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Abstract 

Despite Kyrgyzstan’s adoption of legislations to promote gender equality, the country 

remains an unsafe place for women, who are subjected to severe forms of gender based 

violence and discrimination. Recently, gender based violence propelled women to mobilise in 

greater numbers to demand better rights and greater equality. In most instances, however, 

their mobilization was met with further backlash from patriarchal forces and the same state. 

This research presents a gendered analysis of post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan, with the goal to assess 

how the state has incorporated gender in its nation-building process since independence in 

1991 until 2020. It seeks to evaluate Kyrgyzstan’s efforts to achieve gender equality and 

address the issue of violence against women. In doing so, the research highlights the gaps and 

inconsistencies in the state’s manifestation and practice of its gender policies. The research 

demonstrates that Kyrgyzstan has one of the most advanced gender policies in the Central 

Asian region. However, gender inequality persists in the form of traditional gender norms, the 

normalization of violence against women, and customary practices embedded in the 

structures of the society and manifested by the state through the ‘tradition and culture’ and 

‘nation-building’ narrative. As a result, the state securitizes feminism, women’s rights, and 

women’s issues as a threat to its traditional national values, culture, and history, leading to a 

discrepancy between the state’s professed aim to achieve gender equality and the 

discrimination and violence that women experience in practice. The gender policy of post-

independent Kyrgyzstan is controversial and paradoxical due to the multilayered identities of 

its people and the diverse geopolitical influences that have shaped them and the state. In 

pursuing its new identity, the state is trying to align with Western norms and values, but its 

traditional heritage makes gender equality difficult to be achieved. The findings of this 

research represent a significant contribution to a very limited literature that exists on gender 

in Kyrgyzstan, and particularly on the state’s construction of gender in response to gender 

base violence. 

Key words: post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan; gender and nation-building; gender-based violence; 

violence against women; gender policy; securitization. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

There was a smart, beautiful and cheerful 20 years old young woman named Burulai 

from the capital city, Bishkek, in Kyrgyzstan (Kyrgyz Republic). She was loved by her 

parents, friends, and fiancée, and was excited to start her career as a doctor and her upcoming 

wedding. All her dreams and goals crushed into little pieces on the day she was kidnapped by 

a random man to force her into marriage with him. After the police found them, they let the 

man stay in the same room with Burulai carrying a weapon. Buralai was then killed by her 

kidnapper at the police station. The shocking news of her murder in the ROVD building (a 

district police station), sparked nationwide campaign on ending violence against women 

(VAW) and protests. Burulai is a victim of bride-kidnapping, a deep-rooted but unlawful 

Kyrgyz practice that oftentimes is excused and claimed as a Kyrgyz ‘tradition’. However, this 

‘tradition’ is a human rights violation and a cruel form of VAW that requires the Kyrgyz 

government to act upon it. Burulai is a victim of the police negligence and the state’s failure 

to protect her. Burulai’s story is just one of many illustrating the tragic situation in 

Kyrgyzstan with regards to gender-based violence (GBV). Almost every day headlines report 

news such as ‘husband killed his wife during the fight’, ‘ex-husband burned alive his ex-

wife’, ‘a 12 years old girl was raped by her relative’, ‘a group of men kidnapped a young 

woman’, ‘a woman was beaten to death by her partner’ and many more horrible stories. 

Kyrgyzstan is a country where women are disadvantaged in the political, social, economic 

spheres, where there is an increase of domestic and sexual violence, where toxic gender 

stereotypes, inhumane practices and ‘traditions’ such as bride kidnapping still exist, where 

law enforcement agencies normalize and perpetuate VAW, where the judicial system fails to 

protect women.  

In recent years, Kyrgyzstan has witnessed an increase in cases (see Appendix A) of 

GBV and VAW, pushing the Kyrgyz civil society to demand a better gender policy and 

advancement of gender equality. However, these demands have been met with an increased 

anger and violent behavior towards feminist/women’s movements by nationalist/conservative 

groups. Thus, discourses on women’s rights and gender issues have gained attention 

internationally and among Kyrgyz society and currently prevail in public discussions, 

bringing about controversies and contentions. Nowadays, the post-Soviet Kyrgyz Republic 

seems to be a country of controversies, paradoxes when gender issues are discussed. Debates 

on feminism, women’s rights, and gender equality are rarely perceived neutrally, sparking 

some disputes across different sectors of society.  
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As Kyrgyzstan is a country in transition to democracy, it has undergone several policy 

reforms, including gender policy. One of the main aspects of a democratic society is gender 

equality, thus it is important to promote human rights and women’s empowerment to ensure 

that political decisions are legitimate. Kyrgyzstan after its independence, started to make 

attempts in achieving gender equality by ratifying a number of international human rights 

conventions. For example, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

against Women (CEDAW) in February 1997 as well as the Optional Protocol of CEDAW in 

June 2002. The ratification of the CEDAW by the Kyrgyz government can be considered as 

the beginning of the gender policy journey towards reaching gender equality. Subsequently, 

Kyrgyzstan developed various policies and embraced specific projects and national plans 

targeted at gender equality in political, social, and economic domains. Moreover, since 

reaching independence in 1991, Kyrgyzstan has been targeted by different international 

programs to promote gender equality and to end GBV.  

Despite Kyrgyzstan's attempts to end gender-based violence and promote gender 

equality through changes in the legislation, the adoption of the CEDAW and the National 

Plan, gender-based violence and violence against women are still a common problem, and as 

such women are insecure in Kyrgyzstan. The harsh reality is that the public spaces, the city, 

streets, and homes are not safe places to live for Kyrgyz women. Therefore, this context and 

situation call for an investigation of gender policies and how the state constructs gender 

norms and responds to GBV and VAW. Therefore, this research will examine post-Soviet 

Kyrgyzstan’s gender policies, including the legislation, signed conventions, national strategy, 

and state’s official statements and actions in regards to major events related to GBV from 

1991 until 2020.  

Research Rationale  

It is extremely important to closely examine the state’s manifestation of gender norms 

and the actual application and implementation of gender policies in reality. As the state is the 

main guarantor of protection and human rights, the gender policy, including gender 

mainstreaming is crucial for gender equality and the fight against GBV and VAW. Every 

individual deserves to live in a safe environment and to enjoy equal rights regardless of 

gender and sex. Equality is an integral part of a functioning society and as one of the greatest 

philosophers John Locke claims, every individual has equal natural rights, thus both women 

and men are equal:  
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…. A state also of equality, wherein all the power and jurisdiction is reciprocal, no 

one having more than another; there being nothing more evident, than that creatures 

of the same species and rank, promiscuously born to all the same advantages of 

nature, and the use of the same faculties, should also be equal one amongst another 

without subordination or subjection… (Locke, 1690:129) 

 

Locke’s idea of equality and natural rights implies that every individual has the same rights, 

opportunities, and capabilities, thus both women and men are equal in law, labor, and liberty. 

However, we live in a world, where inequality between women and men still exists and 

manifests itself in the GBV against women. Applying the feminist International Relations 

(IR) framework to the issue of VAW helps to emphasize the everyday (in)security 

experiences as a security matter and to bring humans back to the center of security study in 

general. It helps us to deconstruct and examine power dynamics using gendered lenses within 

a particular society (Gentry and Sjoberg, 2015).  VAW is destructive not just for victims but 

for the whole community and society at large, inducing serious social, economic, and 

political issues. According to the World Bank (2019), in some states, VAW costs 3.7 % of the 

states’ GDP, which is double what a state disburses on education. GBV is a huge barrier to 

achieving gender equality and gender justice, putting democracy, sustainable development, 

and peace at risk. If women do not feel safe and are at risk of GBV, they will not be active 

members of the community and will not be able to contribute to its development. Lack of 

proper actions and policy changes, as well as negligence to appropriately handle the issue, 

can lead to devastating consequences. Therefore, the topic of GBV is a serious matter of 

security that requires proper attention and actions to tackle it. Everyone deserves to live in a 

safe environment without the fear of being raped, kidnapped, attacked, abused, or humiliated.  

The feminist IR theory discusses the issue of women’s security and insecurity in 

terms of heteronormativity, meaning the acceptance and normalization of women/men in 

binary terms. This vision advances and fortifies the idea of “man as perpetrator’ and ‘woman 

as a victim’ (Sjoberg 2014, p.64). The concept of security cannot be seen and studied in 

unitary and binary terms such as secure or insecure, victim or offender. Security is a unique 

complex experience and it highly depends on the context and environment (Sjoberg and 

Gentry 2015: 1). In the context of Central Asia, Kyrgyz men are both the providers of 

security and perpetrators in regards to GBV. Kyrgyz women are insecure, as a result of the 

mainstream gender norms that enforce general hierarchy such as feminine secondary status 
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and patriarchy, which is reinforcing masculinity (for example through bride-kidnapping 

practice). In order to better understand the GBV against women in Kyrgyz society, it is 

pertinent to examine the gendered state and its gender policy. 

There is a gap in the scholarship on the nexus between the state and gender in regards 

to GBV against women in the context of post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan and the Central Asian region 

in general1. Thus, this study will advance the existing scholarship on gender and state, 

particularly on gender construction through policy and its practice in regards to GBV, and 

will contribute empirical knowledge to the under-researched topic on gender and security 

studies in a country in transition to democracy such as Kyrgyzstan. This study will employ 

qualitative research methods to acquire a better comprehension of how the Kyrgyz state 

manifests gender through policies, tackles GBV, and reacts to major events related to GBV 

that sparked public discussion, debates, and protests. Particularly, a case study methodology 

will be used to examine the proposed topic more in-depth and in the context of Kyrgyzstan 

after its independence. This research will analyze gender policies adopted from 1991 until 

2020 and the following three major cases related to GBV against women, namely: 

- Censorship of the Art Exhibition “Feminnale”  

- The attack on participants of the march against VAW by men 

- Vigilantism among Kyrgyz women migrants by Kyrgyz men 

This methodology allows gaining contextual and comprehensive insights and knowledge on 

gender issues as well as the state’s gender policy of the post-Soviet Kyrgyz Republic.  

The dissertation proceeds as follows: The literature review chapter introduces the 

research problem and justification, and it provides the synopsis and critical evaluation of the 

academic articles, books, and reports with regards to the research topic being studied. The 

methodology section discusses in-depth the overall aim and objectives of the research, 

conceptualization, and operationalization of specific terms, chosen case study methodology 

as well as the scope, limitations, and ethical considerations of the research. The third chapter 

presents the gender policies implemented by the Kyrgyz Republic before illustrating three 

different case studies where the state has demonstrated to contravene to the goal of achieving 

gender equality in Kyrgyzstan; and analysis of the case studies is provided. The last chapter 

presents a conclusion, summarizing the research’s aims and objectives, and main findings.  

 

 

                                                
1 It is important to note that the Central Asian region consists of Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan. All of these countries were part of the Soviet Union. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In order to better understand GBV against women and state and gender relationships, 

it is crucial to closely examine, review and synthesize the existing literature on GBV and 

gender policies, mobilization of feminist movements as well as the nexus of gender and 

nation. This chapter will focus on academic literature, including books and articles as well as 

non-academic reports from international and local NGOs, and is divided into the following 

subchapters: Conceptualization, Gender Roles and Gender Construction, Gender and 

Development discourses, and Gender and Nation-building processes. It will examine previous 

studies on gender construction through policy and state response to GBV in the context of 

Central Asia and particularly Kyrgyzstan to identify gaps and conflicts. First, it will 

conceptualize the main gender-related terms used in this research such as sex, gender, gender 

equality, and GBV/VAW. In the next part, the literature review focuses on gender roles and 

gender construction theory. Later, it introduces a short historical snapshot of the gender and 

development discourses and how GBV and VAW agenda entered the global policy and was 

implemented in the context of Kyrgyzstan as well as how it transformed gender politics and 

feminist/women movements. Lastly, it will discuss the nexus of gender and nation-building 

processes and how it is relevant to the Kyrgyzstan context. 

In general, globally there are numerous studies and literature on gender-based 

violence, gender policies, and the rise of feminist and women’s movements. However, there 

is limited literature on these topics within the context of the post- Soviet Central Asian 

region, and especially Kyrgyzstan. In the context of Kyrgyzstan there is plenty of studies on 

the specific issues of GBV such as domestic violence and women’s coping mechanisms 

(Childress et al., 2017; Childress, 2018), women’s experience of bride-kidnapping ‘tradition’ 

(Amsler and Kleinbach, 1999; Handrahan, 2004; Kleinbach et al., 2005), and limited research 

on the nexus of gender and nation-building processes in Kyrgyzstan after the independence 

(Kandiyoti, 2007). Nonetheless, there is a lack of academic literature on gender 

mainstreaming and policies to advance gender equality and how they evolved over time, the 

state’s construction of gender through policies or speeches, state position in regards to GBV 

and its actual practice, and application in the context of post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan. This is 

despite the constantly evolving gender norms as they are being contested, rejected, 

conformed, negotiated, and reconstructed by Kyrgyz women (Cleuziou and Direnberger, 

2016). Therefore, this study seeks to advance the scholarship on gender issues in Kyrgyzstan 

by exploring how the state constructs and shapes gender and gender norms through policies 
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that affect GBV against Kyrgyz women and responses to major events related to GBV and 

women’s rights.  

2.1. Conceptualization of the main gender-related terms 

Sex vs Gender Debate 

Gender and gender norms are essential parts of any society and its processes that 

affect both women and men. In general, it defines who gets adequate access to education and 

healthcare, who can be a leader and be involved in politics, who will get a better job and 

higher salary, who can be a respectful member of a family and society as well as who is 

completely obedient and silent, deprecated and disregarded, and who is more at risk to GBV 

at home and in public.  

 It is extremely pertinent to discuss the ‘sex and gender’ debate within this research 

topic. Many scholars define women and men in various ways, particularly referring to women 

as a gender rather than sex. Thus, there is a strong distinction between sex (females/males) 

and gender (women/men). Feminist scholars criticized biological determinism by generating 

sex versus gender discourses.  In general, sex refers to the biological features that 

differentiate females from males such as organs, hormones and etc. According to Sjoberg 

(2014), sex is perceived as natural and articulated in dichotomous language, differentiating 

males and females.  

Gender, on the other hand, refers to a certain set of attributes that are ascribed to 

women and men on the basis of their sex, and that produce norms in every society that 

regulates their behavior as well as their interrelationship. Connell (1987) describes gender as 

a set of expectations that are placed on men and women in a given society, and therefore also 

as power dynamics that shape men and women's roles but also access to resources and power 

structures. The cultural values, traditions, practices contribute to the establishment of social 

relations and practices, including gender and gender norms. Margaret Mead (1935), a famous 

anthropologist, who studied gender differences claims that social setting and culture, and not 

biology, organize both women's and men’s behavior in a given society. Every society 

institutionalizes a specific set of gender norms that shape people’s behavior and relationships. 

