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1 Encyclopedia Britannica, s.v. “History of Central Asia,” Encyclopædia Britannica, inc, 

November 16, 2017, accessed May 3, 2020, https://www.britannica.com/topic/history-of-

Central-Asia/Soviet-rule 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/history-of-Central-Asia/Soviet-rule
https://www.britannica.com/topic/history-of-Central-Asia/Soviet-rule
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Russian Central Asia around 19002 

 

  

 
2 Wassily, “Russian Turkestan in 1900,” map, Wikipedia, March 8, 2009, accessed May 3, 2020, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russian_conquest_of_Central_Asia#/media/File:Turkestan_1900-

en.svg 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russian_conquest_of_Central_Asia#/media/File:Turkestan_1900-en.svg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russian_conquest_of_Central_Asia#/media/File:Turkestan_1900-en.svg
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Introduction 

A Hungarian man masquerading as a dervish. An Anglican priest searching for the Lost 

Tribes of Israel. An American diplomat who was friends with Lev Tolstoy. These are a few of 

the colorful individuals who traveled to Central Asia between 1815 and 1917. These travelers 

and more became the experts on Central Asia in the Anglophone world. With their wealth of 

first-hand knowledge, they bore the responsibility of sharing their experiences with an audience 

eager to gobble up information on all corners of the earth. In a period where little information, 

especially first-hand information, on Central Asia was available in the West, these individuals 

played the privileged role in shaping the popular understanding of the places they wrote about, 

making their travel accounts valuable conduits for spreading knowledge. They told the stories of 

their journeys through the books and articles they published and played a key role in establishing 

an understanding of Central Asia to their readers. These travelers’ accounts trace the 

development of how a small group of individuals with first-hand knowledge crafted a narrative 

of empire and civilization. Most importantly they demonstrate the intellectual interplay between 

international politics and travel. The Russian conquest of Central Asia, marked by the capture of 

Bukhara in 1868 and Khiva in 1873, was a critical point for travel in the region. The experiences 

of travelers in this period show how solidarity under the mission of promoting “civilization” was 

sufficient to displace geopolitical concerns for those who ventured to the epicenter of potential 

conflict. Tensions that existed between Russia and the British Empire over control of the 

contested region took a backseat to the advancement of the higher objective of bringing 

civilization to the world. While Central Asia is often viewed through the notion of the Great 

Game, that storied imperial rivalry in the mountain passes of Asia, the reports of travelers 

offered a different outlook. Their perspectives sought to portray Britain and Russia as fighting on 
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the same side against the amorphous enemy of uncivilized savagery. In this way, the accounts of 

travelers simultaneously demonstrate what those who visited Central Asia themselves thought of 

the purported rivalry playing out there, and how those with first-hand experience in the region 

transmitted information on that rivalry to British audiences. 

The accounts on which this thesis is based represent a broad diversity of individuals. The 

travelers who wrote them varied considerably in their national origins, religions, occupations, 

missions, and nationalities. Though the majority are British or were within the British intellectual 

community, I have also included two Americans. Though this thesis is primarily a study of 

British observers, American travelers are essential as part of the same intellectual community. 

American accounts were published in London as well as New York, and they were an important 

part of the travel literature of the time. The British and American body of work combined in the 

Anglophone literature that was available to British and American readers during the time period 

in question. They came together in informing their readers’ and future travelers’ perspectives on 

Central Asia and shaped the preconceptions they had of that distant land. Writers referenced one 

another frequently and used one another’s accounts as guides to inform their own travels. Those 

who were not British offered valuable perspectives that often bolstered the claims made by their 

counterparts from the United Kingdom and underscored the commonalities in the experience of 

travel and travel writing in Central Asia. Throughout this thesis I will look to account for 

differences in personal background or personality when necessary to explain the lens through 

which these individuals saw the lands to which they travelled. 

For this thesis, I am far more concerned with how these travelers observed and reported 

Central Asia to British audiences than what Central Asia was truly like at the time. I assume that 

distortions litter the travel accounts that I analyze for this thesis, however the faithfulness of 
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these accounts as accurate reflections of Central Asia is not relevant to understanding how 

information on the region was spread or received. In this thesis, I am not concerned with testing 

the views of the travelers against the “reality” of what they observed; I am interested in how 

those travelers perceived that experience and related it to others. 

Despite their larger-than-life writers and the wealth of material they include, these travel 

accounts have received insufficient attention as sources of analysis. They offer an opportunity to 

reorient how we look at Western encounters with Central Asia to focus on the intellectual and 

cultural, rather than strategic, role travel played. Generally, until the last decade of the twentieth 

century scholarship on nineteenth-century European activity in Central Asia focused on analysis 

of the so-called Great Game, the imperial rivalry between the British and Russian Empires in the 

region. In this branch of literature, scholars primarily focus on the actions of individuals and 

groups as agents of larger imperial objectives. Though they give travelers a high degree of 

importance, scholars in this vein typically view their actions through the lens of the greater 

geopolitical implications they had. Peter Hopkirk in his The Great Game: On Secret Service in 

High Asia tells the story of Russian and British policy in Central Asia through a mix of imperial 

grand strategy set by politicians in St. Petersburg, London, and Calcutta, mixed with narrative 

interludes focused on the activities of individual agents or explorers.3 The Great Game narrative 

centers on the potential of Central Asia as a springboard for an invasion of British India, 

revealing the importance of geopolitical strategy in this school of thought.4 This type of 

authorship supports the notion that the Great Game was a coordinated chess match between great 

powers for influence in the deserts and mountains of Central Asia. The notion of the Great Game 

 
3 Peter Hopkirk, The Great Game: the Struggle for Empire in Central Asia (New York: 

Kodansha International, 1992), 4. 
4 Hopkirk, The Great Game, 75. 
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provides a thrilling narrative of stoic brinksmanship, hair-raising escapes, and close calls that 

supposedly could have brought Russia and Great Britain to blows. 

 Though the Great Game style narrative remains strong in popular history publications, 

scholars like Malcolm Yapp, Alexander Morrison, and Alessandro Vescovi oppose this 

narrative.5 Instead, they argue that the Great Game was far less cohesive or coordinated, instead 

existing mostly as the articulation of a Russophobic ambition than a real-life rivalry. In his 

lecture “The Legend of the Great Game,'' Yapp articulates that the Great Game “stands as 

shorthand for a mistaken, strategic view of empire,” thereby dismissing the notion that the 

imperial rivalry between great powers manifested itself in a material rivalry.6 He stresses the 

“unreality of strategic debates,” and suggests that the clash was more a construct than an imperial 

showdown.7 This line of scholarship on the Great Game views travelers and agents less as 

enforcers of imperial policy with a coordinated mission than an eclectic mix of eccentrics who 

sometimes aided and sometimes hindered British imperial objectives. They stress the strategic 

incongruity between British Russophobic fears of Cossacks streaming across the Hindu Kush 

and the realities of Russian military capabilities and desires.  

These two schools of the Great Game either as the result of coherent British strategy, or 

as a political construct both focus primarily on the geostrategic implications, or lack of them, in 

each model. They tend to focus on the way European politics and wars factor into the calculus of 

British and Russian plans, and consider travelers works primarily as a way to understand the 

 
5 Alexander Morrison, “Introduction: Killing the Cotton Canard and Getting Rid of the Great 

Game: Rewriting the Russian Conquest of Central Asia, 1814-1895,” Central Asian Survey 33, 

no. 2 (2014): 133. 
6 Malcolm Yapp, “The Legend of the Great Game,” Proceedings of the British Academy 111 

(2001): 198. 
7 Yapp, “The Legend of the Great Game,” 198. 
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evolving geopolitical circumstances on the ground. Both cases do consider British intellectual 

material and how its circulation and the academic conversation ramped up Russophobic 

tendencies among the British political class, but this analysis is limited largely to geopolitical 

essays. Especially earlier works pay attention to the way Russophobic tracts increased agitation 

for confrontation with the Russian Empire, largely in the Black Sea, with Central Asia as a 

second thought.8 However, these strategy-heavy papers are very far indeed from travel literature, 

and act only as a way to view Central Asia as a point on a map, rather than building a cultural 

context to surround it. They dwell on the possibility that Russian armies will use it as a means to 

reach India, the true conqueror's target, with the space that comes in between relegated to a far 

lower rung of importance. Though there is a great body of work considering the geopolitics of 

the imperial collision of Russia and the British Empire in Central Asia, there is also a growing 

corpus of scholarship dedicated to using previously overlooked local sources to interpret how 

Central Asia’s local political systems considered Russia’s advance. These works, which often 

come out of the intellectual community of the former Soviet Union, emphasize local voices and 

role in the events of the nineteenth century, viewing them as active participants in the Great 

Game. 

In order to understand the role travelers played in building a narrative of Central Asia, 

this thesis will examine their accounts as pieces of intellectual history, rather than as a 

geopolitical record. While these sources are used in many histories of Central Asia as references 

to understand Russian and British geopolitical designs, I will consider them as pieces of travel 

literature, and therefore as a means of distributing information. For me, the importance of these 

travelers lies not in the way that influenced events through the meetings they had or intelligence 

 
8 Hopkirk. The Great Game. 
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they gathered, but in how they portrayed Central Asia for a popular audience. To that end, I will 

integrate the lenses employed by travel historians in emphasizing the intellectual and cultural 

implications of how travelers understood and related information on their surroundings. Larry 

Wolff’s Inventing Eastern Europe: The Map of Civilization on the Mind of the Enlightenment 

serves as one of my primary models for understanding how close reading of published travel 

accounts can provide insights into the way cultural frameworks are constructed to devastating 

political effect.9 Wolff describes how European intellectual works of the eighteenth century built 

an artificial and previously unknown, and ultimately enduring, barrier between Western and 

Eastern Europe, by building an image of Poland and the Russian Empire as backwards and 

uncivilized. This type of characterization was crucial for the dismantling of Poland during the 

latter half of the century, as well as explaining the unusual circumstances of the Russian Empire. 

Edward Said’s theory of orientalism, laid out in his eponymous 1978 book, provides a 

crucial framework for analyzing Western characterizations of Asia during the period in question. 

Orientalism posits that European domination of Asian societies was predicated on portraying 

them, both in Europe and in the colonial theatre, as an alien other opposed to European culture 

and thereby in need of guidance.10 Although Said’s model did not deal expressly with Central 

Asia, many of the themes he highlights, notably the use of cultural dichotomies to alienate 

oppressed people, are useful for analyzing intellectual activity generated about Central Asia. 

Recent work, like Svetlana Gorshenina’s L'invention de l'Asie centrale: Histoire du 

concept de la Tartarie à l'Eurasie, goes some distance in bringing together these two divergent 

areas of Great Game scholarship and travel scholarship. Gorshenina’s scholarship gives great 

 
9 Larry Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe the Map of Civilization on the Mind of the 

Enlightenment (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1994), 13. 
10 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Random House, 1979), 12. 
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attention to what geographic constructs and terminologies meant to Europeans than the way 

Central Asia developed as a mental image.11  While pinning down the origins and deeper 

meanings behind the various terminologies and geographic constructions of Central Asia is 

indeed important, this study will focus on the cultural frameworks that came to color the region 

in the British mind. 

Evolving political circumstances in Central Asia contributed to a shift in the way 

travelers experienced and documented the region. The Russian Empire’s gradual conquest of 

Central Asia during the nineteenth century which came to a climax with the conquest of Bukhara 

in 1868 and Khiva in 1873, served as the decisive factor in altering the way travelers interpreted 

and wrote about Central Asia. To that end, this thesis will analyze factors on three different 

levels as I seek to demonstrate the way that the Russian conquest and the changes it ushered in 

altered the situation on the ground and the way writers viewed that situation. In the first chapter, 

I will trace how Russia’s conquest of Central Asia lead to a focusing of travel narratives on the 

developmental and infrastructural changes Russia brought to the region, while also 

fundamentally changing the logistics and demographics of travel. In the second chapter, I shift to 

the national level to analyze the way understandings of leadership and political systems in 

Central Asia evolved as Russian power became more permanent. Lastly, the final chapter will 

look at the way travelers reported on a crucial Central Asian institution, slavery, and the way that 

discussion changed with the circumstances once slavery was allegedly abolished by the Russian 

Empire. With the Russian conquest, travelers’ understandings of these three subjects evolved to 

fit the new requirements of analyzing European colonies as opposed to independent indigenous 

 
11 Svetlana Gorshenina. L'invention de l'Asie centrale: Histoire du concept de la Tartarie à 

l'Eurasie (Geneva: Droz, 2014), 21. 
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states. These areas cover a wide diversity of social and political topics and thereby illustrate the 

all-encompassing manner in which travelers understood civilizational differences between 

Central Asia and the West. 

Together, these chapters provide a snapshot of how travelers presented Central Asia to 

their curious audiences, and what that presentation meant for the imperial world in which they 

lived. The way that they transmitted information about development, rulership, and slavery, was 

intimately informed by the civilizational perspective through which they judged the world. By 

understanding Central Asia as these travels sought to depict it in the age of Russian conquest, we 

can better appreciate the role of individuals in the relationship between imperialism’s 

civilizational mission and national geopolitical concerns.  
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Inadvertent Ambassadors: The Role of Travelers in Promoting Russia’s Civilizing Mission 

Reflecting on his travels in Central Asia in 1910, William Eleroy Curtis urged his readers 

to stay away from the region. He lamented that “the heat, the poor hotels, the dust of the desert 

and other discomforts” where reason enough to avoid Russia’s Asian holdings.12 The American 

journalist found woe that “the meats […] are very poor and the chickens are tough and 

stringy.”13 Only thirty years before Curtis’s disappointed review, Ármin Vámbéry ended his own 

trip by commenting on how on his travels to Bukhara “each step in advance took [him] father 

toward the haunts of savage barbarism and of unimaginable dangers.”14 While Vámbéry saw his 

journey as a daily brush with death, Curtis complained of poor quality meats, and sub-par 

lodgings. The notion of hotels in Central Asia at all would have been laughable in Vámbéry’s 

day, yet within a few short decades they were numerous enough that Curtis could pan them for 

their poor quality. The chasm between the experiences these two men had in Central Asia hinges 

on the massive changes ushered in by Russian rule, and how those changes influenced how 

travelers interacted with their environment. 

The Russian conquest of Central Asia in the middle of the nineteenth century, with the 

fall of Bukhara in 1868 and Khiva in 1873, ushered in considerable changes in the region’s 

administration, but also drastically altered the way that travelers experienced it and what they 

deemed important for their audiences. Russian conquest gradually changed what it meant to 

travel in Central Asia, as it slowly revolutionized the logistics and institutions surrounding travel. 

Simultaneously, as Russian imperial development made Central Asia more accessible to 

 
12 William Eleroy Curtis, Turkestan: The Heart of Asia (New York: Hodder & Stoughton, 

George H. Doran Company, 1911), 331. 
13 Curtis, Turkestan, 331. 
14 Ármin Vámbéry. Travels in Central Asia (London: John Murray, 1864), 342. 
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observers from Western Europe, it changed the way that travelers reported their experiences. 

