
31 
 

Canaries in a Coal Mine?: Women and Nation-Building in 

the Kyrgyz Republic  
Kathleen Kuehnast, University of Minnesota 

 

Another socio-economic experiment is underway in the post-Soviet state of the Kyrgyz 

Republic.3 In this remote mountainous region bordering western China, four and a half million 

people are undergoing yet one more social, economic and political upheaval, the second within 

this century. After seventy years of Marxist collectivization which was facilitated to a great 

extent through their tribal kinship ties, the formerly nomadic Kyrgyz are now attempting to 

integrate the unfamiliar concepts of democracy, market economy and civil society. Nicknamed 

the "love child" of the international aid organizations, the Kyrgyz Republic is noted for its 

cooperation and high level of interest in being a part of the global economy. Unlike its oil-rich 

neighbors, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the Kyrgyz Republic lacks such trading power, and as a 

Kyrgyz governmental official explained, "We may have the poetry of our mountains and our 

nomadic hospitality, but we are oil poor and have little choice but to cooperate with international 

interests."  

The Kyrgyz Republic probably represents one of the more interesting and paradoxical 

predicaments of the post-Soviet transition. Landlocked amidst high mountain ranges, the Kyrgyz 

have long maintained a certain mental and physical independence from the rest of the 

Islamicized region. Bennigsen and Wimbush anticipated that of all the nationalities of Central 

Asia, the Kyrgyz had the "keenest consciousness of forming a distinct modern nation" (1986: 

84). They suggested that the Kyrgyz geographical and linguistic isolation coupled with their lose 

affiliation with Islam, disentangle s them from Pan-Islamic and Pan-Turkic influences well-

entrenched in the other republics of the region. Given such positive assessments by international 

institutions and scholars alike regarding the potential prospects of an independent Kyrgyz nation, 

why then is the country being strangled, as if overnight, by deteriorating conditions including 

poverty, drugs, violent crime, street children, tuberculosis, and a dramatic split between the rich 

and the poor?  

The difficulty in assessing the situation in the Kyrgyz Republic is not found in the field 

work per se, but in locating appropriate theoretical models with which to analyze the current 
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predicament. The widespread application to the post-socialist states of the post-Cold War 

discourses of democracy, civil society and market economy has muddled our analysis. In his 

recent work, The Nation and its Fragments, political scientist Partha Chatterjee criticizes the 

application of post-Enlightenment philosophy to the rest of the world: "I do not think that the 

invocation of the state/civil society opposition in the struggle against socialist-bureaucratic 

regimes in Eastern Europe or in the former Soviet republics will produce anything other than 

strategies seeking to replicate the history of Western Europe"(1994: 238). Objecting to Benedict 

Anderson's Eurocentric models of imagined communities (1983) from which the rest of the 

world must choose their nationalisms, Chatterjee laments "[That] even our imaginations must 

remain forever colonized" (1994: 13). Suggesting instead that the once-colonized must begin to 

think of new forms of the modern state, Chatterjee seeks these newly imagined forms in what he 

calls "the fragments of the nation." The fragmentary refers to those views which are local and 

subjugated versus hegemonic and elite, perspectives that he argues can "resist the drive for 

shallow homogenization" and can potentially offer richer definitions of the future political 

community. Among the fragments of the nation, Chatterjee maintains, women are a critical part. 

In this article I contemplate Chatterjee's "critical fragment" notion in the context of women and 

the emergent nation of the Kyrgyz Republic. By examining the rapid and fragile societal 

transition from a Soviet republic to an international state, I investigate the implications for 

women of a situation in which a form of the nation, imagined elsewhere, is thrust upon the 

people.4 I begin with a discussion of Cold War discourses in post-socialist states, and how the 

Kyrgyz Republic grapples with the importation of the alien concepts of democracy, civil society 

and market economy.  

Even though efforts (international funds and technical assistance) are underway to 

replicate Western notions of nation in the Kyrgyz Republic, reflecting Chatterjee's admonition, I 

challenge their plausibility in a Marxist-educated society, structured on traditionally "tribal" 

kinship organization with Islamic leanings. I then turn to surveying the present predicament of 

women which finds them increasingly marginalized as the result of recent trends of gender-

selective unemployment, escalating household impoverishment, and the lack of a social 

protection net. I contend that these issues reflect some of the problems of transplanting 

"imagined communities" and vesting them with capital. Furthermore, I consider the degree to 

which the "the state/civil society opposition in the struggle against socialist-bureaucratic 
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regimes" utilizes gender as a site of contention, allowing Islamic and nationalist debates over 

women's roles in society to conceal the worsening conditions for women caused by the new 

political economy. In my conclusion, I return to Chatterjee's notion of the fragmentary, and 

consider potential definitions that women offer to the future political community of the Kyrgyz 

Republic.  

 

Problems with imagining post-socialist communities through post-cold war lenses  

 

Although the current discourses about the former Soviet Union are described as 'post-

socialism,' the inherent irony is that our theoretical models are riddled with Cold War rhetoric. In 

her recent work, Katherine Verdery examines the degree to which the Cold War was much more 

than simply a political face-off between the United States and the Soviet Union. She instead 

describes the Cold War as a form of knowledge, a virtual "cognitive organization of the world" 

(1996: 4). Because of this deep cognitive organization of the "other's" world, Verdery proposes 

that we "suspend judgment" about the outcome of the post-socialist phenomenon, and consider 

the degree to which the application of our notions of market economy, privatization and civil 

society are also ideological remnants of the Cold War. In this light, reflexivity may be our best 

antidote to address the insipid ways that the Cold War still affects our theoretical models. Not 

unlike Edward Said's inquiry of "how does Orientalism transmit and reproduce itself from one 

epoch to another?" (1979: 15), I propose that we consider "how does the Cold War discourse 

reproduce itself from one epoch to another?" The grand narrative of the post-Cold War era 

appears to be that capital is the way to freedom, modernity and progress. But it is not a free 

market economy that has engaged millions of "post-socialists" in the transformation process. 

