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Troublesome Marriages and the Politics of
the Future in Kyrgyzstan

Julie McBrien

Introduction

Over the last decade, marriage has become an issue of significant public discussion,
debate, and worry in Kyrgyzstan.' The weight and sway of nationalist movements
have gained ground since their appearance approximately fifteen years ago;
marriage and women’s sexuality have been fields in which they have attempted to
exert control over the nation by delineating its boundary and ensuring its purity
through Kyrgyz-Kyrgyz marriages. At the same time, women’s movements not only
contest the moves of nationalist, but they also fight other marital practices—like
bride abduction and nike>—that they have long considered harmful to women.3
Their efforts overlap, to a certain degree, with those of international development
organizations that too target practices like bride abduction because of their
perceived detrimental effects on women. In addition, these organizations suggest
that such marital practices are indices of and barriers to the social and economic
development of Kyrgyzstan. In short, marriage is a site of public contention in
contemporary Kyrgyzstan.

Concerns about marriage in Kyrgyzstan have emerged in large part from the
country’s increased global entanglements, precipitated by the collapse of the Union
of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and fueled by the logics and reach of contem-
porary capitalism. From massive labor migration and dependency on remittances
to connections with global activist movements, from images and ideas shared on
social media platforms to the interventions of international development organi-
zations, Kyrgyzstan has become increasingly entwined in global currents, shaping
and being shaped by them. These global connections have played roles in both the
triggering of concerns about marriage as well as the efforts to control its forms
and patterns. Nationalists’ worries about marriage, focused on the “purity” of the
nation, are, in part, prompted by global connections that see huge swaths of the
population leaving for work as well as the influx of foreigners into the country,
both understood as threating Kyrgyz—-Kyrgyz marriages. The same connections
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34 JULIE MCBRIEN

that have entangled Kyrgyzstan in contemporary global capitalism have also
opened it to the gaze of international organizations, like the United Nations (UN),
permitting their evaluation and attempted regulation of practices, like marriage.
Women’s activists make use of global connections to support their efforts to change
gender relations, protect women, or challenge harmful practices, including those
connected to marriage.

In this chapter, I trace attempts to alter marital forms and conclusions in
Kyrgyzstan—from nationalists’ struggles to control women and “return to tra-
dition” to the interventions of women’s activists aimed at ending violence and
discrimination against women to international development organizations’ efforts
to protect women and develop Kyrgyzstan—as a multifaceted arena of interaction.
The political aims of nationalists, women’s activists, and international development
organizations are often exceedingly different and, in some cases, diametrically
opposed; they also operate from and in spaces that are often held analytically dis-
tinct—that is, “national/local” and “global.” Nevertheless, they form a complex web
of shared, intertwined political action, in which attempts to regulate marriage play
out. Moreover, their positions in these struggles, while originating from sometimes
conflicting perspectives, are nonetheless rooted in deeper common logics.

While debates about and attempts to regulate marriage in Kyrgyzstan might
seemingly be about men and women, all parties to these discussions focus exclu-
sively on women and women’s well-being—nationalists, women’s activists, and
development workers alike. For them, debates about marriage are essentially
discussions about women; attempts to alter marital practices are nearly always
and exclusively done in the name of women and their protection. What these
women are purportedly being protected from, however, differs depending on the
worries of the political actor. Despite these divergences, debates over marriage
reveal that in addition to being concerned about women and the way they marry,
nationalists and international development organizations, and to a lesser degree,
women’s activists, are also commonly engaged in the imagination of “the Kyrgyz”;
their struggles for the sodality are rooted in a common logic about women, the
nation, and development that understand women’s marital and sexual practices to
be generative of the nation, indices of its well-being, and a site upon which to work
to bring about a desired future for it.

Nationalist projects are constituted by gendered relation (Yuval-Davis 1997).
Women are understood as “birthing the nation” (Yuval-Davis 1997; Kanaaneh 2002);
their role in maintaining the home and children is linked directly to its sustainment
(Yuval-Davis 1997; Kanaaeh 2002; Ismailbekova 2016). In Central Asia, gender has
played a crucial role in processes of nation-building in the postsocialist period
(Roche and Hohmann 2013; Cleuziou and Direnberger 2016; Kim and Molchanova
2018) where women have been seen as the mothers of nations (Roche 2016) and
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TROUBLESOME MARRIAGES AND THE POLITICS OF THE FUTURE IN KYRGYZSTAN 35

essential, if unequal, players in the “ancestral traditions” used in “processes of
re-traditionalization” (Cleuziou and Direnberger 2016, 196). The gendered-nature
of nationalist projects more broadly plays out poignantly in debates about marital
practices, seen as terrain sine quo non for social reproduction starting from kin
networks, but including larger sets of social organization, like the nation (Moors
and Vroon-Najem this volume; McKinnon and Cannell 2013, 23-24).

International development campaigns too are gendered practices, relying on
similar notions about “the nation,” which locate discreet elements of “culture” or
“tradition” as the terrain of women. In one form or the other, “culture” or “tradi-
tion” has been worked with, or against, in development interventions across the
globe; these projects have co-produced both the concept of culture/tradition and
the specific “culture” being targeted, though with varying qualities and definitions
(Sylvain 2005). Development workers constantly wrestle with a fundamental
tension between the universal nature of the founding assumptions, claims, and
goals of many development interventions, and the need to acknowledge, celebrate,
and accommodate the practices, ideas, and institutions of the various “traditions”
and “cultures” at which these interventions are aimed; aid workers therefore
variously emphasize, downplay, exalt, or ignore one side of the tension or the
other (Sylvain 2005; DeHart 2010; Appadurai 2013, 180; Borbieva 2019; Keyse 2021).
Regardless, the “problem” of culture remains in development work and women are
often understood as the bearers, protectors, or victims of the culture or tradition
being targeted or worked with, just as they are in nationalists’ projects. Women’s
status and treatment in practices understood to be “cultural”’—like marriage—are
frequently taken by aid workers as litmus tests for the relative development of the
country where the interventions take place.

Marriage—as an elemental part of “culture”—has thus long been a site upon
which the gendered nation is imagined, and its relative development is measured.
As such, it is a regulated gendered practice that political actors envisage they can
manipulate in order to induce a desired future for the nation-state, even if that
nation-state is not their own. In this chapter, I trace this attempted regulation in
Kyrgyzstan, mapping the landscape and revealing how various actors—from
nationalists to people in women’s movements, to international development
workers—understand the nation to be bound with women’s marital practices. By
intervening in marital practices, they thus simultaneously imagine and produce the
nation itself. Notably, the nation produced and evaluated during these initiatives is
imbued with temporal qualities that justify the efforts and grant legitimacy to actors.

In studies of nationalism and the nation, the past is the most oft described and
analyzed temporal location. A sense of historical permeance legitimizes the nation
(Anderson 2006) and the “invented traditions” upon which the nation depends for
its validity, identity, and claims to sovereignty work because of their perceived
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history (Hobsbawm 2013, 1-14). Traditions gain their efficacy through their claim to
or appearance as old (Hobsbawm 2013, 1-14). The future has been of less concern in
these theories, although it pops up now and again. Anderson, for example argues, “If
nation-states are widely conceded to be ‘new’ and ‘historical,” the nations to which
they give political expression always loom out of an immemorial past, and, still
more important, glide into a limitless future. It is the magic of nationalism to turn
chance into destiny” (2006, 30). Appadurai, writing about a sense of incompleteness
in some national projects—those that can drive ethicized violence—speaks of the
fear of small numbers (2006). While the future is not specifically analyzed, the term
fear has a temporal orientation aimed at the future.4 Fear is anxiety about what
might happen, and it is a fear of small numbers (that is, ethnic minorities) that
often drives majority populations to violence (Appadurai 2006).

