W
7N

INTERDISCIPLINE INNOVATION AND SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH CONFERENCE
British International Science Conference

UDC 94(575.1)
KHIVA’S DIPLOMATIC CALCULUS: SOVEREIGNTY AND RUSSIAN
ENGAGEMENT IN EARLY 19TH-CENTURY CENTRAL ASIA

Saparbaev Bunyod Khurrambek ogli
Doctor of philosophy (PhD) in Historical sciences, Docent Associate Professor of the Department of
“History” of the Urgench State University named after Abu Rayhan Biruni, Uzbekistan E-mail:
bunyod.saparbayev@gmail.com

Abstract: This thesis explores the calculated diplomatic engagements of the Khivan Khanate with
the Russian Empire during the reign of Muhammad Rahim Khan I (1806-1825). It argues that Khiva’s
foreign policy was not reactive or subordinate, but a deliberate set of institutional and performative
strategies for preserving sovereignty in asymmetrical power relations. Drawing on Persian and Chagatai
manuscripts from Central Asian collections, Russian imperial —archives, Ottoman diplomatic
correspondence, and contemporary travel accounts, the study highlights how Khiva negotiated political
autonomy through frontier diplomacy, economic leverage, temporal management, and multilateral
balancing. These findings reposition Khiva as an active agent in early 19th-century Eurasian politics rather
than an inert subject of imperial expansion.
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INTRODUCTION

The early nineteenth century witnessed a significant reconfiguration of power
dynamics in Central Asia as the Russian Empire expanded its political, military, and
economic reach toward the steppe frontier. The strategic positioning of the Khivan
Khanate—between the Caspian Sea, the Aral Sea, and the crossroads of transcontinental
trade routes—placed it at the intersection of competing imperial interests. Yet, historical
narratives have often relegated Khiva to the periphery, depicting it as reactive to Russian
pressure or merely an obstacle to imperial designs.

This thesis challenges such interpretations by examining Khiva’s diplomatic praxis as
a deliberate strategy of negotiated sovereignty. It contends that under Muhammad Rahim
Khan I, the khanate developed and deployed a sophisticated diplomatic calculus that
balanced internal political consolidation with adaptive external engagement. By analyzing
primary sources from multiple archival traditions, this work illuminates the complex
interaction between local agency and imperial ambition in shaping the political landscape
of early 19th-century Central Asia.

Historical and Regional Context

In the early 1800s, the Russian Empire’s administrative apparatus began extending
beyond the Ural River toward Central Asia, motivated by concerns over trade security,
frontier stabilization, and broader geopolitical competition with Qajar Persia and the
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Ottoman Empire.! The Khivan Khanate, historically autonomous, faced external pressure
and internal factionalism simultaneously, prompting a reevaluation of its foreign relations.

Muhammad Rahim Khan I inherited a polity that required both internal consolidation
and external accommodation. Recognizing Khiva’s position on the frontier of empires, he
fostered institutional mechanisms for diplomatic engagement that were informed by local
political traditions and responsive to evolving regional networks.2 These mechanisms
operated within a broad Eurasian context of inter-imperial negotiations, where multiple
actors—Bukhara, Kokand, Kazakh elites, Persia, and Russia—intersected with varying
agendas and capacities.

Methodological Framework

This research combines a comparative archival analysis with a frontier diplomacy
perspective. It draws upon:

Persian and Chagatai manuscripts from the Institute of Oriental Manuscripts, Russian
Academy of Sciences (IOM RAS) and Central Asian manuscript collections, which reveal
indigenous administrative logics and diplomatic language practices.3

Russian imperial records from the Russian State Historical Archive (RGIA) and
Russian State Military Historical Archive (RGVIA), detailing frontier correspondence and
memoranda.*

Ottoman diplomatic dispatches from the Bagbakanlik Osmanl Arsivi, reflecting how
Khiva was positioned within wider Islamic political networks.*

Travel accounts and merchant reports housed in museum archives, providing informal
yet valuable perspectives on court ceremonies and diplomatic rituals.®

This multi-sourced approach challenges historiographical biases that privilege
imperial documentation and marginalize indigenous voices.