Travel in Central Asia became intertwined with colonial development, and it served as an 

example for Western readers of how European steam, engineering, and leadership could change 

the world. This occurred over the backdrop of British and Russian rivalry, which served as an 

important context in which these travelers operated. In this chapter, I will demonstrate how the 

tsar’s government brought fundamental changes to Central Asia that quietly revolutionized the 

practice of travel, while also shaping the narrative that travelers conveyed on Russia’s colonial 

project in the region. Elements like the transportation travelers used and the level of safety they 

perceived, as well as considering the demographics of who it was traveling through Central Asia 

illustrate the way that Russia’s invasion affected the way real changes in the region were woven 

together by travelers to tell a story civilizational victory. The practical changes that Russian rule 

brought to Central Asia simultaneously contributed to how writers described what they 

understood as a civilizational project in Central Asia. The way travelers saw this civilizing 

mission calls into question the notion that Russia and the British Empire were diametrically 

opposed in Central Asia, and underscores a key area where observers saw the two as acting 

towards a shared goal. 

 These travelers operated during the period of high imperialism that came about in the 19th 

century. During the early 19th century the British consolidated their power in India, gobbling up 

or establishing control over the subcontinent’s princely states, and advancing towards the Indus. 

Simultaneously, Russian forces sought to solidify their control of the Kazakh tribes and began to 

press southwards to Central Asia’s great rivers. Some historians have divided the conquest of 

Central Asia by the Russian Empire into two segments, with one from 1730-1848 and the other 



Cohen 16 

 

from 1864-84.15 The earlier period was defined by Russia’s gradual subjugation of the Kazakh 

juz and its creeping construction of forts to wield control of the sparsely populated steppe.16 

Following a brief interlude necessitated by the Crimean War and unrest in the North Caucasus, 

the second phase of Russian expansion was focused on bringing the Khanates of Kokand and 

Khiva and the Emirate of Bukhara under imperial control.17 These polities existed in the more 

fertile lands between the Amu Darya and the Syr Darya, including the Fergana Valley. There 

were marked differences between these two phases, dictated in part by the difference in terrain 

the Russian military was forced to contend with, but also by the difference in socio-political 

organization they encountered. While in the earlier phase the Russian Empire was opposed by 

mobile, nomadic Kazakh tribes, they later came up against centralized urban societies in the form 

of the khanates and emirates. As a result, Russian strategy changed, and the military and political 

engagements became more conventional in the European sense. Russia’s progressive assertion of 

domination over the steppe bled into the settled communities of modern Uzbekistan. For 

instance, though it occurred in the earlier period, the ill-fated 1839-40 Russian expedition to 

Khiva was a prelude to what would unfold in the later conquest period.18 The periods historians 

demarcate can be useful for establishing context and understanding the general political and 

military circumstances surrounding the travelers in the region, yet they are not definitive guides 

that dictate the environment that travelers encountered. 

 Those travelers who came to Central Asia between 1815 and the Russian conquest were 

operating in territory seldom trod by Western Europeans. Prior to the nineteenth century, 

 
15 Svatopluk Soucek, A History of Inner Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 

197. 
16 Juz are the Kazakh clans, traditionally divided into the Senior juz, Middle juz, and Junior juz 
17 Soucek. A History of Inner Asia, 198. 
18 Hopkirk, The Great Game, 205. 
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merchants such as the Muscovy Company’s Anthony Jenkinson in 1558 and later George 

Thompson and Reynold Hogg in 1740 sought to explore the commercial potential of the region. 

As a result of the scarcity of European visitors prior to the nineteenth century, travelers who 

came before the Russian invasion saw themselves as exploring in generally uncharted territory. 

Before Russia consolidated its power over Bukhara and Khiva, most British writers in Central 

Asia styled themselves more as adventurers than tourists, and they saw a high degree of danger 

in their expeditions. That danger, likely part real and part imagined, influenced not only the way 

that they understood Central Asia, but the very fundamentals of the way they traveled. 

 Joseph Wolff’s (1795-1862) case as a traveler in Central Asia prior to the Russian 

conquest is an emblematic one. Wolff, an itinerant Anglican minister, travelled to Central Asia 

once in 1831 and again in 1843. Wolff was an eccentric of the highest order, living a life of near 

constant rambling that took across four continents. Wolff’s background itself was particularly 

fascinating and influenced his travels considerably. He was born into a Jewish family near 

Weilersbach in modern Germany, where his father served as the community rabbi.19 After 

attending Catholic and Protestant schools for his education, Wolff was baptized in 1812 and 

began a career as an Anglican missionary which brought him across Europe, North America, 

Africa, and Asia. Wolff abandoned his German-Jewish roots and took the British Empire as his 

adoptive home, becoming an ardent supporter of British imperial policy around the world. 

Throughout his travels Wolff remained fascinated by the Jewish diaspora and wrote about them 

frequently, as well as about his attempts to convert them.20 In 1843 he returned to Bukhara, 

 
19 E. I. Carlyle and Todd M. Endelman, "Wolff, Joseph (1795–1862), missionary and traveller," 

Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 23 Sep 2004. 
20 Joseph Wolff, Researches and Missionary Labours Among the Jews, Mohammedans, and 

Other Sects (Philadelphia: Orrin Rogers, 1835) 206. 
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which he had passed through previously on his travels across Persia, to determine what had 

happened to the British officers Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Stoddart and of Captain Arthur 

Conolly. He recorded his experiences on this journey in his aptly titled Narrative of a Mission to 

Bokhara, in the Years 1843-1845, to Ascertain the Fate of Colonel Stoddart and Captain 

Conolly. Wolff’s roving personal history and eccentricity were cut from the same cloth as 

prototypical adventurers, and the way he saw the circumstances of his travel in Central Asia 

certainly matched. Wolff reached Bukhara via the long and arduous overland journey from the 

Ottoman Empire, traversing Persia to reach his objective. On arrival to Meshed in Persia, Wolff 

explained to his readers the long journey he had been on thus far, counting the hundreds of miles 

from Constantinople to Trebizond, Trebizond to Erzurum, Erzurum to Tehran etc.21 The journey 

to Central Asia itself made travel extremely difficult during this period, and Wolff’s emphasis of 

that underscores the challenges it posed to travelers in reaching their destination. 

Yet distance was not the only barrier Wolff and his contemporaries had to contend with 

in order to reach Bukhara, Khiva, and Samarkand. The Anglican preacher, understandably given 

the fate of Stoddart and Conolly, frequently worried about local potentates putting him to death. 

While traveling between Meshed and Bukhara, Wolff declared that “I knew, if I fell into the 

hands of Muhammed Ali Serraf my death would be certain.”22 Though Wolff brought with him 

an arsenal of sealed letters from countless government officials which in theory should have 

guaranteed his safe passage he still expressed concern when coming to a new city.23 During 

Wolff’s visit to the lands of the Emir of Bukhara, the circumstances he described were not 

 
21 Joseph Wolff. Narrative of a Mission to Bokhara, in the Years 1843-1845, to Ascertain the 

Fate of Colonel Stoddart and Captain Conolly (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1845), 150. 
22 Wolff, Narrative of a Mission to Bokhara, 175. 
23 Wolff, Narrative of a Mission to Bokhara, 176. 
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supportive of Western travel in the region. Wolff related how in Karakol his entourage of 

servants and the merchants he was traveling with abandoned him en masse. Soon after, he 

discovered from one loyal attendant that the others had fled when they learned the fate of 

Stoddart and Conolly, and feared that Wolff would be the next. Wolff explained how one servant 

had met with the governor of the region, and after that his entourage “entertained no doubt that I 

should enjoy [Stoddart and Conolly’s] fate, since the Ameer now looked upon all Europeans as 

spies and would execute them accordingly.” 24 The fear of spies that Wolff and other travelers 

observed in Central Asia made for a very difficult climate for expeditions to the region, and 

complicated travel in this period. 

So great was the fear of spies that a traveler who visited the region two decades after 

Wolff, Ármin Vámbéry made the decision to travel incognito. Ármin Vámbéry (1832-1913), like 

Wolff an adoptive son of the British Empire, was concerned for his safety throughout his travels 

in Central Asia. Similarly to Wolff, Vámbéry was of Jewish heritage and was born to a middle 

class family near Pressburg in what was then the Austrian Empire.25 After completing his 

education in Budapest and Vienna, and travelling to the United Kingdom, Vámbéry continued 

his studies as an Orientalist and Turkologist, moving to Istanbul where he worked for many years 

before setting out across Persia on his journey to Bukhara and Khiva.26 Vámbéry’s expertise of 

Turkic languages and Arabic was essential to the disguise he assumed for the duration of his 

travels across. Upon considering the “unhappy lot of the travelers who had preceded me thither,” 

a nod to the ill-fated Stoddart and Conolly, Vámbéry elected to travel to Bukhara disguised as a 

 
24 Wolff, Narrative of a Mission to Bokhara, 184. 
25 Pressburg is the German name for Bratislava, the capital of modern Slovakia. 
26 Vámbéry, Travels in Central Asia, viii. 



Cohen 20 

 

dervish in order to avoid suspicion.27 He described how “I knew I should be questioned as to the 

motives that actuated me in undertaking such a journey” and as a result decided to travel with a 

group of pilgrims, posing as a holy man for the duration of his journey.28 The true necessity of 

this is unclear, but it afforded Vámbéry a vantage point no Europeans had, and allowed him to 

observe parts of society to which others would not have had access. Throughout his travels 

Vámbéry worried about exposing himself as an interloper and wrote frequently about the 

difficulty of maintaining such a disguise. He recounted his excitement in the bazaar of Bukhara 

when he saw European products and worried that his reaction could give him away. Vámbéry 

wrote “how my heart beat when I read the words “Manchester” and “Birmingham,” and how 

apprehensive I was of betraying myself by an imprudent exclamation!”29 Vámbéry’s decision to 

travel in disguise, and his concern over breaking character, highlighted the challenges and 

perceived danger that an expedition to Central Asia entailed for Western observers. 

The risk of local rulers suspecting any travelers of spying, and taking punitive action 

against them, made adventuring prior to the Russian conquest a risky business. Another traveler 

during this period who shared Vámbéry’s apprehension of being seen as a spy was James Abbott 

(1807-1896). Traveling some two decades before Vámbéry, Abbott was an East India Company 

soldier and later administrator who made a diplomatic journey to Khiva in 1839-40. Abbott 

joined the East India Company as an artillery officer 1823, taking after his father who had been a 

merchant active in Calcutta.30 Eventually he made his way to Herat in modern Afghanistan, from 

where he was selected as the political officer who would be sent to Khiva to attempt to persuade 

 
27 Vámbéry. Travels in Central Asia. 32. 
28 Vámbéry. Travels in Central Asia. 32. 
29 Vámbéry. Travels in Central Asia. 207. 
30 R. H. Vetch, and Roger T. Stearn, "Abbott, Sir James (1807–1896), army officer" Oxford 
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the khan to free Russians being held as slaves there, thereby eliminating the casus belli for the 

rapidly approaching Russian army. Following his return to the United Kingdom, Abbott 

published his two-volume work Narrative of a Journey from Heraut to Khiva, Moscow, and St. 

Petersburgh in 1843. During his mission in Central Asia, Abbott encountered mundane logistical 

challenges, such as difficulty acquiring money so far from British territory, but also worked 

under suspicion that he was a spy.31 Though the notion that an East India Company officer 

operating in a sensitive territory was a spy seems a logical one, Abbott threw up his hands in 

frustration upon being followed constantly by the khan’s men. After they questioned him as to 

whether he had taken measurements of the khan’s garden Abbott declared that “this little 

incident was a lesson to me, to prefer complete seclusion, to the humiliation of being dogged by 

spies, and of myself suspected of spying out the nakedness of the lands.”32  

For Abbott, as well as Wolff, and Vámbéry, travel in Central Asia was synonymous not 

only with discomfort and logistical challenges but also with suspicion of espionage and the harm 

that those assumptions could bring them. In addition, ongoing suspicion of spying limited their 

access and hampered the acquisition of information. The perceived climate for travel in Central 

Asia before the Russian conquest was one that prohibited all but the most intrepid from making 

the journey. Those who did make the journey relayed images of difficulty where they lived in 

constant discomfort and were frequently under threat. The nature of these cases before the 

Russian conquest served to create a stark contrast with the later image of Russia as a civilizer. 

What visitors before 1868 had portrayed as a harsh land where travelers lived under a cloud of 

 
31 James Abbott, Narrative of a Journey from Heraut to Khiva, Moscow, and St. Petersburgh, 

During the Late Russian Invasion of Khiva: with Some Account of the Court of Khiva and the 

Kingdom of Khaurism (London: Wm. H. Allen and Company, 1843), 153. 
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fear, was later supposedly transformed by Russian influence. These changes, such as the 

construction of new infrastructure and the use of force to curb banditry, gradually ushered in a 

new age of travel in Central Asia, as well as a new type of traveler. For the Anglophone world, 

firsthand observation in Central Asia was no longer restricted to the Joseph Wolffs or James 

Abbotts of the world. With restrictions, Russia’s new possessions became accessible to 

journalists, professional travel writers, and recreational travelers. Russian policies of colonial 

development in their Turkestan dominions did not only render Central Asia accessible to a new 

type of traveler, but they also opened the gates to a stream of plaudits for their civilizing mission. 

Infrastructural and economic development were at the heart of praise travelers had for 

Russia’s imperial government as it consolidated power in Central Asia. Writers like the 

American William Eleroy Curtis (1850-1911) heaped praise on the progress Russian authorities 

had made in bringing the benefits of the industrial revolution to Central Asia. Curtis was a 

journalist by profession and built up a reputation as a Latin America expert, leading to his 

appointment to various government positions overseeing Pan-American relations throughout the 

1880s and 1890s. In his account Curtis extolled the benefits Russian rule had brought through 

rail travel and steam power.33 He described the addition of river and rail links in Central Asia as 

a means of shrinking the world, commenting on the decreasing number of days necessary to 

travel from Istanbul or Moscow. The improvements in transportation that travelers saw Russia 

bringing to Central Asia made it easier for them to reach locations so far from London and New 

York at the same time as it provided visible signs that travelers interpreted as proof of Russia’s 

success. 

 
33 Curtis, Turkestan, 107-108. 
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One of Curtis’ compatriots who visited Central Asia shortly after the Russian conquest 

shared many of his views on Russia’s potential power in its civilizing mission of Central Asia. 

Eugene Schuyler (1840-1890), a member of New York’s prominent Schuyler family, was a 

scholar who made his way into the United States diplomatic service. Schuyler combined his 

diplomatic position in Russia with his enthusiasm for travel to go on assignment to Central Asia, 

which he recorded in his 1876 book Turkistan: Notes of a Journey in Russian Turkistan, Kokand, 

Bukhara and Kuldja. Schuyler travelled to Central Asia within a decade of Russia’s capture of 

Bukhara and Khiva, making his accounts a valuable source for perceptions of early Russian rule. 