Instead concealed within the abstract idea is an assumption that the material well-being of 

individuals will improve. Such a belief was already entrenched in the nascent Kyrgyz Republic 

early in 1992 when the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the American, 

German and Turkish embassies established offices in Bishkek. Even though the Kyrgyz Republic 

was the least known of Central Asia, the 'transition' agenda for the Kyrgyz Republic had already 

been decided by the international organizations, the strategy was known as "shock therapy." 

Modeled upon the Central and Eastern European socialist states' transitions, shock therapy is the 

rapid transition from a centrally planned economy into a market economy, and has as its 
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underlying assumption the elimination of central planning with the simultaneous introduction of 

privatization of property to naturally generate a market economy.  

Market economy has been offered as a panacea to all the former socialist states as a 

superior means toward building and sustaining the recently "free" nations. Capital was touted as 

the healing balm that would nurture these dysfunctional systems and naturally drive them 

towards democracy and civil society. The assumptions associated with 'market economy' is that 

it is a cog in a machine that can easily replace other worn-out cogs, or another is that is like an 

organic matter that can 'naturally' be replicated. Whatever the theoretical assumptions made 

about market economies between 1991-1994, little was done to figure out about the unique 

qualities of the emergent nations where the implementation of market economies would be tried. 

One group of European academicians concerned about the panacea approach expressed the 

problem in this way:  

The market is not a deus ex machina, nor a mysterious force operating though an 

invisible hand. The Market is a social institution which has been nurtured and developed over 

centuries by conscious human action. Since the market deals with the current impact of past 

decisions and the anticipation of future conditions generated by current and past conditions, it is 

embedded in a socio-economic context of regulations and interpersonal relations and 

expectations. The successful introduction of the market mechanism can only take place in the 

context of the reconstruction of the socio-economic fabric of the former centrally planned 

economies (Kregel, et al, 1992: 16-17). 

Further, without in-depth analysis of how these socialist republics had once molded 

Soviet edicts to accommodate their own interests and to reflect their socio-cultural styles, the 

entire socialist system was condemned for destruction. Using the argument that total revamping 

was needed because of the Soviet's poor quality goods and services, Kregel, et al, point out that 

another error in judgment was made: that the destruction of the old would naturally mean 

something more creative or even entrepreneurial would appear in its place (ibid., p. 62). As many 

can attest to, such creative entrepreneurial activities has in many cases mutated into black-

marketeering, short-term speculation, and intimidation techniques to buy-off stock holders in 

privatization matters.  

If the grand narrative of capital is the post-Cold War discourse, its handmaiden is the 

narrative of community-- or civil society. For the purpose of this paper, I refer to Verdery's 
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working definition of civil society as "the population of an intermediate social space-between the 

level of households and that of the state itself-with organizations and institution s not directly 

controlled from above."(1991: 432). The notion of civil society, as a voluntary intermediate 

social space, that is self-generating or autonomous from the state, is not existent in the Kyrgyz 

Republic . Instead civil society is administered from the top and trickles down. (Diamond, 1994). 

Although international organizations concern themselves with the development of "political 

parties, voluntary associations, independent trade unions, and educational institutions", (Verdery, 

1991: 432), the Kyrgyz themselves raise the issue of how these models of nation-building from 

the West project an air of ideological superiority. A Kyrgyz colleague discussed the rising 

apprehension among the Kyrgyz regarding the large number of international financial loans 

given to the Kyrgyz Republic, and with a sense of ironic humor he added, "We endured Russian 

imperialism for 150 years, we will endure the era of western imperialism as well."  

The implementation of civil society strategies by international organizations has not been 

that different than the "civilizing missions" of the Russians to Central Asia nearly a century ago, 

except the Russians may have done more of their homework in regards to the socio-cultural 

factors affecting relationships in Kyrgyz society. In twenty months of field research between 

1990-1994, and numerous conversations with members of the inter national community working 

in Kyrgyzstan, I was only asked once about the relevance of the tribal kinship organization to the 

governmental processes. Instead of seeking more information about indigenous organizational 

units, models of nation-building replicated from the West and are rapidly poured into Kyrgyz 

society. What is lacking is a comprehensive analysis of what sort of economic and political 

orientations make sense to the Kyrgyz. For example, the dismantling and privatization process of 

the collective farms based upon Kyrgyz kinship organization has been devastating for most 

families since the farms were the basis for social protection, education and community 

development. No other structures were in place to substitute the farm's multi-faceted function 

when the privatization campaign s swept the country, and so an entire intermediate social space 

has been lost.  
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Other Models of Nation-Building? Islam and Tribal Kinship  

 

The existence of pre-Soviet models of Kyrgyz self-governance have been essentially 

ignored in the internationally-driven, top-down nation-building process. Chatterjee's concern 

about what other forms of nation are being generated from the Kyrgyz themselves may be 

considered in their Islamic leanings and the tribal kinship organization? Although the titular 

group, the Kyrgyz are not highly recognized among the other Central Asian groups for their 

adherence to Islam, this perception is too often an over-exaggerated view of the North which is 

then magnified to represent the rest of the country. Geographically split by the Tian Shan and 

