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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Thirty years after independence, and approaching 25 years since the end of its civil war, Tajikistan is 
facing a number of challenges. Contrary to the expectations of many observers, it has proven generally 
stable, and has seen no large scale violence since the end of the civil war. Neither the ongoing conflict in 
Afghanistan, nor the rise of the Islamic State in Syria, have posed an existential threat to the country.  

Soon after the Civil War ended in a power-sharing agreement, Tajikistan’s President, Emomali Rahmon 
(known as Rahmonov until 2005) began pushing former members of the United Tajik Opposition (UTO) 
out of government. Nevertheless, through the 2000s the country still had active opposition parties, as 
well as a relatively diverse press and a fairly open terrain for civil society. This began to change around 
2010, with the regime increasingly intolerant of criticism, limiting access to social media, and harassing 
activists and academics. With the outlawing of the Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan in 2015 the 
country took a decisively authoritarian turn.  

Tajikistan’s international posture has changed substantially. Through the 2000s, the country welcomed 
aid from the EU and member countries and the United States, in part to balance its reliance on Russia. 
Since 2010 Chinese investment has dwarfed economic aid from other sources, while Russia remains 
Tajikistan’s most important security partner and the destination for most of its labor migrants. The 
Government of Tajikistan clearly feels less need to pay lip service to the norms promoted by western 
donors or to accept their conditionalities. 

Economically, the country has seen modest but steady increases in living standards since the 2000s, 
fueled substantially by remittances from labor migration. Over the last decade, massive Chinese 
investment has also transformed the country, bringing new infrastructure, reviving extractive and 
industrial projects and fueling the transformation of Dushanbe the capital city. Yet remittances, which 
come primarily from Russia, remain an uncertain source of income, subject to fluctuation with labor 
demand in the host country, while Chinese investment has arguably meant much less for ordinary 
people than it has for elites positioned to collect rents.  

President Emomali Rahmon has increasingly consolidated power, criminalizing the only opposition party 
with substantial support and limiting the activities of those opposition parties that remain. Rahmon, in 
power since 1992, is now the longest-serving leader in Central Asia, and appears intent on passing the 
presidency on to his son. Members of his extended family and other loyalists control all branches of 
government, including the security services.  

Against this background, space for civil society and media has shrunk considerably, and regime 
opponents are regularly harassed, imprisoned, forced into exile, and sometimes even murdered. Civil 
society organizations are still active in a number of areas, including access to justice, youth training, and 
help for marginalized individuals. Most of these operate on a small scale and have to be careful to avoid 
criticizing government officials or the regime and cannot be overtly political.  

Rahmon’s ability to endure cannot be explained by his control of the formal levers of power alone. Even 
during the Soviet era, authority in Tajikistan was fragmented and localized. In rural areas especially, 
individuals and families who derived social capital from religious standing, descent, age, or wealth, 
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continued to play a leading role in communal decision making. Although migration has somewhat 
mitigated these dynamics, putting distance between younger people and the authorities that would 
normally guide their decisions, these basic dynamics remain in play.  

Rahmon’s success, and Tajikistan’s stability, are partially explained by the regime's ability to mobilize a 
discourse of stability, unity, and national identity, all of which are promoted as safeguards against a 
return to the violence of the 1990s. At the same time, the regime has generally shown that it knows its 
limits when it comes to intervening in individual and communal life. The version of Tajik identity 
articulated by the regime, which stresses respect for tradition, guarding that tradition from outside 
influence, and reverence for the traditional family, serves as justification to outlaw and persecute groups 
that bring in beliefs, practices, and ideologies which are foreign. In pursuing this strategy, the regime can 
count on the acquiescence or support of community leaders outside of government. 

At the same time, the regime has to limit its interventions into the lives of the community to maintain 
that support. The regime thus has little incentive to promote initiatives – including LGBTI rights – that 
would alienate the very actors whose support or acquiescence is necessary to survive. Even when it 
comes to goals the regime formally supports – such as on preventing violence against women – it is 
careful to limit its interventions and instead encourage peaceful resolution of conflicts within the family. 

Going forward, it is hard to see the regime being amenable to change. The experience of other 
countries in the region suggests that it is possible to transfer (presidential) power without fundamentally 
transforming the regime. The NATO withdrawal from Afghanistan will only leave Tajikistan more 
dependent on Russia, which is not likely to push the regime towards greater pluralism. The one thing 
that might push the regime to change its approach might be the realization that with all opponents out 
of the way, there will be no one left to blame when a crisis strikes.   
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INTRODUCTION 
Over the last decade, Tajikistan’s growing authoritarianism has significantly shrunk the space and 
possibilities for civil society. In what follows, we consider the foundational factors and rules of the game 
that shape Tajikistan’s politics and relations with civil society. We begin with an assessment of the Soviet 
legacy in the making of the contemporary Tajikistani state and Tajik identity; the civil war settlement and 
its role in President Emomali Rahmon’s consolidation of power; Tajikistan’s international position and 
what it means for domestic politics, the place of migration, and the limitations of agricultural reform. 
Taking these foundational factors into consideration, we take a closer look at how the system works by 
examining the role of parties in national government, local governance, and kinship networks, and the 
relationship between the three. We then consider some of the paradoxes of Tajikistan’s approach to 
gender and LGBTI issues in light of the country’s identity politics and power relations. In the final 
sections we examine the government’s approach to Islam and religious freedom more generally, the role 
of the media, and the potential and limitations of civil society.  

The last decade has seen a rich academic literature on the role of NGOs and development organizations 
more generally in the post-Soviet space. Anthropologists, historians, political scientists, sociologists, and 
economists have written extensively on the Soviet legacy, peace-keeping, securitization, migration, 
gender, and other relevant questions. Over the last few years, however, research within Tajikistan has 
become more difficult. Many of the authors who had based their studies on empirical observations are 
no longer able to work in the country and have instead either chosen to conduct research remotely or 
have changed their focus to issues that can be studied in other countries, such as migration. Scholars 
within Tajikistan are highly restricted in terms of what they can publish, but there are an ever growing 
number of Tajikistani scholars working abroad across several fields, and we have made an effort to 
include their insights in this review as well. 

The literature review is based on a survey of academic books and articles that have appeared in peer-
reviewed journals, including Central Asian Survey, Central Asian Politics, and Problems of Post-Communism. 
Further empirical information comes from the media and reports assembled by USAID, the State 
Department, and international organizations.  

METHODOLOGY 
USAID requested a PEA literature overview of the dynamics of inclusion and state-society relations in 
Tajikistan covering a broad range of themes outlined below. The following specific questions were 
raised:  

(1) Is there basic consensus on questions of national identity, historical narrative, and fundamental 
rules of the game? How does this inform governance decision-making? 

(2) Are there problems of exclusion or discrimination, and what drives their persistence? 

(3) What informs how public institutions respond to public needs and provide socially acceptable 
services? 
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(4) What mechanisms exist that practically allow citizens to provide constructive feedback on 
government performance? 

The team used USAID’s Applied Political Economy Analysis framework to guide the literature review, 
concentrating on Foundational Factors and Rules of the Game. The review covers academic publications, 
government, donor and NGO reports, and media sources.  

FINDINGS 

FOUNDATIONAL FACTORS 

THE SOVIET LEGACY  

As with other former Soviet republics, Tajikistan’s borders were shaped as part of the national-
territorial delimitation within the Soviet Union. In a country where some 50% of the population is under 
25, memories of the Soviet Union itself are fading.1 Still, the Soviet legacy in economic development, 
urban planning, political structures, migration patterns and education (primary, secondary, and tertiary) 
continues to shape Tajikistan today, perhaps more so than any other republic in the region. As one team 
of researchers pointed out, “Tajikistan, like other post-communist states, is a “bricolage,” built on 
existing formal structures inherited from the Soviet past, but also informal ones.”2 Neither the formal 
institutions (political parties, security services, government agencies, farming collectives) nor informal 
ones (the role of patriarchs and religious leaders in local governance, gender relations, economics of 
marriage) have remained static - all have been transformed by the changing conditions of capitalist 
transition, government interventions, migration, and also as a result of interventions carried out by 
domestic and foreign NGOs.  

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT  

The Soviet legacy in economic development is most clearly manifested in the country’s infrastructure, its 
energy base, and its extractive industries. The USSR invested enormous resources in water diversion 
projects to make possible production of cotton in Tajikistan’s valleys; in the 1950s, Moscow also 
approved a cascade of hydroelectric dams on the Vaksh River to further extend irrigation and to 
provide cheap energy for industrial development and residential electrification. The electricity for these 
dams fed into a larger Central Asian network connecting the hydrocarbon-rich republics (Uzbekistan 
and Turkmenistan) to the hydropower-producing ones (Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan). This network came 
undone in the 1990s, leaving Tajikistan with seasonal energy shortages. While Dushanbe experiences 
only occasional blackouts even during the winter-months (especially since the expansion of a coal-fired 
plant in 2016), rural areas often have only several hours of electricity per day. The availability of 

                                                 
1 Ibañez-Tirado, Diana. ‘“How Can I Be Post-Soviet If I Was Never Soviet?” Rethinking Categories of Time and 
Social Change – a Perspective from Kulob, Southern Tajikistan’. Central Asian Survey, Vol. 34, No. 2, Routledge, Apr. 
2015, 190–203.  
2 Rasanayagam, J., Beyer, J., & Reeves, M. (2014). “Introduction: performances, possibilities, and practices of the 
political in Central Asia.” In Ethnographies of the State in Central Asia: Performing Politics (pp. 1-26). Indiana University 
Press, 6. 
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supposedly cheap energy also led planners to build energy-intensive plants such as the aluminum plant in 
Regar (Tursonzade). Today, the plant remains one of the largest consumers of electricity in the country. 

