
Tajikistan, lying in the heart of Central 
Asia, is bordered by Kyrgyzstan to the 
north, China to the east, Uzbekistan to 
the northwest and Afghanistan to the 
south. Tajikistan’s society is deeply 
patriarchal, with harmful gender norms 
limiting women and girls’ access to 
education, economic opportunities and 
political participation. Gender-based 
violence (GBV) is prevalent, particularly 
domestic violence (DV), which includes 
intimate partner violence (IPV) and child, 
early and forced marriage (CEFM). 

Women and girls often have limited education and few economic 
opportunities, placing them at greater risk of abuse and 
exploitation. While Tajik law mandates that women have the 
right to access GBV services such as shelters, social services and 
legal aid, in reality poor implementation, lack of information and 
awareness, fear of retaliation and stigmatisation, and a scarcity of 
services, particularly in rural areas, are serious barriers to access. 
In fact, in a country of nine million with widespread DV, only three 
women’s shelters are in operation1 in addition to a small number 
of women’s crisis centres, which are often connected to time-
limited funding.
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Methodology
In the 2020 Global Gender Gap Index, Tajikistan ranks 137 out of 
153 countries with a score of 0.626, which constitutes a decline 
from its 2014 score of 0.665 (129 out of 187 countries). While 
scores for women’s health and survival can be considered mid-
range, scores for economic participation, education and political 
empowerment are significantly low, putting Tajikistan in last place 
for the Europe and Central Asian (ECA) region.2 

Along with other laws protecting women’s rights and security, 
such as combating human trafficking, preventing DV and IPV and 
guaranteeing equal rights and opportunities for men and women, 
the national gender policy on enhancing the role of women in the 
Republic of Tajikistan was adopted in 2010, and is directed toward 
improving women’s participation in education, the labour market, 
entrepreneurship and political spaces.3 

This briefing aims to present the findings of Saferworld and 
partners’ analysis conducted as part of our community security 
assessments and gender-sensitive conflict analysis (GSCA)4 to 
provide an in-depth overview of the context in Tajikistan in respect 
to gender and conflict in the selected locations (Isfara, Vanj and 
Rasht). It explores the power dynamics and the norms that drive 
conflict and insecurity, which disproportionately affect women 
and girls. It also provides recommendations for authorities, 
international donors and civil society to improve policies and 
develop interventions and services geared towards improving 
the safety and security of communities using a gender lens and 
conflict-sensitive approach.

tensions and economic vulnerability, which further weakened 
women’s position and status in society, making many vulnerable 
to displacement and forcing many into informal or exploitative 
income-generating activities, including sex work. The civil war 
created an environment of increased violence, where women were 
subjected to different types of GBV, including rape, torture, verbal 
abuse, harassment and CEFM. Civil war and societal breakdown 
led the country into a socio-economic crisis, resulting in an 
escalation of criminality and violence during, and immediately 
after, the conflict. 

Over a third of women in Tajikistan have experienced physical, 
psychological or sexual violence in their lifetimes.6 Violence 
against women and girls (VAWG) during the conflict hardened 
patriarchal norms, with young girls being forced to get married 
early due to lack of economic resources (marriage is often seen 
as the only recourse for economic safety.7 This led to a vicious 
cycle of women with less education than their mothers pressuring 
their own daughters into marriage at an early age, before they 
finish education or pursue other goals.8 Consequently, since the 
outbreak of the civil war in 1992, both CEFM and polygamy have 
increased, and women have participated less and less in public 
life. The war left around 25,000 widows, 55,000 orphans, and 
700,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs), who have since 
returned to their pre-war locations. Given the restricted resources 
that the government possessed, it struggled to accommodate 
IDPs in a manner that promoted economic and social stability. 
Authorities, with the support of both local and international 
institutions (including [international] non-governmental 
organisations ([I]NGOs)), directed the bulk of their effort toward 
facilitating IDP returnees. Local NGOs that address women’s 
issues have been among the most active in reintegrating IDPs, 
among whom many are widows and orphans, and advocating for 
greater women’s participation in political, economic and social 
life.

Background 

In the context of modern Tajikistan, debates around changes in 
social norms arose with the incorporation of Tajikistan into the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), which had a significant 
impact on transforming gender norms and roles. 