Gender establishes a set of expectations and values, in terms of how men and women should 

behave in a given context and time. Some scholars conceptualize gender as a multiple and 

cultural construct that defines females and males and their behavior in specific surroundings 
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(Frable, 1977; Anderson, 2005; Russo and Pirlott, 2006). The complexity of the ‘gender’ 

term was noted by scholars Russo and Pirlott (2006:180), where they defined gender ‘as a 

package of many interconnected elements— including gendered traits, emotions, values, 

expectations, norms, roles, environments, and institutions—that change and evolve within 

and across cultures and over time’. In accordance with Bourne and Russo (1998), gender can 

represent the societal status of an individual, which often portrays women as powerless, 

weak, and poor in contrast to men. Thus, gender as a unit of analysis shall be conceptualized 

as a social construction subject to societal changes in expectations and perceptions of socially 

established sex differences (Enloe 2004; Hudson, 2005). These gender characteristics are 

socially constructed and are acquired through socialization processes with family, school, 

friends, work, community, etc.  Consequently, gender and gender norms are context and 

time-specific, thus are not fixed and are changeable, meaning they are being produced and 

reproduced continuously by members of the society. According to Essers (2009), 

Gender should be understood not as a 'real' social difference between men and 

women, but as a mode of discourse which relates to groups of subjects whose social 

roles are defined by their sexual/biological difference as opposed to their economic 

positions or their membership in ethnic and racial collectivities. Sexual differences 

should also be understood as a mode of discourse… (2009:14) 

Gender is more complex than just a dichotomous view, meaning female and male, there are 

numerous gender identities by different social settings (Butler, 1990; Fausto-Sterling, 2000). 

Butler (1990) promotes the rejection of the categorization and conceptualizes it as a 

changeable spectrum. Foucault (1980) also argues that gender is a flexible variable that 

constantly changes and transforms over time and the environment. Therefore, gender is not 

limited just to biological sex but differs based on socio-economic class, occupational status, 

citizenship, race, culture, history, and many other social aspects. The concept of ‘gender’ can 

serve as an analytical tool to make sense of social processes such as relationships between 

women and men, gender-based violence and violence against women, or gender inequality 

and shall be relevant to both women and men. 

Gender equality  

In a majority of countries, there are widespread gender inequalities in decision-

making processes and political representation, socio-economic activities, access to resources 
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and services such as education and healthcare, and many more. Gender equality is achieved 

when both women and men have equal access to services and resources, enjoy equal rights, 

and opportunities to realize themselves to their full potential. According to the UN Women, 

gender equality relates to: 

...the equal rights, responsibilities, and opportunities of women and men and girls and 

boys. Equality does not mean that women and men will become the same but that 

women’s and men’s rights, responsibilities and opportunities will not depend on 

whether they are born male or female (2001:1). 

Thus, both women and men are equal and shall not be discriminated against on the basis of 

gender. However, gender equality is not just about equal access or opportunities, it is closely 

connected to women’s rights and women’s empowerment, and requires policy interventions 

to be achieved, given the patriarchal nature of most societies that disadvantaged women when 

compared to men. It is important to note, that it does not mean that gender equality is a 

women’s issue only, both women and men should be involved in the process of achieving 

gender equality that is essential to sustain peace and development. One of the main tools to 

promote gender equality and women’s agency is gender mainstreaming that was formally 

developed in 1995 and was documented in the Beijing Platform for Action document. The 

ECOSOC defines gender mainstreaming as follows: 

the process of assessing the implications for women and men of any planned action, 

including legislation, policies or programmes, in all areas and at all levels. It is a 

strategy for making women's as well as men's concerns and experiences an integral 

dimension of the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and 

programmes in all political, economic and societal spheres so that women and men 

benefit equally and inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to achieve 

gender equality (1997:1). 

This approach ensures that policies represent the needs of both women and men, thus 

promoting gender equality. ‘Gender mainstreaming is not an end in itself, but a means to an 

end’ (UN Office of the Special Advisor on Gender Issues and Advancement of Women, 

2001:1) 

In addition, the notion of women’s empowerment was commonly part of the agenda 

on gender equality. According to Cornwall and Rivas (2015), ‘women’s agency’ became a 
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widespread expression when feminist activists succeeded in incorporating women’s rights 

into the development discourses and policies. The feminist approach on women’s 

empowerment highlights the idea of choice and connection between women’s agency and 

structural power dynamics of gender (Hammer and Klugman, 2016) and how ideologies, 

culture, and gender norms affect women’s agency (Kabeer, 2005). The main point of 

empowerment is based on the ability of women to make decisions and determine their own 

lives. The empowerment of women supposes that women have opportunities, capacity, and 

access to resources and services such as education, healthcare, employment, protection, 

justice, together with the agency to exercise their rights and be part of the society.  

Gender-based violence (GBV) and Violence against women (VAW) 

In the past years, there has been an increase in the development of action 

programmes, frameworks, and tools as well as standards to reduce, prevent and respond to 

GBV against women. However, the concept of GBV is a contested notion as there is a gap in 

the literature on how to universally define and measure it. There are different interpretations 

and conceptualizations of what GBV is, how to respond and prevent it. In general, GBV is a 

broad concept that includes various forms of violence on the basis of gender, whereas 

oftentimes, practitioners and academics refer to GBV as VAW. It is common to use concepts 

of GBV and VAW interchangeably since it has been globally recognized that the majority of 

GBV are perpetrated by men on women and girls. Nevertheless, it is essential to emphasize 

the 'gender-based' because it underlines the existence of power inequalities that generate 

VAW.  

The GBV concept was first introduced in the United Nations Declaration on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Violence Against Women (UN DEVAW) in 1993. The GBV 

was linked to VAW by defining it as 

any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, 

sexual, or mental harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion 

or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life (UN 

DEVAW, 1993). 

Since then, the GBV term was internationally used to vocalize issues related to violence 

against women and demand policy changes. In spite of the lack of agreement on the universal 

definition of GBV, this study will use the UN definition, which is  
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…a manifestation of historically unequal power relations between men and women, 

which have led to domination over and discrimination against women by men and to 

the prevention of the full advancement of women, and that violence against women is 

one of the crucial social mechanisms by which women are forced into a subordinate 

position compared with men (UN, 1995). 

GBV is one of the most widespread human rights violations and forms of violence against 

individuals based on their gender, that is profoundly ingrained in gender inequality, power 

inequality, and detrimental norms and practices. Victims of GBV are both women and men, 

however, the majority are women and girls. According to the World Bank (2019), globally 

one in three women experience GBV in their lifespan, 35% of women worldwide are victims 

of sexual violence, 38% of women worldwide were murdered by their partners. There are 

different forms of GBV: physical, sexual, and psychological. Physical violence includes 

beating, torturing, choking, and the use of weapons that often results in agony, physical 

trauma, mental health problems, and even death. Sexual violence refers to sexual acts without 

an individual’s consent. Finally, psychological GBV entails humiliating demeanor such as 

insult, manipulation, coercion, domination, blackmail, threatening remarks. For example, the 

most common GBV are intimate partner violence, forced marriages, genital mutilation, and 

rape. 

2.2. Gender Roles and Social Construction of Gender  

 

Gender and gender roles are a product of society, time, history, and culture. This topic 

was widely discussed among great philosophers, and later it was studied in-depth by feminist 

and gender studies scholars. The theoretical discussion on sex and gender is pivotal in 

analyzing the relationship between women and men and how the state constructs gender, 

including the concepts of manhood and womanhood within specific discourses. 

One of the most prominent feminists and philosophers, Simone de Beauvoir, wrote 

“The second sex”, an incredible piece on feminist philosophy that entailed a second-wave 

feminist movement. According to de Beauvoir (1952), masculinity and femininity are 

byproducts of society, meaning women learn to be feminine through socialization processes. 

As de Beauvoir said ‘One is not born but becomes a woman’ (1952:267). The social 

construction of gender theory implies that gender is constructed through culture, socialization 

and social learning processes, and the environment (de Beauvoir, 1952; Butler, 1990; 



Gender and the State: gender construction and response to gender-based violence in the post-Soviet Kyrgyz Republic             17 

Haslanger, 1995; Millett, 2016). Millett claims that ‘gender is the sum total of the parents, the 

peers, and the cultural notions of what is appropriate to each gender by way of temperament, 

character, interests, status, worth, gesture, and expression’ (2016:31). Therefore, social 

settings create gendered humans by shaping them as women and men.  

The discussion of social gender construction often involves the notions of gender 

roles and gender identities. One of the earliest pieces on gender and sex differentiation was 

written by Stoller (1968), where he applied the idea of ‘gender identity’ to examine the 

psychological fundamental of gender. According to Wood and Eagly, ‘gender identity 

reflects people’s understanding of themselves in terms of cultural definitions of female and 

male’ (2015: 461). Thus, gender identity is acknowledgment of the perceived gender within a 

particular social setting, meaning it is self-identified. The concept of ‘gender identity’ is 

closely linked to ‘gender roles’, which is defined as societal expectations of how females and 

males should behave in a given society (Eagly, 2013). Consequently, gender roles are 

imposed by society.  

2.3 Gender and Development discourses 

The discourse of gender and development is vast and first emerged in the 1950s. The 

concept of ‘women in development' (WID) was developed in the 1970s and sparked the 

whole WID movement among developing countries, advocating for equal rights (Tinker, 

1990). The main goal of the WID is to highlight the women’s role in the development 

processes. Based on this approach, active women’s participation in policymaking is essential 

and can contribute to gender equality overall. This linkage between gender, particularly 

women’s issues, and development are thought to promote the integration of gender equality 

into mainstream development discourses among the wider policy on development and 

development agencies (Razavi and Miller, 1995). As a result, the WID approach, meaning the 

inclusion of women, was integrated into international programmes aimed at development, 

which later led to the Women and Development (WAD) movement and then resulted in the 

gender and development concept. 

In general, the topic of gender was embedded in the larger operations of the 

international organizations and NGOs (Bedford, 2009). According to Cleuziou and 

Direnberger (2016), the international community started to foster the internalization of gender 

norms through promoting policy changes in regards to women and gender-sensitive 
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approaches. Therefore, gender discourses, especially ‘gender equality’ and ‘gender and 

development’ came to be the motto of the international and development organizations, 

humanitarian agencies, and donors to develop programmes and projects on gender equality 

and women’s empowerment within the gender and development agenda in the developing 

countries, including the post-Soviet countries in transition. In addition, GBV was introduced 

in development and human rights discourses in the 1990s serving as a measurement for 

gender inequality and fostered a global gender equality advocacy (Hoare, 2007). As a result, 

GBV was considered a human rights violation that required a solution. This led to the 

increased demand for women’s empowerment acting as a strategy to end GBV (Hemment, 

2007). This globalization of gender and gender norms reached post-independent Central 

Asian states, resulting in the ratification of numerous conventions and strategic documents to 

manifest their aspiration to be part of the global movement and international community at 

large. As a result, many Central Asian states adopted special strategies to address women’s 

issues, advance gender equality, and fight against GBV (Cleuziou and Direnberger, 2016). 

In Kyrgyzstan, there is a strong presence of globalized gender politics, employing 

Western practices and ideas of development and democratization (Simpson, 2006). Kyrgyz 

civil society, including donor-funded NGOs, started to adopt and implement strategies, 

practices, and norms on gender-related interventions. This support of gender and 

development ideas can be regarded as an adjoint to neo-liberal market transition and 

democratization. This inclusion of gender into these processes was favorable for both the 

international donor community and the Kyrgyz state itself due to the dependency on foreign 

aid. Kyrgyzstan is highly dependent on development interventions and donor aid as it is 

considered as one of the poor countries in the ex-Soviet territory.  Kyrgyzstan has one of the 

strongest and active civil societies in the Central Asian region that has been largely formed 

by international donors (Marat, 2005; Bayalieva-Jailobaeva, 2014). According to Feaux de la 

Croix (2013), activists and political experts argue that there is a high level of corruption and 

as a result, the political elite of Kyrgyzstan redirected foreign aid into their own pockets. 

However, the Kyrgyz state kindly requests more aid and gladly accepts it despite their 

criticism of NGOs, which is perceived as a threat to national security due to the assumption 

that these NGOs operate in the favor of foreign states. The active Kyrgyz civil society, 

meaning NGOs have a huge role in assisting the Kyrgyz state in the provision of services as 

well as they serve as a monitoring and control body of the Kyrgyz government to avoid the 

misuse of the received foreign aid.  
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Overall, gender mainstreaming and discourses on the urgency to address the GBV and 

VAW in post-Soviet countries go slowly and unreluctantly. Furthermore, the amendments in 

legislation on gender equality and CEDAW adoption have been done with huge resistance. 

Kyrgyz civil society encountered numerous obstacles in an attempt to facilitate gender and 

development programmes. One of the biggest challenges was and still is the nationalism 

agenda that is propagated by the nationalist movements and the state itself. There are several 

studies addressing this global gender policy agenda being imposed and implemented in the 

context of Kyrgyzstan. For example, Liczek and Jens (2009) discussed the internalization of 

gender equality norms in the context of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, arguing that pre-Soviet 

gender strategy was re-conceptualized in the nationalist agenda and is one of the major 

barriers to adopting gender equality standards. According to Cleuziou and Direnberger 

(2016), gender relations within this context are mostly studied through the ‘traditions versus 

modernity’ lens which results in an ahistorical interpretation of Kyrgyz women. Moreover, 

they argued that there is a resumption of the USSR’s formation of traditional oppressed 

Central Asian women and of current international organizations' agenda. Another study 

conducted by Heathershaw (2009) reveals that international organizations themselves 

generate unequal power dynamics in their gender equality norms agenda. Moreover, 

women’s integration in development programmes has increased vastly since independence. 

Scholars Kim, Molchnaova and Yarova explored discrepancies in gender and development 

programming by problematizing the foreign attempts to develop Kyrgyzstan through 

‘transforming local women into ‘empowered’ subjects of development’ (2018: 228). Their 

work was an attempt to criticize the taken-for-granted approaches and practices of 

development that were imposed on Kyrgyzstan externally. Their analysis demonstrated how 

discrepancies are comprehensively constructed and embedded in institutional processes and 

power structures are developed for women’s empowerment.  

2.4 Feminism and Feminist Movements in Post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan 

Feminism is both an ideology and a movement that seeks to fight women’s oppression 

(Hooks, 2000).  It is often argued that feminism is a Western creation, thus feminist 

movements are regarded as quite new or modern in the context of non-Western states. 

However, discourses of feminism, women's emancipation, and women’s issues were dated 

back to the 18-19th century in Asian countries such as China and India. These feminist 

movements and ideas that were developed in non-Western territories were ignored in the 
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wider discussion on feminism, thus were ‘hidden from history’ (Jayawardena, 1986). 

