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A Flower, but not Roza 
These days in Dushanbe and Bishkek people jazzily discuss the 
subject of Oynihol Bobonazarova, the first woman in the history 
of Tajikistan running as a presidential candidate.   

Surprises at the Election Race 

She will run against Emomali Rahmon, the undisputed leader 
[of Tajikistan] since 1992.  Oynihol confesses that if she would 
not be living in her own country that she would prefer to live in 
Kyrgyzstan, and that a significant part of her program is borrowed from [Kyrgyzstan’s 
last President] Roza Otunbayeva. 

“Kyrgyzstan? Oh, I love that country,” says Bobonazarova, rolling her eyes to the ceiling, 
a discreet-looking woman with a strong graying hair. She smiles, ... she still bears a 
resemblance to the Dean of the Law Faculty. She served as a dean in the late 80s, before 
joining the Democratic Party. 

“Once I was asked: If it would be impossible for you to live in your home country, 
which other country would you prefer? And I replied, Kyrgyzstan. I feel well there, 
and I have a lot of friends [there, too],” she says. 

During our interview, Bobonazarova kept talking to her aides: There are the election 
matters; the opposition is hunting for voters. There are lots of problems. Tajik 
provinces are deserted. More than one-and-a-half million eligible voters are working in 
Russia. The remaining are collecting firewood and dung—in the remote areas [given 
that] starting from November till spring, electricity is provided only for two hours per 
day. 

There will be electricity in the capital city, though. They won’t let the world's tallest 
flagpole with the waving national symbol sink into the darkness. But the streets of 
Dushanbe are not crowded. 

Every night until morning Dushanbe is exposed to the roar of cars. This is the "golden 
youth" riding at top speed. Restaurants in the city center are full of respectable 
gentlemen. The latest culinary novelty is the Pamir yak meat. 

There is no pre-election hype. Although, almost all parties and groups, who have 
obtained the election right, have nominated their candidates. 

Contender number one holds a pause. The congress of the ruling People's Democratic 
Party, which is led by [incumbent] Emomali Rahmon, will announce the name of their 
candidate on October 4th. Who will it be? There is no intrigue. The only intrigue of this 
election is the grouping of several opposition parties and movements into the election 
bloc called “Coalition of the Reformist Forces of Tajikistan (CRFT).” For the first time, 
Emomali Rahmon, ruling the country since 1992, is challenged. 



The backbone of the CRFT is formed by the influential Islamic Renaissance Party of 
Tajikistan and the long-standing critics of the government, the Social Democrats. They 
had to name a uniform candidate. And in early September the front-pager came out: the 
opposition has nominated a woman—unheard of for Tajikistan. 

It is interesting that it was the Islamic Renaissance Party that proposed a woman as a 
presidential candidate. It came as a surprise even to its members. At the Congress, 
there was a slight theological dispute. Authoritative theologians had to explain that in 
the canons of Islam there is not an outright ban for women to hold senior positions. 

The first 

Sixty five year-old Oynihol Bobonazarova is a former teacher and a dean of the Law 
Faculty of the Tajik State University. She is a dedicated democrat, who has suffered 
under the [current] regime. In 1994, she was under house arrest for anti-constitutional 
watchwords for about a month; she [later] worked for Soros Foundation and was a 
Human Rights Adviser to the OSCE. And now, she is the first woman in the history of 
Tajikistan claiming the top job. 

On this occasion, the Tajik social networks were flooded by comments like: "Bravo! The 
opposition block made a very right decision. Neighbor learns from neighbor. This is 
true. Roza Otunbayeva, led Kyrgyzstan out of political deadlock, and our Bobonazarova 
is able to do even more." 

Soon after, her campaign platform appeared. Oynihol Bobonazarova made a statement 
that she intends to be President of the transitional period. She wants to substantially 
expand the role of the Parliament and the government, and promised to step down, 
ahead of time, as soon as, they say, there will be real embodiment of the pre-election 
initiatives. In the interview with "VB", the Tajik opposition candidate admitted that she 
had learned a lot from the Kyrgyz President in transition. 