Anxieties about the endurance of the Kyrgyz people animates nationalists’
moves in contemporary Kyrgyzstan, akin to the kind of fears Appadurai discusses.
But this is not the only moment of future-orientation revealed in their political pro-
jects, nor are the nationalists the only ones looking ahead. Concerns about women’s
marital and sexual practices, whether expressed by nationalists, women’s activists,
or development workers, are simultaneously apprehensions about the nation-
state and designs to improve it. Endeavors to protect women, in addition to their
stated goal, are thus also projects aimed at shaping the nation’s future. Women’s
activists, international development workers, and nationalists commonly attempt
to influence and structure what-is-to-be in Kyrgyzstan’s society by altering martial
practices, even if their visions and plans diverge, often contradicting one another.
Regulating marriage is about affecting the future. Envisioning the Kyrgyz then is
not just about appeals to the past—whether that past is lauded or criticized—it
is also about imagining a collective future. The affective qualities bound up with
imagining the nation—fear about its endurance, hope for its transformation, anxi-
ety about a destination never reached—can likewise also be future-focused. Finally,
projects enacted to bring forth these future states and the future-oriented ideas
that inspire them—be they development schemes, legislation, or violence—provide
legitimacy to political actors and their endeavors. In this chapter, I examine the
temporal orientations of projects in Kyrgyzstan that would protect or transform a
nation-state through the regulation of marriage, precisely because it is from these
appeals to, projects aimed at, and experiences of the future that nation is made,
experienced, and authorized.

Interestingly, however, shifts in women’s activists’ engagements in Kyrgyzstan
have shown movement away from these shared logics and temporal orientations.
Recent events, like the high-profile murders of two women abducted into marriage,
have dramatically impacted the logics informing women’s activists’, and others’,
attempts to end martial practices like bride abduction. Here “women” and their
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well-being nearly exclusively become the relevant object targeted in political
action. The nation and its society are left behind. Moreover, an additional tem-
poral direction, namely a focus on the present, has become amplified. While the
position of women has served as an index of development and a sign of the overall
health of society for women’s activists, like it has for nationalists and international
development organizations, the temporality of their project has long been much
more present focused and the links to the nation, the nation-state, and society have
sometimes been backgrounded. The two recent murders have seemingly galva-
nized this present-tense stance in which regulating women’s marriage becomes
about protecting women now. Moreover, if the future appears in the projects, and it
often does not, it is more concretely women’s future, disentangled from the nation.
While women’s activists have long acted within a similar sphere of logics and
temporal orientations, they may be breaking out to start a different kind of politics.

Global entanglement, national anxieties, and international interventions

The last decade and a half have been characterized by Kyrgyzstan’s increased
and intensified entanglement with the forces of global capitalism, most crucially
through circular labor migration, primarily to Russia, but also due to the sustained
role and influence of international development in the country, led by the World
Bank and a variety of United Nations (UN) agencies and the increased power and
presence of China. The development of a middle class has facilitated travel in
unprecedented ways, study abroad programs have seen scores of young Central
Asians, Kyrgyzstanis included, spending time in Turkey, Europe, and the United
States, among others, and the Internet, social media, and Internet-based communi-
cations technologies have facilitated these global intertwinements (Vertovec 2004;
Stephan-Emmrich and Mirzoev 2016; Kudaibergenova 2019).

These connections have wrought opportunities for the Kyrgyzstani state,
Kyrgyzstani citizens, as well as the international institutions and foreign govern-
ments, to work out their political projects in and/or for the Kyrgyzstani (nation-)
state and its people. The entanglements have likewise engendered perceived
threats to the persistence and maintenance not only of these projects and their
goals, but in some cases to the people for whom they aim to speak. One of the most
notable of these has been an ethno-nationalist moment that has been growing in
numbers, influence, and virulence over the last decade.

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Kyrgyzstani government has had to
reckon with the tension between the multi-ethnic make-up of its population on the
one hand and the state’s need to cultivate a sense of national belonging and an enti-
tlement to its territory for its political validity and viability on the other. Initially,
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government officials, including the first president of the independent republic,
cultivated a “double identity narrative, civic and ethnic” (Laruelle 2012, 39; see also
Marat 2008)5 that made space for Russians, Uzbeks, and other minority populations,
while simultaneously reaffirming and consolidating the history and origin story of
the ethnos—the Kyrgyz—and their right to possession and governance of their ter-
ritory. The subsequent administration did little nation-building and the president’s
weak political position made him dependent on legitimacy established through
the assertion of ethno-nationalism (Laurelle 2012: 42). This created more space and
acceptance for nationalist rhetoric and politics, including in parliament; nation-
alism grew significantly during his term. Minority political voices simultaneously
lost ground (Reeves 2014) and many of the policies of the previous administration
aimed at cultivating inter-ethnic relations were rescinded (Khamidov and Marat
2011). Among the ideas that flourished within these nationalist movements were,
unsurprisingly, gendered notions about the Kyrgyz nation, including the idea that
women play a generative and sustaining role in the establishment, nurturing, and
training of the Kyrgyz people (Ismailbekova 2016); both the nation and women
needed protection.

The year 2010 was in many ways a watershed for the rise of nationalism in
Kyrgyzstan. Marked by state violence against public protestors (April 2010), a
revolution saw the president’s ouster (May 2010), and three days of ethnically
marked violence (June 2010),6 each of which saw the frenetic cultivation of a fear
that the Kyrgyz people (el), understood, following Reeves, as both the ethnic body
and “the source of political legitimacy” (2014) were under threat. This felt danger to
the Kyrgyz—in terms of loss of life, loss of culture, and loss of sovereignty—arose,
in part, out of the rhetoric and influence of nationalist parties, and strengthened
ethno-national understandings of political belonging (Khamidov and Marat 2011).

Initial anxieties about the internal Russian population in the early 1990s eased
relatively quickly, partly due to the decline in the Russian population over the course
of the 1990s and the rising importance of Russia for Kyrgyzstan in its international
relations and economic stability. Russia serves as a mitigating force in international
politics vis-a-vis Euro-American influence, while at the same time functioning as
the receiving country for large waves of Kyrgyz labor migrants whose remittances
make up approximately 32.5 percent of the Kyrgyz gross domestic product (GDP)
in 2018.7 Kyrgyzstan has one of the highest global rates of out migration and it
consistently ranks among the top five economies dependent on labor remittances.
The proportion of women leaving for work is exceptionally large.