Though Schuyler was complimentary of Russian intent in Central Asia, he was clear in his 

assessment that there was much progress to be made. He shared Curtis’ belief that “the Russians 

[had] done something for the material interests of the country,” hailing improved roads and 

bridges, and plans to construct canals across their newly acquired territory as evidence of that 

improvement.34 He also recognized the success Russia had achieved in erecting hospitals to 

improve public health.35 Efforts like this made the region significantly more hospitable to 

Western tastes, and played an important role in lowering the perceived barriers to figures like 

Curtis and Schuyler visiting Central Asia. Though change was no doubt slow, improvements that 

Schuyler saw in public health contrasted with the Bukhara Vámbéry saw only a decade before. In 

his lecture City Life in Bukhara, the Hungarian explained his horror at the state of sanitation with 

regards to the city’s water supply. Of Bukhara’s public reservoirs, Vámbéry described how 

“whilst one man is washing his feet from its layer of sweat and dirt, his neighbour uses the same 

 
34 Eugene Schuyler, Turkistan: Notes of a Journey in Russian Turkistan, Kokand, Bukhara and 
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water for his face, whilst a third does not scruple to quench his thirst with it.”36 Incidents like that 

recorded by Vámbéry stressed elements that travelers saw as brutish or uncivilized. By drawing 

stark distinctions between Western norms and what they encountered in Central Asia, travelers 

made their travels all the more impressive. The more alien and backwards they portrayed the 

lands they visited the more spectacular they made their exploits appear. While the scene that 

appalled Vámbéry could likely have been found long after the Russian conquest, the sentiment 

that Russia was making tangible improvements to conditions in Central Asia was at the crux of 

later travel narratives. 

The way that travelers saw Russia’s role in Central Asia was also precisely the way its 

colonial rulers wanted it to be seen. A primary objective of Russian Turkestan’s colonial 

administration was to build Tashkent as a shining example of European civilization 

superimposed onto Asia. Konstantin Perovich von Kaufman, the first governor-general of 

Russian Turkestan viewed Tashkent as an example of how European and Russian urban 

development would rebuild Turkestan on a Western model that could be shown off to the rest of 

the imperial world.37 These administrative objectives fueled the transition that so impressed 

travelers following the Russian conquest. It was not that writers found a civilizationalist narrative 

on their own, but that they represented to essential reactive side that Russia sought from those it 

saw as its international peers. Tashkent was meant to be just as much a showpiece and a beacon 

of European civilization as it was a true administrative center. 38 As revealed through the 

reflections of Central Asia’s Western audience who observed Russia’s primary outpost Central 

 
36 Ármin Vámbéry, "City Life in Bukhara," Morning Post, September 28, 1865, Gale Primary 
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Asia, its mission succeeded in that regard, with travelers taking up the mantle as some of its most 

ardent champions. 

Travelers often provided reviews of Tashkent which emphasized the 

developmental progress they witnessed in the city, particularly via comparisons to the 

more traditional quarters of the city. One such traveler was Annette M.B. Meakin (1867-

1959), a British travel writer active in the early twentieth century. Meakin’s very presence was 

indicative of the changes that Russian rule had brought about in Central Asia. The idea of a 

professional travel writer visiting Central Asia, let alone a British woman, would have been hard 

to imagine a few decades before, yet with the arrival of Russian power the region became 

palatable and accessible to a wider audience. Meakin first published her book, In Russian 

Turkestan: A Garden of Asia and Its People, in 1903. In her preface she made her 

civilizationalist opinions clear, urging her readers to consult previous travelers, naming Vámbéry 

and Schuyler directly, in order to “gain a complete knowledge of Russian Central Asia, 

especially if they wish to trace its progress towards civilisation.”39 Rather than comparing the 

differences between Britain and Russian colonial policy, Meakin takes the stance of grouping 

them together. She described Russian colonization of Central Asia in terms of its similarities to 

British colonization of India. Meakin had a particularly strong connection to the British colonial 

apparatus in India, as her father, James Edward Budget Meakin, had been a tea planter and 

historian there.40 As a result Meakin had grown up in British India and was well equipped to 

make comparisons to that colony. She applied laudatory terms to describe the development of 

 
39 Annette M. B. Meakin, In Russian Turkestan: A Garden of Asia and Its People (London: 
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“thriving Russian colon[ies],” indicating how she perceived the Russian project in 

Central Asia as a developmental success.41 In another anecdote she praised the Russian 

administration’s capacity to bring about order in the crowded and chaotic streets of 

Tashkent.42To accomplish this the author juxtaposed the chaotic traffic of camels, native 

carts, and bazaar goers, with the Russian mounted policemen presiding over and bringing 

order to the affair. In cases such as this, Meakin casted Russian functionaries, soldiers, 

and colonists as bearers of organized civilization which would revolutionize a confused 

oriental society. One of Meakin’s fellow British travel writers, Stephen Graham (1884-

1975), shared many of his compatriots thoughts on Tashkent and the Russian role in 

building a European city. In his 1916 publication, Through Russian Central Asia, 

Graham espoused the same view that Russia now served as a support for Britain’s 

civilizing mission through its implementation of improved schooling and infrastructure in 

Central Asia.43 Commenting on the character of the city Graham was extremely 

complimentary. In one tract on the overall character of the city he wrote how “the 

Russians have in [Tashkent] a city worth possessing. It must be said they have done their 

best to possess it, not merely in the letter of the law, but by improving it and governing it 

and giving it a Russian atmosphere. Despite camels and mosques, and natives in their 

turbans, and the sad call of the muezzin, you feel all the time as you go up and down the 

streets of Tashkent that you are in Russia.”44 Though Graham did acknowledge the cost 

of this in terms of the fact that “the old uphill-and-down-dale labyrinth of the Easter city 
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slowly changed to a curiosity and an anachronism,” his analysis showed a commitment to the 

Russian developmental project in Central Asia as a means to reshape the chaotic indigenous 

world.45 Graham and his peers frequently made these types of direct comparisons between the 

new Russian Central Asia and the traditional Uzbek, Islamic society. This dichotomy constructed 

on clichés served to draw a wedge between the two divergent paths, casting the former as a road 

to the future while the other was rooted stubbornly in the past.  

Visuals incorporated in traveler’s publications works also strove to clearly deliver the 

news of Russia’s success in Central Asia home to Western audiences. Photo inserts included in 

Curtis’ account stressed this point. His account incorporated photographs that underscored the 

disorganization of contemporary Central Asia or which portrayed it as a land of faded glory. The 

image he highlighted as being from of an Uzbek quarter in Tashkent contrasted with one he 

selected of the Russian main street of Ashgabat. Travelers acted as ambassadors for Russia’s 

vision of a Central Asia with tree-lined streets, benches, and Cyrillic signage. The sentiment that 

travelers espoused often appraised traditional society in Central Asia as, as Graham himself put 

it, “a curiosity.”46 To Western observers, the traditional society of Central Asia’s settled 

populations was strange and at times wonderful, but ultimately had to be cast aside with in order 

to achieve “progress.” 

Glimpse of a Residence in the Native City of Tashkent47 
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Street in the Russian City of Askabad48 
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 As travelers disseminated information to the public about their experiences in Central 

Asia and their perspective on Russian rule, they maintained a narrative of Russian selflessness in 

the imperial mission. To this end, writers recognized Russian achievements through the lens that 

they believed they improved the conditions of the indigenous people of Central Asia. They did 

not interpret modernization in Central Asia in the sense that they believed it would provide any 

great benefit to Saint Petersburg, but instead held that it was a project meant to enhance the 

quality of life for the tsar’s new subjects. On the contrary, Schuyler identified the governance of 

Central Asia as a significant drain on Russian government resources, both in terms of military 

manpower as well as financial commitments.49 He considered the exorbitant costs of 

administering Russian Turkestan to be a burden on the state rather than an asset. In this light, 

observers solidified their understanding of Russia as a deliverer of civilization to Central Asian, 

even to the detriment of the state itself. Education was an area that writers treated as a service 

Russia was providing to its new subject populations. Graham patronizingly recounted how in 

Tashkent there were “many schools, from the important Corpus, the military college where 

officers’ sons are educated, to the little native school where the Russian schoolmaster tries to 

give Russian to the Sart.”50 In this example, Russian was a gift distributed charitably to the local 

population by the colonial government. In this manner, the Russian authorities played an 

important role in changing the conditions for travel in Central Asia, by making the region 

accessible to a new set of observers, and as a result brought in a corps of Western travelers who 

saw Russian development as a resounding success. 

 
49 Schuyler, Turkistan: Notes of a Journey, vol. 2, 214-215. 
50 Graham, Through Russian Central Asia, 67. 
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 While travelers supported Russia’s civilizational mission and benefited from the 

infrastructural improvements Russian power brought to the region, that did not mean they gave 

exclusively glowing reviews of their travels. Meakin revealed her dislike for the food in Central 

Asia’s restaurants, stating “the food we paid for was always atrociously cooked, and invariably 

stuck fast to our plates in cold mutton fat before we had eaten two mouthfuls.”51 While the 

dining options in Tashkent may not have been to her liking, she explained however how 

“Russian hospitality is deservedly proverbial.”52 Her frequent invitations to dine at the houses of 

Turkestan’s Russian elite proved to save the gustatory side of her trip. Thus, her criticism of the 

local food couched praise for the generosity of Meankin’s Russian hosts. The American Curtis 

was effusive in his support for the modernizing aspects of Russian rule in Central Asia, however 

his praise was not universal. He declared that once his tour was done he was “glad to get out the 

country for several reasons, and feel safe in recommending it as a good country to keep away 

from.”53 He found that the hotels and restaurants were not quite up to standards, and thus reduced 

the desirability of travel in the region. Additionally, he noted that there were still restrictions on 

access to the region. Yet even in his poor review he rationalized the Russian position of making 

hoops for travelers to jump through supporting the policy that it “prefers to pick the immigrants 

and the capitalists who shall develop the material wealth of its Asiatic provinces.”54 Though 

Curtis took issue with poor quality of accommodations, restrictive access, and disappointing 

dining options, he indicated his full support for the Russian reasons for bringing about those 

circumstances. Curtis considered those inconveniences the cost of improving the condition of 
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Central Asia’s indigenous population, declaring that “there is not the slightest doubt that the 

Russians have improved the material condition of the native population.”55The advancement of 

local conditions along an approved trajectory of modernization took precedence above all else. 

Similarly, Schuyler admonished Russia’s botched attempt to institute a popularly elected city 

council in Tashkent. The American diplomat found that “what was intended to be a real 

advantage to the natives, in allowing them to have certain voice in the management of their 

affairs in enabling them to express to the Russians the wishes of the population, and to explain 

their own customs and traditionary observances, degenerated into a mere farce.”56 Even when 

critiquing Russian administrators, travelers qualified their assessments and ensured that they 

were outlined as a case of poor execution, rather than ill intent. Ultimately, Russia was still 

working towards a set of goals that they saw as admirable, and while they recognized hiccups in 

tsarist policy, they encouraged support for the overall mission. 

 The overwhelming support that visitors showed for Russia’s colonial administration is 

striking because of the way it contrasts with the geopolitical rivalry between Russia and the 

British Empire. In spite of the way these powers clashed on the international stage, British 

travelers, as well as Americans who commented on the rivalry, looked past political conflict in 

order to focus on the shared conception of civilizational advance. Even as tensions ran high over 

the Afghanistan-Turkestan border and the status of the Pamirs was in flux, Henry Lansdell 

(1841-1919), a British pastor and writers was complimentary of the Russian aristocrats who 

helped facilitate his journey to Khiva and Bukhara. In serialized stories of his travels in the 

region published in 1884, Lansdell had only praise for the Russian administration and their 
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assistance in his travels and did not mention the supposedly fraught geopolitical status of the 

region.57 Meakin’s 1903 publication came out during a period of increasing tensions between the 

British and Russian Empires over spheres of influence in Persia. That question, another aspect of 

the Great Game, provided a diplomatic stumbling block until the 1907 Anglo-Russian 

Convention officially divided the region between the two superpowers and settled the remaining 

boundary disputes.58 Yet Meakin’s narrative, unlike those which came before the Russian 

conquest, gave no suggestion that the two powers were engaged in a diplomatic spat, let alone 

one centered on the region in which she was traveling. Meakin saw the Russians she interacted 

with as gracious hosts who were doing a service through their colonies in Central Asia.59 The 

experience Meakin reported was a far cry from the hyperawareness travelers before the Russian 

conquest showed towards anything that smacked of tsarist power.60 In theory, the Great Game 

climate was still in full swing after Russia had acquired its Central Asian protectorates, but in the 

eyes of travelers focused on developmental advances it was relegated to a lower level of 

importance that was, quite literally, nothing to write home about. 

 Russia’s administration of their possessions in Central Asia succeeded in opening the 

region up to an increased, and different, flow of travelers. In doing this, it facilitated the 

proliferation of a literature that proved a powerful means for legitimizing their colonial 

endeavors. In a region for which Anglo-Russian rivalry had been the predominant theme in 

travel literature, the new generation of travelers changed the talking points for visitors. 

Particularly given the relatively small amount of first-hand information on Russian Turkestan 
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that made it back to Anglophone audiences in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. 

Travel narratives from this period reveal how unity through the great power colonial experience 

was sufficient to trump geopolitical concerns and refocus the literature on shared civilizational 

values. Through their work, travelers played an important role both as establishers of collective 

understanding of a Central Asia where European imperialism was essential, no matter the 

colonizer, and as ambassadors for Russia’s position as executor of that mission. 

 

  



Cohen 34 

 

Khan in the Castle: Tales of Faith and Tyranny       

 

 In Central Asia’s long history, few figures hold a candle to the renown of the fourteenth 

and fifteenth-century conqueror, Timur (1336-1405), also known as Tamerlane. Except for his 

larger-than-life distant relative, Chinggis Khan, none rise above Timur in the pantheon the 

region’s legendary rulers. Yet in the narratives of Western travelers to Central Asia over four 

centuries after Timur brought lands from Tian Shan to the Black Sea under his rule, the authors 

gave the mythical ruler strikingly different treatments. While one, Joseph Wolff, illustrated 

Timur as brutal in rule, yet judicious and magnanimous, William Eleroy Curtis, who would visit 

the region some fifty years later, portrayed him the conqueror as a bloodthirsty “ancient 

braggart.”61 62 Where Wolff viewed Timur as a paragon of faith and likened him to legendary 

characters of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, Curtis saw him as little more than a barbarian eager to spill 

blood.63 Curtis did not consider Timur worthy of comparison with Persian heroes, but rather 

contrasted him derisively with Central Asia’s most recent conqueror: Emperor Alexander II of 

Russia. What accounted for such a chasm in perception of leadership for these two individuals? 

