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the region. In addition to the moral and ethical side and legal obligations of
Kyrgyzstan as a party to international agreements, the problem of systematic violence against women
is relevant from the demographic and socio-economic sides due to the loss of able-bodied resources,
the financial burden on the health and social systems. The study identified the main contradictions
between international standards of women'’s protection and national legislation; and analysed the role
of law enforcement agencies, and formal and informal judiciary in ensuring the protection of women'’s
rights against violence in Kyrgyzstan. Particular attention was devoted to the problem of inconsistency
between international standards and traditions and customs, cultural, religious and other historical
features of Central Asia. The study systematised, summarised and analysed data from the United Na-
tions (UN) bodies responsible for ensuring women'’s rights in Kyrgyzstan; analysed the dynamics and
identified intra-regional patterns of violations; and identified the reasons for the low practical effec-
tiveness of international standards for the protection of women from violence at the regional level.
Based on the results of the study, recommendations were made to ensure international standards of
protection of women from violence in Kyrgyzstan, considering the country’s socio-economic, cultural
and historical characteristics. The findings can also be applied to the development of legal strategies

and policies for the protection of women’s rights in other post-Soviet countries of Central Asia
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Introduction

The problem of ensuring international standards
for the protection of women’s rights from violence
is one of the most difficult to regulate in interna-
tional law because of the significant socio-cultur-
al, religious, historical and national differentiation
of regions. Existing international standards often
contradict the local traditions of individual coun-
tries, are implemented in national legislation with
reservations or are of a recommendatory nature
(Kiviorg, 2022). Post-Soviet Central Asian coun-
tries such as Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbek-
istan occupy a special place in this problem. On
the one hand, these countries have demonstrated
their commitment to democratic values and aspi-
rations for global integration, being members of

the United Nations (UN) and parties to interna-
tional human rights agreements. But at the same
time, the region still has a high level of crimes
against women, including violence and gender
inequality in virtually all spheres of social and
political life (United Nations, 2023a). In addition,
to the above-mentioned numerous barriers to the
implementation of international standards for the
protection of women'’s rights in Kyrgyzstan, it is
important to note the adoption in a new version of
Law of the Kyrgyz Republic No. 72 “On Non-Profit
Organisations” (2024). The adopted amendments
include strengthening State control over non-gov-
ernmental organisations with foreign funding.
The introduction of such measures may lead to
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the termination or significant restriction of the
activities of human rights organisations on the
territory of the country, which ensures the fulfil-
ment of Kyrgyzstan's obligations under ratified
international agreements.

This creates a legal dilemma in implement-
ing international standards for the protection of
women'’s rights in the face of contradictions at
the regional and local levels. The declarative na-
ture of existing international agreements without
effective legal instruments, and the uniformity
of international standards without considering
the historical, cultural and other specifics of the
country, leads to their low practical effectiveness
(Tchoukou, 2023). Given the above, the study
aimed to investigate the problems of ensuring in-
ternational standards for the protection of wom-
en from violence at the regional level in the exam-
ple of Kyrgyzstan as a Central Asian country.

Despite the measures taken, the number of
women who have been victims of domestic vi-
olence has been growing rapidly over the last
decade, with the average number of victims ris-
ing from 2,237 to 7,329 between 2009-2022, ac-
cording to data from the National Statistical Com-
mittee of the Kyrgyz Republic (2024). As noted
by R. Chowdhury (2020) and E. Hresanova and
H.M. Jaroslava (2022), of note is the still wide-
spread practice of stealing women, early marriage,
and de facto exploitation under the guise of the
tradition of bride kidnapping called Ala-kachuu.
According to the United Nations (2023a), approx-
imately 13% of women in Kyrgyzstan are victims
of forced marriage every year. In this context, Kyr-
gyzstan’s legal system, with its public judiciary,
which relies on customary decision-making and in
most cases justifies violations of women’s rights,
such as bride abduction, has been criticised.

The existence of such public or informal
courts is part of Kyrgyzstan’s patriarchal struc-
ture and historically established traditions,
most prevalent today in remote settlements.
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R. Sain (2021) highlights the systemic challenges
faced by rural communities, particularly women,
emphasising how economic hardship, limited ac-
cess to education, and social structures reinforce
the importance of local community networks.
This perspective underscores the intersection of
gender, poverty, and social dynamics in shaping
community resilience. Therefore, there is a pro-
nounced dominance of informal forms of judicial
power over formal ones, custom and tradition
over the existing law.

S. Childress et al. (2022) note that many vic-
tims of family violence are also not fully aware of
the current system of temporary protection and
crisis centres, or are not aware of these options
at all, fearing homelessness and destitution. In
addition, public opinion is a substantial factor
and the victim’s fear of being judged by relatives
and society in case of divorce. In Kyrgyz culture,
divorce can be perceived as shameful not only
for the woman but also for the parents and other
family members.

The study aimed to investigate the problems
of ensuring international standards for the pro-
tection of women from violence at the regional
level in the example of Kyrgyzstan as a Central
Asian country. The objectives of the study includ-
ed identifying the main contradictions between
international standards of women’s protection
and national legislation, analysing the role of law
enforcement agencies and the formal and infor-
mal judiciary in ensuring the protection of wom-
en’s rights against violence in Kyrgyzstan, and
analysing the dynamics, identifying intra-regional
patterns of violations, and determining the rea-
sons for the low practical effectiveness of inter-
national standards for the protection of women
from violence at the regional level.

Materials and Methods

The methodological basis of the study was based
on general scientific, complex interdisciplinary
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and special legal research methods: historical
and legal, formal legal and comparative legal
methods. A comparative legal analysis of Kyrgyz
national legislation and international standards
for the protection of women from violence was
carried out to identify possible contradictions.
Using historical and legal methods, attempts were
made to explain the reasons for the low practical
effectiveness of international standards for the
protection of women’s rights in Kyrgyzstan due to
their inconsistency with the country’s historical
traditions, customs and mores. Particularly note-
worthy was the widespread use of customary law
in Kyrgyzstan as a valid legal norm, including the
consideration of cases of violence and violations
of women'’s rights through informal public judi-
cial bodies or the so-called aksakal courts.