Nonetheless, women emancipation was happening in almost every region and with the global 

feminist agenda, led to policy changes touching upon VAW, women political leadership, and 

equal rights, as well as reconstructed and, shifted viewpoints on gender, gender norms, 

sexuality, feminity, and masculinity (Weldon, 2006; Krook, 2011). According to Weldon 

(2006), women globally started to demand better rights and fight for equality using a variety 

of strategies, from protests and petitions to art performances but with different levels of 

success and positive outcomes across states. Despite the lack of success in certain regions, 

these movements have shifted the gender norms and have highlighted women’s issues, which 

led to the development of measures/strategies against VAW and allowed the 

acknowledgment of women’s rights as human rights (Weldon 2006; Yuval-Davis, 2006; 

Bunch, 1990; Joachim, 1999; Baksh-Soodeen and Harcourt, 2015). 

 In the 1990s, there was a rise in gender equality advocacy and demand for discourses 

around gender and development issues such as gendered power dynamics and violence 

against women as a human rights violation in the Central Asian region (Hemment, 2007). 

This gave a rise to women’s and feminist movements in Central Asia, including Kyrgyzstan. 

According to Shakirova (2008), women’s movements in the context of Central Asia were 

never regarded as a matter of feminism and can be regarded as an agency for urban middle-

class women. More often, women’s issues are depicted in relation to vulnerability, passivity, 

and deficiency and they are only attractive in the moment of marginalization. Shakirova 

summarizes feminism in Central Asia by saying that: 

The vulnerable population is an object of social policy and justice, an issue that is 

difficult to deal with and is not consistent with the logic of competition and personal 

achievements. Women's movement should bracket economic success and social 

acceptance. Hence, feminist means marginal. Women who are successful in business, 

politics and the arts are not feminists by definition (2008:2). 

Feminist or women’s movements emerge due to certain oppressing environments in a given 

state and Kyrgyzstan is not an exception. The feminist movement in Kyrgyzstan aims to 

expand and include all individuals who have been oppressed by the existing patriarchal 

structure and gender norms. Various NGOs are advocating for women’s rights, provide legal 

and social protection to survivors of violence, namely domestic and sexual violence as it is 

increasing in rural parts of Kyrgyzstan (Rysbekova, 2020). Due to different objectives, 
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fundamental ideas and principles, and contexts, feminist movements experienced growing 

fragmentation that has transformed feminism into feminisms. This, in turn, made it difficult 

to refer to women as a unitary category on top of the intersectional complexities such as race, 

ethnicity, citizenship, education, socio-economic class, etc. Feminism is a highly contested 

notion in post-soviet Kyrgyzstan as well (Handrahan, 2011). Furthermore, feminism is 

portrayed as a foreign and radical ideology in the media and public space in Central Asia, 

thus it is perceived negatively by the Kyrgyz society.  

There are several pieces of research exploring and explaining women’s politics and 

their increasing role in Kyrgyz society. According to Satybaldieva (2018), there is an increase 

in women-led political activism and how Kyrgyz women embrace the role of a mediator in 

gender politics. However, women’s participation has changed since Kyrgyzstan’s 

independence due to several political factors. After 2000, the transition from communist to 

democratic state was slow and unavailing due to the emergency of the authoritarian 

movements within the state. This manifestation of authoritarian rule put at risk the transition 

to democracy and led to political instability. In spite of the adoption of a democratic regime, 

the first president Askar Akayev misused his power during presidential elections, which led 

to the massive revolution demanding fair elections and a change of power. This political 

situation induced a lack of transparency and accountability, weak public administration, and 

increased corruption. Later, in 2010, Kyrgyzstan experienced the same misuse of power from 

the second president, Kurmanbek Bakiev, which also led to the massive riots that turned into 

violent ethnic conflict. As a result, Kyrgyzstan underwent the most severe crisis that resulted 

in economic stagnation and a fragile political environment. These events had a huge impact 

on civic engagement, including women’s participation and civil society, meaning the NGO 

sector was flourishing and led to the strong presence of international organizations. For 

example, the discussion on women's political participation, including the introduction of a 

quota for women in Parliament, was widespread. Consequently, women’s movements were 

successful at lobbying for the policy change to promote gender politics. While women are 

underrepresented in the parliament having only 19 members in the Jogorku Kenesh out of 

120 in 2018 (NSC of the KR, 2018), Kyrgyzstan was the first and the only country in the 

Central Asian region, which appointed a female president in 2010 and nominated women for 

high-level government positions among Central Asian states.  
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2.5 Gender and Nation-building processes in Post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan 

There are various theories and ideas on what the nation means and how it operates. 

For example, Anderson (1983: 247) views it as a social construct and defines it as an 

‘imagined community’. In contrast, Gellner (1983) claims that nationalism depends on 

industrialization and is needed to become a modern state. Overall, the main literature on 

statehood and nationalism disregards gender and its role in nation-building projects (for 

instance, Gellner, 1983; Anderson, 1983; Greenfield, 1992; Smith, 1995). Gender is a 

complex notion that has various meanings and interpretations and has been investigated, 

encompassing the construction of sexuality, masculinity and femininity ideas, and power 

dynamics by numerous scholars, that overall has been downplayed in the context of gender 

and state. Nonetheless, the nexus of gender and nation-building has been researched by 

several scholars and have demonstrated that nation-creation or nation-building processes 

construct hierarchical images of both women and men and determine their roles in all spheres 

such as politics, economy, family, labour, education, healthcare, and culture (Enloe 1989; 

Yuval-Davis 1997). According to Butler (1990), in the 1980s big movements were calling for 

a critical examination of existing gender categories. These gender categorizations and 

binaries justified women's exclusion from political, social, and economic spheres (Yuval 

Davis, 1997). Therefore, gendered power dynamics shape the state and the nation as well as 

their interactions and activities (Squires, 1999). In general, these studies concentrate on 

understanding and interpreting gendered environments, including institutions and systems, 

and how they construct nationhood. According to Celis, Kantola, Waylen, and Weldon 

(2013), these institutions are both gendered and are producing gender in terms of generating 

discourses, norms, and ideas specific to a particular gender. One of the prominent pieces on 

gender and nation, discussing how gender relations influence and are influenced by nation-

building processes is “Gender and Nation” book written in 1997 by Yuval-Davis. Her book 

argues that nation-building often implicates certain ideas of masculinity and femininity and 

gender roles ascribed to both women and men. Her piece is a great analytical tool to better 

understand gendered states and nationalism projects. 

Feminist scholars for a long time were interested in women's oppression, questioning 

and analyzing the root causes of it. Numerous studies on gender power dynamics were 

conducted, discussing theories of patriarchy and gender system that contributed to the 

feminist scholarship (Walby, 1990; Connell, 1987).  According to Yuval-Davis (1977), one 

of the key reasons for women's oppression rests in the construction of a public/private and of 
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a nature/civilization dichotomy, which has led to the exclusion of women in nation-building 

projects. According to Ortner (1974), women are prone to be associated with ‘nature’ 

whereas men are referred to as “culture”. Grant (1991) emphasizes that due to this divide and 

identification of women with “nature” and “private”, women are downplayed in society in 

contrast to men. This dichotomous construction of societal order, namely the public and 

private spheres divide was a pivotal discussion among numerous scholars (for example 

Pateman 1988). According to him, the division implies that women belong in the private 

sphere that is not perceived as important, thus women are excluded from the political and 

social domains of the state (Pateman, 1988). This gendered separation of the society into 

private and public is quite prominent and represented in many legal norms in many countries, 

including family law as well as embedded in the cultural and societal norms and values. As a 

result, these constructed suppositions of gender roles in the public and private realms 

influence a wide range of issues such as who has access and controls certain economic and 

political resources, who defines sexuality and family norms, and who has a voice and power 

to make policy changes. This critique of the divide is regarded as a sex versus gender debate 

(Stoller, 1968; Oakley,1972; Butler, 1990; Delphy, 1993). Another explanation for women’s 

oppression that is closely linked to this gender divide is patriarchy. As Butler (1990) 

highlighted gender predates sex and this construction of gender division and norms can serve 

as a tool to differentiate sex.  

According to Cleuziou and Direnberger (2016), the historical context cannot be 

omitted in the discussion of post-independent nation-building as the Soviet regime affected 

gender development and gender policy. In regards to Central Asia, the Soviet regime played a 

huge role in shaping and reshaping national identities in the region. The USSR adopted a 

specific outlook on gender roles in the whole Soviet space, including Central Asia that later 

influenced on the post-independence ideology and gender norms (Edgar 2006; Kandiyoti 

2007), which has changed after the collapse of the regime in consequence of the transition to 

democracy. Thus, there is an interconnection between gender and national ideology fostered 

by the states in light of the political, economic, and social transition from the communist 

Soviet to the post-Soviet rule. Several studies investigated the linkage between gender and 

nation-building processes in the context of post-Soviet Central Asia and demonstrated how 

nationalist narratives fortified hierarchical gender roles and norms through “culture” and 

“tradition” narration that has a negative impact on women’s role in society (Megoran, 1999; 

Cleuziou and Direnberger, 2016; Blakkisrud and Abdykaparkyzy, 2017).  
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The nationalism processes in the region embraced the idea of ‘restoration of traditions 

and culture’ to promote independence and national identity in order to alienate themselves 

from the Soviet regime and ideology. Therefore, the post-independent Central Asian states 

aspired to re-traditionalize and construct a new national identity. This process highlighted the 

importance of “forgotten” customs, traditions, practices and promoted the idea of “good” 

motherhood. These gender narratives shaped women's and men's relationships as well as 

women’s roles in different domains of society. The imposed traditional and cultural practices 

oppress women through child and forced marriages, bride-kidnapping, and obsolete gender 

norms. According to Beyer and Kojobekova (2019), culture had a huge impact on nation-

building, including gender identities and gender roles after the independence in Kyrgyzstan. 

Re-created traditions and practices retain and strengthen unequal power relations that affirm 

men and masculinity as superior to women and femininity (Yuval-Davis, 1997). In Kyrgyz 

society, women tend to be symbolized as Kyrgyz pride and honor who need to behave “good” 

and represent Kyrgyz culture and traditions. This converts women into ‘symbolic bearers of 

the nation’s identity and honor’ (Yuval-Davis, 1997: 45).  This construction of gender and 

gender norms by posing women as a symbolic body that manifests the nation and its culture 

and history is essential to comprehending their relations with men and the state that is largely 

influenced by men.  

Therefore, post-independence Kyrgyz state-building reconstitutes normative 

interpretation of femininity and masculinity. This resulted in the attribution of hegemonic 

gender norms to Kyrgyz men and women and generated discriminatory practices against 

women. However, Kyrgyz women challenge these gender roles imposed by the state, which 

also give rise to nationalist movements, thus shaping and re-shaping the gender dynamics and 

affecting the uprising of feminist and women’s movements. Kyrgyz women face an increased 

confrontation from the community, leaders of nationalist and religious movements as well 

political elites when they want to exercise their agency and be civically engaged (Handrahan, 

2001; Kandiyoti 2007). This barrier to women’s agency and gender equality further 

aggravates gender inequality and strengthens existing gender dynamics. 

During the state and gender discussion in general and especially in the context of 

post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan, it is essential to differentiate and segregate the state from the nation 

as the state constructs the nation and nationalism narratives. Gender roles and gender norms 

are complex and are transformed and challenged by different actors such as the state, 

nationalist movements, donor-funded NGOs, feminist organizations, and international 
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development agencies. Thus, the nation or nationhood discourse is a product of a state which 

can be challenged, contested, accepted, changed, rejected by civil society, including feminist 

and women’s movements, activists, and NGOs working on gender issues. This complexity 

and context pose questions and uncertainties around the roots of GBV, women’s rights, and 

gender equality in general.  

2.6 Looking at GBV and VAW through lenses of Securitization Theory  

The scope of this research is to show that despite Kyrgyzstan having adopted several 

laws and policies to promote women's rights and gender equality, women's rights in 

Kyrgyzstan are still to be fully implemented. Since independence, the state has worked to 

promote a national identity of its own. This has led to the state giving new values to 

traditional patriarchal practices that are discriminatory and damaging to women, to promote a 

traditional Kyrgyzstan identity. While this is a main reason as of why women in Kyrgyzstan 

are not yet able to enjoy their full and equal rights, another dynamic also becomes evident. 

Due to the goal of promoting a traditional identity, Kyrgyzstan securitizes women and 

women’s issues, particularly when they contravene and challenge the identity that the state 

wants to promote. This further prevents women from fully exercising agency and their rights. 

A discussion on securitization theory and what it can help to highlight in the case of 

Kyrgyzstan is therefore in order. 

In general, the field of international security provides numerous definitions and 

understandings of security and its scope. In traditional approaches security is generally 

defined as a study of ‘the threat, use, and control of military force’ (Walt, 1991:3). The 

traditional approach to security was always dominant in security studies and ‘has been 

associated with the intellectual hegemony of realism…has been characterized by three 

elements: it has emphasized military threats and the need for strong counters; it has been 

status quo oriented; and it has centered on states’ (Booth, 1991: 318). However, the rise of 

Critical Security Studies challenged the hegemonic view on security, by highlighting the 

socially constructed nature of the state.  

The Copenhagen School (CS) pioneered a new and more critical perspective on 

security theory. Securitization theory is one of the most notorious theories of the CS. As 

developed and articulated by Waever, ‘the word ‘security’ is the act; the utterance is the 

primary reality’ (Waever 1995: 55) and analyzed through a speech act. Therefore, security 

encompasses a wide range of topics that can move from a political subject to a matter of a 

security issue. However, this school does not focus on the definition or the concept of 
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‘security’ but tries to explain the process of construction threat as an important security issue. 

Security is seen as embedded in a process that is ‘intersubjective by nature’ (Nunes, 2007: 9). 

According to this school, security is a social construction of threats, where the political actor 

securitizes the threat as an important and urgent one in order to take extraordinary/emergency 

measures and persuade the audience through speech acts. As ‘security is the move that takes 

politics beyond the established rules of the game and frames the issue either as a special kind 

of politics or as above politics’ (Buzan et al, 1998: 23). Thus, the securitization process is the 

legitimization of extraordinary measures for providing security to the referent object-

audience. Therefore, the threat moves from the political agenda to an urgent security issue 

(Buzan et al, 1998) and the issue becomes a security issue because it is defined as one. 

However, it is not easy to securitize the issue, the actor has to do a securitizing move, 

particularly a ‘speech act’ by presenting the issue as an existential threat that has to be 

accepted by the audience to take emergency measures (Buzan et al, 1998: 21). Therefore, the 

securitization theory has two important elements: the portrayal of the issue as an existential 

threat to the state and taking extraordinary measures to neutralize the threat by stepping out 

from normal procedures. 