For example, during the Soviet period, polygamy, child marriage 
and the wearing of full-body paranji or facial veils were all 
forbidden. Soviet rule was also accompanied by a process of 
relative modernisation and urbanisation, especially in the later 
stages of the union, with an attendant increase in education levels 
for both boys and girls. These years also witnessed an increase 
in women’s social and economic participation in public life. This 
was done to supplement the labour force by bringing women into 
economically productive roles, but had the unintended result of 
increasing gender equality: expanding the labour force to include 
women was accompanied by free education, healthcare and 
extensive social services.5 Despite significant progress made 
toward gender equality, women continued to be responsible for 
raising the children and doing the housework as part of their 
social and culturally constructed roles. While the public sphere 
saw rapid transformation (especially in urban areas), this was not 
always reflected in home life, where women were still expected to 
conform to more traditional gender norms. In remote areas, most 
women remained at home, and most girls did not gain literacy. 
Some of the progress toward gender equality also provoked 
a strong backlash, with a huge increase in cases of domestic 
violence and murders of women in the early days of rapid social 
change.

The situation rapidly started to change for women and men after 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union and Tajikistan’s independence, 
which plunged the country into a brutal five-year-long civil war 
between 1992 and 1997. The civil war brought with it socio-political 

Context 

A gender-sensitive conflict analysis (GSCA) can increase the 
inclusivity and effectiveness of peacebuilding interventions. 

Traditional conflict analysis methodologies often ignore gender 
or create false binaries. A GSCA supports policymakers and 
practitioners to understand how men, women and sexual and 
gender minorities from diverse backgrounds and with different 
intersecting identities (such as race, religion, ethnicity, sexual 
orientation or age), experience and interact with conflict, 
peace and violence in different ways, both in terms of how they 
are affected by conflict, but also how they drive and/or are 
impacted by conflict as a result of gender norms and roles. 

By identifying gender norms and underlying gendered power 
relations in a specific conflict or context, we can identify some 
of the ways in which these norms influence behaviours towards 
violence or conflict, better anticipate the gendered impacts of 
conflict, and help generate assumptions or theories of change 
for engagement and conflict prevention, as well as for the 
promotion of gender equality and inclusion (of all minorities) 
through peacebuilding.

In this case, we have used the gender-sensitive conflict 
analysis facilitators guide developed jointly by Saferworld 
and Conciliation Resources. The guide is intended to support 
facilitators to undertake a participatory gender-sensitive conflict 
analysis (GSCA). 

It seeks to:

n explain how to design and facilitate a context-based and 
participatory gender-sensitive workshop

n provide step-by-step guidance and participatory tools to 
analyse gender, peace, violence and conflict for any given 
context

n position practitioners to apply this analysis to policy thinking 
and programme design and implementation, which can range 
from gender-sensitive to gender-transformative peacebuilding 
practices

Why a gender-sensitive conflict analysis?

Primary data was collected using the gender-sensitive conflict 
analysis methodology, and secondary data was collected through 
a review of available literature, such as national development 
policies, strategies and reports. This secondary data was used to 
outline the context and locally specific dynamics of conflict and 
gender. 

The empirical analysis of the brief lies in the GSCA which was 
conducted in Dushanbe with Saferworld staff and members of 
the Civil Society Platform (CSP) who possess strong knowledge of 
the context. In 2018, Saferworld established the CSP, an informal 
network focusing on improving security responses. Made up of 
30 organisations, the platform aims to unite civil society, build 
knowledge and skills to enable members to work on peace and 
security, provide financial support and mentorship, and lobby 
national and international governments and experts to provide 
a conducive environment for policy debate and public input. 
Two participatory GSCA workshops with Saferworld staff and 
CSP members were held in 2020, between 25 and 28 February 
and between 17 and 20 March. In total, 39 people (14 staff and 
25 members from civil society organisations) participated in the 
workshops, of whom 23 were women.

Isfara is a district in the northern part of Tajikistan, with a diverse 
ethnic composition (Tajik, Uzbek and Kyrgyz), lying near disputed 
territory. For example, of the 971-kilometre border territory 
between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, only 519 km are agreed by 
both sides. The rest of the border is disputed, which often leads 
to clashes between residents of Isfara on the Tajikistan side and 
Batken on the Kyrgyzstan side. The situation is further complicated 
by two enclaves, the Tajik districts of Vorukh and Western Qalacha, 
which are located within the Batken region and are completely 
surrounded by Kyrgyzstani territory. These areas see periodic 
conflict involving civilians, security forces and state officials.

Rasht district (formerly known as Garm) is an eastern district in 
the Districts of Republican Subordination region in Tajikistan. In 
the 1920s, Rasht was a centre of anti-Soviet resistance in Central 
Asia, which was later suppressed by Soviet forces. Yet the people 
continued to have their district clan identity (known as ‘Gharmis’), 
and when civil war broke out in Tajikistan in 1992, many Gharmis 
joined the Islamic opposition against the new regime led by 
current president Emomali Rahmon; they were later defeated and 
demobilised. The end of the civil war disrupted the social order: 
young men are often seen as potential threats to the regime, and 
become objects of government scrutiny.