The normative and legal basis of the study
consisted of international treaties under which
Kyrgyzstan has undertaken to ensure the protec-
tion of women’s rights from violence: Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion against Women (1979), Convention against
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading
Treatment or Punishment (1984), Internation-
al Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (1966) and International Covenant on Civ-
il and Political Rights (1966); national laws and
by-laws of Kyrgyzstan: Constitution of the Kyrgyz
Republic (2021), Family Code of the Kyrgyz Re-
public (2022), Law of the Kyrgyz Republic No. 63
“On Protection and Defence against Family Vio-
lence” (2017), Law of the Kyrgyz Republic No. 52
“On Courts of Aksakals” (2024).

In the process of analysing UN reporting doc-
uments, data on changes in Kyrgyzstan’s nation-
al policy and legislation to ensure international
standards for the protection of women from vi-
olence, the effectiveness of the legal system in
investigating cases of violence against women,
the socio-economic and other measures taken

to support women victims of violence, and the

preventive measures taken and planned were
studied, systematised and summarised. The
quantitative part of the study was based on the
analysis of the offence database of the Nation-
al Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Repub-
lic (2024) for the period from 2009 to 2023. The
sample of analysed offences in Kyrgyzstan for
the specified period includes the following data
sets: the number of perpetrators of violent acts
against women with the issuance of a protection
order; the number of women who suffered from
domestic violence and applied to healthcare au-
thorities, crisis centres, aksakal courts and other
institutions. Based on these statistics, the dynam-
ics and territorial structure of offences related to
violence against women were analysed; region-
al and socio-economic factors of their spread in
Kyrgyzstan were identified. The analysis of statis-
tics on the issuance of protection orders and the
number of appeals by victims to crisis centres and
law enforcement agencies was used to assess the
practical effectiveness of the Kyrgyz legal system
in protecting women from violence.

Results and Discussion

Inconsistency between international stand-
ards for the protection of women and national
legislation. The post-Soviet stage of socio-eco-
nomic development and the formation of polit-
ical and legal systems in Kyrgyzstan, as in other
Central Asian countries, is characterised by two
phenomena: retraditionalisation with a conserv-
ative approach and adaptation to neoliberalism
(Zhussipbek and Nagayeva, 2023). The contradic-
tory nature of the approaches leads to many le-
gal issues and dilemmas, especially in the field of
women'’s rights protection. Retraditionalisation
on the one hand is reviving processes of “going
back to the roots” in independent Kyrgyzstan,
drawing on traditions, customs and conservative
Islam (Isik, 2021). Whereas, on the other hand,
the neoliberal model embraces globalisation and

Law. Human. Environment. 2026. Vol. 17, No. 1




Between tradition and law...

international integration processes with ratifi-
cation of international agreements, adoption of
international standards, membership of the coun-
try in international organisations and much more.

Since gaining independence in 1991, Kyr-
gyzstan has ratified several international trea-
ties that regulate international standards for the
protection of women from violence: Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion against Women (1979), Convention against
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading
Treatment or Punishment (1984), Internation-
al Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (1966), International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (1966), and others. Addition-
ally, optional protocols for international treaties
have been ratified. The main international treaty
on the protection of women’s rights against vio-
lence ratified by Kyrgyzstan is the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women.

From a legal point of view, ratification obliges
Kyrgyzstan, as a party to the above-mentioned in-
ternational treaties, to implement the provisions
and norms set out in them. In particular, the par-
ties to the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women (1979)
undertake to eliminate policies of discrimination
against women, to incorporate the principle of
equality in their legislation and ensure its prac-
tical implementation, and to ensure effective pro-
tection of women from any type of discrimination.

One of the first barriers to the practical im-
plementation of the provisions of international
treaties and their implementation is the presence
of contradictions between the national legislation
of the parties and, the historical, cultural and so-
cio-economic peculiarities of the participating
states. This case study is based on the example
of Kyrgyzstan. An analysis of the international
agreements ratified by Kyrgyzstan and national
legislation on the protection of women’s rights
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has shown the existence of significant contradic-
tions. Article 2 of the Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Discrimination against Wom-
en (1979) obliges parties to take all measures to
change laws, practices and customs that discrim-
inate against women. Under Kyrgyz law, custom
is enshrined as one of the fundamental principles
of decision-making in the informal judicial system
by aksakals’ courts.

The mere existence of informal or elders’
courts in their current form is a significant barrier
to ensuring international standards of women'’s
protection in Central Asia. Based on the example
of Kyrgyzstan, it is worth noting the official regu-
lation of informal courts by the Law of the Kyrgyz
Republic No. 52 “On Courts of Aksakals” (2024).
According to the law, aksakal courts are public
bodies that are formed by the decision of citizens
of a city or rural district and are guided by moral
norms, as well as historical traditions and customs
of Kyrgyzstan. At the same time, the activities of
aksakal courts should not contradict Kyrgyz legis-
lation. However, due to the lack of legal education
and proper knowledge of the law, members of
informal courts make decisions mainly based on
traditions, customs and generally accepted moral
norms at the local level.

Thus, informal courts often justify violence,
discrimination and many other violations of wom-
en’s rights. For example, the abduction of a woman
for forced marriage is explained by the tradition of
bride abduction or “ala kachuu”. Cases of domes-
tic violence become acceptable due to the existing
patriarchal attitudes in Kyrgyz society with the
subordination of wives to husbands. The report of
the UN Working Group on the Elimination of Dis-
crimination against Women notes the widespread
belief in Kyrgyzstan that it is acceptable for men
to use violence against women when they fail to
fulfil their responsibilities, violate social norms,
etc. (United Nations, 2023a). As a result, impu-
nity for violence against women is widespread.
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The problem of ensuring international stand-
ards for the protection of women from violence
in Kyrgyzstan is directly related to the actual ab-
sence of the concept of economic violence in the
legislation and the norms that adequately reg-
ulate the financial rights of women in marriage.
In many households, women are deprived of ac-
cess to financial resources and property, and as
a result, are forced to perform heavy household
work and endure violence. According to the Unit-
ed Nations (2023a), 90% of victims of domestic
violence in Kyrgyzstan return to their abusers due
to financial dependence, and only 2.5% of all re-
ported cases of domestic violence against women
result in legal proceedings.