Irrigation and, especially, electrification came to serve a legitimating function for the Soviet state and for 
the current government. The current government has doggedly pursued the revival of the Roghun Dam, 
a project abandoned in the late Soviet era due to environmental concerns, forcing the population to buy 
shares in the project and also raising money on the international bond market. Whatever the economic 
merits of the project, it has sought to make the dam’s construction a part of national identity, and linked 
itself to the regime. As elsewhere in the former Soviet Union, but perhaps more so, citizens expect 
electricity to be free or cheap. Since the government has encouraged an identification between 
hydropower production and national identity, it has also made it difficult to pursue pricing reforms.3  

CIVIL SOCIETY 

This legacy is also felt in Civil Society. With the collapse of the state in the 1990s, many members of the 
Tajikistani intelligentsia, previously reliant on state employment, were able to use their social capital to 
find work in or start NGOs, and to support themselves with foreign funding. One Tajikistani research 
has even stated that “It is no exaggeration to say that the Tajik intelligentsia is indebted to the NGO... 
for ensuring its position as an active social group.”4 Other researchers have gone further, arguing that 
the tendency of Tajikistani NGOs to see themselves as supporting the government in executing its goals 
can be partially explained by the tendency of former activists from the communist youth movement 
(komsomol) to migrate to the NGO sector. Many remain active in the sector.5 It is important to note, 
however, that not all former Komsomol activists are necessarily pro-government. Komsomol activists 
were also at the forefront in forming a truly independent civil-society during the reforms of the late 
1980s and early 1990s, and they carried that experience with them into the independence era.  

EDUCATION  

Finally, the Soviet legacy is still felt in primary, secondary, and tertiary education. Thirty years after the 
Soviet collapse, many schools are still organized according to old Soviet models, with somewhat updated 
school uniforms and less use of the Russian language. Higher education institutions have expanded, but 
no longer offer a path to guaranteed employment. Yet they have arguably become only more important 
as a way to be accepted in the urban social milieu and to increase marriage prospects. (A degree is 
sometimes seen as a way to marry into a family that is more prosperous or has greater social standing). 
For women, it is also a way to avoid marrying early, and to enhance one’s position within marriage. For 

                                                 
3 Menga, Filippo. "Building a nation through a dam: the case of Rogun in Tajikistan." Nationalities Papers 43, No. 3 
(2015): 479-494. 
4 Mullojanov, P. 2017. “25 Years of Independence: Civil Society and the State in Tajikistan.” In Central Asia at 25: 
Looking Back, Moving Forward. A Collection of Essays From Central Asia, edited by M. Laruelle, and A. Kourmanova, 69–
71. Washington, DC: The George Washington University. 70. 
5 Kluczewska, Karolina. ‘How to Translate “Good Governance’into Tajik? An American Good Governance Fund 
and Norm Localisation in Tajikistan.” Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, Vol. 13, No. 3, Taylor & Francis, 2019, 
pp. 357–76. 
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men, an educated wife is sometimes seen as necessary for acceptance in an educated milieu.6 For young 
men, higher education is also a way to delay or avoid military service.  

Although legally the universities are more open today than they were in the Soviet period, in reality the 
space for academic freedom has closed as well. The state sees schools, universities, and other 
institutions of higher education as crucial sites for intervention into the behavior and comportment of 
young people; teachers and school officials are expected to carefully monitor dress, beard length, and 
look out for any signs of radicalization. Students are mobilized to speak out in defense of the regime and 
against foreign forms of piety. The Committee of State Security, successor to the KGB, exercises 
oversight of academic institutions and activities. Scholars are expected to produce articles for academic 
and non-academic publications that endorse government policies and celebrate the country’s leadership. 
Scholars who want to pursue independent research often choose topics that will not attract the 
attention of government officials. Academics who have fallen afoul of the government have faced travel 
restrictions, harassment from security services, and even arrest.7 This state of affairs has led in turn to a 
debate among scholars in Europe and North America about the best response – whether to try to 
engage Tajikistani scholars wherever possible, doing so with the interests of those scholars in mind, or 
rather to avoid engaging and even boycott individual institutions or individuals responsible for 
repression.8 

NATIONAL IDENTITY  

Last but not least, the Soviet era shaped the way that national identity is articulated within Tajikistan, 
with consequences for regional integration, religious policy, treatment of minorities, gender equality, and 
LGBTI rights. Soviet nationality policy encouraged the development of cultures that were “national in 
form, socialist in content.” In Tajikistan, this meant recognizing Islamic heritage but treating it as 
something that belonged to the past, while celebrating a persianate literary and artistic tradition 
centered on the territory of contemporary Tajikistan (and, to an extent, on the cities of Bukhara and 
Samarkand). Paradoxically, this also meant that Islam became identified as a national characteristic. In the 
late 1980s, part of the intelligentsia mobilized against the republic’s leadership for failing to defend Tajik 
language and culture against the encroachment of Russian, for allowing the suppression of Tajik culture 
in neighboring Uzbekistan, and so on. These criticisms were widespread among the secular opposition 
and among many of the Islamists.9  

After Emomali Rahmon consolidated power in the late 1990s, he quickly moved to incorporate the 
critique of the intelligentsia, building a national mythology on the one developed in the Soviet era, but 

                                                 
6 Jonbekova, Dilrabo. "The diploma disease in Central Asia: students' views about purpose of university education 
in Kazakhstan and Tajikistan." Studies in Higher Education 45, no. 6 (2020): 1183-1196. 
7 Sabzalieva E. “Negotiating International Research Collaborations in Tajikistan.” Journal of Studies in International 
Education. 2020; 24(1):97-112. 
8 Bahovadinova, M. 2018. “Academic freedom in Tajikistan: why boycotts and blacklists are the wrong response.” 
OpenDemocracy, 21 February, https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/academic-freedom-in-tajikistan-boycotts/  
9 See Artemy M. Kalinovsky, Laboratory of Socialist Development, ch.9; Suyarkulova, Mohira. "Statehood as dialogue: 
conflicting historical narratives of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan." The Transformation of Tajikistan: The Sources of 
Statehood (2013): 161-176; Laruelle, Marlene. "The return of the Aryan myth: Tajikistan in search of a secularized 
national ideology." Nationalities Papers 35, No. 1 (2007): 51-70. 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/academic-freedom-in-tajikistan-boycotts/
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stripping it of socialist associations. (The president’s name change from Rahmonov to Rahmon was part 
of this process). This has had the effect of alienating ethnic minorities and exacerbating tensions with 
Uzbekistan (though these have been substantially reduced since the death of Islam Karimov in 2016). It 
allows the government to portray itself as the defender of an Islam rooted in local traditions (see 
section on Islam below). Since the regime goes to such great lengths to portray itself as the defender of 
national identity, however, it is limited in its ability to act in situations where doing so would seem to 
violate that commitment. As the section on gender and inclusion shows, the government seems to feel it 
cannot intervene in areas like violence against women or LGBTI rights since doing so could be 
portrayed as going against “national” traditions the regime promotes. 

There is some debate about whether a united Tajik identity emerged during the Soviet era. On the one 
hand, the Dushanbe and Khujand based intelligentsia clearly put much stock into this identity and played 
a big role in articulating and trying to disseminate it through universities, schools, and media. On the 
other hand, regional identities remained strong among rural residents. Paradoxically, regional identities 
appeared to be even stronger among groups that had been resettled in the middle of the century to 
provide labor for cotton farming – i.e. people of Gharmi origin living in Kulob maintained a Gharmi 
identity. The east-Persian Ismaili’s living in the Pamir region (an autonomous region before and after 
1991) on the whole seem to have had a weak sense of Tajik identity, and elites were frustrated at the 
lack of representation in Dushanbe. All of this contributed to the fault lines that led to Civil War after 
independence and persist to this day.10 

THE CIVIL WAR SETTLEMENT AND ITS CONSEQUENCES 

The legacy of the Tajik Civil war (1992-1998) has continued to shape politics in the country, serving as a 
source of legitimation for President Emomali Rahmon and as justification for the securitization of 
religious belief, the pursuit of dissidents, and the elimination of rival political parties. 

The Tajik civil war has been described as two conflicts – one a local “war of the Kolkhoz”, where 
collective farm members from different regions mobilized around conflicts over land and water, and the 
other a contest between regional elites in the capital. In Dushanbe, where party leaders had been slow 
to embrace Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms in the 1980s, several movements had emerged by 1990, 
including a nationalist party called Rastokhez, a Democratic Party with support among part of the 
intelligentsia, and the Islamic Renaissance Party, party of a pan-Soviet movement that quickly broke 
down along republican lines. Of these, only the latter had significant support outside of urban areas. 