Vanj is a district in the north west of the Gorno-Badakhshan 
Autonomous Region (GBAO, as it is known by its Russian 
abbreviation), with the administrative capital at Vanj town. Unlike 
other districts of GBAO, the majority of the population are Sunnis. 
Over many years of working in the district, Saferworld, through the 
community security assessments and GSCA, identified a number 
of issues affecting community security, such as unemployment, 
corruption, young people joining violent groups, and DV. As in 
Rasht, Vanj also received attention from the government after a 
large number of young people originally from Vanj joined violent 
groups in Syria and Iraq, having previously moved to Russia for 
work. Since then, the government has intensified its security 
presence, which has affected both women and men. 

https://www.saferworld.org.uk/resources/publications/1284-gender-sensitive-conflict-analysis-a-facilitation-guide
https://www.saferworld.org.uk/resources/publications/1284-gender-sensitive-conflict-analysis-a-facilitation-guide
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vulnerability, as well as vulnerability to eviction, which often 
results in women’s dependence on their husband’s extended 
family. This can lead to DV from these relatives (both women and 
men) who may see themselves on top of a hierarchy. The lack of a 
comprehensive, adequate and functioning social security system 
worsens the situation: with no safety net for single, widowed 
and abandoned women, these women have no choice but to be 
dependent on their family.

Key decisions and expectations are made by men. Gendered 
expectations for men are also rigid: if a man is not able to fulfil 
his expected role he will lose the respect of his family, friends 
and wider society. This can also decrease his voice and decision-
making power within the home and his circle of influence, and 
can also lead to him being reprimanded and verbally abused by 
his wife for not earning enough. Where a woman is unable to fulfil 
gendered societal expectations, she may be socially excluded  
in society, will lose the respect of her relatives, be forced out of  
her home, and might experience physical and psychological 
violence from her husband, his family and/or other relatives.  
No one spoke openly about sexual violence; DV is seen as normal 
within a marriage and it is likely that the subject is therefore not 
discussed. The biggest fear for women as highlighted during the 
workshop is ‘the fear of being left alone with the children’, because 
many women do not have skills, education and experience to work 
beyond the household and find a place to live. This can put her and 
her children at risk of social exclusion and poverty. Acceptance of 
gender norms that drive inequality has increased due to the rise 
of conservative Islamic interpretations and practices, especially in 
rural areas, since Tajikistan’s independence in 1991.14

The biggest fear for women as highlighted 
during the workshop is ‘the fear of being 
left alone with the children’, because many 
women do not have the skills, education 
and experience to work beyond the 
household and find a place to live.

During the civil war, with many men away fighting and with 
poverty increasing, there was a change in gender roles. Women 
began carrying out roles traditionally performed by men, such as 
protecting children, getting jobs and in some cases, migrating for 
work. On top of this, women still had to perform their traditional 
domestic duties, which meant that they undertook both paid 
andunpaid work. Most women only had access to precarious, 
informal and low-paid work, with men still holding the more 
formal, stable and better-paid jobs. While this was due in part to 
a poorly performing job market, it is also true that women have a 
hard time accessing such a male-dominated sphere. This is still 
the case even if the economy has picked up since the end of the 
civil war, particularly when it comes to higher-qualified positions 
and decision-making related jobs. Despite the lived experiences 
of negative impacts of patriarchal norms on women themselves, 
women continue to pass them down onto children, especially 
girls, and enforce them on future daughters-in-law. Contrary to the 
assumption that most women who have themselves experienced 
many hardships due to rigid gender norms would want to treat 
their daughters-in-law or daughters differently and provide more  
opportunities for them, in fact the opposite often happens. 
Mothers’ fears that their daughters will face persecution, and the 
custom among mothers-in-law to exercise authority over their 
daughters-in-law, result in norms being passed down within 
families. 

Gendered impacts and drivers  
of conflict and violence

Another factor, observed for example in Chorkuh village in Isfara, 
is early marriage. Stemming from long-established customs 
whereby boys and girls are betrothed as children, early marriage 
keeps girls in the home and away from places of education. This 
tradition, called ‘gakhvorabakh’ (meaning ‘commitment from 
the cradle’) is practised in Isfara and in other districts, and was 
discreetly maintained during the Soviet period. Girls are promised 
in marriage, usually at the age of 12 or 13 but sometimes at birth, 
to acquaintances or the sons of distant relatives.16 In such cases, 
girls usually agree with their parents’ choice, despite not knowing 
or seeing their future husband. As noted by one of the participants 
of the workshop, “girls are raised with the idea that the main 
purpose of their life is a successful marriage and giving birth to 
children. As the girls grow, they see their primary purpose as a 
wife, and do not take school seriously”. According to the Head of 
the Department of the Committee of Women and Family Affairs, 
of the 661 schoolgirls in Surkh, Isfara in 2020, 200 were already 
engaged as arranged by their parents. 