The final push in the Russian conquest of Central Asia during the 1860s and 

1870s was the primary cause of this break in how travelers wrote about leaders and 

leadership in Central Asia. Russia’s conquest of Central Asia during this period did not 

only alter the political structure of the region, but also shifted the way foreigners 

understood local rulers and the political systems of which they were a part. This chapter 

will first consider the way that travelers prior to 1868 took a more complimentary stance, 

or at least one that showed sensitivity to contemporary context, in their accounts of 
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Central Asian leadership. In the second half, it will analyze how later travelers deviated from this 

approach, turning instead to cast native leaders and the systems over which they presided as 

barbaric and regressive. 

 At the outset of the nineteenth century Central Asia was politically dominated by three 

powerful, independent states. By the close of that same century, none of the Central Asian 

polities retained their independence. One, the Khanate of Kokand, had been annexed directly into 

Russian Turkestan, while the other two, Khiva and Bukhara, assumed protectorate status within 

the Russian Empire. As the administrative situation in Central Asia’s traditional power centers 

changed, so too did the style in which Western European and Americans visitors described local 

political life to audiences back home. This chapter will explore how that shift in the political 

circumstances of Central Asia changed the style travelers in the region used when describing 

local government figures and political institutions. While previously travelers had provided 

rationalizing narratives for indigenous government structures and customs to couch their 

analyses, they pivoted instead to paint Russian governance as the antidote for perceived Central 

Asian political backwardness. Though for the earlier half of the century travelers had portrayed 

local rulers as rational but misguided figures, acting as their circumstances required, following 

the Russian conquest their descriptions took a turn to paint the Russian Empire as the necessary 

modernizing force. Though exceptions existed in either period, this transition demonstrated the 

shift in attitudes towards Russia as a colonizing power and the role it played in Central Asia. 

 Between the two periods, the shift from describing local government practices as 

primitive but complex and rational, to the much more simplified vision of a Russian march 

towards civilization, took place in three primary areas. In the earlier period, information 

transferred back to Europe and North America was observational and had moralizing elements 
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but differed from the far more prescriptive image that came later. Those three lenses through 

which government and rulership in Central Asia was described fall generally into the categories 

of absolutism, legalism, and Islamic piety. While overlap did exist between these areas, they 

demonstrate how these lenses served to reflect Central Asian society in a way that compared 

implicitly, and often explicitly, to European society. Furthermore, these three topics underscored 

the shift in how outsiders from Western Europe and the United States understood and conveyed 

information on government and leadership in Central Asia, before and after the Russian 

invasions. 

 Travelers’ treatment of the Timur was emblematic of the way that they perceived 

leadership in Central Asia. In this way they offered a picture of leadership which looked 

favorably, but not uncritically, upon his overlapping applications of absolutism, legalism, and 

piety. Joseph Wolff, the itinerant preacher who wrote of his 1843-45 journey, provided a 

summary of Timur’s exploits, through which he displayed the fourteenth-century conqueror as 

an ideal Central Asian ruler. Wolff described him in terms that framed him as a lover of truth, a 

true believer of Islam, and a defender of the oppressed. In this way, Timur served as a legendary 

model of what a Central Asian ruler ought to be, while Wolff also portrayed him within the 

scope of absolutism, piety, and justice. Rather than describing Timur as a caricature of anti-

European backwardness, Wolff effectively presented him as a brutal, yet just and rational ruler 

answerable to God.  Dwelling on his role as an extremely judicious ruler, Wolff declared that this 

mythologized version of Timur “so much loved the truth, that when someone told him a lie with 

the intention of pleasing him, he cut him into pieces; and when someone told him a truth, though 

disagreeable, he rewarded him with gold.”64 In this anecdote, Wolff built up the framework by 
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which he appraised Timur, and by extension those Central Asian rulers contemporaneous with 

Wolff. In this case, he simultaneously illustrated Timur as a brutal despot, willing to slice and 

dice his subjects while giving them an audience, and as an enlightened monarch who would pay 

for the truth in glistening gold. In many ways, this style of description was evocative of harsh, 

Old Testament justice with which the missionary Wolff was intimately acquainted. Such 

anecdotes recall the justice of King Solomon when he ordered a baby sliced in two such that the 

two women claiming it could split the child, only to call the one’s bluff and reach the truth.65 The 

similarity of Wolff’s portrayal of Timur’s search for truth with a Biblical figure synonymous was 

indicative of the traits he sought to accentuate in the Uzbek emir.  

Wolff echoed this seemingly contradictory image of brutality and justice when he 

described how Timur “made a pyramid at Organtsh, entirely of the sculls [sic] of men, cemented 

with clay.”66 In this instance Wolff’s description was forthright in its characterization of Timur 

as a bloody conqueror. Not only did Wolff credit Timur with ruthlessly murdering Urgench’s 

inhabitants, but he went further in detailing such an extreme level of barbarity, sure to appall his 

British readers. Yet Wolff continued his account to demonstrate that Timur “spared the lives of 

none, except those of holy derveeshes, of the learned, and of the poets, around whose houses he 

placed Karawl, i.e. guards,” thus further demonstrating Timur’s complex profile.67 In this way, 

Wolff constructed a complex image of Timur, in which his roles as an absolutist, pious, and 

lawgiving ruler all had contrasting and contradictory components.  
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The multidimensional portrait of Timur as a model for Central Asian leadership 

and governance, not a carbon copy of Western rulership, demonstrated how European 

travelers in the pre-Russian period approached local rulers from a critical and clearly 

Eurocentric stance, yet did not view them as inherently irrational or barbaric figures. As 

in Wolff’s account of Timur, they treated local custom as an alternative, and inferior, 

system to Europe’s leadership and social organization, but not necessarily one without its 

merits within its unique context. In this chapter, Wolff’s Timur serves as a useful 

yardstick for the key attributes of a paragon of Central Asian rulership, and with which it 

is possible to compare European accounts of contemporary rulers. 

While Timur represented a larger-than-life model for how travelers viewed 

kingship in Central Asia, the same tropes and values were relevant as writers described 

rulers they encountered on their journeys. The topic of despotism in Central Asian 

politics was the area that these writers devoted the most time developing, in part because 

of the clear contrasts it drew to the British system of government.68 Even the title of 

Wolff’s book, Narrative of a Mission to Bokhara, in the Years 1843-1845, to Ascertain 

the Fate of Colonel Stoddart and Captain Conolly, invoked that connection to brutal, 

despotic governance for its British readers. Colonel Stoddart and Captain Conolly had 

been British agents active in Central Asia during the 1830s and 1840s who perished at the 

hands of the Emir of Bukhara, Nasrullah. Those familiar with the incident, which had 

made the rounds in British newspapers, would have recognized associations quickly.  

Thus, the British association with Bukhara and the Stoddart and Conolly debacle would 
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have been one of tyrannical rule, with Eastern potentates lopping off the heads of British 

officers.69 Wolff’s Narrative of a Mission to Bokhara affirmed that portrayal, but did so 

in a qualified way that illustrated to underlying thought and rationality behind the Emir’s 

capricious and despotic actions.  

The central element of European travelers’ depictions of despotism in Central Asia lay in 

their comparisons of the seemingly heavy-handed, individualistic rule of Central Asia’s 

monarchs with the collective, institutional governance of the United Kingdom. Nowhere was this 

made clearer than in Wolff’s audience with the Emir of Bukhara. When the Emir questioned 

Wolff on the power of the British queen to kill anyone she pleases, Wolff claims to have 

responded by explaining the institutional and precedential structures preventing her from doing 

such a thing. An alarmed minister then declared “What kind of sovereign is this, that cannot take 

away any life that she pleases?”70 This quip gets to the heart of the comparison Wolff sought to 

draw between Bukharan and British styles of government. In Wolff’s dramatized account, the 

Bukharan minister could not even comprehend how a ruler’s power could be limited, let alone 

that it might happen in Bukhara. Wolff also related evidence of absolutism in his accounts of 

censorship in Bukhara. He described with outrage how each and every letter coming in and out 

of the city was read by the Emir’s men, and how a network of informants worked tirelessly to 

keep the Emir up to date on charter throughout his city.71  

Travelers like Wolff disapproved of many of these heavy-handed tactics of governance, 

but still contextualized them in the environment of Central Asia’s nineteenth century political 

landscape. His indignation at the censorship made clear his disapproval of these practices, yet he 
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softened his stance through his admission that such practices are commonplace in 

Bukhara. In this way, he built a narrative of rationality in the Emir’s actions. Rather than 

simply writing off the Emir as a mad king acting out of spite, Wolff described how that 

type of spying and chicanery were run-of-the-mill activities in Central Asia’s elite 

politics.72 By building a simultaneous narrative of Central Asian politics as a dog-eat-dog 

world, he tempered his criticism of activities he clearly deemed to be beneath British 

governing principles. Similarly, he provided a tacit acceptance of Central Asia’s 

absolutist regimes with his recurring emphasis on the internecine struggles that plagued 

the throne.73 Wolff painted a picture of Central Asian politics as a world where capricious 

leaders rule by decree, informed by spy rings, while he concurrently provided an 

explanation for the no-holds-barred style of political culture that existed there. In the 

world that travelers before the Russian conquest in Central Asia witnessed, the rules of 

the political game were harsh, yet for these observers they made sense in the context that 

those in the upper echelons of political life operated. For travelers, absolutism in Central 

Asia was a cruel system, yet it was a necessary system to prevent a chaotic alternative. 

 The counterpoint to the absolutist lens constructed in pre-Russian travel accounts was 

that of the just, legalistic monarch. While in some cases, the despotic image that the travelers 

cultivated was applicable, it was accompanied by a characterization that displayed Central Asia’s 

rulers as respectful of law and precedent. Ármin Vámbéry, the Hungarian-born Turkologist, who 

travelled incognito in 1863 presented many cases of just monarchy as an overlapping entity with 

despotic rule. In Vámbéry’s overview of the Emir of Bukhara, Muzzafar, during his 1863 
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journey he emphasized how the Emir’s signet ring was inscribed with the words “Government by 

justice.”74 This description, which hardly smacks of the arbitrary application of state power 

discussed previously, emphasized reason and law was a part of the complex contrast that writers 

built to characterize Central Asia’s rulers. Wolff likewise emphasized the importance of 

obtaining letters and legal document in his travels, thereby stressing the legalistic and protocol 

oriented side of the rulers he was interacting with.75 His narrative’s reliance on these aspects of 

court procedure and legal documentation helped build a countervailing story to that of executions 

and decrees. 

According to Vámbéry, that narrative of just rule was more than simply a motto to be 

stamped on rings; it was a principle to be enacted. He illustrated this through anecdotes about life 

in Bukhara, such as his impressions of inter-city trade. He described how the Emir succeeded in 

promoting law and order on the roads, thus building a safe network for trade.76 In this sense, 

justice was not merely a theoretical notion to Vámbéry, but something rulers displayed in action. 

Wolff relayed his experiences with this type of practical justice through descriptions of the Emir 

Nasrullah’s protection for the Jews of his realm.77 With a tone of approval and surprise, Wolff 

wrote that “though the King of Bokhara is a friend of none,” he took measures to protect the 

Jewish community in Bukhara, going so far as to frequent their feasts. This type of protection 

and reverence for minority groups was something that Wolff touted as a progressive point for the 

Emir. Coming from a European Jewish background himself and observing Jewish communities 

across the Muslim world, Wolff was intimately informed of the conditions Jews often lived 
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under and wrote with a laudatory tone of the just treatment the Jews of Bukhara received. 

This protection Wolff highlighted for the Jews was also a case where he underlined the 

religious side of justice, which ultimately stemmed from the Islamic practice of 

protecting “people of the book.” James Abbott, the East India Company’s agent in Khiva 

in 1839, showed a similar recognition of Central Asian leaders’ tolerance for Jews. He 

praised the city of Merv for providing refuge to members of “this persecuted race.”78 

Merv’s governor earned plaudits from the British artillery officer for his willingness to 

accommodate those Jews fleeing persecution in Persia and treating them generously in 

his city. In this way justice, particularly in the sense of protection for religious minorities 

like Jews, played an important role in establishing the collective perception travelers built 

of Central Asian government prior to Russia’s invasion. 

 Even more important to the legalistic image travelers built of Central Asian rulers, was 

the degree to which travelers saw religious, i.e. Islamic, foundations to their rule. Thus, an 

essential element of the legalistic personality of Central Asian rulers that travelers created was 

leaders’ adherence to Islam, both as state policy and in their personal lives. For the most part, 

Western commentaries on Islam saw it with fear and distaste, as a conquering religion predicated 

on devastation and built up as a perversion of Christianity.79 Edward Said contends that centuries 

of conflict and the looming Ottoman threat during the early modern period left a lasting 

impression of both political and religious rivalry. He argues that this experience left a lasting 

effect on European civilization of perceiving Islam as a heretical deviant, where Mohammed was 
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incorrectly substituted for Jesus.80 In this respect, Orientalists failed to consider Islam as a 

distinct entity and instead observed it as a perversion of Christianity. 

 Islam took a quite different role in travel accounts in the period before Russia established 

suzerainty over Bukhara and Khiva. In these writings, Islam assumed the role as the font from 

which justice flowed and was the basis for much of the praise travelers gave to local rulers. 

Justice and Islam were inextricably bound, as shown by Vámbéry in his assessment that the 

rulers’ role as secular and religious leader were different sides of the same coin.81 Vámbéry 

spoke of Muzaffar epithet, “killer of elephants and protector of mice,” as rooted in his dedication 

to Quranic justice.82 Of course, such praise was qualified, and Islam still did not attain the status 

of Christianity, but even in the eyes of Joseph Wolff, the wandering Anglican priest, it occupied 

a position of respect. Islam proved to be a crucial element in these earlier accounts in building an 

image of ethical, rules-based government, while also demonstrating the personal morals, or in 

some cases lack of them, in the khans and emirs of Central Asia. 

 In their external analyses of government in Central Asia, travelers used Islam to 

demonstrate the importance of religion in prescribing law and morality. In their narratives, 

religion served as both the justification for legal actions as well as the imperative that required 

them. They described brutal executions and the enforcement of moral standards in terms of strict 

accordance to religious law.83 These punishments were clearly described as harsh, but they were 

contextualized and, to some extent, justified under the aegis of religious law and authoritarian 

piety. Vámbéry explained how in Khiva “wanton cruelty is unknown” and that harsh treatment 
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of prisoners “is regarded as perfectly natural, and usage, law, and religion all accord in 

sanctioning it.”84 Though the traveler’s stance on Islam implied that such acts were unnecessarily 

cruel, he explicitly marked these actions in the name of Islam as having a logical and religiously 

sanctioned root. Despite their disagreement with the premises of Islamic religious law in Central 

Asia, travelers acknowledged the legitimacy of the conclusions given their context. 