Pamir mountain ranges, the northern part of the Kyrgyz Republic hosts the majority of the non-

Kyrgyz population and is also the location of the capital city Bishkek. A city built primarily 

during the Soviet period, it has come to symbolize a bureaucratic "Moscow" to most of the 

country's population which lives in the rural regions. The South, by contrast, is primarily 

comprised of Kyrgyz and Uzbek ethnic groups with a long history of mutual antagonism towards 

one another. Nevertheless, their differences find common ground in their views towards Islam 

and also by their aversion towards the 'bourgeois' North. Such a geographical division is so 

pronounced that proposals have included splitting the country into a north and south Kyrgyz 

Federation (Huskey 1993: 409).  

For the heavily populated southern Fergana Valley, Islam has been a central force of life 

since the thirteenth century. Later, the sect of Sufism flourished in the sixteenth and early 

seventeenth centuries and was principally responsible for the Islamization of the Kyrgyz 

(Bennigsen and Wimbush, 1986: 80). Even during the Soviet period, the secretive nature of the 

Sufi orders allowed such practices to persist. Yet the revitalization of Sunni Islam has never been 

as strong as it is today. With funding support from Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Turkey, an estimated 

2,000 mosques have been constructed throughout the country in the last four years. Interest in 

religious affiliation is common among all age groups, but particularly men. Ernst Gellner (1994) 

argues that Islam is one of the viable adaptive alternatives to the civil society model in the late 

twentieth century. Stating that Islam offers its followers a shared moral vision that civil society 

lacks, Gellner suggests that Islam takes over where Marxism leaves off.  

As Marxism offered the masses a sacred purpose: work for the service of society, Islam 

offers a sacredness of everyday life. "So perhaps the world's first secular religion failed not 
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because it deprived man of the transcendent, but because it deprived him of the profane" (ibid., 

41-42). And unlike Marxism, Islam appears to be enduring the forces of capitalism and 

globalization. What is interesting to note as that the machinery of civil society is being imported 

into Kyrgyz society, this very different premise of social organization is also being revitalized. 

Can the transplanted civil society and the ideals of Islam find some sort of common ground in 

the Kyrgyz Republic? It is difficult to conceive how the notions of individualism and autonomy 

of civil society can meld with the Islamic code s of strong personal relations based in reciprocity 

and built upon mutual trust. Yet, given the Kyrgyz' proclivity to mold alien concepts into their 

liking, the Kyrgyz may find a way to meld together such divergent concepts but I think it 

unlikely.  

Perhaps even more of an unknown force which contradicts the notion of a civil society is 

the deep-rooted tribal kinship organization of the Kyrgyz. No matter what class, or what region, 

the Kyrgyz identify themselves in terms of their tribal and clan origins. For example, the 

selection of cadres of the current Akaev Government is commonly described by others as 

"members of his clan." Biratanyng baldary, or children from the same father, is the basic 

building block of the Kyrgyz community. Tracing their lineage through seven generations to an 

apical ancestor, the Kyrgyz may b e related to five or fifteen families. Such members consider 

themselves " one family." Even Stalin's collectivization campaigns did little to shatter these well-

entrenched bonds. If anything, the development of the Kyrgyz kolkhoz strengthened them. A 

group of these families formed a village community of which such an aggregation became a 

collective farm. And just so the term 'tribe' is not to be underestimated among the Kyrgyz, 

beyond such com}unities like the collective farms are the conglomerations of over 50 tribes and 

clans which form geographical (Bennigsen and Wimbush, 1986: 78). The tribes are comprised of 

two overarching federations, "Otuz U ul" and "Ich Kilik." Within each of the federations there 

exists two "kanats" or what is referred to as the "right wing" and the "left wing". Whet her it is 

politics or the cultural arts, tribes are known for their particular specialties, For example, one of 

the most politically powerful tribes is the "Tagay" of eastern Naryn Oblast of which many 

members once held prominent positions in the former Soviet regime.  

The significance of Kyrgyz tribal affiliation is also reflected in the Soviet ethnographer 

Saul M. Abramzon's monograph on the Kyrgyz (1990). In h is effort to dissuade others of the 

ethnogenesis argument-- that the Kyrgyz originated from only one region, the Enesei River 
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region in Siberia-- Abramzon contended that the ethnic history of the Kyrgyz people depended 

more upon the linkages of many different tribes, and the aggregation of t heir social, economical, 

cultural and political relations (ibid., pp. 25-30).  

The ethnographic evidence of Kyrgyz history is very complicated. Our intention to say 

that the Kyrgyz people moved here at a certain time from the Enisei-Irtish Region and as one 

tribe cannot be substantiated. Nevertheless, the combination of the people of the Tian-Shan and 

the Pamir-Allai tribes created a junction of ethnic processes which played a major role in the 

formation of the Kyrgyz people. (ibid., p. 81)  

It is intriguing to consider that the tribal affiliations in the Kyrgyz Republic may 

represent the closest thing to the civil society notion of a non-governmental institution in terms 

of offering a counter-balance to the state. But such a comparison ends there. The fractional 

interests of the various tribes and the elaborate codes of reciprocity invisibly affect almost all 

relations within the public and private lives of the Kyrgyz. In that light, Gellner garners another 

perspective on indigenous forms of organization which carry enormous influence in the nation-

building process, and clarifies the different orientation towards position in society when he 

writes," Segmentary communities constitute an important social form, but it is one which differs 

significantly both from centralized tyrannies and from our Civil Society. It thrusts on to the 

individual an ascribed identity, which then may or may not be fulfilled, whereas a modern 

conception of freedom includes the requirement that identities be chosen rat her than ascribed" 

(1994: 9). The consideration of tribal relations as a viable and remarkably enduring socio-

political structure is not to be underestimated in the nation-building process, and certainly not 

ignored. It is an important area of study within all of Central Asia wxich needs further 

scholarship, and then serious consideration in the post-socialist nation-building process.  

