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THE DEVELOPMENT OF POLITICAL AND LEGAL GOVERNANCE IN THE
EMIRATE OF BUKHARA DURING THE 18TH–20TH CENTURIES
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ABSTRACT: This article examines the historical development of political and legal
governance in the Emirate of Bukhara during the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth
centuries. The study analyzes the formation and evolution of the state administration system, the
structure of central and local government institutions, the legal foundations of governance, and
the interaction between political authority and Islamic law. Particular attention is devoted to the
transformation of governing mechanisms under the Manghit dynasty, the role of the emir as the
supreme political authority, the activities of administrative officials, and the influence of
religious institutions on state affairs. The article also explores the impact of internal political
processes and external factors, especially relations with the Russian Empire, on the governance
system of the Emirate. The research is based on Uzbek historical and legal literature, scholarly
works, and educational sources dedicated to the political history of Central Asia. The findings
demonstrate that the political and legal system of the Emirate of Bukhara represented a unique
combination of traditional Islamic governance principles and local administrative practices,
which continued to function until the establishment of Soviet power in Central Asia.
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INTRODUCTION
The history of statehood in Central Asia occupies an important place in the development of

political and legal thought throughout the region. Among the historical states that significantly
influenced the formation of political institutions and legal traditions in Central Asia, the Emirate
of Bukhara holds a special position. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Emirate
emerged as one of the most influential political entities in the region and played a decisive role
in shaping administrative structures, legal practices, and governance traditions. The political and
legal system of the Emirate reflected a combination of Islamic legal norms, traditional customs,
and centralized monarchical authority. The study of governance in the Emirate of Bukhara is
important not only for understanding the historical evolution of state institutions but also for
analyzing the foundations of legal culture and political administration in the territory of present-
day Uzbekistan. The rise of the Manghit dynasty in the second half of the eighteenth century
marked a significant transformation in the political structure of Bukhara. The consolidation of
power by the emirs contributed to the strengthening of central authority and the reorganization
of administrative institutions. At the same time, legal governance continued to be largely based
on Sharia principles, with religious scholars playing an essential role in judicial and
administrative affairs. The interaction between political power and religious authority created a
distinctive model of governance that characterized the Emirate until its dissolution in the early
twentieth century. This article aims to analyze the development of political and legal governance
in the Emirate of Bukhara from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries and to evaluate the
factors that shaped its institutional evolution.
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The political development of the Emirate of Bukhara during the eighteenth century was
closely connected with the decline of the Ashtarkhanid dynasty and the subsequent rise of the
Manghit rulers. The weakening of central authority created conditions for political
fragmentation and competition among regional elites. In this context, Muhammad Rahim Bi and
his successors gradually consolidated power and established the Manghit dynasty, which
became the dominant political force in Bukhara. The establishment of Manghit rule represented
a turning point in the history of governance because it initiated a process of political
centralization that aimed to restore stability and strengthen state institutions.

The ruler of the Emirate, known as the emir, occupied the highest position within the
political hierarchy and exercised extensive authority over military, administrative, judicial, and
financial matters. The emir was regarded not only as a political leader but also as a protector of
Islamic values and traditions. This dual role enhanced the legitimacy of his authority and
reinforced the connection between governance and religion. The central administration of the
Emirate consisted of numerous officials who assisted the emir in managing state affairs. Among
the most important administrative positions were the kushbegi, divanbegi, qazi kalon, and other
officials responsible for finance, taxation, military organization, and judicial administration1.

The kushbegi often functioned as the chief minister and played a crucial role in
coordinating governmental activities. The divanbegi supervised financial affairs and revenue
collection, while the qazi kalon acted as the highest judicial authority within the framework of
Islamic law. The existence of these positions reflected a relatively developed administrative
system that enabled the emir to exercise control over various aspects of governance. Local
administration was organized through a network of provincial and district authorities who
represented the interests of the central government in different regions of the Emirate.
Governors and local officials were responsible for maintaining public order, collecting taxes,
administering justice, and implementing state policies.

Their effectiveness varied depending on local circumstances, geographical conditions, and
the strength of central authority. In some regions, local elites retained considerable influence and
occasionally challenged the authority of the emir. Nevertheless, the government sought to
preserve administrative cohesion through appointments, supervision, and military support. The
legal system of the Emirate of Bukhara was primarily based on Islamic law. Sharia served as the
principal source of legal norms and regulated a wide range of social, economic, and political
relations. Judicial institutions played a vital role in ensuring legal order and resolving disputes
among the population. Judges known as qadis were appointed to administer justice according to
Islamic legal principles.