There have been others who have figured in popular rhetoric as potential
dangers to the Kyrgyz people. Nationalist parties in and outside of government
have variously pointed to a range of foreign threats emanating from Europe, the
United States, and China. The growing influence of the Chinese state and Chinese
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businesses in Kyrgyzstan in the 2000s has been met with anxiety by many in the
country. Politicians and average citizens worry about a loss of financial independ-
ence and territory due to the expansion of Chinese business, which includes land
purchase, and the Kyrgyzstani state’s ballooning debt to China and Chinese banks
(Gerber and He 2022, 39; Mogilevskii 2019; Laruelle 2012, 42). Mining operations in
particular are contentious and are often protested by citizens (Toktomushev and
Furstenberg 2021, 8). Citizens’ sentiments mesh with those in government whose
positions have animated legislative moves seen by some observers as “resource
nationalism” (Toktomushev and Furstenberg 2021, 6; Fumagalli 2015). Others, like
merchants and traders, fear the physical presence of Chinese nationals in the coun-
try, including their intermarriage with Kyrgyz (Shailoobek kyzy 2021; Peyrouse
2016, 22-23).

Europe, the United States, and the so-called Western development appara-
tus—all of which have played prominent roles in Kyrgyzstan since the collapse
of the USSR—too have provoked worries about foreign influences. Members of
the Kyrgyzstani government, nationalist groups, and average citizens have criti-
cized Europe, the United States, and international organizations for their alleged
attempts to destabilize the government by fomenting, and finically supporting,
anti-government protestors or for how they have supposedly pushed particular
notions of gender and sexuality in the country (Patrucic 2022). Both the “foreign
agents” and “gay propaganda” bills proposed in parliament, and supported by the
president, from 2012 to 2014, for example, articulated anxieties about the corrupting
influences and destabilizing forces of “the West” on national morality and sover-
eignty (Marat 2015; Wilkinson 2014), a trend seen elsewhere in Central Asia and in
Russia (Kudaibergenova 2019).

United Nations agencies have been operating in Kyrgyzstan since March 1992,
just less than a year after its independence in 1991. In the early to mid-1990s,
international development involvement in the post-Soviet/socialist region were
expected to be rather short term, as the region “transitioned” to capitalism. With
social indicators matching those of many “developed nations,” aid workers and
development specialists were surprised by the relative “development” of the
region and perceived their role primarily as helping aid the transition to a mar-
ket economy, a process that they imagined would be swift and relatively easy to
achieve (Engelmann 1998). The United Nations Development Program was one of
the first to start work in Central Asia, opening its in-country offices in 1993. Projects
exclusively focused on gender issues were not a priority in early interventions,
though there was often attention to women and the varied gender impact of
economic programs, consistent with a United Nations-wide focus on Women in
Development (WID) still dominant at the time, though not for much longer (Moser
1993). Attention to marriage was nearly completely absent in UN-led interventions
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in Kyrgyzstan until well into the early 2010s. In 2012, UNWomen, one of the most
prominent agencies involved in contemporary debates on marriage, opened an
office in Kyrgyzstan. The staff of the office is nearly exclusively Kyrgyzstani, with a
few foreigners, usually occupying senior management level positions or operating
as experts and researchers in temporary capacities. The situation at the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), another agency involved in attempts to
alter marital practices in the country, is similar.

The growth of vocal, public women’s, feminist, and queer movements in
Kyrgyzstan has occurred rather concomitantly with the rise in nationalist sen-
timent and the social and economic changes wrought by migration. There have
long been concerns about, and efforts to ameliorate, women’s well-being in the
country post-independence; the 1990s have been seen as the rise of women’s
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in Kyrgyzstan (Sultanalieva 2020). These
were both grass-roots movements as well as government led interventions. LGBT
activism is more recent but has roots in the early-to-mid 2000s (Wilkinson 2014).
However, these movements were less visibly and politically active than contempo-
rary interventions. Today’s movement—a diffuse array of various actors ranging
from academics, activists, and politicians to high-school and university students,
pop singers, fashion designers, and club owners—are vocal, publicly visible, and
concerned with larger questions about the position, representation, independence,
and well-being of women and queer people. Importantly, these actors often have
divergent agendas and do not necessarily recognize one another as involved in
the same struggle. Yet, I classify these diverse actors—the majority of whom are
women—into a shared analytical category as they are all commonly engaged in
efforts to end violence against women, especially as it concerns bride abduction,
fighting the same structural forces and institutional dynamics—Ilike a criminal
justice system that fails to enforce laws or long-standing ideas about marriage and
consent.

The people in these women’s and queer movements make use of global con-
nections to support their efforts, partnering with international organizations in
common goals, spreading messages through global (social) media channels, speak-
ing to international media, moving in and out of employment in these international
organizations, and collaborating with academics and activists from around the
world. As a result, nationalists have accused women’s activists and queer people
as being (complicit with) “foreign intruders” and alien notions. Women’s and queer
activists, in turn, articulate worries about growing nationalist movements, because
of threats to their personal safety, their autonomy, and their ability to be in the
romantic and sexual relationships of their desire; their political agendas often also
collide with and oppose those of nationalists.
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Nationalists’ fears

Contemporary nationalist fervor in Kyrgyzstan is the result, in part, of both ethni-
cized tensions with the internal Uzbek, and more recently Tajik, populations, and the
integration into the global capitalist economy. The later has presented both unprece-
dented connections with a variety of new foreigners and reconfigured relations with
long-standing, internal others in new, global patterns. The anxiety about contacts
with these ethno-national others has pushed nationalists to reduce dealings between
Kyrgyz and non-Kyrgyz, including sexual and marital connections. Nationalists’
efforts to lessen Kyrgyz women’s marital and sexual relations with non-Kyrgyz, both
in and outside of Kyrgyzstan, have been particularly fervent and violent.

In about 2014 or 2015, nationalist impulses reached beyond political parties and
rhetorical interventions in public debates, whether online or off, and took form in
vigilante violence, some of which was perpetrated by two nationalist groups, Kyrk
Choro, and Kalys, both of which aim to bolster and protect the Kyrgyz people, their
culture, and the sovereignty of their state (Lelik 2015). The name of the former
group—Kyrk Choro, which has been translated as forty knights or forty compatri-
ots (of the national hero Manas)—explicitly indexes a natal tie to the people whose
name, the Kyrgyz, is derived from a reference to the word forty (Kyrk) and the
fabled forty tribes from which many contemporary Kyrgyz trace their heritage
(Shailoobek Kyzy 2021; Aitkulova 2021).

Over the last decade, Kyrk Choro has staged rallies to protest Chinese inter-
ference in Kyrgyzstan, asking for the limiting or cessation of Chinese migration
to Kyrgyzstan; demanded that funding sources of all NGOs be revealed; alleged
that investigations into corruption charges against former members of the Kyrgyz
government were “games of the West”; and called for an investigation into a
Women’s Day rally, alleging that “the slogans expressed by representatives of sex-
ual minorities were extremist* and demanding the resignation of Bishkek’s mayor
for allowing the event (Aliyev 2019; Shailoobek Kyzy 2021). Some have speculated
about links between the groups and political figures (Jumakadyrov 2015; Lelik 2015).
These moves exert not only force on keeping foreign influence at bay; they simul-
taneously demark boundaries around “the Kyrgyz” and its nation-state, describing
the sodality in the process.