My brief overview has examined problems associated with the alien models of nation-building 

implanted in the Kyrgyz Republic. I shift now to investigating the situation through the 

perspective of women. Although Chatterjee suggests that women may offer richer definitions 

towards new political communities, the current deteriorating situation for women in the Kyrgyz 

Republic leaves little time for generating new models or communities.  
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Decomposition  

 

The women of the Kyrgyz Republic, who comprise 51% of the population, should have a 

key position in shaping the future of their nation. However in the rapidly changing socio-

economic climate, women are finding themselves at a higher economic risk with little time for 

non-survival issues. The period of "decomposition," as Verdery refers to the postsocialist 

transition, is a time when the workings of the old system are more apparent (1991: 420). Indeed, 

the contrast between Soviet socialism and the emergent Kyrgyz system is poignant, and best 

summarized as the loss of personal security. Prior to the disintegration of the FSU, the Kyrgyz 

Republic had achieved comparatively high standards in terms of human development. Indicators 

such as life expectancy and age-specific mortality rates were near the top for the range of 

countries in its per capita income group. Near universal literacy had been achieved and 

enrollment ratios at all levels of education were high for both men and women. Soviet social 

protection for Kyrgyz women came in the forms of guaranteed work, mandatory education, paid 

maternity leave, child care, medical benefits, child allowances, housing, and subsidies for food 

and clothing. Before 1991 the issue of poverty in Kyrgyz Republic was not a pressing concern, 

as the Soviet infrastructure provided adequate social protection transfers to compensate for the 

relatively low annual income of the Kyrgyz SSR. Because of the rapid introduction of a market 

economy, which has sped the deterioration of the command economy's labor market, education, 

and health care systems, a difficult situation exists particularly for women since they are 

primarily responsible for the household economy and bear now individually more of the state's 

burden. The lack of social protection has been confusing for most, and devastating for the 

vulnerable, including the elderly, families with many children, single-parent households, and 

those people living in the remote mountainous regions. Families have exhausted their own 

resources: sheep have been slaughtered; savings have been depleted; and material belongings 

sold off. This translates in real terms to a situation where women carry more of the fiscal 

responsibilities and care giving needs of the old and young.  

As the Ministries of Health and Education operate at a deficit, women con tribute more of 

their small incomes to offset the lack of state assistance. larger than that of men. They are often 

the first to feel the effects of poverty. In spite of the government's two to six month delay in 

paying benefits, women wait daily outside the local social assistance offices in hopes that their 
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small cash payments may arrive, or at least some sort of in-kind payment such as flour or sugar. 

The on-going waiting for acutely needed assistance is perceived by many as an act of cruelty on 

the par t of the Government, as one elderly woman expressed her disillusionment, "Why don't 

they just come and kill me, instead of letting me die slowly from starvation. I would rather vote 

for a dictatorship and eat, then vote for democracy and starve."  

Kyrgyz women are coming to terms with the fact that the once central tenet of Soviet 

socialism, "only labor can make a miracle," is no longer viable for them. As the market economy 

is implemented and new industries fail to materialize, female unemployment increases. Whereas 

just four years ago, 83% of all women participated in the labor force, women now consist of the 

vast majority of the officially unemployed. Women now participate in an informal labor force 

with low wages and no benefits. This is the result of the recent elimination or privatization of 

many service and social support jobs formerly filled by women. By all accounts, the official 

unemployment rate will continue to increase as previously governmental-run operations-from 

sanitariums to schools-privatize or shut down altogether.  

If one considers female unemployment as simply the loss of a job, one misses a 

consequential aspect of work under Soviet socialism. The loss of a job also means the dissolution 

of access routes to many important socio-economic networks and the ruination of support 

systems which leave many women physically and psychologically isolated (see also DeSoto, 

1993). Women readily discuss the feelings of disconnection and the sense of not being needed 

anymore. They attribute the increasing numbers of women who are now drinking, smoking 

cigarettes and using drugs to the "cultural void."6  

Unemployment is not only changing how women think about themselves, but the onset of 

household impoverishment is altering the overall fabric of women's lives. In 1995 the Kyrgyz 

Government Statistical Agency estimated that between 70 to 80% of the population live below 

the poverty line.7 Men, women and children are all suffering the consequences, but because 

women carry the overall responsibility for household concerns including the care for children, 

the elderly and the sick, their burden is disproportionately higher than that for men. A Kyrgyz 

woman describes the situation as one where "The number of unemployed people is increasing 

everyday. As a result, there are many problems, the main one is poverty. Poverty has its own 

consequences-- it begins with the problems of feeding oneself and ends with psychological 
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problems. We use to talk about the quality of the food, now we talk about the quantity of tea and 

bread which what we mainly exist on."  