Local violence, only partially related to political mobilization in Dushanbe, erupted in the spring and 
summer of 1992 between groups resettled from Gharm as part of Soviet cotton development campaigns 
and farmers in the Kulob region. This local violence helped catalyze the political mobilization in 
Dushanbe but was over relatively quickly. By the fall of 1992 majority Kulobi militias had entered the 
Kolkhozes and either displaced Gharmis or forced them into a subordinate position with the Kolkhoz. 
From this point on violence was primarily carried out by militias. Gharmi groups aligned with militias 
from the Pamirs, and Kulobis allied with northerners. The Gharmi militias largely rallied around the 
IRPT, which, with some support from the urban intelligentsia (including elements of Rastokhez and the 
                                                 
10 See, for example, Olivier Roy. The New Central Asia: The Creation of Nations. New York: NYU Press, 2007. 
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Democratic party), formed the United Tajik Opposition. The gradual (but partial) consolidation of these 
militias made the start of a transition possible.11 

Russia, Iran, and Uzbekistan all played a role in the conduct of the war and in the eventual settlement. 
Uzbekistan in particular provided military support to pro-government militias and ethnic Uzbek 
commanders. Russia supported the pro-government side indirectly but tried to play honest broker, and 
Iran was also a mediator. Russia’s major contribution to securing a peace agreement may have been its 
role in convincing Ahmad Shah Massoud, who had hosted and patronized the UTO, to push them 
towards a peace agreement in exchange for Russian support against the Taliban. Uzbekistan’s leader 
Islam Karimov felt that he had played the key role, and that the Tajik leadership owed him eternal 
gratitude, an attitude which helped poison relations for several decades.  

The “General Agreement on the Establishment of Peace and National Accord in Tajikistan was signed in 
Moscow on 27 June 1997 by Emomali Rakhmonov (as he was known until 2005) and Said Abdullo Nuri, 
the leader of the UTO (United Tajik Opposition) and a founder of the Islamic Renaissance Party (IRPT). 
The agreement provided for a Commission of National Reconciliation, power sharing (with opposition 
figures getting 30 percent of government posts), and a mechanism for political reform. The most 
successful aspect of the agreement was arguably the military settlement. Politically, the transition was 
less smooth. Rakhmonov did abide initially by the agreement, providing a third of high level positions to 
the UTO. Hoji Akbar Turjonzoda, who had served as the Qazi Qalon (senior judge and highest religious 
authority in the republic) in the late Soviet period and later sided with the UTO, became First Deputy 
Prime Minister, and a number of former UTO figures were given ministries or deputy-minister positions. 
However, their integration into lower levels of administration was minimal. Starting in 2001, former 
opposition members were gradually forced out of government.12  

In the years that followed, opposition parties continued to operate, but increasingly gave up on being 
able to challenge Rahmon’s rule directly. The IRPT, which had increasingly begun to look to Turkey’s 
Justice and Development Party for inspiration, also began to move beyond parliamentary politics and 
appeal directly to the public, using its newspaper and infrastructure throughout the country to position 
itself as a defender of Tajik values.13 The IRPT also faced competition from groups like Hizb-ut-Tahrir, a 
group that was more uncompromising in its criticism of the west as well as the ruling regime in 
Tajikistan, and that was actively engaged in direct outreach to the population.14  

Rahmon, who initially came to power as a compromise figure without his own powerbase, eventually 
proved capable at sidelining not just the opposition but also the military commanders and security 
officials who helped the winning side. Field commanders were brought into state structures in the late 
1990s and early 2000s; they put on uniforms, were paid salaries, and were allowed to take bribes. Those 
that proved inconvenient, or too ambitious, were put on trial and purged. The state institutions they 

                                                 
11 Driscoll, Jesse. Warlords and Coalition Politics in Post-Soviet States. Cambridge University Press, 2015. 
12 Sumie Nakaya (2009) “Aid and transition from a war economy to an oligarchy in post-war Tajikistan,” Central 
Asian Survey, 28:3, 259-273. 
13 Schatz, Edward. Slow Anti-Americanism: Social Movements and Symbolic Politics in Central Asia. Stanford University 
Press, 2021. 58-59. Epkenhans 2011.  
14 Schatz, 58-59. Epkenhans 2011.  
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control, and the economic benefits that flow from those institutions, are then redistributed among 
individuals and networks close to Rahmon. Tajikistan has proved largely stable, despite periodic 
outbreaks of fighting, such as in Rasht in 2010, in Badakhshan in 2012, and in the case of a minor uprising 
led by a former opposition commander in 2015.15 While the military’s performance in each of these 
cases was less than impressive, it is important to note these confrontations served as additional 
justification for domestic control of media, the sidelining of opposition parties, and for increasing control 
of religious practice and manifestations of piety.16 Economic assets and spoils that were allotted to 
supporters and former opposition members after 1998 are reassigned with every political crisis.17 

The Government clearly still feels its control of GBAO is weak. Local strongmen, with ties to drug-
smuggling and past experience fighting in the Civil War, are believed to have substantial local support, 
and government attempts to dislodge them have largely been unsuccessful. The government periodically 
reshuffles officials in the region, but generally has to choose from among locals for senior posts. Even as 
Dushanbe has increased its security presence in the region, it finds itself periodically unable to enforce 
decisions.18 

“VAHDAT” (UNITY) AS NATION-BUILDING 

Consolidation of one-party rule has also affected how the war is remembered. Up to 2005, none of the 
parties involved in the fighting was particularly interested in either commemorating the war or 
contesting the history of its origins. There followed a period of what one scholar called “contested 
commemoration” with the regime and the opposition offering different accounts of the war’s origins and 
its end. Finally, since 2015, when the government outlawed the IRPT, the regime has effectively silenced 
all narratives of the war that challenged the official stance on the war’s origin and its end.19 This official 
narrative in turn helps to legitimize the regime, which continues to remind them that the outlawed IRPT 
was responsible for a brutal war and that they owe peace and stability to Rahmon and the regime.20  

CITIZENS EXPECTATIONS OF LEADERS 

While Rahmon’s rule is not uncontested, nor universally accepted, it has proved durable. Some analysts 
have tended to marvel at the regime’s durability, despite the high levels of corruption, general 
unresponsiveness of government organs to the population, and the government’s insistence on 
                                                 
15 John Heathershaw and Sophie Roche, “Islam and Political Violence in Tajikistan: An Ethnographic Perspective on 
the Causes and Consequences of the 2010 Armed Conflict in the Kamarob Gorge” Ethnopolitics Papers, No. 8, 
March 2011.  
16Marat, Erica. “Post-Violence Regime Survival and Expansion in Kazakhstan and Tajikistan.” Central Asian Survey, 
Vol. 35, No. 4, Routledge, Oct. 2016, pp. 531–48. See also Lemon, Edward J. ‘Daesh and Tajikistan: The Regime’s 
(In)Security Policy’. The RUSI Journal, Vol. 160, No. 5, Routledge, Sept. 2015, pp. 68–76.  
17 Sumie Nakaya (2009) “Aid and transition from a war economy to an oligarchy in post-war Tajikistan,” Central 
Asian Survey, 28:3, 259-273. 
18 https://eurasianet.org/tajikistan-people-power-forces-rare-climbdown-in-pamirs; “Rivals for Authority in 
Tajikistan’s Gorno-Badakhshan Crisis Group” Europe and Central Asia Briefing N°87 Bishkek/Brussels, 14 March 
2018  
19 Tim Epkenahans, “Oblivion, Ambivalence, and Historical Erasure: Remembering the Civil War in Tajikistan.” In 
Laruelle Tajikistan on the Move, 195-222 
20 Jesse Driscoll, “Hobbesian Neopatrimonialism” in Laruelle Tajikistan on the Move, 3-32.  
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controlling religion in ways which seem to go against popular practices.21 Such analysis underestimates 
the extent to which the regime has successfully positioned itself as the ultimate embodiment of the law, 
and as the safeguard that stands between Tajikistan and chaos. This reputation was built on Rahmon’s 
role in ending the Civil War, the sidelining of corrupt and violent former warlords, and finally by the 
regime’s manipulation of the Islamist threat. As one scholar put it, “State legitimacy in Tajikistan rests on 
the very old argument that a relatively benign personalist authoritarianism centered on a focal leader is 
preferable to a violent anarchic alternative.”22  

MIGRATION AND GENDER 

Over the last twenty years, Tajikistan has become increasingly dependent on remittances from labor 
migration. The primary destination is Russia, with Kazakhstan and South Korea far behind. Labor 
migrants are vulnerable to economic shocks, such as the devaluation of the ruble that followed Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea, or of the recent COVID-19 virus, which froze economic activity while also 
making it very difficult for migrants to return home. But migrants are also regularly subject to 
harassment from officials in Russia as well as right-wing Russian hooligans. Even the acquisition of 
Russian citizenship does not always make them fully secure. Migration has been associated with an 
increase in piety, as a response to the indignities of the migration regime in Russia.23  

Migration has several notable effects within Tajikistan itself. While remittances undoubtedly raise 
standards of living, they have so far not translated into larger economic gains, as they do not translate 
into savings that become investments.24 Migration may also relieve pressure from the government to 
pursue substantive reforms, while at the same time making it more dependent on good relations with 
Russia. Finally, the large number of working-age individuals leaving for work abroad has affected gender 
relations and age hierarchies within Tajikistan itself. Migration was long primarily a male phenomenon, 
although in recent years it has started to become more common for husbands and wives to move 
together, and even to bring children. Still, the absence of working-age men in many parts of the country 
has led to more authority flowing to women, particularly those whose sons migrate but whose 
daughters in law reside in the same household.25  

                                                 
21 See, for example, “Tajikistan Early Warning: Internal Pressures, External Threats”. Crisis Group, 11 Jan. 2016, 
https://www.crisisgroup.org/europe-central-asia/central-asia/tajikistan/tajikistan-early-warning-internal-pressures-
external-threats. 
22 Driscoll, “Hobbesian Patrimonialism,” 4-5. 
23 Sophie Roche, “Illegal Migrants and Pious Muslims: The Paradox of Bazaar Workers from Tajikistan,” in Laruelle, 
Tajikistan on the Move, 247-278.  
24 Mubinzhon Abduvaliev & Ricardo Bustillo (2020) “Impact of remittances on economic growth and poverty 
reduction amongst CIS countries,” Post-Communist Economies, 32:4, 525-546; Betti, G., and L. Lundgren. 2012. “The 
Impact of Remittances and Equivalence Scales on Poverty in Tajikistan.” Central Asian Survey 31 (4): 395–408; 
Buckley, C., and E. T. Hofmann. 2012. “Are Remittances an Effective Mechanism for Development? Evidence from 
Tajikistan, 1999-2007.” Journal of Development Studies 48 (8): 1121–1138. 
25 Juliette Cleuziou, “Towards Matrifocal Families? Relations in Transnational and Single Parent Families in 
Tajikistan” in Sophie Roche, ed., The Family in Central Asia (De Gruyter, 2016, 2020).  
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GREAT GAMES AND LOCAL RULES? 