Oynihol Bobonazarova then met with and talked with our Otunbayeva a few times—in 
Switzerland and in Moscow. 

“I have carefully studied the program of Roza Otunbayeva. One has to take into account 
the experience of other states, if it is successful. Sometimes it is not necessary to 
reinvent the wheel,” explained Bobonazarova, sitting in her cozy campaign 
headquarters away from the center of Dushanbe.  

“In general, Roza has done everything for women in Central Asia, including me, so to 
make the fight in the election campaign easier. There was a lot of talk regarding the 
impossibility of a woman to be a President in our region. But she did it; she came when 
her country was in a very difficult situation. And most importantly: She beautifully left 
the stage showing an example to other Central Asian presidents. We need the Kyrgyz 
experience, including the experience of parliamentarism. We have also developed 
strong sense of regionalism, and we as well as Kyrgyzstan, still need to do a lot.” 

Supporters of President Rahmon observe the opposition camp quietly. They reject 
allegations of abuse of administrative resources.  They have no doubts in the victory of 
candidate number one. They do not find similarities of Bobonazarova with the 
revolutionary former president of a neighboring country, and if they do find, it’s only in 
her looks.  



“There are analogies between them,” said Suhrob Sharipov, a Member of Parliament 
and an influential expert close to the president, to the “VB”. “However, the main thing 
is missing: The ground, which provoked the appearance of Otunbayeva. What happened 
in Kyrgyzstan? The crisis, the collapse of the government. Our state effectively deals 
with the problems, provides full management and the political crisis is not expected. 
Yes, there are problems, but they are resolved at an operating mode.” 

Speaking about the chances of the “Tajik Roza”, he was full of sarcasm: 
“We are pleased that for the first time in the history of Tajikistan, a woman was 
nominated as a Presidential candidate.  Let’s see how many votes she will receive. I’m 
sure she will get just a few.” 

The matter in the hat 

Where they most have vehemently opposed comparison of Oynihol to Roza is in 
Kyrgyzstan.  Toktaiym Umetalieva, a human rights activist said: “Bobonazarova is not 
Roza [Rose], she is a flower that made her way through the thorns. Otunbayeva 
[however] came through the revolution [and] seizure of power; she seized the moment 
and jumped out of the snuffbox as a sprite [jack-in-the-box], while Bobonazarova has 
risen from a social class, what has not been done before.” 

“In contrast to the [Kyrygz] ex-president of the transitional period [Roza Otunbayeva], 
Bobonazarova has always had her tough stance as a democrat; she has gone through a 
severe test; her path was arduous. Otunbayeva, however, has always been in the power 
clip, since the time of the Soviet Union, then Akayev, then Bakiyev. In a word, she was 
more amenable,” said Aibek Sultangaziev critically of his compatriot expert. 

In Tajikistan, many people think that by nominating a woman, the CRFT from the very 
beginning did not expect to win. Not least because of 70 percent of Tajik voters living in 
rural areas, where they still preserve traditional attitude to women as the weak gender. 

However, the opposition with a woman’s face is in demand in the West. Bobonazarova’s 
image was captured, in the first place, in the eyes of the international community. No 
need to guess, the emergence of female democrat candidate was taken favorably. And 
she has a chance to become the new symbol of the new opposition in Tajikistan. Her 
famous black hat may become as recognizable a brand as a strand of Otunbayeva’s  
pearls. 

In this European headdress, rather than in the more traditional head-scarf, she came to 
the Congress of the Islamic Party. And though her candidacy was approved, some 
people were looking at her with disapproval. So what? She is a woman, and she loves 
hats! 

“I bought it in Turkey,” she shared it with "VB".  “And there’s another one [I have], from 
Paris ...” The candidate of the Tajik opposition paused, remembering something. “Oh, 
and I have a beige one, Spanish ...,” She said with obvious pleasure. 
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