As a result of unemployment, impoverishment, and the daily burden of coping with 

survival issues, formal and informal women's affiliations have broken down or disintegrated.8 

Among the small percentage women who are able to engage in the development of voluntary 

associations, they are having difficulties creating a unified voice in order to influence public 

policy and social issues. Soviet legacies such as that of the Zhensoviet, or the women 

committees, have left an indelible mark on the way women have organized themselves into non-

governmental organizations (NGO). Even though over 40 women's NGOs have registered with 

the Government, after four years their progress is impeded in part by bureaucratic obstacles 

which requires them to wait for state approvals on many of their projects, and conversely, by 

their willingness to wait for long idle periods for such approvals. Some of the problems stem 

from the Soviet system's top-down orientation which creates obstacles to the decision making 

process (See Scholz, 1994). In an effort to unify the women's groups so that they may 

strategically affect future legislation regarding women's rights, several respected female leaders 

have attempted to organize forums. They have yet to meet with success. At the March 1994 

women's congress held in Bishkek, the more established, influential groups angrily left the 

meetings when the session degraded into little more than various factions publicly undermining 

each other. Since then, there exists a verbally acknowledged distrust among some of the more 

prominent women NGO's.  

In addition to leadership problems there is an unspoken norm inherited from their civic 

lessons during the Soviet period in which passivity was a valued individual attribute. As one 

member of a Kyrgyz women's group explained, "It is not right to stand out in a crowd, instead, it 

is best to wait and then to be chosen." Such a norm is most pronounced in terms of the 

generation gap among the women leaders. Women over 45 years of age, who were groomed for 

communist party leadership, rely more upon methods which aim at the good of the state over the 

good of the individual. In contrast, many of the younger women reject outright the goals and 

tactics of their elders, and instead embrace their own conceptualizations of market economy 

which place individual needs over the group. The younger generation is looking to models from 

the West for guidance, whereas the older generation nostalgically recalls 'the golden age' of 

Zhensoviets, the time when regular lectures were held for women in every village on child 
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development, farming, or health matters. They lament that such women's groups see m more 

appropriate for an era of prosperity, and not now, when everyone's focus is on survival.  

The period of decomposition, a time when the old has fallen away and the new is yet to be 

formed, finds women in the Kyrgyz Republic in an acute situation. Daily survival needs preempt 

their desire to politically organize themselves. Unemployment not only cripples their ability to 

provide basic needs to the household economy, but also takes women out of the skill-building 

and affiliation-making trajectory. Poverty limits women in terms of their material means, but as 

difficult for most is the embarrassment or shame associated with the loss of status and respect 

especially within their extended family. After considering the post-Soviet decomposition of 

women's material world, I turn now to the non-material realm of gender discourses which are 

emerging in the Kyrgyz Republic and have many implications as far as women are concerned.  

 

Women as a contested site  

 

Women in the Kyrgyz Republic find themselves awash in the cross-currents of emergent 

gender discourses, where their jobs, their position in society, and ultimately, control over their 

own bodies are being contested. Islamic and nationalistic debates about women's role in society 

focus on threats of reinstating polygamy or new codes of dress but they often conceal the 

worsening conditions for women caused by the new political economy.  

Although the multiplicity of contradictory gender ideologies may be new for Kyrgyz 

women, propelling the women's question as a means to other ends is not. As with millions of 

other Muslim women in Soviet Central Asia, Kyrgyz women have long been the focus of 

political and economic strategies which were cloaked in the ideological propaganda of gender 

equality (see Buckley, 1989).9 The construction and reproduction of gender ideology as a part of 

larger political projects in the Kyrgyz Republic can first be examined just after the Great October 

Revolution (1917), when Kyrgyz women became a contentious site between communist party 

ideologies and the strong tribal networks of the nomadic Kyrgyz. In June 1918, thousands of 

miles from Moscow, the first women activists (under the tutelage of Russians) met in Pishpek to 

initiate the political indoctrination of Kyrgyz women, the liquidation of illiteracy, and the active 

participation of women in the economic, social and political life. They specifically focused their 

agenda on ways in which to eliminate the traditional Kyrgyz practices of kalym, polygamy, 
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arranged marriages of girls under 16 years of age, and the kidnapping of young girls for 

marriage. Drawing upon historical examples of female oppression, the communists transformed 

the central Asian woman into a symbol of their civilizing mission.10 Such propaganda was 

communicated by the communists through newspapers, posters, and direct intervention 

strategies. The latter included the "Red Yurtas" set up in the pastoral highlands to educate the 

Kyrgyz about communism by teaching them to read and write. Similarly the "Red Corners" 

founded in the urban centers, served as half-way houses for women leaving abusive husbands.11 

The following editorial in the Pishpeski Listok illustrates how women became an important site 

of communist strategies.  

 

Wild Exploiting  

 

(June 11, 1919) I was informed by reliable sources that among the Kyrgyz there exists an 

extremely disgraceful and criminal violation of equal rights, the selling and buying of women. A 

Kyrgyz woman seems to be a "living commodity", and not a human being who is equal with a 

man, and her owner, her husband, who can treat her as he wants. "Let me have your wife," says a 

rich man t o a poor one, "I like her." "Okay," answers the poor man, "I will sell her for 1,000 

rubles." "No, that is too expensive, what about 800 rubles?" replies the rich man. "Okay, it is a 

deal." says the poor man. The deal is over, the buying and selling of the "living commodity" is 

over A Kyrgyz woman is the slave of men. A slave! Enlighteners of the people! Is this a result of 

your work, that a Kyrgyz woman is still in darkness, and in chains? She has not the slightest idea 

about her personal self and allows herself to be sold? Signed "an old friend," pen name of a 

Russian journalist. (Tatebekova 1963: 12)  

The supposed moral high-ground taken by competing groups vying for power obscures 

the fact that they often do not engage women directly in their discourse, but instead, assign 

women a place, a sign, or an objective value. The resurgence of more traditional ideologies 

contradict the former Soviet ideal of women in the public sphere, and reassert more conservative 

roles for women. This is especially true in the southern and rural regions of the country. Among 

the many examples is the issue of polygamy.  