After independence, Central Asian leaders, most of whom were hold-overs from the Soviet political 
system, were eager to prove their bona-fides as leaders of independent nations by joining international 
institutions and establishing diplomatic relations with countries outside the former Soviet bloc. While 
some post-Soviet leaders, most notably Nursultan Nazarabayev, were also eager to promote integration 
among post-Soviet republics, it was also clear that neither Russia nor the other successor states were in 
a position to help each other with the transition to the market. Tajikistan’s government, preoccupied 
with the Civil War, was focused on maintaining Russian support, and securing recognition abroad. Over 
the course of the decade, the leaders of all of the republics became adept at managing their relations 
with great powers operating in the region, maintaining sovereignty by balancing the powers against each 
other. Thus, for example, Tajikistan’s leadership found it necessary to at least pay lip-service to 
democracy and civil rights, even as it became clear that it would not abide by the peace agreement that 
ended the Civil War or tolerate genuinely open elections.  

Over the last five years, this balancing act has become more difficult, with consequences for any efforts 
at democracy promotion or human rights-related work. First, increasing tensions between Russia and 
the United States meant that Moscow, which had generally tolerated western involvement in the region, 
began to more actively assert a security presence. In doing so, Moscow sometimes used its considerable 
leverage as a primary destination for Tajikistani migrant labor.26 Second, Chinese economic investment 
has dwarfed the aid provided by western donors and IFIs. Crucially, this aid does not come with the kind 
of political conditionality that the regime found onerous but had to accept in previous years. Third, the 
regime’s genuine (though exaggerated) fear of the Islamic State, and particularly its potential to take root 
in Afghanistan and serve as a base for attacks within Central Asia itself, has led it to deepen its 
cooperation with Russia’s security services. The upshot is that rather than a case of authoritarian 
practices migrating from Russia or China to Tajikistan, there is a more complicated process where 
growing authoritarianism is facilitated (and accelerated) by growing dependence on two great powers 
that are themselves becoming increasingly authoritarian.27  

Tajikistan, like the other Central Asian states, has been muted in its response to activities by Russia and 
China that would seem to be of particular concern to the region, such as the Russian intervention in 
Ukraine in 2014, which suggests a potentially dangerous precedent for the region, and, more recently, 
China’s genocide against the Uyghurs. Whatever the citizenry might think of these developments, the 
regime clearly feels unable, or unwilling to speak out.28 Growing dependency on Russia and China has in 
turn provided cover for greater repression at home, and lowered the regime’s willingness to respect 
norms advanced by western governments and international organizations when those conflict with the 
regime’s interests. To the extent that Tajikistan’s government, like other Central Asian regimes, still 

                                                 
26 ‘Tajikistan To Extend Russian Military Presence’. RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty, https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-
tajikistan-rahmon-putin/25063000.html. Accessed 29 Apr. 2021 
27 Charles E. Ziegler, “Great powers, civil society and authoritarian diffusion in Central Asia,” Central Asian Survey 
Vol. 35, No. 4 (2016), 549-569.  
28 Scott Radnitz (2018) Between Russia and a Hard Place: Great Power Grievances and Central Asian Ambivalence, 
Europe-Asia Studies, 70:10, 1597-1611; Anna Matveeva (2018) “Russia’s Power Projection after the Ukraine 
Crisis,” Europe-Asia Studies, 70:5, 711-737. 
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does engage with international norms, it does so as a way to demonstrate its own sovereignty and 
recognition on the world stage.29 

Finally, Tajikistan has proven very adept at using international institutions and its bilateral relationship 
with Russia to keep track of its own citizens and to force the extradition of political dissidents. This 
practice has not been limited to members of opposition parties, but has also included individuals who 
have spoken out against the government on social media. Most recently, Tajikistan secured the arrest of 
Izzat Amon, an activist who had worked on behalf of Tajikistani migrants in Russia; he was stripped of his 
Russian citizenship, deported, and arrested on arrival in Dushanbe.30 But Tajikistan has also become a 
notorious exploiter of Interpol’s “Red Card” system to secure the arrest and extradition of dissident 
political actors; researchers have established that it is one of the world’s heaviest users of this 
mechanism.31  

AGRICULTURAL REFORMS 

During the Soviet era, Tajikistan had been a major producer of cotton, with irrigation and investment 
geared to increasing production. Despite efforts at mechanization, cotton sowing and harvesting 
remained reliant on manual labor, particularly that of women and children. At the same time, many 
members of collective and state farms were able to produce fruits and vegetables on their personal 
plots, and even to market and profit from significant surpluses. However, the success of informal private 
farming was dependent on good relations between the family and collective farm management, which 
could provide extra land, fertilizer, and other inputs. Thus, informal farming and formal farming were not 
separate spheres, but rather linked ones. A family needed social capital to get support of farm 
management, whereas a farm manager’s power grew from his ability to redirect resources.32 

Since 1991, the government has backed a number of land reforms, with support from international 
organizations like the World Bank, and adoption of the Freedom to Farm Decree, but has not been 
willing to completely abandon cotton production, which brings in needed foreign currency. Although 
cotton lost its official status as a “strategic crop” in 2014, local officials in some areas reportedly still 
pressure farmers to plant cotton. At the same time, the reforms themselves - designed to promote 
individual farming and diversified production - have had an uneven result. Land is officially owned by the 
state, meaning that farmers that leave a collective farm still only have limited land tenure rights and 
cannot sell, buy or mortgage the agricultural land. Individuals who wish to leave a collective farm and set 
up their own commercial farm with other families or an individual family farm remain dependent on farm 
management. While the Northern/Sughd regions have seen very high rates of individualization and 

                                                 
29 John Heathershaw, The Global Performance State: A Reconsideration of the Central Asian “Weak State”, in 
Madeleine Reeves, Johan Rasanayagam, and Judith Beyer, Ethnographies of the State in Central Asia: Performing Politics 
(IU Press, 2013). 
30 Tajikistan: Migrants Advocate Deported from Russia | Eurasianet. https://eurasianet.org/tajikistan-migrants-advocate-
deported-from-russia. Accessed 29 Apr. 2021. 
31 ‘Tajikistan: Placing Pressure on Political Exiles by Targeting Relatives’. The Foreign Policy Centre, 4 Dec. 2017, 
https://fpc.org.uk/tajikistan-placing-pressure-political-exiles-targeting-relatives/. 
32 Sergey Abashin, Sovetskii kishlak (Moscow: NLO, 2015); Artemy Kalinovsky, Laboratory of Socialist Development, 
ch.7.  
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diversification of agriculture production, the Southern/Khatlon farms, especially cotton producing farms, 
have continued to resist decollectivization.33  

In an earlier phase of agricultural reform, the government channeled funds to farms in the form of 
futures against cotton sales, which in turn served to maintain cotton’s leading position in agriculture. 
Additionally, this practice further cemented the control of farm chairmen and other local strongmen. 
Even after this practice ended and debt collection ceased in 2010, farm chairmen and local strongmen 
remained influential. In some areas, collective land was redistributed with debt attached, keeping the 
farmers in a position of bondage.34  

Women are particularly vulnerable in questions of land use and debt. While 70% of agricultural workers 
are women and many households are female-led as a result of labor migration, only 13% of dehqan farms 
were led by women as of 2014, though it may now be closer to 20%.35 Women also have trouble getting 
access to irrigation or purchasing high quality seed.36 As many husbands emigrate and a portion of this 
group does not return, women increasingly assume decision making roles in the household, but at the 
same time face many obstacles coming from the state, their community and often from in-laws. Scholars 
have pointed to gender norms, information asymmetries (how much or how little women know about 
their rights as opposed to men, and how connected they are to people who would explain these rights) 
to explain these ongoing discrepancies.37  

RULES OF THE GAME 

POLITICAL STRUCTURES – DEMOCRATIC FACADES AND THE ROLE OF PARTIES BEFORE  
AND AFTER 2015 

Tajikistan’s political structures retain a number of features of the Soviet system even as they have been 
transformed for new purposes. The parliament (Majlis) is heir to the Soviet-era Supreme Soviet, which 
was already becoming a multi-party institution on the eve of the Soviet collapse. Though officially a 
democratic state, Tajikistan is in practice an authoritarian state controlled by the President and his 
supporters. Neither presidential nor parliamentary elections are genuinely competitive and fail to meet 
international standards.38 Prior to 2015, Tajikistan had real opposition figures that, while locked out of 
power, played an important role in challenging government decisions and mobilizing supporters. The 
ruling party now faces no challengers; alongside security services, the media, and other government 
agencies, it ensures centralized rule.  