 Travelers did not isolate Islamic piety or law to the public facing role of rulers but 

considered it as a foundational element for the personality and nature of the leaders with whom 

they interacted. The complex relationship travelers conveyed between Islamic law and political 

legitimacy flowed over extensively into the individual lives of the rulers. Writers depicted rulers 

who personally adhered to the strict religious edicts they ruled by as popular and just, yet they 

panned those who violated them led impious lives. Nasrullah illustrated how discontent between 

personal conduct and governing policies could lead to extensive criticism. Wolff blasted 

Nasrullah as a figure of sexual excess, hailing him as “the greatest profligate at Bokhara.”85 

Wolff was indeed relentless in his assault on Nasrullah for the inconsistency of his outward 

policy of promoting Islamic law with one hand, while claiming the wives of his underlings with 

the other. The Anglican constructed a dichotomy between Nasrullah and a nobleman whose wife 

the lewd emir attempted to steal. Wolff lauded the nobleman, whom the jealous emir exiled from 

the city for his resistance, as a true Muslim, who bore his punishment with honor and used his 

exile to study the Quran and meditate with dervishes.86 This juxtaposition of the profligate king 

with the monk-like nobleman was completed when Wolff described how the pious man was 

eventually executed “behind the palace, on the spot where afterwards Colonel Stoddart and 
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Captain Conolly were executed,” thus rendering the defining factor to be honor rather than 

religion.87 Wolff elevated a Muslim nobleman to the same level here as two British martyrs, 

showing that the divide here was more complicated than an evil, Muslim East against a god-

fearing Christian West. 

 Writers also contrasted Nasrullah and his excesses with the piety of his successor, 

Muzzafar. Muzzafar was held up as an example for how Islam, despite what travelers viewed as 

its inherent cruelty, could function as a mechanism for justice. While they lambasted Nasrullah 

for his failure to adhere to Muslim doctrine in his personal life, they lauded Muzzafar for 

maintaining high standards for himself and his subjects. Vámbéry celebrated the emir’s austere 

lifestyle, writing that “although he enforces with severity the laws respecting religion and 

morals, he can not be charged himself with any crime; hence the unceasing praises and 

glorifications of which he is the object on the part of his people.”88 In this sense, Vámbéry 

presented a pointedly non-Manichean appraisal of Islam. The Hungarian traveler presented Islam 

not as a religion that by its very nature corrupted, but as a context within which a broad spectrum 

of good and bad rulers existed. Contrary to popular conceptions of Muslim rulers as succumbing 

to decadence, Vámbéry depicted Muzzafar as a paragon of austerity not only in his governance 

of his emirate, but for himself as well.89 Decadence and excess did feature in depictions of 

Central Asian royalty, but these accounts made clear that Islam and decadence were not items to 

be conflated. In one particularly evocative example, Vámbéry included a story of a Persian 

general, Shahrukh Khan, who came into the Emir’s service. Vámbéry told how the luxury-living 

commander built himself an immense and exorbitantly expensive palace, yet as soon as it was 
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completed Muzzafar exiled Shahrukh Khan, confiscated the palace, and demolished the structure 

entirely “in scorn and mockery of all who would venture to give way to a taste for luxury.”90 In 

this manner, Vámbéry explicitly placed absolute monarchy and religious purity hand in hand, 

with the former acting as a means for enforcing the later.  

Through their descriptions of Nasrullah and Muzzafar, travelers prior to Russia’s 

military intervention in Bukhara drew a complex portrait of how Islam and government 

interacted in a symbiotic relationship that contributed to the cultivation of principled 

leaders. Those who failed to follow the faiths holy prerogatives did so to the detriment of 

their realms. At the same time, depictions of Central Asia did not portray Islam, and the 

rulers who practiced it, monolithically or as an institution that British armies had the 

moral and political imperative to remove. Though Islam and its relationship with 

rulership were certainly misunderstood and mischaracterized, they were, ultimately, 

colored in a nuanced, if inaccurate light. The real individuals whom travelers described 

and introduced to European audiences through travel literature were certainly different 

from the characters readers in the United Kingdom read about. Yet it is essential to note 

that for the scope of this thesis, what were, in essence, literary characters were the image 

of rulership in Central Asia that was reflected back to a European audience. These 

descriptions are not helpful insofar as they relate veritable and confirmed information 

about how Central Asian rulers truly behaved or what their relationship with their 

subjects was, but rather for the window they offer of how they appeared to a European 

audience. As such, these accounts served to build a portrait of nuance and paradox, in 
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which Central Asian rulers were simultaneously austere justices, as well as degenerate despots. 

In the period following Russia’s seizure of Central Asia, the way travelers 

characterized Central Asian leaders and the region’s political systems underwent a gradual 

change. Among travelers who visited Central Asia during the Russian Imperial period, that 

sensitivity to context that characterized the earlier period slipped away. It was replaced by a far 

more clear-cut vision of Russia as a civilization-bringing force in Central Asia, and as Russian 

imposed government institutions as far superior to their primitive Central Asian predecessors.91 

Across a range of Western sources, including both British and non-British travel accounts, 

Russian rule was treated as a positive divergence from the region’s prior oppression under the 

capricious rule of local khans and emirs. As Russian rule commenced, the observers’ treatment 

of those local rulers became decidedly more unidimensional and polemical, even as the instances 

of executions like those of Stoddard and Conolly faded into the past. 

In this later period of travel to Central Asia, writers used more stark terms to describe 

how they perceived leadership in Central Asia, and overtly compared it to the civilizing force of 

the Russian Empire. American diplomat and scholar Eugene Schuyler announced this in no 

uncertain terms in the preface to his account of his travels. He declared that the chief aim of his 

work was “to compare the state of the inhabitants under Russian rule with that of those still 

living under the despotism of the Khans.”92 The bifurcated nature of Central Asia’s political 

status at this point made such comparisons possible in the period Schuyler was active in the 

region. With the Russian military government ruling the province of Turkestan from Tashkent 

and the vassal princes of Bukhara and Khiva governing them territories under Russian 
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supervision, semi-autonomous local rule still existed for writers to compare. The 

American made clear his intention of highlighting the problems he encountered with 

Russian rule in Central Asia not as a means to criticize the Russian administration but to 

assist it in better accomplishing its objectives. As shown here, Schuyler used his preface 

to compare Central Asian injustice with Russian civilization, a trend that would continue 

throughout his work, and the analyses of others. 

Even when observing earlier cases that occurred prior to the Russian invasion, 

Schuyler treated them with the analytical eye of comparison to what he perceived as the 

Russian “liberation.” Such was the case when he recorded the Nasrullah’s imprisonment 

of Giovanni Orlandi, an Italian traveler. In the Orlandi anecdote, Schuyler branded 

Nasrullah as a fickle dictator, who repeatedly vacillated on whether Orlandi should be 

executed or not.93 He described Nasrullah’s behavior not as rational or logical within the 

context of Islamic society of Central Asia, as the earlier travelers might have done, but 

instead painted him as a drunk madman. Schuyler wrote how Orlandi succeeded in 

staying the emir’s harsh judgement by amusing him through his skill as an engineer, 

which worked until the emir became drunk and ordered his guest’s execution 

regardless.94 Though he did not mention it explicitly in this passage, Schuyler’s reference 

to Orlandi yielded the implicit comparison with Russian rule, through the general context 

of his study. The Orlandi case served as a means to demonstrate the cruelty of Central 

Asia’s traditional rulers in relation to the structured and disciplined Russian military 

occupation. 
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Travelers further characterized the khans’ and emir’s absolutism as primitive and 

unstructured. Schuyler and his fellow travelers during this period set up comparisons with 

the Russian government that was established directly in Kokand and indirectly in the 

protectorates in Bukhara and Khiva. Beyond the direct role of the ruler, travel accounts 

described the officials under the leaders as belonging to an archaic and inefficient system of 

governance. Annette Meakin, the British travel writer in 1903, described how the structure 

beneath the khan or emir was a reflection on a regional basis of the absolute power the ruler 

exercised on the national scale. She claimed that begs95 were “invested with absolute power over 

the territory they had to govern” and asserted that they “often rebelled against their masters and 

fought with one another.”96 In this way she transported home the picture that Central Asian 

politics were not simply the case of tyranny on the top, but instead a case of layers of corruption 

and abuse running all the way to the core. She juxtaposed this unruly structure of local power 

with the Russian regime, in which begs were reduced to the status of civil servants and power 

was concentrated in the hands of the ruler, be it the Khan of Khiva, Emir of Bukhara, or Russian 

military governor of Turkestan. Thus, she followed the pattern of serving up Russian rule as the 

antidote to the haphazard and illogical indigenous rule in Central Asia.  

This criticism of government structures as obsolete and disorganized was echoed by 

accounts of pre-Russian taxation policies in Bukhara. Schuyler wrote of the rampant bribery in 

the local system, in which the serker, an official who functioned as a tax collector, would 

appraise the value of property. Schuyler reported a case where he tracked the grain collected in 

tax, and how various measurements were siphoned off at various points. In his description, he 
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laboriously documented how the serkers assistant “took his usual pay,--his sleeveful,--but 

as he had very large sleeves for the purpose” this amounted to a considerable sum.97 

Through this type of description Schuyler created an image of a corrupt and inefficient 

collection apparatus that hurt the state’s governing capacity. Beyond that, he showed 

European readers that the system was primitive and nonsensical through the details he 

went to great lengths to include, such as the assistant’s colossal sleeves. His description 

served to render Central Asian society an illogical, exotic, backwater when beheld in the 

eyes of Europe. When compared with the no less convoluted system of Russian rural 

taxation that Schuyler laid out, it had the effect of showing the straightforwardness and 

superiority of the Russian system. The juxtaposition was one that emphasized the extent 

to which Central Asian practices were stuck in a forgotten past and rascally agents 

diminished the effectiveness of what state institutions existed, while the superior Russian 

system was flexible and adaptable, under the oversight of organized Russian 

officialdom.98 

Taxes and administrative inefficiency were not the only gripes visitors had with 

the way Central Asia’s native leadership organized their society. Travelers in the period 

of Russian domination criticized social structures and organization as well, viewing those 

areas as extensions of the failings of political leadership in a despotic world. The practice 

of describing Central Asian leadership and legal practices in terms of ancient rituals that 

would die in time was common. This attitude was prevalent in Meakin’s assessment of 

social status and the traditional Central Asian aristocracy. She wrote how “it is only in 
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Bokhara and Khiva that one meets with what I may call the Sart aristocracy” and compared that 

case to how “in Russian territory native rank and titles have disappeared.”99 In this way she 

demonstrated her view that the march of history was admirably erasing the primitive practices of 

Central Asia’s local elites. With Russian rule to move the territory away from these practices, 

writers presented Russia not as an occupying empire, but as a liberating one, positioned to 

liberate the lower classes from the oppression of the elites. In this vein, she presented Russia not 

only as a figurative and distant liberator through the quiet erasure of cruel distinctions in social 

status, but also through the act of liberating Central Asia’s enslaved populations. She credited 

Russia with liberating “nearly forty thousand slaves” in their 1864 expedition to Khiva, 

demonstrating her view of the tsar’s benevolent civilizational mission to the British literary 

market.100 Meakin deployed her description of the Russian role in liberating slaves, only twenty-

six of whom she claimed were Russians themselves, to the effect of comparing a liberal Russian 

monarchy with a local despotism that stood by slavery as a pillar of society.101 Women also fell 

into this category of groups that the new St. Petersburg government emancipated upon its arrival 

on the scene. The structure of Russian domination of Central Asia, with some territory directly 

under Russian rule and others administered through protectorates in Khiva and Bukhara, was 

extremely useful to these observers for generating comparative analyses between the styles of 

rule and social organization. In this style which travelers often repeated, they lamented the 

condition of women in Bokhara they while lauded the administration in the Russian territories 

for the expansion of women’s freedom and education.102 

 
99 Meakin, In Russian Turkestan, 283. 
100 Meakin, In Russian Turkestan, 285. 
101 Meakin, In Russian Turkestan, 285. 
102 Meakin, In Russian Turkestan, 284. 



Cohen 52 

 

During the period of Russian governance from Tashkent, writers weighed in on 

the personalities and habits of Central Asia’s local rulers. Just as interlopers in the period 

before Russian soldiers stormed the Ark of Bukhara took very seriously the piety and 

lifestyles of the leaders they interacted with, later travelers did as well. Yet in these two 

periods, the considerations travelers made changed. Muzzafar for instance, whom earlier 

writers had elevated in the pre-Russian period as a paragon of piety and just rule received 

less complimentary treatment in later decades. In his assessment, Schuyler characterized 

the Emir of Bukhara as childlike, dull, cruel and capricious.103 Gone was Vámbéry’s 

legalistic and upright emir. In Schuyler’s account, the American replaced him with a 

despotic autocrat, with absolutely no redeeming qualities. Schuyler’s treatment of the 

emir was so harsh as to declare that “his subjects detest him, and [...] believe him to be 

gifted with the evil eye.”104 In a stunning reversal, the austere Muzzafar transformed into 

a demonic figure, a change that illustrates the broader trend of travelers building 

narratives that dropped the complex characters and nuances of the earlier period in 

exchange for cartoonish villains and simplicity. William Elroy Curtis’s 1910 account also 

included many of the same impressions of rulership in Bukhara during this period. Curtis 

denounced the late Muzzafar as “a drunken debauchee,” who put an illegitimate son on 

the throne to succeed him.105 While there is truth in these accounts, the complete swing 

between the tone and style of the pre-Russian descriptions with those of the emirs of 

Bukhara as a Russian protectorate is indeed striking. Curtis suggested that the Russian 

success in Central Asia and their mobilization of Muzzafar’s successor as a “gilded 
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marionette” was an effect of the decadent nature of local rulers.106 The disconnect between these 

cases in particular, and the transition from a multidimensional approach of Central Asian 

leadership and government to a singular Russocentric one can be traced to the change in the 

international political climate under which the writers were operating. 

While the local circumstances within Central Asia did indeed change across the span of 

the nineteenth century, the biggest shock to the political structure of the region was the 

intervention by the enormous Russian Empire. Russia’s intervention did not only have practical 

implications for how khans, emirs, begs, and serkers interacted with their populations, but it 

revolutionized the way travelers transferred information about Central Asia back to audiences in 

the West. While earlier travelers like Vámbéry and Wolff appraised Bukharan and Khivan 

political structures and the personalities of rulers with an air of superiority, they ultimately 

attributed to them the capacity for of logical reasoning, typically based on Islamic teachings and 

local circumstances. Those travelers may have voiced their displeasure at widespread cruelty and 

individual rule, but they crafted complex characters for the khans and emirs they described. 

