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Abstract 
 

Title of Dissertation: Understanding Lived Experiences, Help-seeking and Coping with  

Domestic Violence, and Leaving among women in Kyrgyzstan: A Grounded 

Theory Study 

Saltanat (Dushalieva) Childress, Doctor of Philosophy, 2016 	 

Dissertation Directed by: Deborah Gioia-Hasick, Ph.D., Associate Professor, School of 

Social Work  

 

Reports from several international organizations have emphasized the scope of domestic 

violence in Kyrgyzstan, yet no studies in social work have attempted to examine the 

meaning of domestic violence from the perspective of survivors. To address this gap, in-

depth, qualitative interviews were conducted with survivors of violence to explore their 

experiences, help-seeking behaviors, and coping mechanisms, as well as the role of 

criminal justice, healthcare, and social services in responding to violence. The constant 

comparative method of data collection and analysis was utilized. Concepts and themes 

were identified, linked, and developed into grounded theory.  

The results indicate that a culture of gender inequality and the acceptance of gender 

violence in Kyrgyzstan are primary barriers to help-seeking. Specifically, cultural biases, 

norms, and myths that support or encourage abuse by a husband and his family members 

work to normalize violence and devalue wives, and thus prevent victims from seeking 

help. Two of the most prominent cultural factors in the data were the social construction 

of marriage and divorce and the roles of daughters-in-law and mothers-in-law. Additional 

barriers include the shame and stigma of divorce; loyalty toward the husband and his 



 

 

family; concern for the children; lack of knowledge regarding abuse, services, and legal 

rights; and structural factors such as finances, housing, and childcare.  

In addition, women reported that the legal system and police interventions did not 

effectively address domestic violence complaints. Survivors indicated that while they 

received psychological support and temporary housing from the shelter or friends, police 

or public health professionals were not helpful. Nearly all participants identified alcohol, 

economic hardship, and unemployment as the main reasons for domestic violence.  

Results suggest that violence against women can be better understood as a social problem 

resulting from powerful cultural factors and social norms that sanction violence and 

legitimize abuse. More emphasis must be placed on both dispelling myths, 

misconceptions, and traditional norms and beliefs and providing mechanisms for 

enforcing existing laws. Providing professional help and establishing specific protocols 

and data systems for the documentation of violence at all levels is essential.  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Understanding Lived Experiences, Help-seeking and Coping with Domestic Violence, 
and Leaving among women in Kyrgyzstan: A Grounded Theory Study 

 
 
 
 
 

by 
Saltanat (Dushalieva) Childress 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dissertation submitted to the Faculty of the Graduate School of the  
University of Maryland, Baltimore in partial fulfillment	 

of the requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 

 2016  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

©Copyright 2016 by Saltanat (Dushalieva) Childress 

All rights Reserved 

  



 

 iii 

 

DEDICATION 

To my parents: 

Kenjeke Esenalieva and Kamchibek Dushaliev, for all the lessons you have taught me to 

be a woman, a mother, a sister, and a friend, and for your infinite strength, support, and 

encouragement that inspired me to become who I am today.  



 

 iv 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Completing a dissertation is considered to be an individual endeavor, yet it is only 
possible due to the combined efforts and dedication of many individuals, who provide 
their emotional, intellectual, and material support. I could fill numerous pages with the 
names of mentors, family members, and friends who supported me in many tangible and 
intangible ways, and I am grateful to all of them for the rest of my life.  

I would like to start by acknowledging the women who participated in this study for not 
only spending their precious time to share their experiences and reveal the dark side of 
their lives, but also assuring me that this work is important for the social work profession. 
I hope that their stories can be part of building a broader women’s movement toward 
eliminating violence against women, and the results of this research will be used to 
improve the lives of many women and families in Kyrgyzstan. Special thanks go to the 
Director and the staff of the crisis center and shelter, where this dissertation research took 
place. I admire their courage, resilience and strength. 

I am tremendously grateful to my advisor, Professor Debbie Gioia, an outstanding scholar 
a wonderful human being, for all her endless patience, reassuring and belief in me. I 
cannot thank you enough for standing by me through several years of completing this 
project; I am forever grateful and am honored to be counted among your advisees. I 
gratefully thank my dissertation committee members, Professors Donna Harrington, 
Julianne Oktay, Michael Reisch, Subadra Panchandeswaran, and Jackie Campbell, for all 
their invaluable guidance and advice. Dr. Harrington, I am very grateful for providing 
very strong institutional support and encouragement. I am deeply appreciative of Dr. 
Oktay, for all the methodological guidance you provided through my doctoral program 
and dissertation journey. I want to express my gratitude to Dr. Michael Reisch, who 
helped me keep bigger picture of policy and “so what?” questions in mind. I am very 
grateful to Drs. Campbell and Panchanadeswaran who provided invaluable substantive 
expertize on my committee. I would also like to thank Dr. Jennifer Eggerling-Boeck, a 
sociologist and scholar, who applied her editing magic to my dissertation.  

I would like to thank the funders who contributed to my graduate education and 
dissertation research. The School of Social Work at the University of Maryland, 
Baltimore provided me with graduate plus award throughout the years of my doctoral 
program. The doctoral program provided me with a dissertation grant that allowed me to 
collect data in the field and write up the dissertation. The Open Society Foundations in 
New York awarded me a Global Supplementary Grant for doctoral education. I was also 
a recipient of prestigious and highly competitive Open Society Foundations Social Work 
Fellowship, which provided students from the former Soviet Union with full scholarships 
to pursue graduate education in the United States. I am particularly grateful to Dr. 
Gautam Yadama, who took us, then-international students at Washington University in 
St. Louis, under his wing. The program has made a tremendous impact on my life.  

Throughout my doctoral study, I made a group of friends, in particular, Drs. Deborah 
Svoboda, Kathleen Powell, and Elizabeth Aparicio, who continuously offered me their 



 

 v 

supports and encouragement. I would like to give my special thanks to Drs. Svoboda and 
Powell, who I could call on for a wide range of issues, from conceptual advice to asking 
how to handle some ethical dilemma or vicarious trauma situation in the field. Dr. 
Gilliam provided me with invaluable information technology advice and sense of 
solidarity, and Dr. Aparicio helped me navigate the mysterious job market processes and 
interviews. I am very thankful to a group of students who supported me through a peer-
debriefing qualitative interest group, particularly Karen Burruss and Lisa Fedina, who 
kept reaching out to me on skype through different time zones and continents to support 
my international dissertation. 

I am very grateful to my family friends, Drs. Andrea Robles, Solon Simmons, Kristen 
Velyvis, Liba Brent, Tim Durfee, Heather Sonntag, Tona Williams, John Whittle and 
many others, who supported and motivated me in all ways and repeatedly cheered me up 
in this long-distance marathon: “You can do it! You are so close! You are in the 
homestretch!” We shared many fabulous dinners, delicious drinks and fantastic late night 
conversations about how we were going to change the world.  

I am enormously appreciative of my family members, who have steadfastly stood by me. 
My mother, Kenjeke Esenalieva, the first person to whom I dedicated this dissertation, 
has supported me in every way imaginable. I can only hope that I can provide my 
daughter with the same love, dedication, and role modeling that I received from my 
mother as I grew up. My hardworking, calm, and generous father, Kamchibek Dushaliev, 
who always believed in my ability to complete this dissertation, repeatedly said, “Don’t 
worry, my daughter, and take care of yourself. I know you can do it.” My brothers, their 
wives, and my family-in-law: Nancy and Stephen Childress, Tilek, Ulukbek, Asel, Zynat 
Dushaliev, who stepped in many times to assist with family life obligations. Thank you 
for everything you have done and continue to do for all of us.  

Finally, to Malcolm Childress, my husband, partner, and friend—thank you for all your 
tremendous encouragement, support, and love. Without you, I would not have been able 
to finish this study. And lastly, I am so grateful for the love of our fun-loving children, 
Daniel, Jeremy, and Jamilya, for their empathy and understanding, and asking me 
endlessly a question, “Mommy, did you to finish your PhD today?” I am glad to be able 
to finally say, “Yes, I did!” I hope that as they continue their own lifelong journeys, they 
would appreciate the love of learning and that dissertation is just one piece towards 
discovery and self-quest.  



 

 vi 

 
Table of Contents 

 
Chapter          Page 
 
Dedication……………………………………………………………………………….iii 
Acknowledgements…………………………………………………………………...…iv  
Chapter 1: Introduction ................................................................................................... 1 

Purpose of the Dissertation .......................................................................................... 1 
Shortcomings in the existing literature and social work practice ............................ 3 
Rationale for Qualitative Research ............................................................................. 5 
Relevance to Social Work ............................................................................................. 7 
Organization of the Dissertation .................................................................................. 9 
Summary ...................................................................................................................... 10 

Chapter II. Literature Review ....................................................................................... 11 
Quantitative Literature Defining Domestic Violence .............................................. 14 
Impact of Violence Against Women .......................................................................... 17 
Qualitative Studies Addressing the Survivors’ Viewpoints .................................... 20 

Conceptual underpinnings of help-seeking. .............................................................. 21 
Conceptual underpinnings of coping. ....................................................................... 28 
Conceptual underpinnings of leaving. ...................................................................... 34 

Chapter 3. Violence Against Women in Kyrgyzstan ................................................... 41 
Country Profile ............................................................................................................ 41 

Social Economic Indicators ...................................................................................... 44 
The Role of Women and Gender Relations in Kyrgyz Society ............................... 45 
Prevalence of VAW in Kyrgyzstan. ........................................................................... 49 

Risk factors of VAW in Kyrgyzstan. ........................................................................ 53 
Response to VAW in Kyrgyzstan from the government. ......................................... 55 
Response from the non-governmental sector. ........................................................... 57 

Chapter 4. Theoretical Foundation ............................................................................... 61 
Symbolic Interactionism Perspective on VAW ........................................................ 62 
The Feminist Perspective on VAW ........................................................................... 64 
Ecological Model of VAW .......................................................................................... 66 

Chapter 5: Research Method ......................................................................................... 69 
Research Design .......................................................................................................... 69 
Research Site ............................................................................................................... 72 
Sample and Data Collection ....................................................................................... 73 

Procedure. ................................................................................................................. 81 
Data Analysis: Constant Comparison Process ......................................................... 84 

Computer-assisted analysis process. ......................................................................... 84 
Fitness and Trustworthiness ...................................................................................... 93 

Fitness. ...................................................................................................................... 95 
Trustworthiness. ........................................................................................................ 97 

Ethical Considerations ............................................................................................. 101 



 

 vii 

Researcher’s Reflexivity and Positioning in the Study .......................................... 103 
Chapter 6. Results. ........................................................................................................ 112 

Profile of Study Participants .................................................................................... 114 
What Abuse Looks Like ........................................................................................... 116 

Incidents of severe physical violence suffered at the hands of partners. ................ 116 
Emotional abuse. ..................................................................................................... 118 
Economic abuse. ..................................................................................................... 127 
The role of alcohol. ................................................................................................. 132 
Bride-kidnapping. ................................................................................................... 133 
Human Trafficking. ................................................................................................. 135 

Chapter 7. Multitude of Effects ................................................................................... 139 
Impact of Abuse on Mental and Physical Health ................................................... 139 

Loss of identity, powerlessness, and guilt. ............................................................. 140 
Existential distress and suicidal ideation. ............................................................... 143 
Fear and uncertainty. ............................................................................................... 145 
Psychological distress resulting from abuse. .......................................................... 146 
Physical health problems. ....................................................................................... 146 

Impact on Children ................................................................................................... 148 
Resiliency in the Face of Abuse. ............................................................................... 152 
Altruism. .................................................................................................................... 153 
Self-love. ..................................................................................................................... 154 
Goal setting and learning to stand up for oneself. ................................................. 155 

Chapter 8. “Plates and Dishes Smash; Married Couples Clash”: Barriers to Help-
Seeking among Women Domestic Violence Survivors in Kyrgyzstan ..................... 160 

Cultural Barriers to Help-seeking. .......................................................................... 160 
Social construction of marriage and social stigmatization of divorce. ................... 161 
Status of the daughter-in-law and role of mother-in-law in the husband’s family. 169 
Cultural biases as legitimations of violence. ........................................................... 174 
Cultural/societal influences on the normalization of family violence. ................... 178 
Social learning theory and women’s perspectives on family violence. .................. 179 
Structural causes of family violence. ...................................................................... 181 
Feminist theory and women’s perspective on family violence. .............................. 184 
Religious influences on the justification of family violence. ................................. 184 
Lack of family support as cultural barrier to help-seeking. .................................... 185 

Systemic and Financial Barriers. ............................................................................. 188 
Lack of housing options. ......................................................................................... 189 
Lack of childcare and employment opportunities. .................................................. 192 
Lack of institutional support. .................................................................................. 193 

Chapter 9. “All the System is Simply a Soap Bubble”: Legal Help-Seeking for 
Domestic Violence among Women in Kyrgyzstan ..................................................... 200 

Mutual Protection and Solidarity among Law Enforcement Officials ................ 202 
Police Failure to Enforce Temporary Restraining Orders ................................... 204 
Emphasis on Reconciliation as the Primary Solution to Domestic Violence ....... 205 
Corruption and Negligence ...................................................................................... 206 
Fear of Retribution ................................................................................................... 208 



 

 viii 

Pro-Forma Attitudes of the Police and Consequences of Police Failure to Act .. 210 
Police Attitudes towards Retraction among Women ............................................. 211 
Inflicting “Serious Versus Non-Serious Injury” .................................................... 212 

Chapter 10. “Like That Phoenix Bird Rising from the Ashes”: Women’s Strategies 
for Resisting and Coping with Abuse in Kyrgyzstan ................................................. 215 

Emotion-focused Coping Strategies ........................................................................ 216 
Maintaining the status quo and keeping silent. ....................................................... 217 
Placating and negotiating. ....................................................................................... 218 
Trying to divert attention. ....................................................................................... 221 
Temporary abstinence from communication and sex. ............................................ 222 
Spirituality and religiosity. ...................................................................................... 223 
Using alcohol or other substances. .......................................................................... 225 

Problem-focused Coping Strategies ........................................................................ 226 
Strength and resiliency. ........................................................................................... 226 
Asserting rights and expressing voice. .................................................................... 228 
Hiding, planning safety, and escape. ...................................................................... 232 
Looking to a better future and prospects. ................................................................ 233 

Chapter 11. “Like a ‘Hedgehog in the Fog’”: The process(es) of leaving revealed 
through Kyrgyz women’s voices .................................................................................. 237 

The Turning Point .................................................................................................... 237 
Epiphanies and moments of truth. .......................................................................... 238 
Losing hope for change. .......................................................................................... 240 
Reaching the point of saturation and giving up. ..................................................... 241 

Implementation of the Leaving Process: Previous Attempts to Leave and 
Precipitating Factors ................................................................................................ 246 

Emotional dependence and feelings of commitment, compassion, or love for the 
abuser. ..................................................................................................................... 246 
Economic constraints and fear of not being able to make it with young children. . 247 
Fear of retaliatory violence. .................................................................................... 250 
Perception that viable options are limited. .............................................................. 250 
Cyclical nature of abuse. ......................................................................................... 251 
Actual leaving and finding the shelter. ................................................................... 252 
Manipulation after leaving. ..................................................................................... 257 
Not going back. ....................................................................................................... 260 

Regaining and Reclaiming Self ................................................................................ 260 
The shelter: building strengths and resilience. ........................................................ 261 
Increased personal agency among the victimized women. ..................................... 266 
A sense of hope and aspiration among the women and their children. ................... 268 

Chapter 12: “It’s like having a small hole in your shirt”: Empowering other women 
and sharing lessons learned by Kyrgyz women survivors ........................................ 273 

Ideas for Helping Other Women ............................................................................. 273 
Be decisive and strong. ........................................................................................... 273 
Respect and appreciate yourself. ............................................................................. 274 
Know your rights. ................................................................................................... 275 
Be cunning. ............................................................................................................. 276 



 

 ix 

Never give up. ......................................................................................................... 276 
Be prepared for marriage and family life. ............................................................... 277 
Break the silence and speak up. .............................................................................. 279 

Women’s Suggestions for Improvement ................................................................. 280 
Recommendations for policy makers. ..................................................................... 280 
Recommendations for the criminal justice and legal system. ................................. 286 
Recommendations for men. .................................................................................... 289 

Chapter 13. Discussion, Policy Implications, and Areas for Future Social Work 
Practice and Research .................................................................................................. 295 

Theoretical Contribution .......................................................................................... 311 
Implications for Practice, Policy, and Future Research ........................................ 313 
Limitations and Strengths ........................................................................................ 318 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................. 320 

Appendix A. Shelter Staff Script. ................................................................................ 322 

Appendix B. Oral Consent Script. ............................................................................... 323 
Appendix C. Interview Guide. ..................................................................................... 325 

References ...................................................................................................................... 327 
 
  



 

 x 

List of Tables 
 

Table 1. Examined Search Terms in the Electronic Databases. ....................................... 21	  

Table 2. Kyrgyzstan: Country Profile. ............................................................................. 43	  

Table 3. Kyrgyzstan: Country Profile on Major Social-economic and Health Indicators.

........................................................................................................................................... 44	  

Table 4. Selected Government Policies on Women and Development ............................ 48	  

Table 5. Illustration of Developing Categories from Concepts and Codes. ..................... 86	  

Table 6. Components of Axial Coding in the Category “Help-seeking” ......................... 89	  

Table 7. Moving Grounded Theory Analysis to Higher Levels of Abstraction. .............. 90	  

Table 8. Profile of study participants ............................................................................. 115	  

  



 

 xi 

List of Figures 
 

 

Figure 1. A typology of interpersonal violence. .............................................................. 15	  

Figure 2. Map of Kyrgyzstan ........................................................................................... 41	  

Figure 3. Linking the Results to the Ecological framework* .......................................... 68	  

Figure 4. Constructing Grounded Theory of Help-seeking, Coping with Domestic ....... 91	  

Figure 5. Types and Effects of Domestic Violence. ...................................................... 116	  

Figure 6. Conceptual Model on Barriers to Help-seeking. ............................................ 161	  

Figure 7. Conceptual Model on Coping with Violence*. .............................................. 216	  

Figure 8. Conceptual Model of Processes of Leaving ................................................... 238	  

 

 



 

 1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

 This overview is intended to provide readers with an overall summary of the aims, 

approach and results of the study. It includes a description of the motivating background 

to this study to contextualize the dissertation, introduces the structure and the 

organization of the dissertation, and summarizes the major focus of each chapter.  

Purpose of the Dissertation 

This is a dissertation about domestic violence in Kyrgyzstan.  It is based on a 

grounded theory study done from November 2012 to August 2015. Its purpose is to 

understand how domestic violence occurs, is created and perpetuated, and how it is 

addressed or not addressed in the society because of the failures of systems at different 

levels in the society, including family, institutions, and larger societal values. A total of 

16 women who were living in a domestic violence shelter in Kyrgyzstan were 

interviewed. Their words and stories provide the basic data for the research. Based on the 

women’s stories, the dissertation develops a substantive theory of how abuse happens, 

how women cope with it, and how they seek help and eventually decide to leave the 

abuse in the context of Kyrgyz society and institutions.  

As a study generated by the need to understand both cross-national commonalities 

and cultural specificities in women’s abusive experiences, it uses qualitative grounded 

theory methods to analyze women’s stories. This study is based on the premise that a 

universal understanding of domestic violence is not fully possible, and that specific 

cultural constructs and beliefs influence abused women’s interpretations of violence, its 

meaning in their lives, and their ways of coping with and resisting violence. The study 
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documents experiences of women survivors of abuse1 and validates the concepts and 

explanations that are derived directly from the women’s words. The study does not strive 

for representativeness and does not seek to establish either statistical relationships 

between variables or frequencies of domestic violence behaviors, but rather describes the 

meanings that abused women give to their experiences. It seeks to place these meanings 

into the specific social, historical, and cultural context of contemporary Kyrgyzstan and 

illuminate how these women interpret their experience and impacts of abuse.  

