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A B S T R A C T   

After three decades of post-Soviet agrarian change, farming structures in Tajikistan remain dynamic. Despite a 
centralised reform agenda pushed forward by international donors, the local implementation of reforms has 
resulted in striking differences in agrarian structures across the country. This paper investigates Tajikistan’s 
geography and agrarian political economy. We show that the unevenness of the Tajik state’s power and au-
tonomy vis-à-vis societal actors has been important in bringing about stark differences (1) spatially, between 
regions, and (2) between policy design and selected statistical indicators on agrarian reform on the one hand, and 
the policies’ sluggish implementation on the other.   

1. Introduction 

It is important to emphasise that farm restructuring in Tajikistan is 
clearly donor driven. Some 40–50 donor agencies working in [the] 
country are currently advocating land reform for Tajikistan. The 
borrower was interested in irrigation system rehabilitation. The Bank 
lobbied for a privatised approach to farming generally (World Bank, 
2008, p. 23). 

Understanding this World Bank quote requires a close look at the 
trajectory of agrarian change in Tajikistan, which has been characterised 
by uneven state power, a strong presence of international donors and 
powerful domestic elites. 

Studies on agrarian transition in the former Soviet Union after its 
demise in 1991 have all attempted to explain divergent reform outcomes 
and the ‘disappointing’ progress towards farm individualisation,1 which 
challenged expectations and puzzled many scholars and policy-makers 
(Burawoy and Verdery, 1999; Lerman, 2001). Tajikistan has remained 
largely understudied on its own and has often been grouped together 
with Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, the other Central Asian countries 
where there has been a gradual transformation with latent signals to-
wards liberalisation (Spoor and Visser, 2001). 

The analyses of agrarian change in Tajikistan are mostly in the form 
of reports from NGOs and consultancy companies (e.g. ADB, 2020; FAO, 

2014). These reports shed light on Tajikistan’s post-conflict, land scarce 
and food insecure status. Around 65% of Tajikistan’s population resides 
in rural areas (TajStat, 2019b) and over 50% of the working age popu-
lation is engaged in the agricultural sector (TajStat, 2018), pointing to 
the fact that access to land is of high importance for most of the popu-
lation. At the same time, only 6% of the country’s surface is arable, and 
part of this arable land has degraded due to, for instance, salinisation 
(UNDP, 2012). 

In recent years a few narrowly focused academic studies on agrarian 
change in Tajikistan have been published (e.g. Hierman and Nek-
bakhtshoev, 2018; Klümper et al., 2018; Müller and Rommel, 2018) as 
well as a small number of more holistic studies of agrarian change 
(Herbers, 2006; Robinson et al., 2008; Rowe, 2010). However, these 
only cover the period up to the mid-2000s. The last decade of agrarian 
reform, which has shown profound shifts in land reform dynamics, has 
not been subject to a comprehensive analysis. Such an overview is 
especially relevant when considering that Tajikistan represents a com-
plex, yet insightful case of agrarian transformation. We probe and aim to 
explain the fact that, despite significant agrarian reform across all lo-
calities of Tajikistan the results of the reform are so diverse across space. 

Understanding Tajikistan’s process of agrarian change may 
contribute in various ways to better insights into the pathways of 
agrarian change in Central Asia; the post-socialist space at large; and 
possibly beyond. By addressing the interaction between the state, 
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1 ‘Individualisation’ refers to the breakup of (former Soviet) large-scale farms into individual farms. 
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domestic elites and international donors, we also contribute to the 
literature on the politics of international interventions and development 
aid (cf. Gibson et al., 2005; Oya, 2006; Petric, 2015; Lewis, 2008). 

In terms of the wider theoretical relevance of this article, we aim to 
(re)insert the geographical dimension more strongly into a political 
economy analysis of agrarian transformation, interweaving land politics 
with geographic features. In this regard, our analysis is inspired by 
Chayanov’s (1966[1925]) argument that the agrarian question is, in 
fact, a regional one. We reveal that Tajikistan’s regionally varied 
agrarian reform has been the result of a spatially-specific political 
economy of agrarian transformation. 

This article aims to address the following questions:  

• What kinds of farm structures have been emerging in post-Soviet 
Tajikistan?  

• What are the main factors and who are the (domestic and foreign) 
actors that have been shaping agrarian transformation? 

• How have these actors and their interplay led to spatial differentia-
tion in reform pathways throughout the country? 

This paper is structured as follows. After explaining the methodology 
in the next section, we discuss theories of agrarian transformation in the 
third section. We lay out how the interaction of geography and the 
agrarian political economy shapes pathways of agrarian transformation. 
The fourth section gives an overview of the different regions of 
Tajikistan, with a focus on geographic and agricultural characteristics, 
as well as state-society interactions. Sections five, six and seven discuss 
agrarian change in post-1991 Tajikistan in chronological order. Such a 
chronological analysis of Tajikistan’s post-socialist trajectory of agrarian 
change (1991–2020), helps us to highlight important time-specific 
events that have occurred in response to particular state-society in-
teractions. These events, in turn, have caused salient changes in 

legislation and patterns of agrarian change. Following these empirical 
sections, the eighth section presents the conclusions. 

2. Methodology 

This paper is based on the critical study of national and district level 
statistics, policy documents and donor reports as well as longitudinal 
fieldwork by Hofman, primarily in the southwestern Khatlon region of 
Tajikistan (depicted in Fig. 1). We also draw on a not publicly available 
detailed yet incomplete data set, provided by the State Committee of 
Land Management and Geodesy termed the ‘land balance,’ to highlight 
local characteristics of reforms in recent years. We obtained data of eight 
districts in the Gorno Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast (GBAO); three 
districts in the lowlands of the Sughd region; one district in the districts 
of republican subordination (RRS); and four in the lowlands of the 
Khatlon region, covering several years between 2010 and 2020. 

The specific use and reading of agricultural statistics are at the core 
of our argument as statistics play an important role in state-society re-
lations in Tajikistan. Data is amended to secure jobs, to impress au-
thorities or hide profits to evade taxes. The practise of ‘cooking the 
books’ (izofanavisi or pripiski) was also observed under Soviet rule (cf. 
Humphrey, 1983), and data manipulation is a public secret in Tajikistan 
today. Data is performative; it is instrumentalised in domestic 
state-society relations as well as between the Tajik state and interna-
tional, foreign actors (cf. Jerven, 2014 on the political economy of 
statistics). 

Fieldwork for this article was conducted intermittently in different 
periods between 2012-2015 added with some insights from more recent 
fieldwork stints in 2019 and 2020. Besides long term stays in the Khatlon 
region, fieldwork included visits to other parts of Tajikistan, which 
allowed for a broader understanding of the differences in agricultural 
production and agrarian reform characteristics. Fieldwork methods 

Fig. 1. Map of Tajikistan. Note: Main fieldwork locations: Yovon and Jaloliddini Balkhi, the Khatlon region. 
Source: Compiled by the authors, based on: http://www.grida.no/graphicslib/detail/tajikistan-topographic-map_ea9b. 
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were manifold. Alongside ethnographic research, semi-structured and 
structured interviews were conducted with state officials at different 
administrative levels. Qualitative research methods also included media 
and discourse analysis, and archival research. 

Through the combination of a wide array of methods and sources, we 
triangulate and critically analyse data, enabled by a thorough under-
standing of everyday life in rural Tajikistan. 

3. Detangling trajectories of agrarian transformation: 
theoretical framework 

The scholarly debate on post-socialist agrarian change has gone 
through different phases. In the initial studies on post-socialist agricul-
ture that emerged in the 1990s, the study of ‘transition’ from collective 
farming structures to small-scale farming was at the core, with a focus on 
the role of institutions and the economic dimension of reform (Csaki, 
2000; Lerman, 2001). Since the 2000s, in-depth studies have appeared 
that have paid more attention to socio-political issues – for instance 
social inertia, the Soviet legacy and cadre resistance (Allina-Pisano, 
2008; Hann, 2003; Verdery, 2003). 

What often remained absent in previous post-socialist ‘transitologies’ 
is the attention to geography (see Mathijs and Swinnen, 1998; Mukha-
medova and Wegerich, 2014 for exceptions). Through agrarian political 
economy analytical lenses, the emphasis is put on the political dimension 
when explaining dynamics of agrarian change. At the same time, 
scholars in geography tend to focus on geographic patterns for analysing 
socio-political/economic developments. Whereas Harvey (2003), 
amongst others, ties political economy into geography, often a profound 
appreciation for the interplay between geography and political economy 
remains absent (see also Ioffe et al., 2006). The ‘new political economy 
of agriculture’ (Friedland et al., 1991), as the name suggests, focuses on 
agrarian issues, yet is criticised for centring mainly on global forces and 
transferring insights from studies on industry to agriculture, without due 
attention to the local geographic characteristics of agriculture (Rigg, 
2001). 

The linkage between geographic characteristics and the local 
agrarian political economy has important implications for the way in 
which agrarian transformation occurs (cf. Ioffe et al., 2006; Meurs and 
Begg, 1998). Farm restructuring unfolds in spatially distinct ways, 
which relates to the changes in the physical environment and the im-
plications of geography as a variable shaping the agrarian political 
economy. Insights from outside the post-Soviet realm are valuable in 
understanding this interplay (cf. Bray, 1986; Marsden et al., 1996; Scott, 
2009). As Marsden et al. (1996, p. 368) emphasised, ‘“environment” 
[often] continues to be treated as an exogenous category, and one upon 
which agricultural production “impacts”. ‘“[P]rocesses” of agricultural 
restructuring may be expressed through locally and regionally con-
structed spaces and landscapes, even if the origins of restructuring lie in 
international economic and political systems’ (Marsden et al., 1996, p. 
367). 