Recently, we have witnessed that many states, policy-makers, and academia have 

been securitizing certain issues that commonly aren’t perceived as security or military-related 

subjects. For instance, topics of migration (Hammerstadt, 2014), environmental issues (Litfin, 

1999), and HIV/AIDS (McInnes and Rushton, 2013) have been securitized as an urgent 

security problem that required a certain policy response. The construction of security 

discourses of certain issues is highly relevant in the current international relations as all states 

and international organizations and NGOs use securitization as a tool to call for action in 

regards to different issues. According to Hudson (2009), discussion on gender equality and 

GBV have also appeared in the security discourse, especially in regards to the UN activities. 

There has been huge advocacy work from the UN, various NGOs, and developed countries to 

place women’s rights and issues of GBV and VAW on the security agenda. The securitization 

process has huge political implications as it requires the state to use extraordinary measures 

to address the securitized issue. In reference to Hudson (2009: 57), ‘the securitization is 

ultimately a strategy—a purposeful series of maneuvers for obtaining a specific goal—that 

merits evaluation and analysis’. This research applies the lenses of securitization theory to the 

three case studies under analysis to assess the state’s strategy on gender issues. By doing so, 

the research demonstrates not only the patriarchal practices that are embedded in the state 

nation-building project, but also how women’s challenging the gender order is also portrayed 
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by the state as a security threat to the state. In this respect, the state’s securitization discourse 

around women and women’s issue further constrains women’s ability to bring forward gender 

change.  

 

Chapter 3: Research Methodology  

The main purpose of this research is to demonstrate that Kyrgyzstan is not yet a safe 

place for women. The study aims to this by highlights the gaps and inconsistencies in post-

Soviet Kyrgyz Republic’s manifestation and practice of gender policies. In order to do so, the 

following sub-objectives were generated to supplement the overall aim of the research: 

1. Evaluate post-Kyrgyzstan’s gender policies from 1991 until 2020. 

1. Explore how the state manifests gender norms through policies and speeches. 

2. Analyse the state’s response to major GBV and VAW events from 1991 until 2020 

that sparked public discussions and protests. 

3. Identify gaps between the manifestation and practice/implementation of the state's 

gender policy. 

On the basis of the overall purpose and sub-objectives of the study, the following research 

questions were developed:  

1. How has Kyrgyz Republic’s gender policy developed since independence in 1991 

until 2020? 

2. What are the gaps between the state’s manifestation and practice of its gender policy 

in response to major GBV against women events from 1991 until 2020? 

3.1 Research Design  

This research employs a qualitative research methodologies and it adopts a multiple-

case study design to answer the research question and support the overall aim of the research. 

Qualitative methodologies are widely applied in the social sciences; they are among the most 

widespread, diversified, and nuanced (Holloway and Todres, 2003). This type of research 

might not be able to collect quantitative information and draw correlations on violence 

against women and gender construction. However, it can provide contextual analysis as well 

as identify possible gaps to better understand the topic. According to Casell and Symon, 

qualitative study has several features:  
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a focus on interpretation rather than quantification; an emphasis on subjectivity rather 

than objectivity; flexibility in the process of conducting research; an orientation 

towards process rather than outcome; a concern with context—regarding behaviour and 

situation as inextricably linked in forming experience; and finally, an explicit 

recognition of the impact of the research process on the research situation (1994:7). 

Qualitative research is therefore advantageous when a researcher wants to explore, examine 

and understand one issue in-depth. 

The case study is one of the prevailing methods to conduct a qualitative study (Stake, 

2000) and has various definitions and can be understood and utilized in different ways, thus it 

is a controversial and debatable research method in academia. The case study can be defined 

as ‘in-depth, qualitative studies of one or a few illustrative cases’ (Hagan, 2006:240) or ‘a 

detailed examination of one setting, or a single subject, a single depository of documents, or 

one particular event’ (Bogdan and Biklen, 2003:55). Thereby, the case study is a method used 

to gain a comprehensive and deep understanding of events, phenomena, or contexts. 

According to Stake (2000) and Berg (2004), this method strives to systematically examine 

and explore a social setting, community, event, or several events in order to provide a thick 

description and possible explanation of a phenomenon. This approach is utterly beneficial 

when a researcher needs to examine one or several complex phenomena by unfolding the 

manifest or latent interplay of essential features and capture different subtle differences, 

patterns, and contentions. The case study offers potential for discoveries (Lune and Berg, 

2017) and facilitates new ideas, and in some cases hypotheses that can be tested in the 

following research. Despite its criticism of being questionable and less reliable due to the 

difficulty to generalize in comparison to quantitative research (Hartley, 2004), the case study 

method is the most suitable methodology for this research as it aims to gain a contextual and 

deep understanding of phenomena within a specific context. For that reason, the case study 

method was employed in this research to closely examine the post-Soviet Kyrgyz Republic’s 

manifestation of gender and gender norms and its application or implementation in practice.  

According to Stake (1994), as every research has different aims and objectives, case 

studies are categorized into three types: intrinsic, collective, and instrumental. This research 

will adopt an intrinsic case study approach, which is used when a researcher needs to obtain a 

comprehensive understanding of a specific phenomenon or event. Due to the historical 

context and controversies and paradoxes, post-soviet Kyrgyzstan has in regards to gender and 
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gender issues, this case study is unique and complex. Thus, an intrinsic case study approach 

is used to better understand the state's position on gender issues. Moreover, Yin (1994) 

suggests that case studies can have several designs such as explanatory, descriptive, or 

exploratory. This research study is an attempt to analyze the gender politics in Kyrgyzstan 

and provide possible explanations of the state’s gender policies and response to GBV through 

employing a pattern-matching technique. According to Yin and Moore (1988), the pattern-

matching technique is when different pieces of data related to the case can be linked to some 

theoretical arguments. In addition, Yin (2003: 86) suggests that there are several probable 

sources of data for case study research such as interviews, archives, documents, and 

participant observation notes. The case study approach has a distinct advantage as it offers a 

variety of evidence information to a researcher. In reference to Yin (2003: 97), the 

advantages of proposed sources of evidence are immense and can even be amplified if the 

following three rules are adhered to: use of several sources of data, development of a case 

study database, and support a chain of data. According to Gillham (2000:2-3), the use of 

different numerous sources of data is an essential feature of case study methods. However, 

Eisenhardt (1989) claims that the case study method does not necessarily assume to employ 

specific kinds of data, besides researchers can analyze both qualitative and quantitative data. 

Nonetheless, whilst quantitative evidence is frequently seen in case study research, 

qualitative evidence generally prevails (Yin, 2003). This research will mostly rely on 

qualitative data such as documents, policies, and speeches; it will also include statistical data 

on GBV to support the overall aims of the research. 

 

  In addition, it is important to mention objectivity and generalizability whenever one 

designs research methodology in terms of the scientific benefit. Researchers should ask the 

following questions in regards to the case study method: Does this method is objective 

enough or produce objective outcomes? Can the results of the case study be applicable and 

generalized? Lune and Berg (2017) suggest that one of the ways to keep objectivity for 

researchers is to clearly articulate all steps and procedures that were taken as well as the logic 

behind them. By doing so, the research will be replicable, so other researchers can repeat the 

same case study and all apply the same methodology. 
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3.2 Data Collection and Analysis 

The data collection and analysis should be ‘developed together in an iterative process’ 

since it creates favorable conditions for theory development (Hartley, 2004:329). The 

detailed description and categorization of data is a significant part of the data analysis. In 

accordance with Hartley (2004), the data can be grouped around specific subjects or main 

themes, and then needs to be analyzed to determine whether they are suitable or not for the 

assumed categories. According to Yin (2003:109), the analysis of collected data is the 

process of ‘examining, categorizing, tabulating, testing, or otherwise recombining both 

quantitative and qualitative evidence to address the initial propositions of a study’, whereas 

Neuman (1997:426) suggest that ‘data analysis means a search for patterns in data’. 

According to Neuman (1997), recognized patterns then should be explained through a social 

theory or context. Thus, the study advances from the description to an interpretation of a 

phenomenon, context, or event. The main aim of the case study is to unfold and interpret 

emerging patterns, and then build or apply social theory to explain these patterns.  

This research aims at closely examining the gender policies of post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan 

and discussing the state gender construction and response to major issues related to GBV and 

VAW through employing qualitative content analysis. Content analysis can be referred to as a 

text/document interpretation and is mostly used in case study inquiries and is the most 

established and common approach to analyze texts (documents, interview transcripts, notes, 

etc.). According to (Bryman, 2004), content analysis’s purpose is to discover key themes and 

ideas in the collected data. More specifically, he explains content analysis as:  

An approach to documents that emphasizes the role of the investigator in the 

construction of the meaning of and in texts. There is an emphasis on allowing 

categories to emerge out of data and on recognizing the significance for understanding 

the meaning of the context in which an item being analyzed appeared (Bryman, 

2004:542).  

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is one of the commonly employed 

analytical tools to analyze qualitative data that is ‘accessible and theoretically flexible’ (2006: 

77). One of the main benefits of the thematic analysis method is its versatility as it is 

consistent with both essentialist and constructionist views (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

Therefore, this freedom offers a flexible approach that can produce rich, complex, and in-

depth findings. In addition, Yin (2003) suggests numerous techniques to analyze data in case 
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study research.  For example, explanation building, pattern matching, historical analysis, and 

logic models (Yin, 2003:117-122). This research will apply pattern matching techniques to 

analyze the collected data. 

This study mainly involved the collection and comprehensive analysis of the existing 

literature on gender issues in Central Asia and Kyrgyzstan as well as primary source 

materials such as: 

● Kyrgyz Republic’s legislation; 

● National Strategy and Action Plans to Achieve Gender Equality by 2020; 

● News Reports on major events on GBV against women which incited public 

discussions, protests, and mobilization of civil society to demand better actions from 

the government of the Kyrgyz Republic; 

● President and Member of Government and Parliament statements, commentaries, and 

speeches on GBV against women; 

● International Organizations’ and INGOs’ reports on gender issues in the Kyrgyz 

Republic; 

● Statements, commentaries, and speeches on GBV against women of feminist 

movements, women’s organizations, and NGOs working on gender issues. 

The collected data was analyzed applying content analysis to uncover emerging topics. 

Firstly, the data will be conceptualized into categories and segmented. Once categorization is 

complete, the data will be analyzed to discover patterns or emerging themes to discuss 

interpretations and make conclusions in regards to research questions.  

3.3 Scope, Limitations, and Ethical Considerations 

This section discusses the scope, possible limitations, and ethical considerations of the 

research in more detail. Firstly, it will focus on the scope of the research, summarizing the 

aim of the study and possible constraints. Then, it will discuss the limitations of the study 

thoroughly, outlining major constraints resulting from the research methodology and 

researcher herself and possible impact. Finally, it will conclude with ethical constraints and 

possible mitigation solutions. The research findings shall be interpreted with awareness of the 

research scope and limitations as well as ethical considerations shall be borne in mind. 

Scope  
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It is extremely important to define and discuss the scope of the research in order to 

acknowledge possible limitations and clearly understand the purpose of the study and the 

extent to which the proposed topic will be examined. The main purpose of this research is to 

explore how post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan manifests gender norms through gender policies and 

practices, in reality, meaning responding to major GBV events/cases. The scope of this 

research is bounded around the state construction of gender through gender policy that was 

adopted in the post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan from 1991 until 2020 and its actual practice in terms 

of the state’s response or reaction to three major events related to GBV that sparked public 

debates or protests. The following events are: 

1.Censorship of the Art Exhibition “Feminnale”;  

2. The attack on participants of the march against VAW by men; 

3. Vigilantism among Kyrgyz women migrants by Kyrgyz men. 

Thus, the scope is clearly defined in terms of geographical location, the aim of the study, the 

time period, and the above-mentioned events. Moreover, due to the time constraints, the 

scope of this research is limited, thus not focusing on intersectionality, meaning urban-rural 

divide, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, and socio-economic differences.  

 

Limitations  

As every research has certain limitations, it is therefore important for researchers to 

acknowledge and discuss them in order to increase the objectivity and transparency of the 

research methodology and findings. Limitations can be defined as ‘systematic biases that the 

researcher did not or could not control and which could inappropriately affect the results’ 

(Price and Murnan, 2004:66). Limitations are present in every study due to impediments of 

research methodology which can impact the findings and conclusion of the research, thus this 

research has to be considered in view of some possible limitations. In general, limitations of a 

qualitative study are referred to the validity, reliability, and generalizability. According to 

Wiersma, these limitations are present because ‘qualitative research occurs in the natural 

setting, it is extremely difficult to replicate studies’ (2000:211). The chosen case study 

methodology comes with certain limitations that need to be discussed.  

The first limitation of this case study is its generalizability as it gives little basis for 

the generalization of findings to other specific contexts. The results of the research will be 

highly contextual, thus relevant mostly to post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan, taking into consideration 

its historical background, existing gender norms, cultural practices, and politics. 
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Nevertheless, because patriarchal structures affect women worldwide, the research will 

highlight patriarchal dynamics that can be observed also in other contexts. 

The second limitation of this research is the lack of academic literature on the 

proposed topic in the context of Kyrgyzstan or Central Asia and limited access to certain 

data, namely archives of parliamentary debates. Due to these constraints, the researcher tried 

to gather as much as possible literature on gender policy and state’s attitude, position, or (lack 

of) response to GBV, using academic literature, news reports, and county reports of 

international organizations or international non-governmental organizations in order to cross-

triangulate the reliability and validity of the evidence. The triangulation method, meaning 

cross-checking the information from multiple sources, is extremely important to avoid biases 

in regards to data and findings, namely purposeful endorsement of one's arguments or ideas.  

Thirdly, translation of certain literature and collected data from Russian or Kyrgyz to 

English might be time-consuming. However, due to the researcher's experience in translation 

services, this process was less difficult and was completed in due time.  

 It is essential to include some limitations that may arise from the researcher such as 

cultural biases, opinions of certain phenomena, and personal experiences related to the 

proposed topic. The presence of biases is a common limitation in qualitative research. 

However, the researcher minimizes the level of subjectivity and presence of biases by 

proofreading the research, continuously reviewing and evaluating the chosen methodology, 

data collection processes, language style, namely the use of words and concepts to describe 

the phenomenon. In order to avoid these limitations, the researcher was continuously 

checking throughout the whole research process whether the data collection and analysis 

were conducted respectively. The above-mentioned possible limitations were discussed to 

illustrate probable drawbacks without undermining the integrity, validity, and quality of this 

study.  

 

Ethical considerations 

Ethics is highly significant to any research activity, thus ethical consideration should 

be considered and discussed within this research. This study uses primary and secondary data 

collection such as policies, national strategic documents, news reports, and others to achieve 

the aim and objectives of the study, thus consent for use of the data is expected. Therefore, 

the researcher will closely examine public accessible data through open-source research. The 

researcher will make sure that the collected data, as well as findings, will not induce any 

harm to anyone. 
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Chapter 4: Why the Case Study of Post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan? 