Because the purpose of this dissertation is to develop a culturally relevant and 

empirically derived theoretical framework, this dissertation uses sociological theories as a 

way to inform the study’s epistemological perspective (i.e., to orient the research toward 

potential explanatory constructs emerging from the interviews), as opposed to using 

existing theory for pre-conceived ideas to test using the data.  This perspective draws on a 

synthesis of three prominent social theories. First, the study uses symbolic interactionism 

for its usefulness for understanding culturally different interpretations of similar social 

experiences, and for exploring the meanings given to experiences by members of socially 

undervalued groups (Forte, 2004). Second, a feminist perspective is employed to 

emphasize the need to draw on the direct participation of women and empower a group of 

silenced, marginalized, and understudied women to tell their stories (Bograd, 1990; 

Wuest & Merrit-Gray, 1999). Finally, systems theory (the ecological model) is used to 

                                                
1 Campbell (1986) advocated the use of the term survivor to capture the strengths rather than deficits that 
women acquire while attempting to reduce/end violence. This framework facilitates the empowerment of 
abused women by focusing on their potential and proactive help-seeking. For the purposes of this 
dissertation, the term survivor is used to represent a woman who has been the target of abuse by a current 
or former partner; the term is used interchangeably with victim and woman with the acknowledgment that 
not all women identify as a victim or a survivor.   
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explore the influence of the broader social eco-system in which individuals, communities 

and institutions are embedded (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

Shortcomings in the existing literature and social work practice 

The literature on domestic violence internationally is developing, but Central Asia 

cases are still largely absent. A detailed literature review is set out in Chapters 2 and 3. 

Here, it is important to point out the lack of study of domestic violence in social work in 

Kyrgyzstan using grounded theory methods. Although there are several reports issued by 

international organizations to emphasize the scope and prevalence of this problem in 

Kyrgyzstan (DHS, 2012; Human Rights Watch, 2006; UNICEF, 2006), little is known 

about how women cope with violence and decide to seek help. The social work literature 

focusing on help-seeking mechanisms from the perspectives of survivors in Kyrgyzstan is 

scant; systematic study is absent.  

A comprehensive understanding of the specific cultural context of abuse is a 

prerequisite to the development of culturally grounded prevention and intervention 

strategies for women affected by the abuse (Panchanadeswaran & Koverola, 2005). This 

grounded theory study, provides systematic evidence, solidity, structure and rigor using 

the evidence collected to build up the cumulative knowledge on domestic violence 

internationally, because it matters for future policy, interventions and research, both 

domestically in Kyrgyzstan, and internationally from the standpoint of comparative 

understanding. 

In addition to addressing this gap in the literature, there are other circumstances 

that make this study timely and relevant. First, in Kyrgyzstan, social workers have only 

recently begun to address the problem of violence against women. Violence against 



 

 4 

women has only recently begun to emerge as an important issue on the national public 

policy agenda in Kyrgyzstan (Ahart, 2007). In response to international human rights 

efforts, the government of Kyrgyzstan has publicly recognized that violence against 

women is a public policy issue and not just a “family” issue, and has undertaken both 

policy and legal initiatives to address the problem (Human Rights Watch, 2006). 

However, while Kyrgyzstan has begun to develop progressive national domestic violence 

laws, the government has not effectively enforced these laws. Therefore, meaningful 

efforts to address the issue continue to be nearly absent (Human Rights Watch, 2006). 

Second, since Kyrgyzstan gained its independence in 1991, the government has actively 

promoted the development of civil society, which has resulted in a proliferation of 

women’s non-governmental organizations (NGOs) working to improve the conditions of 

women. Yet, while these NGOs play an important role in the development of the 

women’s movement and the promotion of gender equality, they have limited resources 

available to tackle the problem at the societal level (ADB, 2005), and lack evidence-

driven bases for their approaches to respond to domestic violence service provisions. 

Finally, there is evidence to suggest that women in Kyrgyzstan are becoming increasingly 

vulnerable to domestic violence as they bear the consequences of the unprecedented 

social and economic upheaval spurred by the uncertainties of post-Soviet transition.  

Together, these circumstances create a compelling rationale for expanding 

research on domestic violence in Kyrgyzstan. This study uses grounded theory to create 

an empirically based theoretical framework for understanding domestic violence in 

Kyrgyzstan with the following goals: 
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•   To understand and describe women’s experiences of domestic violence in 

Kyrgyzstan, 

•   To explore commonalities or universalities and cultural specificity of their 

experiences,  

•   To develop a substantive theoretical model to explain how domestic violence is 

created and perpetuated, and 

•   To draw implications for social work research and practice for providing 

culturally sensitive care that addresses women’s coping mechanisms, adaption 

strategies, and empowerment. 

Rationale for Qualitative Research 

This dissertation utilizes a qualitative research design. Qualitative approaches 

seek to understand and explore a phenomenon rather than predict it (Patton, 2002). This 

approach stands in contrast to the “positivist” approach, which contends that human 

experiences can be reduced to quantifiable variables based on scientific logic, objectivity, 

and truth (Charmaz, 2006, p.5). The “positivist” approach assumes that a single “truth” 

exists and that researchers can discern this objective “truth” via systematic inquiry in 

which the right questions derive from previous “truths” that are already well-understood 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In contrast, qualitative approaches, particularly in the social and 

behavioral sciences, assume that in a complex world, multiple “truths” co-exist and these 

multiple “truths” represent the “construction of reality” by the individuals or groups of 

individuals who have lived and experienced them (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Thus, in the 

qualitative approach, the researcher’s goal is to discern the “truths” that matter to the 

relevant groups about the focal phenomenon by examining the lived experiences and 
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interpretations of the study participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  This qualitative “truth” 

is revealed in the words and actions of the study participants, and the researcher’s role is 

to capture it and synthesize it into a useful explanatory framework.  

Qualitative methods are useful for gaining in-depth knowledge and illuminating 

the context of a problem (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In qualitative open-ended 

interviewing, response categories are not predetermined, allowing informants the 

flexibility to describe their experiences in rich detail. In addition, qualitative interviewing 

emphasizes a nonjudgmental understanding of individual experiences in their cultural 

context (Whyte, Greenwood, & Lazes, 1991), which is an important consideration in the 

current study.  Researchers should not underestimate the level of cultural specificity 

necessary for producing a cross-cultural understanding of such sensitive issues.  

The contributions of this study within the arena of international social work 

research are: 1) specifically documenting and synthesizing what Kyrgyz women know of 

domestic violence in their own experience, and 2) generating empirical evidence about 

domestic violence and challenging myths surrounding domestic violence in Kyrgyzstan.  

These contributions matter particularly in the context of the former Soviet Union, 

where evidence-based social work research is still a recent phenomenon. In the Soviet 

Union, social sciences used more of a top-down, authoritarian approach of reporting, and 

developing or testing new theories was limited or discouraged.  In the Soviet Union 

social work research and theory-building were contradictory to the state’s ideology. The 

state already had a theory to deploy for all social issues.  This theory was communism, 

and that was the ultimate, unquestionable, and single truth and subsumed all types of 

domestic, social and economic issues within it. It is only recently, over 25 years since 
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after the break-up of the Soviet Union and the independence of former republics like 

Kyrgyzstan that evidence-based approaches in social work have begun to find their way 

into practice in the Central Asian republics.  Using a grounded theory approach to gather 

systematic evidence to build theory from the bottom up to be able to further test them in 

the population brings robustness to the hypothesized ideas or anecdotal experiences that 

may exist in the former Soviet Union Republics such as Kyrgyzstan. 

Relevance to Social Work 

Social workers have historically been, and currently continue to be, involved in 

addressing violence against women (NASW, 2002). With a professional mission to 

enhance the well-being of all people, to empower the most vulnerable, and advocate for 

social and economic justice, social workers are at the forefront of the effort to eliminate 

family violence (McClennen, 2010).  Ideally, social workers provide effective, evidence-

based interventions grounded in a body of knowledge and practice skills that incorporate 

professional values.  These interventions serve all system levels—individuals, families, 

groups, organizations, and communities (Kirst-Ashman & Hull, 2009). Because of the 

diversity of practice settings and expertise in clinical practice, group work, policy 

development and analysis, and community organizing, social workers are in a unique 

position to address the issue of violence against women (NASW, 2002).  

In Kyrgyzstan, social workers have only recently become involved with domestic 

violence. During the Soviet era, social problems, including violence against women, were 

either unrecognized or minimized.  In the former Soviet Union region limited social 

services and support services were available (USAID, 2008). The former Communist 

regime in this region relied heavily on financial allocations, many of them universal 
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allowances, to solve social problems, while services were severely underdeveloped. 

Social issues, including child abandonment, disabilities, domestic violence, and 

unemployment remained hidden within family’s homes or large institutions. Social 

workers (as well as many other types of service providers familiar to those who live in 

the West) did not exist (USAID, 2008). Thus, social work as a profession is relatively 

new to the region and in many cases is being built as a result of grassroots development, 

with no previous governmental institutions serving as its basis (Childress & Ubaidillaeva, 

2015).  

While some progress has been made in Kyrgyzstan, challenges remain in several 

aspects of the development of a rigorous social work system.  These challenges include, 

among others: creating education programs, developing and strengthening curricula, 

nurturing professional associations, developing licensing and practice standards, and 

raising awareness about the need for social workers (USAID, 2008). 

This study contributes to the empirical literature and practice of social work in 

Kyrgyzstan by investigating socio-cultural influences on the domestic violence 

experiences of Kyrgyz women as understood and explained from their own perspectives. 

Understanding the role of the Kyrgyz cultural and socio-economic context in domestic 

violence prevention will help social workers and others to develop more culturally-

enhanced intervention programs. The conceptual framework developed in this grounded 

theory study also contributes to the construction of hypotheses for testing in future 

quantitative studies on domestic violence in Kyrgyzstan. 
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Organization of the Dissertation 

The dissertation is organized in seven chapters. Chapter 1, Introduction, provides 

an overview and background of this study, and builds a rationale for qualitative research. 

Chapter 2 is a literature review that summarizes the quantitative literature on the global 

prevalence and impact of domestic violence conducted before the field work research, 

and presents an overview of various qualitative studies of survivors’ views of the 

problem conducted on the concepts and themes emerged during and after the field work. 

Chapter 3 includes an overview of the country’s socio-economic and cultural context and 

existing literature on domestic violence, including research on prevalence, risk factors, 

and efficacy of the extant responses to the problem. Chapter 4, Theoretical Foundation, 

outlines the study’s theoretical basis and provides the conceptual model that links the 

results to existing theoretical frameworks. Chapter 5 reports on the research 

methodology. Because the study employs grounded theory, some basic principles and 

procedures are elaborated and discussed, including the specific research process, ethical 

safeguards, the methods used to establish the trustworthiness and validity of the findings, 

the role of self-reflexivity and the researcher’s positionality and lens. Chapter 6, Results, 

reports the findings of the study. The presentation and division of findings is based on the 

study’s conceptual components, including women’s perceptions and experiences of 

domestic violence, barriers to help-seeking, coping strategies, and processes of leaving 

and reclaiming self. Chapter 7, Discussion and Implications, discusses the results in light 

of the existing literature, the study limitations, and explores the implications of the study 

on social work practice, policy, and research.  
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Summary 

Studying Kyrgyz women’s experiences with domestic violence is an important 

research agenda from multiple perspectives including those of public health, human 

rights, and social development. Increased interest from the international community, as 

well as the recent development and growth of women’s rights movements, offers social 

work professionals a unique opportunity to intervene with women who are experiencing 

violence, and develop culturally sensitive approaches to prevent such abuse. Chapters 2 

and 3 explore what scholars know about the nature, prevalence, and effects of domestic 

violence by first summarizing the existing international literature, and then focusing on 

literature describing the situational context of Kyrgyzstan.  
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Chapter II. Literature Review 

Globally, violence against women (VAW) is increasingly recognized as an 

important social, health, and human rights issue crossing regional, social, and cultural 

boundaries (Garcia-Moreno, Jansen, Ellsberg, Heise, & Watts, 2005). Violence directed 

at women by their intimate partners (e.g., current or former spouses, boyfriends, or dating 

partners) is one of the most common forms of VAW, with population surveys suggesting 

that between 15% and 71% of ever-partnered women globally have been physically or 

sexually assaulted by an intimate partner at some point in their lives2 (Garcia-Moreno, 

Jansen, Ellsberg, Heise, & Watts, 2006). Intimate partner violence (IPV) is considered an 

“epidemic of global proportions that has devastating physical, emotional, financial and 

social effects on women, children, families and communities around the world” 

(Minnesota Advocates for Human Rights, 2003, para. 1). 

Over the past few decades, VAW has been increasingly recognized as a violation 

of women’s human rights and a health issue; this recognition has taken the form of 

international conventions, declarations, and women’s rights conferences (Mexico, 1975; 

Copenhagen, 1980; Nairobi, 1985; Beijing, 1995; and Hanoi, 2008). In 1979, the United 

Nations General Assembly (UNGA) adopted the Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) (UNGA, 1979). CEDAW, which 

was ratified by 186 countries, was the first international treaty in which the ratifying 

countries were legally bound to protect women’s rights and eliminate all forms of 
                                                
2 Estimating the global prevalence of IPV poses considerable challenges due to the absence of uniform 
definitions of domestic violence in studies, cultural sensitivity around the topic, and the reluctance of 
women to discuss abuse, as well as contextual differences including ethnic, language, and sociological 
considerations. In 1997 the World Health Organization (WHO) initiated a research effort to address these 
challenges, and in 2005 the WHO multi-country study developed and used a standardized measure to 
collect information on violence against women from 15 sites in 10 countries, thereby enabling the 
researchers to make more reliable cross-site comparisons.  
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discrimination against women in civil, political, economic, social and cultural spheres, 

including health care (Cook, as cited in Joshi, 2011). The treaty states that VAW “is a 

form of discrimination that has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the 

enjoyment or exercise by women of their human rights and freedoms on a basis of 

equality with men…” (CEDAW, 1989).  

The Convention clearly stated that these responsibilities extended to private life as 

well as public life and directed ratifying countries to take measures to correct the power 

imbalance in all aspects of women’s lives; for example, countries were charged with 

identifying and eliminating attitudes, customs, and practices that discriminate against 

women, and providing support services for victims of VAW (CEDAW, 1989). Until that 

point, most governments regarded violence against women as largely a private matter 

between individuals rather than a pervasive human rights problem requiring state 

intervention (UN, 1993). As a result of the worldwide efforts to acknowledge VAW as a 

health and human rights issue, many national governments have agreed to adopt and 

implement national legislation to end violence against women and to work actively 

toward ratifying all international agreements related to VAW (UN, 1993). 

In 1993, the UNGA adopted the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence 

Against Women (hereafter, “the Declaration”). The Declaration was the first international 

human rights instrument to exclusively and explicitly address the issue of violence 

against women (Joshi, 2011). The Declaration defines gender-based abuse as “any act of 

gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or 

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

arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life” (UNGA, 
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1993, Article 1). In addition, the Declaration affirmed that VAW “violates, impairs or 

nullifies women’s human rights and their exercise of fundamental freedoms” (UNGA, 

1993, para.5) and encouraged states to pursue policies that would facilitate the 

elimination of VAW.  

Further, in 1995, 189 countries signed the Beijing Platform for Action at the 

Fourth World Conference on Women (UN, 1995), in which VAW was formally 

recognized as “an obstacle to the achievement of the objectives of equality, development 

and peace” (para. 2). The platform recognized that “the absence of adequate gender-

disaggregated data and statistics on the incidence of violence makes the elaboration of 

programmes and monitoring difficult,” and encouraged signatories to promote and 

conduct research on the prevalence of different forms of violence against women, its 

causes, nature, seriousness and consequences, and the effectiveness of measures 

implemented to prevent and redress the issue (UN, 1995). 

In response to these global efforts to eliminate violence against women, several 

international research initiatives have been launched to address the causes and 

consequences of VAW, as well as ways to prevent VAW. These initiatives include the 

WHO Multi-country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence (Garcia-Moreno 

et al., 2005); the Demographic Health Surveys initiated by the United States Agency for 

International Development (Garcia-Moreno et al., 2005; Kishor & Subaiya, 2008); and 

the Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys on attitudes toward violence by intimate partners, 

which were supported by the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF, 2006). Although 

these studies have certainly advanced the understanding of the global prevalence of 
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violence against women, several methodological challenges limit the ability to make 

cross-study comparisons.  

First, VAW is not defined uniformly within and across societies (Krug, Dahlberg, 

Mercy, Jwi, & Lozano, 2002; World Bank, 2009). Second, measurements (Castro, Peek-

Asa, Garcia, Ruiz, & Kraus, 2003; Gazmararian, Adams, & Salztman, 1995) and 

characteristics of study populations differ across the studies (Ellsberg, Heise, Pena, 

Agurto, & Winkvist, 2001). Third, the studies included privacy and confidentiality 

agreements that affect the ability to disclose abuse (Ellsberg & Heise, 2002). Finally, 

cross-country comparisons of data are complicated by ethnic, linguistic, and sociological 

differences (Larkin & Morris, 2009 as cited in Joshi, 2011). 

Despite these limitations, as a whole, studies conducted worldwide indicate that 

violence against women remains one of the major causes of health problems among 

women around the globe (Krug et al., 2002). Researchers have only recently begun to 

address the prevalence of domestic violence in different cultures, cultural differences 

relevant to it, and the economic and social structure and effects of multiple cultural help-

seeking barriers. It is critical that healthcare, social service, and women’s rights 

advocates understand the meaning, the causes, and the consequences of domestic 

violence as embedded in a particular cultural context in order to competently and 

effectively address it.  

Quantitative Literature Defining Domestic Violence 

Domestic violence against women is a universal problem that affects millions of 

women around the globe. The World Report on Violence and Health produced a typology 

of violence that can be used to understand the contexts in which violence occurs (Krug et 
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al., 2002). This typology distinguishes four modes in which violence may be inflicted: 

physical, sexual, psychological, and deprivation; and further divides the general 

definition into three sub-types according to the victim-perpetrator relationship, including 

self-directed, interpersonal and collective violence. Interpersonal violence refers to 

violence between individuals, and is subdivided into family and intimate partner violence 

and community violence (see Figure 1 below). The typology explains its elements in 

terms of the boundaries of the relationship between the perpetrator and the abused, the 

norms of acceptable behavior, and the specific acts that constitute violence as the 

manifestation of subordination. 

Figure 1. A typology of interpersonal violence. 

 

Reprinted from ”Violence – A global public health problem,” by L. L. Dahlberg and E. G. Krug, 2002, 
World Report on Violence and Health, pp. 3-21 

 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in the United States (CDC) 

distinguishes three modes in which violence may be inflicted: physical, sexual, and 

psychological. Physical violence is the “intentional use of physical force with the 
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potential for causing death, disability, injury, or harm” and is characterized by actual acts 

or threats of acts, including slapping, punching, kicking, pushing, cutting or stabbing, 

strangling, use of a weapon, and burning (Saltzman, Fanslow, McMahon, & Shelley, 

1999). Sexual violence refers to the “use of physical force to compel a person to engage 

in a sexual act against his or her will, whether or not the act is completed,” including 

attempts to compel a person who is unable to understand the nature or condition of the act 

(Saltzman et al., 1999, para. 5). Psychological violence involves trauma to the victim 

caused by acts, threats of acts, or coercive tactics such as shouting at, humiliating, or 

insulting the victim. Psychological violence also includes controlling behaviors such as 

isolating the victim from friends or family; surveilling the victim’s movements or 

stalking; and denying the victim access to money, transportation, health care, or other 

resources (Saltzman et al., 1999). 

Economic abuse is considered to be a subcategory of emotional or psychological 

abuse, as it serves many of the same functions as emotional abuse and has some of the 

same emotional effects on victims (Mouradian, 2000). The U.S. Department of Justice 

stated that economic abuse is a form of domestic violence that is used by an individual to 

gain or maintain power and control over an intimate partner. Economic abuse is defined 

as “making or attempting to make an individual financially dependent by maintaining 

total control over financial resources, withholding one’s access to money, or forbidding 

one’s attendance at school or employment” (U.S. Department of Justice, 2011). 

Economic abuse involves restricting a woman’s ability to acquire, use, and maintain 

economic resources, and thus threatening her economic security and potential for self-
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sufficiency (Adams, Sullivan, Bybee, & Greeson, 2008; Postmus, 2010) and enforcing 

material dependence of the victim on the abusive partner. 

This dissertation acknowledges multiple explanations for violence and assumes 

that violence against women may be perpetrated not only by an intimate partner, but also 

by other family members within the household (e.g., in-laws). It recognizes that across 

different cultural settings, women live in a wide variety of family structure arrangements 

(Hyder, Noor, & Tsui, 2007), and that within a particular cultural context structural 

factors (such as family dynamics with in-laws) can contribute to domestic violence in the 

home (Heise & Kotsadam, 2015; Panchanadeswaran & Koverola, 2005).  