Thus, they transmitted back to Europe and America a portrait of a society with rulers different 

from their own, but not one that failed to acknowledge the reasons and background for these 

systems. The shift from these multilayered analyses to an approach that distilled Central Asia’s 

governments and leaders down to monolithic strawmen was an outcome of the Russian 

expansion into Central Asia. The shifting political sands of Central Asia, vis-a-vis Russo-British 

rivalry, altered how non-Russian travelers viewed the region and related their findings back to 

their compatriots. While travelers employed a more measured and analytical treatment of Central 

Asia before Russian asserted political control, it became more convenient following the conquest 
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to affirm Russian rule than to disturb it. Once Russian rule was established, travelers of 

all colors wrote in a manner that supported the government in power as a collective 

Western civilizing mission, rather than in the light of any imperial rivalry. With this 

editorial transition, the images of Central Asia that eyewitnesses constructed for a 

Western audience became simplified, as nuance and complexity fell to the wayside in the 

interest of the shared imperial mission. 
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“Dust Thrown in the Eyes”: Perceptions and Misperceptions of Slavery 

The gradual abolition of slavery and the slave trade was a central pillar in the way 

European imperial powers conceived of their moral standing. From the beginning of the British 

abolitionist movement during the eighteenth century, to when the practice was outlawed 

federally in the United States as a result of the American Civil War, the trafficking of slaves and 

application of slave labor loomed large in public discourse. As a result, this intellectual baggage 

influenced the way that travelers perceived the pervasive practice of slavery in Central Asia 

during their journeys in that region. As imperial activity increased in Central Asia, so too did the 

discourse writers generated on how they witnessed slavery there. The result was the projection of 

similar moral standards and stances onto a theatre where slavery was practiced in a vastly 

different manner from the plantation societies whose slave cultures informed outsiders’ 

assumptions about the institution. Slavery in Central Asia was extremely distinct from the 

slaveries that occupied the public forum in the Western world, yet Central Asia was certainly no 

stranger to the practice. It had deep roots in Central Asian society, encompassing a wide range of 

practices governed by religious law and supported economically by a complex network of 

raiding and trade.  

First, this chapter will examine how Western travelers understood the institution of 

slavery in Central Asia and what elements of the practice were most important in influencing the 

Western narrative of Central Asia during this period. Second, I will consider how Western travel 

writers’ focus on slavery changed following the Russian conquest of Central Asia. With the 

Russian subjugation of the Central Asian khanates, the tsar’s agents purportedly quashed the 

practice of slavery, yet modern scholarship points to little real change in Khiva and Bukhara. 

Lastly, this chapter will examine the reasons for Western travelers’ inability to detect the 
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perpetuation of institutions of bondage following the Russian advance. By considering the 

transition in the treatment of slavery in Western accounts in conjunction with the realities of 

bondage during the Russian Imperial period, this chapter will explore the relationship between 

slavery and imperial attitudes in Central Asia. For both travelers and their audience of readers, 

slavery was not an alien concept but was a phenomenon relevant to their own societies. Their 

understanding, or often misunderstanding, of slavery was therefore indicative of failures to 

effectively analyze Central Asian society outside the cultural context in which they desired to see 

it, and the ramifications that had for how they appraised Russia’s colonial project.  

 Before considering the way travel narratives perceived and failed to perceive Central 

Asian systems of slavery, it is necessary to understand what Central Asian slavery in this period 

truly was. Unlike the racialized Atlantic slave trade in the British Empire and United States 

which was oriented primarily around sustaining plantation economies, Central Asian slavery was 

a cross section of the region as a whole. With regards to the legal structures under Hanafi law, 

slavery existed in six distinct forms that were differentiated by the terms of bondage and the 

means of acquisition.107 These slaveries occupied a diverse array, ranging from slaves who were 

completely their master’s property and could be bought, sold or inherited like any other property, 

to contract slaves who served a period of indenture and could not be transferred to new 

ownership. Other types had contracts stipulating that they could not be transferred and would be 

freed upon their master’s death.108 Finally, there were categories reserved for the circumstances 
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when a female slave gave birth to their master’s child, or had been impregnated by their master, 

which forbade the sale or inheritance of these individuals.109  

In addition to the legal structures that established the systems of slavery, there were a 

wide variety of social functions slaves fulfilled in nineteenth-century Central Asia. Not 

surprisingly, agricultural work was a significant factor in the labor slaves performed, but it was 

by no means the only occupation. While they worked the land as farmers, gardeners, and herders, 

slaves also fulfilled crucial military functions, both as the lower-ranking soldiers, as well as 

higher-ranking officials.110 In urban settings, slaves were frequently employed as dancers, 

musicians, or as tradesman if they came in to slavery with any skills. Beyond these roles, female 

slaves often served as wives for other slaves or concubines for wealthy owners. Jeff Eden 

summarizes this wide diversity of roles by stating how “slaves’ work was often defined by what 

they were capable of.”111 In this sense there was no work that was explicitly “slave work,” but an 

entire world in which slaves were engrained in the fabric of society just as free individuals were. 

In practice, this diversity of Central Asia’s slave society hindered travelers’ ability to interpret 

the institution they observed as a result of their preconceived notions of what slavery was. 

The variety of functions slaves occupied in Central Asian society in the nineteenth 

century highlights the importance and omnipresence of slavery in the world Western travelers 

observed. In Hopkins’ discussion of Islamic slavery, he asserts that a key reason that slavery in 

the Muslim world was difficult for Europeans to analyze was “the multiplicity of roles fulfilled 

by slaves, and the vastly different circumstances carried with them.”112 In this way, some of the 
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shortcomings in the Western understanding of Islamic slavery could have stemmed from the vast 

differences between Western notions of slavery and Central Asian practices. There was no 

singular “slavery” in Central Asia during the period in question, and it bore little resemblance to 

Western notions of slavery or bondage. As a result, this may be one of the factors that 

confounded travelers who wrote about slavery on their journeys, leading them to focus on the 

most evident clear-cut markers of slavery. In the Romantic era, most Britons understood slavery 

in the context of slave ships, whips, and chains.113 Visual and literary arts of the period stressed 

these symbols and style of plantation slavery as a means to press the abolitionist cause. As a 

result of the imagery and narratives that dominated discussions of slavery back home, travelers 

who observed Central Asian slavery would have seen it through the lens of the system of slavery 

with which they were most familiar. 

 The intellectual climate in which the writers in question operated was by no means a 

neutral one and the attitudes they brought from home influenced the way they both understood 

and communicated their experiences with slavery in Central Asia. The commentary writers made 

on slavery in Central Asia was by no means independent of the rapidly globalizing world around 

them, and as a result followed many of the trends that existed elsewhere. Anti-slavery was not 

unique to writers in Central Asia, but was a characteristic of Western imperialisms, notably 

British imperialism, on an international scale. During the Victorian period, the anti-slavery 

movement was made up of a diverse and formidable coalition consisting of a broad range 

Britain’s political, religious, and economic powers. This alliance brought together the interests of 

Quakers and Methodists, Midlands factory workers and industrialists, and politicians like 
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Granville Sharp and William Wilberforce who lead the movement in Parliament. The wide 

breadth of this movement lead to a multiplicity of opinions on whether and how Britain’s 

imperial apparatus and global influence should serve as an engine to root out the slavery.114 The 

fractured nature of the organized anti-slavery movement in the United Kingdom contributed in 

part to its decline following the abolition of slavery within the British Empire in 1834. Anti-

slavery had also become a central element of British foreign policy, notably in the Royal Navy’s 

role in suppressing the African slave trade in the first half of the nineteenth century. In this way, 

the anti-slavery mission was folded into the British imperial project as “part of a global assertion 

of imperial power, with British policies flexible, responsive, and opportunistic with different 

peoples in different circumstances.”115 In this regard the British Empire succeeded in building a 

moral imperative as part of its international ascendency. That is not to say that the Anglosphere 

travelers’ treatment of slavery was merely a case of parroting popular talking points, yet it does 

offer necessary explanation for the lenses through which they viewed slavery, regardless of the 

theatre. Though in practice imperial agents applied the anti-slavery crusade selectively on the 

international arena, it provided a specific moral foundation for the empire, and one which 

maintained relevance in the eyes of the British public. 

Though the travelers whose accounts I analyze came from a diverse set of national 

backgrounds, the Anglicized Wolfe and Vámbéry were thoroughly engrained in the British 

cultural, intellectual, and in Wolfe’s case, religious, currents. For the Americans, Eugene 

Schuyler and William Eleroy Curtis, their engagement in the humanitarian and academic 

communities of the era meant they were in tune with the anti-slavery movements of their day. 
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While Curtis, a native Ohioan, was only eleven when the Civil War broke out, he wrote a 

biography of President Abraham Lincoln, in which his treatment of slavery and reverence for 

Lincoln suggested sympathies for the Union side of the war.116 Though as Americans they did 

not carry with them the British crusade for global emancipation, these trends appear in their 

works as well. The very multiplicity of these writers’ backgrounds makes the similarity between 

their views even more striking. While they may have had different national backgrounds, 

religions, and motivations for traveling, the foundational similarities in their experiences are 

crucial. 

Considering the importance of slavery and the slave trade to the British, and ultimately 

Western, notion of liberal empire, the prevalence of slavery in travel narratives before the 

Russian push south comes as no surprise. Yet, what is noteworthy is precisely how they viewed 

slavery in Central Asia and which elements they highlighted in their travel narratives. While 

anti-slavery projects had been incorporated into the imperial mission in the nineteenth century, it 

is surprising that accounts of the institution in travel literature in Central Asia focused almost 

exclusively on the slave trade rather than on the practice of keeping slaves. Writers frequently 

expressed disgust for slavery in their works, yet they demonstrated an extreme lack of 

knowledge pertaining to practices beyond the moment when individuals were sold at market. For 

the purposes of this chapter I will differentiate between the slave trade and the practice of 

keeping slaves, because of this distinction in the attention travelers gave these two parts of the 

greater institution. 
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  The outsiders’ tendency to focus on the slave trade manifested itself in passionate 

passages decrying the inhumanity of capturing, transporting, and selling slaves. These observers 

emphasized the dominance of the physical elements of the process, while also giving attention to 

the economic aspects of the trade in the way they frequently dealt with ransom. The Anglophile 

Hungarian-Jew, Ármin Vámbéry, related his experiences traveling with a caravan from Persia en 

route to Khiva, the hub of the Central Asian slave trade. He related a hypothetical of a Persian 

captive during his time accompanying the Turkoman party, which underscored the traumatic and 

tragic experience of capture and transportation that countless slaves went through. He began by 

describing how the Persian might have been “surprised by a night attack, hurried away from his 

family, and brought hither a prisoner, often wounded.”117 Vámbéry’s description demonstrated 

both the physical pain of capture but also the rupture that occurred as the slave was dragged 

away from his family. Like this, Vámbéry shows the human side of slavery in the way that it 

severed relationships as well as brought physical harm. He continued to illustrate how the slaves 

clothes are stolen and replaced with rags, highlighting the humiliation of the captivity process. 

Vámbéry’s story stressed that the Persian would be “heavily laden with chains that gall his 

ankles, and occasion him great and unceasing pain every step he takes.”118 Vámbéry supplements 

his emphasis of the chains by describing how escape was impossible because the slave “has also 

during the night a karabogra (iron ring) attached to his neck and fastened to a peg.”119 Vámbéry’s 

extreme attention to the physical bonds that restrained slaves is indicative of travelers’ attitudes 

towards slavery in Central Asia. It was the most apparent marker of slavery and was a sign of 

bondage that all travelers would have understood. Chains and restraints were easily relatable 
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symbols that highlighted the barbarity of slavery, as well as the hopelessness of the captive. 

Vámbéry further demonstrated the hopelessness of the slave experience by describing how “no 

other termination of his sufferings than the payment of ransom by his friends; and failing this, he 

is liable to be sold, and perhaps hurried off to Khiva and Bokhara!”120 Vámbéry understood and 

related his experience on the Central Asian slave trade in these visceral terms because that brutal 

captivity narrative was slavery as he understood it. For him and many of his fellow travelers, the 

plight of the hypothetical Persian that Vámbéry recounted was what slavery in Central Asia 

meant. 

In his passage, Vámbéry’s description is emblematic of the way views of the slave trade 

were predominantly perceived as a physical ordeal, rather than a system for deriving labor. In his 

disguise as a dervish, Vámbéry created for himself an exceptional vantage point from which to 

observe the traffic of individuals in bondage across the Kyzyl Kum. From this position, Vámbéry 

was able to relay his understanding of the slave trade as a physical and personal case of human 

suffering. His evocative imagery of the anonymous, imaginary Persian in the brutal process of 

captivity and transfer reveals that his attention to slavery was focused on emotion and 

experience, as opposed to the captives’ experiences past the point of sale. Even with the added 

distance of writing in 1901, Vámbéry’s autobiographical works dwelled similarly on the 

inhumanity that existed in the Central Asia slave trade. In his memoirs, he wrote how a recently 

acquired slave “has his clothes taken away, and instead receives a few scanty rags barely 

sufficient to cover his nakedness, and heavy chains are placed on his limbs, galling his ankles 

and heels and causing him cruel pain with every step he takes.”121 After a nearly forty year 
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period of removal from his interactions with the Turkoman slavers, Vámbéry continued to 

emphasize the materiel and emotional tragedy of slavery in his written work. 

 Vámbéry was not alone in his focus on the slave trade, notably in the period of capture 

and transportation, with James Abbott (1807-1896) also lamenting the conditions of captives on 

his caravan across the Amu Darya. The East India Company officer recorded similar 

observations of slavers traversing the expanses of wilderness east of the Caspian in emotional 

passages of published travelogues. He declared of a feeble woman lashed to a camel that “if she 

has still a hope left to support her spirit, it is the chance, faint and dim, it is the chance of falling 

into hands less cruel, than those that now oppress her.”122 In this style, Abbott, like Vámbéry, 

sought to evoke pathos through his deployment of emotionally charged anecdotes of captivity. 

Joseph Wolff, the German-Jew turned Protestant missionary, similarly deployed descriptions of 

his own brushes with slavers to illustrate the brutality of the trade. The old missionary made the 

ill-advised choice of proselytizing to a band of roving bandits which resulted in them throwing 

him in chains with the rest of the slaves. He recounted how “one of the sellers, a malicious Kurd, 

squeezed the irons over my legs crossways to pain me still further,” as part of his attempt to 

portray the violent nature of the slave trade.123 An envoy from the local governor freed Wolff 

shortly after this incident, recognizing the potential hazards that might arise from harming an 

Englishman. The theme of cruelty juxtaposed with helplessness, both physical and emotional, 

permeated these narratives and was essential in building a cohesive image of what the slave trade 

in Central Asia was. 
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 With regards to the slave trade accounts, the flourishes and poetic verbiage travelers 

employed in relating their experiences with the trade were deployed with the objective of 

eliciting an emotional reaction. Vámbéry used this method in his description of desperate pleas 

by peasants to pay the exorbitant ransoms for their family members. He recounted tragic stories 

of sons paying their mothers’ ransoms, only to have the seller “exact[…] a double amount, thus 

turning filial piety to cruelly usurious account.”124 Travelers capitalized on these haunting 

narratives in order to build a framework for understanding a relatively unknown land. The slave 

trade, with its vast cultural importance in Western society as a moral tool in the imperial mission, 

was a valuable touchstone for bridging the unknown. As a result, captivity narratives, with their 

high degree of currency in Western society, proved valuable points of departure in forging a 

narrative of Central Asia for Westerners. 