This chapter discusses the historical context, key strategic policies and measures 

adopted to promote gender equality and address GBV against women, as well as key GBV 

issues of Post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan. This is necessary to do to explain the contradictions at the 

heart of Kyrgyzstan’s legislation on women and gender equality and the discrepancies that 

are observed in practice.  

4.1 Historical Context 

Kyrgyzstan (the Kyrgyz Republic) is a post-Soviet landlocked country in the Central 

Asian region, which gained its independence in 1991 from the USSR. It is a mountainous 

country, bordering Kazakhstan, China, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. Its population is around 6 

million people with an ethnic majority of Kyrgyz, which is around 73% (Equal Rights Trust, 

2016), and minorities such as Russians, Uzbeks, Dungans, Uyghurs, etc. According to the 

Kyrgyz national census data, half of the population are females (NSC of the KR, 2017). 

After its independence, it undertook radical political, economic as well as social 

reforms such as the economic transition to a liberal market economy, change in political 

regime and transition to democracy, and nation-building processes. The transition was 

supported through a central planning system which allowed allocating the budget from well-

developed regions of the Soviet Union to least developed ones, supporting the development 

of the Central Asian region. The transition was also supported via a modernization process, 

meaning the introduction of a diversified economy and progressive welfare system, which 

decreased the regional disparity. However, there is still a prominent gap between the regions 

in terms of infrastructure, technology, healthcare, and education system, and economy. In 

reference to Schmidt and Sagynbekova (2008), the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 

transition from the socialist economic systems towards a liberal market economy brought 

economic decline, thus destabilizing Central Asia. As a result, large-scale privatization, 

normalization of prices, trade restoration, and currency reform were a high priority. 

According to Abazov (1999:1), these rapid economic changes ‘were accompanied by a 

number of negative factors, including fast-growing unemployment, poverty, a sharp decline 

in industrial and agricultural output and loss of foreign markets’. 

Currently, Kyrgyzstan can be defined as a post-Soviet state in transition to democracy 

and a capitalist economy, contending with poor infrastructure and weak institutions, poverty, 
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ethnic tensions, and clan politics. However, it has one of the strongest civil societies in the 

region and can be considered as an ‘Island of Democracy’ (Anderson, 1999). It is important 

to note that the notion of ‘civil society’ in the context of post-soviet Central Asian countries 

with democracy in transition, is equivocal and vague. In Kyrgyzstan, civil society refers to 

well-educated citizens with progressive ideas who often act as an opposition to the state and 

political elites, to strike down the traditional norms and move toward democracy and a liberal 

market economy (Shakirova, 2008).  

Overall, there are several factors that had a huge impact on the current understanding 

of gender and its relations in modern Kyrgyz society. These factors can be categorized as 

‘pre-Soviet Time’, ‘Soviet time’ and ‘post-independence’ periods. The first period before 

joining the Russian Empire and later the Soviet Union can be characterized as a nomadic and 

traditional lifestyle. The traditional role of women was to be a protector of the household or 

guardian of the family, whereas men were engaged in political and social life. Despite this 

gender division of roles, numerous legends and historical stories/narratives give importance 

to the Women as they oftentimes are portrayed as symbols of the nation. According to 

historical facts and narratives, women played an important role in political relations too back 

at the time.  

During the second period under Soviet rule from 1924 until 1991, communist ideas 

together with the nomadic lifestyle of Kyrgyz people produced a specific habitus of people 

and way of thinking and living. The traditional gender roles were slowly vanishing because 

of institutional and economic structures borrowed from the USSR. In spite of the 

improvement of women’s condition in terms of access to the labor market and access to 

participation in political life, the ‘women’s inclusion’ into society was executed according to 

Communist ideology in the USSR. The Soviet state promoted gender equality in different 

ways. For example, women’s economic participation was widely encouraged and secured 

through initiatives such as kindergartens and various educational centers to assist with 

childcare. Moreover, access to free education and ensured employment had a positive impact 

on women’s economic activity.  

The third important factor that contributed to the contemporary perception of gender 

roles and affected gender policy up to date, is the period of independence from the USSR. 

After the independence, Kyrgyzstan experienced a vacuum period meaning there was an 

absence of ideology or national identity. Thus, this period can be described as an explorative 
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pursuit of national identity. Currently, Kyrgyzstan is a fusion of diverse identities, the 

heritage of an identity imposed under USSR rule, the identity that Kyrgyzstan is trying to 

restore from its pre-USSR period, along with its culture, traditions, and norms, as well as the 

inroad of forms of identities borrowed from the West due to Kyrgyzstan gravitating towards 

that region since independence. Gender is central to the construction of the new state identity, 

and nowadays is very much influenced by the inclusion of Kyrgyzstan into Western global 

politics, consequently to which a new emphasis on gender equality has taken place. However, 

it also experiences the increased sentiment of nationalism and the rise of conservative groups. 

For example, the nationalist movement ‘Kyrk Choro’ [Forty Knights from the Kyrgyz 

language] is one of the biggest conservative groups that has a political influence. The 

members of this group and people who hold the same values as them intimidate civil activists 

by attacking the meetings and gatherings, especially feminists’ meetings, to stop them from 

spreading ‘immoral’, ‘western’, and ‘feministic’ ideas and values. In the past, they carried out 

various nightclubs/bars raids in Kyrgyzstan, videotaping and accusing women of sex work 

(Lelik, 2016), attacked women during the peaceful Solidarity March against VAW in 2019, 

publicly shamed women over perceived misbehavior, and demanded the deportation of 

working expats living in Kyrgyzstan. This group is informally supported by Kyrgyz law 

enforcement agencies and is unofficially legitimized to continue their ‘moral policing’ 

activities. 

Therefore, post-independent contemporary Kyrgyzstan is an interesting case to 

explore with regard to state and gender relations because it is a mishmash of tangled and 

multilayered identities. Being located across the Eurasian continent with a rich history of the 

Silk Road, the Kyrgyz people have been under various rulers, including Mongols, Chinese, 

and Russians. Since Kyrgyzstan’s independence from the Russian Empire, then later USSR, 

currently it is trying to search for a new direction and restore Kyrgyz identity and culture.  

While the new identity that the state is trying to promote aligns with the norms and values of 

the Western world, there is still significant traditional heritage that makes gender equality 

difficult to be achieved in Kyrgyzstan. 

4.2 Key Strategic policies and measures promoting gender equality and addressing GBV 

against women in Post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan 

The most important and fundamental convention addressing GBV against women is 

the CEDAW that was adopted by the UN in 1979. It is the first legal document that sets out 
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the fundamentals of women’s rights and protection standards from GBV. Later on, the UN 

adopted the Beijing Declaration and the Beijing Platform for Action (1995), urging states to 

address GBV against women. This instrument is based on CEDAW and includes a set of 

recommendations for states to ensure and strengthen women’s rights, including political 

participation. Kyrgyzstan has ratified all of these fundamental legal documents and 

established a comprehensive legislative framework to recognize human rights, address gender 

inequality and GBV. These steps were indicators of the state's acknowledgement and 

understanding of the interconnection between women’s rights and gender equality and peace, 

security, and prosperous democracy. The BPFA and CEDAW served as an incentive to 

develop and introduce its own gender policy, including strategies, laws, programmes that 

enshrine principles of gender equality. This section will discuss key strategic policies and 

measures that Kyrgyzstan has undertaken after its independence to address GBV against 

women. 

 

International Conventions 

Since independence, Kyrgyzstan has ratified a number of human rights international 

documents, such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1998, the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in 1994, and developments documents 

such as Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs). It also implemented several policies and measures, specifically to achieve gender 

equality and tackle gender-based violence. Firstly, the state joined the Beijing Platform for 

Action in 1995, then it ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 1997 and the Optional Protocol of CEDAW in 

2002. Moreover, the UN Resolution 1325 on women, peace, and security (2000) has to be 

implemented in Kyrgyzstan.    

Based on these conventions and documents, Kyrgyzstan is obliged to implement 

provisions into the national legislation. Kyrgyzstan developed and endorsed its first 

Constitution in 1993 that set out the main fundamentals of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights. This huge step towards gender equality was followed by the amendments in 

the Constitution of the KR in 2010, which substitutes the prior Constitution of 1993 and 

includes the principles of gender equality. The new Constitution seeks to ‘build a free and 

democratic state based on respect and the protection of human rights’ (Preamble, Constitution 
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of KR).  Especially, Article 16 sets out the fundamentals of gender equality by stating: ‘no 

one may be subject to discrimination on the basis of sex, race, language, disability, ethnicity, 

belief, political and other convictions, education, background, proprietary, and other status as 

well as other circumstances’ (Constitution of KR, Article 16). Thus, both women and men 

have equal rights and freedoms and opportunities. Nevertheless, it disregards the 

discriminatory treatment on the basis of sexual orientation.  

Overall, Kyrgyzstan adopted more than 50 international conventions (UN Women), 

including gender-related policies, and passed more than 100 laws on the national level. The 

following major regulatory frameworks and strategic documents outlined will be discussed 

with regard to gender equality and GBV.  

1. The law on social and legal protection against violence in the family (2003) and The 

law on Protection and Defense Against Domestic Violence (2017). 

This law was enacted in 2003 and states the state’s liability to assist victims of 

domestic violence by providing a temporary shelter. In addition, it establishes specific 

procedures to prevent offenders from getting in touch with victims. The execution of this act 

has been inadequate due to the poor infrastructure of shelters. Later the new “Law on Legal 

Protection and Defense Against Domestic Violence” was enacted in 2017. This amended Act 

expanded the definition of family violence by including economic violence. Moreover, new 

mechanisms for reporting domestic violence were added.  

2. The law on State guarantees for equal rights and possibilities for men and women 

(2008). 

The new act “On State Guarantees of Equal Rights and Equal Opportunities for Men 

and Women” which was adopted in 2008, is the most essential, detailed, and far-reaching law 

enacted to guarantee gender equality and prompted to adopt appropriate provisions in other 

laws. This policy can be considered as one of the main legal frameworks to ensure equality 

between women and men in all fields, including economic and political. The main aspect of 

this policy is the prohibition of gender-based discrimination, especially in the labour market. 

However, in practice, this policy is inactive and has not produced any significant changes. 

There are several reasons, such as lack of political will, lack of finances to perform 

monitoring activities, and poor culture of rule of law that weakens the implementation of this 

policy (UNDP, 2011). 



Gender and the State: gender construction and response to gender-based violence in the post-Soviet Kyrgyz Republic             39 

3. The Law on the Local Self- Governance (2002), The Law on the status of Local 

Kenesh deputies (2000), The law on further improvement of human resources policy 

to support participation of women leaders in the Public administration of the Kyrgyz 

Republic (2007), and The Law on the Elections of Deputies (2017). 

These adopted legal frameworks and amendments into laws aim to increase women’s 

political participation. As a result, a 30 % gender quota in the Parliament was introduced in 

2007 as well as mechanisms to ensure the maintenance of this quota. Specific amendments 

into existing policies on public administration and elections were adopted to solve the 

decreased women’s political participation that Kyrgyzstan was facing. According to the 

Institute for War and Peace Reporting (2020), women’s participation in local self-governance 

has decreased since 2004, having almost 20 % women in local councils to around 10% in 

2016. Therefore, Kyrgyzstan adopted these laws to ensure women’s political participation 

and decision-making.  

4. The National Strategy of the Kyrgyz Republic on Achieving Gender Equality until 

2020 (2012).  

Kyrgyzstan had 5 National Action Plans (each for 3 years) to address specifically 

gender inequality. Later, Kyrgyzstan designed and adopted its first long-term National 

Strategy to achieve gender equality by 2020 in 2012. The strategy sets out the responsibilities 

of the State to comply with all the international conventions and protection activities, 

particularly CEDAW requirements, and determines main gender concerns that need to be 

addressed such as access to justice and women’s participation in political and economic 

spheres. The main purpose of this strategic document is to guarantee equality between 

women and men in terms of rights and opportunities as it strives to ‘create an institutional 

framework to ensure equal rights and opportunities of citizens, regardless of sex, age, social 

status, disability, gender identity and other grounds of discrimination, for the full realization 

of human potential of the Kyrgyz population’ (National Strategy for the Achieving Gender 

Equality by 2020, 2012). This National Strategy identified five important gender issues that 

need to be addressed in order to achieve gender equality. It includes:  

● Place of gender issues in the space of state and public interests; 

● Equal access to decision making; 

● Discrimination issues in the context of gender justice and access to justice; 
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● Gender dimension of economic and social inequality; 

● Regulatory policy in the gender sphere (National Strategy for the Achieving Gender 

Equality by 2020, 2012). 

Based on these identified priorities, the KR intends to strengthen institutional mechanisms 

and educational systems, promote economic and political empowerment of women as well as 

consolidate access to justice.  

In 2010, within the limits of the Universal Periodic Review conducted by the UN on 

human rights issues and based on reports on the CEDAW implementation, the KR was called 

upon to strengthen existing mechanisms as well as to improve the protection of women’s 

rights. Subsequently, the State Council under the Government of the KR for gender 

development was founded in May 2012 to respectively address gender issues and underpin 

the implementation of gender policies.  

Later, the National Action Plan for the implementation of the UN Security Council 

Resolution was endorsed in 2013 as part of the execution of the UN Security Council 1325 

Resolution. This strategic action document focuses on active women’s participation at all 

levels in peacebuilding, peacekeeping, and conflict prevention activities as well as on 

women’s political participation. Moreover, it emphasizes the importance of nationwide 

statistics on gender-related topics. One of the main issues for KR to adequately implement 

the Action Plan is the shortage of financial resources. 

5. National Sustainable Development Strategy (2013-2017). 

This Strategic document adopted in 2013 outlines the overall development strategy 

for the Kyrgyz Republic, including gender equality. The gender aspect of the document 

emphasizes the value of the family, by defining it as a ‘foundation of the Kyrgyz society’ and 

‘one of the main institutions where the foundations of patriotism, tolerance, civil behavior are 

inoculated, is essential for sustainable development of the society’ (National Sustainable 

Development Strategy, 2013: 46). This emphasis on family unity within the context of state 

development further fortifies the limited idea of women as only mothers. However, this 

Development Strategy also highlights the urgent need to enhance the economic capabilities of 

women in terms of their participation in the labor market, to develop mechanisms to decrease 

cases of early marriages as well as to fight GBV. In addition, it highlights the need to tackle 
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destructive gender stereotypes. However, this document fails to clearly outline the 

fundamental mechanisms for women’s political participation. 

The adoption of all these laws and strategic long-term documents can be considered 

as Kyrgyzstan’s gender policy since its independence. Kyrgyzstan has one of the strongest 

and advanced gender policy, meaning policies and normative legal frameworks on gender 

equality, in Central Asia. Kyrgyzstan has adopted specific laws to ensure gender equality 

such as the law “On state guarantees of equal rights and equal opportunities for men and 

women” and the law “On Protection and Defense Against Domestic Violence Protection and 

protection from family violence”, as well as non-discrimination Article in the Constitution. 