In the context of financial dependence and
the protection of women'’s rights, it is also worth
noting the practice of marriage without official
registration through a religious rite - nikah. This
practice is widespread in rural Kyrgyzstan and is
often used in cases of bride abduction and early
marriage when the law prohibits marriage to a
minor. Without official registration of marriage,
a woman becomes more vulnerable from the so-
cio-economic and legal perspectives, being de-
prived of property rights and many social guar-
antees, including those provided for in the Family
Code of the Kyrgyz Republic (2022). Upon disso-
lution of such a marriage, a woman loses the right
to inheritance and custody of children unless the
husband confirms the right to custody.

The existence of the aforementioned “legal
gap” allows a man to kick a wife out of the house
at any time, deprive a wife of livelihood, and take
away children. Thus, the practice of unregistered
marriages exacerbates the already weak legal pro-
tection of women, contributes to the victims’ toler-
ance of violence and effectively forces them to live
in constant fear of being expelled from their homes.

Notably, women’s financial dependence on
the aggressor in Kyrgyz households is increas-
ing due to several socio-economic and cultural

factors: high unemployment, early marriages and
lack of vocational education for women, the patri-
archal concept of marriage and the role of house-
wife for women. This is especially critical in rural
areas, where women depend on living in large
households, land and other resources. In addition,
Kyrgyz society retains the tradition of parents in-
heriting property from their sons, while daugh-
ters go to live with their husbands’ families. All
these factors together lead to a woman'’s complete
dependence on a husband and life in the house-
hold, minimising any rights of women in practice.

Analysing the contradictions between Kyr-
gyz legislation and international standards for the
protection of women, it is also worth noting the
exception in the Family Code of the Kyrgyz Repub-
lic (2022) that allows marriage from the age of 17
with parental consent. This is contrary to the pro-
visions of the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women (1979), ac-
cording to which the parties to the Convention un-
dertake to prohibit marriage with persons under 18
years of age and any exceptions to this legal norm.

There are significant legal gaps in Kyr-
gyzstan’s legislation on sexual violence and har-
assment. For instance, the Labour Code does not
have clear rules regulating liability for harass-
ment of women in the workplace and the em-
ployer’s responsibility for creating a safe work-
ing environment. In turn, the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (1979) obliges the parties to the Conven-
tion to ensure that women are protected from
sexual harassment at work by law and to intro-
duce penalties for employers for inaction.

In addition, Kyrgyz legislation lacks provisions
to properly regulate sexual violence in marriage.
The Family Code of the Kyrgyz Republic (2022)
describes marital duties, but there are no legal
provisions prohibiting the coercion of a part-
ner through physical or psychological violence.
Forced marriages should also be considered sexual
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violence, as the choice of a spouse as an intimate
partner is made without the woman’s consent.

It is also worth noting the shortcomings of
the texts of international standards from the le-
gal point of view, including the limited interpre-
tation of key terms. For instance, in the text of
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (1979), the con-
cept of “patriarchy” is reduced to the meaning
of cultural norms and traditional practices and
is also used as a synonym for the subordination
of women to men (Mudgway, 2021). The limit-
ed interpretation of the terminology in this case
leads to a superficial reflection and understand-
ing of the challenges associated with the patriar-
chal concept of marriage and society in general.
Patriarchy in Kyrgyzstan serves as a justification
for early and forced marriages, domestic violence,
polygamy and many other violations of women'’s
rights. In the patriarchal system, women are as-
signed the role of reproduction and household
maintenance with heavy physical labour.

At the same time, the weakness of the Conven-
tion on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimi-
nation against Women (1979) and other interna-
tional standards for the protection of women from
violence is the lack of clear sanctions for parties for
failure to fulfil their obligations. States parties to
international treaties, having ratified them, remain
free to implement the norms and provisions in
their legislation (Ahlgren, 2021; Atadjanov, 2022).
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Consequently, law enforcement agencies and
courts act following national legislation, which
has a higher legal force than international law.

Thus, the existing contradictions between
international standards and national legislation,
the existence of vulnerabilities and the declara-
tive nature of Kyrgyzstan’s laws contribute to the
reduction of the practical effectiveness of interna-
tional standards for the protection of women in
the country. The problem is partly determined by
the imperfection of the unified texts of the inter-
national standards themselves, the limited inter-
pretation of terminology and the lack of specific
sanctions for participating states.

Dynamics and territorial structure of of-
fences related to violence against women. To
determine the current situation in the sphere of
protection of women’s rights from violence in Kyr-
gyzstan, an analysis of static data on offences re-
lated to violence against women over the past 15
years was done based on the following indicators:
the number of abused women with protection or-
ders, the number of applications of abused wom-
en to crisis centres and aksakal courts (Fig. 1).
The choice of the study period is determined by
the availability of the most complete and relevant
data sets on indicators of family violence against
women in Kyrgyzstan, statistical records of which
have been maintained and made publicly availa-
ble since 2009 by the National Statistical Commit-
tee of the Kyrgyz Republic (2024).