                                                 
33 Brent Hierman,”Dushanbe is Quite Far: Deconcentrated Agrarian Reform in Rural Tajikistan,” in Laruelle et al., 
Tajikistan on the Move, 111-129; Hierman, Brent, and Navruz Nekbakhtshoev. "Land reform by default: uncovering 
patterns of agricultural decollectivization in Tajikistan." The Journal of Peasant Studies 45, no. 2 (2018): 409-430. 
34 Hofman, Irna. “Soft Budgets and Elastic Debt: Farm Liabilities in the Agrarian Political Economy of Post-Soviet 
Tajikistan.” The Journal of Peasant Studies, Vol. 45, No. 7, Nov. 2018, pp. 1360–81.  
35 USAID Central Asia Gender Inclusive Development analysis draft report 2019, p. 4. 
36 Hierman, “Dushanbe is Quite Far,” 123. 
37 Hierman, Brent, and Navruz Nekbakhtshoev. “Exploiting Norms: Gender, Local Elites and Farm Individualization 
in Tajikistan.” Central Asian Survey, Taylor & Francis, 2020, pp. 1–20. 
38 Tajikistan 2019 Human Rights Report, p. 1. 
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Tajikistan has been technically a multi-party state since 1991; for most of the period since the Civil War, 
power has been dominated by one party, the People’s Democratic Party of Tajikistan (Ҳизби халқии 
демократии Тоҷикистон). The party’s internal organization, as well as its function within Tajikistan’s 
political system, also retains some features of the Soviet era communist party. By design, the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) was supposed to guide the functioning of state agencies, making sure 
that non-party experts and bureaucrats followed the party’s goals; in practice, by the post-World War II 
era, many of these bureaucrats and experts were themselves party members. Nevertheless, party 
representatives and organizers retained their role as ideological guardians at all levels of government 
works and within economic institutions up until the Soviet collapse. The NDPT appears to retain 
elements of this function as well; if anything, this role for the party grew in importance as it consolidated 
power after the Civil War. Compared to the Soviet era, however, its footprint is smaller, and it is not 
subordinate to a party structure outside the republics (as the Communist Party of the Tajik SSR had 
been). Moreover, while the leader of the party is technically Emomali Rahmon, as president, Rahmon is 
not dependent on the party as his power base in the same way that a First Secretary was dependent on 
the CPT in the Soviet Era.39 In 2015, the parliament awarded Rahmon the title “Leader of the Nation – 
Founder of Peace and National Unity” – essentially confirming that he can stay in power as long as he 
wants, and even to continue acting as a power-broker should he ever choose to step down.  

While the NDPT’s rule was consolidated soon after the peace settlement, up until 2015 the parliament 
still functioned with recognizable opposition parties. The Social Democratic Party, the Communist Party 
of Tajikistan, and the Islamic Renaissance Party were generally restricted to two seats each in the Majlis, 
even though the parties themselves (and many observers) believed that their vote share was 
substantially larger. Nevertheless, opposition parties’ representatives did speak out against government 
activities and legislation, their speeches were reported in the media, and the parties (especially the IRPT) 
had substantial infrastructure throughout the country. Since 2015, the only parties still in Parliament are 
pro-government parties such as the Agrarian Party; the IRPT has been banned since 2014, and the 
Communist Party no longer has a seat in Parliament. The Social Democratic Party is still legal, but after 
the party’s deputy leader tried to secure a permit for a demonstration he was arrested, tortured, and 
sentenced to a 17-year jail term; his son has also been jailed for six years.40  

Several factors have allowed Rahmon to consolidate one party rule. First, the generally effective use of 
Civil War memory has allowed the regime to portray Rahmon as the only reliable guarantee of future 
stability. Second, the conflicts in Syria and worsening situation in Afghanistan have allowed the regime to 
play up the danger of destabilization. Third, the growing influence of Russia and China has made the 
regime even less interested in following norms advocated by the EU, US, or other western donors. 
Finally, while it is impossible to know how people genuinely feel about Rahmon, the fact that the 
intelligentsia and political class publicly and ritualistically endorse Rahmon’s leadership helps promote the 

                                                 
39 Rico Isaacs (2020) “The Role of Party Interest Articulation in the Personalist Authoritarian Regimes of the 
Central Asian Republics of Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan:” Problems of Post-Communism, 67:4-5, 375-
387. 
40 https://asiaplustj.info/ru/news/tajikistan/laworder/20210301/sina-mahmuroda-odinaeva-prigovorili-k-6-godam-
lisheniya-svobodi; https://rus.ozodi.org/a/30985253.html 
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idea that there is no alternative to his rule, and that all parties challenging him are risking the nation’s 
stability.  

LOCAL GOVERNANCE FORMAL INSTITUTIONS AND KINSHIP NETWORKS 

Tajikistan is formally divided into regions (viloiat), and districts (nohiaho, raion), and further into 
municipalities (jamoat). There are also districts subordinated directly to the Republic. The Gorno-
Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast’ (Вилояти Мухтори Кӯҳистони Бадахшон) is also divided into 
seven districts. Local government is controlled by the NDPT. Citizens have little opportunity to appeal 
directly to local government authorities, with partial exception of the jamoat level. The lowest, officially 
recognized governing unit is the mahalla, and it is also the one with the most direct connection to 
individual citizens.  

The mahalla as an institution predates the Soviet era; it might encompass one neighborhood of a city, an 
entire village, or even a grouping of small villages. While the mahalla was incorporated into Soviet local 
governance in Uzbekistan, it did not play any formal role in Tajikistan until the late Soviet period.41 
Mahalla boundaries overlap with local kinship networks. The head of a mahalla (raisi mahalla) is usually a 
local resident with sufficient social and often economic capital. The position is unpaid, and in some cases 
may be occupied by a woman. The head of the mahalla may thus also claim authority based on descent, 
economic power, or (in some cases) religious education. The head of the mahalla is expected to meet 
regularly with heads of families to gauge their concerns or to mobilize them for maintenance, 
construction, or other projects.  

Researchers generally agree that mahallas today play an important role in local conflict mediation, access 
to services, and lobbying with government authorities. Authority within the mahalla is rooted locally; 
one cannot be a head of a mahalla if one does not have the respect of other families. At the same time, 
while the mahalla can serve as a site of resistance to governing authorities, researchers agree that the 
mahalla also serves to reinforce the established order. Access to the president’s family, or to individuals 
connected to the family’s network, increases the mahalla’s chances to secure resources; therefore, a 
successful mahalla head will be one who can establish and maintain such relations.42 At the same time, 
individuals or families that feel marginalized within these communities are unlikely to turn to state 
authority for relief, because doing so would undermine access to resources and risk ostracism from the 
community. The state’s recognition of mahalla leadership, therefore, tends to reinforce the position of 
individuals and families who already derive authority from other sources.43  

FAMILY RULE 

As Rahmon consolidated his power, he has also distributed positions and economic assets to family 
members, further cementing his control over the country. Rahmon’s elder daughter Ozoda is the head 

                                                 
41 Kamp, Marianne. "1. Between Women and the State: Mahalia Committees and Social Welfare in Uzbekistan." 
In The Transformation of Central Asia, pp. 29-58. Cornell University Press, 2018. 
42 Susanne Levi-Sanchez, “Local Governance in Khatlon, Tajikistan:” in Laruelle, Tajikistan on the Move, 146.  
43 Hafiz Boboyorov (2020) Symbolic Legitimacy of Social Ordering and Conflict Settlement Practices: The Role of 
Collective Identities in Local Politics of Tajikistan, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, 14:4, 518-533 
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of the presidential administration, while her husband, Jamoliddin Nuraliev is the deputy head of the 
national bank; another daughter holds a senior position in the Foreign Ministry. Rahmon’s son Emomali 
is rumored to be his chosen successor; despite being only 33 years old, he has made a meteoric career 
in recent years, from customs official to Mayor of Dushanbe and now speaker of parliament.44 Another 
relative controls Communication Service, profiting from its position as both regulator of telecoms and 
from controlling access to international data flows.45  

A good illustration of how family rule intersects with economic control is Talco, the company that 
controls the largest industrial enterprise in the country, the aluminum smelter in Regar. Until November 
2019, Talco was formally a state-controlled enterprise, but it is controlled by Rahmon’s brother in law 
Hassan Asadullozoda and operates to benefit the family of President Emomali Rahmon and his close 
associates. This is achieved through indirect control of the tolling companies that handle Talco’s 
transactions and are registered in the British Virgin Islands. For example, the company Talco 
Management Limited was owned by the uranium producer Tajredmet, the electricity company Barqi 
Tojik, and three investors who are close to the president. 

This ownership and trading structure allows individuals connected to Rahmon to benefit and 
simultaneously deprives the state budget of revenue. Talco effectively buys the finished metal back from 
its own intermediary at a market price and then sells it at a loss. This allows it to avoid tax payments 
within Tajikistan, as it can always claim to operate at a loss. The company’s un-taxed profits not only 
benefit well-connected individuals but also provide a supplementary budget for the government. Over 
the years it has reportedly helped pay for Dushanbe’s new airport terminal and the installation of the 
world’s tallest flagpole, among other things.  