Moreover, for the first time, Kyrgyzstan launched free-of-charge services to help GBV 

victims and as a result, more than 20 high-level cases were resolved. It also conducted 

widespread awareness campaigns on issues such as bride kidnapping and early marriages, 

focusing on remote regions where prominent gender stereotypes are present and a nationwide 

‘16 Days of Activism against Gender-based violence’ campaign was implemented in 2018 to 

raise awareness on GBV and VAW, specifically targeting youth. In addition, the Kyrgyz 

government worked closely with UNDP to embed the gender mainstreaming approach into 

the policies. The UNDP’s Gender mainstreaming activities are aimed at enhancing 

institutional capabilities to be more accountable and transparent as well as at promoting 

inclusiveness in services such as healthcare and education. Nonetheless, the lack of 

systematic and clear mechanisms of adopted gender policies and lack of finances affect the 

implementation of the above-mentioned gender policies. Moreover, these laws fail to 

acknowledge the LGBT communities in terms of protection measures (UN, 2019). Overall, 

challenges with finances and capacity to monitor and evaluate hinder the state’s efforts to 

adequately implement its gender policy. As a result, Kyrgyzstan’s progress on gender 

equality is slow while GBV against women is growing.  

4.3 Key GBV against women issues in post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan 

GBV against women is one of the main indicators of gender inequality and unequal 

power relations between women and men and is the most widespread human rights violation 

that exists in every country. This issue is a huge impediment to gender equality and justice, 

peace and security, economic prosperity and sustainable development, and democracy. The 

state cannot achieve all of these things if women do not feel safe and at risk of being victims 

of GBV. Despite the Kyrgyz state’s efforts to counter GBV and advocate for gender equality, 
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the cases of VAW are growing every year. According to the National Statistical Committee 

of the Kyrgyz Republic, in 2018 there were 9285 registered cases of rape, bride kidnapping, 

forced marriages, and murder against women (NSC of the KR, 2018). It is important to note, 

that this number is not a pure representation of the situation as it is depicting the number of 

registered cases only. However, the increased VAW and the state’s failure to respond 

appropriately make Kyrgyz women feel insecure.  

One of the achievements of Kyrgyzstan is reaching gender equality in education, 

meaning both women and men have equal access to education, enrollment, and literacy rates. 

However, Kyrgyzstan has poor rates in key indicators of gender equality, for example, 

women’s economic and political representation. According to ADB’s Country Gender 

Assessment (2019: 5), only 48.2% of women are involved in the labor market and only 16 % 

of women are in the Parliament. Based on these low scores on gender equality indicators, 

Kyrgyzstan ranked 91st out of 189 states in the gender inequality index (UNDP, 2017). Based 

on this ranking, Kyrgyzstan is falling behind other post-Soviet states in the Central Asian 

region: 

Table #1. Gender Inequality Index among Central Asian states, 2018 (UNDP, 2018). 

Country Ranking 

Kazakhstan 43 

Uzbekistan  59 

Tajikistan 69 

Kyrgyzstan 91 

 

One of the prominent human rights defenders, Oshurakhunova, notes that ‘there are 

transparent, invisible to the eye obstacles to women’s participation in politics...this 

phenomenon is more associated with the increasing patriarchy and an attempt to get us back 

to so-called traditions’ (Institute of War and Peace Reporting, 2020). The nation-building 

narrative promoting the revival of old traditions serves as one of the structural causes of 

gender inequality. More importantly, one of the main indicators of gender inequality is VAW. 

Kyrgyz women experience various types of GBV against women and the most widespread 
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are: bride-kidnapping and child marriages, domestic violence, femicide, toxic gender 

stereotypes and norms. There remain several types of GBV against women that are discussed 

in detail below.   

Stereotypes and norms 

After Kyrgyzstan’s independence, there has been a revival of traditional norms and 

practices. Kyrgyz state fostered the idea of women mainly as mothers and wives, which 

implies certain expectations and behavior from women. Influential people, politicians, and 

religious leaders openly promote the following stereotypes, so-called ‘cultural proverbs’: 

Erdi katyn urushat, esi ketken bolushat [Husband and wife have a fight, and the third 

do not interfere]; 

Koiluu katyn kuyruk zheit, erluu katyn tayak zheit [An obedient wife gets meat, a 

brave wife gets a stick]; 

Ayaldyn chachy uzun, akyly kyska [ Women have long hair but short mind] 

(Kapushenko, 2020). 

This construction of gender and gender norms by the state forms Kyrgyz people’s mindsets, 

behavior, and thinking that limits women’s freedom, and therefore contributes to the 

exclusion of women from the institutions of the state and affects their equal opportunities. 

Moreover, this narrative is supported by the media, nationalist groups, and other actors. 

International human rights and development organizations stressed that this portrayal of 

women, stereotypes, and norms can have an adverse impact on GBV, women’s economic 

participation and political representation, women’s agency as well as detrimental practices, 

namely child marriages and bride kidnapping. 

Bride-Kidnapping and Early Marriages (Child Marriages)  

Bride-kidnapping is a widespread issue despite the fact that this practice has been 

illegal since 1994 in Kyrgyzstan. Bride-kidnapping practice is defined in Kyrgyz dictionary 

as: 

Kyz ala kachuu - ‘Bride kidnapping’ - is getting married by abducting a young 

woman. There are three different kinds of customs: the first kind of bride kidnapping 
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is abducting a woman without her consent and with the protest of her parents. This 

kind of bride kidnapping was rarely used, because it could bring about tribal brawls 

and revenge. The second kind of bride kidnapping is abducting a woman with her 

consent, but against her parents’ agreement. This was mostly experienced during the 

patriarchy period as a struggle against the customs of those times. The third one is the 

false bride kidnapping, when the parents of both sides agree to the wedding party, but 

for the avoidance of spending much money, the young man kidnaps his future wife 

(Karataev and Eraliev, 2000). 

Kleinbach et al described this practice as a 

non-consensual variety, which typically involves a young man and his friends taking a 

young woman by deception or force to the home of his parents or a near relative. She 

is held in a room until his female relatives convince her to put on the marriage scarf. 

If necessary she is kept overnight and sometimes raped, and is thus threatened by the 

shame of no longer being a pure woman (2005:191).  

There were numerous studies conducted on bride kidnapping, particularly in remote areas of 

Kyrgyzstan where the practice is widespread. In Kyrgyzstan, the majority of the marriages, 

almost 50 % were on the grounds of this bride-kidnapping practice and 70% of these 

marriages happened without a woman’s consent (Kleinbach, 2003). Ibraeva, Moldosheva, 

and Niyazova (2011) concluded that cases of bride kidnapping practice have risen since 1999 

by 12%. This practice has declined by 2020, however, it continues to exist and is widespread 

in the remote areas of Kyrgyzstan. According to Suliman (2019), 14% of women are married 

as a result of bride kidnapping or compulsion in Kyrgyzstan as of 2019. Most of the victims 

of bride kidnapping are coming from disadvantaged and poor communities (Muldoone and 

Casabonne, 2017). Despite the absence of official data on bride kidnapping cases, it was 

roughly calculated that every year 12.000 women are abducted and forced to marry their 

perpetrators.2 This act of violence is not happening just in Kyrgyzstan but it also prevails in 

the Caucasus and South Asia. Nonetheless, Kyrgyzstan is an interesting case as there was a 

huge increase in bride-kidnapping cases after its independence from Soviet rule. The rise of 

this violent practice is due to ‘a perception that kidnapping is a positive Kyrgyz cultural 

                                                
2 There is no official data on bride-kidnapping cases as it is hard to obtain due to the victim’s under-

reporting. The number 12 000 is the approximate estimated number from the NGOs and UN’s reports.  
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identity marker denied under Soviet rule’ (Handrahan, 2004:208). In many cases, this 

practice goes in hand with insults, humiliation, cruelty, rape, and emotional damage. 

According to Handrahan (2004), ‘for Kyrgyz women kidnapping by a group of drunk, male 

strangers, and forced marriage to one, is a constant and serious threat’ (2004: 208). 

Kyrgyzstan has taken important measures and enacted changes in the legislation such 

as criminalizing bride-kidnapping in 2013 and enhancing punishment for such practice from 

three to seven years in prison as well as banning child marriages. Despite its efforts, 

additional measures are required as women rarely report their perpetrators due to fear of 

revenge and public disapproval. In the Kyrgyz society, family members encourage and often 

impose the idea of marriage for both young girls and boys. This practice is oftentimes 

justified as a ‘tradition’, mostly by leaders and representatives of nationalist movements.   

Also, there is a link between the increase of early marriage incidents and bride-

kidnapping practices (ADB, 2019:7). In general, in Kyrgyzstan, the minimum legal age to get 

married is 18 years old, though 12,2 % of women get married before they turn this age (NSC 

of the KR, 2007).  The 2010 violent ethnic conflict in the South of Kyrgyzstan between 

Kyrgyz and Uzbeks, has resulted in numerous deaths, increased migration to neighboring 

countries, huge economic decline, political division, and hatred, as well as increased GBV. 

According to UNDP (2019), due to the consequences of this conflict and the weak legal 

system, the incidents of early marriages have grown since 2010. This happens mostly in 

remote areas of Kyrgyzstan. According to Moldosheva (2009), victims of child marriages 

also experience domestic violence and forced domestic labor. In addition, Moldosheva (2009) 

confirms that child marriages are normalized as a practice by some groups of the Kyrgyz 

society. The child marriage is criminalised, stating that ‘forcing and entering into de facto 

married relations with a person under 18 years of age is punishable by a fine or corrective 

work for a period of up to 2 years or deprivation of liberty for up to 5 years’ (Criminal Code 

of the KR, Article 154). However, girls rarely report and seek legal help due to the possibility 

of being judged and stigmatized.  

Domestic Violence 

Domestic violence is the most prevailing and frequent form of violence against 

women in Kyrgyzstan. Domestic violence can take many forms, including physical harm, 

emotional abuse, humiliation, sexual violence. According to ADB (2019), less than half of 
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women who experienced domestic violence, ask for help or report to the authorities. 

Numerous non-governmental organizations working on gender issues, including women’s 

and feminist organizations claim that the statistics do not show the full picture and 

underestimate the actual number of cases due to poor reporting. According to the state 

statistics, 23 % of all women have undergone domestic violence in Kyrgyzstan (ADB, 

2019:12). Over a five-year period, there were 895 registered cases of abduction, but 727 

dropped charges against their perpetrators, and merely 168 victims proceeded and went to 

court (Eshaliyeva, 2020). The KR Interior Ministry states that only in 2019 alone around 

6,200 cases of domestic violence were reported to the police (Margolis, 2020). 

According to Childress (2017), Kyrgyz culture, namely proverbs, normalizes violence 

in marriage and advise women to tolerate it. There is a tradition that a married woman should 

live with her husband and his family and obediently follow their instructions. Oftentimes, all 

daughters-in-law become slaves of their husbands and their extended family members and 

sometimes are prohibited to communicate and ask for help from their own parents. In many 

cases, these women feel disempowered, deprived, forced to be silent about violence from the 

husband’s family due to the fear of stigmatization and bringing shame to their parents in case 

of divorce (Equal Rights Trust, 2016). Childress (2017) argues that stigmatization and 

shaming in regards to intimate and family violence are ingrained in the Kyrgyz society, 

impeding women from seeking legal help and calling law enforcement agencies.  

In general, the cases of VAW have dramatically increased since Kyrgyzstan’s 

independence in 1991 and are still growing. The following table illustrates how every year 

cases of domestic violence (reported to the police) against women have been increasing. 

Table #2. The number of domestic violence against women cases by year. (NSC of the KR) 

Year  Number of cases  

2011 1714 

2013 2269 

2016 6795 

2017 6966 



Gender and the State: gender construction and response to gender-based violence in the post-Soviet Kyrgyz Republic             47 

It has reached the highest point that the United Nations issued a warning and demanded 

appropriate actions to address it:  

In the face of widespread violence against Kyrgyz women – including domestic 

violence, gang rape, and systematic assault and battery...astonished at the rise in the 

number of vicious crimes against women, they pressed the Government to identify the 

root causes of that grave phenomenon and devise ways to suppress it (United Nations, 

1999: 1). 

The systematic domestic violence against women oftentimes results in plenty of murder 

cases. Kyrgyz women usually get murdered by their husbands, partners, relatives, or male 

acquaintances. This practice can be referred as “femicide”. According to Caputi and Russell 

(1990:34), femicide can be defined as ‘the murder of women by men motivated by hatred, 

contempt, pleasure, or a sense of ownership of women’. This form of violence is not rare in 

Kyrgyzstan as since 2008 there have been more than 300 cases of femicide (Kapushenko and 

Khasanova, 2020). The independent news media agency and school of journalism, called 

“KlOOP”, conducted an investigation on the rise of femicide in Kyrgyzstan. According to 

their analysis, in the majority of femicide cases, women were killed by their 

husbands/partners as a result of systemic domestic violence (Kapushenko and Khasanova, 

2020). Therefore, for Kyrgyz women, home can be one of the unsafe places to be. As 

UNODC commented, ‘the home remains the most dangerous place for women, who continue 

to bear the heaviest burden of lethal victimization as a result of inequality and gender 

stereotypes (2019:14). Despite its strong legislation and advanced gender policy, in reality, 

Kyrgyzstan fails to promote gender equality and women’s rights and protect women from 

VAW. Thus, there is a discrepancy in Kyrgyz state’s manifestation of gender policy and its 

actual practice on the ground. This is vividly evinced in major GBV against women cases 

below. 

 

Chapter 5: Securitization of Feminism and Women’s Rights as a Threat  

 

This section is focused on Kyrgyz state’s actual implementation of the adopted gender 

policies in terms of the state reaction to major GBV events that sparked nationwide protests, 

discussions, and demand for strengthening the state’s efforts in tackling violence against 
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women. These major events are the Censorship of the Art Exhibition “Feminnale”, the attack 

on participants of the march against VAW by men, and Vigilantism among Kyrgyz women 

migrants by Kyrgyz men. These three cases demonstrate how Kyrgyzstan’s gender policy is 

controversial, meaning that the embodiment of gender and gender norms differs from its 

manifestations and its actual practice in reality. Through these three cases, one can see how 

the Kyrgyz state securitizes feminism and women’s rights as a threat and further reinforces 

toxic gender norms, and normalizes VAW under the nationalism narrative. 