While these examples illustrate the Kyrk Choro’s attempts to advance their aims
through the legal system, or lawful protest, they, and other nationalist vigilantes,
have also been involved in violent attacks in efforts to reach their goal, largely tar-
geting women as a site upon which to shore up the integrity of the Kyrgyz nation,
though also aiming attacks at members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
queer or questioning (LGBTQ) community (Ibraeva, Moldosheva, and Ablezova
2015; Suyarkulova 2016; Bagdasarova 2018; Suyarkulova 2019; Aitkulova 2021). Some
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of the earliest attacks took place in Bishkek, during which a group of Kyrk Choro
members entered a night club and violently broke up small groups of Chinese men
and Kyrgyz women (Lelik 2015; Shailoobek Kyzy 2021). The women were lined up;
berated for their purported loose morals, their interactions with the men, and
their betrayal of nation; and physically assaulted, while being filmed (Lelik 2015;
Shailoobek Kyzy 2021). The film was put online and shared and viewed extremely
widely (Lelik 2015; Shailoobek Kyzy 2021).

Kyrgyz migrants in Russia have used similar tactics to threaten and abuse
Kyrgyz women (suspected of being) in inter-ethnic (sexual) relations in Russia
(Botoeva 2012; Ibraeva, Moldosheva, and Ablezova 2015). These are usually rela-
tionship between Kyrgyz women and other Central Asian migrants such as Uzbeks
or Tajiks. In one atrocious and highly publicized case in 2012, a young woman,
Sapargul, was stripped naked, insulted, and abused on a dark deserted street in
Yekaterinburg, Russia by a group of Kyrgyz men who, discussing their actions after
the fact, referred to themselves as “patriots” (Botoeva 2012; Ibraeva, Moldosheva,
and Ablezova 2015). The men filmed the attack and posted it online. Kyrgyzstani
journalist and Moscow-based correspondent for Radio Azattky (Radio Free Europe/
Radio Liberty), Aida Kasymalieva, found the attackers’ video online and launched
an investigation, which resulted in a documentary aired on Kyrgyz television.?

These groups have targeted women’s “moral behavior” by brutally intervening
in what they perceived to be morally reprehensible acts with foreigners (Botoeva
2012; Ibraeva, Moldosheva, and Ablezova 2015; Aliyev 2019). The violence both
expresses and cultivates an anxiety about the influence of those outside the Kyrgyz
people and their ability to pollute the seeming biological and cultural essence of the
Kyrgyz. Underlying these attempts is a desire to protect the Kyrgyz nation (Ibraeva,
Moldosheva, and Ablezova 2015; Suyarkulova 2016; Aliyev 2019). The acts themselves
reiterate imaginations of the nation and its boundary through the fears of dissolution,
compelling actions to maintain and protect it. The fear expressed is not only about
the immediate encounter; it strikes other temporal registers. The emotion of appre-
hension itself implies a futural orientation. In these violent actions the anxiety felt is
also about the future, in which the nation—read as an extension of the family, which
begins in a couple’s union and arises from the children born to it—is contaminated
by mixing with others. Interestingly, these attempts aim at stabilizing what is already
the social norm. Intermarriage between Kyrgyz and non-Kyrgyz is extremely low.

The anxieties that animate these vigilante groups to action likewise rouse
moves in other nationalist actors. Some parliamentarians, for example, concerned
over the durability of the nation, have introduced legislation to control women’s
movement and their sexuality as a strategy to protect the reproduction of the
ethnos. In 2013, for example, there was an attempt to regulate the travel of single
women abroad in a parliamentary resolution. In an early version of the resolution,
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an age limit was set at which single women would be allowed to leave the country
alone and of their own volition, for “labor migration.” The proposed resolution
mandated that a woman under the age of twenty-two years would require parental
approval for travel abroad alone or would be obliged to travel accompanied by
a relative (Osmongazieva 2013a; Osmongazieva 2013b; Sultanbekova 2013; Trilling
2013a; see also Botoeva 2012; Suyarkuolva 2016).

The resolution was a reaction to the situation of migrant Kyrgyz women gener-
ally but also specifically to the case of Sapargul discussed above. Yrgal Kadyralieva,
a female deputy who presented a draft of the resolution to a parliamentary com-
mittee and remained an ardent supporter of the purposed decree, argued that the
proposal would protect women against sex trafficking and help shield their “honor
and dignity,” which might be comprised by rape, sexual slavery, or promiscuous
behavior (Trilling 2013a). When asked whether, in addition to “protecting women
from sexual slavery,” the resolution also aimed to keep youth in Kyrgyzstan,
Kadyralieva discussed with alarm Kyrgyzstan’s aging population and the large
number of people leaving the county. She then argued that her proposal “defends
national security, social security, moral security, the economic issue” (Sultanbekova
2013). Going further, Kadyralieva argued that controlling women’s movement and
sexuality in this way would help guard the Kyrgyzstani “gene pool” (Osmongazieva
2013a; Osmongazieva 2013b). In an interview on the resolution, she argued that “we
[women] give birth to a nation” (Sultanbekova 2013).

There was vociferous public criticism of the resolution. In the end, the final
version, which passed in a vote of fifty-nine for, two against, and fifty-nine
absences or abstentions, did not contain the provision regulating women’s travel
(Osmongazieva 2013b; Trilling 2013b). Moreover, as a resolution and not a bill
or amendment, the legal effects of what remained in the bill remained unclear
(Trilling 2013b). Nevertheless, the proposal itself, along with the motivations for it
as articulated by Kadyralieva, serves to connect the defense of young women’s sex-
uality with the defense of the nation, and demonstrates worry about the long-term
durability and purity of the Kyrgyz people. Kadyralieva’s references to the “gene
pool” and “giv[ing] birth to the nation” point firmly to the future, revealing anxie-
ties about purity that extend to the rather immediate future—children-cum-nation
(giving birth)—but also much farther, encompassing generations (the gene pool).

This was not the only attempted legislation by nationalists in parliament that
sought to stabilize and protect the continuance of nation, expressing fears about its
future existence and purity. In 2016, a law declaring that marriage was understood
as a union between a man and a woman, effectively outlawing homosexual mar-
riage, was accepted (Najibullaah 2016; RFE/RL Kyrgyz Service 2016). The law was
in part an effort to shore up “traditional” Kyrgyz values and to stabilize the purity
and future of the Kyrgyz nation, which, according to Parliamentarian Kojobek
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Ryspaev, faced a “risk of extinction” due to same-sex marriages (in Najibullaah
2016). Ryspaev’s anxieties had a decidedly forward-looking tone when he said:
“Look at what’s happening in the world: women are marrying women, men are
marrying men. There are only 3 million pure Kyrgyz people ... We could disappear
altogether because of this” (in Najibullaah 2016).

The law against same-sex marriage was likewise an articulation against the
perceived intervention of international, read primarily as Western European and
American, notions and practices of sexuality and gender (Bagdasarova 2018). Its
proposal and passage occurred in a context of debate not only of the propriety of
homosexuality, but of the reach of foreign influence, similar to ones that had played
out in Russia not long before.® Many of those in Kyrgyzstan discussing homosex-
uality, arguing for its acceptability, and pleading for the rights of homosexuals,
were accused of colluding with foreigners (Wilkinson 2014; Bagdasarova 2018).
The attempt to make space for homosexuality in Kyrgyzstan was read by many
detractors as a foreign intervention (Wilkinson 2014; Bagdasarova 2018). The bill
was a defense of sovereignty, but also of a sense of national culture. In all instances
of (attempted) legislative change, marriage was taken as a site of national integrity
and its protection—including the protection of women, their bodies, and “tradi-
tional” gender roles and norms—was part of a defense against foreign infiltration.”