The role of geography in shaping agrarian transformation is twofold. 
First, the possible degrees of landscape engineering depend on 
geographic features. In highland settings, farming is characterised by 
small, fragmented production units. The use of large machinery is 
impeded by the topography of mountainous areas, and economies of 
scale at farm level (that is in production) are virtually non-existent. As a 
result, large-scale holdings have little to no production advantage in 
mountainous areas compared to small-scale producers, and in fact the 
former are much more likely to suffer from diseconomies of scale (such 
as higher costs of monitoring labour) (cf. Mathijs and Swinnen, 1998). 
As a consequence, in mountainous areas agrarian reform, in terms of 
land (re)distribution or consolidation, tends to have little impact on the 
local physical landscape. Hann (2003) described that agricultural pro-
duction in the mountains of Hungary was not even collectivised at all in 
the socialist period. For related reasons, reforms aimed at individuali-
sation of farms are likely to be more successful in highland areas and 

post-Soviet Georgia, with its many highland areas, experienced spon-
taneous individualisation in the early 1990s. Due to the lack of reform 
incentives, household plots informally expanded into de facto private 
farms (Spoor and Visser, 2001).2 In lowland agriculture, on the contrary, 
changes in production structures involving land fragmentation or 
consolidation more profoundly affects the physical landscape as pro-
duction units can more easily be split up or enlarged. However, when the 
rural infratructure in lowlands is built for large-scale farming, a change 
in production methods or a break-up of large-scale production structures 
is complicated (cf. Hayami, 2010; Swinnen and Rozelle, 2006). 

For that reason, from a purely geographic perspective, in lowland 
settings reforms directed at the creation (not the break-up) of large-scale 
farms (such as Soviet-era kolkhozes/sovkhozes or plantations in the 
Global South), are relatively easily enforced. This is not to say that local 
actors affected by land use changes would not resist land use change, but 
all things being equal, reforms oriented towards scale enlargement 
would be less complicated compared to changes in highland areas. 

A related, second, way in which geography affects agrarian change is 
the way in which agro-ecological characteristics – in terms of altitude, 
climate and soil quality – condition cropping varieties and agronomic 
practices (cf. Scott, 2009). While technology might be used to influence 
the local climate such as the Soviet leadership’s use of cloud seeding in 
earlier decades to change precipitation patterns, and greenhouses which 
can create a controlled microclimate to extend the growing season, 
generally cropping patterns and calendars depend on the local climate. 
Agricultural production in mountainous areas often features quickly 
maturing crops, suited for short growing seasons (see also Hayami, 
2010). The crops typically grown in highland settings have ‘state 
repelling’ characteristics (Scott, 2009) that are difficult to tax or 
confiscate. Scott (2009) termed this kind of farming with ‘frictions of 
appropriation,’ ‘escape agriculture.’3 Examples of ‘state repelling crops’ 
are root crops which quickly mature, can be stored well and have a low 
value per unit of weight. 

As a result of the geography of highland areas, with crop production 
on spatially dispersed plots, mountainous environments are often rela-
tively isolated from political interference. The arm of the state or any 
other authority can be relatively easily challenged or ignored. Con-
straints on state authority and the lack of infrastructure can incite the 
state to impose land administration, in order to may make its population 
governable (cf. Scott, 1998). The remoteness of localities can also 
challenge market penetration, and centralised procurement or man-
agement is costly. However, large-scale plantations exist in mountainous 
areas, sometimes involving outgrower schemes, as there may be econ-
omies of scale in processing and marketing such as of tea and tobacco 
production (Cramb et al., 2017; Hayami, 2010). 

In the lowlands centralised management is easier. Crops can be 
grown in larger quantities, and the often longer agricultural season al-
lows for longer maturation periods. In order to arrive at uniformed crop 
ripening, precise coordination of cropping is important (Scott, 2009). In 
addition, such landscapes often feature relatively low land-to-labour 
ratios, which suit a mechanised type of agriculture (Pryor, 1992; 
Tomich et al., 1995). The potential of large production volumes in 
lowlands may also incentivise local actors to resist the fragmentation of 
production structures or to pay lip service only, in order to safeguard 
surplus extraction. The latter is more likely to occur when the state or 
elites highly depend on the export of one or a few agricultural products, 
such as cotton (cf. Pomfret, 2012). 

Hence, geography shapes the interplay of crop production patterns 

2 When some form of individual farming exists in a centralised system, a 
culture of entrepreneurship tends to remain. Therefore, the socio-cultural 
aspect of entrepreneurial attitudes is not easy to separate from the geograph-
ical factors, but our focus here is on the latter.  

3 Scott (2009) defined ‘escape crops’ as crops that can be either stored or 
hidden relatively easily. The nature of such crops constrains appropriation. 
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and the relative autonomy of, and/or control over agricultural pro-
ducers, that is: the agrarian political economy, in which resource 
dispersion, and the autonomy and control of local actors over critical 
components in the rural infrastructure, warrant attention. 

To conclude, understanding variations in a country’s trajectories of 
agrarian change requires a close look at geographic characteristics and 
the local agrarian political economies in which these characteristics are 
ingrained. We use this theoretical framework to analyse Tajikistan’s 
post-Soviet agrarian transformation. Before doing so, we first describe 
some of the country’s general characteristics. 

4. Agrarian reform in Tajikistan: setting the stage 

We distinguish three phases in the process of agrarian transformation 
of post-Soviet Tajikistan: (i) from 1991 to 1997; (ii) from 1998 to 2006; 
and, (iii) from 2007 to 2020. We address these phases in the sections five 
to seven, paying attention to: (a) changes in farm structures as portrayed 
in agricultural statistics and relating them to state, donor and societal 
actors’ interactions, and (b) changes in farming patterns on the ground. 
In order to explain (a) and (b) we pay attention to geography, as it re-
lates to cropping patterns and agronomic practices, and the political 
economy. 

It is important to note that we are predominantly concerned with 
reforms of arable land use, even though dehqon farms (the farm estab-
lished on the basis of former Soviet farms’ land, also later explained) 
sometimes comprise arable as well as pastureland. Anecdotal insights 
(fieldwork 2020) point to striking differences as well as similarities in 
reforms of pastureland and arable land use, but it is beyond the scope of 
our analysis to offer a joint analysis here. However, pastureland reforms 
warrant attention, particularly because over 80% of Tajikistan’s agri-
cultural land is pastureland (TajStat, 2010). The majority of livestock 
owning households in Tajikistan (until 2020) remain subsistence ori-
ented and individual households contribute significantly to the gross 
agricultural output (GAO) of livestock: their share increased from 55% 
in 1991 to 93% in 2012 (TajStat, 2013a, p. 16), and as of 2019 house-
holds contributed 88% to GAO of livestock (TajStat, 2020). The decrease 
in households’ contribution to the GAO of livestock over the last few 
years seems attributable to a rapid industrialisation of livestock farming, 
which is mainly concentrated in peri-urban areas of Tajikistan. Indus-
trialisation of the agricultural sector is part of the Tajik government’s 
strategic goals, and the government aims to attract domestic and foreign 
investors by providing subsidies and offering tax exemptions. While 
such schemes are out of reach for ordinary rural households, 
well-connected urban-based individuals have started to engage in 
farming, including in livestock production, using their political capital 
to realise profits (cf. Visser et al., 2012 on similar trends in Russia). 
Nevertheless the livestock sector remains less important for the national 
economy than crop farming, with the former contributing around 30% 
to the GAO (TajStat, 2020). 

Before discussing the various phases of agrarian reform, we describe 
Tajikistan’s geography, followed by an overview of the main societal 
actors relevant to land reform. 

4.1. Geographic variation 

Tajikistan’s geographic diversity is substantial particularly given the 
country’s small surface. The significant regional variation in terms of 
agricultural production is partly due to local agro-climatic differences. 
Production practices are conditioned by temperature variations, 
different soil types and precipitation levels (see also Muminjanov et al., 
2016) and climate change increasingly impacts agricultural production. 
At the same time, the role of geography, that is, weather fluctuations, in 
conditioning cropping patterns is more pronounced nowadays 
compared to the Soviet years, as the Soviet state applied techniques in 
particular localities, such as cloud seeding, to enable the production of 
specific crops. In the absence of these techniques, the role of geography 

in shaping farm production regains strength. 
In our attention to geography we focus largely on differences in 

characteristics of the three provinces and the districts that are individ-
ually directly subordinated to Tajikistan’s national government, and 
geographic variations within those regions. 

The eastern mountainous Gorno Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast 
(GBAO) is characterised by very high mountains (the Pamir) (see Fig. 1), 
reaching up to 4000 m. During long and severe winters villages are 
almost completely cut off (Herbers, 2006; Kreutzmann, 2003). Agri-
cultural production has always been restricted to a short growing sea-
son. Small fragmented plots are suited to horticulture and root crops. 
The region has less than 2% of the country’s arable land and contributes 
less than 3% to the country’s gross agricultural output (GAO) (see  
Table 1). GBAO, as an outer border of the Soviet Union, received special 
attention from the Soviet leadership and the Tajik state (Kreutzmann, 
2003). State-society relations in the region have become more contested 
since the Tajik Civil War (1992–97), and the regional identity is strong. 
Beyond the region’s geographic isolation, the contested relationship 
between the state and the regional population plays a role in the state’s 
constrained ability to govern this region (cf. Mostowlansky, 2017). 