5.1 Case #1: Censorship of the Art Exhibition 

  There was an art exhibition “Feminnale” in Bishkek (capital of Kyrgyzstan) in 2019 

at the National Art Museum, touching upon the issues of economic challenges of women, 

gender norms and stereotypes, and VAW that is happening in Kyrgyzstan. This event was 

organized within a 16 days Campaign against GBV to call for attention and to address these 

issues as well as promote women’s rights. This exhibition intended to create a safe space for 

citizens to stimulate conversations and open a dialogue to discuss these burning gender issues 

and possible solutions. However, the event faced adverse reactions, including the destruction 

of the art pieces, verbal and online harassment, and even death threats to the exhibition 

organizers by conservative nationalists, referring to the exhibition as provocative and 

‘perverting young people’ (HRW, 2019). Due to a large amount of threats from conservative 

Kyrgyz citizens, the director of the museum was forced to resign. Instead of providing 

protection to the organizers of the exhibition and to the directors, the Ministry of Culture, 

namely the Minister himself supported the nationalists and ordered censors by calling the 

exhibition ‘immoral’. Even, the President Sooronbai Jeenbekov commented on this situation 

in the following way: 

The performance with a naked woman at the exhibition in the art museum insulted the 

honor of Kyrgyz women. If you look at history, you will not see naked women 

anywhere. Our sisters and mothers have always kept their honor and dignity. I believe 

that the actions with the undressing of women is an insult. Yes, some went out and 

defended the exhibition, arguing that the Kyrgyz had similar customs. But it is not 

(Masalieva, 2019). 

In addition, a member of Parliament, Makhabat Mavlyanova, criticized the exhibition and 

touched upon the expected ‘moral’ behavior of women:  
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Museum employees who allowed such an event do not have the moral right to 

continue working. Girls should have a modest upbringing, they need to inculcate 

traditional values (Abduvaitova, 2019).  

According to the MP, ‘Kyrgyz people have been losing their national identity, justifying this 

by globalization’ (Abduvaitova, 2019). These examples of speeches securitize the feminist art 

exhibition and refer to it as a threat to the national identity and culture of Kyrgyzstan. 

Suddenly, this exhibition, raising awareness on women’s rights entered the national security 

debate and became a big threat to Kyrgyz culture by the Parliament. As a result, The Ministry 

of Culture decided to take extraordinary measures, namely censoring the whole exhibition.  

The main criticism was around the artistic nude performance, which intended to raise 

awareness of the lack of rights for sex workers. Another example of the ‘immoral’ art piece 

was a punching bag in the shape of a woman to emphasize the burning issue of domestic 

violence in Kyrgyzstan. These art pieces were seen as ‘provocative’ by nationalist groups and 

were perceived as a threat to Kyrgyz culture and history. The head of the art museum, Mira 

Zhangaracheva commented on this situation: 

I didn’t know that the nationalist-patriotic groups, who are against contemporary art, 

have so much influence on our country’s politics. The situation demonstrates that 

Kyrgyz society is not open (Najibullah, 2019). 

Moreover, some members of the Parliament agreed with the censorship decision and 

called for the investigation of the ‘provocative’ art pieces despite the international 

community’ criticism, including international media such as the New York Times and 

Human Rights Watch, and the UN’s critique of the Minister’s actions. The UN and other 

international organizations insisted on having an open dialogue ‘free from incitement to 

hatred and violence’ (HRW, 2019). However, after the exhibition, the ultra-nationalist group 

drove a huge bus around the capital with a banner that says “The nation is above rights”, 

promoting conservative values and demanding the government to have a better oversight of 

feminists’ activities and events.  

This case demonstrated the Kyrgyz state’s real attitude and response toward GBV and 

VAW, despite its manifestation efforts in terms of the legislation changes, adoption of 

CEDAW, and projects aimed at gender equality. In practice, the Kyrgyz government 

supported and legitimized the traditional values of nationalist groups in the name of 
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‘protecting Kyrgyz culture’. This is one of the examples of how the Kyrgyz state legitimizes 

VAW and diverts attention from the actual issues such as domestic violence, toxic gender 

norms, bride-kidnapping, child marriages, women labor migration, and limitations on 

women’s economic activities and political participation. This case also demonstrated how 

women and girls are subject to moral policing and embodiment into national honour and 

pride. This type of control over women and their actions exacerbate systemic violence and 

injustice. 

5.2 Case#2: Men attack participants of the march against VAW 

On March 8 in 2019, International Women’s Day, there was a peaceful march 

organized by feminist activists to raise awareness and call for action to end VAW in 

Kyrgyzstan. The increased cases of VAW in Kyrgyzstan led to the mobilisation of civil 

society, including representatives of various NGOs, feminist and women’s movements as 

well as active citizens to demand urgent actions to address VAW and raise awareness on 

gender equality and women’s rights. However, the event was ruined by the conservative ultra 

nationalist group of males in masks and hats. They attacked participants of the march, 

destroyed their picket signs and balloons, and threw small stones and eggs at them. 

Surprisingly, the police were present all the time during the march and attack, and instead of 

preventing the attack and catching culprits, they rounded up the participants of the march. As 

a result, 70 activist females were detained at Sverdlovsky ROVD (police station) where they 

were held against their will with no explanation, food or water supplies for several hours. 

Later, the police were forced to release participants of the women’s march under big public 

pressure, however decided to impose on participants the administrative fine for the violation 

of public order and peace as well as disobedience to the police officers. Furthermore, the city 

court ruled that the feminist activists were guilty of organizing this march and were charged 

with administrative fees (Putz, 2019).  

It seems that the law enforcement agencies, namely police (militia) as well as 

nationalist organized groups were cooperating together to prevent feminist organization from 

promoting and raising awareness on women’s rights. According to the witnesses and 

participants of the march, attackers were cooperating with the police as they were casually 

interacting with some police officers, and in turn, the police officers ignored the violence and 

did not take any actions to stop it (Front Line Defenders, 2020). Numerous reports of 
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international organizations and feminist movements indicate that oftentimes radical 

nationalist groups (such as Kyrk Choro) oftentimes collaborate with the government: 

… A radical group of men attacked the activists while about 15-20 police officers 

were present during the attack, but they did not try to interfere with the attackers. The 

leader of “Kyrk Choro” told reporters that his group “does not care about legal 

opinions and laws” and he allows the use of weapons in the future…The Coalition for 

Equality is alarmed by intimidation and attacks by radical groups that have 

collaborated with the authorities… Moreover, a representative of “Kyrk Choro” said 

that the movement plans to participate in the parliamentary elections (The Coalition 

for Equality, 2020). 

It is clear that this nationalist group does not afraid of the law enforcement, or being legally 

punished. After the interrupted march against VAW, the Kyrk Choro group organized a 

demonstration in front of the City Mayor’s office, demanding to punish feminists who 

organized the march. The leader of the Kyrk Choro group, Amanbol Babakulov, openly said 

to the media: 

Representatives of the government, open your eyes. Such things should be prohibited. 

If you allow this, no matter what you do to me, I am ready to go out there with them 

[feminists] and blow everything up, so we all be exploded (Timofeeva, 2019). 

We think it is okay to throw stones and eggs at these people, and we will continue to 

the end. Maybe we will use some kind of weapon in the future (Halimov, 2019). 

The Kyrgyz state, including the State Committee for National Security, openly supports this 

group and ignores threatening and provocative speeches of members of Kyrk Choro group. 

Moreover, the Kyrgyz state does not take any legal actions to prosecute members of Kyrk 

Choro for their violence and hate speeches. 

This issue suddenly became ‘extraordinary’ as this march against VAW was the main 

topic of the parliamentary session. During this session, there were some negative 

commentaries from some members of the Parliament in regards to the march against VAW. 

This clearly demonstrates how the march on women’s rights was securitized as a threat to the 

Kyrgyz state. For instance, the MP Musabekova said: 
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 There was a rally to protect the rights of women, but this almost puts an end to the 

values of the nation. For the first time in Central Asia, a gay parade was held ... Who 

organized the rally, for what purpose? We must give an assessment by inviting 

representatives of the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the State Committee for 

National Security ... Kyrgyzstan has only 6 million. If men marry men, how will we 

achieve an increase in the population? We shouldn’t allow Kyrgyzstan to become a 

‘GAYstan’. Therefore, I demand a thorough investigation of that march (sputnik.kg 

news portal, 2019). 

Another member of the Parliament Mr. Ergeshev supported the above statement and noted:  

The nation is preserved by its traditions and language. The march contradicted the 

values that our ancestors passed on to us. They impose on us someone else's point of 

view ... Indeed, this should be discussed (sputnik.kg news portal, 2019). 

The analysis of negative statements by politicians on the march against VAW uncovers 

disinformation, violence instigation, discrimination towards certain groups of people, and 

hatred towards NGOs working on gender issues in Kyrgyzstan. According to the Coalition 

for Equality report, numerous deputies described the march against VAW as ‘gay parade’ 

using hate statements, igniting violence against LGBT people: 

The dissemination of hateful statements led to sensational headlines in the media, 

such as “A gay parade was held under the guise of a march in Bishkek,” “Prohibit gay 

pride parades,” “Sabbath of fagots and lesbians in the center of Bishkek.” Thus, the 

media formed an inadequate perception of the problems of gender-based violence 

among the audience and emphasized the rejection of the diversity of society (The 

Coalition for Equality, 2020). 

Oftentimes, in the context of Kyrgyzstan, feminism is referred to the LGBT community by 

politicians, religious leaders, representatives of nationalist movements, and people with 

conservative views. As a result, the negative attitude from the state toward feminism and 

women’s ights affects people’s perception and makes them consider feminism as a foreign 

and harmful ideology to the national history, culture and traditions, thus generating opposing 

reactions and actions towards feminist and women’s movement activities. Moreover, events 

connected to women’s rights are portrayed in Kyrgyz and Russian media in a negative light, 

supporting the behavior and values of nationalist movements (Ulugova, 2020).   
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The following event sparked controversial reactions from the Kyrgyz society and 

attracted the attention of the international community. In general, Kyrgyzstan lacks an 

understanding of women’s rights and feminism in a broader sense. The peaceful protest 

against VAW was not just because of one case, rather it is a massive reaction by Kyrgyz 

citizens to a systemic VAW. Due to the existing patriarchal system, which exacerbates 

gender inequality, women are highly insecure in Kyrgyzstan and cannot enjoy their rights. 

This case vividly depicts that feminist activists were not seen as ‘acceptable’, ‘good’, ‘right’, 

or ‘proper’ women with voices. It appears that all feminist activists who organized and 

participated in the march failed to be ‘ideal and good’ Kyrgyz women based on the 

conservative’s definition and conceptualization. Furthermore, feminist activists are not 

considered actors with political voices and the capability to represent and speak for 

themselves as they are often silenced. Instead, ‘good’ women are usually seen as subjects 

who need defending and protection according to conservatives. However, the harsh reality is 

that the public spaces, the city, streets, and, especially homes are not safe places to be for 

Kyrgyz women. 

Several scholars explored topics of gender and how it is connected to nation-building 

in post-Soviet Central Asia (Cleuziou and Direnberger, 2016; Megoran, 1999). The 

nationalist discourses advanced and strengthened ‘hierarchized gender roles’ through the 

‘tradition’ narrative, which affects women and their role in the Kyrgyz society and everyday 

life (Cleuziou and Direnberger, 2016). According to Blakkisrud and Abdykapar kyzy (2017), 

gender is constructed through narratives that were promoted by the nation-builders. There is a 

trend of constructing women as ‘Kyrgyz pride and hounour’, making them a public good of 

the nation. This nation-building process that produces and reproduces a certain underrating of 

masculinity and femininity, makes a woman a collective symbol of nationhood. Based on 

these articles, the narrative that was used by the state to build a nation reproduced the 

hegemonic gender roles. 

5.3 Case#3: Vigilantism against Kyrgyz women migrants 

Both women and men migrants are vulnerable and face challenges in the receiving 

countries, especially undocumented migrants. However, women face more obstacles in 

seeking legal help and encounter with GBV, including but not limited to sexual violence, 

domestic violence, psychological violence, discrimination, stigmatization, shaming, and 

physical punishment (Gabdulhakov, 2019; Thieme, 2008). In addition, they experience 
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negative attitudes from Kyrgyz society upon return home. Kyrgyz migrant women are 

vulnerable to being exposed to these types of violence, especially by the Kyrgyz men 

(relatives, acquaintances, partners, and unknown compatriots). More often, domestic 

violence, which is a major problem in Kyrgyzstan, aggravates and escalates in countries of 

destinations as well. In particular, Kyrgyz female migrants experience GBV in the form of 

physical punishment, namely vigilantism and shaming for being ‘immoral’ in the receiving 

countries. Vigilantism became a common practice of retribution by male Kyrgyz migrants 

over assumed misbehavior experienced by female Kyrgyz migrants. The violence under the 

‘patriotism’ umbrella comes from their compatriots –Kyrgyz men migrants. 

Recently, some videos of Kyrgyz women labor migrants posted on different social 

media have gained popularity in both Kyrgyzstan and in the receiving country, namely the 

Russian Federation (Russia). These videos depict how Kyrgyz women migrants are being 

brutally attacked for associating with men of different nationalities. This inhumane treatment 

of women represents not only GBV and discrimination but deeper issues connected to the 

nation-building projects and existing patriarchy in Kyrgyzstan. In general, from 2011 until 

the present day, there are numerous recorded video materials on the Internet featuring the act 

of vigilantism, namely honour beating and humiliation of Kyrgyz women migrants by their 

Kyrgyz compatriots (see Appendix B). These recordings of the public verbal harassment, 

aggression, and public beating of Kyrgyz women migrants who have been in a relationship 

with non-Kyrgyz men by their compatriots (so-called ‘patriots’) are prevailing in Russia 

(IFHR, 2016). In the recorded videotapes of vigilantism against Kyrgyz women migrants one 

can see:  

● A group of men is systemically beating the victims  

● A group of men is verbally harassing and giving death threats to the victims  

● A group of men is capturing and holding by force naked victims  

● A group of men is stoning to death the victims  

 

These men, calling themselves ‘patriots’ publically harass Kyrgyz women, whom they 

assume acting ‘libertine’ and ‘immoral’ by engaging in a relationship with non-Kyrgyz 

males. This violent act by Kyrgyz males can be regarded as a moral policing within their own 

migrant community where they claim themselves as ‘patriots’, who have a right to punish 

women for their ‘immoral misbehavior’ by threatening, beating, sexually assaulting, 
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humiliating, recording and uploading the video online (Ibraeva et al, 2015; Gabdulhakov, 

2019).  

Having all these horrible videos of women migrants’ harassment and humiliation, 

sparked the larger debate in Kyrgyzstan on gender issues, however, it faded away later. In 

academia, there are only a few articles addressing this type of violence against Kyrgyz 

women migrants in Russia, discussing online and offline vigilantism (Gabdulhakov, 2019) 

and analyzing the construction of media discourses on the acts of violence (Ibraeva et al, 

2015). This type of harassment illustrates the presence of a strong level of social control over 

women, thus women are regarded as a public good or an object. Kyrgyz men are trying to 

control and change women’s behavior in the receiving countries, so they can fit under the 

norms of the ‘good Kyrgyz girl’. In reference to the UNFPA report, these violent actions are 

reinforced by the Kyrgyz population in general and normalized within a Kyrgyz society:  

 

over half of the respondents support the work of nationalist organizations … 

stripping, raping them [the migrant women] and uploading their photos and 

‘punishment’ videos for bad behavior. At the same time, 22% of women and 26% of 

men do not consider it immoral for a man to create a new family in migration, if he 

continuously takes care of the first family left behind in his country of origin 

(UNFPA, 2016:153). 