B Number of women affected
(with protection orders issued)
® Number of women's calls
to crisis centres
m Number of women's appeals
to aksakal courts

—
N
N

2020,
2022
2023;

Figure 1. The dynamics of domestic violence against women in Kyrgyzstan from 2009 to 2023
Source: compiled by the authors based on National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic (2024)
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The results of the static analysis show a sig-
nificant increase in the number of women victims
of domestic violence over the study period, rising
from an average of 2,237 victims in 2009-2015
to 7,329 in 2016-2022 and reaching a maximum
of 1,102 victims in 2023. At the same time, the
rate of women victims’ referrals to crisis centres
is relatively stable, ranging between 5,000 and
8,000 referrals throughout the reporting period.
In contrast, the rates of women’s referrals to Ak-
sakal courts tend to decrease, ranging from 422
to 1,048 referrals for 2009-2020 and from 104 to
401 referrals for 2021-2023.

The low rates of complaints by women
victims of domestic violence to aksakal courts
compared to those to crisis centres and law en-
forcement agencies may be due to the following
reasons: the focus of aksakal courts on patriarchal
customs in their decision-making and, as a result,
the victim’s lack of confidence in receiving pro-
tection; the lack of anonymity, increased attention
to the consideration of cases and fear of stigma-
tisation, as aksakal courts operate mainly at the
level of small settlements; the limited powers of
aksakal courts; and the limited number of wom-
en’s courts in the region.

The upward trend in the statistical indicator
of the issuance of protection orders in Kyrgyzstan
at this stage is an indicator of positive changes
in the legal and social systems for the protection
of women, as well as the practical effectiveness
of international standards. This is attributed to
a range of factors: increased awareness of wom-
en about their rights, the opening of new crisis
centres and mobile support services in rural ar-
eas, the creation of training programmes for law
enforcement officers and social workers on gen-
der-based violence, intensification of education
by non-governmental organisations in the me-
dia, and others. In addition, in 2016, Kyrgyzstan
adopted amendments to Law of the Kyrgyz Re-
public No. 63 “On Protection and Defence against

Family Violence” (2017), which expanded the
powers of law enforcement officers and simpli-
fied the procedure for issuing protection orders,
and 2024 amendments that introduced remedial
programmes for perpetrators of family violence,
strengthened inter-agency cooperation to pre-
vent violence and introduced risk assessments
to prevent re-offending. The amendments also
clarified the rights of survivors, including access
to legal, social and medical assistance, and ex-
panded the categories of persons protected by the
law to include persons equivalent to family mem-
bers, such as common-law spouses and guardians
(United Nations, 2013). Thus, the measures grad-
ually increased women'’s reporting of violence to
the competent authorities and improved State re-
sponses to such cases.

To study the territorial structure of offences,
the proportions of women victims of domestic
violence by region of their total number in Kyr-
gyzstan in 2023, the last 5 years of the study peri-
od from 2019 to 2023 and the entire study period
from 2009 to 2023 were determined.

Following Figure 2, the distribution of the
number of women victims of domestic violence
across Kyrgyzstan is uneven. The largest share
of the total number of women victims in 2023
is occupied by Bishkek and Chui oblasts. Bish-
kek and Chui Province with 49.3% and 19.5%
respectively. A similar situation is typical for
the entire period under study, which is mainly
due to the high population density of Bishkek
and the adjacent Chui Province, the availability
of information and the efforts of non-govern-
mental organisations, the developed system
of support services for victims of violence and
the availability of crisis centres. In this regard,
the number of reports of violence in the capital
region is higher. It is worth noting that the re-
sults presented here actually show the dynamics
and territorial structure of officially registered
cases of violence against women through law
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enforcement agencies, crisis centres, and ak-
sakal courts. At the same time, official statistics
do not reflect the exact number of women vic-
tims of violence in Kyrgyzstan and its regions.
Many women do not report cases of violence to
law enforcement agencies due to fear of stigma,

financial dependence on the offender, uncertain-
ty about the real possibility of protecting their
rights and other reasons. In addition, in rural
and hard-to-reach regions, the judicial system
for issuing protection orders is not functioning
properly or simply does not exist.

Bish ke k e —

Chui region

Issyk-Kul region —
Jalal-Abad region E————
Osh =2
Osh region EE——
Naryn region =
Batken region Emm.
Talas region .
0 5 10 15 20
Percentage of female victims

(of all cases in Kyrgyzstan with a protection order): m 2023 m2019-2023

25 30 35 40 45 50 %

m2009-2023

Figure 2. Territorial structure of offences of domestic violence against women from 2009 to 2023
Source: compiled by the authors based on National Statistical Committee of the Kyrgyz Republic (2024)

Qualitative analysis of the implementa-
tion of international standards for the pro-
tection of women: Status and barriers. Due to
the inaccuracy of statistical data and the impos-
sibility of objectively assessing the implementa-
tion of international standards for the protec-
tion of women's rights in a particular country,
international organisations, authorised bodies
and other stakeholders use different methods,
approaches and data sources in their activities.
Comprehensive analysis and assessment of the
situation and progress in the field of human
rights is based on the results of research and sur-
veys, court practices, investigations, and analysis
of the legal framework.

The United Nations Human Rights Coun-
cil (2013) has developed human rights indica-
tors and guidelines for their measurement and
implementation. The national progress in imple-
menting international standards and analysis of
the current human rights situation, including the
protection of women from violence, are reflected
in reports, observations, investigations and other
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materials of the UN-authorised bodies (Boche-
liuk et al., 2020). Therefore, the study of inter-
national standards for the protection of women
from violence in Kyrgyzstan analysed UN docu-
ments and reports, data from other NGOs and in-
dependent studies.

The United Nations (2023a) reports on Kyr-
gyzstan for 2021-2023 noted systematic viola-
tions of international standards for protecting
women from violence: early and forced marriage,
family violence, dangerous practices such as bride
kidnapping, economic violence and labour dis-
crimination against women, gender discrimina-
tion based on patriarchal attitudes and conserva-
tive Islam, forced hard physical labour, and many
others. The above-mentioned violations and their
preconditions are noteworthy.

