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Frontier Governance of the Russian Empire: A Case Study of Central Asia

SHI Yue

(Research Center for Eastern Literature, School of Foreign Languages, Peking University, 100871)

Abstract: The formation of frontiers of the Russian Empire can be divided into four periods. The Volga-
Ural region and Siberia, the Baltic Sea coast, the Neman-Vistula-Dnieper region, the Black Sea-Caucasus region
and Central Asia gradually became its frontiers at different stages. Roughly bounded by the 1830s, the frontier
governance of the Russian Empire mainly followed dynastic traditions, that is, to form a union of peoples from
different regions, estates, religions, languages, and customs based on their allegiance to the Tsar. After the 1830s,
the political and economic foundations on which dynastic traditions rested were strongly undermined by the
Industrial Revolution and geopolitical competition. Taking Central Asia, which became Russian borderland in the
middle and late 19th century, as an example, Russia’s frontier governance did not only encounter new challenges
from the expansion of the global market, but was also equipped with new techniques. The traditional research
paradigm of imperial history emphasizes the one-way linear historical process of “from empire to nation”.
Therefore, the frontier governance of the Russian Empire can serve as a case to reflect upon the paradigm.

Keywords: Russian Empire, Frontier Governance, Central Asia, Imperial History
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