Two years ago the Kyrgyz parliament debated whether or not to once again legalize 

polygamy. During my field work in 1993, I facilitated the format ion of small groups of women 
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from the rural south discussing their most pressing problems. I expected that they would first 

mention the debilitating economic problems, but instead, without hesitation, the women 

unanimously agreed that one of the most troublesome issues affecting them was that their 

husbands wanted to take an additional wife. The proposed law to legalize polygamy was 

vigorously debated in the parliament, and was never approved. One female government official 

wryly interpreted the situation in this way, "They cannot afford one wife, why would they 

humiliate themselves and take a second one?" The issue of the legality of polygamy reflects not 

only an anti-Soviet position towards former gender ideals, but also the rise of patriarchal 

leanings of which the growing conservative religious movement foreshadows.12  

Women indicated that over the last several years the local mosque, particularly in the 

southern oblasts of Osh and Djalal-Abad, has exerted greater influence over their daily lives. 

Muslim leaders often advocate that women return to working in the home, and recently, several 

regional mullahs considered the reinstitution the veiling of women.13 Conservative religious 

influence has also been observed by medical practitioners. A female physician in Osh described 

how she no longer counsels women about abortion options (once a Soviet norm for unwanted 

pregnancies), nor does she perform them since she now feels afraid to do so. She further 

described the situation of increasing poverty among women who are no longer employed out side 

the home, and instead, the Islamic leaders emphasize women bearing children, and more of 

them.14  

More conservative roles for women can also be observed through the struggle for a new 

Kyrgyz ethnic identity. After the loss of the ideal of Homo Soveticus, the utopian notion of a 

collective, non-ethnic Soviet identity, the central focus of the current nationalistic fervor is the 

millennia celebration of the Kyrgyz epic poem Manas. Purported to be the longest epic in world 

history, millions of national and international dollars have been spent to cast the hero warrior 

Manas as a unifying symbol to the Kyrgyz. When considering other legends that have been 

revived in similarly post-colonial nations, Stanley Tambiah (1989) offers a perspective in which 

to interpret the Manas phenomenon. He states that "mytho-historical charters," are used by 

indigenous groups in times of decolonization to ratify their claims of relatedness, and to form a 

new ethnic boundary. This seems to be very much the case among the Kyrgyz.  

The legendary epic has as its central character the superhuman Manas who wages war on 

his enemies and secures an impenetrable homeland for his people. Even more than fantastic 
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stories, the epic is a part of the Turkic dastan, a genre of oral history among tribal groups of 

Central Asia which served as a primary vehicle to disseminate their history, values, customs, and 

ethnic identity to younger generations. The verses recited by the bard expressed the Turkic 

people's trials, tribulations, and triumphs.  

As the Kyrgyz embrace Manas as their ethnic charter, it is noteworthy to mention that 

throughout the epic contradictory ideals of women are represented. The female figure of 

Kanikey, the wife of Manas, is deeply revered among the Kyrgyz as the epitome of a good wife-

she is wise, strong, and clever. Kanikey reflects the individual independence and powerful family 

position that historical sources have often attributed to Kyrgyz women (See Nazaroff, 1993 ; 

Abramzon, 1990; Bacon 1980; Graham 1916). By contrast, the epic also depicts a less appealing 

role assigned to Kyrgyz women, as being slaves, milkmaids, and the human rewards given to 

victorious warriors. Lines tell of the exploitation of young girls after a raid of a neighboring 

tribe, "I shall seize girls with their companions, and shall revel to my heart's content!" (Hatto 

1977: 31). Women are likened to animals being hunted: "Kosoy entered her yurt. Inside, bunched 

together like withies, young beauties had glided in - flirting themselves like titmice maidens 

were gathered together" (ibid., p. 61). Upon interviewing both men and women regarding the 

epic's depiction of women, many explained that the poem is a reflection of a historical 

imagination, and not to be taken literally. Yet, especially among the women of the Osh Oblast, 

they were willing to reveal that such treatment of women is not all that unfamiliar. Some 

recounted their own predicaments or of their sisters', where domestic violence is much more 

common than the public will acknowledge it.  

There is little question that the attention given to the remarkable epic Manas represents 

the regaining of ideological turf repressed during the Soviet period. Yet, questions remain for me 

whether celebrated ancient epics with patriarchal messages about women manifest unspoken 

norms about the treatment of women. Considering that one of the functions of the dastan is to 

establish cultural norms and behaviors, Paksoy remarks that very little research has been done 

about the dastan's effects upon the population (1989: 11). As such, while Central Asian epics are 

resurrected and touted as the source of ethnic identity, ethnographic research is needed to 

understand how these epics are used in everyday discourse of the Turkic people. Is there any 

connection between the commodification of women, the resurgence of Kyrgyz ethnic identity 
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with the popularity of the text, and the increase of domestic abuse? Obviously, one cannot move 

predictably from one to the other, but these possible entanglements need to be explicated.  