 This sentimentalist style of expression that writers conveyed in their accounts also existed 

when they depicted slavery visually. Such was the case in Bayard Taylor’s (1825-1878) travel 

guide to Central Asia published in 1874. Though Taylor himself cancelled his plans to visit 

Central Asia, his guide to the region included images of slavery that emphasized the cruelty of 

the system. In his sketch titled “A Persian Slave,” he depicted a man shackled like an animal by 

the neck to a post in the cracked earth.125 The man appears to cry out for help, looking to the 

heavens, in Taylor’s highly emotional interpretation of slavery in the region. This type of 

imagery bears great similarity to contemporary Western depictions of slavery in other parts of 

the world. They stressed the barbaric nature of slavery and the slave trade, emphasizing the 

desperation and suffering of those victimized by the system. One excellent example of this is an 
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engraving made for one of David Livingstone’s books on his travels in Central Africa. Based on 

a sketch by Livingstone himself, the engraving depicts a row of slaves chained together, with one 

tethered to the ground by a wooden apparatus fastened around the neck.126 In the background, 

two more slaves sit with their backs against trees to which their necks are tied. Like Taylor’s 

Persian slave sketch, Livingstone’s functioned to underscore the nonsensical and inhumanity that 

was inherent to the slave trade. These sketches were not academic studies of slavery in their 

respective regions, nor did they strive to be. Instead they functioned as a means of bringing about 

an emotional outpouring on the behalf of those slavery harmed.  

A Persian Slave127 
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Slaves Abandoned128 

 

 That style of sentimental writing and depiction to elicit an emotional response to the slave 

trade was not isolated to travelers in Central Asia, as Dr. Livingstone’s similar sketch from 

Africa suggested. Rather, they mirrored the broader sentimentalist style in they portrayed slavery 

and the slave trade. During the nineteenth century, emotional appeals were a common weapon in 

the anti-slavery arsenal in both literary and political circles. One of the most well-known 

examples of anti-slavery literature, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, used emotional reactions to graphic 

depictions of slavery to invigorate the abolitionist movement. Central to the book’s political 

efficacy was “Stowe’s ability to use bourgeois sentimentality to craft an emotionally engaging 

and politically motivating story.”129 In this sense, travelers who observed slavery in Central Asia 
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and related their experiences back to Western audiences were not doing so in a void, but were 

instead participating in a common practice. Where these travelers were able to perceive slavery 

on their travels, they recorded it in a way consistent with what anti-slavery norms were. 

However, this experience does make the lack of discussion of slavery in non-trading settings all 

the more apparent. In these travel accounts there were no emotional depictions of masters 

punishing slaves or committing sexual misdeeds. Instead, these depictions stayed laser-focused 

on the slave trade as a means for buying and selling human cargo. 

These images, like travelers’ written accounts, also portrayed slaves as tragic, helpless 

figures. In both the Central Asian and African cases, the slaves appear resigned to their fate, with 

the Persian slave looking up to the heavens, perhaps for divine salvation.130 In a serious 

misunderstanding of slavery in Central Asia, James Abbott also wrote of slavery as an 

inescapable life sentence. Abbott mourned “Alas! He who enters Khiva abandons all such hope 

as surely he who enters hell,” and continued his underworld analogy to declare that “escape is as 

impossible from Khiva as to the wretch thrice-girdled in the black folds of the Styx.”131  This 

narrative of helplessness that permeated travel accounts underscored the notion that slaves 

required outside forces to rescue them, as opposed to being individuals who could save 

themselves. Ultimately, as travelers’ responses to the Russian emancipation will demonstrate, 

they believed that the force needed to liberate Central Asia’s slaves were outside conquerors. 

This understanding of slaves as passive figures supports the later self-congratulatory view 

travelers took of Western imperialism as an emancipating force. 
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 In contrast to the emotional passages recounting encounters with the slave trade the 

practice of keeping slaves received scant attention in pre-Russian accounts. When it was 

referenced, it was often done in passing or from secondhand accounts. Vámbéry provided 

instances of interacting with slaves, such as when he encountered a group of Persian slaves at a 

well and learned how a young boy became a slave, yet even in this case his emphasis was on the 

process of becoming a slave, rather than being a slave.132  Vámbéry described how this Persian 

child was sold into slavery by his father but neglected to delve into what it meant to be a slave in 

his host society. In another case, Abbott included a story in his narrative of how Eldred 

Pottinger, another EIC operative active in Afghanistan and Central Asia, succeeded in freeing 

many slave children in the name of the British government.133 In this case of imperial 

philanthropy, Abbott’s account again dealt indirectly with the lives of slaves, ignoring the 

circumstances of slavery itself and instead underscoring manumission as a part of his narrative. 

Without dealing with the role of these children as slaves, Abbott used the anecdote to show how 

British agents were doing their part to stamp out an unjust practice like slavery, yet he did not 

reveal any understanding of what that system actually looked like. 

Although there were cases in which travelers could perceive the economic side of slavery 

in Central Asia, they did not dwell on it as much as the more visceral elements which they 

witnessed. They wrote about the sale of slaves and the thriving practice of ransoming slaves back 

to freedom, yet they did not discuss the underlying functions of slaves in society. The Anglican 

minister, Joseph Wolff, gave a glimpse into the slave societies of Central Asia through details, 

such as his divulging that the Emir of Bukhara demanded “two ducats for every free-bought 
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slave who crossed the Oxus.”134 Through the mirror of tax policy, Wolff provided some 

observation into the financial and political functions of slavery in Bukhara, but still offered little 

for his Western readership to build an understanding of what slavery itself resembled far from 

home. Travelers from this period, as illustrated earlier, were eager to relate the horrors of the 

slave trade, providing pitiful details of the depravity that characterized the bondage of fellow 

humans, yet they write the roles of slaves in society out of their narratives. 

 The prominence of slave trade related stories versus the dearth of information on the lives 

of slaves themselves was the result both of Western writers crafting compelling narratives for 

their desired audience as well of their inability to perceive or detect the intricacies of the full 

slavery system. The process of capture, transportation, and sale, with its relative clarity and 

emotionally charged nature, proved far more accessible to both author and audience than the 

shades of grey in which the system that followed operated. While travelers prior to the Russian 

invasion in 1868 may not have comprehended the complicated intricacies of slaveholding in 

Bukhara and Khiva, they effectively harnessed the power of the slave trade nonetheless. In this 

way, Central Asian slavery entered the Western lexicon by way of reflections and inversions, 

rather than directly. The particulars remained unclear, yet the moral injustice it presented was 

clear. Emblematic of this approach, Vámbéry waxed poetic how his “heart bled at the horrid 

sight [of newly captured slaves]; and so I had to harden myself to these most striking contrasts of 

virtue and vice, of humanity and tyranny, of scrupulous honesty and the very scum of 

knavery.”135 Thus Vámbéry and his fellow travelers drew the moral line in the sand, inextricably 

linking Central Asia with the slavery, or at least with their conception of slavery. This 
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perspective on slavery in the area and the differences between the actual practice of slavery and 

the way Western travelers reported it would later have profound implications for their ability to 

appraise the Russian Empire’s success, or lack thereof, in eradicating the practice. 

 Between 1868 and 1873 the Western travelers’ denunciation of slavery and their lyrical 

narratives of captivity appeared to become obsolete. Emperor Alexander III’s troops had 

marched on Khiva and asserted suzerain status over the oasis khanate. With the Russian conquest 

of Khiva and Bukhara, the slave trade was supposedly put to an end. The bazaars theoretically 

halted their sales and the flow of captive Persians in Turkoman caravans from the vulnerable 

Qajar kingdom was meant to have ground to a halt. Despite imperial decrees and attempts to root 

out the practice of slavery on the state level, Eden posits that Russian aspirations far outstripped 

the practical changes they effected on conditions in Khiva and Bukhara.136 I believe that the 

misperception of the nature of slavery in Central Asia as oriented towards captivity and sale by 

travelers before Russia conquered the region, and the reasons for that misperception, were  

primary contributors to the failure of post-conquest Western travelers to accurately recognize the 

shortcomings of the Russian abolition of slavery. 

 Those who visited Central Asia themselves were not the only ones interested in Russia’s 

supposed emancipatory activity in Central Asia. Parliamentary debate records indicate that it was 

a topic of discussion in the House of Lords and the House of Commons. These debates framed 

the cultural climate in which travelers wrote, and the conversation to which they contributed. 

Edward Eastwick (1814-1883), a Conservative MP, underscored the issue’s importance in a 

speech given in 1869, shortly after the Russian conquest of Bukhara. Eastwick declared that “the 

slave markets of the Uzbek capitals will be now closed, and thus one great inducement for the 
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forays of the Turku-mans will be removed,” thus revealing a sense of relief that the slave trade 

would be halted, despite its considerable distance from British borders.137 In addition to 

appealing to the power of Russia as a civilizing agent in Central Asia, Eastwick’s fellow MPs 

displayed a similar emotional tone to that displayed by travelers who witnessed slavery 

themselves. One M.E. Grant Duff (1829-1906), a Scottish, Liberal MP and Indian colonial 

administrator took a sentimental stance in his speech on behalf of the Persian slaves in Khiva.138 

He lamented that “there were few human beings whose lot was more to be compassionated than 

those unfortunate Persians who were carried off by the Turcomans to the slave market of Khiva,” 

yet again revealing the penetration that captivity narratives and sale had in Western, and 

specifically British circles.139  

In addition to their sentimentalist style of depicting slavery as barbaric system, debates in 

the halls of parliament also underscored the positive understanding of Russia’s role as an 

emancipating power. Eastwick continued to say that the Russians, Britain’s imperial rivals, “may 

be induced in the cause of humanity, to enforce the liberation of the myriads of Persians who are 

now pining in slavery amongst the Uzbeks.”140 In spite of competition on the world stage, MPs 

like Eastwick portrayed Russia as a positive force in defeating slavery. In the House of Lords, 

Thomas Baring, 1st Earl of Northbrook (1826-1904), who served as Viceroy of India from 1872-

1876, lauded Russia’s effective administration in eradicating slavery in a 1880 speech. He 
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opined on how “by means of the extension of Russian power and influence over what are called 

the Khanates of Bokhara, Khiva, and Khokand, this inhuman traffic in slaves has been greatly 

checked, and that after the conquest of Khiva by Russia many thousands of Persian slaves were 

restored to liberty.”141 Though he appeared to concede that the Turkmen raids had not been 

completely stamped out, the Earl was overwhelmingly complimentary of Russia’s role in 

preventing the trafficking of human cargo in their Central Asian territories. Though none of these 

individuals had ever stepped foot in Central Asia, their understanding of slavery in the region 

largely reflects the reported reality of travelers who observed it. 

Generally, foreign commentators from 1873 until the Russian Revolution failed to 

address the continued realities of bondage labor in Central Asia. I argue that this failure was a 

result of the emphasis Western travelers placed on the slave trade as opposed to the practice of 

keeping slaves. As earlier accounts dealt primarily with the capture and transportation of slaves 

to market, the abolition of those markets and the enforcement of policies targeting slave trading 

would have had the illusory effect of stamping out the practice of slavery as a whole.  

Post-conquest travelers depicted slavery as a past institution, considering the Russian 

attempts to stamp out the practice as having been successful. Fred Burnaby (1842-1885), a 

dashing British cavalry officer who went on a mission to Khiva in 1877 was one such traveler 

who failed to see past the window dressing of emancipation. Though Burnaby travelled via the 

less slave intensive Kazakh steppes, his arrival in Khiva and its environs certainly would have 

brought him into contact with the systems of pseudo-slavery that persisted. Instead, Burnaby, 

whose gaze seemed distinctly investigative for an intelligence officer behind enemy lines, took 

no note of contract or debt labor. His only reference to slavery was made to laud the Tsar 
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Alexander’s “enormous personal risk when, at one stroke of the pen, he did away with slavery in 

his dominions.”142 The emancipation Burnaby praised in this passage was not in fact the 

abolition of slavery, but the emancipation of serfs in Russia. Still, the tone with which Burnaby 

treats the freeing of the serfs betrays his overall credulity and willingness to accept decree as 

equal with implementation. His vision that “at the stroke of the pen,” a great injustice was 

removed from a vast landmass illustrates the disconnect between what he reported and what was 

truly occurring behind the scenes. Burnaby’s omissions of information on labor systems in Khiva 

or consideration of the status of the emancipated slaves were not the result of negligence or 

malfeasance, but that the traveler genuinely was not equipped to observe the obscured 

persistence of slavery under Russian rule. 

 William Elroy Curtis, the American journalist specializing in Latin America, displayed a 

similar deference for the status quo in his acceptance of Russian emancipatory efforts. Slavery 

featured prominently in Curtis’s work on Latin America, as well as in his biography of Abraham 

Lincoln. He wrote extensively on the conditions of slaves in Brazil and indicated detailed 

knowledge of the systems of slavery that existed in his area of expertise.143 This very 

understanding of slavery in the Americas likely played a role in obscuring Curtis’ ability to 

recognize its ongoing application in Central Asia. His familiarity with the cruelties of the 

Brazilian sugar plantations would have proved a confounding, rather than a constructive element, 

in enabling him to perceive the more subtle applications of coerced labor. In his discussion of 

slavery in Central Asia, Curtis treated it as an institution of the past. Like Burnaby, Curtis 

 
142 Fred Burnaby, A Ride to Khiva: Travels and Adventures in Central Asia (New York: Harper 

& brothers, 1877), 45. 
143 William Eleroy Curtis, The Capitals of Spanish America (New York: Harper & Brothers, 
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displayed acceptance that “slavery was abolished by proclamation, and about 30,000 who were 

in bondage, mostly Persian prisoners of war, were released and allowed to go back to their 

country.”144 Like his British counterpart, the American appears to have taken Russian 

emancipation at face value. At other points in his account Curtis considered slavery a barbaric 

practice, but one that was squarely confined to the past. For Curtis, slavery had become a 

curiosity that epitomized backwardness and inhumanity which the arrival of Russian civilization 

had extinguished.145 The case of Curtis, like Burnaby, illustrates the way that travelers’ inability 

to perceive slavery following its official abolition stemmed from their lack of both the tools to 

penetrate the forms of quasi-slavery that existed in Russian Central Asia, as well as the 

investigative desire to look under the surface. 

This combination of travelers’ inability to examine local forms of slavery more 

scrupulously and their acceptance of the Russian emancipation narrative resulted in uncritical 

analysis of the parts of society most susceptible to the transformation of Central Asian slavery. 