In the northwest of the country the Sughd region includes highlands 
and lowlands, with a subsequent diversity in agricultural production. In 
its highland areas, horticulture and root crop production is undertaken; 
in the lowlands wheat, cotton, and a range of other crops are produced. 
The region counts for roughly a third of the country’s total arable land, 
and contributes slightly less than 30% to the national GAO. The Sughd 
region remained largely isolated during the Tajik Civil War, and the 
highlands between Sughd and Tajikistan’s capital city form a barrier to 
transport crops to the capital city located south of the region. However, 
Sughd’s regional economy, including farmers’ outlet opportunities, 
benefit from proximity to neighbouring states (Uzbekistan and 
Kyrgyzstan) in terms of potential trade (World Bank, 2012). Roughly 
80% of Tajikistan’s agro-processing industries are located in this region. 

The Rayons (Districts) of Republican Subordination (RRS) (nohiyahoi 
tobei jumhuri) are the districts under direct central rule. These districts 
surround the capital Dushanbe and include more hilly districts north-
west of the capital. The production diversity is wide; the districts close to 
the capital are important in supplying urban markets with fruits and 
vegetables, while in the more hilly districts rain-fed agriculture domi-
nates. The RRS comprises almost 18% of both the country’s arable land 
and GAO. 

Khatlon in the southwest is the prime agricultural region of the 
country. After the Soviet leadership built extensive irrigation systems 
and resettled large groups of people from mountainous localities to the 
lowlands of the Khatlon region, this region became destined for large 
scale cotton production. Nowadays this region accounts for almost 50% 
of the national GAO and also comprises over 50% of the country’s arable 
land. The Khatlon region is relatively flat. Cotton and grains are the 
primary crops produced large-scale, but crop diversification has 
increased over the past decade (discussed later). Horticulture farmers in 
Khatlon mainly supply local markets as well as the urban markets of the 
regional towns and the capital city of Dushanbe. Triggered by and 
responding to seasonal market demands, businessmen also transport 
specific vegetables and fruits from Khatlon to the northern Sughd region 
early summer, part of which is destined for export. 

4.2. The role of domestic societal actors in political and economic reforms 

Pursuing an analysis of agrarian transformation through investi-
gating the interplay between geography and political economy requires 
insight into the nature of state-society interactions in domestic as well as 
international dimensions. With the exception of the elite, domestic so-
cietal actors have been remarkably absent in shaping Tajikistan’s land 
reform. As in Turkmenistan and Karimov-era Uzbekistan, the Tajik state 
has been taken over by a regime centred on the ruling presidential 
family, which attempts to control all strategic economic sectors. Under 
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this authoritarian regime, social movements, political engagement and 
overt protest or critique on the regime are limited (Heathershaw, 2009; 
Hofman forthcoming, 2021). Political and economic reforms have 
remained in the hands of the regime, which has been cultivating loyal 
ties with local elites continuously. While elite infighting is observed, and 
not seldom plays out over farmland, there are virtually no domestic 
movements that represent anything like a counterforce to the state 
(Heathershaw, 2009; Hofman forthcoming, 2021). The statement by 
Enríquez and Newman (2016, p. 603) (in reference to Venezuela) ap-
plies here: ‘With autonomy from society, struggles within the state 
determine the development path that the state will pursue.’ Societal 
actors can only act and continue as long as they do not threaten the 
regime’s authority and its control over agricultural revenues. A National 
Association of Dehqon Farms established more than a decade ago to 
represent dehqon farms, has limited impact. The same applies to the 
Agrarian Party, which is supported by only a small portion of the 
electorate. 

5. Phase 1. Collapse of production, emergency relief and halted 
reforms (1991–1997) 

5.1. Land reform in the 1990s 

Tajikistan’s early post-Soviet period was marked by a civil war 
(1992–1997) that deepened the economic difficulties brought about by 
the breakdown of the Soviet Union. In response to the critical humani-
tarian situation, a large cohort of donors quickly entered the country in 
the early 1990s, providing emergency relief and capital injections. ‘The 
influx of aid – some US$454 million between 1996 and 1998,’ (Nakaya, 
2009, p. 262) equalled almost 60% of the country’s 1998 gross domestic 
product (GDP). From this period onwards, external actors became 
important in Tajikistan’s political and socio-economic transformation, 
including farm reform. The World Bank identified farm restructuring 
and liberalisation of the cotton economy as priorities of economic re-
forms in the mid 1990s and included these components in a large project 
focused on institution building and technical assistance (World Bank, 
1996). 

A number of decrees to reorganise farms were issued over the course 
of the 1990s. After initial decrees stipulating the reforms of former So-
viet farms, the first Land Code, issued in 1996, enabled people to request 

use rights to individual land parcels of both arable and pastureland with 
the objective of setting up a commercial farm.4 This type of farm became 
known as the dehqon farm; the term used in post-Soviet Tajikistan to 
denote a farm that has been established on former state or collective 
farmland. 

However, in the havoc of the 1990s, farm fragmentation almost did 
not take place. Rural dwellers started to migrate from warn-torn local-
ities and outbound migration became a permanent phenomenon of the 
Tajik economy. Whereas people initially left to escape war, in later years 
(until today) migration has rather been driven by economic imperatives 
and labour migration has become a key source of livelihood in rural as 
well as urban Tajikistan. 

In the years of war, arable land, and the potential revenues extracted 
from land, such as cotton, became part of power plays, with long-lasting 
implications. ‘Control over lucrative enterprises, such as cotton planta-
tions […], was a major attraction to [war commanders]. In November 
1992, the town of Kolkhozobod […], the centre of [precious] long-staple 
cotton production, changed hands six times as a result of infighting 
amongst militias nominally subordinated to the headquarters in Kulob’ 
(Nourzhanov, 2005, p. 112). Localities rich in resources became part of 
the war, with consequences for farm reform in later years. It was a 
period in which the confiscation of former socialist property sometimes 
happened overnight; the state was without an owner (‘davlat be sohib 
bud’) (interview farmer 10 February 2021). 

As a result, in the early 1990s only few rural inhabitants saw the 
ability to set up an individual farm. The pioneering farms were situated 
in a production complex operating akin to the Soviet command econ-
omy. At the same time, alongside the emergence of small-scale dehqon 
farms, the large successors to Soviet farms were also renamed into 
dehqon farms. While at that time a distinction was made between ‘col-
lective’, ‘family’ and ‘private’ dehqon farms, this could not be observed 
in publicly available agricultural statistics in which the three categories 
were lumped into one category. 

This lumping together of farm units by the state underscored the 
politicised nature of agricultural statistics, as ‘every act of measurement 
was an act marked by the play of power relations’ (cf. Scott, 1998, p. 
27). The generic statistics complicated the international community’s 
understanding of actual changes in farm structures and enabled the 

Table 1 
Selected national and regional agricultural indicators.a   

Arable land (ha.) (2019) GAO 
national 
%3 

Average dehqon farm size (ha. of arable land) Growth (%)b 

dehqon farm 
unitsc Total (% of 

national 
total)1 

Under ha./ 
capita2 

19974 20044 20094 20124 2014c 

Enterprises (% of 
regional total)1 

Dehqon farms 
(% of regional 
total)1 

Hh. plots (% 
of regional 
total)1 

Tajikistan 846,990 
(100%) 

119,482 (14.1%) 556,303 
(65.7%) 

171,205 
(20.2%) 

0.09 100% 4.8 24 13.4 6.9 3.9 25.6 

GBAO 10,516 
(1.2%) 

419 (4.0%) 7796 (74.1%) 2301 (21.9%) 0.05 2.8%   44.6 64.2 1.1 22.7 

Sughd 274,795 
(32.4%) 

47,914 (17.4%) 182,096 
(66.3%) 

44,785 
(16.3%) 

0.10 27.1%   24.6 10.8 4.1 51.1 

Khatlon 421,838 
(49.8%) 

43,591 (10.3%) 294,088 
(69.7%) 

84,159 
(20.0%) 

0.13 52.5%   14.1 6.7 4.3 13.1 

RRS 139,791 
(16.5%) 

27,508 (19.7%) 72,323 
(51.7%) 

39,960 
(28.6%) 

0.07 17.6%   5.4 3.8 3.5 9.7 

Dushanbe 50 (0.0%) 50 (100%) – –   

a Note that, regarding columns 8–12, dehqon farms’ average sizes only concern arable land. For the average dehqon farm sizes in the year 2014 (column 12) we have 
used detailed data from the Land Cadastre. The remarkable difference in the average size of dehqon farms (between the years 2012 and 2014) in the Gorno Badakhshan 
region might be explained by the differences between de jure and de facto farm restructuring in that region, explained later on. 

b Notes: Percentages reflect relative growth in units of dehqon farms established between 1 January 2014 and 1 October 2014. 
c Land Cadastre, obtained from the National Association of Dehqon Farms (6 February 2015). Numbers reflect the situation at the end of 2014. 

Sources: Composed by the authors based on: 1,3TajStat (2020), 2TajStat (2020, 2019b), 4 (TajStat, 2015, number of farms) and (TajStat, 2014, p. 91). 

4 The state has retained ownership over land. Inheritable land use rights 
represent the main form of land tenure. 
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post-war leadership to make-up reform progress, while keeping in place 
old farm structures to maintain centralised control over farmland and 
production. While rights to access land were individualised in some 
localities, the transfer of access rights often was not accompanied by the 
transfer of control rights. 

At the same time, in contrast to these lowland dynamics, in the 
eastern highlands of the autonomous region Gorno Badakhshan, 
changes in farming structures did occur. The Aga Khan Foundation5 

(AKF) entered the region during the Tajik Civil War and, alongside hu-
manitarian aid, pushed for farm break-up (Middleton, 2016; Herbers, 
2006; interviews with AKF leadership, February 2020). Its reform 
package comprised pressure on the local state to break-up farms, and the 
AKF also started to provide farm extension services and agricultural 
inputs. Middleton (2016, pp. 258–259) describes the spontaneous pri-
vatisation that the AKF unleashed: 

[The Mountain Societies Development Support Programme, an 
initiative of the AKF] obtained a landmark decision from the local 
government […] that some state farmland could be distributed to 
villagers who wished to become private farmers. […] The sponta-
neous demand from villagers was so great that the local government 
decided to privatise all land in [one of the valleys]. Significant in-
creases in agricultural production in this valley subsequently 
persuaded the local government to privatise all land in GBAO […]. 