Their decisions were generally based on the Hanafi school of jurisprudence, which was
widely accepted throughout Central Asia. The legal framework of the Emirate reflected the
integration of religious doctrine into state governance and contributed to the preservation of
social stability. In addition to Sharia, customary practices and local traditions influenced legal
proceedings in certain areas. The coexistence of religious law and customary norms allowed the
legal system to adapt to diverse social conditions and regional variations. This flexibility
enhanced the practical effectiveness of governance and facilitated the administration of justice
across a geographically extensive territory. However, the relationship between formal legal
principles and customary practices was not always harmonious, and disputes occasionally arose
regarding the interpretation and application of legal norms. Religious institutions occupied a

1 Rajabov Q. Buxoro amirligi: siyosiy va ijtimoiy hayot. Toshkent: Fan, 2007
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central position within the political and legal structure of the Emirate. Islamic scholars, judges,
and religious leaders enjoyed considerable prestige and often participated in governmental
affairs. Madrasas served not only as centers of education but also as institutions for the training
of legal and administrative personnel.

The influence of religious elites contributed to the preservation of Islamic values within
public administration and reinforced the legitimacy of political authority. The close association
between state institutions and religious structures distinguished the Emirate from many
contemporary political systems and reflected the broader historical traditions of Muslim
governance. Economic administration represented another important aspect of political
governance. The state relied on various forms of taxation to finance governmental activities,
military expenditures, and public administration.

Taxes were imposed on agricultural production, trade, livestock, and other economic
activities. The efficiency of tax collection varied across regions and depended on the capacity of
local officials to enforce state regulations. Revenue generated through taxation constituted a
crucial resource for maintaining political authority and supporting administrative institutions.
The military organization of the Emirate also played a significant role in governance. Armed
forces were necessary for defending territorial integrity, suppressing internal disturbances, and
protecting trade routes. Military commanders enjoyed considerable influence and often
participated in political decision-making processes. The relationship between military power and
political authority was characterized by cooperation as well as occasional tensions, particularly
during periods of succession disputes or political instability2.

During the nineteenth century, the Emirate of Bukhara faced increasing challenges
associated with regional competition and the expansion of the Russian Empire into Central Asia.
Russian military advances transformed the geopolitical environment and exerted growing
pressure on the political independence of the Emirate. The military confrontations of the 1860s
and subsequent treaties significantly altered the position of Bukhara within the regional balance
of power. Although the Emirate formally retained its internal autonomy, its foreign policy
became increasingly dependent upon Russian interests. The establishment of Russian influence
generated important consequences for political and legal governance.

New economic relations, administrative pressures, and diplomatic constraints encouraged
certain modifications within the state apparatus. However, many traditional institutions
remained intact, reflecting the resilience of established governance structures and the
determination of ruling elites to preserve their authority. The period of Russian protectorate
status illustrates the complex interaction between external influence and internal political
continuity. Despite the preservation of traditional institutions, the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries witnessed growing debates regarding reform and modernization.

Intellectual movements associated with educational reform and social renewal criticized
aspects of existing governance and advocated changes in administration, education, and legal
practice. Reformist thinkers emphasized the need to strengthen state institutions, improve public
education, and adopt selected elements of modern governance. These ideas gained support
among certain segments of society and contributed to the emergence of new political
perspectives. The Jadid movement played a particularly important role in promoting educational
modernization and social reform. Although its influence was initially concentrated within
cultural and intellectual spheres, its ideas gradually extended to broader discussions concerning

2 Rajabov Q. Buxoro amirligi: siyosiy va ijtimoiy hayot. Toshkent: Fan, 2007
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governance and legal development. Reformers argued that effective administration required
educated officials, improved communication, and greater responsiveness to social needs.

Their proposals reflected changing political realities and the growing awareness of global
transformations affecting Muslim societies. The early twentieth century brought further
challenges to the traditional governance system. Economic difficulties, political tensions, and
external pressures weakened the capacity of the Emirate to maintain stability. Reform efforts
encountered resistance from conservative groups who viewed significant changes as threats to
established religious and social traditions. The resulting tensions contributed to political
fragmentation and limited the effectiveness of modernization initiatives.

The collapse of the Russian Empire during the revolutionary period created new
uncertainties and altered the political landscape of Central Asia. Revolutionary developments
influenced political dynamics within the Emirate and intensified debates concerning the future
of governance. Competing political forces advanced different visions of state organization, legal
reform, and social development. Ultimately, the traditional political structure proved unable to
withstand the profound transformations occurring throughout the region. In 1920, the Emirate of
Bukhara ceased to exist as an independent political entity, marking the end of a historical era in
Central Asian statehood3.

Despite its dissolution, the political and legal legacy of the Emirate continued to influence
subsequent developments. Administrative practices, legal traditions, educational institutions,
and cultural values associated with the Emirate remained significant elements of regional
historical memory. The study of these institutions provides valuable insights into the historical
foundations of governance and legal culture in Uzbekistan and Central Asia more broadly.