Attempts to regulate women’s sexual behavior and men’s and women’s marital
conduct—whether through vigilante violence or constitutional legislation—aimed
to ensure national sovereignty, as well as biological and cultural clarity in the
present. In doing so, these nationalists imagine “the Kyrgyz” and project worries
about the durability of the nation. Durability’s temporality is both present and
future focused; it signals a current state and its continuance through time. The
legal and illegal, violent and seemingly benign actions of nationalists expressed
future-oriented worries about the survival and purity of the ethno-nation. These
efforts intended to secure a particular future, one in which the Kyrgyz people, their
eponymic nation-state, and their incumbent culture, would persist with clarity.

The worries of women’s movements

Concomitant with the rise of nationalist fervor in Kyrgyzstan, and its various
attempts to regulate women’s marriage and sexuality, has been the growth of a
very public critique of a specific form of marriage conclusion—bride abduction.
Women’s and queer activists have been prominent in this but so have, more
recently, family members of the abducted, some of whom were murdered. For the
former, bride abduction is one of several issues to be tackled in what has become
a public movement of significant size and visibility. Their efforts overlap, to an
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extent, with those of some female parliamentarians for whom women’s rights,
equality, and protection is paramount in their legislative agendas.

In the last decade, female deputies have been particularly active with legislative
efforts aimed at protecting women from domestic violence and forced and under-age
marriage. In 2013 they successfully passed an amendment to Article 155 of the penal
code that increased the punishment for bride abduction from three to ten years. The
bill targeted a form of marital conclusion already outlawed but widely practiced. By
increasing the penalty parliamentarians and activists hoped to decrease the number
of abductions and further work towards the eradication of the practice.

In 2016, after a protracted struggle and several failed attempts, female deputies
also passed two amendments aimed at curbing under-age and forced marriage
(McBrien 2020). The amendments initially aimed to regulate Islamic marriages
(nike) concluded by religious officials. The legislators proposing the amendments
argued that bride abduction and under-age marriage both depended upon this form
of marriage conclusion; by regulating it they aimed to eradicate the practices. Many
male parliamentarians and those in wider publics in Kyrgyzstan following the pro-
posals resisted these early initiatives and the proposed amendments failed. A final
attempt excluded explicit attempts to regulate nike—such as the requirement that
religious officiants check documents proving civil marriage prior to concluding an
Islamic one—and instead pinpointed involvement in under-age marriage.

The amendments that eventually passed criminalized involvement in the
marriage of a minor and set a penalty of up to five years’ imprisonment for said
involvement.” In December 2021, additional amendments to the criminal code were
introduced that hold accomplices to an abduction liable and punishable with the
same sentences as the perpetrators; makes all abductions punishable, removing
language that left room for abductions “with consent” to be lawful; allows bystand-
ers to report abductions to the police; and holds police responsible for investigating
incidents with punishment for them if they fail to do so.™

These amendments were initiated first and foremost to protect women and end
violence against them. At the same time, consideration of wider social implications
has been of concern to the deputy’s proposing and supporting the amendments, and
to the many activists involved in their passage as well. For example, in a news article
about the 2016 amendment on under-age marriage, deputy Aida Salyanova remarked
that early marriage is a risk to the health and education of expectant mothers and,
as a result, the number of poor, uneducated families would increase in the future
(Marat kyzy 2016). Her concerns are not only for women now, but for families—and
by implication society—in the future; attempts to regulate marriage articulate anx-
ieties about and attempts to direct the shape of Kyrgyzstani society in the future.
Dastan Bekeshev, the only male deputy who was a co-sponsor to an earlier version
of the bill, used a different kind of temporal indexing when he discussed the failure
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of that draft legislation. He commented on the “extremely conservative outlooks”
of those who voted against the bill. According to Bekeshev, these deputies “sa[id]
it [wals too soon to pass these kinds of laws. But we have had 20 years to deal with
these problems, so I don’t agree” (Rickelton 2012). The twenty years in Bekeshev’s
statement roughly indexes the duration of the independence period at the time of his
assertion. What he and the other deputies appear to disagree on then is the relative
“progress,” or “development” of the Kyrgyzstani state in that period. A stance on
marital forms is the mode by which they debate Kyrgyzstan’s place on this timeline.

The horrific deaths of Aizada Kanatbekova and Burulai Turdaly Kyzy, two
women abducted into marriage in recent high-profile cases, stirred massive
public demonstration and outcry against bride abduction; this public force was
part of what led to the 2021 amendments. The momentum and visibility of these
protests have been part of a wider movement of women’s action, ranging from
parliamentarians, like those discussed above, and members of feminist collectives
that protested the proposed travel ban against women under twenty-two in 2016,
or Bishkek Feminists Initiatives (Bishkekskiye Feministskiye Initsiativy) to fashion
designers like Zamira Moldosheva who held a fashion show using women who had
been abducted into marriage as models and, most recently, pop singer Zere Asylbek
who sings about discrimination and gender equality in her songs.

While the largest portion of women’s activist efforts to eradicate bride abduc-
tion are articulated in terms that foreground the protection and well-being of
women, the tie between these and the future of Kyrgyzstan remains. This is most
readily visible in the case of Zere Asylbek’s 2018 song and accompanying video, Girl
(Kyz), which stirred vociferous public debate. The lyrics of the pop song are a call to
women to join her in a struggle for women’s freedom, equality, and independence.
It was not the lyrics, however, but the video that ignited the heated discussion and
criticism in Kyrgyzstan. Asylbek was highly criticized for the clothes she wore in
it—a skirt paired not with a blouse, but rather only a purple bra visible, along with
her torso, under an open blazer. Asylbek was condemned online for what she wore,
receiving a slew of malign and violent comments and one death threat.

Kyz itself does not reference marriage, but in interviews about the song, video,
and public uproar surrounding them, Asylbek indicated that she intended the song
to raise awareness about issues related to discrimination, the most “radical” of
which, she said, was bride abduction.” After explaining what bride abduction is,
Asylbek stated:

A couple of centuries back women had no rights at all. They couldn’t vote or make any
decisions for themselves. It’s part of evolution but there are countries where the evolution
is faster than others. I'm trying to make people understand that we need to accelerate this

process in Kyrgyzstan.'4
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Asylbek’s connection of bride abduction with women’s emancipation and the evo-
lution of Kyrgyzstan is clear, as is her own aim to drive Kyrgyzstan further along
this path through the elimination of the practice and other forms of discrimination.
Hers is perhaps the most blatant articulation of this kind of logic—in which marital
practices like bride abduction and women’s rights more generally are linked to
ideas about the future. But it lies at the heart of many interventions that see bride
abduction as a backward practice and its elimination as a way of moving forward
into a “modern” or “developed” society.