Talco’s tolling and ownership arrangements have led to repeated calls from International Financial 
Institutions like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund for greater transparency and 
reform efforts. Yet the company has sought to avoid such transparency precisely because the 
arrangement is designed to benefit the most powerful people in the country. 

The family’s reluctance to part with these assets has repeatedly undermined attempts to upgrade the 
smelter. It undermined relations with the Russian company Rusal; and also seems to have slowed down 
a planned $545 million investment by a Chinese company.46  

                                                 
44 Tajikistan: Has the President’s Son Already Taken over? | Eurasianet. https://eurasianet.org/tajikistan-has-the-
presidents-son-already-taken-over. Accessed 29 April 2021. 
45 https://eurasianet.org/tajikistan-world-bank-slams-degradation-of-telecoms-sector; See also the World Bank’s 
Tajikistan Economic Memorandum 2019, pages 72-77. 
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/283081560956198220/pdf/Tajikistan-Country-Economic-
Memorandum-Nurturing-Tajikistan-s-Growth-Potential.pdf  
46 https://eurasianet.org/report-tajikistan-to-yield-share-in-aluminum-plant-to-china; https://eurasianet.org/tajikistan-
more-presidential-family-members-sell-off-assets 
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GENDER AND INCLUSION: PARADOX 

NORMS AND VALUES 

The Soviet Union left a paradoxical legacy in terms of gender equality and norms. On the one hand, 
women were encouraged to aim for higher education and professional success equal to men; on the 
other hand, managerial positions in most fields remained dominated by men. Women also faced a double 
burden: they were expected to work, but also expected to take on most domestic duties. In Central 
Asia, the Soviet insistence on (formal) gender equality did produce a significant professional and 
educated class of women; however, outside of the large cities, few girls pursued higher education, while 
the age of marriage remained much lower than in more urbanized areas, and family size was much 
higher. At the same time, women formed the backbone of the work-force in the cotton fields, while 
men secured managerial and technical positions within collective farms.47  

Since 1991, numerous studies have pointed to a “retraditionalization” that began during the Civil War 
and continued in the 2010s and afterwards. More recently, a number of scholars have questioned the 
division between “traditional” and “modern” lifestyles and norms. Instead, they argue that the 
identification of “tradition” developed alongside the definition of “modern” in the Soviet era, and that 
this process has continued into the present day. The adoption of “traditional” forms of dress and 
behavior, the valorization of domestic duties and submission to patriarchal norms can be understood in 
part as a response to the pressures and uncertainty created by migration, market relations, and so on. 
Traditionalization can help create separate spheres where women are able to exercise greater control, 
while at the same time perpetuating larger patriarchal patterns.48 The regime’s celebration of tradition 
further contributed to the reification of gender norms.49  

LAWS, POLICIES AND GOVERNMENT BODIES 

The Government of Tajikistan’s stated commitment to secularism on the one hand and its celebration of 
national tradition on the other helps explain its paradoxical approach to gender issues. On the one hand, 
the government is eager to signal its commitment to gender equality by signing international agreements 
and even passing laws; on the other hand enforcement of those laws is weak or nonexistent and the 
government encourages a traditional understanding of gender norms. 

In the past few decades, Tajikistan has adopted various national and international laws, policies and 
standards related to ensuring equal rights between men and women and preventing violence against 
women. Nonetheless, implementation of related obligations lags behind commitments and implemented 
measures do not seem to have led to significant improvement in the position and lives of women. 

                                                 
47 Kandiyoti, Deniz. "The politics of gender and the Soviet paradox: neither colonized, nor modern?." Central Asian 
Survey 26, No. 4 (2007): 601-623. 
48 Commercio, Michele E. “The Politics and Economics of “Retraditionalization” in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.” Post-
Soviet Affairs, Vol. 31, No. 6, Taylor & Francis, 2015, pp. 529–56; Beyer, Judith, and Peter Finke. “Practices of 
Traditionalization in Central Asia.” Central Asian Survey, Vol. 38, No. 3, Routledge, July 2019, pp. 310–28.; Cleuziou, 
Juliette. “Traditionalization, or the Making of a Reputation: Women, Weddings and Expenditure in Tajikistan.” 
Central Asian Survey, Vol. 38, No. 3, Routledge, July 2019, pp. 346–62.  
49 Harris, Colette. “State Business: Gender, Sex and Marriage in Tajikistan.” Central Asian Survey, Vol. 30, No. 1, 
Taylor & Francis, 2011, pp. 97–111. 
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Tajikistan’s international commitments related to gender equality and women’s empowerment include 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Violence against Women (CEDAW) ratified in 1993; 
the 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action; and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and the 17 SGDs. National mechanisms include the Constitution of the Republic of Tajikistan (2013), the 
Law on State Guarantees of Equal Rights for Men and Women and Equal Opportunities for their 
Implementation (2005), the National Development Strategy (NDS 2016-2030), the Family Violence Law 
(2013) and the State Program for Prevention of Domestic Violence (2014-2023).  

In 1996, the Committee on Women and the Family (CFW) under the Republic of Tajikistan was created 
and tasked with promoting gender equality, preventing discrimination against women and marginalized 
groups, and stopping gender-based violence. However, the committee does not control decision-making 
and has no enforcement powers of its own. Since there is little support in the ministries for the CFW’s 
work, the institution has not proven effective. There are no devoted gender units within ministries and 
attempts to set these up failed in part because positions in these units were held on a voluntary basis. 
The three working groups established in 2018 in order to safeguard women’s rights through laws and 
policies and countering gender stereotypes and violence, have not reported on their work or included 
NGOs in conversations.50  

The Government of Tajikistan has taken measures to increase the number of women in civil service, 
including at managerial level, but without achieving significant change. The share of women in managerial 
roles and in government bodies is still low, and managerial roles tend to be of lower and middle 
management. The share of women in parliament is approximately 19%, 22% in civil service and 15% in 
managerial roles.51  

GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 

All of this helps explain why few state agencies offer to help victims of violence. The law and practice of 
state agencies officials, when they do get involved, is to emphasize reconciliation and family preservation 
rather than prevention of violence and protection of victims. Many women keep quiet because family 
violence seen as a private matter, speaking out would be seen as admitting failure in marriage. There is a 
stigma associated with bringing such issues outside of the family, and a tendency towards victim blaming.  

Despite the Family Violence Law and related action plan, the government’s response to gender-based 
violence has largely failed. One of the shortcomings is the failure to provide shelter for victims of 
domestic violence. The Law points to NGOs as providers of shelters, but as international funders have 
been pulling out of this space, and without the authorities stepping in, few shelters set up by NGOs have 
continued to function.52 Another severe shortcoming is the inability of the authorities to monitor and 
protect women and children after issuance of restraining orders against perpetrators of domestic 

                                                 
50 Alternative Report of the Coalition of Non-Governmental Organizations of the Republic of Tajikistan “From 
Equality de jure to Equality de facto” on the Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action+25 (2019), p. 11. 
51 Alternative Report of the Coalition of Non-Governmental Organizations of the Republic of Tajikistan “From 
Equality de jure to Equality de facto” on the Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action+25 (2019), p. 36, 
42. 
52 IPHR, Tajikistan: Failure to Protect Women from Domestic Violence: Joint NGO submission to CEDAW ahead 
of 71st Session (2018), p. 6. 
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violence.53 While victims of domestic violence can claim free legal aid, they are not entitled to a lawyer, 
and tend to represent themselves in court.54 Reports on Tajikistan’s progress towards gender equality 
and preventing gender-based violence mention gender norms and stereotypes and stigma attached to 
victims of domestic violence as the main impediments to change. Nonetheless, encompassing and 
focused campaigns to influence public perception are non-existent and neither state nor private media 
engage in this work on a regular basis.55  

Furthermore, government officials have not shown a uniform, public stance against domestic violence 
and state media continues to sustain gender inequality and stereotypes supporting the idea of the need 
to control over women and girls.56 Among the private media outlets, Asia Plus, a non-governmental 
media group has most actively engaged in promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment, 
working with various partners (businesses, NGOs, IOs, and others).57 An example is the I am a woman 
and I can! project that shows how Tajik women, in spite of gender bias and stereotypes, have a 
successful career and a happy family life. Other Asia Plus projects concern the right and access to free 
legal aid; the protection of women’s rights; and children’s development and rights. More recently, 
discussions have opened up on social media about men’s harassment of women and girls.  