Impact of Violence Against Women 

A review of the international literature on domestic violence indicates that the 

impact of violence against women can be immediate and direct, as well as long term and 

indirect. Women are both intentionally murdered by their partners and lose their life as a 

result of injuries inflicted by partners. Studies from Australia, South Africa, and the 

United States show that 40% to 70% of female murder victims are killed by their 

husbands, frequently in the context of an ongoing abusive relationship (Bailey, 

Kellermann, Somes, Banton, Rivara, & Rushforth, 1997; Gilbert, 1996; Mouzos, 1999; 

Stockl et al., 2013). In addition to immediate injuries from the assault, abused women 

may suffer from chronic pain, gastrointestinal disorders, psychosomatic symptoms, and 

cardiac problems (Campbell, 2002)  

Although psychological abuse is often considered less severe than physical 

violence, health care providers and advocates around the world are increasingly 

recognizing the serious mental health effects of domestic violence. According to studies 
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conducted in Australia, Nicaragua, Pakistan, and the United States, women who are 

abused by their partners suffer higher levels of depression, anxiety and phobias, and post-

traumatic stress disorder than non-abused women (Campbell, 2002; Danielson, Moffitt, 

Caspi, & Silva, 1998; Ellsberg, Caldera, Herrera, Winkvist, & Kullgren, 1999; Fikree & 

Bhatti, 1999; Roberts, Williams, Lawrence, & Raphael, 1998; Sutherland, Bybee, & 

Sullivan, 1998). Further, the literature suggests that women who have been abused by 

their partners are at heightened risk for suicide and suicide attempts (Abbott, Johnson, 

Koziol-McLain, & Lowenstein, 1995; Amaro, Fried, Cabral, & Zuckerman, 1990; Bailey 

et al., 1997; Bergman & Brisma, 1991; Devries et al., 2011; Campbell, 2002; Kaslow et 

al., 1998). 

VAW is also linked to a wide range of reproductive health problems for women 

and negative outcomes for their children. Women who are abused have an increased risk 

of unplanned pregnancies, pregnancies at a young age, and sexually transmitted diseases 

including HIV/AIDS (Campbell, 2002). Women are particularly vulnerable to attacks 

when pregnant, and thus may experience medical difficulties during pregnancy more 

often than non-abused women (Gazmararian, Lazorick, Spitz, Ballard, Saltzman, & 

Marks, 1996). In the developing world, violence during pregnancy has been associated 

with miscarriage, stillbirth, premature labor and birth, fetal injury, low birth weight, and 

infant mortality (Bullock & McFarlane, 1989; Curry, Perrin, & Wall, 1998; Heise, 

Ellsberg, & Gottemoeller, 1999; Heise, Pitanguy, & Germain, 1994; Murphy, Schei, 

Myhr, & Du Mont, 2001; Parker, McFarlane, & Soeken, 1994). 

Violence against women has enormous social and economic costs and negative 

multiplier effects throughout society. Women may suffer from isolation, an inability to 
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work, loss of wages, avoidance of regular activities, and limited ability to care for 

themselves and their children (WHO, 1997). A survey on violence against women in 

Canada revealed that 30% of battered women had ceased regular activities because of the 

violence, and 50% had taken sick leave from work because of injuries (Day, 1995). A 

Nicaraguan study found that even when other factors that could affect earnings were 

controlled, women who were abused earned 46% less than women who were not abused, 

and a study in Chile found that women who suffer physical violence earn, on average, 

less than half of the income of women who do not face violence at home (Morrison & 

Orlando, 1999). 

Violence against women can affect families, societies, and even entire 

generations. Children who witness marital violence are at a higher risk of a range of 

emotional and behavioral problems including anxiety, depression, poor school 

performance, low self-esteem, disobedience, nightmares, and physical health complaints 

(Edleson, 1999; Ellsberg, Pena, Herrera, Liljestrand, & Winkvist, 2000; Jouriles, 

Murphy, & O’Leary, 1989; McCloskey, Figueredo, & Koss, 1995). Children who witness 

physical conflicts between their parents are also more likely to be physically abused 

themselves during childhood (Henning, Leitenber, Coffey, Turner, & Bennett, 1996), are 

more likely to attempt suicide, abuse drugs and alcohol (Dube, Anda, Felitti, Edwards, & 

Williamson, n.d.), run away from home, commit other delinquent acts, engage in teenage 

prostitution, and commit sexual assault crimes (Wolfe, Wekerle, Reitzel, & Gough, 

1995). In addition, children who are exposed to IPV are at greater risk of continuing the 

generational cycle of violence as teenagers and adults (Ehrensaft, Cohen, Brown, 

Smailes, Chen, & Johnson, 2003; Heise & Garcia-Moreno, 2002). Research suggests that 
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boys who witness their fathers abusing their mothers are more likely to inflict severe 

violence as adults, whereas girls who witness maternal abuse tolerate more abuse as 

adults than girls who do not (Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986).  

In sum, violence against women is a pervasive problem and has multiple negative 

consequences for individuals, families and a society as a whole. It can have long-lasting 

effects that can result in substantial negative social and economic consequences. Given 

its prevalence and impact globally, it is important that research in this area extend further 

into understanding how domestic violence is being, and could be, addressed in diverse 

cultural contexts.  This extension of the research agenda should facilitate cross-cultural 

interpretations of the abuse. In an effort to contribute to the body of knowledge about 

violence against women internationally, this study uses the international, comparative 

body of knowledge about domestic violence to inform the study’s country-specific 

research in the particular setting in Kyrgyzstan. 

Qualitative Studies Addressing the Survivors’ Viewpoints 

This section presents an overview of the literature exploring the help-seeking, 

coping, and leaving processes among abused women. Specifically, the literature review 

examines the ways help-seeking, coping behaviors, and leaving have been 

conceptualized, and how the institutional responses to the problem of domestic violence 

have been defined. Qualitative journal articles published in English between 2010-2014 

were identified through SSCI, Soc Index, Social Work Abstracts, Academic Search 

Premier, Pubmed/Medline, PsychInfo, and Cinahl databases using the following key 

search terms:  
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Table 1. Examined Search Terms in the Electronic Databases. 

Key concept Study 
population Methods of interest Theories of interest 

1.   Domestic violence 
2.   Gender-based 

violence 
3.   Battered female*  
4.   Intimate Partner 

Violence 
5.   Partner abuse  
6.   Emotional Abuse  
7.   Psychological abuse  
8.   Physical abuse  
9.   Sexual abuse  
10.  Marital violence  
11.  Battered women  
12.  Family violence 
13.  Wife beat*  
14.  Wife abuse 
15.  1 or 2 or 3 or 4 or 5 or 

6 or 7 or 8 or 9 or 10 
or 11 or 12 or 13  

16.  Women 
17.  Female*  
18.  16 or 17 
 

19.  Qualitative 
20.  Lived experience* 
21.  Grounded Theor* 
22.  Hermeneutic* 
23.  Phenomenolog* 
24.  Heidegger* 
25.  19 or 20 or 21 or 

22 or 23 or 24 

26.  Resilienc*  
27.  Coping  
28.  Systems theory 
29.  Ecological 
30.  Feminis*  
31.  Feminist 

psychology 
32.  Feminist theor*  
33.  Sex/gender role 

attitudes 
34.  Barriers to help-

seeking/Help-
seeking behaviors  

35.  Leaving/Staying 
36.  Police/law 

enforcement 
responses/Legal 
protection/recourse 

37.  26 or 27 or 28 or 
29 or 30 or 31 or 
32 or 33 or 34 or 
35 or 36 

38.  15 and 18 and 25 
and 37 

 
Articles were excluded from this review if they dealt with the special needs of 

particular sub-groups of populations such as sexually abused children, specific religious 

or transgender groups, or incarcerated and elderly women.  

Conceptual underpinnings of help-seeking. 

A great deal of research has focused on factors related to a woman’s decision to 

seek or avoid help and the processes involved in arriving at such a decision. Help-seeking 

can be defined as the “disclosure of victimization in an effort to obtain some form of 

assistance” (Amar, Bess, & Stockbridge, 2010; Morrison et al., 2006, p.1495). Help 

seeking is a dimension of coping, which could be defined as “the things that people do to 
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avoid being harmed by life-strains,” (Frias, 2013; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978, p. 2). At the 

heart of this concept is the fundamental assumption that people are “responsive to or 

influenced by forces that impinge upon them” (Frias, 2013; Perlin & Schooler, 1978, 

p.2). In their attempt to explain the help-seeking behavior, Liang, Goodman, Tummala-

Narra, and Weintraub (2005) recognize the overlapping influences of these multiple 

forces and discuss the individual, relational, and socio-cultural influences on help-seeking 

among abused women. These factors include individual trauma histories, coercion and 

intimidation by an abusive partner, identification with cultural and religious groups, 

access to economic resources, perceptions of and exposure to mainstream formal 

supports, access to informal supports, and general beliefs about help seeking. They and 

others (e.g., Fernandez, 2006) emphasize the importance of variability of definitions 

across the different fields of professional practice (e.g., public health versus legal and law 

enforcement aid, or shelter and counseling services) based on their interpretation of 

causes, cultural perceptions, and severity of the problem. In the following paragraphs I 

discuss individual, relational, and socio-cultural influences on the problem definition for 

abused women in the literature reviewed. 

Individual influences on deciding to seek help for domestic violence.  

The help-seeking literature suggests that there are two internal conditions that are 

fundamental for seeking support, which are relatively similar across different country 

contexts. The first condition is the recognition by the victim that the problem is 

undesirable or unacceptable.  The second condition is an understanding that the problem 

is unlikely to be solved without external help (Cauce et al., 2002; Liang et al., 2005).  

With respect to the first condition, research suggests that as violence worsens, domestic 
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violence survivors tend to deal with abuse in the following progression: from private 

attempts to placate, minimize, and blame self for abuse; to seeking informal help from 

family and friends; and finally to seeking institutional help such as legal or social 

services. Several studies of Asian women report that participants tended to seek help only 

when violence reached a severe or crisis level because of the cultural and institutional 

barriers such as women’s subordinate status within the husband’s family, economic and 

geographic constraints, and traditional patriarchal family structure which views divorce 

as a failure resulting in the “loss of face” or loss of honor for the entire family clan 

(Abraham, 2000; Huisman, 1996; Liang et al., 2005;) 

With respect to the second condition (i.e., that the problem is unlikely to be 

resolved without external help), Lempert’s (1997) qualitative study reports that abused 

women seek help only when they perceive their own resources and options as completely 

exhausted, and tend to only then seek help from public health, legal, or social service 

settings perceived as measures of last resort. Rose, Campbell, and Kub (2000) described 

other factors influencing survivors’ decisions to seek help, such as feelings of isolation, 

insecurity, and ambivalence about reaching out, all of those further complicated by the 

dynamic and cyclical nature of violence and manipulative behaviors of abusers. 

Interpersonal and sociocultural influences on deciding to seek help for 

domestic violence. 

 Interpersonal and sociocultural influences such as gender, class, and cultural 

factors play a powerful role in abused women’s decisions whether to seek or not to seek 

help from friends, family, or outside agencies (Liang et al., 2005). For example, in Asian 

cultures that emphasize family privacy, fear of divorce, and unequal gender-role 
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expectations, abused women may be influenced by their prior family experiences in their 

decisions about how to address violent situations. Counts and colleagues (1999) 

emphasize the importance of societal attitudes in mitigating violence through different 

cultural mechanisms referred to as “sanctions and sanctuary.” In a cross-cultural analysis 

of 16 case studies of violence from non-western nations, they describe how community 

sanctions against domestic violence, such as rapid intervention by relatives to provide 

options for women to divorce or return to her birth family, help reduce the abuse. 

Several studies highlight sociocultural factors that inhibit women’s decisions to 

seek help.  Morse and colleagues (2012) identify unmet expectations around traditional 

gender roles, expectations around unfulfilled household duties, infertility and 

reproduction as issues contributing to violence.  In the study, male perpetrators and their 

extended families used violence as an outlet for compensating for their inability to fulfill 

expectations of their traditional roles as breadwinners, and abused women both physically 

and psychologically through threats of desertion or polygamy for the lack of male 

children in the family. Ligiero and colleagues (2009) discuss cultural norms and beliefs 

about sexuality as a social construct that is used to subordinate, commodify, and judge 

women’s value based on how and when they started sexual relationships. They provide 

examples of social and cultural consequences of the loss of virginity before marriage in 

their study of coping with childhood sexual abuse and describe how women were shamed 

and devalued as “dirty, worthless or tainted” as a result of being raped. In their study of 

lessons learned from families and communities about interpersonal violence, 

victimization, and seeking help, Amar and colleagues (2010) discuss the strong social 

prohibition and stigma attached to losing virginity outside of marriage and explain how 



 

 25 

this cultural construction forces women into marriage and contributes to abuse because 

men are enabled to claim women after rape.   

The literature also identifies important barriers to help-seeking around social 

norms sanctioning violence and stigmatizing divorced women who escape from violent 

husbands (Abu-Lughod, 2010; Bhuyan, Senturia, Sullivan, & Shiu-Thornton, 2005; 

Fernandez, 2006; Hassouneh-Phillips, 2001; Latta & Goodman, 2005; Oweis, Gharaibeh, 

AlNatour, & Froelicher, 2009; Rao, Horton, & Raguram, 2012; Safadi, Swigart, Hamdan-

Mansour, Banimustafa, Constantino, 2013; Shen, 2011; Sullivan, Senturia, Negash, Shiu-

Thornton, & Giday, 2005; Ting & Panchanadeswaran, 2009). These studies report that 

these cultural norms made women less likely to divorce, and empower men to use 

violence as a powerful way to control women. In group-oriented cultures like Muslim 

culture, the disapproval of family, friends, and peers is identified as an extremely 

powerful weapon that abusers can wield against victims (Hassouneh-Phillips, 2001). Fear 

of loss of face and reputation, fear of losing children, the shame and stigma of divorce, 

and strong values around keeping the family intact keep women from disclosing the 

abuse and addressing the violence.  These norms also severely limit women’s activities 

and their ability to garner support from family and community, causing deep isolation 

from social contacts and negative physical, emotional, and economic effects that worsen 

conditions for help-seeking. These studies describe the unacceptability of leaving the 

marital home and the intolerability of the stigma resulting from receiving help through a 

shelter as cultural barriers for help-seeking (Rao et al., 2012). 

In addition to these structural reasons for violence, several articles emphasize the 

silencing or taboo of discussing violence as a norm that serve as an obstacle to help-
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seeking (Amar et al., 2010; Ligiero, 2009; Bhuyan et al., 2005). These studies show that 

abused women lack “scripts” for responding or ways of addressing violence because of 

the fear of the consequences of disclosing it for the dignity and health of family members. 

The absence of response to violence on the part of the birth family and community 

members despite knowledge of its occurrence sends a message to women that violence is 

acceptable, inevitable, and unspeakable. As a result, women feel undervalued in their 

families and feel a deep sense of isolation, and perceive limited options for seeking help 

or fighting back. 

Some parts of the literature focus on the critical role of religion in women’s lives. 

Religion is identified as both a source of support and an agent of harmful norms that 

discourages abused women from seeking help (Latta et al., 2005; Morse et al., 2012). The 

negative impact of religion is associated with the insularity of some religious 

communities and the beliefs such as: a) domestic violence is normal and should not be 

discussed outside of the family, b) women should obey their abusive husbands, c) “god is 

good, and would take care it” (Latta et al., 2005, p.1449). While religious sanctuaries and 

churches are seen as temporary havens for women, they are also viewed as places that 

support the oppression of women by not “denouncing the ugly side of violence against 

women” (Latta et al., 2005, p.1449). Overall, the studies emphasize that religious 

misapplication of violence, compounded by stigma and social norms, keep abuse private 

or secret instead of being addressed (Morse et al., 2012). 

A great deal of literature discusses the complexity of different realities in the 

communities where the emphasis is on collective identity and where patriarchal values 

and strict gender-role adherence tend to hold women responsible for constructing and 
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keeping marriages intact. For example, in the case of South Asian women, the societal 

construction of female identify is seen to be premised on the idea that women are 

“keepers and bearers of family, community, and the nation’s integrity” (Pinnewala, 2009, 

p. 82). Women are viewed as self-sacrificing, dutiful partners and mothers, and are 

responsible for initiating, maintaining, and developing the well-being of family members 

at the expense of their own personal, psychological, and physical well-being and health. 

These and other factors including the lack of resources, sufficient laws, adequate law 

enforcement, shelters, availability of relevant information, and social and economic 

services, magnify the problem and contribute to entrapment, complexity and endangering 

of intimate partnerships in South Asian and Muslim societies.  

Institutional and systemic barriers to seeking help. 

In addition to interpersonal barriers, the literature identifies institutional and 

systemic barriers to seeking formal support, for example, negative police responses, 

failure to arrest the batterer, ignoring the victim or trivializing the situation, extensive 

corruption, lack of accountability, and fear of retaliation and escalated abuse (Ghosh & 

Choudhuri, 2011; Gover, Welton-Mitchell, Belknap, & DePrince, 2013). Criminal justice 

responses to domestic violence have often been regarded as ineffective and even harmful, 

and have been largely criticized for their patriarchal nature, for re-victimizing women and 

ignoring their calls for help (Frias, 2013; Gillis et al., 2006; Kaukinen & Demaris, 2009). 

Poor access to health and social services also contributes to women’s reluctance 

to disclose abuse and seek help. For example, problems in accessing help for domestic 

violence are evident among migrant women who come from isolated rural areas or 

various backgrounds that cope with poverty, lack of social capital, housing, childcare, 
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and unemployment (Krishnan, Hilbert, & VanLeeuwen, 2001; Ting & Panchandeswaran, 

2009). Even when these services are available, abused women carefully consider 

potential costs vis-à-vis benefits of seeking help, including facing stigma, loss of “face” 

and privacy, and fear and threats of physical safety of their children and relatives made 

by the abusive partners (Fleury, Sullivan, Bybee, & Davidson, 1998).  

Conceptual underpinnings of coping. 

Research has documented that women’s responses to violence are shaped largely 

by the circumstances of the abuse and their assessment of the available options 

(Ellseberg, Winkvist, Pena, & Stenlund, 2001). The women carefully and strategically 

find a way, within the cultural and structural constraints, to confront violence. The 

selection of coping strategies by women reflects the prevailing cultural norms and status 

of women in any given society, and is dependent on both the assessment of threat and 

assessment of one’s resources to address the threat (Ruhi, 2010).  

Literature on stress and coping defines coping as a process through which people 

understand, make sense of, and deal with personal and circumstantial, critical situations 

(Kanagaratnam, Mason, Hyman, Manuel, Berman, & Toner, 2012; Phanichrat & 

Townshend, 2010). Lazarus and Folkman (1984) defined coping as the sum of cognitive 

and behavioral efforts, which are constantly changing, that aim to handle particular 

demands, whether internal or external, that are viewed as taxing or demanding. Central to 

this view is the role of cognitive appraisal, a constantly occurring process whereby a 

person evaluates an encounter in terms of its implications for well-being (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984). This process of applying solutions to stressful situations recognizes the 

subjective meaning attached to an event in terms of an individual’s response to it 
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(Carlson, 1997). This addresses the internal cognitive elements that need to be used in 

identifying the problem, gaining insight, developing coping strategies, and cognitively 

challenging or reframing the problem for understanding the abusive experience and one’s 

responses to it (Pinnewala, 2009).  