Despite these forward glances and the ways that the alteration of marriage
is tied to larger Kyrgyzstani society or even the Kyrgyz nation, efforts by wom-
en’s activists have more predominately been focused on the immediate threat to
women. In fact, their efforts have first and foremost been about women’s well-be-
ing. While the language of human rights is used, they are also motivated by and
primarily concerned with the direct violence against women at the moment of
kidnap or marriage, as well as the long-term detriment these practices have on
women’s health, education, happiness, and employment.

The recent murders of Aizada Kanatbekova and Burulai Turdaly Kyzy, and the
public outcry surrounding them, show an even sharper focus on the cessation of
bride abduction for the immediate protection of women. There is a present-tense
focus in these movements, including the articles and reports about them, which
emphasizes the current need, and less the implications of, the future. This must
stop, they cry out. But they contrast with many arguments and discussion of the last
decade, which considered both women’s current and future well-being, and how
the two were connected to the current and future qualities and condition of the
nation-state. It may be that the brutality of the murders, the growing fury over the
absence of meaningful and sustained attempts to stop abduction, and the increased
public outrage, has dissolved thoughts about future states and the development of
the nation, focusing solely on the cessation of current brutalities.

International interventions into marriage

Like women’s activists, the efforts to regulate marriage in Kyrgyzstan undertaking
by development organizations, foreign individuals, and the wider international
community living and working in Kyrgyzstan have focused on bride abduction and
under-age marriage as the marital forms most in need of alteration. Early attention
to bride kidnapping as an area of concern for the international community first
came from a variety of foreign individuals also working in the country in 1990s.
Journalists, Peace Corps volunteers and academics, present in Kyrgyzstan from
its independence, raised the initial concern in the international community about
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bride abduction. The first publications—academic pieces by US and British soci-
ologists working with Kyrgyzstani academic partners—described the prevalence,
persistence, and in some cases revival of bride abduction (for example, Kleinbach
and Amsler 1999; Kleinbach, Ablezova, and Aitieva 2005). At the time, the practice
was described by both Kyrgyz nationals and many foreigners as a (national) tradi-
tion (Kleinbach and Amsler 1999).

UN agencies working in Kyrgyzstan, in contrast, showed little concern with
bride abduction until the 2010s. In fact, according to material found by Amsler and
Kleinbach in 1999, the UNDP had sponsored a textbook, aimed at teaching English
to students at Bishkek International School of Management and Business, which
included a flattering portrayal of bride abduction (Kleinbach and Amsler 1999, 1).
The first textual references in the documents of UN agencies operating in Kyrgyzstan
that express unease about bride abduction appear in 1998. The first report on
Kyrgyzstan delivered to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW), for example, mentions bride abduction’s illegality, the
fine against it, and provides statistics on the number of women abducted into
marriage for 1994 to 1997 (CEDAW/c/kgz/1). Bride kidnapping is briefly mentioned in
a few different committee reports in the ensuing years,’ including in a discussion
of a report submitted to CEDAW made in 2002.

As far as discriminatory traditions and customs are concerned, customs such as bride theft
and polygamy existed de facto and continue to do so today without being subject to any
serious legal prosecution. Every year, bride theft destroys the lives of many girls, stolen

and compelled to marry against their will.’6

Though only briefly discussed, and not yet really a substantial matter of concern,
these documents do deploy an understanding of bride abduction consistent with
those of other foreigners in the region at the time, namely that bride abduction was
a tradition of “the Kyrgyz.” While the explicit aim of statements like these was to
argue for the elimination of practices like bride abduction and polygamy, they like-
wise served as means for these foreign agencies to know—and hence imagine—the
Kyrgyz. Moreover, they mapped temporality on to both practices discussed. Bride
abduction and polygamy became discursively located in the past, with tradition,
while the aim of development looked to the future, when the practices would be
eliminated. This temporal indexing is not particular to interventions aimed at
eliminating bride abduction; they lay at the heart of all development involvements
as, Appadurai argues, “development is always seen in terms of the future—plans,
hopes, goals, targets” while “tradition is opposed to newness” (2013, 180). Tradition
and culture, through their diametric juxtaposition to development, in reports like
these, becomes its temporal opposite—the past (Appadurai 2013, 180).
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In 2004, bride abduction begins to take up slightly more space in CEDAW reports,
and committee members and country representatives invited to respond to the reports’
findings take more time to discuss the matter more than previously. Importantly, for-
eigners seated on the CEDAW committee also begin to shift the way they understand
and target the practice as a site of intervention, even while Kyrgyzstanis continue to
reinforce the idea of bride abduction as tradition. An exchange, found in the minutes
of the meeting, between committee member Khan and a representative of Kyrgyzstan
invited to respond to the report’s findings, is telling in this regard:

36. Ms. Khan said that traditional practices such as bride theft and polygamy could not be
regarded as part of culture. Both were criminal acts. Bride theft, which proceeded by way
of abduction and rape, was a violation of women’s rights under article 6 of the Convention,
while polygamy violated women’s equal right to enter into marriage. The State party should

ensure that those issues were addressed under the relevant articles in all future reports.

43. Mr. Baialinov (Kyrgyzstan) ... With regard to the controversial issue of bride stealing,
he said that that centuries-long custom had become mere play-acting, a ritual that involved
the mutual consent of both parties. Although it might not be in keeping with modern times,

it made no sense to criminalize the practice.”

The year 2004 thus marks the first shift in the rhetoric deployed by a UN agency
concerning bride abduction. This happened concurrent with very similar changes
in the way other foreigners approached the practice.

In 2004, political philosopher and film maker Petr Lom, then at Central
European University in Budapest, produced a documentary about bride abduction
in collaboration with a Kyrgyzstani citizen who served as a translator for the film.
The film was shown internationally, and within the country itself, where it was
screened at high schools. During these events, students’ ideas about the practice
were challenged when, during post-screening discussions, they were asked to
share their opinions about whether they saw bride abduction as a “tradition” or
a “crime.” Present at one of these discussions in 2004, it was clear to me that the
Kyrgyz woman leading the event was pushing the students to reclassify the practice
from the former to the latter category, even as the students struggled to make this
shift. Nearly twenty years later what remains intriguing about these screenings is
that they mirror so closely the shift in how the practice was categorized in CEDAW
committee discussions (see also Mukhamejan and Zhakypbekova 2021). However,
while many foreigners and some nationals were attempting to reinterpret the
practice with an eye to its elimination, most nationals—like the majority of stu-
dents present at the event described above—continued to reinforce the practice
as tradition, bolstering certain visions of “the Kyrgyz” in this dialectical process.
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While increasingly more attention is paid to bride abduction in reports by the
CEDAW and the Human Rights Council (HRC) over the ensuing years, it is only
in 2013, however, that the discussion of forced or under-age marriage, including
bride abduction, increases dramatically in documents dealing specifically with
Kyrgyzstan. This sudden growth in attention was precipitated at least in part by
a UN-wide focus on so-called “child marriage.” The first ever UN International
Day of the Girl Child in 2012 and the inclusion of the eradication of child marriage
into the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals in 2015 marked dramatic turns in
the attention given to these topics globally, across a wide swath of UN agencies
(Murdie et al. 2019). For the period of 2010 to 2017, there were “over twice as many
UN documents contain[ing] the words ‘child marriage’ than all the UN documents
from 1945 to the end of 2009” (Murdie et al. 2019, 19).