Though it is not definitive, Eden speculates that slavery adapted to the new rules of Russian 

intervention in Central Asia, enduring in “more localized systems of corvée labor—such as debt-

based servitude, indentured servitude as a means of private dispute resolution, and indenturing 

oneself as a last resort in circumstances of extreme poverty.”146 In these cases, the modified 

version of slavery would have been discernable to observers who knew what to look for, yet to 

those who saw slavery as the rattling chains and Turkoman raids it would have been 

unrecognizable. Stephen Graham, the British traveler who visited Central Asia just prior to the 

Russian Revolution, analyzed the labor supply in Russian Turkestan, but did not venture to 

 
144 Curtis, Turkestan, 85. 
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consider the vestiges of the slave system. He declared how the region possessed a “great demand 

for labour of all kinds” but focused almost exclusively on immigrant labor from the rest of the 

Russian Empire.147 Travelers like Graham frequently commented on the condition of labor and 

industry in the region, yet appear not to have investigated the condition further.  Their general 

interest in Russian immigrant labor contrasts with their ambivalence towards Khiva and 

Bukhara’s indigenous workers and their potential status in society. Like Graham, Curtis 

displayed great interest in the cotton industry in Russian Central Asia, yet his curiosity seems to 

have been isolated to the fiber’s climatic conditions and role in domestic and international 

trade.148 He drew many parallels between the boom in Andijan and the expansion of cotton 

cultivation in the United States, though in both cases he failed to consider the nature of the labor 

applied in these industries. Agricultural practices in a labor intensive industry like cotton were 

exactly the type of area where Eden suggests that “large agricultural estates still needed hands to 

work them, and the will to secure cheap labor no doubt still existed.”149 Because of the 

persistence of slavery or slavery-like conditions in this area, it is likely, though not definitive, 

that when Curtis referenced how Andijan was “developing more rapidly than any other part of 

Turkestan because it is easier and less expensive to bud irrigating systems than in the desert,” 

modified forms of slavery that Eden cites were at play.150 While Curtis commented on the 

presence and development of irrigation ditches and railroads around Andijan, he did not record 

any insights on the labor applied to build and maintain that infrastructure. Thus, it was not that 

travelers like Graham and Curtis were looking in the wrong places to uncover the enduring role 
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of forced labor in Central Asia, but that they were not considering these areas in light of those 

questions.  

Turkestan Cotton Awaiting Shipment at Krosnovodsk151 

 

The Way the Native Farmers Do Their Plowing152 

 
151 Curtis, Turkestan, 16.  

The cotton industry, an integral part of the economy of Russian Turkestan, that historians believe 

likely maintained slavery or slavery-like practices after the official Russian abolition of the 

practice. 
152 Curtis, Turkestan, 40. 

While travelers commented on the endurance of traditional agricultural practices, they 

overlooked the possible persistence of slavery in that same area.  



Cohen 77 

 

 

Similarly, Annette Meakin laboriously recounted her observations on Central Asia’s 

women, dedicating entire chapters to women and marriage customs. In this way she provided a 

useful insight into the lives of women that her male counterparts did not address effectively. She 

shared with her audience the intricacies of Uzbek dowry traditions and the rules governing the 

number of wives a man might maintain at a time, thus indicating an deep repository of 

knowledge on the subject and clear attention to the role of women in Central Asian society.153 

However, marriage was another case where variations of slavery were likely to have persisted 

beyond the Tsar’s orders to remove it.154 Just as her male counterparts expressed interest in the 

nature of Central Asia’s agricultural industry, Meakin sought to explain marriage in Central 
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Asia. The lack of clear-cut structures of bondage in these relationships of marriage or 

concubinage likely passed Meakin by undetected. Just as pre-conquest travelers proved to be 

poor reporters of Central Asian slavery in its heyday, the elimination of overt slave trafficking 

yielded the illusion to uncritical spectators that Russian emancipation had been a resounding 

success. 

While often travelers typically failed to perceive the evolving practices of slavery in 

Central Asia, New York native Eugene Schuyler succeeded in penetrating the underground slave 

trade during his visit to Bukhara. The humanitarian minded American, who had recently 

completed a tour as an envoy monitoring Turkish atrocities in Bulgaria, arrived in Bukhara 

“especially anxious to learn something about the slave trade, and if possible to see for [himself] 

what was going on.”155 His attitude differed from his contemporaries in that where they were 

willing to accept the Russian narrative of successful emancipation by decree, Schuyler demanded 

a higher burden of proof that the practice had been eliminated. To prove his point that slavery 

persisted, Schuyler visited the bazaar in Bukhara to purchase a slave himself, thus demonstrating 

the limits of Russian imperial will.156 After a great deal of haggling and salesmanship on the part 

of the broker, Schuyler brought the newly purchased slave to Tashkent to illustrate to the Russian 

administration the enduring nature of slavery in a clearly recognizable form. According to 

Schuyler the purchase “was the subject of a great deal of comment in Samarkand and Tashkent, 

some few declaring that it was impossible that I could have bought the boy, when the 

government had official evidence that the slave trade did not exist,” thereby demonstrating how 

some in the local Russian administration held the same views on declaration and implementation 
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and Burnaby and Curtis did.157 Why Schuyler proved more adept at seeing through the “dust 

[that] was thrown in the eyes of the Russian official who came to Bukhara,” or the dust thrown in 

his fellow Westerners eyes for that matter, is unclear.158 Schuyler’s case demonstrates how it was 

possible for Western writers to uncover traces of slavery, if only they did not take Russian edicts 

for granted and made it their mission to seek out the truth. 

 Schuyler’s success in pulling back the curtain on slavery in Russian Central Asia can be 

traced to his prior investigative work in the Ottoman Empire. Schuyler made a name for himself 

when, as a member of the American diplomatic corps in Constantinople, he worked to expose 

Turkish atrocities against Bulgarians in 1876. Investigation into what became known as the 

Bulgarian Horrors was instrumental in turning public opinion in the United Kingdom and United 

States against the Ottoman Empire.159 His record in Bulgaria demonstrated Schuyler’s ability to 

track down the facts and look beyond the official government policy. Beyond incredulity towards 

the Russian imperial line, what separated Schuyler from the other travelers to traverse Turkestan 

may simply have been his desire to find it. Where the others passed over possible vestiges of the 

slave system without comment, Schuyler examined the outcomes of Russian occupation with a 

more critical eye. 

In a period of great upheaval in Central Asia, travelers who wrote of their experiences 

often failed to reorient themselves effectively and pull back the veil on all but the most apparent 

forms of slavery as they burrowed deep into the region. As a result, the way those travelers 

absorbed information on slavery and the way they reflected those experiences back to Western 
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readers created a narrative of slavery molded to Western expectations. As Western travelers 

crisscrossed Central Asia, they dwelled on the horrors of the slave trade because those elements 

resonated the most with them. They failed to fully address the breadth of slavery in Central Asia 

because of the lack of resemblance it held to the established Western understanding of slavery. In 

a society where slavery, particularly in the environment of the slavery debate of the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries, equated to the chattel slavery of the Americas, the multiplicity of the 

Central Asian variant appears to have been indecipherable. This lack of understanding in pre-

conquest Central Asia had serious ramifications for how Westerners evaluated the Russian 

attempt to eliminate slavery in their new territories. The paucity of Western attempts to challenge 

the popular narrative of Russia as a colonial liberator in Central Asia created a seemingly 

uncomplicated line of civilizational advance. As the tsar’s armies marched into Bukhara’s Ark 

and artillery blasted Khiva into submission, the prevailing contemporary understanding was that 

Russian modernity had triumphed, and that with it came freedom for the enslaved. This line of 

thinking rested partly on that absence of Western challenges to its legitimacy. In travelers’ 

experiences illustrated, seeing with untrained eyes was not enough to discover the endurance of 

slavery beneath the surface, and instead served to entrench for Western readers the 

straightforward narrative of freedom arriving with advancing colonial armies. 
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Conclusion 

 “Such a cloud of mystery has from time immemorial involved the regions […] of Central 

Asia,” declared C.E. Biddulph, a scholar of Afghan and Persian arts, in 1890.160 In Biddulph’s 

opinion, travelers were the key to eliminating that “cloud of mystery” and ensuring the 

cooperation of Russia and the British Empire in civilizing that region. He suggested that by 

gathering knowledge through direct accounts to educate the British people, the “general 

vagueness” that hung over Central Asia could be eliminated and the geopolitical competition 

between Britain and Russia could be quashed. Biddulph argued that the acquisition and 

dissemination of information would bring about “satisfactory mutual understanding” between the 

two empires, and allow them to concentrate their efforts on the ultimate objective: “the 

amelioration of the conditions of the Asiatic populations.”161 As this thesis has demonstrated 

through a comparison of the portrayal of development, rulership, and slavery in travel accounts 

during the period of the Russian conquest, Biddulph’s assessment was a telling one.  

 As travelers crisscrossed Central Asia, gazed upon the sights of Bukhara, Khiva, and 

Samarkand, met with potentates, and sipped tea in shady gardens, the lens through which they 

viewed Central Asia morphed to fit the circumstances of a pre and post-colonial world. The way 

that travelers perceived their surroundings was hardly immutable. As this thesis demonstrates 

through the three analytical levels of views of development, rulership, and slavery, changes in 

circumstances stemming from the Russian conquest prompted a shift in traveler’s attitudes. Each 

of these areas occupies a wide berth on its own, and they cover an extremely diverse array of 

material on Central Asia during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In conjunction, they 
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reveal how complete the Western vision for progress was. Observers were not only focused on 

doing away with the evil of slavery, or improving what they saw as arcane governmental 

practices. They were describing a complete societal overhaul that left no stone unturned. 

Travelers treated these areas in considerable detail, yet they offer only a cross section of the 

sectors of Central Asian society that the Russian conquest upended, and which travelers then 

analyzed. The general trend these travel accounts demonstrated was that prior to the Russian 

takeover travelers viewed Central Asia in the context of imperial rivalry, yet after Russia 

consolidated its power that view changed to one of imperial unity. Travelers from both sides of 

the Atlantic sympathized with the Russian mission in Central Asia as one of delivering 

civilizational benefits to a blighted region. 

 For British subjects who ventured into Russia’s Central Asian dominions, it seems that 

previous imperial rivalry was later trumped by a shared mission of “civilizing” the world. 

Geopolitical concerns gradually fell by the wayside, replaced by what was eventually 

enthusiastic support. This suggests that for observers in Central Asia, the ties that bound the 

Western imperial world together were stronger than the atomizing forces of combative jingoism. 

Far from home, on the organized streets of Tashkent lined with clearly marked signs, the whistle 

of a locomotive in the distance, it was more important that those streets were organized than who 

did the organizing. It mattered that the signs were present and that the train chugged along more 

than what language the signs were printed in and who financed the railway. Of course, it would 

be foolish to say that imperial rivalry was obsolete with the Great War, the pinnacle of 

nationalism right around the corner, but out in Russian Turkestan the shared mission of 

modernizing the world took precedence for travelers.  
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 While the Russian Empire ceased to exist in 1917, its civilizing mission in Central Asia 

endured. People’s Commissars replaced tsarist officials as Russian Turkestan morphed into the 

republics of Soviet Central Asia. In the Soviet Union, the developmental project continued, now 

under the guise of bringing communist modernity. Soviet authorities closed mosques, outlawed 

the veil, and constructed massive irrigation projects in their quest to build communism in Central 

Asia. Though travel in Central Asia under the Soviet period was thoroughly regulated, travelers 

nonetheless made their way out to Ashgabat, Samarkand, Tashkent.162 The role these carefully 

selected travelers played in promoting the Soviet effort to showcase Central Asia merits a project 

all its own. 

 Reading the accounts of Wolff, Abbott, and Meakin, I recalled how on my own 

adventures in Central Asia. As the evening sun set and the sweltering heat of the Uzbek day 

began its slow retreat, I dug into a heaping plate of plov. The rich pile of golden spiced rice, 

speckled with bits of carrot, grapes, and cumin seeds, and interspersed with morsels of lamb 

steaming in front of me in the interior garden of a restaurant in Bukhara’s Old City. I inhaled 

deeply from the kalyan, as the hookah my doctor certainly would have advised against was 

known in that part of the world, before passing it to my fellow intern who had joined me on a 

Fourth of July jaunt south from our post in Astana. I pivoted to look at the old television set 

behind me. The clientele and wait staff had turned their attention to the screen as the England 

versus Sweden World Cup quarterfinal kicked off. As the viewers, save one backpacking Swede, 

cheered when England scored, I thought about how strange the situation was. I reflected on how 

176 years before on a June day, just a stone’s throw away within the towering mud-brick walls of 
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the Ark of Bukhara, two British subjects lost their heads to the executioner’s axe. Of course, the 

oasis in the Zarafshan delta had changed tremendously since that day, but it was eerie to situate 

myself in that world. While I was merely a traveler, I was a traveler in a tradition that had deep 

roots. 

 Traveling in Uzbekistan, and in Central Asia more broadly, pressed me to consider more 

critically how I saw the lands around me as a traveler. I came to the region from a United States 

where Central Asia came from satire and caricatures like Sacha Baron Cohen’s infamous Borat 

or Gary Shteyngart’s entertaining Absurdistan. While I would like to think that those depictions 

did not have much impact on how I viewed my surroundings, my experiences as a student in the 

United States studying international relations, and then interning with the State Department 

played a role in shaping my perspective. Ensconced in a world of international competition, 

where rivalry between the United States, Russia, and China were constant topics of debate. 

These factors undoubtedly influenced the way I saw Bishkek, Karaganda, Samarkand, and 

everywhere I went in between. Travel, both in my case and in that of the nineteenth and 

twentieth century travelers who preceded me, is a refractive experience. What travelers see and 

fail to see is hardly an unadulterated reflection of the places and societies they observe. Rather, it 

is constantly dictated by the expectations and cultural bounds within which they exist. 

 Considering my place as a traveler and the circumstances that defined my observational 

perspective inspired my desire to analyze the journeys of the travelers who had come before. The 

chasm between the nineteenth century travelers who wrote about Central Asia and me was 

indeed massive. The camels and horses they rode across arid plains for days on end made my 

own uncomfortable ten-hour ride on a sweltering Soviet sleeper train look like the pinnacle of 

luxury. Yet, despite the vastly different Central Asia’s we witnessed, I felt a degree of 
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connection with those who had preceded me. I thought about how the conditions of their 

Victorian world affected the way that they experienced the cities and societies they saw. 

 I began writing this thesis with the goal of building an understanding of how travel is not 

an escape from broader cultural or political circumstances but is precisely sculpted by those 

forces. This thesis has demonstrates how travelers who journeyed to Central Asia during the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries reflected the age in which they travelled, and how their 

resulting writing transmitted an understanding of Central Asia as a backwards place in need of 

civilizing to their home countries. Furthermore, it illustrates how that reflected reality developed 

over time as a reaction to concrete changes to the situation in Central Asia as a result of the 

Russian conquest. These travelers were the rare individuals not only to hear rumors of Central 

Asia but to penetrate the purported “general vagueness of the information obtainable hitherto.”163 

They held great power in establishing a narrative, and their decision to orient that narrative 

around the civilizing colonial mission reveals their priorities. Travelers acted as the intellectual 

societal intermediaries between metropole and colony and used that privileged position to write 

the story of Central Asia.  The Central Asia that these travelers constructed for themselves and 

for their readers was one that came to overlook intra-European colonial conflict in favor of the 

higher goal of civilizing the world.   

 
163 Biddulph "Russian Central Asia." 563. 
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