Over the years, the literature on coping with intimate partner violence has 

described coping strategies in many different ways. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) defines 

coping mechanisms as ways in which external or internal stress is managed, adapted to or 

acted upon. According to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), when a distressed person 

appraises that problems are amenable, they are likely to use problem-focused coping, 

while emotion-focused coping is more likely to be employed when a person perceives 

that nothing can be done to modify the stressful event. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) 

theorize problem-focused coping as behaviors that are directed externally and aim to 

change the environment that causes distress. Problem-focused coping aims at changing 

the circumstance creating the harm, threat, or challenge, and includes more active coping 

strategies such as seeking outside help through formal social and legal aid services or 

informal network of family and friends. Thus, problem-focused strategies are those that 

modify the behavior of the person (Weiten & Lloyd, 2008). In contrast, the intention of 

emotion-focused coping is to help the individual mitigate psychological distress and 

reduce negative affect associated with distress (Heckhausen and Schulz 1995). Examples 

of emotion-focused coping include positive reappraisal, prayer, problem avoidance, self-

criticism, social withdrawal or denial, and acts intended to help the individual to alter 

their thinking or emotions to tolerate or eliminate the stress (Heckhausen & Schulz 1995; 

Kemp, Green, Horowitz, & Rawlings, 1995). 
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While these coping mechanisms could take many different forms, the literature 

seems to dichotomize these forms between proactive and reactive pairs, such as private 

versus public coping (Mitchell, Hargrove, Collins, Thompson, Reddick, & Kaslow, 

2006); engagement versus disengagement (Kemp et al., 1995); problem-focused coping, 

social support/approach and avoidance coping (Amirkhan, 1990; Hayati, Eriksson, 

Hakimi, Hogberg, & Emmelin, 2013); and passive or emotion-focused coping versus 

active coping (Meyer, Wagner, & Dutton, 2010). In some studies, using proactive forms 

of coping is associated with a lower level of psychological distress and is considered 

superior to more passive or reactive strategies (Kemp et al., 1995; Mitchell and Hodson 

1983; Smith, Murray, & Coker, 2010). In other studies, where women cannot effectively 

resist violence while living under a harshly patriarchal regime and where violence is 

embedded in the social, political, and legal structures of society, combination of carefully 

tailored active and passive strategies is considered to be more effective in resisting or 

reducing violence and avoiding the counterproductive consequences of challenging the 

status quo (Abeya, Afework, & Yalew, 2012; Zakar, Zakar, & Kramer, 2012). Similarly, 

in studies involving older women who have experienced life-time intimate partner 

violence and have made life-long commitment and investment in their conjugal unity and 

“keeping the home intact”, women reported employing both emotion and problem-

solving strategies evolved into a “philosophy of life and survival” (Zink, Jacobson, Pabst, 

Regan, & Fisher, 2006, p.648). According to this philosophy, the coping strategies 

involved appraising the relationship to find meaning in a situation that was perceived 

unchangeable and setting limits with their abusers by reaching out to others to make the 

situation tolerable.  
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The literature on help-seeking and coping with intimate partner violence supports 

a stage model, in which survivors are seen as progressing from private attempts to cope 

with the situation (like placating and resistance) to requesting informal support from 

family and friends, to then turning to formal or institutional support such as seeking legal 

help from community or social service agencies (Haggerty & Goodman, 2003; Rivas, 

Kelly, & Feder, 2013). As violence worsens, however, researchers have found contrasting 

results with regard to the use of coping mechanisms. In some studies, increase in violence 

has been found to result in more active coping (Goodman, Dutton, Weinfurt, & Cook, 

2003; Waldrop & Resick, 2004; Zosky, 2011), where individuals reported using internal 

strength and spiritual resources to develop self-agency and active problem-focused 

methods of coping (Hage, 2006). In other studies, increase in severity of violence resulted 

in more avoidant coping (Waldrop & Resick, 2004), where survivors developed inner 

strength and resilience to manage their distress (Davis, 2002), and used “wishful 

thinking” as the most frequently reported coping strategy for keeping themselves safe 

(Lewis et al., 2006).  

The role of social support. 

The literature has identified the role of external social support as integral to 

reducing the adverse psychological outcomes (Carlson, McNutt, Choi, & Rose, 2002), 

decreasing suicidal behavior (Kaslow & Dreelin, 1998), and increasing self-esteem for 

victims of intimate partner violence (Mitchell & Hodson, 1983). Some studies emphasize 

the role of family networks as of primary importance for seeking timely help and advice 

(Glantz, Halperin, Hunt, 1998; Haggblom & Moller, 2007), whereas other studies show 

the role of family networks as the least effective strategies for seeking help because of 
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lack of empathy and judgmental responses resulting in women’s further disempowerment 

and victimization (Rose & Campbell, 2000). Hamby and Gray-Little’s (2002) risk-based 

coping model postulates that the most useful way to understand a battered woman’s 

selection of coping strategies is to consider her personal context, specifically, her risks 

and resources, and the influence of sociocultural factors that hinder help-seeking and 

choice of effective sources of help. 

Coping mechanisms of women who stay versus women who leave. 

Literature outlining professional efforts in helping women of abuse has 

acknowledged the dynamic complexities involved in women’s coping in the spectrum 

stages of abuse (Kirkwood, 1993; Mills, 2003). Landenburger (1998) defines the 

spectrum of abuse as women who are at various stages of staying in or leaving the 

abusive situation. The studies on women’s coping experiences in the spectrum of 

domestic violence abuse delineate the coping strategies used by women who are currently 

in the abusive relationship and those who are planning to leave. Haeseler (2013) found 

that coping strategies employed by women who stay in the abusive relationship are 

related to issues of mental health status, economic needs, sociological circumstances, as 

well as how these women alter their own perceptions of the abuse. The studies describe 

how women engage in complex mental maneuvers to change their interpretations of the 

relationship and create cognitive distortions or delusions for rationalization of abuse 

(Buchbinder and Eisikovits, 2003). For example, women make positive, cognitive 

reconstructions of their abuser’s behavior by creating defensive storytelling, where the 

partner’s faults are viewed as virtues and rationalize that his raging jealously is due to his 

love for her. Ben-Ari, Winstok, and Eisikovits (2003) detail how women of abuse engage 
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in tricking their minds or making excuses for remaining in the relationship, thereby 

constructing their own meaning of abuse and viewing it as either “choice within 

entrapment or entrapment within choice” (p.539).  

The literature seems to agree on the staged processes of coping, whereby women 

move in stages from self-blame to abuser-blame by first taking responsibility for the 

abuser to change, then to hoping he will change, and finally to the stage of simply coping 

with despair (Carlson, 1997). The literature also seems to converge on the cyclical 

process of coping, whereby women constantly weigh costs and benefits of commitment 

and investment in the relationship such as satisfaction, reward, and perceived alternatives, 

and continue to employ these strategies even if they have the necessary financial 

resources to live without their abuser (Herbert, Silver, & Ellard, 1991).  

The process of coping among women who are planning to leave has been also 

conceptualized in terms of multi-dimensional stages of coping, where women 

simultaneously cope with multiple stressors including the struggle for survival, grieving 

the loss of their partner, and the sadness of the relationship not having met their 

expectations (Haeseler, 2013). The women at this stage cope with an uncertain living 

situation, judicial system, concerns about child custody (Carpiano, 2002), personal 

finances (Wolkenstein & Sterman, 1998), mental health (Harris, Mowbray, & Solarz, 

1994; Humphreys, 2000; Kirshnan, Hilbert, & Pase, 2001; Morrell & Rubin, 2001; 

Saarijarvi, Niemi, Lehto, Ahola, & Salokangas, 1997), and the severity of the abusive 

situation. In addition to these multiple stressors, women feel isolated and are ambivalent 

in seeking social supports because of social deprivation, social stigma of having been 

abused, and guilt for failure of the relationship (Lutenbacher, Cohen, & Mitzel, 2003; 
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Wolf-Smith & LaRossa, 1992). The literature also concurs that after leaving, abuse 

escalates, with the abuser stalking, harassing, or threatening harm to her and/or her family 

or friends, coercing her to return to him (Landenburger, 1998), thereby putting women of 

abuse at the highest lethality risk for serious injury or death. (Grady, 2002). All these 

factors influence women’s coping in the spectrum stages of abuse and make the process 

of transition out of abuse dangerous and daunting. 

Conceptual underpinnings of leaving. 

A variety of theories have been proposed to explain why women stay and how 

they decide to leave their abusive relationships. Multiple studies have focused on the 

factors relating to the decision-making processes involved in terminating a relationship 

with an abusive partner. These theories fall roughly along a continuum of emphases from 

more individual-focused to more interpersonal and socially-focused explanations.  On 

one end of the continuum are the psychodynamic theories of female masochism 

(Shainess, 1979; Snell, Rosenwald, & Robey, 1964) that believe that women contain a 

conscious or unconscious need for pain and punishment, which leads to their own 

“provocation” of abuse or a lack of motivation for leaving (Young & Gerson, 1991, 

p.33). Next are theories which stress the individual’s interpretation of her own situation 

but are linked to some interpersonal components, which involve (1) the social learning 

model of “learned helplessness” (Seligman, 1975), (2) the “cycle theory of violence” 

(Walker, 1984), (3) the theory of “traumatic bonding” (Dutton & Painter, 1981), and (4) 

theory of psychological entrapment (Rubin & Brockner, 1975). On the more macro-social 

side of this continuum, are theories that focus on patriarchal social structures and social 

norms that are seen as tending to keep women as a group in economically dependent and 
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subordinate positions to men (Barnett & LaViolette, 1993; Dobash & Dobash, 1992; 

Kirkwood, 1993; Strube, 1988). In sum, many potential factors explaining why women 

stay and what prevents them from leaving have been described and investigated by social 

theorists.  

As a result of theorizing and evidence produced since the 1970s, qualitative 

research has tended to describe leaving as a complex process involving many decisions 

and actions taking place over time within specific individual, interpersonal and macro-

social contexts, with most women passing through a series of stages or phases leading to 

an eventual separation (Campbell, Rose, Kub, & Nedd, 1998; Landenburger, 1989; Okun, 

1986; Patzel, 2001; Wuest & Merritt-Gray, 1999). Despite differences among individual 

studies in the amount of emphasis put on a distinct set of stages, many studies seem to 

converge on several themes in the leaving process. First is that leaving is often 

conceptualized as the process of changes at the emotional and cognitive levels that 

happens well before an actual physical departure (Salazar, Hogberg, Valladares, & 

Ohman, 2012; Enander et al., 2008). These emotional and cognitive shifts are described 

as “turning points” that lead to a subjective conclusion that the situations in which the 

woman was living could not continue, and that there was no way back (Campbell, Rose, 

Kub, & Nedd, 1998; Eisikovits & Buchbinder, & Mor, 1998; Rivas et al., 2013). In some 

studies, these shifts are triggered by an event that is external to the woman’s self, such as 

an episode of extreme physical or emotional violence, or the realization that her partner is 

lying to her or publicly humiliating her (Phanichrat & Townsend, 2010; Chang et al., 

2010). In others, these changes occur as a result of inner processes of reinterpretation of a 

specific event that is pivotal for reorganizing of the meaning system for women 
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(Eisikovits et al., 1998; Grauwiler, 2008). In other studies, turning points are discussed in 

terms of multiple losses, such as, loss of love and one’s authentic self, loss of hope or 

belief in the positive change, or declines in the situation leading to danger and risk to the 

women and their children’s lives (Haj-Yahia & Eldar-Avidan, 2001; Hassouneh-Phillips, 

2001).  

Another notable feature of the studies of leaving that captures the complexity and 

contextual specificity of the process is the emphasis by researchers to feature story-telling 

about leaving in women’s own voices, and which permit them to describe the social and 

cultural context within which the process of leaving occurs. The studies shed light into 

the cognitive process of finding new meaning from the abuse experienced and highlight 

the courage and determination required in preparing to leave (Anderson & Saunders, 

2003). The studies underscore the agency of battered women and re-conceptualize the 

stereotypical image of the abused woman from that of a passive victim to a newer and 

more complex portrait of the psychology of woman-survivor, in which battered women 

slowly regain independence, strength and control over their own lives (Wuest & Merritt-

Grey, 2001).  

The final characteristic that these process studies possess is that they are feminist 

in orientation and emphasize the important role that patriarchy plays, particularly through 

traditional female socialization and “family values” in women’s responses to their abuse 

(e.g., Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Hoff, 1990; Kirkwood, 1993). Under a system of 

patriarchy, women’s oppression and devaluation is seen as an inherent and inevitable 

feature of female identity construction, whereby many battered women derive their 

traditional religious ideals and female stereotypes to develop strategies to cope with 
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abuse (Mills, 1985; Wilson, 1999). For example, many women are socialized into the role 

of nurturer and caregiver and take responsibility and minimize the abuse (Ferraro and 

Johnson, 1983; Mills, 1985). Similarly, others stay out of a wifely duty to “stand behind 

their man.” At that, it is emphasized that the endurance of these women and their 

commitment to the abuser does not necessarily indicate the woman’s passive acceptance 

or resignation to her fate but rather demonstrates how women construct a particular 

meaning to their circumstances that allows them to continue enduring pain (Campbell et 

al., 1998; Landenburger, 1989; Mills, 1985; Moss, Pitula, Campbell, & Halstead 1997).  

Another important factor affecting women’s decision to leave discussed in the 

literature is access to a range of community services women have when seeking help 

from their abusive situation. The women who sought help from centers for treatment and 

prevention of family violence, hotlines, or women’s organizations, attributed 

considerable importance to immediate and available responses, particularly when they 

were unsure of their own ability to carry through their decision to leave (Haj-Yahia et al., 

2001). The most significant assistance described by the women participating in the 

studies was help provided at the domestic violence shelter and their transitional 

apartments, where women could stay till they fully implemented their decision to divorce. 

Not only did the shelters provide the women with physical protection and housing, but 

also with a framework of guidance and support to carry the decision out. 

In addition to psychological theories, the literature also discusses socio-economic 

models which are used to explain the battered women’s difficulties leaving their 

husbands (Strube, 1988). The model derived from exchange theory focuses on relative 

costs and benefits and assumes that the battered woman’s decision to stay or leave a 
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violent relationship is an outcome of examining the costs vis-a-vis benefits of the 

relationship, and weighing them against potential alternatives for other relationships 

(Gelles, 1983; Strube, 1988). According to this model, the woman’s decision to leave or 

stay in abusive situation is a two-stage process (Pfouts, 1978; Strube, 1988). First, the 

woman determines whether the overall benefits of her life with a violent partner exceed 

the total costs of the relationship, and evaluates the extent of her satisfaction with the 

relationship. In the second stage, she weighs the extent of her current satisfaction against 

the estimated satisfaction with alternatives or lack of them, if she decides to leave.  

Other studies examine the factors that make it difficult for battered women to 

leave without advocating a specific theoretical model. The overview of the research 

literature indicates that there is broad range of factors that make it difficult for women to 

decide to leave. Some studies emphasize economic reasons as primary factors preventing 

women from leaving such as financial dependence on the husband and instability at work 

as a result of violence (Garrison, 1991; Johnson, 1988; Pagelow, 1981; Rowe & Lown, 

1990; Strube & Barbour, 1983), while others stress psychosocial factors such as 

emotional dependence, commitment to conjugal relations and to the family in general, 

hope that the relationship will be rehabilitated, fear of loneliness after leaving the 

husband, and lack of social support (Barnett, Miller-Perrin & Perrin, 1997; Frisch & 

Mackenzie, 1991; Procci, 1990; Turner & Shapiro, 1986; Strube & Barbour, 1983; 

Varvaro, 1983). 

Another important factor considered in the literature on leaving is fear of greater 

harm women are exposed after leaving. Qualitative domestic violence research describes 

leaving as a continual process that begins at the emotional and cognitive level while she 
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is still in the relationship and extends well beyond her physical departure (Anderson & 

Saunders, 2003). A number of studies provide vivid accounts of the stress that post-

separation abuse can have on a woman and the direct effects it can have on her well-

being. Fear of retaliation and continued victimization was a common theme in the 

narratives of most of the battered women who left their abusers (Angless, Maconachie, & 

Van Zyl, 1998; Hoff, 1990; Kirkwood, 1993; Kurz, 1996; Landenburger, 1989; Moss et 

al., 1997; NiCarthy, 1987; Wuest &Merritt-Gray, 1999). These studies make note of 

other forms of violence, such as harassment and intimidation by batterers ranged from 

begging, sending flowers, and threatening suicide to pressuring or manipulating the 

children (Raphael, 1999; Wuest & Merritt-Gray, 1999). The presence of restraining 

orders and mandatory arrest laws seemed to provide little relief for most women 

(Kirkwood, 1993), causing women to have to live like a fugitive most of the time 

(Angless et al., 1998). Overall, studies expressed the considerable extent to which post-

separation violence drained women’s emotional resources.  

Finally, many studies supported an ecological framework in considering the 

overlap of individual, interpersonal, and sociocultural factors affecting women’s lived 

experiences and decision-making to leave (Critelli, 2012; Haj-Yahia & Eldar-Avidan, 

2001). The insights of the women participating in these studies include an ecological 

understanding of the difficult choices they make and the role of environmental factors 

(demands and resources) in helping or constraining choices at the same time as it 

recognizes the importance of powerful mediating factors (beliefs, values, and a sense of 

personal efficacy) (Rothery Tutty, & Weaver, 1999). The studies pay close attention to 

the complex forces within the family, community, and society that shape violence and 
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women’s responses to it and reveal decision-making processes through an ecological lens 

within the cultural, economic, legal, and political realities of the states. In these studies, 

focus on their strengths and resilience in help seeking experiences is also made.  
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Chapter 3. Violence Against Women in Kyrgyzstan 

This section provides an overview of the socio-economic and cultural context for 

Kyrgyzstan, including country profile, role of women and gender relations in Kyrgyz 

Society, prevalence and risk factors for VAW in Kyrgyzstan, and responses to VAW 

from the Government and non-governmental sectors in Kyrgyzstan.  

Country Profile 

Kyrgyzstan is one of the poorest of the former Soviet Union (FSU) Republics, 

located in the northeastern mountainous region of Central Asia (see Figure 2. Map of 

Kyrgyzstan). It is a landlocked country occupying 198,500 square kilometers, and is 

located in the center of Asia bordering with northwestern China, Kazakhstan to the north, 

Uzbekistan to the west, and Tajikistan to the south.  

Figure 2. Map of Kyrgyzstan 

  
From “Kyrgyzstan,” by CIA, World Fact Book. Retrieved August 18, 2012 from 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/kg.html 
 

Kyrgyzstan has population of 5.7 million (CIA, 2015), and is a multiethnic 

society consisting of ethnic Kyrgyz (70%), Uzbeks (14.3), Russians (7.7), and other 

groups (CIA, 2015). The majority of the population is Muslim (75%), followed by 
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Russian Orthodox (20%), and others (CIA, 2015). The majority of the population (65%) 

lives in rural areas, thereby complicating many of the welfare problems posed by the 

economic crisis caused by the country’s transition. One third of its population (37%) lives 

below the national income poverty line (WB, 2014). Tables 2 and 3 present some selected 

socio-demographic and economic indicators of the country. 

From gender and domestic violence perspectives, both women and men in all of 

the Central Asian countries benefited from the Soviet Union’s focus on gender equality in 

education, health care, and employment. The Kyrgyz system of social provision was a 

result of such strong investment in the field of human development of the Soviet Union 

(The World Bank, 1995). The government supported universal programs including 

education, healthcare, and other social programs (Bauer, Green, & Kuehnast, 1997).  

A well-educated population and a strong system of education were some of the 

most positive elements of this system. Literacy and education attainment levels at the 

time of independence were far above those countries of similar per capita incomes 

(UNDP, 2002). Employment, a generous system of pensions, family allowances, sick pay 

and maternity benefits were guaranteed by the Government (The World Bank, 1995). 

Governmentally subsidized childcare ensured a high level of participation by women in 

all aspects of society. Working mothers were not only encouraged, but expected to 

participate as active contributors to economic life (Tabyshalieva, 2000), and were 

supported by childcare at work and paid maternity leave. Women were also encouraged 

to get involved in political and economic decision-making bodies (Somach & Rubin, 

2010).  
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Table 2. Kyrgyzstan: Country Profile. 

   Geography 
Location 
 
Area (sq.km) 
 
Geography – note 
 
 
Land Use (1998 est.) 
 
 
 
Climate 

 
Central Asia, west of China 
 
199,951 
 
Landlocked; entirely mountainous, dominated by the Tien Shan 
range; many tall peaks, glaciers, and high-altitude lakes 
 
arable land: 6.55%, permanent crops: 0.28%  
note: Kyrgyzstan has the world's largest natural growth walnut 
forest, other: 93.17% 
 
dry continental to polar in high Tien Shan; subtropical in 
southwest (Fergana Valley); temperate in northern foothill zone 

   Demographic Structure (2015 est.) 
 