Girls are raised with the idea that the 
main purpose of their life is a successful 
marriage and giving birth to children. 
As the girls grow, they see their primary 
purpose as a wife, and do not take school 
seriously.

Tajikistan remains the poorest country among the post-Soviet 
republics. Even though the country has made slow progress since 
the civil war, the economy remains volatile and heavily dependent 
on remittances sent by those working abroad – usually men who 
have migrated to Russia. In 2008, 33 per cent of the economically 
active population were sending remittances from abroad, 
accounting for 50 per cent of GDP, making Tajikistan the most 
remittance-dependent country in the world at the time.9  
By 2019 this proportion had decreased to 29 per cent of GDP,10 
but Tajikistan still remains one of the most remittance-dependent 
countries in the world. The gender pay gap is wide, with men’s 
wages on average 30 per cent higher than women’s; this rises to 
50 per cent in rural areas.11

The main governmental body responsible for implementing 
gender policy and promoting gender equality is the Committee 
for Women’s and Family Affairs.12 Much of their work on gender 
tends to focus on the most immediate and symptomatic issues, 
such as DV and family reconciliation, with less attention paid to 
the underlying negative gender and social norms that lead to such 
problems. While interventions to address GBV are crucial, it is 
also important to understand and address the gender inequalities 
in women’s participation in the socio-economic and political 
spheres, and to tackle the gender norms, biases and expectations 
preventing women from accessing these spaces. Compounding 
the problem, gender is not being treated seriously enough across 
ministries and governmental departments. While other ministries 
have programmes on gender equality, many of these are not 
unified and/or coordinated across government. Government 
policies do not take a comprehensive intersectional approach, 
considering the multiple ways that systems of power such as 
ethnicity, race, age, socio-economic status, religion, disability, 
sexual orientation or geographic location interact with gender to 
shape how different people are affected by conflict and engage in 
peacebuilding and political processes and decisions.13

Gender roles and norms 

The distribution of roles across all the selected locations was 
similar: a ‘real man’ was characterised as courageous, physically 
strong, brave; the breadwinner, decision-maker and problem-
solver in the family and in society. Women are responsible for 
unpaid housework (such as preparing food, cleaning or sewing) 
and the care and wellbeing of household members, which 
usually includes extended family members, including in-laws. 
Women are expected to be ‘good’ wives by being outwardly 
presentable in both dress and manner (submissive, obedient 
and quiet), upholding the family’s honour, serving her husband 
and respecting his family. There were also physical expectations 
for women – for example, she had to be ‘good-looking’ and 
wear traditional clothes. To be educated was identified as an 
unnecessary attribute for women in rural areas, as there were no 
familial and societal expectations for women to earn an income. 
Men are responsible for managing activities in the society 
(earning money, paying for bills, solving problems, contributing 
to political affairs), and women are responsible for coordinating 
the activities within the household – with the consent of men. 
Women also undertake small-scale economic activities and 
subsistence farming activities, including animal husbandry, 
growing vegetables in kitchen gardens, and some more physically 
demanding activities, like mowing the grass – tasks they usually 
share with their husbands. 

In cases where men have migrated, women take over all of 
the work related to animal husbandry, farming and growing 
vegetables. Widows and women whose husbands have migrated 
and/or who have been abandoned face heightened economic 

Members of the 
community policing 

partnership team 
discussing community security 

concerns as part of a cross-border 
initiative between Tajikistan and the 

Kyrgyz Republic.
© Saferworld

Inside the home 
Inequality in education and early 
marriage 

The enrolment of women in secondary and higher education 
(university), particularly in rural areas, is significantly lower 
than that of men – only 37 per cent of women attend university 
and, among those who do, few work outside the home after 
graduation.15 This is in line with gender norms that expect men 
to be the sole income providers, whereas women are expected 
to perform household tasks (which are not considered a form of 
work). Such tendencies only reinforce the patriarchal attitudes 
within families that diminish women’s autonomy and control over 
decision making, and which also enable violence against women. 
This is particularly the case for women who are less educated. 
Even though by law all children must attend school until 9th grade 
(15–16 years old), girls often drop out of school earlier. One of the 
participants of the workshop highlighted that girls often drop out 
and join vocational schools; even if they had gone on to higher 
education, there would be no jobs for them after graduation. 
Vocational skills training for girls is usually very gendered, 
consisting of activities like cooking, sewing and sometimes 
nursing – to take care of older relatives. Many parents therefore 
don’t see girls’ education as meaningful or worthwhile. This can 
cause tensions between parents and daughters, many of whom 
would like to receive an education. 



briefing tajikistan: peacebuilding through a gender lens 76 briefing tajikistan: peacebuilding through a gender lens

fines levied amounted to 1.3 million somoni;18 as well as policing 
early marriages, the law also holds parents responsible for their 
children’s truancy and being out late at night, among other 
behaviours.