Less dramatic than Manas, but equally persuasive is the degree to which imported visual 

media has affected norms for Kyrgyz women. Where once their contribution of hard work was 

that for which women were valued and rewarded, fashion and beauty now play a much larger 

role in women's identities and self-esteem. Since glasnost, and ultimately the break-up of the 

Soviet Union in 1991, the rapid influx of western goods and consumerism has flooded the 

Kyrgyz home through television commercials and street vendors. The most popular genre is the 

day-time serial drama-better known as the soap opera. These new images no longer project the 

Soviet model of strong, self-disciplined female workers, but instead emphasize youth, beauty, 

promiscuity and wealth. The emphasis on youthfulness enters into the job market as well. Job 

announcements in local newspapers unabashedly advertise for "young, attractive females." 

Middle-aged women often described the feeling of being discriminated against in job interviews-

that their experience does not count, only their appearance. Other problems emerge as the result 

of the emphasis on fashion, inter generation tensions arise between parents and children, since 

many young people want trendy, expensive clothes and other material goods to meet the 

increasing demands of a new consumer-oriented youth culture.  

Kyrgyz women are finding themselves carefully maneuvering their multiple identities in 

some instances in order to maintain their employment or social status in Kyrgyz extended 

kinship system. One of my informants labeled this time as "a cultural vacuum," wherein the 

differences between past Soviet policies, Kyrgyz nationalism, and Muslim religiosity are 

amplified.  

She went on the explain how these contradictory messages about what it means to be a 

good Kyrgyz woman are played out in her day-to-day life. "When I am in Bishkek, I am an 

administrator. When I return home in the evening, my husband assists me with our four 

children." But recently her husband has expressed his desires to move to his mother's rural home 

so that their children will learn Kyrgyz as well as Russian and also to better cope with the current 

economic problems. She goes on, "When I go to visit my husband's mother I cover my hair with 

a scarf. There, I am my husband's wife, I do everything for him and his mother. My identity 

becomes only that of wife and a daughter-in-law. I do not like it, but out of respect for our elders 

we must do certain things." Interviews like these are common among my Kyrgyz informants as 
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they express their own confusion about what it is they were educated to expect as Soviet women, 

and what current political and economic demands are now expecting from them in terms of more 

conservative female roles.  

 

Conclusion  

 

Underlying this entire discussion, as noted in the introduction of this article, are the 

implications for women in a situation in which a form of the nation, imagined elsewhere, has 

been transplanted in the Kyrgyz Republic. We recall Chatterjee's admonition regarding the 

application of such imagined models upon the post-Soviet condition, and his recommendation to 

seek new conceptions about the nation as they emerge from the subjugated, particularly women. 

Herein lies the dilemma, many women in the Kyrgyz Republic have been inadvertently silenced 

through the rapid and simultaneous processes of unemployment and poverty as the result of the 

introduction of the unfamiliar models of market economy, democracy and civil society Their 

silence in fact sounds a loud signal for the need for other models of nation-building to be 

developed which address the worsening problems of the living conditions. As one young rural 

Kyrgyz mother expressed angrily in an interview, "New democracies and economies are of no 

use when people can no longer feed or clothe their families." In this regard, the Kyrgyz 

Republic's President Akaev has most recently established a special committee, Ayalzat, to 

address the complex concerns of women. By the year 2000, he intends that women's issues shall 

be integrated into each ministry of the government. It remains to be seen, however, the manner to 

which such a predicament will be resolved since there are so many degenerating forces occurring 

simultaneously with so few resources existing in which to address them. Nevertheless, Akaev 

has given voice to the problem t hat the Kyrgyz Republic cannot generate a new nation without 

the participation of women.  

Although their voices may have been silenced by survival concerns, the women of the 

Kyrgyz Republic are nevertheless living legacies of the ability to survive hardships. From the 

difficult conditions of their former nomadic lives, such as transporting family, household and 

animals several times during the course of a year, to their more recent experiences of enduring 

starvation during the Great Patriotic War (1941-45), Kyrgyz women are well-respected. Through 

both qualitative and quantitative research, the women themselves express confidence and show 
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competence in their abilities to cope with the current crisis. Ironically, they attribute much of 

their relatively high status and success as Central Asian women to the Soviet period when the 

emphasis on female emancipation created many opportunities for them especially in work and 

education. Much has written about the negative affects of Sovietization upon women, but what 

Buckley (1989) and others do not fully consider is that some peripheral groups genuinely 

adopted and benefited from the Soviet gender ideology. Caroline Humphrey astutely observes 

this about the Siberian Buryats, and I think it also applies to the Kyrgyz, "More important even 

than economic independence is the idea, which is an integral part of the Soviet value system, that 

women are equal to men and should have the same opportunities as them. This idea has been 

readily accepted by Buryat women and men" (1983: 288). Analysis of the post-Soviet experience 

for 'women of the periphery' may prove that former Soviet gender ideals are more relevant to 

Kyrgyz women than imported post-Cold War models. The emphasis here is on how Kyrgyz 

women conceive what is important, not what we as post-Cold War researchers insist upon. In 

this regard, ignoring fragments from the former ideological discourse that worked for some 

groups is counterproductive when assisting emergent nations in their new creations. Such an 

integrated approach might reveal more about how women figure as "critical fragments" in the 

nation-building process. In this regard, Anthropologist Lata Mani poses the critical relationship 

that is exists between w omen and the nation when she writes, "The fate of women and the fate 

of the emerging nation [are] inextricably intertwined" (1989: 118). Digressing from the abstract 

to the concrete, one Kyrgyz woman from a southern coal mining region summarized the situation 

in her vernacular, "Women are the canaries in a coal mine, if we can't survive, then who will?"  