Population (million) 
 
   Age Structure3 (2011 est.) 
         0-14 years: 
        15-24 years: 
         25-54 years: 
        55-64 years: 
        65 years and over: 
Urban population (% of total) 
Population Growth rate  
 
Ethnic groups 

 
 
5,664,939  
 
 
29.9% (male 867,668; female 827,235)  
18.18% (male 523, 347; female 506,453)  
39.55% (male 1,096,430; female 1,144,265) 
7.34% (male 180,874/female 234,733) 
5.01% (male 108,776/female 175,158) 
35.7% of total population 
1.11% 
 
Kyrgyz 70.9%, Uzbek 14.4%, Russian 7.7%, and others 

   Political Structure 
 
Type of Polity 
Independence 

 
 
republic 
31 August 1991 (from Soviet Union) 

   Economy (2015 est.) 
 
GDP (PPP, US$)  
GDP Real Growth rate  
GDP per capita (PPP, US$)  
GDP–composition by sector  

 
 
19.81 billion 
2% 
3,400 
agriculture: 18%, industry: 25.5%,services: 56.4% 

Source: CIA, 2015   

                                                
3 Women Support Center (n.d.) conducted a research project on men’s attitudes to health care. The main 
findings were that men in Kyrgyzstan are encouraged to be tough by Kyrgyz culture. Many men believe 
that complaining of feeling ill or visiting the doctor is a threat to their masculinity or a waste of time, unless 
they are sick or injured. These attitudes result in poor health among men and leads to higher mortality rates 
and lower life expectancy. Thus, the fact that males are more represented as children and decrease in the 
aging population could reflect the poor health status of men caused by men's attitude to their masculinity 
and “invulnerability,” and how they express it (e.g, drinking alcohol or other risky behaviors). Social 
factors, like unemployment and the guilt and shame for not fulfilling male’s “breadwinner” role could also 
play a part. 
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Table 3. Kyrgyzstan: Country Profile on Major Social-economic and Health Indicators.  

   Social Economic Indicators 
 
Poverty (% of population below national poverty line)a 
Unemployment rate (%)b 
Life expectancy at birth (years)b 
Infant mortality rate (per 1,000 live births) b 
Child malnutrition (% of children under 5) a 
Maternal Mortality rate (per 100,000)c 

Gross primary enrollment (% of school-age population)a 
Literacy (% of population age 15+) 

 
 

37 
8 

70 
27.7 
2.5 
71 

99.3 
99.5 

Sources. a. World Bank, 2014; b. CIA, 2015; c. WHO, 2013 
 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Kyrgyzstan has undergone the 

process of transition from a centrally planned economy to an economy based on a free 

market and a nominally democratic system of governance. The Kyrgyz society has 

experienced the first stages of “shock therapy” (UNDP, 2002), that is, the process of 

radical social, economic and political transformations associated with the move from a 

planned to a market economy, that turned into “poverty shock” (Kuehnast, 2003). 

Kyrgyzstan has adopted structural reforms, according to which the government has 

minimized its intervention; reduced spending on social services such as health, education 

and development; opened its markets for free trade; and privatized national enterprises. 

The transition from a planned to a market-led economy and the withdrawal of subsidies 

from the Soviet Union resulted in a sharp fall in income and increase in poverty levels 

and the deterioration of human development indicators in all Republics (ADB, 2005, 

2006). The Human Development Reports suggest the extent of social deprivation: The 

Human Development Index (HDI) has declined from 0.908 in 1990 to 0.618 in 1994 and 

0.598 in 2010 (Bauer et al., 1997; UNDP, 2011).  

The deterioration of the social safety net and social insurance net has been 

particularly hard on pensioners, women, and children. Women were especially vulnerable 
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to the economic uncertainties of the transition without the state supports and benefits that 

had provided an important social safety net, especially childcare and elderly care support. 

Not only did they lose their economic security, healthcare, and childcare, but also their 

self-respect and social position in society (Kuehnast, 2003). The next section of this 

paper deals with the impact of social economic transition on the changing status of 

women and gender roles in the Kyrgyz society.  

The Role of Women and Gender Relations in Kyrgyz Society 

There are three historical and cultural factors that influence the role of women in 

the rapidly changing modern Kyrgyz society: 1) a secular Islamic background, 2) the 

traditional nomadic Kyrgyz values, where woman played an important role in family and 

society; and 3) the modern Sovietization with a strong focus on gender equality and 

participation (Bauer et al., 1997, p.15). According to Bauer and colleagues (1997), 

Kyrgyz women were less conservative in behavior and dress than other Muslim women. 

Islam, along with other elements of the Kyrgyz cultural identity, was seriously 

discouraged and suppressed by the Soviets (Light, 2005). With the collapse of the Soviet 

Union and independence of Kyrgyzstan came freedom of religion and freedom to 

embrace its own cultural practices and traditions. Even though many consider this 

resurgence of religious and traditional practices as a positive move towards reviving the 

country’s cultural heritage, these practices, including polygamy, bride-kidnapping, and 

payment of kalym (from Kyrgyz: bride price), are recognized by many women as a means 

of maintaining women’s inequality and preventing equal participation in decision-

making, access to economic resources and development during the transition process in 

Kyrgyzstan (Light, 2005). The implications of these societal changes for women and 
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gender relations in Kyrgyzstan are “complex and vary widely across the region according 

to historical or ethnic differences” (ADB, 2006, p.3). 

Further, the traditional division of labor in the Kyrgyz nomadic pastoral 

household was unique among Central Asian groups. The Kyrgyz nomadic lifestyle 

required that both men and women operate independently, whereby both genders rode 

horses, hunted, and prepared food. However, cultural norms necessitated women to be 

largely responsible for the domestic front such as putting up the portable tent called 

“yurt,” taking care of children, cooking and housework (Bauer et al., 1997, p.15). After 

the 1917 October Revolution, the Soviet process of collectivization and industrialization 

changed the division of labor and gender relations in Kyrgyzstan (Bauer et al., 1997). The 

emphasis on literacy and education provided women with new opportunities and training, 

thereby making them more progressive. The economic demands of the post Second 

World War labor force and pragmatic necessity encouraged by Marxist ideals of gender-

equality in the workplace, established a system of women working outside the home. As 

a result, 83% of all women participated in the official labor force, including education, 

public health, textile manufacturing, food industries, clerical work, banking and 

engineering (Bauer et al., 1997). The Soviet ideology sought to promote the image of 

strong, educated, productive women who contributed to society both through 

participation in the workforce and through child bearing. As described by Tabyshalieva 

(2000), Soviet women were expected to play the “triple role of full-time employment, 

full-time mothering, and full-time domestic responsibility” (p. 51). 

Initial research throughout the whole former Soviet Union indicated that difficult 

economic conditions, especially increasing unemployment and deteriorating social 
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protection, devastated many women during the transition period. The transition has 

brought changes in the legal, political, and social systems that have had important 

implications for women (Dudwick, Gomart, Marc, & Kuehnast, 2003). In particular, the 

formal participation in the higher public decision making and society has decreased 

(Bauer et al., 1997). The transition has also strained families. The family became 

responsible for providing services previously provided by the state, and much of this 

burden fell on women. Without childcare support and protections for working mothers, 

some women returned home (Somach & Rubin, 2010). The downsizing of the public 

sector and the preference for hiring men (who did not have childcare or other time-

consuming family responsibilities) in the newly developing private sector led to greater 

unemployment among previously working women. Women seeking alternative 

livelihoods struggled to finance entrepreneurship activities due to a lack of ownership in 

land, the family car, or other assets suitable as collateral for small business loans 

(Somach & Rubin, 2010).  

The loss of social safety nets and social protection have been harmful for most 

people, and devastating for the most vulnerable to the economic changes of the transition, 

including the elderly, women and children (Bauer et al., 1997). Although the Government 

has taken measures to protect women’s rights and promote gender equality through 

legislative initiatives and national policy (See Table 4 for Selected Government Policies 

on Women and Development in the Kyrgyz Republic below), the profile of women in 

Kyrgyzstan during social economic transition suggests that vulnerabilities of women to 

economic and social deprivation overwhelming the country are threatening to reverse 

many of the achievements of the Soviet past (Ahart, 2007). According to the 2005 report 
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by the Government on the status of women in the Kyrgyz Republic (Kangeldieva, 

Kudaiberdieva, Tugelbaeva, Sydykova, Ilibezova, & Ibraeva, 2005), the advancements of 

women’s equality and high educational achievements of the Soviet past are hindered by 

poverty, unemployment, lack of social protection and decrease in women’s participation 

in the decision-making process (Kangeldieva et al., 2005). Furthermore, lack of 

awareness of existing policies protecting women’s rights are also impeding the 

advancement of women in the Kyrgyz society (Kangeldieva et al., 2005). 

Table 4. Selected Government Policies on Women and Development 

 
Title of Policy Initiative or Law 

 
Year 

Law on Reproductive Rights of Citizens 2000 
Established the National Council on Affairs Related to Women, Families 
and Gender Development 

2002 

Developed the National Plan for Establishing Gender Equality 2002 - 2006 2002 
Law on State Guarantees for Ensuring Gender Equality 2003 
Law on Social and Legal Protections from Family Violence 2003 
Law on Preventing and Combating Human Trafficking 
 

2005 

International conventions adopted by the Kyrgyz Republic related to 
domestic violence 
 

 

Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW) 

1997 

Convention on the Political Rights of Women 1997 
Convention on the Consensus of Marrying, Marriage Age, and Wedding 
Registration 

 

Convention on the Rights of the Child  1997 
The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights  1997 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1997 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities  1997 
Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and of the 
Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others 

1997 

Convention on the Nationality of Married Women 1997 
Convention on Maternity Protection 1992 
Sources:  Bauer et al., 1997; Kangeldieva et al., 2005; U.S. Department of State 2010; Human Rights 
Watch, 2015; UN Treaty Collection, 2016; ILO, 2012   
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Prevalence of VAW in Kyrgyzstan. 

To date, there are no reliable4 governmental estimates of the magnitude, risk 

factors, or characteristics of domestic violence in Kyrgyzstan because it has not been 

fully recognized as a social problem or as meriting serious research (Human Rights 

Watch, 2006; 2015). In recent years, as a result of global concern over the increase in 

domestic violence, gang rape, and trafficking of women in Kyrgyzstan (UN, 1999; 

Coomaraswamy, 2003), several international organizations have conducted investigative 

reports to examine how Kyrgyz police responded to domestic violence cases. The Human 

Rights Watch (2006) conducted interviews with domestic violence victims, police, 

government officials, and civil society activists and concluded that “domestic violence 

and abduction for forced marriage are pervasive forms of violence against women in 

Kyrgyzstan” (p. 2). The report indicates that Kyrgyz authorities and police “neglect their 

duty to prevent and punish domestic violence cases,” and justify their inaction by 

“claiming that these practices are either too entrenched or too widely accepted by Kyrgyz 

society, and are therefore insurmountable” (Human Rights Watch, 2006, p. 2). 

Statistical data from women’s crisis centers and shelters showed that in the period 

1997–2001, 29,300 women and girls sought assistance and that more than 50% of these 

women and girls had stated that they had experienced violence within the family (ADB, 

2005). The data also suggested that as many 10,000 police callouts to family incidents are 

recorded annually. Official figures are, in contrast, much lower: in 2004, only 3,427 

                                                
4 Although official statistics provide some general information about the level of crime against women, 
there are some important limitations to this data. First, data collected by Kyrgyz law enforcement agencies 
are not widely published or disseminated for public use, thereby making it difficult to conduct any trend 
analysis. Second, it is difficult to discern from the official criminal statistics whether crimes against women 
were the result of domestic violence (Ahart, 2007). Finally, throughout the world, domestic violence is 
significantly underreported to police and law enforcement agencies due to hidden nature of the problem 
(Krug et al., 2002), thus, available statistics are likely to underestimate the magnitude of the problem. 
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registered crimes were committed against women and of those, only 210 were registered 

as rapes. Only 2 are recorded for beating and 296 of the 3,427 recorded crimes are 

classified as “willful infliction of light harm to health” under the section on “Crimes 

against women and children, family violence” (National Statistical Committee, 2005). 

Official data also indicate that the number of referrals among women due to domestic 

violence problems was 2072 to crisis centers and 117 to courts of aksakals5 in 2004 

(National Statistical Committee, 2005).  

According to the Kyrgyz Republic Demographic and Health Survey6 (2013), 

conducted in 2012, 23% of all women ages 15-49 have experienced physical violence at 

least once since age 15, and 13% have experienced physical violence within the past 12 

months. One in four ever-married women have been victims of physical violence, 4 

percent have experienced sexual violence, and 14 percent have suffered emotional 

violence inflicted by their current or most recent husband. More than half of the women 

indicated that as a result of domestic violence, they suffered persistent health problems or 

had suffered physical injuries, and only 39 percent of women who have experienced any 

type of physical or sexual violence sought assistance in response to the violence they 

experienced. The evidence from non-governmental organizations working on women’s 

issues suggest that the numbers are much higher and that most abused women prefer to 

stay silent because of the social sanctions and acceptance of violence within the society, 

                                                
5 “The term aksakal itself translates into ‘white beard’ and refers to a respected elder of the community. 
Aksakals have long been looked to in Kyrgyzstan for advice and leadership, particularly to resolve disputes 
among community members. In 2002 the role of the aksakals was codified in the Law on Aksakal Courts. 
Aksakal courts, local government structures that operate on the neighborhood or district level, now work in 
tandem with other government agencies and arbitrating bodies to deal with certain community matters” 
(Human Rights Watch, 2006, p..63). 
6 It’s important to point out here that government data on violence against women is limited, often referring 
to registered cases rather than estimating broader prevalence. In many countries, incl. Kyrgyzstan, such 
surveys as  DHS and MICS, provide the first national level estimates and or acceptance of IPV. 
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fear of retribution and jeopardizing children’s future, and lack of alternative place to stay 

or exit options for women. 

In addition to domestic violence, other forms of violence against women in 

Kyrgyzstan have been on the increase: human trafficking and bride-kidnapping. The 

increased reports of human trafficking as a result of extreme poverty have been indicative 

of a society where violence against women is a real problem. According to the U.S. 

Department of State (2010), Kyrgyzstan is listed as a source, transit, and to a lesser extent 

a destination country for human trafficking of women for purposes of forced labor and 

commercial sexual exploitation. According to International Organization for Migration 

(2000), the number of people trafficked annually from Kyrgyzstan is approximately 

4,000, but this is believed to be a low estimate. In one of the cities in Kyrgyzstan, the 

local crisis shelter provided 200 victims of human trafficking problems with shelter 

services in 2010 (NGO, 2010). Because many of the trafficked women are forced into sex 

work in destination countries, they become highly vulnerable to HIV and other STIs, 

thereby increasing the rate of HIV among women (ADB, 2005). 

 Bride-kidnapping (in Kyrgyz: alakachu) refers to the Kyrgyz traditional practice 

of abduction for forced marriage (Kleinbach, Ablezova, & Aitieva, 2005). According to 

Kleinbach and colleagues (2005), bride-kidnapping includes a variety of acts ranging 

from staged abduction for marriage to violent non-consensual kidnapping and rape. 

Bride-kidnapping typically involves a young man (could be a complete stranger) and his 

friends taking a young woman by deception or force to the home of his parents or a near 

relative. She is held in a room until his female relatives convince her to put on the 

marriage scarf. If necessary she is kept overnight and sometimes raped, and is thus 
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threatened by the shame of no longer being a pure and marriageable woman (Kleinbach 

et al., 2005). The Kyrgyz proverb “The place where a stone has fallen is heavy” means 

that if a woman comes to a house for marriage, she must stay there (Ahart, 2007). Such 

societal sanctions and intense emotional pressure, embarrassment, and psychological 

distress that the woman undergoes as a result of bride-kidnapping make it very difficult, 

if not impossible, for her to return back to her natal home. 

In 2004, a survey of the bride-kidnapping practice in a Kyrgyz village found that 

374 of 543 respondents had been kidnapped (almost 70% of the sample), of whom 34% 

said they had been kidnapped with consent, 46% by deception and 18% by force 

(Kleinbach et al., 2005). What is of concern is that the evidence from the 2004 study 

suggests that the incidence of “nonconsensual” bride kidnapping for the 16–25-year-old 

age group has increased from 43% in 1999, when the first survey was undertaken by the 

same researchers, to 75% (Kleinbach et al., 2005). 

A review of international literature on gender relations and domestic violence 

indicates that violence is greatest in communities or societies where its use is normative 

or highly accepted and where it is a product of gender inequality and the lesser status of 

women compared with men in society (Jewkes, 2002). As Levinson (1988) has noted, 

“perhaps no idea so dominates current thinking about the causes of wife beating as the 

notion that wife beating results from or is a reflection of cultural values, rules, and 

practices that afford men more status and power than women” (p. 444). Many observers 

believe that Kyrgyz society represents a classic illustration of this phenomenon, with its 

Muslim heritage and clan-based social organization. Kyrgyzstan has been described as a 

“highly patriarchal society, with women’s roles in public and private life circumscribed” 
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(Human Rights Watch, 2006, p.6). As Handrahan (2001) notes, “women are submissive, 

and it is the culture for them to be in the background. The majority accepts this role. The 

few that do not are, quite literally, outcasts” (p. 75).   

In Kyrgyz society, widespread use of a proverb reveals a common belief and 

normative justification about wife beating in the society: “One who has a sheep eats 

meat, one who has a husband eats lash7.” Domestic violence is still largely believed to be 

a private matter involving behaviors that are considered unfortunate but largely part of 

“normal” family life, and as such, it is largely overlooked and ignored. Consequently, 

domestic violence in Kyrgyzstan needs to be understood as a manifestation of unequal 

relations between men and women, and not only as a symptom of the difficult transition 

to a market-based economy (ADB, 2005). Anecdotal evidence suggests that gender-based 

violence in the Soviet period was widespread but rarely reported, rather than nonexistent. 

What is clear is that the changes that have taken place over the transition period, 

including widespread unemployment and increasing levels of poverty, have contributed 

to increasing levels of VAW, and that the violence arises from the persistence of 

historically unequal gender relations. Therefore, reducing and preventing domestic 

violence requires a more holistic and integrated approach that recognizes the need to 

address gender inequality as a root cause of such violence (ADB, 2005). 

Risk factors of VAW in Kyrgyzstan. 

Within the domestic violence literature, multiple risk factors, including low self-

esteem, low education, low socioeconomic status, history of abuse during childhood, 

depression, and belief in strict gender roles, have been found to be associated with 

                                                
7 Lash – violent beating 



 

 54 

women being abused by their partners (Heise & Garcia-Moreno, 2002; Xu, Zhu, 

O’Campo, Koenig, Mock, & Campbell, 2005). In Kyrgyz society, a familiar set of views 

exist about the factors contributing to VAW, but little systematic research and little 

information in domestic abuse survivors’ own words exists to support them. The most 

commonly reported views in Kyrgyzstan regarding the prevalence and risk factors of 

VAW are poverty, unemployment, migration, low educational levels, traditional gender 

norms, and maintenance of traditional practices such as bride-kidnapping (Kleinbach et 

al., 2005; Moldosheva, 2008; Somach & Rubin, 2010). The National Statistics 

Committee in collaboration with UNICEF (2006) has conducted cluster research on a 

number of indicators and found that 38% of women 15 years of age and older in 

Kyrgyzstan believed that a husband had the right to beat his wife in various situations. 

Their research illustrated particularly high prevalence of acceptance of domestic violence 

among rural women, almost half of whom believed that a husband had the right to beat 

his wife various situations, with disagreement or objection to a husband being the most 

justifiable basis for the use of violence. 

Taking these cultural observations and risk factors as background, it is important 

to view the problem of violence against women in Kyrgyzstan from a broader social 

perspective, whereby positive results will likely occur only if the society changes its 

patriarchal attitudes and beliefs towards abused women, permitting a greater “social 

space” for women to exercise their adaptive prerogatives and limiting the legitimation of 

male violence in domestic contexts. 
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Response to VAW in Kyrgyzstan from the government. 

As a result of worldwide efforts to eliminate violence against women, Kyrgyzstan 

ratified many of the key international instruments guaranteeing women’s equality and 

right to live free of violence. Thus, the government of Kyrgyzstan is obligated under 

international law to protect women from violence perpetrated by state agents and private 

actors (Human Rights Watch, 2006). Under the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights (ratified by Kyrgyzstan in 1994), the government is obligated to ensure 

each person’s right to life, security, and physical integrity (articles 6, 7 and 9)—all of 

which can be violated in domestic violence. Under the Article 2 of the Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (ratified by Kyrgyzstan in 

1997), the government of Kyrgyzstan is obligated to “provide remedy for violation of 

women’s rights and to exercise due diligence in investigating and prosecuting such 

abuses” (CEDAW, 1992 as cited in Human Rights Watch, 2006, p.14).  