The results of the GCSA in Vanj and Rasht are very similar to 
those in Isfara. Gender inequality is perpetuated by strong 
conservative patriarchal norms, where the man is designated 
as the breadwinner and absolute decision-maker. The role of 
women is, by contrast, to bear children and look after the home. 
As a result, CEFM is widespread, resulting in education for girls 
and young women being deprioritised. Consequently, young girls 
fall into the lowest level of social and household hierarchies. In 
this hierarchy, the top spots are occupied by the older generation 
(predominantly men and some mothers-in-law), who establish 
and reinforce gender norms in the family and identify rules and 
behaviours. This leads to young girls having very low confidence, 
limited access to employment, and little say in their lives, 
particularly in the household and in society. In addition, they 
become fully dependent on their husbands, and have few options 
other than to justify and/or tolerate violence inflicted on them by 
their husbands and parents-in-law, all of which can result in life-
long low self-esteem and poor mental health. As seen in Isfara, 
this results in an increased number of divorces, especially among 
the young – usually initiated by the husband.

committed by the husband and his relatives. According to one 
of the participants of the GSCA, “such behaviour is justified by 
two main narratives in the society: [the] societal narrative which 
envisages women to be [a] tolerant and submissive wife, and from 
men to always listen to his parents and not contradict their view, 
and [the] public narrative which emphasises the importance 
of family values and family unity, advocated by respective 
government bodies”. These bodies include those responsible for 
the implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action.22 The agencies which are responsible for the prevention of 
family violence and ‘strengthen[ing] family ties’ place a stronger 
emphasis on keeping the family unit together than they do on the 
protection of victims.23 Such narratives are commonplace from 
the national to the local level. Often their responses focus on the 
“reconciliation of families, preventing divorce, keeping the family 
together – even if the woman is in danger”, as stated by another 
member from a civil society organisation during the workshop. 
However, such frameworks put women and children at risk and 
further perpetuate and promote violence in the family. 

Some progress has been made in building the capacity of police 
officers to provide services to the survivors and victims of DV but 
more needs to be done at the national level. 

Outside the home 
Economic inequality 

In a country with a high rate of poverty, women’s access to 
education, resources, microcredit, social protection and income-
generating activities is more limited than men’s, predominantly 
due to gender norms that assume that men are the main 
breadwinners. The data on the gender pay gap is telling: in 2011 
(the latest year for which there is data) there was a 51 per cent 
difference – the highest among Central Asian countries (for 
example, Kazakhstan had 34 per cent and Kyrgyzstan 24.6 per 
cent).24 This leaves the majority of women very vulnerable if they 
need to look for a job. Women are usually only able to secure work 
in the informal sector or in low-paid jobs, principally in agriculture 
(84 per cent) and, to a lesser extent, in healthcare and education. 
This is largely because 72.5 per cent of women in employment are 
unskilled; and after getting married fully occupy themselves with 
household work and raising children. 

As shown above, Tajikistan’s economy is highly dependent on 
remittances, which make up more than 25 per cent of its GDP.25 
It is worth noting that labour migrants are predominantly men, 
which reinforces the economic dependence of women and girls on 
men and has increased women’s workload in the household, as 
they remain alone with their children. In many cases the mother 
and her children face violence from the extended family of her 
husband, or end up abandoned. For others, husbands don’t return 
and remain in Russia. It is not uncommon for men to stay in Russia 
permanently, where they sometimes marry someone else and 
stop providing financial support to their families in Tajikistan, 
leaving women to run the household completely. For example, in 
2009 there were 300,000 households where the man had decided 
to stay abroad. 70 per cent of those cases involved women with 
children;26 being left with no income, they were forced to go out 
and look for jobs – mostly informal or exploitative jobs – to feed 
their children and find temporary shelter, while at the same 
time taking care of the household. As a result, the highest risk 
of poverty in Tajikistan is in households headed by women with 
children, accounting for 20.9 per cent of households in 2017, 
according to World Bank data.27, 28

Gender norms in these communities mean that girls who are not 
engaged until 11th grade (17–18 years) are looked down upon 
with pity and disapproval by community members. As a result, 
and encouraged by their parents, most girls stop going to school 
when they reach 7th–8th grade (13–15 years), which severely 
compromises their prospects of finding a job outside their home 
and results in their being economically dependent on their parents 
first and then on their husbands. In addition, early marriages 
often lead to adolescent pregnancies, which are associated with 
high levels of maternal and child mortality. After a break-up, it is 
common for women to have sole responsibility for their children, 
with men often wanting nothing to do with raising them. 