The restructuring of farms occurred swiftly in this region. Part of the 
explanation is that farms were much less involved in large-scale cen-
tralised production chains which featured Tajikistan’s lowland farms. 
Soviet farms in this highland region only supplied the very local con-
sumers, producing small volumes, often of low value, except for high 
value yak and sheep products and limited quantities of tobacco (Herb-
ers, 2006; Kreutzmann, 2003). The impact of these specific regional 
legacies from the Soviet era was reinforced by the economic collapse of 
the early 1990s and together these factors stimulated a change towards 
more autonomy for individual farm units. The distribution of former 
kolkhoz and sovkhoz fields was highly egalitarian, but the fact that field 
sizes were very small meant that they could not provide mountainous 
dwellers with more than a meagre livelihood (Middleton, 2016; Herbers, 
2006). According to Robinson et al. (2008, p. 180), the rapid change in 
GBAO ‘was very similar to that which took place in Kyrgyzstan around 
the same time.’ 6 As Radnitz (2010, p. 80) noted, in the early 1990s in 
Kyrgyzstan, ‘agriculture and industry fell into private hands, depriving 
the state of its monopoly on the distribution of resources as a means of 
political control.’ 

5.2. The intersection of crop revenues and local power constellations in 
early reform years 

Under pressure from the International Finance Institutions (IFIs), the 
Tajik state eliminated the official state procurement system of crops in 
1996 (World Bank, 1996). As mentioned above, ‘demonopolisation of 
cotton marketing authority’ (World Bank 1996, 6) was a core compo-
nent of one of the World Bank’s first projects in Tajikistan. Although the 
Soviet era state procurement of farm produce entailed a range of crops, 
cotton production had always been prioritised under the Soviet regime. 

Tajikistan constituted the third cotton producer of the Soviet Union after 
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan (Obertreis, 2017; Peterson, 2019), and 
under Soviet rule the crop played an essential role in the exchange of 
commodities between the Soviet republics. Cotton has remained the 
primary agricultural export commodity in post-1991 Tajikistan, 
bringing in foreign currency and tax revenues. Compared to other cotton 
producing countries worldwide, Tajikistan has been one of a few econ-
omies which have been ‘exceptionally dependent on the crop for their 
total export revenues’ (Fortucci, 2002, p. 2). 

A comparison within Central Asia helps to understand the political 
economy of cotton. In the countries where cotton has been the principal 
cash crop for the national economy (Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, 
Tajikistan), the post-1991 regimes and connected elites have retained 
centralised control over the cotton sector, and to varying extents have 
continued the Soviet-style planned economy (Shamsiev, 2012; Pomfret, 
2012; Markowitz, 2016). In these countries the state also preserved its 
land ownership. In Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan, in contrast, agrarian 
economies were liberalised to a large extent in the 1990s (Shamsiev, 
2012; Markowitz, 2016; Radnitz, 2010). 

The extent to which the cotton sector has been liberalised has 
important implications for cotton farm gate prices. As Shamsiev (2005) 
showed, in the Central Asian countries with state or private monopsony 
power over cotton (Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan), farm gate 
prices remained suppressed, in contrast to the countries in which cotton 
was less important for the state and elites (Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan). 

The Tajik state sought to uphold stringent control over the cotton 
production complex in the 1990s, and reforms of cotton-related agri-
cultural policies and in cotton production areas remained sluggish in 
those years. Centralised control continued, all in order to secure cotton 
output and processing. However, state subsidies had come to a halt. 
Materials from the archives of the Ministry of Agriculture show that, in 
the almost cashless economy, raw cotton equalled a means of exchange 
used to pay for farms’ electricity bills, inputs, and was also exchanged 
for wheat imports.7 

In order to revive and obtain cash for cotton production the Tajik 
state set up the so-called ‘futures system,’ in which private actors 
replaced the role of the state, with which it, on paper, satisfied IFIs’ 
requirements to withdraw state support and demonopolise the cotton 
sector. The futures system resembled the former state procurement 
system, with the difference that it was controled by private domestic 
actors connected to the post-war regime. The futures system became the 
building block of the cotton production complex until the late 2000s. 
Eyeing foreign cotton traders (as the archives of the republican corpo-
ration ‘Tajik Cotton’ (‘Pakhtai Tojik’), which existed between 1996 and 
1998 in the Central State Archive of the Republic of Tajikistan show),8 

foreign private capital was attracted and international cotton traders 
advanced millions of US dollars to Tajik companies which were expected 
to advance inputs and capital to cotton producing farms. These farms, in 
turn, were to repay these advances in kind of raw cotton at the end of the 
season. In other words, cotton served as collateral. and farms enjoyed no 
real choice where to sell cotton, and against which price. 

While coordination and control over cotton exports became more 
complicated over time as a plethora of international and newly estab-
lished offshore companies as well as Tajik-foreign joint ventures entered 
the market as cotton buyers and traders, the structure of former kol-
khozes and sovkhozes was largely retained. The few pioneering, indi-
vidual lowland dehqon farmers operated alongside and sometimes in 
tandem with the large farms. 

The relative autonomy of farms and the pathway of reform were very 
different in the mountainous Gorno Badakhshan region, and the regional 

5 The Aga Khan Foundation (AKF), as the charity arm of the Aga Khan (the 
hereditary imam of the Ismaili) is known, initially worked primarily in GBAO 
where the majority of the population belongs to the Ismaili denomination of 
Shia Islam (whereas the majority of the country belongs to the Sunni denomi-
nation). The Aga Khan’s spiritual leadership and crucial support to the 
Badakhshan region during and after the Tajik Civil War have created an 
enduring loyalty among the population.  

6 Less is known about changes in Tajikistan’s highlands in the Sughd region 
in those years where donors were predominantly providing humanitarian aid, 
not endorsing farm fragmentation, discussed later. 

7 Archives of the republican corporation ‘Tajik Cotton’ (‘Pakhtai Tojik’), 
existing 1996-1998; Central State Archive of the Republic of Tajikistan, f. 2067, 
op. 1.  

8 Central State Archive of the Republic of Tajikistan, f.2067 op. 1 
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differences in reform pathways are clearly visualised in Figs. 4 and 5. 
However, because the Badakhshan region only comprises a tiny share of 
the national acreage of arable land, the early shift to dehqon farms in this 
region cannot be observed in nation-wide statistics (Fig. 3). 

Alongside reforms of the agricultural sector, in the difficult period of 
the 1990s, the government granted ‘presidential land’ (zamini presidenti) 
to rural households twice, in 1995 and 1997. Land was allocated in 
response to a severe food crisis (in 1995) and overall hardship. The food 
crisis was a result of the economic downturn of that period (Harris, 
1998; Clifford et al., 2010), and the population faced gigantic spikes in 
prices of flour and bread (the staple food in Tajikistan). In those years, 
household plot production was essential for food security (much more 
than the dehqon farms) and due to households’ relatively autonomous 
crop production systems they were, compared to larger farms, also 
affected less by the then erratic input supply chains. However, most of 
the rural households in lowlands were tied to and dependent on cotton 
producing farms for (in-kind) wages, including a strip of land and cotton 
stalks (see also Hofman forthcoming, 2021; see Visser, 2009 for the 
’symbiosis’ as characteristic for the relationship between large 
post-Soviet farms and households plots in Russia) and as a result of the 
crisis household plots’ contribution to GAO dropped in 1995, seen in 
Fig. 2. Households were forced to sell livestock and assets to secure 
access to food (Harris, 1998), which explains the drop in households’ 
contribution to the GAO, particularly in terms of livestock. Overall, 
however, and continuiting over the years of agrarian transformation, 
household plot production has proven to be resilient. In the next sections 
we focus predominantly on reforms concerning arable land designated 
for commercial agriculture. 

6. Phase 2. Window dressing for the donors (1998–2006) 

6.1. ‘Progress’ in land reform in absolute numbers 

The discrepancy observed in agrarian reform between the highlands 
and the lowlands continued after the 1990s. Agricultural recovery began 
after 1998, but reforms remained incremental. By the year 2000, across 
the country, dehqon farms accounted for 15% of all arable land (see 
Fig. 3 (TajStat, 2005). However, there were stark regional variations: in 
that year dehqon farms in GBAO cultivated 66.6% of all arable land (see 
Fig. 4), while dehqon farms in Khatlon and Sughd, where most of the 
lowlands are located, farmed only 9.7 and 17.4% of arable land, 
respectively, and dehqon farms cultivated 22.6% of arable land in the 
districts of republican subordination (TajStat, 2005). 

Statistics at first glance seem to indicate that after the ‘stagnation’ 
during most of the 1990s, genuine reform took off in the late 1990s. 
However, the increased share of dehqon farms in GAO, observable in 
Fig. 2, is mainly caused by the nominal conversion from kolkhozes and 
sovkhozes into dehqon farms, which happened throughout the country. 
With the renaming of farm enterprises, the notion of the dehqon farm 
became blurred, complicating an understanding of the ‘individualised’ 
post-Soviet farm. The mere change of name also explains why the na-
tional average size of a dehqon farm increased from 4.8 ha of arable land 
in 1997 to an average size of 24 ha in 2004 (see Table 1). 

6.2. The state’s and elite’s responses to donor pressure in the 2000s 

Donor presence proliferated in the aftermath of the Tajik Civil War 
and the post ‘9/11’ period, when the U.S. Bush administration intensi-
fied the ‘war on terror’ in neighbouring Afghanistan (see also Kluc-
zewska, 2020). 