The impulse has only increased with the 2017 “Spotlight” Initiative, a UN
program jointly chaired by the United Nations Deputy Secretary-General and the
European Union High Representative for Foreign Affairs, and financially supported
by the European Union (EU). The program presents itself as “the world’s largest tar-
geted effort to end all forms of violence against women and girls.”® In Kyrgyzstan,
Spotlight programs target, among other issues, forced and early marriage, including
bride abduction. The recent attention in Kyrgyzstan to early and forced marriage
by UN agencies like UNWomen, the UNDP, the HRC, or CEDAW has thus been part
of a global push to address these practices and to in-country initiatives that started
approximately a decade prior.

Since the early discussions in the 2000s, the discourse around bride abduction
has continued to wrestle with the notion of bride abduction as tradition. Discussions
have shifted, especially among international organizations, like the various UN
bodies operating in country. Realizing the resistance stirred by a perceived attack
on Kyrgyz “culture,” as well as the rhetorical weight of arguments defending the
practice framed in these terms, these actors have shied away from explicitly dis-
cussing bride abduction as part of culture or tradition and have instead focused
attention on it as a crime—defined both with reference to Kyrgyzstani law but also
to international conventions—violence, and a breach of human rights. In some
contemporary texts by the UNDP, for example, there are explicit references to the
fact that bride abduction is not part of Kyrgyz culture.

Child and/or forced marriage is a fundamental violation of human rights with far-reaching
consequences not only to the individuals directly involved but to the well-being of the
entire society. Practices such as bride kidnapping, forced marriage or Ala-Kachuu do not

belong to the culture and tradition of Kyrgyzstan but are a violation of the human rights."
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Nonetheless, despite these changes, the logics of bride abduction as culture or
tradition remain, and not only as a defense strategy by those nationals who would
protect the practice from foreign intervention. Speaking about under-age marriage
in a 2015 Eurasianet post,

Elisabeth da Costa, regional representative for the UN’s High Commissioner for Human
Rights, said that “the rise in unregistered marriages is symptomatic of a return to tradi-
tional values brought on by the socio-economic hardships in Kyrgyzstan.” The difficulties
have been exacerbated by the massive migration of Kyrgyzstanis to Russia in search of
work. “As a result, traditional values, often along patriarchal lines, took over,” da Costa

explained. (Tursunov 2015)

Bride abduction continues to function as a practice by which the Kyrgyz become
defined by foreigners and nationals.

Nevertheless, the majority of publications put out by UN agencies on early and
forced marriage in Kyrgyzstan since 2004—whether official reports, textbooks,
press releases, or other Internet-based publications—discuss bride abduction
primarily in reference to violence or a breach of human rights. The focus is on the
individual harm done, though some texts make the link to broader social impacts
on society. The quote from the UNDP above reveals the associations made between
the respect of individual rights and the well-being of society. Still, there is no explicit
discussion of the future in most texts from UN agencies about bride abduction. The
link between human rights, development, and the future is subtle and plays upon
particular histories and ideas imbedded in the multivocal term “human rights.”

In its contemporary usage the idea of human rights is implicitly future oriented.
As Moyn argues, “The phrase [human rights] implies an agenda for improving the
world, and bringing about a new one in which the dignity of each individual will
enjoy secure international protection” (2012, 1). The notion of human rights devel-
oped in tandem with the United Nations and the idea of international development.
The language of human rights is written in the UN Charter and the Declaration of
Human Rights was passed by the UN General Assembly in 1948, just a few years
after its founding in 1945. Eventually, as Moyn demonstrates, human rights became
an integral part of development programs in which “international agencies as
well as state and private actors ... have devised schemes of development in which
honoring human rights is conceived as both the means and the end” (Moyn 2012,
224). The program of human rights is bound up with programs of transformation in
which critique of existing conditions in a country are made—in this case the harm
and discrimination of women through bride abduction in Kyrgyzstan—and new
visions, and the programs to reach them, are offered and enacted.
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Despite the absence of overtreferences that tie the protection of women and their
human rights to development and progress in reports by UN agencies like CEDAW,
press releases by the agencies in Kyrgyzstan leading local initiatives against bride
abduction are more explicit. In a February 20, 2022 Internet press release about
the “ongoing fight against child marriage and ‘bride kidnapping’ in Kyrgyzstan,”
featured on the websites of both UN News and UN Geneva, an unnamed author
describes recent efforts aimed at combating the practice and discusses a current
decline in the “number of early marriages.”? The press release, which describes
and discusses bride abduction for an uninformed audience, focuses on the story of
Aigerim Almanbetova, author of a blog called “A Girl’s Dream.”

The press release introduces Almanbetova as someone who “belongs to the
modern generation of Kyrgyz women who are trying to understand the situation in
which many of her peers find themselves.” It concludes with the following:

For empowered women such as Ms. Almanbetova, this [the aims of Spotlight program?] is
the right direction in which Kyrgyzstan should be travelling: “I am not against starting a
family and I dream about it in the future. But the approach must be primarily the desire of
the girl herself, and not her parents.” “The times when a woman is treated as a second-class
person must be a thing of the past. This has become a serious brake on the development

of our society.”

While the words in the quote are those of Almanbetova, the article is written by
“the UN”—no agency or author is specified—making the inclusion and positioning
of this quote (at the close of the article) part of the narrative and argument put
forth by the organization. The implications of this citation and the uses of the
descriptor “modern generation of Kyrgyz women” is clear: those who fight against
bride abduction are modern, and its eradication is about the development of the
country. Both temporally index a Kyrgyzstan without bride abduction as in the
future and make the argument that its eradication is, among other things, about
working towards that end.?

Interventions aimed at eradicating bride abduction undertaken by UN agencies
operating in Kyrgyzstan, have been, and continue to be, animated, in part, by a
desire to protect women. At the same time, they have also been a means through
which the Kyrgyz have become known to and imagined by the international
community; the continued focus re-creates and reinforces this knowledge and
imagination of the Kyrgyz. It also contains temporal orientations. The Kyrgyz
become, among other things, those who (still) kidnap brides, even if the way this
is understood has shifted from those who abduct because of culture to those who
have failed to eliminate a crime. Eliminating bride abduction, beyond securing the
safety, well-being, and rights of abducted women, likewise signals a future goal
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for the development workers and those with whom they partner. It indicates a
step in the nation-state’s “progress” towards the unspecified future condition when
“development” is finally reached. The temporality of these efforts in Kyrgyzstan are
decidedly forward-looking.

Conclusion

The debates over marriage articulate broader anxieties about and designs for the
(nation-) state and its citizens, just as they reveal the work political actors do to
resolve these broader apprehensions and to bring about their futural visions for
the nation. Debating and regulating marriage in contemporary Kyrgyzstan, in
addition to its concern over womern, is about imaging and forming the nation—an
inherently gendered project that is not solely the purview of citizens or nationalists.

The nation—both its imagination but also attempts to secure it through the
regulation of institutions like marriage—emerges from complex dialog of national
and international actors who act to stabilize and regulate it. Unsurprisingly, given
the genealogies of contemporary global development, these processes mimic colo-
nial era ones. United Nations’ workers and nationalists dialectically produced “the
Kyrgyz” through the evaluation of the treatment of women in practices marked
“tradition” or “culture” just as colonial administrators and emerging nationalist
leaders did in “civilizing missions” a century before them.?? Women, nation, and
relative development are bound together densely and durably, animating logics that
though malleable, remain recognizable and doggedly persistent. Discussions about
marital practices in Kyrgyzstan, whether those involved are international develop-
ment workers, nationalists, or women’s activists, are rooted in these logics today.