International donors such as UNDP have worked to promote access to justice in Tajikistan together 
with local NGOs including Eurasia Foundation of Central Asia. Efforts tend to focus on free legal aid 
provision, raising awareness of rights and pathways to justice, building government capacity and 
facilitating policy dialogue amongst government and civil society actors. Several donors have focused 
specifically on prevention of domestic violence in Tajikistan. The Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation’s Prevention of Domestic Violence in Tajikistan project is mentioned as a successful effort 
to raise awareness of domestic violence.58  

WOMEN AND EDUCATION 

Educational quality in Tajikistan is quite uneven; there are some high quality public and private schools in 
major cities, but attendance requires either formal or informal payments. Students whose parents are 
not able to afford such payments may not be able to attend, or may be seated at the back of the room 
and get less attention from the teacher.59 At least one scholar has also argued that migration 

                                                 
53 IPHR, Tajikistan: Failure to Protect Women from Domestic Violence: Joint NGO submission to CEDAW ahead 
of 71st Session (2018), p. 5. 
54 Alternative Report of the Coalition of Non-Governmental Organizations of the Republic of Tajikistan “From 
Equality de jure to Equality de facto” on the Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action+25 (2019), p. 47. 
55 Alternative Report of the Coalition of Non-Governmental Organizations of the Republic of Tajikistan “From 
Equality de jure to Equality de facto” on the Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action+25 (2019), p. 12. 
56 IPHR, Tajikistan: Failure to Protect Women from Domestic Violence: Joint NGO submission to CEDAW ahead 
of 71st Session (2018), p. 2. 
57 Alternative Report of the Coalition of Non-Governmental Organizations of the Republic of Tajikistan “From 
Equality de jure to Equality de facto” on the Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action+25 (2019), pp. 33, 
47. 
58 USAID (2019), “Central Asia Gender and Inclusive Development Analysis Draft Report”, pp. 116-117. 
59 Whitsel, Christopher. "Parents’ Perspectives on the Educational Market In Central Asia." Globalization on the 
Margins: Education and Post-Socialist Transformations in Central Asia (2020): 293. 
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discourages families from investing in the education of girls, who are expected to take on greater duties 
at home.60 

Women and girls face many barriers to both education and to a career thereafter, due to patriarchal 
norms and associated societal pressure. Even though the decline starts at sixth grade, most girls stop 
attending school after the ninth grade, when it is no longer mandatory.61 Girls are expected to marry at 
a young age and take care of their children and husband rather than take up employment and thus their 
education is not a priority. Oftentimes, fathers and brothers pressure girls not to go to school.62  

These factors help to explain discrepancies in educational attainment. In Tajikistan, 80% of the female 
population and 79% of the male population have at least some secondary education.63 Some 25% of 
young men have post-secondary education, versus 13% of young women.64 Women tend to get degrees 
in subjects related to education and health while men enroll in more technical subjects. There are also 
strong regional differences and rural-urban differences observed in patterns of education. The number of 
girls from rural areas accessing higher education is lower. The Presidential quota system for children 
from remote areas to access higher education includes both girls and boys. In 2013, over 50% of the 
programs participants were female, but the quota does not tackle gender segregation in academic 
specializations.65 

WOMEN AND ENVIRONMENT 

Tajikistan is considered the most climate-vulnerable country in Eastern Europe and Central Asia. The 
country is prone to droughts, floods, mudflows, and landslides, affecting all four regions. In Sughd 
Region, the districts of Panjakent, Asht and Isfara have seen the highest number of natural disasters and 
related deaths. In the Districts of Republican Subordination region, Jirgatol, Rasht and Tojikobad are the 
highest risk areas, and in Khatlon Region, Vakhsh, Shaartuz and Qabodiyon districts, as well as villages 
around the river Kafirnigan. In GBAO, Roshtqala and Ishkoshim districts are particularly vulnerable.66 
Tajikistan’s policies related to reducing natural disaster risk include gender components. Following 
international commitments, including the Sendai framework, Tajikistan’s National Disaster Risk 
Reduction Strategy 2019-2030 and the Medium Term Disaster Risk Reduction Programme incorporate 
gender aspects in all sections. The Government of Tajikistan set up coordination mechanisms between 
government agencies occupied with disaster risk reduction and those occupied with gender equality. 
The government has been working on including a gender lens in disaster risk analysis and creating 
gender indicators for disaster risk assessment with the help of international donors. These donors have 

                                                 
60 Cebotari, Victor. ‘Transnational Migration, Gender and Educational Development of Children in Tajikistan’. 
Global Networks, Vol. 18, No. 4, p. 564-588. Shukriya Nazridod et al. “Adolescents Who Stay, Parents Who 
Migrate: Gender Inequalities, Resilience and Coping Strategies in Tajikistan.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 
p. 1. 
61 USAID (2019), “Central Asia Gender and Inclusive Development Analysis Draft Report”, p. 101. 
62 USAID (2019), “Central Asia Gender and Inclusive Development Analysis Draft Report”, 124.  
63 Demographic and Health Survey 2017, p. 12. 
64 Demographic and Health Survey 2017, p. 12. 
65 USAID (2019), “Central Asia Gender and Inclusive Development Analysis Draft Report”, 101. 
66 World Food Program (2017), Climate Risk and Food Security in Tajikistan: A Review of Evidence and Priorities 
for Adaptation Strategies, 7-8. 
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also undertaken activities to increase awareness of disaster risk among women and marginalized groups 
and involve them in disaster risk management and decision-making. Women continue to be 
underrepresented in decision-making on environmental policies and management of natural resources.67 
The problem of common exclusion of women from these spaces extends to the energy and water 
sectors and are closely linked to persistent gender stereotypes and a lack of access to and ownership of 
land and financial and other resources (see agricultural reforms, above). 

LGBTI 

Whereas the Government of Tajikistan pays lip service to gender equality, it has largely abandoned any 
pretense to supporting LGBTI rights. This was not always the case: while homosexuality was a crime 
during the Soviet period, Tajikistan decriminalized relations between people of the same sex in 1988. In 
1999, Tajikistan became a signatory to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights of the 
UN, which prohibits discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity, but this is not 
reflected in Tajik law. More recently, however, government officials have spoken openly against 
supporting LGBTI rights, because doing so would conflict with local norms and national traditions as 
articulated by the government (see “national identity,” above). Other government officials have referred 
to bisexuality and homosexuality, as “pathologies of character” and the LGBTI community as “mentally 
ill.”68 A 2018 report on LGBT people in Tajikistan highlights that in the past few years Tajik government 
officials have on multiple occasions spoken out publicly against homosexuality and expressed a need for 
counteracting measures.69 It should be noted that such attitudes were common among Tajikistan’s 
opposition politicians. More generally, while the educated and urbanized elite usually believes in some 
form of gender equality, this is not the case for LGBTI rights.  

NGO reports tend to show a worsening situation for LGBTI persons in the country.70 LGBTI persons 
face police harassment, physical and psychological abuse, violence, extortion by security officials, and 
threats of exposing their LGBTI status to family members. LGBTI groups also report harassment, violent 
threats, and blocking of their work by the Ministry of Health.71 Two local NGOs focused on LGBT 
people were established in 2011 and three to four NGOs work at a regional level. NGOs do not 
disclose their constituencies publicly but say to work on issues related to youth and marginalized 
groups.72 

                                                 
67 Alternative Report of the Coalition of Non-Governmental Organizations of the Republic of Tajikistan “From 
Equality de jure to Equality de facto” on the Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action+25 (2019), p. 36. 
68 United States Department of State, Tajikistan 2019 Human Rights Report, pp. 26-27. 
69 IPHR & Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights (2018), LGBT people in Tajikistan: beaten, raped and exploited 
by police, p. 6. 
70 See for example IPHR & Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights (2018), LGBT people in Tajikistan: beaten, 
raped and exploited by police, pp. 4-6. 
71 Kluczewska, Karolina (2019), Donors’ LGBT support in Tajikistan: Promoting Diversity or Provoking Violence, 
https://www.e-ir.info/2019/08/12/donors-lgbt-support-in-tajikistan-promoting-diversity-or-provoking-violence/, p. 3. 
72 Kluczewska, Karolina (2019), Donors’ LGBT support in Tajikistan: Promoting Diversity or Provoking Violence, 
https://www.e-ir.info/2019/08/12/donors-lgbt-support-in-tajikistan-promoting-diversity-or-provoking-violence/, p. 3. 
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While some analysts blame contemporary homophobia on the Soviet legacy, rising religiosity, influence 
from Russia, and anti-western sentiment for the situation of LGBTI rights,73 others have suggested that 
the work of the international donor community related to LGBTI rights, primarily done through the 
promotion of social activism, may have unintended, adverse effects on the position of LGBTI persons in 
the country.74 One scholar states that although homosexuality was a crime during Soviet times, limited 
public awareness gave LGBT people a certain level of freedom. She argues that the international donor 
approach that draws on the experience of Western movements, such as the Gay Liberation Movement, 
is counter effective and heightened public awareness of LGBT issues may lead to social backlash, and 
incite more violence against LGBT people, and that related concepts do not fit the local reality, beliefs 
and understandings in Tajikistan. Another study found that LGBT people in Tajikistan consider the 
support provided in solidarity by their own community to be enough and do not want any external 
interference.75  

ISLAM 

Over the last decade, the government of Tajikistan has become much more intrusive in religious life. 
Claiming the right to defend the country from extremism and protect local traditions against imported 
forms of Islam, Government authorities regulate dress, facial hair, life cycle rituals, mosque construction, 
and other elements of religious practice. Authorities are particularly wary of any outward signs of 
“salafism,” such as long beards (unless worn by older men) or dark headdress on women. This tendency 
became pronounced after the outbreak of the civil war in Syria and the rise of the Islamic State. A 
relatively high number of IS recruits have come from Tajikistan, many of whom are labor migrants. 76 A 
2018 attack on tourists in Khatlon was attributed to IS followers, and served as a pretext for further 
crackdowns.77  

At the same time, government figures have more openly embraced an Islamic, as opposed to a strictly 
secular identity, patronizing the construction of mosques, and, in the case of the president, even going 
on the hajj.78 Pro-government religious figures have also praised the president for “atheism’s 
disappearance in independent Tajikistan.”79 

It should be noted that opposition to the government’s policies is quite limited, even as most experts 
agree that society has become more pious over the last decade. There are several explanations for this, 
which outside observers sometimes miss. First, part of the population, including those who would define 

                                                 
73 IPHR & Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights (2018), LGBT people in Tajikistan: beaten, raped and exploited by 
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77 https://www.raamoprusland.nl/dossiers/islamitische-wereld/1040-a-tragic-attack-and-some-unlikely-explanations 
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themselves as observant, no doubt agree with the government that “foreign” practices pose a threat, 
and that the government has a duty to regulate practice. Second, the government has had partial success 
in mobilizing teachers, police officers, bazaar operators, and even ordinary citizens to monitor each 
other for signs of extremism, though this enforcement is quite uneven.80 Third, Islamic practice and 
authority remains highly localized; outside of Dushanbe, in particular, even quite pious individuals might 
engage in practices and behaviors that contradict the government’s policies, while simultaneously 
offering support for those policies.81 They explain this contradiction by pointing to the fact that locally 
everyone knows each other, but elsewhere in the country believers might be led astray by foreign 
elements. Finally, as the above point suggests, while there is plenty of (covert) resistance to these 
policies, it is not unified.82 Again, the localized nature of power and authority can sometimes serve as a 
source of resistance to state policy and intervention, but can also be mobilized in support of the state’s 
agenda (by position the state as defender of local tradition and prerogatives against outside 
interference).  