Khiva’s Diplomatic Calculus: Core Strategies

Institutionalization of Diplomacy

A key feature of Khiva’s approach was the institutionalization of diplomatic
engagement. Unlike episodic or ad hoc communication, Khivan envoys operated within
established procedural frameworks, carrying standardized correspondence and following
formalized protocols. Manuscript evidence reveals elaborate honorific formulations in
Persian and Chagatai designed to frame Khiva as a sovereign interlocutor.” Such
institutional routines enhanced political continuity across successive interactions with
Russian frontier officials.

Economic Negotiation and Frontier Trade

Economic pragmatism underpinned much of Khiva’s diplomacy. Khivan authorities
regulated caravan routes, customs levies, and merchant protections as matters of state
interest. Trade agreements were not simplistic economic concessions but strategic
instruments for entrenching political cooperation. Disputes over tariffs or caravan security
frequently elicited diplomatic negotiation rather than unilateral Russian imposition.®

In several documented cases, Khivan negotiators used the release of captives as
bargaining leverage to secure trade concessions or political recognition.® Through such
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exchanges, economic negotiation became a tool of diplomatic leverage rather than merely
commercial regulation.

Temporal Management in Diplomatic Interaction

Khivan diplomacy also exhibited a sophisticated command of time as a strategic
resource. Deliberate pauses between diplomatic exchanges, delayed replies to Russian
initiatives, and the timing of envoy missions were employed to shape negotiations.
Manuscripts indicate that such temporal modulation was not incidental but intentional,
allowing Khiva to gather intelligence, reassess regional conditions, and calibrate responses
for optimal outcomes.1® This temporal strategy reduced the incentives for Russian coercion
by fostering prolonged dialogue instead of premature confrontation.

Multilateral Balancing and Regional Networks

Khiva’s diplomatic engagement was not limited to Russia but embedded within a
multilateral regional network. The khanate maintained relations with neighboring states
such as Bukhara, and engaged Kazakh steppe elites and Qajar Persia as integral to its
strategic positioning. Khivan correspondence reveals an intricate balancing act that
leveraged inter-state rivalries to secure autonomy, mitigate Russian pressure, and reinforce
political legitimacy.! This multilateral balancing broadened Khiva’s diplomatic options,
allowing it to avoid dependency on any single partner.

Symbolic Negotiation and Sovereign Performance

Diplomacy in Khiva also involved the performance of sovereignty through ritualized
communication and symbolic language.

Khivan letters to Russian officials carefully navigated honorific conventions,
emphasizing reciprocity rather than subordination.

This symbolic calibration functioned as an assertion of parity in diplomatic discourse,
even in the context of unequal power relations.’2 Such performative strategies contributed
to shaping how external actors perceived Khiva’s political standing.

Key Findings

The central premise emerging from this study is that Khiva’s interactions with Russia
were neither uniformly subordinate nor purely passive. Instead, they reflected a deliberate
and adaptive diplomatic calculus, grounded in:

Institutionalized engagement procedures

Economic leverage and regulation of trade

Temporal strategies to manage negotiation dynamics

Multilateral balancing with regional actors

Symbolic assertion of sovereign status

Through these mechanisms, Khiva preserved internal autonomy and negotiated
aspects of external influence without surrendering its political identity.

Conclusion

This thesis reconceptualizes Khiva’s engagement with Russia not as an early prelude
to colonial domination but as a dynamic interplay of agency, strategy, and negotiation.
Muhammad Rahim Khan I's reign epitomizes how a frontier polity navigated asymmetrical
power relations through calculated diplomacy.
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By integrating underutilized indigenous sources with imperial archives, the study
contributes to a broader historiographical shift that recognizes Central Asian political
actors as active participants in shaping Eurasian statecraft in the early nineteenth century.
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