The UN reports on Kyrgyzstan’s compliance
with international standards for the protection of
women from violence pay special attention to the
problems of early and forced marriages. Forced
marriages are a widespread phenomenon in Cen-
tral Asian countries, most common in rural areas.
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Depending on the reasons, the following types of
forced marriages are distinguished: marriages re-
lated to the tradition of bride abduction; arranged
marriages, when the future husband is chosen
by the parents of the girl without accounting for
the opinion and desire of the woman; marriages
for economic reasons, when a girl is forced into
marriage in exchange for a reward; marriages to
preserve reputation in the case of premarital in-
timacy (Kim, 2020; Kim & Karioris, 2020). Some
forced marriages are classified as early or child
marriages, as they are concluded with minors de-
spite the legal prohibition. In this case, the mar-
riage is not officially registered and is performed
by an imam through the religious rite of nikah.

Forced early marriage is primarily driven by
socio-economic factors. Due to the high level of
poverty in Kyrgyzstan, including a lack of funds
for childcare, parents are keen to marry off their
daughters as early as possible (Gebel, 2020).
According to the United Nations (2023a), girls
do not receive an education as a result of early
marriage, being forced to drop out of school due
to pregnancy, childcare and household responsi-
bilities. Such marriages pose a particular threat
to health due to frequent pregnancies and early
childbirth, with complications leading to high
mortality. Therefore, Kyrgyzstan introduced a le-
gal provision prohibiting marriages under the age
of 18. According to the Criminal Code of the Kyr-
gyz Republic (2021), not only the groom but also
the parents of both parties, as well as the imam
who performs the religious rite of marriage, bear
criminal responsibility. Violation of this provision
is regulated by Article 175 of the Criminal Code of
the Kyrgyz Republic, according to which persons
who violate the legislation on the marriage age
are subject to punishment.

In addition to cases of coercion, early mar-
riage is common due to a lack of awareness among
adolescents about safe intimate relationships,
contraception, human physiology, reproductive

health and so on. Such topics are not covered in
educational or awareness-raising programmes
for cultural and religious reasons and are con-
sidered taboo. The problem is aggravated by the
lack of financial opportunities to purchase contra-
ceptives and pay for the termination of unwant-
ed pregnancies in medical centres. Consequently,
illegal abortions take place in unsafe conditions.

The most common type of violence against
women in Kyrgyzstan is family or domestic vio-
lence. Women in Kyrgyz families regularly face
various forms of violence: physical, sexual, psycho-
logical and economic. At the same time, not only
husbands but also senior family members, such
as mothers-in-law, mothers and others, are the in-
itiators of violence, abuse and discrimination. Ac-
cording to the United Nations (2023a), only 11%
of women feel safe at home. Due to the constant
growth of domestic violence, a provision was also
introduced in the Criminal Code of the Kyrgyz Re-
public (2021). Previously, there was no such provi-
sion. Article 177 of the Criminal Code of the Kyrgyz
Republic establishes liability for domestic violence,
which was an important step in combating this
phenomenon and protecting the rights of victims.

Notably, domestic violence is often not con-
sidered by society as a violation of women'’s rights
or a crime. Moreover, there is a widespread prac-
tice of blaming victims and justifying violent acts
in many cases (Park et al,, 2024). Surveys conduct-
ed in Kyrgyzstan showed that women considered
it acceptable for their spouses to use violence if
they did not have time to fulfil household duties
or said things that their husbands might not like
(Yun et al, 2024). Thus, violence is perceived as
normal and part of family life.

The justification and acceptance of violence
against women as a norm of family relations is ex-
plained by the patriarchal model of society with a
strong influence of tradition and conservative Is-
lam (Rodriguez, 2023). The patriarchal model in
Kyrgyzstan is characterised by a strict hierarchy
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with women subordinated to their husbands and
senior family members, which is the basis for the
concept of marriage. Financial and property man-
agement is assigned to the husband and senior
family members, while women are given the role
of housekeeping and procreation. The authority
of the opinions and decisions of the elders in the
family hierarchy is virtually unquestionable for
women, including the choice of a groom by par-
ents for an unmarried girl.

The patriarchal concept of marriage in Kyr-
gyzstan is reflected in the tradition of kelin. A ke-
lin is a young wife who comes to live in husband’s
family with parents, sisters, brothers and other
members of the household. Cohabitation depends
on the financial possibilities and permission of
the husband’s parents to live separately. However,
as arule, a woman retains the status of kelyn until
a new daughter-in-law appears in the family: the
wife of the younger brother of the husband or the
wife of the son.

Kelin is the social status of a daughter-in-law
in Central Asian countries, which obliges a wom-
an to perform hard work in the household of the
husband. The status of a kelin in the family and
society is seen as low, marginalised, and subordi-
nate (Zhussipbek & Nagayeva, 2020). The tradi-
tion is widespread in both rural areas and large
cities of Kyrgyzstan (Iui-Ki & Kosterina, 2024).

The tradition of kelin was preserved since
the nomadic stage of the history of the peoples of
Central Asia, when men were the primary produc-
ers and hunters, and their elderly mothers were
no longer physically able to bear the burden of
heavy household work in the field. At the present
stage, this tradition is viewed by international
society as an oppression of women and harmful
traditional practices that violate women'’s rights.
Women with the status of kelin face systematic
humiliation, psychological pressure, forced phys-
ical labour, economic violence and other forms of
discrimination from their husbands’ families.
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The persistence of the patriarchal model
along with historically established traditions and
customs in Kyrgyzstan is facilitated by the low
level of economic development, as well as gen-
der inequality in the labour sphere. As of 2023,
only 46% of women of working age work, com-
pared to 76% of men. Meanwhile, women make
up 70% of the economically inactive population
(United Nations, 2023a). Lack of their livelihoods
leaves women vulnerable and dependent, forced
to endure violent acts by their husbands or other
family members. According to survey data, most
abused women cite financial problems and un-
employment as the main causes of domestic vio-
lence (Yun et al., 2024).