Similar issues were also observed in the Rasht valley. For example, 
a survey conducted by the Asian Development Bank of 1,300 
women and girls across the Rasht valley demonstrated that  
80 per cent have no knowledge of their basic rights. Moreover, 
almost 50 per cent of the respondents thought that the ‘nikkah’, 
a purely religious marriage ceremony, is sufficient for marriage.17 
Their marriages not officially recognised, women who are later 
abandoned have little or no resource to take care of themselves 
and their children. This is particularly the case in rural areas 
where low levels of education play a significant role. In 2011, 
Tajikistan adopted a law ‘On Parents’ responsibility for Children’s 
Upbringing and Education’. As a result, in 2017, 16,000 charges 
were drawn up against parents who violated the law and the total 

Domestic violence and intimate 
partner violence

According to a Human Rights Watch report, ‘violence against 
women in Tajikistan is pervasive, although exact figures do not 
exist due to underreporting, the lack of a government-organised 
system of data collection, and a lack of disaggregated data 
designating the relationship of the perpetrator to the victim’.19 
Certain government agencies, including the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs, the Office of the President of Tajikistan and the Committee 
of Women and Family Affairs, along with a number of civil society 
organisations, each track their own statistics. This leaves room for 
the data to be contested and makes it difficult to have accurate 
data on survivors and victims of DV and to use data to design and 
implement programmes to combat DV. However, according to the 
2017 Demographic and Health Survey of Tajikistan, 31 per cent 
of married or formerly married women and girls reported having 
experienced physical, sexual or emotional violence by a spouse 
or partner and 80 per cent of women respondents said that they 
were subject to psychological violence in the family.20 Similarly, 
the community security assessments and GSCA carried out by 
Saferworld show that DV is prevalent across the whole country, 
including in the three selected locations. 

As one participant of the GSCA workshop from Rasht remarked, 
women in rural areas have limited knowledge of services, 
including healthcare and legal services, which in their turn have 
limited resources to support survivors of violence. If women 
approach their neighbourhood police officers and ask for support, 
the police usually recommend resolving the issue with their 
husbands as they see it as an internal family matter – an idea 
shared by many in Tajikistan, including service-providers (as 
noted by one representative of a civil society organisation during a 
workshop). Sometimes the police might issue a protection order, 
but the majority of women refuse as that would complicate their 
circumstances even more and put them at risk of stigmatisation 
or retaliation from the husband and his family. Where they do 
seek a protection order, they often encounter delays and costly 
fees in the court. The protection orders are not adequate for many 
women, particularly in rural areas, as many women survivors do 
not have anywhere to stay other than their marital homes. In many 
cases husbands force women to withdraw the complaint. As a 
result, most survivors do not report. The Demographic and Health 
Survey found that three in four women neither sought help nor told 
anyone about the violence they had suffered.21 One participant 
also highlighted that there are very few shelters where victims of 
DV could receive support and temporary housing. Often, when 
young girls cannot find help, they commit suicide. Such cases 
have significantly increased, as reported in the media in the recent 
years.

If women approach their neighbourhood 
police officers and ask for support,  
the police usually recommend resolving  
the issue with their husbands as they  
see it as an internal family matter

If there are tensions or violence between family members, 
society directs the bulk of its efforts towards the reunification 
of the family, as dictated by social norms. These actions put a 
lot of pressure on women, who are supposed to ‘tolerate’ DV 

Vanj district working group during  
the outcome harvesting workshop.

© Saferworld
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Recommendations
n Increase coordination amongst government bodies on GBV 

response, strengthen GBV services, including in remote and rural 
areas, and ensure that local authorities and service providers, 
including, police and medical personnel, are adequately trained 
on the law and gender.

n Revise and amend laws, policies and guidance pertaining to GBV, 
including the National Law on the Prevention of Violence in the 
Family 2013, to enhance women and girls’ access to justice and so 
that justice delivery is survivor- and victim-centred.

n Enhance women’s access to formal jobs through skills 
development programmes, and provide economic support to 
access programmes of higher education, while increasing social 
and financial support to alleviate their caring responsibilities, 
particularly for women who are the heads of their households.

n Local government and law enforcement agencies should engage 
with communities in border areas, including with activists, 
women and youth groups, to support long-term de-escalation 
and peacebuilding, and implement gender- and youth-responsive 
programmes, including on employability skills.

n Develop programmes to support girls to complete higher 
education, including working with families to sensitise and 
incentivise parents to keep girls in school and enable girls to 
pursue higher education opportunities.

Based on the result of our research, and of the GSCA workshop, 
there is a strong need for national authorities, international 
organisations and civil society to make the necessary changes 
to ensure that all levels of programming and policy are at least 
gender sensitive and ideally gender transformative, to allow for a 
more sustainable peace that fosters gender equality.