In 2003, the government adopted the Law on Social-Legal Protection from 

Domestic Violence, the result of years of lobbying by local women’s rights groups, 

which contributed significantly to drafting the law (Human Rights Watch, 2006). 

Domestic violence is defined under the law as “any intentional act by one family member 

directed towards another family member if such act limits [the] victim’s legal rights and 

freedoms, inflicts physical or mental suffering and causes moral harm; or contains a 

threat to the physical or mental development of a minor member of the family” (Law on 

Social-Legal Protection from Domestic Violence, 2003 as cited in Human Rights Watch, 

2006, p. 37). The law prohibits physical, psychological and sexual violence (including 
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marital rape) amongst family members and has provisions for restraining orders and other 

protective measures (Human Rights Watch, 2006).  

Kyrgyzstan has developed progressive national laws on the protection of women 

from domestic violence, but has been ineffective in enforcing them. First, there is lack of 

awareness of existing laws and lack of knowledge about the women’s rights, particularly 

in rural areas. The overwhelming majority of the women are unaware of the existence of 

the national law on domestic violence and organizations that protect women’s rights 

(ADB, 2011).  

Further, there have been inefficiencies and inconsistencies in the implementation 

of law. In 2004 the UN Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

Against Women expressed concern that despite the 2003 domestic violence law, domestic 

violence in Kyrgyzstan remained “hidden” and the police response to victims’ reports 

was “inadequate” (Report on CEDAW, 2004 as cited in Human Rights Watch, 2006, p. 

40). In particular, observers pointed to a lack of implementation mechanisms of the 

provisions in the Law on Social-Legal Protection from Domestic Violence, such as orders 

of protection. In 2009, civil society experts in collaboration with the Supreme Court 

conducted an independent evaluation of the implementation of the domestic violence law. 

The results of the evaluation showed that the court did not apply the law correctly, and 

that the domestic violence cases never reached the court, because domestic violence cases 

were re-categorized by the court as a minor offense (Somach & Rubin, 2010). As a result 

of the inconsistencies in other corresponding laws (Criminal and Civil Codes) and failure 

to incorporate the new provision on protection orders issued by courts, the law 

enforcement and government officials have failed to put this promising law into force 
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(Human Rights Watch, 2006; 2015). In addition, the evaluation pointed out practical 

obstacles to implementing the law, including the lack of instructions on how to use and 

issue protection orders (Ilibezova, Ilibezova, & Toktosunov, 2003).  

Finally, there are significant societal sanctions and stigma that women victims of 

domestic violence face to seek help from domestic violence. As UN Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (2007) notes, “for a married woman to leave her 

husband and home is considered shameful and a disgrace in traditional Kyrgyz society, 

particularly in rural areas; women should be obedient and take suffering as something 

normal” (para. 5). When women do seek help from law enforcement officers and other 

officials, including religious and community leaders, they are often “treated with scorn 

and pressured to reconcile with their violent husbands” (Human Rights Watch, 2006, p. 

36). 

Response from the non-governmental sector. 

While there is still a long way to go to ensure a comprehensive approach to 

address domestic violence at the national level, there are encouraging signs that violence 

against women is becoming visible as an issue for public policy and debate, primarily due 

to an influx of international organizations and growth of local NGOs (Attwood, 1997; 

Ahart, 2007). The efforts to bring the issue of violence against women from the shadows 

of the home to the public policy agenda were spearheaded by a group of women’s 

organizations. As described in earlier, in 2003 Kyrgyzstan passed the Law on “Social and 

Legal Protection from Family Violence.” This law is notable because it is the first law in 

the history of Kyrgyzstan that explicitly and exclusively addresses the issue. Women’s 

NGOs have been instrumental in the drafting of legislation and successful in their efforts 
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to ensure its passage through Parliament. Using a new constitutional provision that allows 

the public participation in the legislative process, a small group of women’s NGOs and 

crisis centers drafted the law and collected the requisite of 30,000 public signatures 

needed to submit the draft bill to Parliament (Kangeldieva et al., 2005). This achievement 

illustrates that at the national level, women’s NGOs have gained the skills and 

momentum to influence public opinion and legislative processes (Ahart, 2007). 

Women’s NGOs in the Kyrgyz Republic are beginning to develop stronger links 

with the international women’s movement, largely through the lens of the Beijing 

Platform for Action and, increasingly, the Millennium Development Goals (ADB, 2005). 

In particular, NGOs, often working collaboratively with the Government, cooperate at the 

regional level on common gender-based issues such as VAW, trafficking of women and 

children, HIV/AIDS, gender and governance (most prominently women’s low levels of 

political participation across the region), and the current and potential impact of the 

(re)emergence of patriarchal traditions and customs. These organizations consist of 

research and advocacy groups, as well as those that provide direct services to women 

victims of violence such as shelters and crisis centers, counseling and medical care 

(Human Rights Watch, 2006).  

Although there have been many efforts in the attempt to eliminate the domestic 

violence problem both from the governmental and non-governmental sectors, there 

remains much to be done to ensure that: 1) the existing laws on domestic violence are 

implemented, 2) the coordinated community response to domestic violence is promoted, 

2) the needs for direct services for female survivors of domestic abuse are met, and 3) 

that public education and awareness campaigns are mainstreamed to foster a climate, 
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where the abuse is not tolerated and alternatives are provided for women who have 

experienced the abuse.  

A number of obstacles exist to strengthen the influence of NGOs in combating the 

issue. Because of the scarce resources and funding from the government of Kyrgyzstan, 

most of these NGOs rely on foreign sources of funding, such as foundations and other 

international donor organizations, to finance their operations. Assistance provided by 

NGOs is very limited both in terms of the number of women they can accommodate and 

services they can render. According to Open Society Institute (2006), there are seven 

NGO shelters in Kyrgyzstan.  All of them are in major cities and typically have eight 

beds or fewer	  (Human Rights Watch, 2006; Open Society Institute, 2006). The rights 

advocates who manage shelters point out that though many women need a place to stay 

for several weeks or months, the law regulating such facilities allows NGOs to offer 

women and their minor children safe haven free of charge for a maximum 21 days 

(Human Rights Watch, 2006).  

In sum, it is well established that domestic violence is a serious and seriously 

under-researched problem in Kyrgyzstan. It is a pervasive problem and has multiple 

negative consequences for individuals, families and a society as a whole. It can have 

long-lasting effects that can result in substantial negative social and economic 

consequences. Given its prevalence and impact globally, it is important that research in 

this area extend further into understanding how domestic violence is being, and could be, 

addressed in diverse cultural contexts.  This extension of the research agenda should 

facilitate cross-cultural interpretations of the phenomena of violence, and develop 

culturally sensitive prevention and intervention programs that foster cultures and climates 
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of gender-equality and non-violence. In an effort to contribute to the body of knowledge 

about violence against women internationally, this study examines the multifaceted 

experiences of abused women in Kyrgyzstan. 

The next section of this dissertation deals with the theoretical perspectives that 

provide an explanatory framework for violence against women in a more comprehensive 

and dynamic view, which sees gender relationships as embedded in and influenced by the 

economic, cultural, and political context, and examines individual and societal level risk 

factors prevalent in traditional (patriarchal) society such as Kyrgyzstan. This dissertation 

incorporates the general framework of Symbolic Interactionism as the widest theoretical 

viewpoint to understand domestic violence in a particular research setting. It also utilizes 

Feminist Theory or Perspective as a way to understand the gendered social reality and 

historically-situated structural conditions that contribute to the domestic violence 

problem. It also utilizes an Ecological model, which focuses on specific assumptions 

underlying the complex interplay of individual, social, and cultural factors in the Kyrgyz 

context.  
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Chapter 4. Theoretical Foundation 

Theory helps to conceptualize human behavior and understand the differing 

contexts under which behavior occurs (Robbins, Chatterjee, & Canda, 2006). To 

understand the processive nature of domestic violence problems and the connections 

between the meaning of abuse and how it influences human interactions, the sociocultural 

and psychological contexts in which the violence occurs must be made explicit. The 

exploration of abuse as an experience in the lives of women conforms well to a symbolic 

interactionist theoretical approach. In this study, symbolic interactionist theory is 

integrated with feminist theory and an ecological perspective to emphasize the 

importance of respondents’ own versions of reality and the meanings they construct or 

apply to their experiences, while simultaneously considering the surrounding contexts 

and structural conditions. Feminist theory deepens and expands these perspectives by 

placing women and their experiences at the center of the analysis.  

Grounded theory is rooted in symbolic interactionism (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; 

Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Oktay, 2012). Symbolic interaction focuses on how people 

socially construct meaning. These meanings consist of “symbols,” that is, social and 

physical constructs such as language and gesture, other human behavior, and the social 

construction among humans of institutions and guiding ideals (Blumer, 1969). Together 

these symbols create “a plan of action” (Meltzer, 1972) or conditions for future 

interaction.  

Symbolic interactionism and grounded theory allow for the emergence and 

development of substantive theory that addresses the limitations of earlier theoretical 

approaches, and focuses on discovering the multiple meanings that can be derived from 
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interactional events (Denzin, 1989). In grounded theory, both the processes and products 

of research are shaped from “sensitizing concepts” in the data, rather than from 

preconceived theoretical formulations (Oktay, 2012). Instead of having pre-conceived 

theoretical formulations about what the data is likely to suggest, grounded theory 

assumes that we cannot take any existing theories for granted and that we have to build 

up from real people’s lived experiences before we can say that we have some kind of 

knowledge or generalized idea about the situation. Grounded theory assumes that we are 

not just theorizing or hypothesizing about patriarchy or other environmental factors that 

perpetuate violence, but we demonstrate the creation of that patriarchy by the way we 

construct this understanding from women’s words. Grounded theory and symbolic 

interactionism thus provide the means to develop rich, substantive analysis without 

compromising the rigor of applying constant reflections on the correspondences between 

the specificity of individual cases and the general patterns constructed by researchers. 

Symbolic Interactionism Perspective on VAW 

Symbolic interactionism (SI) is used as a theoretical framework for this study 

because it emphasizes the constructivist nature of social reality and allows for the 

intensive and critical examination of both the perspectives of people involved in the 

construction of a violent relationship and the way that these perspectives reflect social, 

economic, and cultural forces (Forte, Franks, Forte, & Rigsby, 1996). Symbolic 

interactionism assumes that a person does not develop in isolation but is shaped by 

interactions with other persons (Blumer, 1967; Denzin, 1969). Social structures condition 

and sanction the possibilities for social interactions, thereby molding each person’s 

identity through shared meanings (Denzin, 1969).  
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From this standpoint, one can only know in-depth about domestic violence 

experience if one can see the world as the abused woman sees it in a particular cultural 

context. If a woman’s decision either to stay or leave the abusive relationship is to be 

explained, the meanings that a woman attaches to her experiences must be understood. 

The meaning a woman attributes to her own abusive situation changes based on her own 

interpretations of social interactions and cultural dynamics (Denzin, 1969). For example, 

women who attribute the victim’s own behavior as a cause tend to feel shame and 

embarrassment, and thus choose enduring or “putting up with violence” as a strategy, 

whereas those who consider the cause to be outside of the victim’s behavior tend to resist 

or leave the aggressor (Glants, Halperin, & Hunt, 1998, p. 387). Thus, a woman is 

influenced by attributions of cause and blame for the abuse she sustains, and is dependent 

on society for her conception of self (Kuhn, 1967; Rock, 1979; Landenburger, 1989). A 

woman is labeled and stigmatized by others, and these labels are internalized and become 

an important part of her self-concept and subsequent behavior (Cooley, 1967; Denzin, 

1985; Sharron, 1982; Strauss, 1959). The responsibility for the abusive situation often is 

attributed to the woman, whereby a woman believes that aspects of her behavior or 

personality are to blame (Frieze, 1979; Miller & Porter, 1983). As a woman continues in 

the abusive relationship, the accumulation of the past events and the meaning she makes 

of the events influence her self-concept and her behavior (Denzin, 1984a, b).    

To summarize, symbolic interactionism is important for this grounded theory 

research because it helps frame the ways to investigate and understand the influential 

nature of different social and cultural experiences among women survivors of abuse, and 

how the survivors create meaning and co-construct self.  Not only does it “seek to 
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uncover relevant conditions, but also helps to determine how the actors respond to 

changing conditions and to the consequences of their action” (Corbin & Strauss, 1990, 

p.5). This approach respects the unique nature of the participant’s worlds and allows the 

researcher to examine the multiple realities of the survivor’s experiences and 

complexities of their changing worlds.  

The Feminist Perspective on VAW 

The choice of qualitative grounded theory methods in this study is also consistent 

with a feminist perspective on domestic violence. Feminist theorists explain domestic 

violence as a product of historical power differentials between men and women that are 

reinforced through male superiority, authority, and socialization embedded in social 

norms (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Yodanis, 2004). They relate domestic violence to the 

power of men as the dominant class, whereby men have more access to symbolic and 

material resources than women who are devalued, secondary, and inferior to men. Being 

socialized in the environment that reinforces women’s passivity and dependence on men 

who exert their rights to authority and control, women learn to tolerate violence and 

accept it as a normative behavior in their families.  These norms are internalized and 

reproduced through the socialization of children. 

There are three dimensions to feminist perspectives that are important for the 

topic of domestic abuse: 1) the explanatory utility of the constructs of gender and power; 

2) the analysis of the family as a historically situated social institution; and 3) the crucial 

importance of understanding and validating women’s experiences, and employing 

scholarship for women (Bograd, 1990, p. 14). 
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At the core of the first dimension of the feminist view is the belief that gender 

norms and beliefs promoting male dominance and entitlement create a social 

environment that justifies gender inequality, control over women, and/or use of violence 

toward them (Straus, 1976). The second dimension to the feminist perspective views wife 

abuse not as a rare or irrational act, but as “a predictable and common dimension of the 

family life as it is structured in our society” (Bograd, 1990, p. 14). Feminists have argued 

that wife abuse is related to the historical development of the family as an institution in a 

patriarchal society with gendered division of labor, public versus private domains, and 

position of wives as legally and morally bound to husbands (Dobash & Dobash, 1979). 

The third dimension to the feminist perspective has to do with the belief that male 

domination influences everything, whereby men’s values and attitudes are taken as a 

norm, whereas experiences of women are often defined as inferior, distorted, or invisible 

(Bograd, 1990).  

To counteract this, feminists emphasize that a basic step toward understanding the 

factors contributing to wife abuse is to ‘illuminate the experiences of women from their 

own frames of references” (Bograd, 1990, p. 15). Feminists have shaped the discourse of 

domestic violence from victimization to survival and empowerment, whereby abused 

women are seen as the experts on their situations, resilient and responsible, and fully 

capable of making changes in their lives with adequate support from service providers. 

Feminists promote a “strengths perspective” toward women and seek to dismiss labels of 

pathology and passivity (Zosky, 2011).  They seek to promote a more egalitarian 

relationship between providers and users of domestic violence services (Black, 2003; 

White, 2006).  
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From this perspective, the feminist approach and grounded theory are a rich and 

essential resources for this dissertation study because they support the approach taken by 

the researcher to capture the contextual complexity and lived experiences of abused 

women’s lives, and to enable silenced women to tell their own stories. Therefore, these 

feminist theoretical constructs offer support for this study’s intention to give voice to 

marginalized and silenced women and to explore sources of women’s empowerment, 

resilience, and pathways to social change. 

Ecological Model of VAW 

The theoretical construct referred to as the ecological model, used often in public 

health and social work, views domestic violence as the result of the complex interplay of 

individual, relationship, social, cultural and environmental factors (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979; Krug et al., 2002). Introduced in the late 1970s (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), the 

ecological model was applied to violence prevention shortly thereafter, specifically to 

child abuse and neglect (Belsky, 1980) and domestic violence (Carlson, 1984). Studies 

from around the world and different disciplines used the ecological model to integrate 

knowledge about the risk factors and causes for VAW. As a result, this synthesized 

approach was adopted as a guiding framework in the WHO’s 2002 World Report on 

Violence and Health.  

The ecological model focuses on four factors that are relevant for describing the 

inter-relationship of elements associated with violence in a society (Heise et al., 1999). In 

this model, individual aspects, such as witnessing abuse while growing up (Obeid, 

Chang, & Ginges, 2010), educational level, having partners who are excessive alcohol or 

drug users (Koenig et al., 2003; Deyessa, Kassaye, Demeke, & Taffa, 1998; Heise, 1998), 
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and being financially dependent (Parish, Wang, Laumann, Pan, & Luo, 2004; Antai & 

Antai, 2008) are mentioned as factors predicting the likelihood of becoming a perpetrator 

of violence in many settings. At the relationship level, male control over family resources 

(even the woman’s earnings and independent wealth), decision-making power, economic 

inequalities and high level of controlling behaviors (Ackerson, Kawachi, Barbeau, & 

Subramanian, 2008; Krantz & Nguyen, 2009; Negussie, Berhane, Ellsberg, Emmelin, 

Kullgren, & Hugberg, 2010; Nguyen, Ostergren, & Krantz, 2008; WHO, 2005) are 

identified as factors which legitimize the occurrence and maintenance of abuse.  

The community level, which extends to family, neighbors, work, and other social 

networks, includes risk factors related to restrictive marriage norms (Obeid et al., 2010), 

honor killings (Kulwicki, 2002), and lack of social support from others due to the societal 

acceptance and silence associated with female abuse (Jewkes, 2002; Laisser, Lugina, 

Lindmark, Nystrom, & Emmelin, 2009). The societal level includes dominant social 

norms, laws and socio-economic policies that may influence how sanctioning 

mechanisms operate. Lack of specific policies and laws to protect IPV-affected women 

and lack of adequate sanction mechanisms for perpetrators have also been known as risk 

factors for abuse (Jewkes, 2002).  

The proposed Kyrgyz ecological model (Figure 3 below) takes into account the 

above mentioned factors in the literature and modifies the core constructs of the model to 

fully address the ecological barriers that make help seeking and coping difficult. 

Consistent with the general ecological model developed by Heise and colleagues (1999), 

the Kyrgyz culture-specific model indicates linkages between individual, relationship, 
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community, and societal influences for both understanding and response to violence 

against women.  

The ecological framework is useful for the Kyrgyz case because it incorporates 

the intricate nature of the interplay between personal and institutional resources, and 

examines the culture-specific patriarchal values that hinder seeking help. This model 

helps to create a conceptual framing that encompasses women’s own immediate 

individual and household context, her social relationships and resources, and the cultural 

value system in which she is embedded.  Identifying the interplay of these factors is 

useful for researchers to understand why help may be hard to find in Kyrgyzstan and why 

most systems may hesitate to provide help. 

Figure 3. Linking the Results to the Ecological framework* 

 

* Societal (white ellipse), community (light grey ellipse), relationship (dark grey ellipse), and individual 
(darkest grey ellipse) levels of the ecological framework. Categories are texts within the ellipses, sub-
categories are bulleted, and quotations linking the results to the categories are in boxes.  
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Chapter 5: Research Method 

Research Design  

This Chapter explains the choice of the research methodology and reports on the 

research process of the study. The choice of a research methodology depends on its 

effectiveness in answering the research questions. In this dissertation study, the questions 

are to understand, describe, and explain how domestic violence is experienced, how 

women cope, and how their decision-making process on leaving occurs. To achieve this 

purpose, a qualitative, grounded theory methodology is employed.  

Blumer (1969) advocates for the use of a qualitative methodology based on 

observations and interviews as the only way to study a dynamic reality that is based on 

interpretations of meanings, social interactions and identities. He suggests that to 

understand culture and how it works, one has to engage in a process of on-going 

interpretation, both through the revelation of social cues and from inferences drawn from 

cultural symbols, including social actions. In this kind of interpretative exercise, 

quantitative methodologies miss the point and are less effective than qualitative 

methodologies.  

In the research setting of this dissertation study, the lack of empirical and 

theoretical foundations for a cross-cultural interpretation of domestic violence in 

Kyrgyzstan, as mentioned earlier, makes the deductive requirements of a quantitative 

methodology impossible to apply with any clarity. Instead, the analytically inductive and 

flexible process of qualitative research matches the nature of this study’s questions well. 