Addressing the economic causes of violence
highlights the shortcomings of Kyrgyzstan’s cri-
sis centres, including the limited number of beds.
As of 2023, only one of 18 crisis centres in Kyr-
gyzstan is municipal and fully funded by the state
(United Nations, 2023b). All other crisis centres
are privately owned and funded by sponsorship
and other non-permanent sources. Due to inade-
quate funding, there is no possibility of long-term
support and even the purchase of necessary sup-
plies, including medication. In the future, gov-
ernment spending on women'’s protection pro-
grammes may be reduced due to the International
Monetary Fund’s requirements to develop auster-
ity plans for Kyrgyzstan and other countries re-
ceiving financial support from the Fund (Iui-Ki &
Kosterina, 2024).

The system of support for women victims of
violence in Central Asia is still in its infancy and
does not have a long-term approach, as in West-
ern Europe and other economically developed
countries. An effective system of support for
women victims of violence is possible only if the
necessary assistance is provided and the victims
are supported until they can provide for them-
selves, to avoid being forced to return to their
abuser due to financial dependence.
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An equally important factor in the systematic
violation of women’s rights to protection in Kyr-
gyzstan is the virtual inaction of law enforcement
agencies and the judiciary in investigating cases
involving violent acts and discrimination against
women. Data from the mandated bodies of the
United Nations (2023a) indicate delays and refus-
als to issue protection orders, low enforcement
of protection orders, and re-victimisation. Only
2.5% of all reported cases of domestic violence
against women end up in court.

The low rates of investigations and criminal
sentences in cases of domestic violence are the
result of a combination of legal, socio-economic,
cultural, historical and other factors. Some wom-
en victims are forced to return to their abuser
because of financial dependence, lack of proper-
ty rights and child custody rights in the case of
an unregistered marriage, lack of awareness of
the work of crisis centres or insufficient support
measures, including temporary housing. In Cen-
tral Asian countries, women often see marriage as
the only way of existence and survival, perceiving
violence as part of it (Khamzina et al., 2021).

The socio-economic factor complements the
psychological pressure on victims of domestic vi-
olence from a society that tends, in a patriarchal
system, to blame abused women and justify vi-
olent acts against them. The imperfection of the
domestic legal system with corruption, and the
importance of kinship and acquaintances in the
investigation of criminal cases also play an im-
portant role (France & Kukutschka, 2019; Baki-
ev, 2021). Legally and financially insecure, guilty
for the violence that has occurred, women victims,
fearing stigma and fearing for their future, do not
report to law enforcement agencies or withdraw
their statements, returning to their families.

At the level of local communities, the infor-
mal authority of aksakals and imams as religious
leaders plays an important role. Their authori-
ty is so strong for the local population that law

enforcement agencies are forced to cooperate
on security and conflict prevention issues (Sher-
anova, 2020). At the same time, actions and de-
cisions of informal authorities that contradict
the law go unchallenged by official authorities
if they are considered the norm for the local
community (Mashal, 2022; Porreca, 2024). Such
practices contribute to the de facto legalisation
of multiple violations of women’s rights in Cen-
tral Asian countries.

In particular, the consequences of imams
conducting the nikah rite without registration
are early marriages with minors, polygamy, and
deprivation of property and other rights of wom-
en in official marriages. Despite the prohibition of
polygamy, it is common in Kyrgyzstan and Central
Asia for men to live with several wives at the same
time under the principle of civil marriage, cohabi-
tation or marriage through nikah (McBrien, 2020;
Cleuziou & McBrien, 2021). Women are forced to
endure cohabitation with their husband’s other
wives due to financial dependency, including not
having their own living space. According to inter-
view data of women in polygamous marriages,
lack of education and work experience, fear of
age and ability to provide for themselves makes
leaving their husbands almost impossible (Com-
mercio, 2021). Thus, socio-economic conditions
and the influence of informal power significant-
ly decreased the practical effectiveness of legis-
lative norms for the protection of women at the
level of local communities.

Despite the persistently high level of crimes
against women and shortcomings in the legislative
system, Kyrgyzstan has made progress in recent
years in ensuring international standards for the
protection of women (Khamzina et al., 2020). The
Kyrgyz government has developed and adopted
the Law of the Kyrgyz Republic No. 63 “On Protec-
tion and Defence against Family Violence” (2017)
and the National Strategy of the Kyrgyz Republic
to Achieve Gender Equality until 2030 (2022).
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Other measures taken in the reports of the Unit-
ed Nations Executive Committees (2023b; 2023c)
include the operation of crisis centres providing
temporary shelter for women with children, an
increase in the annual cost of the State budget for
the operation of crisis centres, the development
of training programmes for law enforcement
agencies and other categories of professionals on
domestic violence, the operation of mobile law
enforcement crews to receive the population in
remote communities, and the simplification of
procedures for obtaining protection orders.

However, the current progress in achieving in-
ternational standards for the protection of women
in Kyrgyzstan may be jeopardised by the adoption
of a new version of the Law of the Kyrgyz Republic
No. 72 “On Non-Profit Organisations” (2024). Ac-
cording to the new version of the law, non-profit
organisations that engage in political activities
and receive funding from foreign sources must
be included in a special register and mark the
materials they produce and distribute with an in-
dication of their foreign representation. In addi-
tion, state control over documentation, property,
events and other activities is being strengthened.

Political activities include the main activ-
ities of human rights, charitable and non-gov-
ernmental organisations: conducting surveys,
shaping public opinion, publishing the results of
sociological research, and so on. Thus, Law of the
Kyrgyz Republic No. 72 “On Non-Profit Organ-
isations” (2024) restricts the activities of most
organisations in the field of women'’s rights pro-
tection in Kyrgyzstan, as they are partially or ful-
ly funded by foreign sources: grants, charitable
funds, and sponsorship contributions. Represent-
atives of the public and human rights organisa-
tions opposed the amendments, describing the
new version as a “Law on Foreign Agents” similar
to the one adopted earlier in Russia.