 

According to Ibraeva et al (2015), this vigilantism against Kyrgyz migrant women for the 

sake of national pride/honour is instrumental in maintaining the ‘patriotic’ Kyrgyz migrant 

men’s group and its identity, which in turn empowers them to preserve the patriarchy and 

male domination and power. The presence of these ‘patriots’ and nationalist movements, 

acting as moral police by punishing women for their ‘immoral’ behavior is widespread back 

in Kyrgyzstan as well.  

In accordance with the survey conducted in 2013, Kyrgyz migrants incline to take 

pride in their ethnicity, assign special value to it, promote mono-ethnic marriage, and have a 

negative position on the relationship between Kyrgyz women and non-Kyrgyz men (Rocheva 

and Varshaver, 2017). This situation can result in physical violence, namely beating or exile 

from her house (OSCE, 2012). These cases of VAW migrants reflect the issue of nationalism 

in Kyrgyzstan, imposed gender roles, and women’s position in the Kyrgyz society. It 

represents specific processes related to the nation-building processes in post-Soviet 

Kyrgyzstan, that form certain images of masculinity and femininity and gender roles, where a 
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woman is constructed as a national dignity. The sociologist, Yuval-Davis (1997: 45) 

mentions in her book that women serve as ‘symbolic bearers of the collectivity’s identity and 

honour’ and regarded as a reproducer of the nation. This case has demonstrated how Kyrgyz 

women have served as a national symbol of honour.  

More importantly, these acts of violence are supported and encouraged by the general 

population back in Kyrgyzstan through practices such as stigmatization and victim-blaming, 

which illustrates the insecurity and vulnerability of Kyrgyz women migrants in the society. 

The fact that visibility, specifically their full names and home addresses, of these Kyrgyz 

women migrants featuring in the video is revealed, might bring enormous psychological harm 

and risk of further reproduction of humiliation, shaming, bullying, and retribution. According 

to Gabdulhakov (2019: 230), ‘the offline structures, norms, biases, violence, and stigma not 

only reincarnate online, where they culminate in vigilante acts, but consequently, they re-

enter the offline discourse and go through further normalization and justification’.  

Furthermore, this violent behavior towards women migrants is legitimized by state 

officials by investigating the female victims. For example, the Kyrgyz representative of the 

Ministry of Interior said publicly:  

 

The view of knives and stun guns should scare anybody who has seen these videos. 

But naturally, as a brother and future father, I cannot support the lifestyle that some of 

our young women have, which provokes a strong reaction amongst Kyrgyz 

countrymen (IFHR, 2016:38; Gabdulhakov, 2019:237).  

 

When they [Kyrgyz women] come to Russia in search of work, they cannot resist all 

the challenges they encounter, and they become the playthings of Kyrgyz, Tajik, 

Uzbek and Caucasian men, who take advantage of them (Gabdulhakov, 2019:237; 

Lelik, 2016).  

 

These public statements by officials justify, normalize, and legitimize the horrible violence 

against women migrants by Kyrgyz ‘patriots’ by focusing on victims and blaming them, 

which further produces more harassment and humiliation. In addition, the fact that the media 

portrays these acts of violence against women as ‘patriotic’ is problematic in itself as it serves 

as the tool of legitimization of these perpetrators and empowers them to continue their 

retaliation activities in regard to gender and ethnic perceived offenses. As a result, Kyrgyz 

female migrants in Russia are perceived negatively by the Kyrgyz society. This negative 
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perception and attitude are connected to the ‘morality’ narrative that is imposed by the state 

and conservative groups. In the recent UNFPA survey conducted in Kyrgyzstan (UNFPA, 

2016), it is shown that a large amount of people associates female migration with 

‘immorality’ as 45% of males and 38% of females agreed with the statement of “A woman in 

migration, working far from home, starts behaving immorally”. In other words, young female 

migrants living in receiving countries or returning home face tremendous difficulties such as 

GBV and stigmatization of being ‘immoral’. 

 

Chapter 6: Discussion 

 

These three presented cases related to GBV and gender discourses that sparked public 

debates and mobilization of Kyrgyz civil society, including activists, feminist movements, 

women’s organizations, and NGOs working on gender issues to demand appropriate actions 

from the government of the KR, generated significant insights. The “Feminnale” exhibition 

censorship, the attack on feminist activists during the march, and vigilantism against Kyrgyz 

female migrants indicate that women are not safe in Kyrgyzstan and exposed to numerous 

vulnerabilities. It is evident based on these cases, that there is a clash between ‘women 

emancipation’, women rights that are perceived as a Western product by Kyrgyz society and 

revival of traditions, women’s role as a symbol and pride of Kyrgyz nation within discourses 

on state and gender, particularly, nation-building processes.  

The feminist movements emerged as a resistance to the patriarchy and violence 

against women and these peaceful marches and demonstrations were attempts to demand 

basic human rights, promote positive value, and give hope for changes in Kyrgyzstan. 

However, feminism and women’s rights are not perceived positively in Central Asia, 

particularly in Kyrgyzstan, and is viewed as a threat to the established patriarchy, traditions, 

and culture, where women are not allowed to have their own agency and independence. 

Through these three cases one can observe the link between the rise of 

nationalist/conservative groups and gender equality, women’s rights and VAW. These three 

cases sparked a huge debate and gender discourses dividing the Kyrgyz society. The 

supporters of nationalist group, including MPs, openly used hate speeches and online 

harassment towards feminists, organizers of the exhibition, LGBT representatives, and people 

who support gender equality and women’s rights. More than 70 % people in Kyrgyzstan read 
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or heard speeches by politicians or influential figures that contain hatred against certain 

groups that can result in violence (The Coalition or Equality, 2020).  Many representatives of 

the Kyrgyz government openly make statements referring to conservative values, norms, and 

practices and opposing them with human rights. The rise of the nationalist movements which 

had an adverse effect on women’s agency can be also seen through some initiatives in the 

Parliament of the Kyrgyz Republic restricting women’s choice and rights such as legalization 

of multiple marriages, ban on abortion, restriction on women’s movement abroad and many 

others.  Simone de Beauvoir (1952) argues that there are unequal gender roles in society, thus 

calling for changes and demanding equality for women. According to Beauvoir (1952), 

women are discriminated against and perceived inferior to men: 

…Man can think of himself without a woman. She cannot think of herself without 

man... she is called ‘the sex’, by which is meant that she appears essentially to the 

male as a sexual being…He is the Subject, he is the Absolute – she is the Other (1952: 

147) 

Men downplay females in society by considering women as the “Other” and as sexual 

objects. In the context of Kyrgyzstan, there are clearly unequal gender power dynamics, 

where women are forced to behave in a certain way to fit into the ‘good girl’ narrative that is 

imposed by the society, namely by the growing nationalist movement and further reinforced 

by the Kyrgyz state. 

In reality, we see how the Kyrgyz government limits the freedom of expression and 

freedom of peaceful assembly, namely censoring women’s rights issues and discourses on 

gender despite its tremendous efforts in adopting numerous international gender conventions 

and national gender policies. However, the implementation of these adopted gender policies 

is weak due to lack of resources, political will, oversight, transparency and accountability as 

well as the culture of rule of law. As a result, around 90% of VAW cases are dropped and do 

not even reach the court (UNDP, 2020). 

 Moreover, with the growing nationalism and conservatism in the country, the Kyrgyz 

state made several amendments in the Constitution through a referendum in 2016 that serves 

as a barrier to achieving gender equality. One of the main amendments that negatively effects 

on gender equality and impedes previous efforts of Kyrgyzstan in addressing VAW is the 

removal of the following provision from Article 6 in the Constitution of KR: 
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The provisions of international treaties on human rights shall have direct effect and 

shall enjoy precedence over provisions of other international treaties (Article 6, 

Constitution of the KR) 

The removal of this provision weakened the power of the international human rights law, and 

in turn consolidated the status of the national legislation. Thus, the rise of the ultra-nationalist 

movement changes the overall politics of Kyrgyzstan and undermines its previous efforts 

towards transition to democracy and gender equality. This construction of gender and gender 

relations by the Kyrgyz state within the nation-building narrative results in women’s 

oppression. The state implicitly tries to control women’s behavior by portraying women as 

only mothers through policies as well as the ‘tradition and culture’ narrative. As Cleuziou and 

Direnberger (2016:196) said, ‘nationalism tends to fix the spatial division between the private 

(feminine) and the public (masculine) that justifies the idea of complementary gender roles in 

the society’.  

 

The existing patriarchal structure, which is rooted in Kyrgyz society, produces 

barriers to women’s opportunities, activities, decision-making process, and choices. 

Patriarchal society in Kyrgyzstan is a product and at the same time reproducer of structural 

violence fortifying the existing gender dynamic. This patriarchal system can be understood as 

a certain environment and structure that produces and reproduces gender norms that support 

and further legitimize male supremacy (Christie et al, 2001). This normalization of gender 

norms is evident in the speeches of politicians and the state's responses to major GBV events 

as it was shown before through the cases of art exhibition, march against VAW, and 

vigilantism against Kyrgyz women migrants. This case study research is an example of how 

gender is produced and reproduced by the state and its policies and response in regards to 

GBV that aggravate the gender inequality and GBV against women. The post-independence 

narrative reproduced gendered society, politics, and relations. Kyrgyzstan’s post-

independence identity emphasizing traditional social norms give little or no agency for 

Kyrgyz women. Therefore, the state maintains and fortify the structural VAW through 

normalization and promotion of certain ‘traditional’ values and norms. 

Overall, the state construction of gender through national ideology is complex and 

plays a huge role in shaping the everyday life of Kyrgyz women. However, this idea of 

gender produced by the state is disputed by Kyrgyz women in the form of protests, art, 

marches, and activism, which in turn are securitized by the nationalist movement and state as 
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a threat to national ideology and culture. There are different factors that perpetuate VAW and 

debilitate gender equality, women’ rights, and feminist movements in Kyrgyzstan, including 

nationalism and discriminatory norms and practices, which result in gender inequality. 

Moreover, oftentimes these factors are supported and normalized by the state, which further 

underpins unequal gender dynamics and VAW.  Unfortunately, all of these cases 

demonstrated that the nation and tradition stand above women’s rights.  

Chapter 7: Conclusion  

The researcher explored Kyrgyzstan’s construction of gender through content analysis 

of policies and responses to major GBV events that led to public debate and protests since its 

independence from the USSR in 1991. This qualitative study aimed at evaluating 

Kyrgyzstan’s post-Soviet adopted gender policies and exploring the state’s manifestation of 

gender through policies, speeches, and response to three cases related to GBV against women 

as well as identifying gaps between its manifestations and implementation on the ground. 

After thorough investigation and analysis of the Kyrgyz Republic’s legislation, National 

Strategy and Action Plan to Achieve Gender Equality by 2020 and other gender-related 

strategic documents, news reports on major events on GBV and VAW which incited  public 

discussions and urgent actions and statements and commentaries of President and Members 

of Government and Parliament as well as reports on Kyrgyzstan’s gender situation by 

international organizations such as UNDP, ADB, HRW, OSCE, and many others, the 

following conclusions were developed:  

 Gender inequality in the form of gender norms and practices that negatively affect 

women are embedded in the structures of the society and manifested by the state 

through the ‘tradition and culture’ and ‘nation-building’ projects, despite its efforts to 

fight GBV and promote gender equality through adopted legal frameworks.  

 There is a rise of ultra-nationalist movement in the country promoting conservative 

social norms, which further reinforce and maintain unequal gender power, undermine 

women’s rights and impede achieving gender equality. 

 Feminism, women’s rights, and women’s issues are securitized as a threat to national 

values, culture, and history of Kyrgyzstan as it contradicts conservative values. 

 Kyrgyzstan has a pretty strong legislative framework to achieve gender equality and 

tackle GBV, however, the lack of resources and political will as well as poor 

understanding of gender issues in state agencies and institutions negatively affect its 
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implementation. In addition, adopted gender policies to advance gender equality lack 

intersectionality perspective, and oftentimes discriminate minority groups such as 

LGBT.  

 Gender Policy in post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan is controversial and paradoxical and 

affected, challenged, contested, or fortified by numerous socio-political actors and 

factors such as international relations and foreign affairs, transition-to democracy and 

nation-building processes, ultra-nationalist groups, and strong civil society (majority 

consist of women), including feminist movements and NGOs working on gender 

issues.  

This research showed that Kyrgyz women are not safe in Kyrgyzstan and are at high risk of 

experiencing GBV in spite of its manifestation having strong gender policy. As a result, 

women still encounter inequalities in terms of social norms, traditions, and practices that 

control their behavior and body, do not have proper access to justice, are excluded from 

political and economic participation, and experience violence in various forms.  

Fighting against GBV and promoting women’s rights in Kyrgyzstan requires a 

multifaceted, people-centered, multi-level and comprehensive approach together with 

accountable and transparent governance. It is essential to address structural causes of GBV, 

particularly specific gender norms that are promoted and fortified by the nationalist groups 

and, oftentimes by the state. As long as the system remains the same and the society is 

deprived of the values associated with human rights and the rule of law, we cannot expect 

any changes. If the state does not recognize and emphasize VAW as a nationwide issue and 

does not promote proper education of the population on gender issues and women’s rights, 

we will continue to hear and see outrageous cases of VAW. 

7.1 Suggestions for further studies 

A more in-depth investigation is needed to explore and analyze how the Kyrgyz state 

constructs and manifests gender and gender norms in the context of the nation-building 

process after its independence as this topic is under-researched in the context of Central Asia, 

and particularly Kyrgyzstan. A thorough analysis of the state and society relationships, as 

well as socio-cultural and political structures that perpetuate VAW, is essential to understand 

Kyrgyzstan’s gender policy. As this study was the in-depth review and analysis of the 

policies, documents, news, and reports, the future study could address the topic, focusing on 
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the experiences and opinions of Kyrgyz women and gender experts. Also, it is important to 

investigate the root causes of GBV against women and its interconnection with the state, 

particularly law enforcement agencies and nationalist group such as Kyrk Choro. In addition, 

the future study could focus on analyzing gender policy through the lens of intersectionality, 

meaning urban-rural divide, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, and socio-

economic differences.  
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Appendix B -The list of major vigilantism against Kyrgyz women migrants’ cases 

Below are links to some of the major vigilantism against Kyrgyz women migrant’s cases that 

happened in receiving countries that led to controversial public discourses on gender, 
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