The Pamir region, where the majority of the population is Shia Ismaili, proves an exception here as well. 
While the state formally recognizes Hanafi Sunni Islam as the proper form of Islam for its citizens, an 
exception is made for Ismailis. Government control of religious institutions appears to be much weaker. 
Moreover, while the government seeks to limit foreign influence in religious institutions, it appears 
unable or unwilling to challenge the role of the Aga Khan (and the Aga Khan Development Network) in 
the GBAO region.  

CIVIL SOCIETY 

Like most Soviet republics, Tajikistan saw a flowering of independent civil society, both formal and 
informal, in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The Civil War limited the activity of civil society 
organizations, but the peace accords led to a mini golden age for local NGOs, international 
organizations, and informal initiatives. Today the role of formal NGOs is increasingly constricted; while 
other forms of civil society continue to exist they are all limited in what they can do to hold the 
government to account. The government is particularly suspicious of NGOs that receive aid from 
abroad: amendments to the Law on Public Associations made in 2015 required NGOs to report all aid 
received from foreign sources to the Ministry of Justice.83  

Throughout the Soviet era, Tajikistan had a strong communal civil society, organized at the village or 
mahalla level, and characterized by kinship ties and with leadership concentrated among elders, with 
particular respect for families claiming descent from locally venerated saints. Even Soviet authorities had 
to work through these institutions to achieve their goals, and the same is true for the government of 
contemporary Tajikistan.84 Such institutions could also (partially) limit the reach of the state into the 
lives of families and individuals. If one considers this form of organization as civil society, as some scholars 
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82 Lemon and Thibault, “Counter-Extremism,” pp. 149-152.  
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84 See Kalinovsky, Laboratory of Socialist Development, Ch. 7.  
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do, then one could argue that Tajikistan has a strong civil society even today. Moreover, the Aga Khan 
Development Network has actively worked with such authorities in the Pamir region.85 Other scholars 
have noted the potential of engaging local civil society in order to promote, for example, Community 
Based Health Initiatives.86  

Despite the many NGOs active in Tajikistan, there is little evidence that they serve as a check on 
government or promote democratic practices. Research into the work of these organizations cites two 
main reasons. First, there is a great deal of distrust towards NGOs on the part of the state, and the 
state has taken various steps to make sure NGOs do not challenge the state’s authority. This includes 
placing informants within NGOs, vetting NGO leadership, as well as more common tactics such as de-
registering NGOs or using auditing procedures to force them to shut down. The space for NGOs has 
rapidly shrunk since 2015. Second, the NGOs do not necessarily see themselves as playing an 
antagonistic role in questions of governance. On the contrary, NGO leadership often sees its role as 
supporting the work or the government by trying to make it more efficient. The result is that 
international programs that are oriented towards supporting good governance are reinterpreted by 
local NGOs as programs for supporting government functions in a managerial sense.87 Even when 
NGOs are consulted by the government, they are generally as a tool of information gathering or as a 
mediator to help legitimize government actions; they have no room to hold the government to 
account.88  

Besides communal society as described above and formally registered NGOs, Tajikistan has also seen 
periodic mobilization on local issues, such as disruptive (or incomplete) construction, pollution, 
environmental disasters (such as floods), and so on. In some of these cases, citizens are able to achieve 
some redress if they get the attention and support of local authorities. There have also been sporadic 
(and largely unsuccessful) campaigns for historic preservation in cities.89 Finally, NGOs are occasionally 
able to mobilize on behalf of individual citizens, to help marginalized individuals, and even to provide 
training for youth. Such NGOs generally operate on a small scale.90 Moreover, the organizations and 
individuals involved in these initiatives tread a fine line, however – their appeals cannot be critical of the 
government as a whole, for fear of retribution.  

Social media provides another venue for mobilization. Tajiks with internet access do use sites such as 
Facebook or Odnoklassniki (Classmates), as well as apps such as Telegram, Viber, Signal, and WhatsApp. 
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89 Transforming Tajikistan: Between a Soviet Past and a Tajik Future | Features News | Al Jazeera. 
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2021/4/14/transforming-tajikistan-between-a-soviet-past-and-a-tajik-future. 
Accessed 29 Apr. 2021. 
90 USAID/Eurasia Foundation, Civil Society Monitor, 2020, pp. 28-33.  
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All of these provide means of communication, sharing information, and even organization. Social media 
and communication apps also help the large Tajik diaspora stay in touch with friends and relatives back 
home and provide relief in case of difficulties abroad (i.e., for migrant laborers with medical issues) or 
back home. Groups like Mo bo vatanem (“We are with the fatherland”) actively use such channels to 
solicit funds from Tajiks living abroad. It should be noted that even this kind of activity comes with risks; 
the government periodically blocks social media and even chat apps (see “Media,” below) but it also 
monitors them and can use information gathered to prosecute individuals.91  

MEDIA 

The last five years have seen a rapidly shrinking media space in Tajikistan. Up through the early 2010s, 
the government allowed a plurality of voices within the print and online media. Newspapers, some of 
them started by opposition journalists in the 1990s, regularly carried articles critical of local authorities, 
or even of the government, although they rarely attacked Rahmon or his family. The range of 
newspapers included opposition newspapers like the IRPT’s Najot. Since 2015, such newspapers have 
either shut down or largely stopped printing critical articles. The government threatens and intimidates 
journalists who overstep these limits. Even foreign news organizations like Radio Ozodi, the Tajik 
service of Radio Free Europe, were forced to avoid covering certain topics.  

One of the ways that the government uses the print media to advance its views is by forcing academics 
to publish articles supportive of government policies. Thus, specialists working in research institutes as 
well as teachers at institutions of higher education are forced to place articles in local papers which 
directly or indirectly support the government’s position or discredit the government’s critics. Failure to 
comply can lead to the loss of one’s position at the institute, or limitations of ability to travel.92  

It should also be noted that even without government interference, a large part of the media supported 
positions that might be considered illiberal or anti-western. This was evident in local responses to 
Russia’s intervention in Ukraine, or, later, to commentary on the western role in Afghanistan, which 
tended to mimic the official Russian line. As Marlene Laruelle has argued, Tajikistan, like other Central 
Asian countries, is part of the Russian “media space.” Even as knowledge and use of knowledge has 
declined for the country as a whole, it remains the foreign language of choice for urban elites. Not only 
is Russian language media the most likely non-Tajik source of information for most Tajiks, but Tajik 
journalists themselves turn to Russian outlets as a prime source of news on the outside world. 93 It is 
difficult to gauge to what extent anti-western or illiberal positions reflect popularly held beliefs or views; 
however, as one recent study noted, anti-Americanism and more generally anti-western sentiment has 
been on the rise since the late 1990s.94 

                                                 
91 Shafiev, Abdulfattoh, and Marintha Miles. ‘Friends, Foes, and Facebook: Blocking the Internet in Tajikistan’. 
Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization, Vol. 23, No. 3, 2015, pp. 297–319. 
92 See Oleg Antonov, Parviz Mullojonov, and Edward Lemon, “Academic Freedom in Tajikistan,” in Central Asian 
Survey (forthcoming, 2021).  
93 Rollberg, Peter, and Marlene Laruelle. "The media landscape in Central Asia: Introduction to the special issue." 
Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization 23, No. 3 (2015): 227-232. 
94 Schatz, Slow Anti-Americanism.  
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Print media is not the only, or even primary way, that most Tajiks consume news. However, radio and 
television are even more tightly controlled than print media; those that can afford satellite dishes are, 
again, most likely to watch Russian television programming. Even as the use of smartphones has spread, 
government limitations on internet traffic, relatively high prices, and low connection speeds limit 
people’s ability to access outside sources. The government also regularly blocks sources and social 
media networks that it believes serve to spread harmful information. While some savvy internet users 
can use virtual private networks to bypass these restrictions, most do not have this option.95  

  

                                                 
95 Shafiev, Abdulfattoh, and Marintha Miles. “Friends, Foes, and Facebook: Blocking the Internet in Tajikistan.” 
Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization, Vol. 23, No. 3, 2015, pp. 297–319. 
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