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Abstract > “

Although the Akhal Treaty (YAA)) was ostensibly an agreement for
political demarcation between Qajar Iran and Tsarist'Russia, in practice, it
bifurcated the unified ecosystem of the Turkmen tribes in the Sarakhs and
Akhal regions, severely disrupting their spatial, economic, and identity-
based order. Following the consolidation of the Akhal Treaty borders, the
“spatial fragmentation” of. the Turkmen tribes’ ecosystem led to
demographic sh‘y& and reactive displacements. Contrary to conventional
patterns.of migration, these movements in Sarakhs and Akhal were not
tantamount.to “leaving the homeland,” but rather represented the tribes’
efforts to maintain continuity within a habitat now severed by an imposed
boundary. This research seeks to answer the following question: what
strategies did the ’I%kmen tribes adopt in navigating the confrontation
between the new structure of border-making and their traditional identity?
Employing a historical-analytical approach and qualitative interpretation,
this study is based on archival documents, local reports, and library
resources, analyz&l within the theoretical framework of “Structure,
Agency, and Identity.” The findings demonstrate that Russia’s centralized
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and coercive structure drove the Turkmens from armed resistance to
forced adaptation, informal bargaining, and ultimately out-migration
(exit). Conversely, Iran’s weak and reactive structure rendered tax
bargaining, fluidity of citizenship, and informal mobility as the primary
axes of tribal agency. On both sides of the border, the “transnational tribal
identity” (Yurt) remained the most potent semantic referent;
consequently, demographic movements—ranging fiom seasonal
migrations to cross-border endogamous marriages—effectively served to
reproduce this very identity in defiance of the imposed borders:
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Introduction

The Akhal Treaty of YAAY marked a major turning point in the political
and spatial history .of ‘mortheastern Iran. By establishing a new
international border between Qajar Iran and the Russian Empire, the
treaty divided th@istorically integrated Turkmen habitat across Sarakhs,
Akhal, Tejen, and Merv. This_division transformed the social, economic,
spatial, and cultural foundations of Turkmen life. While previous studies
have primarily examined the treaty from diplomatic and geopolitical
perspectives,. this article focuses on its demographic and social
consequences for “Turkmen tribes. The study seeks to answer how
Turkmen communities responded to the newly imposed border and the
contrasting governing structures of Qajar Iran and Tsarist Russia. It
argues that demographic changes in the region emerged from the
interaction between newly imposed political structures, tribal agency, and
the persistence of a transborder Turkmen identity.

Materials & Methods

This study employs a historical-analytical approach based on qualitative
interpretation. The research draws upon three categories of sources:



Iranian archival records, British archival documents, and Persian and
English scholarly literature. Major sources include documents from the
National Archives of Iran, reports of local governors and state officials,
India Office Records preserved in the Qatar Digital Library, and modern
studies on Russian Central Asia. The study adopts a Structure—Agency—
Identity framework. Structures refer to political, administrative, military,
and economic institutions that shape opportunities and. constraints.
Agency refers to the strategic actions undertaken by Turkmen tribes,
while identity represents the cultural and symbolic framework through
which these communities interpreted and responded. to c}@%ing
conditions :

Discussion & Results Y\

The findings reveal the emergence of two distinct systems of governance
after the Akhal Treaty..In northern Sarakhs and Akhal, the Russian
Empire established an extensive network of military posts, railways,
taxation systems,vland registration mechanisms, and administrative
institutions ai at integrating the region into the imperial order. In
contrasty Qajar authority in southern Sarakhs remained relatively weak,
relying largely on customs duties, local intermediaries, and reactive
governance. Turkmen-tribes did not remain passive subjects of these
transformations. Wi@n Russian territory, they adopted strategies ranging
from forced adap‘;emon and informal negotiation to migration toward
Iranian territory. In the Iranian sphere, tribes employed flexible
citizenship practices, cross-border mobility, tax bargaining, and political
maneuvering between the two states. The study further demonstrates that
tribal identity and the concept of yurt (tribal homeland) remained the
most powerful source of collective belonging. Cross-border marriages,
seasonal migration, kinship networks, and informal economic exchanges
enabled Turkmen communities to preserve social cohesion despite the
imposition of an international boundary



Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the Akhal Treaty was far more than a
diplomatic border agreement. It fundamentally transformed the spatial
and social organization of Turkmen communities. Russian imperial
centralization on one side and the structural weakness of the Qajar state
on the other created contrasting environments that . shaped tribal
responses. Nevertheless, Turkmen tribes ‘actively -negotiated these
conditions through migration, bargaining, cross-border mobility, and the
maintenance of kinship networks. The most significant, finding s that
transborder tribal identity proved stronger than the rkwly imposed
political boundary. Consequently, the historical experience of the
Turkmen population can only be fully understood through an integrated
analysis of structure, agency, and identity.
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