In the late 1990s, the World Bank launched a farm privatisation 
support programme (FPSP), implemented in a number of pilot areas 
throughout the country. The World Bank’s reform package was not 
much different from the reforms that had been initiated by the Aga Khan 
Foundation in Gorno Badakhshan a few years before, although the 
World Bank depended to a larger extent on the Tajik state in selecting 

localities where projects would be implemented. As Nourzhanov (2005) 
also noted, elites assumed control over the distribution of donor aid. In 
later evaluations, the World Bank (2008) confirmed the difficulty in 
convincing the government to restructure farms in lowland regions.9 

While the war had officially ended in 1997, the violent conflict had 
resulted in a divided state apparatus (cf. Markowitz, 2011; Nourzhanov, 
2005), with implications still felt today. According to Markowitz (2011), 
elites in resource-rich areas (which he measured as amount of irrigated 
land) remained loyal to the state apparatus because of the fixed nature of 
landed resources and in areas where the conversion of landed wealth 
into rents lured, national-level elites increasingly tried to gain control, as 
they observed the possibility to instrumentalise their political power to 
realise profits from farming (as opposed to many ordinary farmers). This 
was different in areas with less potential for profitable farming, and 
according to Markowitz (2011), in areas with lootable wealth, or in 
relatively less resource-rich localities, elites depended less on the state, 
leading to state fragmentation. 

At the local level, local elites played a important role in farm reform, 
and in doing so, directly or indirectly supporting or challenging national 
level elites. One way in which farm chairmen discouraged farm mem-
bers to take out their share (i.e. withdrawing land to set up an individual 
farm) was through the control over irrigation systems (Sehring, 2009). 
Officials also retained control by transferring large areas of former state 
farmland to (local) elites, rather than to the rural population. This 
happened, for instance, in 2006 with a research farm of the national 
agrarian university in the Yovon district. This farm was renamed and 
transformed into a limited liability company, controlled by an individual 
who was director of the Tajik National Bank in those years.10 

Besides elite networking to maintain or strengthen control, another 
strategy by elites, to prevent genuine farm breakup and a loss of control, 
has been the renaming and split up of one collective dehqon farm into 
one or more smaller collective dehqon farms. In this way the state 
signalled reform commitment to donors; the land titling, however, 
occurred without profound changes on the ground. One example is the 
way in which Decree 385, promulgated in October 2002, was imple-
mented. The decree stipulated the reorganisation of 225 agricultural 
enterprises before December 2005. Yet, ‘[a]s the 2005 deadline for farm 
restructuring loomed many former collectives restructured formally as 
[smaller collective dehqon farms], offering physical shares of an equal 
size and proper title documentation to all members’ (Robinson et al., 
2008, p. 182). 

Such a nominal shift to collective dehqon farms can be observed in 
statistics we obtained for the Jaloliddini Balkhi district, in the lowlands 
of the Khatlon region. In one locality in this district, 15 new large dehqon 
farms were registered between 2004 and 2005 (TajStat, 2013b). These 
new farms were individualised former production brigades of one 
kolkhoz, and the new entities did not feature changes in land ownership 
(as recalled by local farmers in several conversations, fieldwork summer 
2013). 

9 Azerbaijan’s privatisation project was showcased, but later the World Bank 
(2008, p. 21) acknowledged that ‘[g]iven the differences between Tajikistan 
and some of its neighbours, the use of a blueprint design led to a pilot that was 
too complex and ambitious and not tailored enough to the specific circum-
stances of the country.’ A major reason for the difficulties in replicating the 
Azerbaijan model was the Tajik economy’s reliance on cotton. For the Azeri 
state, in contrast, revenues from oil overshadowed the importance of the 
agrarian economy.  
10 There are few state-owned farms left in Tajikistan, which in reality are often 

elite-controlled. Privatisation of state-owned farms has been ongoing in recent 
years. Besides the dehqon farm, there are other types of agricultural enterprises 
in Tajikistan but the diversity in farm holdings does not receive much (schol-
arly) attention. Examples of enterprises are limited liability companies, and 
production or trade cooperatives. These different enterprises are lumped 
together in national statistics as ‘other agricultural enterprises’ (TajStat, 2013a, 
2019a). 
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By formulating ambitious plans on paper, and by using a narrow 
definition of ‘reform’ (individualising farm units without granting con-
trol rights), and stressing the growth in the number of (in reality ill- 
defined) dehqon farms, the authorities could claim that they did what 
donors required them to do (cf. Heathershaw, 2009 and Wilson, 2005 on 
‘virtual politics’), while subverting further pressure. On the ground re-
form differed from the official narrative. However, the Tajik Ministry of 
Finance declared in 2004 that: 

Actually, the reform on privatisation of the enterprises and farms is 
completed. […] The status of the Land Committee is upgraded to the 
level of the Ministry; it is the State Committee at the Government. 
The transparency of the farms privatisation process is ensured 
through publication of the statistical bulletins, with the data, 
reflecting the number of privatised farms (cited in World Bank, 2004, 
p. 17). 

The dynamics were different in the highlands of Gorno Badakhshan. 
Concealed privatisation or even the blocking of farm reform by 

authorities and elites, were hardly seen in areas where elites saw less 
potential for profits. 

As noted before, reforms in the mountainous Badakhshan region 
were enacted quickly and relatively successfully. It was geographic 
characteristics as well as the relative lack of rural wealth that facilitated 
the reforms in the Badakhshan region. In the western highlands of 
Tajikistan, located in the Sughd region, collective farming, at least on 
paper, continued until after 2015. Whereas farm units in the highlands 
of both regions were small and fragmented, and production practices 
were individualised due to the geography of the mountains, the granting 
of certificates as had happened in Gorno Badakhshan, had not taken 
place in the highlands of Sughd in the 1990s. In order to understand 
these differences, we need to turn to the specific nature of donor pres-
ence in the two highland areas. Even though the highlands in the Sughd 
region also experienced rising donor presence in the 1990s, these donors 
were primarily focused on emergency relief, not on farm reform. 

The specific orientation of donors is also relevant in understanding 
differences between the impact of donor presence in Kyrgyzstan and 

Fig. 2. Structure of gross agricultural output per farm type. 
Source: Composed by the authors based on: 1991 and 2007–2011: TajStat, 2013a, p. 16 (comparative prices Tajik somoni (TJS) 2012), 1992–1997: International 
Monetary Fund IMF, 2000 p. 56 (comparative prices Tajik rubles 1997), 1997–2007: Lerman, 2009, p. 7, 2012–2017: TajStat, 2019a, p. 16 (comparative prices Tajik 
somoni (TJS) 2017), 2018–2019: TajStat, 2020, p. 16 (comparative prices Tajik somoni (TJS) 2019). 

Fig. 3. Land use by land user category, 1999–2019: Tajikistan nation-wide. 
Source: Composed by the authors based on TajStat 2005; 2012; 2014; 2020. 
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Tajikistan in those years. ‘Donor involvement in Kyrgyzstan reflected the 
initial interest to foster democracy and civil society in the early 1990s’ 
(Sehring, 2009, p. 102). In Tajikistan, donor aid was concentrated on 
humanitarian assistance during and after the war (Aminjanov et al., 
2009). While both Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan were relatively 
resource-poor, and requested aid in the early 1990s, the Kyrgyz gov-
ernment appeared more receptive to donor pressure and privatised the 
economy in the early 1990s, which allowed for the ‘decentrali[s]ed 
generation of wealth’ (Radnitz, 2010, p. 167). In Tajikistan, in contrast, 
the state and elites were reluctant to instigate profound changes as they 
wanted to retain control over cotton rents. 

To conclude: in the lowlands of Tajikistan, which account for the 
majority of the country’s arable land and agricultural output, formal 
policies and statistics suggesting gradual reform contrasted with the 
situation on the ground. The power over farm break-up rested with high 
placed elites within the ruling regime. As a result, there were few dif-
ferences between lowland districts in land reform in that period, except 
for a few pockets of small individual farms (cf. Hierman and Nek-
bakhtshoev, 2018). 

6.3. Elite power and top-down control over agricultural value chains 

The sluggishness of reforms in the lowlands is related to control over 
agricultural value chains, in particular the cotton value chain, as noted. 
While the cotton economy was formally demonopolised, control 
continued in disguise. For lowland farms, engaging in cotton production 
contract schemes with companies engaged in the futures system 
remained the only way to obtain inputs at the start of the growing 
season. These futures companies’ domination was ‘caused not by good 
quality of service but through pressure of the [district governments] 
forcing farmers to sign contracts with [a] company’ (KasWag Agri-
Consulting Worldwide, 2008, p. 51). The private companies involved 
benefited from state intervention, such as local authorities’ pressure on 
farms to allocate 70% of their fields to cotton. Through a reduced tax for 
land allocated to cotton the government also sought to incentivise 
farmers to grow cotton. 

The lack of competition enabled ambiguous price setting of both 
input prices and raw cotton and led to high farm debts throughout the 
lowlands. Many (restructured) farms carried debt from earlier years and 
the problem only worsened. Farm debt levels highly differed, but not 
publicly available data, shows that debt levels were higher in the 

Fig. 4. Land use by land user category, 1999–2019: GBAO (highlands). 
Source: Composed by the authors based on TajStat 2005; 2012; 2014; 2020. 

Fig. 5. Land use by land user category, 1999–2019: Khatlon (lowlands). 
Source: Composed by the authors based on TajStat 2005; 2012; 2014; 2020. 
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Khatlon region where most of the cotton economy was controlled by 
individuals related to the national (post-war) regime. However, there 
were also local monopsonies in the northern region, with local elites in 
charge of cotton ginning and exports. Rural poverty appeared equally 
pronounced in both lowland regions in those years, and poverty alle-
viation was more progressive in other regions of the country (World 
Bank, 2012). 