The increasing state control over the activi-
ties of non-profit organisations is explained by
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the growing influence of Internet resources on the
formation of public opinion (Kurambayev, 2020).
Along with the restriction of information activities
of international organisations, the preservation of
patriarchalism by socio-political groups and indi-
viduals who are supporters of traditionalism and
conservative Islam is of concern. In recent years,
Kyrgyzstan has witnessed the growth of illiberal
discourse and the promotion of traditional val-
ues and ideas of religious radicalism, including
through Internet resources among young people
(Aitkulova, 2024). Literature, cinema, and folk art
also continue to broadcast images of women and
the concept of marriage characteristic of the pa-
triarchal model (Chingiz, 2024). Thus, Kyrgyzstan
is between two political vectors: the desire to
integrate into international institutions with the
provision of international human rights stand-
ards and the pressure of traditionalism, which
acts as a barrier.

Recommendations for ensuring inter-
national standards for the protection of
women from violence. Based on the results of
the current study and the identified socio-eco-
nomic, legal and cultural barriers, the following
recommendations are proposed to improve the
practical effectiveness of ensuring international
standards for the protection of women against
violence in Kyrgyzstan.

Introduction of targeted legislative reforms
to eliminate inconsistencies with internation-
al standards. To ensure that national legislation
complies with the Convention on the Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (1979), amendments to specific laws are
necessary. The Family Code of the Kyrgyz Repub-
lic (2022) needs to be revised to remove the legal
exception allowing marriage from the age of 17
with parental consent, in line with international
prohibitions on child marriage. In addition, clear
legal provisions prohibiting coercion of a part-
ner through physical or psychological violence
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should be added to criminalise rape in marriage.
The Labour Code requires clear rules establishing
liability for harassment of women in the work-
place and defining the employer’s responsibili-
ty for maintaining a safe working environment.
Furthermore, the concept of “economic violence”
should be formally introduced into the national
legal framework to properly regulate the financial
rights of women in marriage.

Restricting the jurisdiction of informal
courts. Law of the Kyrgyz Republic No. 52 “On
Courts of Aksakals” (2024) should be amended to
prohibit these informal bodies from hearing cases
of violence against women. Currently, members
of these courts often have no legal training and
base their decisions on tradition and patriarchal
customs. As a result, they often justify domestic
violence and violations of women'’s rights, such as
bride kidnapping (“ala kachuu”).

Reform the funding model for crisis centres
to ensure comprehensive social support. Em-
pirical data shows that only one of the 18 crisis
centres in Kyrgyzstan is municipal and fully fund-
ed by the state. To ensure long-term support for
victims, the government should allocate special
budget funds to transform these private, spon-
sor-dependent centres into institutions that are
fully funded by the state. Initial social support
should include the provision of temporary hous-
ing and cash assistance for living expenses so that
victims are not forced to return to their abusers
due to financial dependence.

Creation of state programmes to ensure eco-
nomic independence. Statistics show that 90% of
victims of domestic violence in Kyrgyzstan return
to their abusers due to financial dependence. In
addition, women make up 70% of the economi-
cally inactive population (United Nations, 2023a).
Therefore, additional social support programmes
need to be created to assist women in obtaining vo-
cational education or training and guaranteed em-
ployment. Providing victims with the opportunity

to support themselves financially is a proven ne-
cessity for breaking the cycle of violence.

Strengthening the accountability of law en-
forcement agencies and the judiciary. Data from
the United Nations (2023a) show that only 2.5%
of all reported cases of domestic violence against
women currently result in court proceedings. To
address this serious gap in law enforcement, strict
disciplinary and criminal measures must be intro-
duced for law enforcement and judicial officials for
inaction, delay or refusal to issue protection or-
ders, as well as for improper resolution of criminal
cases through informal networks and corruption.

Changing social discourse and countering
patriarchal narratives. Surveys show that many
women in Kyrgyzstan consider it acceptable for
men to use violence if they do not fulfil their do-
mestic duties and perceive violence as a normal
part of family life (Yun et al., 2024). Given the doc-
umented rise of illiberal discourse and religious
radicalisation on the internet and in traditional
media outlets that propagate patriarchal images,
targeted campaigns in state media are needed.
These campaigns should actively deconstruct
harmful norms, condemn violence against wom-
en, and promote the building of families based on
equal rights and mutual respect between spouses.

Expansion and monitoring of mandatory
correctional programmes for perpetrators. Based
on recent legislative changes, all persons found
guilty under Article 177 of the Criminal Code of
the Kyrgyz Republic (2021) must be under strict
supervision while undergoing mandatory cor-
rectional programmes. These programmes are
designed to change the mindset and behaviour of
offenders towards their families and serve as an
important preventive measure to stop the recur-
rence of violence in the future.

Conclusions

Ensuring international standards of women'’s pro-
tection in practice faces many challenges when
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implementing unified legal norms in countries
with different political regimes and structures,
social models, historical, cultural and other pe-
culiarities. The process of ensuring international
standards for the protection of women from vio-
lence in Central Asian countries with a patriarchal
model of society, widespread conservative Islam
and discriminatory traditions was studied in the
example of Kyrgyzstan.

Kyrgyzstan is a member of the UN Human
Rights Council and has ratified the main inter-
national standards for the protection of women,
including the Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination against Women. De-
spite the commitments made under international
agreements, women in Kyrgyzstan are subject to
systematic violations of their rights, discrimina-
tion in many areas of public and family life, domes-
tic violence, and cruel and degrading treatment.
Early and forced marriages, as well as abductions
of women for forced marriage, are widespread.

Kyrgyz society retains a patriarchal model
with elements of conservative Islam and tradi-
tionalism, which contradicts international law. In
the hierarchy of this patriarchal system, women
are subordinate to their husbands and older fam-
ily members, de facto having a lower social status
and limited rights. A bride enters the family of the
husband in the status of a kelin, taking over the re-
sponsibilities of housekeeping and childcare until
a new daughter-in-law enters the house. Before
marriage, a girl is subject to the authority of the
parents, including the choice of a future groom.