Marriage in contemporary Kyrgyzstan is a site upon which the (gendered)
nation is imagined and a regulated (gendered) practice that political actors envis-
age they can manipulate. These political visions and machinations are temporally
focused. Forward-looking at heart, they intended to provoke a desired future for
the nation-state. While attempts to regulate women’s sexual and marital behavior
do target current forms, they ultimately seek to either stabilize or transform these
behaviors in the future. nationalists aim to create a durable and pure nation for
generations to come. International development workers and many Kyrgyzstani
women’s activists in many ways seek the elimination of “tradition” through its
reclassification as a crime, a move that would propel the nation-state closer to the
illusive status of “developed” or “modern.”

The imagined community of the nation is legitimate because of its history. Its
sense of having-always-been is a source of its power, inculcated through traditions
and appeals to the past. Yet futural orientations too strengthen the legitimacy
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and potency of political projects, creating visions of the nation that extend this
historical sense of “always” forward into the future. The nation is made and known
in the future just as it is in the past. Moreover, the authority, authenticity, and
sway of political projects, whether they be articulated by nationalists, international
development agencies, or actors in women’s or queer movements, emerges, in part,
through their ability to conjure up desirable futures and to show a credible path
to reach them.

Despite the importance of both the past and the future in national political
projects, recent debates over and aims to regulate marriage in Kyrgyzstan reveal
other pressing qualities. In current interventions undertaken by women’s and
queer movements to stop bride abduction, along with the efforts of the families of
some of the brutalized young women, women’s well-being alone has emerged as
the aim of their endeavors. Moreover, while women’s future welfare is of concern,
their protection against violence now is the primary goal, revealing a present
focused temporal positioning. These changes mark an important recent shift in
debates about marriage in Kyrgyzstan.

Notes

' Thank you to Malika Bahovadinova, Shakhrbanu Bagheri, Artemy Kalinovsky, Davlatbegim
Mamadshoeva, Annelies Moors, and Eva Rogaar for comments on this chapter. This chapter
was supported by the European Research Council Project “Problematizing ‘Muslim Marriages’:
Ambiguities and Contestations,” 2013-AdG-324180 and by the European Research Council Project
“Building a Better Tomorrow: Development Knowledge and Practice in Central Asia and Beyond,
1970-2017.”

2 Nike (Arabic nikah) is a marriage ceremony concluded between Muslims, often referred to as a
religious marriage.

3 In this chapter when I speak of bride abduction, I refer only to nonconsensual bride abduction in
which minimally, the young woman does not agree to the marriage. Consent in bride abduction
is a complex matter, see Cynthia Werner’s excellent work on the topic (2004). I also discuss bride
abduction as a marital practice. There are two issues with this nomenclature. First, technically,
bride abduction is a means of finding and securing a marital partner. The marriage is not con-
cluded through the abduction but later through a nike or a civil ceremony. Second, by referring
to nonconsensual bride abduction as a marital practice, or a means of finding and securing a
marital partner, rather than as a crime, an act of violence or a violation of human rights, I grant a
semblance of legitimacy to the practice. I find it necessary to use the language of “marital practice”
for the purposes of this chapter, even as I am aware of, uncomfortable with, and displeased by the
work my categorization may inadvertently do.

4 T adopt Bryant and Knight’s concept of orientations in this paper (2019, 1-20) but attend to other
affects involved in futural orientation, notably those often experienced as unpleasant, troubling,
or unwanted like anxiety (cf. Baas et al. 2020).
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When the union dissolved in 1991, the population was only 52 percent Kyrgyz, with Russians and
Uzbeks the most significant ethnic minorities (Khamidov and Marat 2011). Today the population of
Kyrgyz is approximately 74 percent (National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic, http://
www.stat.kg/en/opendata/category/312/).

The ethnicized violence of 2010 articulated a particular threat to the position and safety of the
Kyrgyz vis-a-vis Uzbeks.
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/BXTREPWKR.DT.GD.ZS?locations=KG last accessed on July 15,
2022. In 2010, there were an estimated 800,000 Kyrgyz that had left for Russia and Kazakhstan from
2004 to 2008 (International Crisis Group 2010). The population of Kyrgyzstan in 2010 was approxi-
mately 5.4 million people. In 2016, other sources indicated from 320,000 to 700,000 migrant workers
for the years 2010 to 2015. The later figures indicate 13 percent to 28.4 percent of the economically
active population (Ryazantsev 2016). For a nuanced reading about how anxieties surrounding
migration combine with an appreciation for its economic benefits, leading to a rather ambiguous
orientation towards migration, see Isabaeva (2011).

Kasymalieva went on to become a member of parliament, rising to vice-speaker of the house.
During her tenure, domestic violence, child marriage, and bride abduction were central to her
agenda. In 2022 she became Kyrgyzstan’s ambassador to the United Nations.

On LGBTQ movements, and threats against LGBTQ people, see Suyarkulova (2019). On women as
keepers of hearth and home see Ismailbekova (2016).

On gendered nationalism in Kyrgyzstan and its expression in clothing see Suyarkulova (2016).

R 2016-Jyldyn 17-Noyabryndagy No. 179 Myyzamynyn redaktsiyasyna (KR Amendment Number 179,
17 November 2016).

Jazyk kodeksi 172 (Criminal Code Article 172).

Interview with Euronews https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0GCbUxdJmhg. Last accessed May 2,
2022.

Translation from Russian provided by Euronews.

For example, E/C.12/1/Add.49 and E/C.12/2000/21.

2002 CEDAW report (CEDAW/c/kgz/2), October 7, 2002, “Consideration of reports submitted by States
parties under Article 18 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women,” second periodic reports of States parties, Kyrgyzstan, p. 25.

CEDAW/C/SR.632.

https://www.spotlightinitiative.org/what-we-do.

UNDP statement on bride kidnapping, child, and early marriage, UNDP Kyrgyz Republic. https://
www.kg.undp.org/content/kyrgyzstan/en/home/presscenter/speeches/2018/un-statement-on-bride-
kidnapping--child--and-early-marriage.html. Last accessed May 29, 2022.
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/02/1111902 and https://www.ungeneva.org/en/news-media/
news/2022/02/ongoing-fight-against-child-marriage-and-bride-kidnapping-kyrgyzstan.

These aims are outlined in the preceding sentence, which reads, “The program includes a set of
measures in the field of policy and law-making: strengthening institutions, preventing violence,
providing services to victims of violence, collecting quality data, and supporting the women’s
movement and civil society.”

It also creates an undifferentiated, monolithic “UN” that supports local initiatives like these. In
doing so, it likewise legitimates its own efforts and positions as also held by “locals,” which aides
defense of criticism that would see the UN and its programs as foreign and imposed.

On these practices in the colonial era broadly see Chatterjee (1989) and Baron (2005); on a similar
process in early Soviet Central Asia see Northrop (2016) and Hirsch (1998).
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