A factor of importance is that compared to other crops, the capital 
intensity involved in cotton requires liquidity at the start of the farm 
season. Whereas cotton in Tajikistan is predominantly manually weeded 
and harvested, and is grown on small as well as large farms, inputs, 
irrigation and various mechanical practices are costly (FAO, 2014). The 
economic margins for other, less capital-intensive crops have been much 
higher (FAO, 2014; Shamsiev 2012), but especially in those years (until 
the late 2000s), farmers experienced little autonomy over cropping 
patterns. Moreover, some farmers prefered to produce cotton because it 
is, compared to most food crops, less perishable. In the context of poor 
post-harvest facilities the production of more perishable food crops (that 
get wasted quickly in high summer) entailed considerable risks. The lack 
of quality crop seeds and problematic access to bank credit (as initially 
available credit schemes were tied to cotton), as well as the need for 
cotton plant residues, used as a source of lubricants by rural households, 
constituted further incentives to produce cotton.11 Consequently, in the 
lowlands, the majority of dehqon farms predominantly produced cotton 
and, rural households were and remained primary actors in supplying 
markets with food crops. This was different in the highlands of GBAO 
where dehqon farms were principal in food crop production since the 
2000s (TajStat, 2012). 

To conclude, there were clear spatial differences in reform pathways 
in the late 1990s-2006 period. A Western consultant based in Tajikistan 
adequately characterised the spatially-differentiated nature of agrarian 
change in Tajikistan by stating (interview 15 February 2015): 

So, the result is [that] you get what looks like a diverting system, 
because it depends on the local political power and the government’s 
judgement of the importance of the place […]. ‘Ok donors, you want 
to do this, fine, just do it in the mountains, do it in places we do not 
care about.’ 

The differences in reform pathways were mainly caused by 
geographically induced differences, that in the case of Badakhshan were 
strengthened by the presence of the AKF. In later years, more pro-
nounced differences within the lowland regions, started to develop. 

7. Phase 3. Increased donor pressure and strengthening rural 
divides (2007–2020) 

7.1. A string of crises and increased donor pressure 

[…] before the government adopted several national strategic doc-
uments […], foreign aid was mainly supply-driven […]. There was 
[a] big gap in what the development partners were willing to provide 
assistance for and what the country really needed (Aminjanov et al., 
2009, p. 4). 

The year 2007 can be characterised as a watershed in Tajikistan’s 
pathway of agrarian change, and marks the third phase in post-Soviet 
agrarian reform. From that period onwards a more pronounced trans-
formation in agrarian production relations took off. 

The watershed was the result of a complex string of crises in a short 

period of time, between 2006 and 2008. Already in March of 2007 the 
Tajik government adopted a decree to end state intervention in farmers’ 
cropping plans which became internationally known as the decree on 
‘freedom to farm.’ Later that year, the Tajik National Bank was forced to 
admit that it had provided sovereign guarantees for cotton loans from 
international financiers, which had not been reported to the IMF (Ernst 
and Young, 2009).12 Soon after an extremely harsh winter followed, 
which revealed the Tajik state’s inability to feed its people (Brill Olcott, 
2012) Furthermore, in the same years the Tajik regime was involved in a 
lengthy and costly legal battle in the London High Court related to 
control over the aluminium smelter TALCO (nationally of strategic 
importance). The case received considerable attention from IFIs, which 
motivated by the investigations on cotton loans, urged for additional 
audits. As Heathershaw (2011, 160) noted: ‘It was not public outcry but 
international-donor and IFI demands that led to these audits.’ The crises 
put the state in a weak position vis-à-vis donors which could push 
through farm reform. 

At the core of donor attention was farm as well as cotton sector re-
form, which had been priorities since the 1990s, as noted in earlier 
sections. Nationwide cotton debt had risen to over 400 US million dol-
lars and thwarted farm fragmentation. For years, farm shareholders had 
expressed reluctance to take out their share as it would also charge them 
with a debt attached to their specific land share (often not less than 1000 
US dollars per hectare). Whereas international donors (chiefly the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB), World Bank, and the United Kingdom’s 
Department for International Development (DfID)) had focused on the 
debt issue since the mid-2000s, these donors’ pilot projects remained 
stand-alones without wider impact, and the crisis of 2006–2008 enabled 
donor to insist on reform and initiate a ‘Road map’ including the abol-
ishment of the futures system, and a debt resolution scheme that would 
be implemented in years after (cf. Hofman, 2018, 2019). 

Furthermore, the impact of donor pressure can be seen in the effect of 
reform-focused projects implemented in the late 2000s. In that period 
USAID and the World Bank initiated projects focused on the establish-
ment of a land cadastre and issuing land use certificates (free of charge) 
and provision of technical support. It convinced the regional leadership 
in Khatlon to pursue reforms. When the deputy governor of Khatlon was 
appointed regional governor of the Sughd region in 2013, his experi-
ences with the World Bank in his role as deputy governor of Khatlon 
motivated him to request similar World Bank support for farm frag-
mentation in the Sughd region. Expecting that farm reform would result 
in technical support, the governor initiated progressive reforms, which 
explains the rapid farm reorganisation in this region in the years 
following 2013 (see Table 1) (interview former regional governor, 
Sughd region May 2021). 

The technical components of the World Bank’s intervention 
evidently convinced authorities to pursue the reforms, and over the 
years since the late 2000s, donors’ approach in agriculture has become 
largely devoid of political interference. Most donors have distanced the 
cotton sector and focus instead on technical assistance (cf. (Ferguson, 
1994; Petric, 2015)). However, cotton debt has not been resolved in a 
number of localities, and the state and elites continue to intervene in 
farming (see also Hofman, 2018). While international organisations 
have tried to stimulate crop diversification for many years, the Tajik 
state now attempts to increase cotton production and processing again 
and has attracted Chinese agribusinesses to realise these goals. 

The increase in investment and aid by Chinese state and private 

11 Similarly, the need for wood incentivises households to engage in laborious 
and hardly remunerated silk worm breeding. As silk worms have to be fed with 
leaves of mulberry trees, households which undertake silk worm breeding are 
allowed to cut mulberry trees and can keep the residual branches as firewood, 
which is perceived as an important in-kind remuneration. 

12 Just before (in 2006) the IMF had declared that ‘thanks to aid from the 
Multilateral Debt Relief Initiative (MDRI), Tajikistan was not in danger of any 
debt distress if moderate policies were followed. It warned, however, that new 
foreign borrowing […] could lead to a quick change in the situation. [Around 
the same time, however, the Tajik state] concluded an agreement with [China] 
for a loan of approximately $900 million’ (Van Atta, 2009, p. 29), which 
showed the competing agendas of external actors in Tajikistan. 
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actors since the early 2010s, signal a change in the cohort of foreign 
donors and actors active in Tajikistan. While the post-war period saw a 
rapid inflow of donor aid by donors from Europe and the U.S., the 
countries making up the international community have become more 
diverse in recent years as China, Iran, Turkey, South Korea and India 
entered the stage (Aminjanov et al., 2009). These latter actors ‘are not 
part of formal donor coordination arrangements and prefer to interact 
only with the top level of the government when it comes to the discus-
sions about priority projects’ (Aminjanov et al., 2009, p. 21). The 
changing landscape of donors in Tajikistan is obvious. 

7.2. Continued deviation of state actions from donor plans 

As a result of a shift towards technical assistance and, for instance, a 
focus on household plot production rather than orienting towards land 
use policies, structural political factors, including the continuation of 
state cropping plans, inhibiting an improvement of rural livelihoods, get 
less attention. Comprehensive production quotas in the form of annual 
production plans are still enforced and in fact only household plot 
production is autonomously practised. 

Among state officials engaged in the agricultural sector, cotton re-
mains of high importance but the state’s production plans include the 
full range of crops. Potato, after bread the most important staple in 
Tajikistan, is (particularly since Covid-19) also prominent in the state’s 
production plans. Farmers try to resist quotas in several ways (Hofman 
forthcoming, 2021), also to oppose the lack of attention to local 
geographic characteristics in such production plans. Even in the south-
ernmost districts of the Khatlon region, where temperatures reach over 
50 degrees Celsius in summer, farmers receive orders to plant potatoes 
as a second harvest in high summer. 

Where local elites are tied to the state to convert their control over 
local landed resources into rents (cf. Markowitz, 2011), local authorities 
still ‘see their responsibility as protecting the interests of the central 
government rather than serving citizens with perceived grievances’ 
(Brill Olcott, 2012, p. 153). Fieldwork observations (2019, 2020) point 
to continuity of this pattern. In localities of continued elite interest, 
donors have stood less chance in challenging elite control. In these in-
stances, the interaction between Tajik state authorities and international 
organisations can be characterised as a performance (cf. Brill Olcott, 
2012; Gibson et al., 2005 on the ‘dance’ between donors and the Kenyan 
state).  

As mentioned before, elite interference in farming is less observed in 
highlands. However, while state officials and international donor or-
ganisations describe land reform in Badakhshan as progressive (see also 
Herbers, 2006) and early accomplished, land balance data over different 
years (2010–2016) show that farm reform has been ongoing in these 
highlands too. For instance, between 2014 and 2016, in the moun-
tainous district of Ishkashim, the number of dehqon farms increased from 
17 large dehqon farms to 3800 dehqon farms. This may relate to the fact 
that the de jure reforms (issuing of paper certificates) have taken place 
only recently. 

