Khwarazm; Qajar Dynasty;
Political-Military Relations.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The political and military relations between Iran and the khanates of Transoxiana during the Qajar
period must be understood within a longue durée framework of shifting sovereignty, contested borders,
and ideological antagonism that emerged after the dissolution of Timurid authority and the consolidation
of Uzbek rule in Central Asia. As documented in early Bukharan chronicles, particularly the lithograph
edition of Tarikh-e Bokhara, Khiva va Khiigand (Bokhari, 1703), the Manghit rulers conceptualized their
authority as both territorially expansionist and religiously justified, framing military incursions into
Khorasan as legitimate campaigns against “heretical” Shi‘a populations. This ideological posture found
reinforcement in local historiography, including Makhdiim Danesh’s account of Manghit legitimacy
(Makhdim Danesh, 1960), and in later narrative compilations such as Tarikh-e Amiran-e Manghit-e
Bokhara (Mosharraf Bokharayi, n.d.), which retrospectively sacralized anti-lranian campaigns. The
memory of Safavid—Uzbek rivalry, analyzed by Ebrahimi (2019a, 2019b), remained embedded in frontier
politics and shaped the discursive construction of Shi‘a—Sunni antagonism. By the early Qajar period,
Transoxiana had ceased to function as a culturally integrated Iranian space and instead emerged as a
frontier of sovereign polities operating under divergent political logics. This transformation is crucial to
understanding why, in the nineteenth century, Iranian—Transoxianan relations unfolded not as intra-
civilizational adjustments but as strategic confrontations between rival states.

The reign of Aqga Mohammad Khan Qajar marked the first systematic attempt to reassert eastern
authority after decades of fragmentation. According to Tarikh-e Zi’lI-Qarnayn (Khavari Shirazi, 2001)
and Rowzat al-Safa-ye Naseri (Hedayat, 2001), the Qajar ruler considered the Oxus (Jayhiin) the
legitimate boundary between Iran and Bukhara and invoked Safavid precedent to justify claims over
Balkh, Marv, Sistan, and Qandahar. His correspondence with Amir Morad, preserved in Qajar narrative
compilations, reveals both diplomatic civility and latent coercion. Malcolm (1983) reports that Central
Asian sources portrayed the encounter as a demonstration of Bukharan resolve, while Iranian chroniclers
such as E‘temad al-Saltaneh (1988) interpreted the episode as a restrained but principled assertion of
sovereignty. The fall of Marv and the deportation of thousands of Shi‘a inhabitants, described in
Kermingi’s manuscript chronicle (Kermingi, n.d.), exposed the limits of Iranian logistical capacity in the
east. Although no full-scale confrontation materialized, the episode illustrates a pattern that would persist:
declaratory claims to historical rights combined with operational caution in the face of multi-front
geopolitical pressures, particularly the emerging Russian challenge in the Caucasus.

Under Fath-‘Ali Shah, eastern policy became markedly reactive. Continuous warfare with Russia
and the Ottoman Empire diverted military and fiscal resources, leaving Khorasan exposed to raids by
Bukhara, Khiva, and Turkmen confederations. Lesan al-Molk Sepahr’s Nasekh al-Tavarikh (1998) and
E‘temad al-Saltaneh’s chronicle (1988) detail repeated incursions culminating in enslavement, looting,
and the destruction of settlements. Vambéry’s travel narratives (1995, 2001) confirm that slave markets
in Bukhara and Khiva constituted a significant economic incentive sustaining frontier violence. The
persistence of religious legitimation—through fatwas sanctioning enslavement of “Rafez1” populations—
was noted by Hedayat (1977), who recorded juridical debates during diplomatic missions. Rahmati (2012)
further demonstrates that Khivan rulers alternated between gestures of submission and opportunistic
aggression, exploiting Iranian administrative fragmentation. Despite occasional counteroffensives, such
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as ‘Abbas Mirza’s campaign in Sarakhs recorded in Nasekh al-Tavarikh (Lesan al-Molk Sepahr, 1998),
these actions lacked continuity and institutional consolidation. TaherT (1969) and Sarayi (1999) situate
these events within broader Turkmen socio-political structures, emphasizing the fluid alliances that
undermined stable frontier governance.

The reign of Mohammad Shah witnessed a relative increase in diplomatic contact without
corresponding structural change. The Safar-nameh-ye Bokhara (1994) and Wolff’s manuscript account
(Wolff, n.d.) document reciprocal embassies and negotiations centered primarily on the liberation of
Iranian captives. While Amir Nasrullah articulated rhetorical solidarity with Iran, he resisted substantive
reform, attributing slave commerce to inherited custom and juristic precedent (Hedayat, 1977). Mokhber
al-Saltaneh Hedayat (1983) later reflected on the limited leverage available to Tehran, noting that
diplomatic exchanges lacked coercive backing. Although Lesan al-Molk Sepahr (1998) records a
temporary decline in Bukharan raids, Khivan and Turkmen attacks continued. QaragozIli’s collected
works (2003) and Zafar-nameh-ye Khosravi (1998) indicate that local Iranian commanders attempted
piecemeal stabilization but remained constrained by fiscal shortages and inconsistent central oversight.
Thus, Mohammad Shah’s era represents a transitional phase in which Iran shifted rhetorically toward
negotiation yet failed to institutionalize a durable eastern strategy.

The Naserian period coincided with the decisive transformation of Central Asian geopolitics under
Russian expansion. Official Qajar publications such as Riiznameh-ye Vaqaye -e Ettefaqiveh (1862, 1863,
1864) continued to assert historical claims over Khwarazm, yet archival documents from the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs (Archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Iran, Carton No. 2, File No. 8) reveal
increasing diplomatic caution. Hedayat’s Sefarat-nameh-ye Khwarazm (1977) offers a detailed narrative
of negotiations in which theological disputation over the legality of enslaving Iranian Shi‘a exposed the
enduring ideological divide. Khorramaji (1985) and Mokhber al-Saltaneh Hedayat (1983) describe the
military setbacks in Sarakhs and Marv, attributing failure to inadequate discipline and divided command.
Mirpanjeh’s captivity memoir (1991) provides a rare first-person account of the human cost of these
frontier conflicts. Ultimately, as Saray1 (1999) notes, Russian encroachment and the subordination of
Bukhara and Khiva rendered Iranian diplomacy increasingly irrelevant. The execution of Mohammad
Amin Khan and the ensuing instability in Khiva, reported in Vaqgaye -e Ettefaqiyeh (1864), momentarily
opened opportunities for Iranian influence, but the absence of coordinated policy prevented strategic
recovery.

In conclusion, the trajectory of Iran’s political and military relations with the khanates of
Transoxiana during the Qajar era reflects a cumulative process of structural weakening rather than episodic
defeat. While the khanates operated through a combination of religious legitimation, economic incentives
derived from slave trading, and opportunistic frontier warfare, the Qajar state responded with fragmented
campaigns and intermittent diplomacy that lacked institutional coherence. Chroniclers and diplomats
repeatedly articulated historical claims and appeals to Islamic solidarity, yet these discourses could not
compensate for fiscal constraints, decentralized military authority, and the diversion of strategic attention
to western theaters. The eventual detachment of Transoxiana from the Iranian sphere was therefore not a
sudden rupture but the outcome of prolonged asymmetry between declaratory sovereignty and practical
capacity, compounded by the decisive intervention of imperial Russia in Central Asia.
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