National authorities 

n Conduct participatory, gender-sensitive conflict analysis to 
understand the gender drivers and impacts of conflict in Tajikistan 
overall and in specific regions, and undertake meaningful public 
consultation, including with women’s rights organisations 
(WROs), women activists and gender experts, to inform and shape 
national action plans, public programmes, and laws and policies.

n Develop and roll out ongoing (not one-off) gender- and conflict-
sensitive training, with support from WROs, to government 
officials at all levels, including those at local government, as well 
as senior/high-level officials. Enhance women’s participation  
and decision-making in public institutions, take affirmative action 
to increase the number of women elected representatives, and 
support women elected representatives to carry out their roles  
and responsibilities. 

Lack of women’s political 
participation

Another important factor to consider is women’s participation in 
decision making at the public and political levels. Even though 
Tajikistan has ratified international commitments on women’s 
political representation, including the 1979 Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women,29 the 
Beijing Platform for Action30 and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs),31 in practice we see that the situation has not 
significantly changed. Despite seeing a slow increase in women’s 
representation in parliaments, which grew from 3 per cent in 
1995 to 24 per cent in 2020,32 the political space continues to be 
dominated by men. Only two ministries are led by a woman (the 
Minister of Labor, Migration and Public Employment, and the 
Minister of Culture), and one deputy prime minister is a woman. 
Unlike neighbouring countries including Afghanistan, Kyrgyzstan 
and Uzbekistan, which have established quotas for women in 
parliament of 25–30 per cent, Tajikistan lacks such targets. At the 
municipal level, women’s inclusion in public office is even lower. 
On average across Tajikistan, the share of women deputy heads 
at the jamoats level (a community-level administrative role) is 
15 per cent, while the average for township33 representation at 
the municipal level ranges from 13 per cent in the District of the 
Republic Subordination to 21 per cent in the Gorno-Badakhshan 
Autonomous region.34 Despite the general numbers being 
higher than in other contexts, the role of deputy heads in this 
context is best compared with the role of assistant, meaning 
they lack meaningful decision-making power and autonomy. 
Consequently, the increase in number of women deputy leaders 
fails to ensure that women’s needs are considered and integrated 
into developing government policies or strategies. In addition to 
a lack of measures for supporting women’s political participation, 
gender stereotypes that discourage political participation 
continue to be perpetuated. As highlighted above, putting women 
in a subordinate position compared to men prevents women from 
playing more meaningful and active roles in the public sphere and 
achieving connections and social capital for running for election 
and promoting their careers.35 This is amplified by the masculine/
patriarchal norm at the family and community levels, where 
often instead of support they face additional discouragement or 
stigmatisation. 

Inter-communal violence

As a result of our GCSA, we found that competition and clashes 
near the border between Isfara and Batken provoke violence and 
worsen harmful gender norms. Roles and power dynamics in both 
locations are strongly rooted in patriarchal norms. These norms 
are amplified by toxic masculinities which, in framing men as the 
protectors and breadwinners, lead to a readiness to use violence 
in the case of clashes. This is evidenced by at least a dozen 
clashes between Tajiks and Kyrgyz between 2019 and 2020,36 with 
the most severe in April 2021, when over 50 people were killed 
and hundreds more injured within the span of a few days. About 
58,000 people on both sides left their homes or were evacuated. 
In addition, dozens of houses and schools were destroyed.37 The 
violence was the worst cross-border military conflict in Central Asia 
in many years.

These clashes escalated upon orders received by border troops 
from the central government, which is a male-dominated 
institution. Over the years (since the collapse of the USSR), the 
central authorities of Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan have blamed each 
other for destabilising the situation.38 This has fuelled conflict and 

created inflammatory narratives to maintain power or the status 
quo. Factors such as unfair distribution and access to resources, 
lack of capacity or unwillingness by the governments to peacefully 
intervene or cooperate with communities or consider their needs, 
as well as historical events attached to establishment of borders, 
have further fuelled conflict. In addition to land disputes, the 
immediate spark that set off the latest border conflict was a 
standoff over a water distribution facility. Water is a vital resource 
in the region, but a scarce one, which makes it a major source of 
tension and conflict. 

Another reason for cross-border conflict is transnational crime, 
including drug trafficking. Organised criminal groups involved 
in drug trafficking from both sides deliberately fuel tensions or 
riots near the border. Many have an interest in ensuring that 
borders remain unregulated and unstable environments where 
the state’s presence is less entrenched, to ensure the continued 
flow of goods. When it comes to discussing ways to address the 
causes of the issues, national authorities and law enforcement 
agencies give little to no space for voices of the local population, 
particularly women. 