7.3. Changes in value chain control 

Variations in the rural landscape within the highlands and lowlands 
started to become more pronounced after the crises in 2006–2008. 
Profits of crops other than cotton increased considerably between 2005 
and 2012 (FAO, 2014), which clearly indicates that an orientation away 
from cotton has great potential to improve farm viability. The decline in 
cotton production is most pronounced in lowland districts belonging to 
the districts of republican subordination, where the area planted with 
cotton decreased by almost 85% between 2007 and 2016 (TajStat, 
2017). Several of these districts are located relatively close to the city of 
Dushanbe and farmers in those localities specialise in food crops to 
supply urban markets in and around the capital. 

The decline in cotton production in the other lowland regions, e.g. 

28% in Khatlon between 2007 and 2016, and almost 42% in Sughd, is 
also noticeable, but less pronounced. There are some striking differences 
between lowland districts nowadays in terms of crop diversification. 
Whereas local officials explain the differences in agricultural production 
between districts by addressing geographic factors, some interviewed 
farmers in the Khatlon region (June 2020) state that differences are the 
result of the relative presence of cotton elites (see also Boboyorov, 
2013). In other words, a stronger elite presence in particular localities in 
the Khatlon region, reflecting interest in cotton, seems to be the reason 
for the relatively lower reduction in cotton production and points to a 
divided state apparatus (cf. Markowitz, 2011). In fact, some of these 
southernmost districts are informally controlled by cotton elites, rather 
than by the state, with implications for farm reform and farmers’ au-
tonomy (fieldwork observations 2020; see also Boboyorov, 2013; Hof-
man, 2018). It is particularly striking that rural poverty in the Khatlon 
region (relatively rich in arable land) remains significant (World Bank, 
2020), certainly compared to the progress in poverty alleviation in other 
regions over the years. 

Cotton elites attempt to secure their interests in different ways, 
which indicates their control over the cotton value chain, and thus 
despite years of donor pressure, the cotton economy still has not 
completely been demonopolised. In earlier years farm reform was often 
only nominal, and in later years elites upheld cotton debt, and appro-
priated former state owned farms, such as farms carrying the special 
status of ‘seed breeding’ farms. These farms are legally protected against 
fragmentation; farm members cannot take out their share. Other indirect 
ways are the above-mentioned continued pressure on farmers to plant 
cotton on 70% of farmland and the partial enforcement of the unified tax 
for farmland. Before the year 2010, farmland under cotton was taxed 
lower (50%) than farmland planted with other crops. The unified tax 
introduced in 2010 would make an end to this differentiation. However, 
in many localities land planted with cotton is still subject to a lower tax, 
so as to, according to farmers, ‘encourage them to plant the crop.’ 
Farmers increasingly try to diversify away from cotton, resisting quota, 
as mentioned before13 but are forced to navigate the complex state 
administration comprised of many state authorities which, often, all 
have a role in monitoring land use. 

The lack of enforcement of law is not always acknowledged in urban 
policy circles, as Hofman recorded during interviews with local actors 
engaged in donor-funded land governance projects. Local elites can 
exploit farmers’ social or geographic isolation by purposefully shielding 
information on laws and policies so as to shape local policies according 
to specific interest, i.e. ‘limiting the horizon’ (cf. Schaffner, 1995; Pet-
rick and Carter, 2009; Hierman and Nekbakhtshoev, 2018). In addition, 
even though farmers may know that their rights are violated, some 
farmers perceive it impossible to call upon their rights or experience 
social pressure that withholds them from claiming their rights. Attention 
to such socio-political and cultural factors is essential to understand land 
reform, and the factors stifling rural development are not always widely 
known, as demonstrated by a statement by an international donor 
employee (February 2020): 

[W]ith all the money going into Khatlon alone, [to] agriculture. We 
need to highlight the drivers that are inhibiting the development. We 
don’t know what they are, but with all the money there should be a 
whole lot more progress made than there is. 

Reform dynamics in a localitiy in the district of Vahdat also 
demonstrate the importance of socio-political and socio-cultural factors. 

13 In some localities state-planned crops (cotton) compete with commercially 
interesting crops such as rice, reminiscing a competition between state and 
commercial crops in Karimov-era Uzbekistan as analysed by Veldwisch and 
Spoor (2008). Interestingly, this competition between rice and cotton was also 
observed in pre-Soviet era Central Asia (cf. Peterson, 2019). 
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In this district (at less than 10 kilometres distance from the capital city), 
the ‘kolkhoz’ (as it is still called by former shareholders) still comprised 
an area of almost 2500 ha by the end of 2015. Local inhabitants explain 
the relatively late fragmentation of the kolkhoz in Vahdat by empha-
sising the good nature of the collective farm chairman. ‘[…] our 
chairman was a great person, and we worked…’ (interview 26 March 
2020). This attitude was also expressed by a state official (interview, 1 
April 2020): 

It is Tajik mentality. We respect those with authority. “Ooh, the rais 
[chairman] is saying. Ooh, the rais is saying." When [the rais] says 
“no, this is mine," then thoughts change. We [state officials and 
people working within the World Bank’s farm reform project] told 
[shareholders]: “[the land] is yours!” But they said, “we will do 
whatever the rais says." This made it difficult to reach the project 
goals [of the World Bank]. 

Now [the rais and the people] understand. But I will not argue that 
we reached a high level. Some people still think that the rais will 
bring mineral fertilisers, that the rais will search for a tractor, and 
will provide seeds. That is in our [Tajik] imagination. Another way 
of thinking is needed.  

The official’s words clearly reflect donors’ vision of farm individu-
alisation, and address the role of legacies and socio-cultural factors 
shaping local farm reform. Collective farm members may not always 
wish to separate from the collective farm. This often remains overlooked 
in attention to agrarian reform pathways.  

7.4. Differentiation within lowlands and highlands 

Even though state plans are still enforced, and comprise a range of 
crops, the relative degree of diversification of agricultural production 
gives insight into elite penetration, that is, whether or not elites obstruct 
farm autonomy. 

However, explaining variations, particularly within districts, is 
challenging and the precise influence of local geographic characteristics 
such as population density, water availability and soil fertility on crop 
diversification and farm restructuring remains difficult to pin down. For 
instance, whereas Mukhamedova and Wegerich (2014) found that a low 
land to population ratio obstructed farm reform, Nekbakhtshoev (2016) 
concluded that localities with a relative labour surplus featured rela-
tively slow processes of farm reform. The authors’ findings also con-
trasted regarding the impact of access to irrigation water on farm 
restructuring. Mukhamedova and Wegerich (2014) found that relative 
water abundance enhanced farm reform; Nekbakhtshoev (2016) 
observed that water abundance incited farm chairmen to obstruct farm 
fragmentation (also observed by Sehring, 2009). Comparing these 
research findings is however complicated by the fact that these authors’ 
research methods (and related data) differ. Whereas Sehring (2009) and 
Mukhamedova and Wegerich (2014) built on micro-level insights, 
Nekbakhtshoev (2016) utilised district- and national-level data. 

Land balance data also points to striking intra-district differences. 
For instance, in the lowland Konibodom district, in the northern Sughd 
region, in one municipality (jamoat) the number of dehqon farms 
increased by 300% between 2014 and 2016, while the increase was 
much less significant in several other municipalities in the same 
district.14 

7.5. Farm restructuring through a statistical lens and the problems of 
abstract figures 

In terms of numbers there have been significant changes over the 
years. Since 2007, dehqon farmers have been cultivating the majority of 
land. Compared to 24,900 dehqon farms in 2006 (TajStat, 2010, p. 116), 
the rural economy included over 170,000 dehqon farms at the end of 
2019 (TajStat, 2020). 

Importantly the new Law on Dehqon Farming, promulgated in 2016, 
did away with the different types of dehqon farms (i.e. collective, family 
and private), and only distinguished legal entities and natural persons. 
While some large farms are still conceived of as ‘collective’ dehqon 
farms, the majority of dehqon farms is small, and district-level data 
shows that there are thousands of dehqon farms today with a size of 
around one hectare, existing alongside larger farm enterprises. Given the 
significant differences throughout the country, averaging farm sizes, as 
one state official said in an interview (1 April 2020), is no longer 
realistic. 

People will laugh! They will say: “Did you really make a calcula-
tion?” Imagine. This person has his/her kolkhoz share, and therefore 
the right to [let’s say] 3.55 ha (irrigated land, rain-fed land, a small 
share of the former kolkhoz’ orchard, and some pasture land) [to 
establish a dehqon farm]. Now, I, as a state official, want to set up a 
dehqon farm and approach the land committee. They will never give 
me 3.55 ha. Instead, perhaps 0.80 ha. Imagine! (interview with a 
state official, 1 April 2020). 

Only accurate readings of detailed data based on contextual infor-
mation give insights into farm structures. An outsider who has no un-
derstanding of concepts and names, nor insight into geographic 
characteristics and the socio-political history of the place, runs the risk 
of drawing conclusions on characteristics of land reform that may 
contrast with the reality on the ground. For instance, a potential 
misunderstanding created by classifications is the increase in the num-
ber of production and trade cooperatives, which we also observed in 
local-level data from the land balance. Some cooperatives may have 
been set up as a result of the Law on Cooperatives, promulgated in 2013, 
which was, according to Lerman and Sedik (2014, p. 10) ‘heavily 
influenced by donor views.’ However, according to local state officials 
and farmers (interviews April and June 2020), some farmers have been 
forced to re-register their enterprise as cooperative, because co-
operatives have higher tax liabilities than dehqon farmers. Hence the 
increase in cooperatives has partially been the result of tax departments’ 
instrumental use of the law and donor support, and does not necessarily 
reflect farmers’ deliberate choice. As such, we oppose the assumption of 
Müller and Rommel (2018), based on our long-term engagement with 
rural development questions in Tajikistan, that most farmers can freely 
choose their farm type. 