In this study, the openness and flexibility of qualitative approach allows the researcher to 
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give adequate space to the study participants to explore the thoughts and meanings of 

their experiences, which are different and unique for each of them.  

The methodology of this study is informed by the grounded theory approach 

originally developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967). The study’s research interest in the 

ways in which women’s experiences with domestic violence are related to their cultural 

beliefs requires the exploration of the relationships among concepts, processes, and 

patterns of basic social processes. This exploration is at the core of developing grounded 

theory (Glaser, 1978). According to Glaser (1978; Oktay, 2012), grounded theory 

emphasizes the process of exploring the “6 Cs,” consisting of Cause, Context, 

Contingencies, Consequences, Covariance, and Conditions.  In this process of 

exploration, researchers continually apply analysis of the research participants to answer 

complex questions, such as “Under what conditions do these processes occur?”, “What 

are the causes and consequences?”, and “What is going on?”.  The exploration moves 

through categories of responses, which the participants define for the researcher through 

their own explanations and demonstrations.  This exploratory process of actualities as a 

whole constitutes a grounded theory study. Thus, a grounded theory study should feature 

several characteristics: 

1) a substantive theory should emerge from the data,  

2) the researcher should use a systematic approach with specific steps for data 

analysis,  

3) the researcher delimits the theory and the categories are saturated, and  

4) the researcher needs to recognize that the primary outcome of this type of study 

is a theory with specific parts (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).  
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This process of exploration continues as new categories are revealed.  Categories are 

considered saturated when new data do not give any further insight into the concept, and 

additional research continue to reveal the same concepts. 

Additional criteria developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) for judging the 

applicability of a theory to a phenomenon are fit, understanding, generality, and control 

(p. 238). First, the theory must fit the data if it is to be useful. It must correspond closely 

to the real-world data, and not the researcher’s personal wishes, biases or predetermined 

categories. Second, the theory should be clearly stated and readily “understandable to 

people working in the substantive area”, including non-researchers (p.239). If the theory 

is not comprehensible and does not makes sense to people working in the area, it might 

never be used. Generality refers to the theory’s applicability in multiple contexts. The 

notion of control refers to action toward the phenomenon. Control implies the ability of 

the theory and the proposed relationships to later guide the action. According to Glaser 

and Strauss (1967), the theory must provide “controllable variables with much 

explanatory power: they must ‘make a big difference’ in what is going on in the situation 

that is to be changed” (p. 247). 

 This study explicitly seeks to build theory, so grounded theory is a natural method 

to apply. This dissertation study follows the stages and criteria of theory-building in 

grounded theory.  It begins with determination of the sample and the questions, proceeds 

to documenting the research findings, then applies the protocol of the constant 

comparison method and culminates with theory building analysis techniques.  This 

exploratory process produces a conceptual model through continuous interaction with the 
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data from the study and discovers how women continually try to resolve their main 

concerns.  

Conceptual categories are “grounded in” and built from the data through constant 

comparison of themes, concepts, and situations.  The theory “shifts”, that is, takes on 

specific content, based on what the emerging data reveals (Charmaz, 2006). In this case, 

in the absence of any pre-existing empirical understanding regarding the cultural 

specificity of the domestic violence phenomenon in Kyrgyzstan, the empirical nature of 

grounded theory offers a basis for the researcher to theorize how domestic violence 

relates to cultural, behavioral, and socio-economic factors in the sample, and how the 

specificity of individual cases reflect more general societal patterns as constructed and 

revealed in women’s narratives about their situations.    

Research Site 

The primary interviews for the study took place at a battered women’s shelter in 

Kyrgyzstan. The shelter is a non-governmental organization that implements legal, 

consultative, informational and educational programs related to women’s rights, domestic 

violence and human trafficking. The mission of the organization is to “promote gender 

equality and reduce gender-based violence to achieve social justice” (NGO, 2015). This 

includes working to stop human trafficking and violence against women. The NGO 

provides a variety of services including a shelter for women and children suffering from 

domestic violence, and re-integration and rehabilitation programs. The organization also 

operates a 24-hour crisis hot-line and offers individual consultations by psychologists, 

psychiatrists and lawyers for the victims of violence. According to the organization’s 

annual report (2010), the shelter received 1,937 calls to the crisis hotline in 2010, of 
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which 507 calls were domestic violence cases, while the remainder included rape, 

alcohol, substance abuse, and other problems. The organization provided emergency 

shelter services to 190 women and children in 2010, including victims of domestic 

violence and human trafficking, many of whom returned to the shelter multiple times.  

In 2011 the organization obtained a grant to establish a “social house” to provide 

the women with transitional housing beyond the shelter, and is instrumental in linking the 

women to employment and housing opportunities to ensure access to economic and 

financial means for the survivors of abuse (NGO, 2012). 

Sample and Data Collection 

 Unlike many other research methods, grounded theory is a methodology driven by 

an exploratory, analytical process that determines both the method and process of 

sampling and data collection. In qualitative research, samplings are always purposeful 

(Patton, 2002). Patton (2002) lists at least sixteen types of purposeful sampling strategies 

for qualitative research. In grounded theory, two types of sampling strategies are 

particularly important: selective and theoretical sampling, which is “an on-going joint 

collection and analysis of data associated with the generation of theory” (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967, p.49).  

The selection of participants for this dissertation was based on theoretical 

sampling. This type of sampling is based on concepts that are relevant to the evolving 

theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).  As Corbin and Strauss (1990) explain, the goal of 

theoretical sampling is to sample events and incidents in terms of the categories and 

dimensions that these events represent, and not in terms of specific groups of individuals 

or units of time. As these observations continue, the researcher finds successive cases and 
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examples based on the likelihood that they are able to enhance and elaborate emerging 

theoretical constructs.  Kuzel explains that, “this process of data collection is controlled 

by the emerging theory… and is driven by the desire to illuminate the questions under 

study and to increase the scope or range of data exposed – to uncover the multiple 

realities” (Kuzel, 1992, p.33). The researcher eventually stops, closing the sample, when 

no new information is determined to be emerging around key study concepts (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967). 

For the initial stage, selective sample is useful for preliminary theorizing (Corbin 

& Strauss, 2008). Selective sample implies a decision of the criteria for sampling to be 

made “prior to beginning a study to sample subjects according to a preconceived, but 

reasonable initial set of criteria” (Sandelowski, Holditcy-Davis, & Harris, 1992, p. 302). 

Patton (2002) suggests that the first participants are selected on the basis of their 

“information-richness,” which is the ability of the researcher to “learn a great deal about 

issues of central importance to the purpose of the research” (Patton, 2002, p. 46). It is, 

therefore, suggested that “the researcher choose any groups that will help generate, to the 

fullest extent, as many properties of the categories as possible and that will help relate 

categories to each other and to their properties” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p.49). The 

major principle is to maximize similarities within categories, and minimize differences 

within categories, through on-going comparison between groups (Glaser, 1978). 

To obtain the richness and relevance of the first set of data, the criteria for initial 

selective sampling were set as:  (1) married women aged 188 to 49 at the time of data 

                                                
8 According to National Statistical Committee (as cited in Bauer et al., 1999) the average age of first 
marriage among Kyrgyz women is 22 years old; however, in some regions, women tend to marry younger, 
which could be associated with bride-kidnapping and the practice of unregistered underage customary 
marriages (“nikah”) in rural areas, especially in the south of the country (ADB, 2005, p.48). 
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collection, (2) women who had a history of domestic violence and resided at the shelter. 

The criteria were determined based on the assumption that women in a shelter setting 

were likely to have more intensive and direct experience with domestic violence, which 

in turn would make it more convenient for them to reveal and reflect on the meaning of 

the experiences to them. Exclusion criteria were: (1) women with mental or cognitive 

impairment or disability; (2) incarcerated; and (3) lesbians. Excluded participants were 

considered distinct populations which this study did not intend to address, and therefore, 

were considered outside of the scope of this study. For example, a decision was made to 

focus on heterosexual relationships because some interpersonal dynamics may be 

different in lesbian domestic violence. Although domestic violence among lesbians 

shares many commonalities with domestic violence among heterosexuals, issues of 

heterosexism and internalized homophobia are unique to lesbians’ social realities (Yick, 

2008), which might affect coping and help-seeking. 

The participants who were interviewed matched well with the criteria set for the 

sampling. There was a relatively high degree of homogeneity among the women, who 

had similar backgrounds in terms of socio-economic status and ethnic background.  The 

high degree of homogeneity did not allow for a maximization of diversity, particularly 

because the sampling criteria was restricted to include only women residing in the shelter. 

However, it did lead to a quick emergence of patterns in the data, i.e., large similarities in 

categories within the group. 

These patterns provided a solid base for the theoretical sampling of the 

participants. For example, because the first interview was with the woman whose partner 

was a former law enforcement official, the researcher decided to explore that variable in 
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other interviews. She sought out women whose husbands were affiliated with law 

enforcement, and subsequently interviewed a woman whose husband was a military 

officer. In the next set of interviews, women’s experiences with help seeking from 

criminal justice system were systematically elicited. Based on the theoretical sampling 

applied, the researcher sought out specific characteristics of women in order to explore 

more concepts and dimensions of category of legal help-seeking that were identified in 

the first round.  

After each interview, the researcher created a profile for each participant in order 

to compare the differences and similarities, and to be able to explore different 

characteristics further. The researcher kept memos to record her thinking and how she 

arrived at some decisions on key important categories in theory building.  

The process of memoing and theoretical sampling suggested that the researcher 

look for women who were coming not only from poor and vulnerable socio-economic 

backgrounds, but also from relatively more well-to-do situations in order to compare the 

coping and help-seeking mechanisms of affluent women. The process of further 

comparison indicated that the data collection should be extended to groups of women 

who lived together with their husbands’ families, because the joint living structure and 

the role of in-laws in the family conflict emerged as one of the most important themes in 

deconstructing occurrence of violence in the marriage.  

Finally, the women were sampled based on their decision to leave or stay, and the 

factors that determined their success in reducing violence (if they chose to stay) or 

carrying the decision out (if they decided to leave). Memos provided the researcher with 

a record of the thinking process through the study and decisions about what to look for in 
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the next round of data gathering. Not only did they provide with an “audit trail” to 

support theory to meet the requirements of methods (Padget, 2008), but also with the 

direction on which study categories and themes the researcher should expand on and 

saturate (Oktay, 2012).   

In sum, a total of 16 women were interviewed (participants’ characteristics will be 

presented in Results Chapter). As Luborsky and Rubinstein (1995) suggest, the number 

of participants in qualitative research is an “ever eternal” question. In qualitative 

research, the sample number is not fixed, and thus complicated, because the process is 

driven by the emergence of theory. It is repeatedly suggested in the literature that there 

should not be any predetermined size of sample or direction of sample (Glaser, 1978; 

Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Charmaz, 2006; Oktay, 2014). The actual numbers of 

participants are determined by the point of saturation of the categories (Corbin & Strauss, 

2008).   

What constitutes that saturation has also been a question of perennial debate 

(Mason, 2010). While common use of the term saturation refers to “nothing new 

happening” in the data, Glaser (2001 as cited in Charmaz, 2006) takes a “more 

sophisticated view of saturation than implied by common research parlance” (p. 113).  

For Glaser, “saturation is not seeing the same pattern over and over again. It is the 

conceptualization of these incidents which yield different properties of the pattern, until 

new properties of the pattern emerge” (Glaser, 2001, p.191). Corbin and Strauss (2008) 

judge their criterion for saturation as, “no additional data being found whereby the 

researcher can develop properties of the categories” (p.61). In other words, “categories 

are ‘saturated’ when gathering fresh data no longer sparks new theoretical insights, nor 
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reveals new properties of these core theoretical categories” (Charmaz, 2006; p.113). Still, 

Dey (1999) challenges the notion of saturation, voicing a concern about foreclosing 

analytical possibilities and forcing data into pre-conceived frameworks, preferring the 

term “theoretical sufficiency” over “saturation” (Dey, 1999, p. 257). While different 

authors may have different formulations of the concept of saturation, in practice the 

proponents of the grounded theory method recommend “being open to what is happening 

in the field and being willing to grapple with the data” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 113) as the 

researcher constantly keeps the “abductive” logic of theory building in mind (Strubing, 

2007). As Maykut and Morehouse (1994) observe, it is at the point of reaching 

“diminished returns from the data collection efforts” that the researchers can be 

reasonably assured that they have conducted a thorough study (p.62). 

In this study, the saturation principle was followed. In the first round of data 

collection, while interviewing the first five participants, the researcher perceived a level 

of diminishing returns in the richness of information. Then, the analysis of the five 

transcripts further proved that a saturation of information was achieved with the 

emergence of the preliminary coding scheme. For instance, in terms of the role of 

criminal justice system in women’s help-seeking efforts, the ineffectuality of police 

responses to domestic violence cases was overwhelmingly identified in all the transcripts. 

The saturation principle was also followed in deciding the number of participants in the 

sub-group of six women who lived jointly with the husband’s family and experienced 

violence from in-laws. Although the number of participants from each sub-group was 

small, as Mores (1995) indicates, theoretical sampling will lead to saturation faster than 

other sampling methods because of its specificity in the information that is sought. 
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Finally, in the third round of data collection, the saturation came even earlier, 

where the decision was to compare among women of different age and socio-

demographic characteristics. The information for the formulation of valid sets of 

theoretical coding was rich enough to end the data collection process at this point.  

However, it is undeniable that each case is unique.  Had the researcher decided to 

collect more data on each category, there could have been more both more unique detail, 

on the one hand, and more similar, confirming experiences, on the other hand, simply 

from greater numbers. But these would not likely have added any additional theoretical 

richness. The literature on systematic review of studies using qualitative interviews 

suggests that saturation is just a cutting-off criterion, a decision inevitably made 

purposely and subjectively by the researcher based on their perception of the coherence 

of the theoretical similarities which have accumulated within categories. As Mason 

(2010) notes, “the point of saturation is a rather difficult point to identify and of course a 

rather elastic notion. New data (especially if theoretically sampled) will always add 

something new, but there are diminishing returns, and the cut off between adding to 

emerging findings and not adding, might be considered inevitably arbitrary” (p.11).  

As the practical wisdom developed by various scholars’ experience has suggested, 

saturation of grounded theory may be reached with a certain number of samples or 

interviews. For example, Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006) conducted a systematic 

analysis of their own data from a study of sixty women involving reproductive health 

care in Africa and concluded that for studies with a high level of homogeneity among the 

population “a sample of six interviews may be sufficient to enable development of 

meaningful themes and useful interpretations” (p. 78). In a similar vein, Romney, 
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Batchelder, and Weller (1986) developed an analysis tool called the “Cultural Consensus 

Model” (CCM) for their ethnographic work, and concluded that although the level of 

consensus of different topics may vary among the groups, there are considered to be a 

finite set of characteristics or views to produce a rigorous model. The subsequent studies 

that used the CCM analysis tool estimated a minimum sample size and concluded that “as 

few as 10 informants were needed to reliably establish a consensus” needed to identify 

common characteristics between communities and cultural groups (Atran, Medin, & 

Ross, 2005, p.753).  

The final factor that has an effect on the quality of the data collected and 

subsequently achieving saturation is the skill of the interviewer (Morse, 2008). In 

qualitative samples, the sample size is less relevant than the quality and the depth of 

information as the criteria for the value of the sample.  Quality of data is a result of an 

interaction between the interviewer and the participant.  It is entirely possible that ten 

interviews conducted by an experienced, sensitive and adroit interviewer could elicit 

richer data than 50 interviews by an inexperienced or less probing interviewer.  

Another factor in qualitative research is the ability of the researcher to find 

“information-rich” cases, in which one interview might produce the level of information 

that sometimes five or six interviews with less informative subjects could not.  Each of 

these factors has been reported in the literature as affecting how and when saturation is 

reached, and when the researchers feel they have enough data to consider the data rich, 

full, and complete (Mores, 1995).  
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Procedure. 

The researcher volunteered for the shelter and worked closely with shelter staff to 

identify potential study participants. The counseling staff at the shelter described the 

study to the clients and asked for their consent to participate in it (See Appendix A for the 

Script for the Shelter Staff). After explaining the purpose of the study and obtaining 

consent, the shelter staff informed the researcher about their interest to participate. The 

researcher screened the participants for eligibility, fully explained the purpose of 

research, what would be done with the data, and other pertinent information. The 

researcher notified them that they could refuse to answer any individual question or 

withdraw from the study anytime (See Appendix B for Oral Consent Script).  

An oral consent was obtained. The waiver of the documentation of written 

informed consent was obtained from the University IRB to conduct the interviews. There 

were two main reasons for seeking oral consent. The first reason was to diminish the risk 

of exposure and breach of confidentiality concerning the subject’s participation in the 

research, because the consent document would be the only record linking the subject with 

the research.  The second reason was to avoid any cultural misunderstanding and negative 

associations with the “paperwork” 9 that these women might be reluctant to sign or be 

intimidated by (Liebert, 2007). 

The interviews were conducted at the shelter at a time suitable to the participants. 

The requirements of privacy and a non-disturbing environment were enforced. The 

interviews lasted approximately from one hour to five hours in length. Interviews were 

                                                
9 During the Soviet period, the government routinely collected information about the private lives of its 
citizens that was kept on file and in some instances was used to threaten or persecute individuals and 
families. “This practice instilled a deep mistrust of official data collection and signing of official documents 
that remain a part of the Soviet legacy in Kyrgyzstan today” (Ahart, 2007, p.132). 
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conducted in Kyrgyz (8) and Russian (8) languages.  All interviews were audio-recorded, 

transcribed verbatim, and translated from Kyrgyz and Russian languages into English, 

resulting in 553 pages of transcription and 556 pages of translation. Each audio-recording 

was listened to carefully; each transcript and translation was checked and re-checked for 

data accuracy, confirmability, and dependability (Easton, McComish, & Greenberg, 

2000). The researcher iteratively read the transcribed data to have an interpretive 

familiarity with the data. Transcripts were imported into NVivo 10 Qualitative Computer 

Software (QSR International, 2011) for subsequent analysis and coding. 

Field notes were made after each interview. Besides logistical information such as 

date, time and place, the researcher also noted down major observations of the participant 

and intuitive analysis of the interview. This information was helpful during the analysis 

process in terms of refreshing the researcher’s memory of the interview. Memos were 

kept during the analysis process, and were written to document the reasons why each 

category was made, the theoretical implications of codes and categories, and useful 

quotations. The analytic memos formed the skeleton of the theory, which helped organize 

the vast amount of data, particularly during the writing process. 

Study guide for semi-structured interview. 

The interview guide (See Appendix C for Interview Guide for Shelter Clients) 

was pilot tested (N=2) and used to interview shelter clients. The approach used in these 

in-depth interviews modeled previous qualitative studies in other settings that have 

attempted to document women’s experiences and their interpretations with domestic 

violence (Davis, 2002; Kennedy, 2005; Lempert, 1996; Merrit-Gray & Wuest, 1995; 

Murphy, Risley-Curtiss, & Gerdes, 2003; Wuest & Merritt-Gray, 1999). These studies 
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were based on phenomenological and grounded theories that assert that individuals 

construct meaning and understanding of a problem or phenomenon through their lived 

experience. In this study, the interview guide was designed to specifically explore how 

the women’s accounts of their experiences in abusive relationships and meanings they 

assign to abuse can help researchers to understand the subjects’ help seeking and coping 

strategies for resistance to violence, and how their cultural beliefs relate to abuse.  

Glaser and Strauss (1967) have briefly described the interviewing technique in 

their book on Discovery of Grounded Theory. Their suggestion is: 

At the beginning of the research, interviews usually consist of open-ended 

conversations during which respondents are allowed to talk with no imposed 

limitations of time. Often the researcher sits back and listens while the 

respondents tell their stories. Later, when interviews and observations are directed 

by the emerging theory, he can ask direct questions bearing on his categories (pp. 

75-76).  

Following this suggestion, the interviews in this study employed the semi-structured 

interview process. According to Patton (2002), the semi-structured interview, on the one 

hand, requires a certain extent of structure by setting a checklist type question guide for 

collecting a large amount of information quickly, and on the other hand, allows the 

flexibility of further exploration of issues that are brought up during the interview.  