Historically entrenched social mores often
dominate legal norms, especially in rural and re-
mote areas. Girls are forcibly married through the
tradition of bride kidnapping or arranged marriag-
es, including for a fee. The marriage itself is often
concluded without official registration through a
religious ceremony, similar to civil marriage and
cohabitation. In this regard, women are deprived
of property and other rights prescribed by law for
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official marriages. The absence of official marriage
registration in Central Asian countries also contrib-
utes to polygamy and early marriages with minors.

The influence of traditionalism affects the
effectiveness of the entire legal system in protect-
ing women. Abused women do not report to law
enforcement agencies, considering violence to be
the norm of marriage and fearing social condem-
nation. In addition, informal community courts
called aksakal courts, have remained. These
courts rely on historical custom to make deci-
sions, justifying discriminatory traditional prac-
tices. The main barrier to ensuring international
standards of women’s protection in Kyrgyzstan
remains socio-economic: high levels of pover-
ty, gender inequality in the labour sphere, and
a lack of public funds for long-term financing of
crisis centres. All of this leads to women’s finan-
cial dependence on their families and husbands,
contributing to the preservation of patriarchal
foundations and traditionalism. Marriage is often
seen as the only way for women to survive.

The quantitative part of the research is limit-
ed by official statistics on offences, which may not
account for all cases due to victims’ failure to ap-
ply to law enforcement agencies, refusals to initi-
ate proceedings, and uneven registration of cases
depending on the period and territory. Prospects
for further research are related to the search for
legal consensus in achieving international stand-
ards for the protection of women from violence
between formal and informal institutions of pow-
er, the public, and international organisations.
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AHomayis

Y pocaifipkeHHI NpoaHasi30BaHO 3aXUCT MPaB }KiHOK BiJ HacuJibCTBa B KpaiHax lleHTpanbHoi A3ii Ha
npukaazi Kupruscrany. Hespaxkarouu Ha Mi>kHapoZJHO BU3HaHI CTaHJapTH, y perioHi nouyMpeHuMu
3aJMLIAIOTBCS TeHJepHa JUCKpPUMiHaIifA, JOMallHE HACUJIbCTBO, PaHHI LUIIOOHW, BUKpPaJeHHS
HapeyeHHUX Ta iHWI MopyumeHHA npaB kiHOK. OKpiM MOpa/lbHO-eTHUYHOIO aCHeKTy Ta NPaBOBHUX
3060B’s13aHb KUpPruscraHy sk CTOPOHHM MDKHApOAHMX yroJ, NMpo6JieMa CHUCTEMHOrO HaCHUJbCTBA
010 KIHOK € aKTyasJbHOI TaKOX 3 JeMorpadiyHoi Ta couiajJbHO-eKOHOMIYHOI TOYOK 30py
Yyepe3 BTpATy Mpale3faTHUX pecypciB i piHaHCOBe HaBaHTaKeHHS HA CUCTEMY OXOPOHH 3/10pOB’sl
Ta couiasibHi Cay6u. Y pociipkeHHI BH3HAYe€HO OCHOBHI CyINepeyHOCTI MiDX MiXHapoJAHUMU
CTaHAApTaMM 3axUCTy KiHOK 1| HalioHaJbHUM 3aKOHOJABCTBOM; MpOaHaJi30BaHO poOJb
NIPaBOOXOPOHHUX OpraHiB, a Takox ¢opManbHOI I HepopMasIbHOI Cy/J0BOI cHUCTeMU y 3abe3NedyeHHi
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3aXUCTy INpaB XiHOK BiAg HacuiabcTBa B Kupruscrani. Oco6vBYy yBary mnpujijieHO mnpo6semi
HeBiANOBIAHOCTI MiX MiXXHapoAHUMHU CTaHJApPTaMHU Ta TPAJULSMUA W 3BUYAsMU, KYJbTyPHUMHU,
penirilHUMM Ta IHWKMMH iCTOpUYHUMU ocoGauBOCTAMU LeHTpanbHol A3ii. [ocaimkeHHs
CHUCTeMaTHU3yBaJIo, y3araJbHUJIO0 U NpoaHanisyBaso jgani opraniB Opranisanii 06’eqHanux Hamin
(OOH), BigmoBifanbHUX 3a 3a6e3neyeHHs NpaB KiHOK y Kupruacrani; npoaHasnidyBaso AUHaAMiKy
Ta BUSIBUJIO BHYTpPIillHbOperioHa/JbHi 3aKOHOMIpHOCTI MOpyllIeHb; a TaK0X BU3HAYUJIO NPUYUHU
HU3bKOI MPakTUYHOI epeKTUBHOCTI MI>KHAPOJHUX CTAaHJAPTIB 3aXUCTY »KIHOK BiJi HACU/IbCTBA Ha
perioHasbHOMY piBHi. Ha ocHOBi pe3ysnbTaTiB mociaimpkeHHs 6yn0 chopMyIbOBaHO peKoMeHZAL i
11010 3a0e3NeyeHHs MDKHAapOJHMX CTAaHAAPTIB 3aXUCTy KiHOK Bij HacuiabcTBa B Kupruscrani
3 ypaxyBaHHSIM COLia/IbHO-eKOHOMIYHHUX, KyJbTYPHUX Ta ICTOPUYHUX OCOGJMBOCTEeH KpaiHU.
OTprMaHi BUCHOBKM MOXYTb 6YTH 3aCTOCOBaHi TaKoX AJs1 po3po6JseHHsI NPaBOBUX CTpaTerii i
MOJIITHUK 3aXUCTY NPaB XKiHOK B iIHIIMX NOCTPaAsAHCbKUX KpalHax LleHTpanbHOl A3il

Kalo4osi cao0ea: renziepHa HepiBHICTb; NPUMYCOBUHN LLIOG; TpaZuLioHanisM; HepopManibHi cyau;
LenTpasbHa A3is
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