 

Notes  
 
1. An earlier draft of this paper was presented at the session, "The 'Other' Voices: Women and 
the Paradox of Civil Society in Postsocialist States," of the American Anthropological 
Association meeting, November, 1995, Washington, DC.  
 
2. I gratefully acknowledge Dr. Gloria Goodwin Raheja, Department of Anthropology, 
University of Minnesota, for her helpful comments on this section as well as the overall issues 
raised in this paper. I also acknowledge the following institutions for their support in completing 
my field research and dissertation write-up: The Social Science Research Council Dissertation 
Fellowship, 1995-96; The University of Minnesota Doctoral Dissertation Fellowship, 1994-95; 
IREX Long-Term Research Grant, 1993-94; The Wenner-Gren Anthropological Foundation 
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1993-94; IREX Developmental Fellowship for language training, 1991; and The University of 
Minnesota Block Grants, 1991, 1992, 1993.  
 
3. After independence in 1991, the name of the country was changed from Kirghizia to 
Kyrgyzstan. Since then, the country has renamed itself the Kyrgyz Republic.  
 
4. A need exists to expand our understandings about post-Soviet women, and in this way, refrain 
from reproducing the former hegemonic discourse (see Funk, 1993; Mohanty, 1984). What we 
know about the "Soviet" woman has been often drawn from a singular prototype, that of the 
Russian woman. This is particularly problematic when examining the diversity of experience of 
the post-Soviet Central Asian woman, more specifically, the small country of Kyrgyz Republic 
where ethnic factors, religion and economics reveal great diversity among women.  
 
5. The Kyrgyz represent 59% of the population; Russians, 17%, Uzbeks 14%, and 10% others. 
Source: Kyrgyz Goskomstat, 1994.  
 
6. Among the countless 'fall-out' stories of the transition, one rural woman's predicament 
represented the irony of the post-communist transition. Irina had once held a prestigious job as a 
news anchor on the local television station, but quit her job because the cost of transportation, 
child care, and clothing needed for such a position exceeded her income by five times. Now, 
Irina tends a snack counter instead at the nearby Bishkek Airport.  
 
7. Calculations were based upon minimum consumption level which was set at 500 soms (less 
than $45) per month per family.  
 
8. An exception to this trend is that in May 1996, twelve women from the Sovietskaya Region in 
Osh Oblast traveled by bus to Bishkek to demand some sort of action from the Government. 
Carrying the passports of 210 other women from their village, they demanded that they be heard, 
and threatened that they were ready to give up their children to orphanages if they d id not 
receive help. Many were single mothers. The women described situations where they were either 
unemployed or had worked for up to six months without salary. Prime Minister Jumalgulov 
affected by the women's conviction, donated wheat flour and sugar to their village. Several other 
charitable organizations also contributed food. Such anecdotal evidence of the increasing despair 
among women may also signal n emerging grassroots activism.  
 
9. The gender ideology found in Soviet socialism declared women and men equal in all arena. 
Mary Buckley (1989) argues that economic demands, more than ideological guidelines set out by 
Marx and Engels actually influence d Soviet women's involvement in the work force. This is of 
no surprise if one considers that after the revolution and two world wars, the Soviet Union 
experienced an intensely unbalanced sex ratio, "Women of working age heavily out numbered 
their male counterparts by a staggering twenty mill ion" (Buckley, 1981: 80-1). An enormous 
campaign was launched to keep women in the work force. By the late 1980s, the Soviet Union 
had the highest percentage of women world-wide in the work force.  
 
10. See also Bridger, 1987; Chatterjee, 1989, 1993; Kligman, 1992, 1995; Goldman, 1994; 
Verdery, 1994; DeSoto, 1995; Massell, 1974.  
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11. These were small groups of Russians, usually made up of a nurse, a teacher and an engineer, 
who lived for months at a time with the nomads in t heir pasture lands. They became an outreach 
center. By 1925 there were five Red Yurtas, 26 Red Corners, three vocational schools for 
women, The Women's Regional Party School, and thirteen Kyrgyz schools for the elimination of 
illiteracy. By 1929 there were 29 women's craft cooperatives which engaged in carpet weaving, 
sewing, silk production, and making felt rugs.  
 
12. The porosity of Kyrgyz society has allowed for large numbers of conservative missionary 
and cult groups from Japan, the United States, Germany, Scandinavia, and Russia, to infiltrate 
the urban and rural centers.  
 
13. Historical documents about Central Asia note often that the Kyrgyz women were without 
veils. This appears to be accurate for the northern tribes of the Kyrgyz and Kazakhs, but in the 
South, photographic documents show rural women into the early 1950s still practicing veiling 
(From the personal archives of Anthropologist Klavdiya Ivanovna Antipina).  
 
14. There are 784,458 mothers with more than four children in the Kyrgyz Re public. The 
average number of children per family in the Republic is 4.7 (1989). Family size alters somewhat 
according to ethnic groups. Uzbeks average 5.9 children; Dunghan 5.7; Tajik 5.5; and Kyrgyz 
5.4 children per family. Russian families average 3.3 children. Out of 856,148 families, 
approximately 30,300 families have more than 10 children of which 61 percent are Kyrgyz. 
Information from the Committee of the USSR on Statistics- The Results from the 1989 Census, 
Families in Kyrgyz Republic, pg. 36.  
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