Conflict and insecurity have affected men and women differently. 
In response to some of the sources of tensions and conflicts 
highlighted above, men are expected to exhibit the stereotypically 
masculine traits of aggression and bravery. In addition, due to the 
difficulties they face in accessing income-generating activities to 
fulfil their masculine roles as breadwinners, young men also join 
criminal groups – in part to get money, but also to reassert their 
masculinity. The government sees such young men as potential 
threats to their traditional ideas of power and order so it subjects 
them to increased scrutiny and surveillance, reinforcing their 
feelings of frustration.

With high unemployment, job insecurity and stress affecting men, 
the pressures of managing household budgets, which usually 
fall on women, have significantly increased. Water scarcity has 
also resulted in additional unpaid burdens on women, who have 
to travel to fetch water. Poor water quality has led to water-borne 
diseases affecting communities, including women and children,39 
which, coupled with poor health infrastructure, has led to poor 
long-term health outcomes. Increasing crime has also affected 
women’s mobility, which becomes extremely restricted at times 
of heightened tensions. Despite women filling the economic void 
and managing household finances and decisions, women’s voices 
and experiences do not feature in dialogues and decisions on 
conflict resolution and peacebuilding.

Parties to the conflict are predominantly led by men and those 
fighting are also most commonly men. Decisions undertaken by 
the authorities of both countries are usually made by men who do 
not take into account the impact of conflict on women and girls, 
or who have a poor understanding of these effects. International 
organisations and civil society organisations have made attempts 
to include women’s voices through engaging them in dialogue 
events, trainings and awareness-raising meetings. Yet during 
times of conflict, women are still forced by their husbands and 
sons to remain at home and not interfere, because of socially 
constructed norms and cultural barriers. We also see that women 
in border communities do not have decision-making roles and 
are not brought to the table during the negotiations. Furthermore, 
even women whose husbands have moved abroad for work or 
who have been abandoned do not make decisions about their 
sons’ participation in the conflict. It is therefore necessary to bring 
women leaders to peace talks or negotiations. It is worth noting 
that women can also reinforce harmful gender norms: there are 
cases of women pressuring men to go and fight in order to fulfil 
their role of ‘protector’; in other words, to ‘be a man’.

Young girls meet with one  
of Chorkuh’s women leaders.

© Saferworld
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Kyrgyzstan), to improve coordination and collaboration between 
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n Advocate to government and, where possible, facilitate the equal 
and meaningful participation of women and WROs in political 
decision-making spaces, as well as in all public institutions.

n Conduct advocacy with authorities, policy makers and security 
agencies to ensure that donor-funded government programmes 
and joint programming adequately embed a gender lens at all 
levels and contribute to gender-transformative outcomes. 

n Work with WROs and CSOs to raise awareness amongst men on 
harmful gender norms and masculinities, which have the potential 
to fuel conflict and violence, including GBV.

n Adopt a partnership approach that is based on the principles 
of solidarity and accompaniment, by building mutual, equal, 
respectful and committed partnerships with WROs/CSOs and 
focusing on strengthening each organisation’s capacities, 
giving up space for WROs/CSOs to lead the change they and the 
communities they work with want to see. 

n Prioritise and fund WROs to deliver comprehensive programming 
and advocate to government to improve laws, policies and their 
implementation.

n Work with women activists, CSOs and WROs to promote women’s 
economic empowerment and advocate for the government to 
increase support to single and abandoned women, widows and 
women heads of household.

Civil society 

n Raise awareness among communities, including through 
partnership with youth groups, of harmful gender norms, gender 
roles and their impact on conflict. 

n Engage and intensify work with prominent and influential religious 
leaders who are (or can act as) gender equality advocates and 
support them to help prevent CEFM. 

n Support the establishment of gender-balanced, intergenerational 
platforms, including women-only ones and ones where women 
and girls lead, where people from different generations come 
together to share their concerns and transform conservative 
norms. 

n Raise awareness about the conflict-sensitive gender analysis 
findings and advocate for a more comprehensive approach toward 
unpacking the issue of gender in conflict. When working with 
communities and authorities, depart from the traditional approach 
of gender programming with a DV lens toward programmes 
focusing on gender equality and gender empowerment.

n Work with women activists and WROs to conduct community 
awareness campaigns about harmful gender norms using radio, 
TV, community dialogue and theatre.

n Invest in scaled-up, gender-sensitive conflict analysis at all stages 
of needs assessments carried out as part of planned projects, 
including through the use of Saferworld toolkits and guidelines, or 
those produced by other organisations that specialise in gender-
sensitive analysis of conflict. These analyses should provide 
further insights into locally specific contexts, especially those 
not covered in other analyses, and should help feed into greater 
understanding of gender and conflict dynamics across the country.
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12 countries and territories across Africa, 
Asia and the Middle East.
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