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Women in self help groups – the 

rural setting 

• Rural communities typically 70% of population in Central 

Asia 

• Development programmes: sustainable livelihoods, 

access to water, basic health and education services 

• Women make up 75% of self help group members and 

almost the same proportion of leaders; mainly women in 

35-50 age range, breadwinners 

• Families are severely affected by migration – both to 

cities in the region and to Russia/abroad 

• Migrants are increasingly women, not just men 

 

 



Gender issues in rural 

community deelopment 
 

Well established division of roles in rural families 

Discrimination facing younger women and wives in the 
household 

Gender equality training competes with re-establishment of 
traditional practices 

Men’s role challenged by unemployment (little paid labour 
available in villages in Kyrgyzstan; in countries where 
collective farms have survived, mainly producing cotton, 
wages are low and often paid in kind): hence problems in 
morale, alcoholism 

In many families, womens role in community associations 
is limited – eg travel to meetings in other locations 

 

 



 





Internal migrant families – the 

urban setting 
• Significant migration to cities – Astana, Almaty, Bishkek, 

Osh, Dushanbe from depressed rural areas 

• From early 1990s, land-grabbing, squatting and rise of 
informal settlements.  

• Local NGOs helped to regularise position of new arrivals 

• Lack of formal residence permits (propiska) limits access 
to basic services 

• Poor infrastructure – roads, water, schools – in informal 
settlements 





From Kyrgyzstan case study  

for World Bank, 2011 

• Changes in family a “peripheral subject” in the 
development literature 

• In the discussion on relations between the 
sexes, a “contradictory” set of discourses: 

• religious discourse “constructs family and 
marriage in the spirit of Puritanism, sinlessness 
and asexuality” – the key aspect is Motherhood 

• Modern/market-oriented discourse “views the 
entire social life, including the family sphere, 
through the prism of sexuality” 



Fertility, births out of marriage 

Fertility rates (births per 1000 people) 

1989 – 29.6 

2000 – 19.7 

2009 – 25.2 

 

Births in unregistered marriages 

1991 – 13.9 

2000 – 31.1 

2009 – 31 

 

Percentage of persons using contraceptive devices 

Bishkek: 2000 – 55.6 , 2009 – 31  

Naryn: 2000 – 43.6, 2009 – 27.9 

 

 



Family structure 

Family size (number of members) 

Rural families – 5 persons / urban families – 3.5 persons 

 

Retreat from the Soviet “egalitarian family” model (where 
relative equality was based on the double burden of the 
working mother) 

The contradiction between the myth of masculinity 
(associated with wealth, sexual prowess, unlimited 
consumption etc) and the reality of un- or under-
employment and low wages has a negative impact on 
men’s health. 

 

 



Modern romance  

and economic reality 
• Bride-kidnapping. Research carried out in 1999-2005 by R Kleinbach 

suggested that 35-45% of ethnic Kyrgyz women were “married against their 

will”.  

 

• Rural households engaged in subsistence farming demand unpaid workers. 

Kidnapping “Increases the labour resources” of a family. Mass 

consciousness “has invented an ideological path for the kidnapped woman: 

the romance of a “tradition of our ancestors”…” The average age of men 

and women entering into this kind of marriages is getting younger.  Some 

brides do not even finish secondary school…” 

 

• On divorce, most wives are compelled to leave their husband’s home. 

Typically, they do not receive a share of the property if they were in an 

unregistered marriage. 

 

 







The role of NGOs in protecting health 

and welfare services 

• Advocacy: womens NGOs in Kyrgyzstan campaigned successfully 

for a law on domestic violence in 2003. this was followed by the 

setting up of a network of crisis centres around the country 

• Political representation. In 2005-07, lobbying by women in 

Kyrgyzstan won a 25% quota of deputy seats in the national 

parliament 

• National womens’ committees function in all five countries, official in 

nature but influential, also zhensoviets at local level. 

• The donors have made gender a key aspect of development policy 

and determine the priorities for many NGOs. A key moment was the 

adoption of the Beijing Declaration and Platform  for Action in 1995, 

and subsequent follow-up 