Recent data over the years 2018–2019 ((TajStat, 2018), see also 
Fig. 3) show that the general category of ‘other farm enterprises’ has 
slightly increased in terms of land control, which may point to the 
renaming of dehqon farms into cooperatives and/or scale enlargement. 
Upscaling is also clearly on the agenda now the government has adopted 
a resolution to set up agro-industrial clusters,15 modelled on agricultural 
clusters in Austria, and scale enlargement of lowland farms may take up 
speed once a land use rights market is realised. The process of setting up 
a market for land use rights, initiated by USAID, has been dragging on 
since the early 2010s, and has started with a few small pilot localities 
late 2019-early 2020. Notably, on the ground, farmland changes hands 
regularly beyond and besides state involvement already for years and 
whereas political and economic factors continue to drive the (rural) 

14 These dynamics show that distance to the capital city, discussed in relation 
to cotton yields, by Hierman and Nekbahtshoev (2018) is not a primary factor 
in the pace of farm reform. The interplay of geographic factors and local power 
dynamics appear more decisive. 

15 http://www.adlia.tj/show_doc.fwx?Rgn=137515 [Accessed 20 March 
2021]. 
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labour force into outbound labour migration, demand for land has 
increased over the past few years, as society has observed gradual 
changes in land politics. The outbreak of the global pandemic in 2020 
has further increased the demand for access to land. The dynamics 
resulting from heightened demand for land, in tandem with the emer-
gence of clusters and a market in land use rights may generate new 
developments that could entail a fourth phase in Tajikistan’s pathway of 
agrarian change. 

8. Conclusion: towards a deeper understanding of trajectories of 
agrarian change 

After 30 years of independence in Tajikistan, the increase in absolute 
numbers of farms suggests that a gradual but drastic transformation has 
taken place with regard to farm structures. The diversity in reforms and 
geography has resulted in a patchwork of farm structures. Whereas in 
some localities the farm structures appears bipartite (such as in high-
lands), in lowland areas the diversity in farms is significantly larger. This 
points to decentralised patterns of reform, which strengthens the thesis 
of Hierman and Nekbakhtshoev (2018). These authors based their 
argument on farm data until the year 2005; however, detailed data show 
that decentralisation has become more pronounced more recently, since 
the early 2010s. 

A macro-level analysis agrarian change requires the use of statistics. 
However, we have addressed the need to look beyond numbers and 
attempted to shed light on the spatial nature of the agrarian question (cf. 
Chayanov, 1966[1925]; Meurs and Begg, 1998). This analysis has 
enabled us to conclude the following. 

First, what distinguishes Tajikistan is the stark regional variety in 
reforms, without the emergence of one dominant agrarian pattern. The 
stark regional variety, i.e. the geographic dimension of farm reform, 
could already be observed in the early 2000s, and it has further 
strengthened since then (cf. Robinson et al., 2008; Herbers, 2006). We 
distinguished two main trajectories of agrarian reform diverging in 
timing and in depth. In the highlands, throughout history, mountains 
have only allowed for small-scale crop production in the narrow valleys. 
The ‘dispersion of resources’ (cf. Radnitz, 2010) and the ‘friction of 
appropriation’ (cf. Scott, 2009) facilitated farm break-up after 1991. In 
the eastern highlands, farm reform occurred more or less in parallel with 
the rapid process of farm reform in Kyrgyzstan in the same period (cf. 
Robinson et al., 2008). 

The lowlands, however, featured very different politics of place. In 
these areas, large-scale cotton production, featuring large production 
units with indivisible assets (like irrigation systems), was less easily and 
less rapidly reorganised. In this regard, the much slower process in the 
lowlands resembled the pathway of agrarian transformation in Uzbeki-
stan and Turkmenistan, where large scale cash crop agriculture oriented 
towards export triggered interests to maintain political control over 
agriculture, and obstructed farmland fragmentation. 

As a second conclusion, our analysis points to a prominent role of the 
interplay of geography and political economy in shaping reform out-
comes. Altitude, crop characteristics and land use practices articulate 
with land politics. What we then observe is the remarkable continuation 
of agricultural production relations as they were built in Soviet-era 
lowland Tajikistan. In some localities, large production systems and 
Soviet-style production relations have largely remained intact. The data 
available on district or even municipal levels are sometimes too con-
tradictory to fully explain divergences at lower levels, and necessitate 
further research. 

Since Tajikistan’s independence, international donors have pres-
sured the Tajik central government to implement countrywide farm 
reform. However, reform has been highly uneven as it has stagnated 
across regions that were seen as important for the ruling regime. As 
Evans (1995, p. 5) explained: ‘State actions reflect and enforce dispar-
ities of social power on behalf of the privileged.’ In this regard, 
Tajikistan seems a typical ‘entrenched authoritarian regime’ as 

described by Gibson et al. (2005, p. 81), who noted that: ‘So long as 
donor countries are willing to lend funds [to a relatively entrenched 
authoritarian regime], the recipient can get by with promises of com-
mitments, without any real commitments to any externally or internally 
imposed reforms.’ 

If anything, international actors, not domestic public outcries, have 
affected policy formation. Donors have had a crucial role since Tajiki-
stan’s independence. The influence of changing global geopolitics, such 
as the role of Russia and China, on the Tajik state constitutes important 
directions for further research. The proliferation of donors and their 
mounting influence shows that the Tajik state has been amenable to 
external pressure, as it lacked the strong resource based autonomy of 
neighbours like Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. However, very often the 
effects of such pressure remained predominantly confined to policy 
documents, statistical reports, with limited change on the ground; laws 
and reforms remained performative. 

Tajikistan’s rural economy sometimes has been mimicking a chess-
board, with rural dwellers, as pawns, being shifted back and forth, to 
some extent akin to rural development dynamics in Uzbekistan and 
Turkmenistan. The state and donors continue to uphold a highly 
paternalistic attitude vis-à-vis farmers. Control over the countryside, as a 
way to secure revenues and order, has continued in localities of regime 
and elite interest, directly and indirectly. 

One could say that reforms have come a long way in the policy 
discourse. In that sense, the forty or fifty donors advocating land reform 
in Tajikistan – mentioned in the opening quote of the article – have had a 
visible influence. The overall picture in the country – despite all the 
variety in its geography and loopholes in the law – is now one of pro-
found farm fragmentation. Hence, the interplay(s) between geographic 
and political economy dynamics warrant more attention in theories on 
agrarian transformation, but also – and more importantly – in policy 
discourse, reform templates and technical assistance, in order to avoid 
further divides. 

CRediT authorship contribution statement 

Irna Hofman: Conceptualization, Methodology, Investigation, Re-
sources, Formal analysis, Data curation, Writing - original draft, Funding 
acqusition. Oane Visser: Conceptualization, Supervision, Writing - 
reviewing & editing. 

Acknowledgements 

We thank IAMO (Leibniz-Institut für Agrarentwicklung in Trans-
formationsökonomien), for the facilities and support offered at IAMO to 
realise the first version of this paper. We are grateful for the support 
provided by the Catharine van Tussenbroekfonds; the Land Deal Politics 
Initiative (LDPI); and Leiden University’s Leiden Asia Centre and its 
Central Asia Initiative for enabling Hofman’s fieldwork in various pe-
riods between 2012 and 2015. We express gratitude to Gabrielle van den 
Berg (Leiden University) with her NWO Vici/Aspasia project “Turks, 
Texts and Territory: Imperial Ideology and Cultural Production in Cen-
tral Eurasia” for financially supporting Hofman’s fieldwork in Tajikistan 
in 2019. Further, this research has received funding from the ERC grant 
agreement No. 803763 and ERC grant agreement No. 313871. Finally, 
we thank the anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments. 

References 

Allina-Pisano, J., 2008. The post-Soviet Potemkin Village: Politics and Property Rights in 
the Black Earth. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.  

Aminjanov, R., Kholmatov, M., Kataev, F., 2009. Case Study on Aid Effectiveness in 
Tajikistan. Wolfensohn Center for Development, Washington D.C., Working Paper 
13. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/10_aid_tajikistan 
_aminjanov.pdf (Accessed 13 June 2020). 

Asian Development Bank (ADB), 2020. A study of women’s role in irrigated agriculture 
in the lower Vaksh river basin, Tajikistan. Asian Development Bank Manila, 

I. Hofman and O. Visser                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-8377(21)00184-8/sbref1
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-8377(21)00184-8/sbref1
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/10_aid_tajikistan_aminjanov.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/10_aid_tajikistan_aminjanov.pdf


Land Use Policy xxx (xxxx) xxx

14

Philippines. https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/663141/wome 
ns-role-irrigated-agriculture-tajikistan.pdf (Accessed 3 January 2021). 

Boboyorov, H., 2013. Collective Identities and Patronage Networks in Southern 
Tajikistan. LIT Verlag, Münster.  

Bray, F., 1986. The Rice Economies. Technology and Development in Asian Societies. 
Blackwell, Oxford.  

Brill Olcott, M., 2012. Tajikistan’s Difficult Development Path. Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, Washington D.C.  

Burawoy, M., Verdery, K., 1999. Introduction. In: Burawoy, M., Verdery, K. (Eds.), 
Uncertain Transition. Ethnographies of Change in the Postsocialist World. Rowman 
and Littlefield Publishers Inc., New York, pp. 1–18. 

Chayanov, A.V., 1966[1925]. The Theory of Peasant Economy. University of Wisconsin 
Press, Madison.  

Clifford, D., Falkingham, J., Hinde, A., 2010. Through civil war, food crisis and drought: 
trends in fertility and nuptiality in post-Soviet Tajikistan. Eur. J. Population / Revue 
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