The political and legal development of the Emirate of Bukhara during the eighteenth–
twentieth centuries demonstrates the complexity of state formation and governance in Central
Asia. The analysis of historical sources and Uzbek scholarly literature indicates that the Emirate
maintained a distinctive system of administration based on the interaction of centralized
monarchical authority, Islamic legal principles, and long-established local traditions. Unlike
many contemporary states undergoing rapid institutional transformation, the Emirate preserved a
governance structure deeply rooted in historical continuity while simultaneously responding to
changing political circumstances. This combination of stability and adaptation became one of
the defining characteristics of Bukharan statehood.

The findings reveal that the rise of the Manghit dynasty played a decisive role in
strengthening political centralization and restoring state authority after a period of political
fragmentation. The concentration of power in the hands of the emir facilitated the creation of a
more coherent administrative apparatus and enabled the government to exercise greater control
over regional territories. However, the effectiveness of central authority depended not only on
the personal power of the ruler but also on the cooperation of administrative officials, military
commanders, and religious elites. Consequently, governance in the Emirate was characterized
by a balance between centralized leadership and the influence of various social and political
actors.

The study also highlights the significant role of Islamic law in shaping legal governance.
The application of Hanafi jurisprudence provided a stable legal foundation for regulating social
relations, resolving disputes, and maintaining public order. At the same time, the coexistence of
Sharia norms with customary legal practices demonstrates the flexibility of the legal system and

3 Azamat Ziyo. O‘zbek davlatchiligi tarixi. Toshkent: Sharq, 2000
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its ability to accommodate local conditions. This duality contributed to the durability of legal
institutions and helped ensure their acceptance among different social groups. The involvement
of religious scholars and judicial authorities in public administration further reinforced the
legitimacy of governmental decisions and strengthened the connection between political
authority and religious values4.

Another important aspect revealed by the research is the influence of external political
factors on the evolution of governance. The expansion of the Russian Empire into Central Asia
significantly altered the geopolitical environment in which the Emirate operated. Although the
establishment of Russian protectorate status reduced the independence of Bukhara in foreign
affairs, it did not immediately dismantle traditional political and legal institutions. Instead, a
gradual process of adaptation occurred in which existing administrative structures continued to
function while facing new economic and political realities. This demonstrates the resilience of
Bukharan governance and its capacity to preserve institutional continuity under conditions of
external pressure.

The emergence of reformist movements in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
provides additional insight into the changing nature of governance within the Emirate. The
activities of Jadid intellectuals reflected growing awareness of the need for educational
modernization, administrative efficiency, and legal improvement. Their reform proposals
indicated dissatisfaction with certain aspects of traditional governance and highlighted the
challenges associated with maintaining political stability in an era of rapid global transformation.
Nevertheless, resistance from conservative elements limited the implementation of reforms and
contributed to tensions within society. These developments illustrate the difficulties faced by
traditional states attempting to reconcile historical institutions with modern political demands.

From a broader historical perspective, the experience of the Emirate of Bukhara confirms
that political and legal systems evolve through the interaction of internal traditions and external
influences. The governance model of the Emirate cannot be understood solely through the
framework of Islamic law or monarchical authority; rather, it must be examined as a dynamic
system shaped by social, economic, cultural, and geopolitical factors. The historical legacy of
the Emirate remains important for understanding the development of statehood and legal culture
in Uzbekistan. Many administrative traditions, concepts of authority, and legal values that
emerged during this period continue to occupy a significant place in historical scholarship and
national memory5.

CONCLUSION
The development of political and legal governance in the Emirate of Bukhara during the

eighteenth to twentieth centuries reflects a complex process of institutional evolution shaped by
historical traditions, Islamic legal principles, and changing political circumstances. The
establishment of the Manghit dynasty strengthened central authority and contributed to the
consolidation of administrative structures capable of governing a diverse and extensive territory.
The emir occupied a central position within the political system, while administrative officials
and religious institutions played essential roles in maintaining governmental functions. The legal
framework was primarily based on Sharia law and complemented by customary practices that
reflected local conditions and social realities. Throughout its history, the Emirate demonstrated a

4 Hayitov A. O‘zbekiston davlati va huquqi tarixi. Toshkent: TDYU nashriyoti, 2018
5 Azamat Ziyo. O‘zbek davlatchiligi tarixi. Toshkent: Sharq, 2000
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remarkable capacity for institutional continuity despite facing internal challenges and external
pressures. The expansion of Russian influence altered the political environment but did not
immediately eliminate traditional governance structures. Reform movements emerged in
response to new social and political realities and sought to modernize aspects of administration
and education. Nevertheless, the persistence of structural limitations and growing regional
instability ultimately contributed to the decline of the Emirate. The historical experience of the
Emirate of Bukhara constitutes an important chapter in the development of statehood, political
institutions, and legal culture in Central Asia. Its governance system illustrates the interaction
between political authority, religious legitimacy, and legal administration within a traditional
Muslim state. The examination of this historical legacy contributes to a deeper understanding of
the evolution of governance in Uzbekistan and provides valuable perspectives for the study of
political and legal history.
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