In grounded theory, due to its theory-driven nature, both the structure and the 

questions of the interview can vary according to the stage of theory development 

(Wimpenny & Gass, 2000). For all interviews, the beginning arrangements were the 

same. The interviews started with broad, open-ended questions to give the informants the 
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opportunity to become more comfortable with the researcher and provide information 

about themselves and their arrival at the shelter. In the initial stage, the structure of the 

interviews was much looser to allow the participants to respond in a free manner. Later in 

the data collection and analysis process, interviews took on a less open and more 

structured form, in order to probe and further advance the themes and concepts that 

emerged during initial interviews. However, the researcher always encouraged the 

informants to introduce whatever information they considered relevant, not necessarily 

what the researcher regarded as relevant. Throughout the entire interview process, the 

researcher concentrated on gaining as much insight as possible into the informants’ 

constructions of reality, and in doing so, the researcher constantly reminded herself that 

the informants are the experts on what they know, feel, and think. 

Data Analysis: Constant Comparison Process 

Computer-assisted analysis process. 

 The data management and analysis were an on-going process throughout the data 

collection stage. The data were stored on the password-protected computer of the 

researcher.  Each participant was given a pseudonym to aid confidentiality. The data 

included field notes, interviews, and the researcher’s reflective journal. In this study, all 

interview transcripts were coded and analyzed using the computer-assisted qualitative 

data analysis software program NVivo10. NVivo assisted the researcher in structuring 

and patterning the interrelationships in the data and facilitated a complex coding and 

theory building process. Its note-making and conceptual mapping functions were also 

utilized for simultaneous data analysis and memo-writing processes. 
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The constant comparative method of analysis advocated by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) was used for this dissertation. This involves constantly comparing incidents that 

eventually start to generate the theoretical properties of a category and developing a 

working hypothesis. The first two stages of the constant comparative model are also 

described as substantive (Glaser, 1978) or open coding (Corbin & Strauss, 1990), both of 

which suggest an inductive emerging approach to examining the raw data and 

formulating codes and categories.  

Open Coding. 

The researcher began by “open coding” the data. This process of data coding was 

laborious and time consuming, especially in the beginning of the study. There were 

massive amounts of data to examine and categorize. The researcher analyzed the 

transcripts line by line, which Glaser asserts “forces the analyst to verify and saturate 

categories, minimizes missing an important category, produces a dense rich theory and 

gives a feeling that nothing has been left out” (Glaser, 1978, p. 58). The process of 

assigning “codes” allows the researcher to analyze data by identifying common elements 

of patterns and breaking down large amounts of data into smaller, more manageable 

groups of ideas and concepts (Oktay, 2012). 

This “open coding” technique included microanalysis of key sentences and 

phrases by making comparisons and identifying concepts in terms of their dimensions 

and properties. For example, the word-by-word analysis of the word “support,” which 

was brought up by the participants stimulated more abstract thinking by raising new 

questions and exploring the influence of the level of support and social capital of the 

women on her help-seeking mechanisms. The researcher conceptualized the data once 
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she had identified a particular phenomenon in the data and then grouped or categorized 

the concepts around the phenomenon. Thereafter, the researcher named a category so that 

she could begin to think about it, remember it, and begin to develop it analytically 

(Oktay, 2012). The Table 5 below demonstrates this “funneling” process, where the 

“codes” become concepts, and then become a core category at the end:  

Table 5. Illustration of Developing Categories from Concepts and Codes.  

 
 

CODES 
 

CONCEPTS 
 

CATEGORY 

“A soap bubble” 
“For the appearance sake” 
“They took no measures at all” 
“He knows he’s got a good cover” 
“They don’t do any tough conversations” 
“He can do whatever he wants.” 
 

Lack of recourse within the 
criminal justice system 

 

Legal help-seeking 
barriers 

 

“Wolves wouldn’t betray a wolf” 
“They are all dependent on each other” 
“Esprit de corps” 
 

Mutual protection and solidarity 
among law enforcement officials 

“Protective orders do not have any effect” 
“They are just like a meaningless piece of 
paper” 
 

Police failure to enforce protective 
orders 

“No complaint report, nothing. So it was, a 
complete mess.” 
“For 10 liters of gas the police sold 
themselves” 
 

Corruption & Negligence 
 

“Go and make peace with him for the sake of 
the child” 
“Go live together, go away.  Two of you 
should live together, you have a daughter” 
 

Emphasis on reconciliation as the 
primary solution to domestic 

violence 
 

 
Axial coding. 

The next stage of the constant comparative analysis described in the coding 

procedure is “axial coding”. Axial coding is used to further explore the relationship 
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between concepts, “crosscutting or relating the concepts to each other” (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008, p. 195) and “reassembling the data fractured during initial coding to give 

coherence to the emerging analysis” (Charmaz, 2006, p.60). According to Corbin and 

Strauss (as cited in Charmaz, 2006), the process of axial coding includes organizing 

schemes such as 1) “conditions, the circumstances or situations that form the structure of 

the studied phenomena; 2) actions/interactions, participants’ routine or strategic 

responses to issues, events, or problems; and 3) consequences, outcomes of 

actions/interactions” (p. 61). In this study, they have been adapted to reflect causal and 

intervening conditions and strategies. The Table 6 below demonstrates a summary of 

axial coding technique for one category called “help seeking” reflected in the 

comparative analysis.  

Theoretical coding. 

Following axial coding, the analysis involves theoretical coding and developing 

themes or theory grounded in the data (Charmaz, 2006). During this phase, the researcher 

constantly asks three sets of questions: 1) What are these data a study of? 2) What 

category does this incident indicate? and 3) What is going on? In answering these 

questions, Lofland and colleagues (as cited in Oktay, 2012) recommend a technique 

called “social science framing,” which involves tying a theory to broader social science 

theory. Lofland and colleagues (2006) identified eight basic questions that, when applied 

to grounded theory analysis, can move the developing theory to a higher level of 

abstraction. According to Oktay (2012), the first four questions of this “social sciences 

framing” process parallel what is done in grounded theory “open coding”, and the last 

four questions reflect “axial coding” in grounded theory: 1) What are the types? 2) How 
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often does this occur (frequencies)? 3) How strong is it (magnitude)? 4) What structures 

are involved? 5) What processes occur (cycles, spirals, sequences, turning points)? 6) 

What are the causes? 7) What are the consequences (and for whom)? and 8) What human 

agency is involved (tasks, strategies)? 

In an attempt to “not only to conceptualize how the substantive codes are related, 

but also move the analytic story in a theoretical direction” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 63), the 

researcher demonstrates the process of “social science framing” in her grounded theory 

analysis and discovers parallels in the larger literature on domestic violence. The Table 7 

below illustrates the technique of moving categories to higher levels of abstraction: 

As a result of this iterative process, the research produced three theories (Pls, see 

Figure 4 below on Constructing Grounded Theory of Help-seeking, Coping, and 

Leaving). The Results Chapter presents both descriptive and theoretical findings. 

Descriptive findings are detailed descriptions of abuse that allow the reader to understand 

the effects of violence on women’s and their children’s lives. This involves reporting 

quotes from interviews and determining what abuse looks like.  The theoretical findings 

reported in the study are explanations of the nature and process of the phenomenon 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). They involve more in-depth analysis to disentangle the 

different cultural dimensions of the problem, including from the points of view of the 

social construction of marriage, the status of daughter–in-law, the role of mother-in law 

in the Kyrgyz society.  The analysis also explores how cultural barriers and myths make 

help-seeking complicated and hard.  
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Table 6. Components of Axial Coding in the Category “Help-seeking” 

Components of 
Axial Coding Category “Help-seeking” 

Causal conditions Ø   Prior experience or witnessing violence;  
Ø   Lack of support and self-respect;  
Ø   Feeling fear and insecurity, jealousy, and guilt;  
Ø   Behavioral problems of the abuser; 
Ø   Lack of socio-economic capital; 
Ø   Coming from a dysfunctional family. 
 

Intervening 
conditions 

Ø   Prior experiences not being protected by police, public health/social 
service systems;  

Ø   Social construction of marriage and fear of stigma of divorce;  
Ø   Status of the daughter-in-law/role of mother-in-law in the family; 
Ø   Cultural and religious influences as legitimations of abuse. 
 

Action strategies Emotion-focused strategies:  
Ø   Keeping the status quo and keeping silent,  
Ø   Placating and negotiating,  
Ø   Trying to divert attention,  
Ø   Temporary abstinence from communication or sex,  
Ø   Spirituality and religiosity,  
Ø   Using alcohol/other substances to suppress the pain and humiliation 

of the abuse. 
 
Problem-focused strategies:  

Ø   Asserting rights/expressing voice;  
Ø   Hiding, planning safety/escape; 
Ø   Looking for better future and prospects. 

 
Consequences Negative effects: 

Ø   Loss of identity and powerlessness,  
Ø   Fear and uncertainty,   
Ø   Shame and guilt.  

 
Positive effects: 

Ø   Resiliency, reclaiming self,  
Ø   Engaging in altruism/self-love,  
Ø   Learning to stand up for yourself. 

 
Theoretical 
question 

What’s going on?:  
Ø   How do their cultural/societal beliefs relate to abuse?  
Ø   What are the pathways to and from the domestic violence shelters 

for different women?  
Ø   What helps women cope, adapt, and resist the abuse? 
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Table 7. Moving Grounded Theory Analysis to Higher Levels of Abstraction. 

 
Types 

 

Emotional abuse, Physical abuse, Sexual abuse, Economic 
abuse 

Frequencies 
 

Ranges from daily unrelenting beatings, severe beatings during 
alcohol intoxication, once every/every other week 
 

Magnitude 
 

Intensity of physical abuse, including hitting, kicking, hair pulling, 
smashing heavy objects again women’s head, stabbing with forks or 
knives, whipping with rolling pin, burning the woman’s face/hands 
by pushing on the hot stove, and throwing hot food/drink on the 
face  
 

What structures involved 
 

Non-governmental Organizations, public and government 
institutions, educational establishments, criminal justice/public 
health/social services systems, families 

 
What processes occur 
 

Processes of leaving, coping, and help-seeking 
 

Causes 
 

Demographic, behavioral, and cultural risk factors 
Societal problems, incl. poverty, unemployment, lack of resources 
 

Consequences 
 

Physical and psychological impact, incl. loss of identity, existential 
distress, and impaired mental health 
 

Tasks, strategies 
 

Emotion focused strategies, Problem-focused strategies 
 

 
The theories emerged relate directly to the orienting questions presented in 

Chapter 1. These questions include: 

•   What are the experiences of women who experienced domestic violence? How do 

the women’s accounts of their experiences in abusive relationships help us 

understand the causes, consequences, and strategies for resistance to violence? 

Subsidiary research questions (threads) are as follows: 

•   What are the experiences of women in Kyrgyzstan who experienced domestic 

violence?  

•   What strategies do they use to cope, adapt, and resist to violence? 

•   How do their cultural/societal beliefs relate to abuse? 
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•   What are the pathways to and from the domestic violence shelters for the women 

in the shelters? What led them to seek help in the shelters? What was the complex 

decision making process for leaving the abusive relationship?  

•   What are the common elements to their experiences that can be identified as part 

of a grounded theory of domestic violence? What are the dominant social and 

cultural processes that account for the abusive behaviors in a particular cultural 

context of Kyrgyzstan? 

Figure 4. Constructing Grounded Theory of Help-seeking, Coping with Domestic 

Violence, and Leaving in Kyrgyzstan. 

 

The theories that were developed from the data are as follows: 

1)   The culture of gender inequality and acceptance of gender violence are 

primary causes and barriers for help-seeking from domestic violence. 

Although the dissertation discusses universal factors and how they relate to 
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abuse, such as husband’s substance and alcohol abuse, gambling or other 

behavioral problems, as well as larger societal problems such as poverty and 

unemployment in the context of the collapse of the Soviet Union, this study 

argues that violence against women can be better understood as a social 

problem resulting from the confluence of powerful cultural factors and social 

norms that sanction violence and legitimize the abuse.  

2)   Domestic violence victims became involved in the criminal justice system 

because they viewed the system as the logical external resource for obtaining 

assistance with their domestic violence situations. However, the women 

believed that there was very little support when they needed it the most, 

during their initial contact with the police. The women perceived the system 

as a corrupt “soap bubble”, which existed only superficially for “appearance 

sake,” which tended to minimize the abuse and further disempower the 

victims. 

3)   The study participants used a variety of protective strategies for coping with 

abuse. They were divided into two categories: 1) Emotion-focused strategies 

to maintain the status quo and keep silent, such as placating and making 

peace, diverting attention or suppressing feelings and thoughts; and 2) 

Problem-solving strategies to resist the abuse, such asserting rights, 

expressing voice, planning safety and escape, and working toward a future 

goal. Based on this study’s analysis, although most women’s coping efforts 

involved both types, it was much more common in the early stages to engage 

in emotion regulation, avoidance strategies, and endurance. Reasons included 
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the stigma attached to public disclosure, cultural resistance to problem 

solving, lack of resources, and the underlying belief that no solution or other 

exit options existed for the women.  

4)   The findings of this study revealed that, for most women women, the leaving 

process occurred in stages that involved a series of decisions and actions 

which unfolded over time. The process of leaving as described by participants 

included three stages: reaching the turning point, implementation of the 

leaving process, and reclaiming or regaining self. Even though the analysis 

reveals a very similar pattern in all the relationships, the violence took many 

different forms of expression, where fear was a central theme and main 

driving force to leave. 

Fitness and Trustworthiness  

Although the grounded theory methodology has been widely adopted in scientific 

research in recent decades, this qualitative methodology has been the subject of various 

interpretations and criticisms from a variety of perspectives (Age, 2011). Some authors 

have classified the grounded theory methodology as a positivist methodology (Charmaz, 

2006), whereas others have considered it to be an interpretive methodology (Brown, 

1995; Goulding, 1998).  Still others have emphasized the post-positivistic characteristics 

of the methodology that focuses on the context, complexity, and situational analysis of 

social phenomena (Clarke, 2005).  

In their seminal book The Discovery of Grounded Theory, the co-founders of 

grounded theory, Glaser and Strauss (1967), explicitly express their discontent with the 

logico-deductive verification of grand theory in sociology. They argue that, instead of 
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advocating for more grand theory, social scientists should focus on generating new 

theories that are substantive and grounded in actualities, which are seen as parts of a basic 

social process (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p.2).  

Since its inception, the two co-founders Glaser and Strauss have diverged in their 

views on the qualitative nature of grounded theory and its epistemological orientation 

(Annells, 1996). Glaser insists on the the emergence of data from the “emic” perspective 

which emphasizes the thoughts and words of the research subjects themselves, while 

Strauss and Corbin argue that the provisional multiple perspectives of data demand active 

interpretation by the researchers from “etic” perspective, in which the researcher plays a 

crucial role in interpreting the subjects’ words and concepts (Strauss & Corbin, 1994).  

To ensure a proper “conceptual ordering,” Strauss and Corbin set out a detailed 

description of techniques and procedures for theory development (Corbin & Strauss, 

2008). Glaser disagrees with this approach, considering it as violating the original 

principles laid down in the “Discovery” book by ‘forcing’ the data into pre-conceived 

and formulaic codes (Glaser, 1992; Strauss & Corbin, 1994). This potentially confusing 

divergence of viewpoints by the theory’s founders makes issues of validity, reliability, 

and credibility of grounded theory particularly complicated.  

In their attempt to determine validity in qualitative inquiry, Creswell and Miller 

(2000) state that, despite the confusing array of terms for validity existing in the 

literature, including authenticity, trustworthiness, plausibility, credibility, and so on, the 

choice of validity procedures in the study ultimately depends on the analytical lens and 

paradigm of the study. Creswell and Miller (2000) define validity as “how accurately the 

account represents participants’ realities of the social phenomena and is credible to them” 
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(p.124). Credibility is defined here as the “compatibility of the constructed realities that 

exist in the minds of the inquiry’s respondents with those that are attributed to them” 

(Erlandson, Harris, Skipper & Allen, 1993, p.30). This dissertation study uses two sets of 

criteria to evaluate its credibility: fitness and trustworthiness.  

Fitness. 

The first set of of criteria for judging the credibility of the grounded theory is 

related to the conceptualization of the theory generated in the study. Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) express reservations regarding the application of “rigor” as defined in quantitative 

logic as a criterion for evaluating grounded theory (p.224).  These reservations are due to 

the difference in the “concept of reality” between quantitative and qualitative research 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p.5). Their concern for a systematic conceptualization of the 

theory derived from the data instead focuses on the evaluative criteria of whether the 

theory generated fits and works, i.e., whether it is “readily (not forcibly) applicable and 

meaningfully relevant to explain the behavior under study” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p.3). 

In Maxwell terms, it is about the theoretical validity (Maxwell, 1992).  

Corbin and Strauss (2008) list ten evaluative criteria which help reviewers to 

make judgments about the fitness and workability of a theory. In brief, the grounded 

theory study is evaluated in accordance with its fit, applicability, logic, and depth: “Do 

the findings resonate/fit with the experience of both the professionals for whom the 

research was intended and the participants who took part in the study? Can participants 

see themselves in the story even if not every detail applies to them? Does it ring “true” to 

them?” (Corbin and Strauss, 2008, p. 305). Further, grounded theory is evaluated on the 

basis of whether the findings offer new explanations and insights, whether theory is able 
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to address a wide range of variations, and whether it “makes sense” (Corbin and Strauss, 

2008, p. 306). Finally, the theory should be creative, sensitive, and innovative, and 

provide enough depth that “makes difference between thin, uninteresting findings and 

findings that have the potential to make a difference in policy and practice” (Corbin and 

Strauss, 2008, p. 306). 

The standard approach to applying credibility criteria, as recommended by Glaser 

and Strauss (1967) is “to present data as evidence for conclusions, thus indicating how 

the analyst obtained the theory from his data” (p.228). Other than the clarity of the theory 

and the detailed description of research process, the readers should be able to “almost 

literally see and hear its people” and their social worlds (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 228). 

In other words, thick and rich description (Geertz, 1973) is imperative to the credibility of 

a grounded theory. 

This dissertation study relies on thick description as the main principle underlying 

the writing of the findings and theory. Data from the transcripts are quoted extensively to 

reflect the participants’ perspectives. Further, this study relies on the credibility of the 

comments of readers and the various audiences of this dissertation. The researcher 

presented the research at multiple conferences as well as academic and non-academic 

venues, and received positive feedback in terms of its workability and fit. By employing 

the “thick description” method, the dissertation committee members, as the major 

auditors of this study, are able to ascertain whether the findings are grounded in the data, 

and whether inferences based on the data are logical, appropriate, and exhaustive 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
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Trustworthiness. 

 The second set of criteria is more concerned with the trustworthiness of the study. 

As a qualitative research approach, grounded theory approach is subjected to certain 

qualitative evaluative criteria that establish trustworthiness. These criteria are the study’s 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Credibility. 

Credibility is defined as activities that make it more likely that credible findings 

and interpretations will be found (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To satisfy this emphasis, two 

types of validity procedures to grounded theory, including triangulation and prolonged 

engagement, were employed in this study (Creswell and Miller, 2000). Denzin (1978) 

recommends four types of triangulation techniques: the use of multiple and different 

sources, methods, investigators, and theories. In this study, triangulation was applied 

mainly to the sources, due to the fact that there was only one investigator and one data 

collection method. As Lincoln and Guba (1985) observe, “multiple source method may 

imply multiple copies of one type of source (such as interview participants) or different 

sources of same information” (p. 305).  

Another technique to ensure the credibility of the study is prolonged engagement. 

Prolonged engagement involves spending sufficient time in the field to achieve certain 

purposes such as learning ‘culture,’ testing for misinformation by distortions of the 

researcher or of the participants, and building trust (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Prolonged 

engagement requires the researcher to be involved with the participants long enough and 

take into account distortions that might become part of the data, e.g., social desirability or 

recall bias, where there is an unconscious collaboration when the participants respond 
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with the hopes of pleasing the researcher or responding with normatively appropriate 

things.  

Prolonged engagement avoids this by building trust. Trust is a process that occurs 

over time so the researcher can demonstrate to the participants that their confidences will 

not be used against them, the promise of confidentiality will be honored, that there are no 

hidden agendas of the researcher, and the interests of the participants will be honored as 

much as the researcher’s (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Building trust is essential in qualitative 

research and prolonged engagement is mandatory if trust is to be built. In this study, 

researcher interviewed sixteen participants, spending hours with them conducting 

interviews. The researcher spent 2.5 years in the field establishing rapport with both the 

gatekeepers and the participants so that they became comfortable disclosing information, 

and reciprocated by giving back to people being studied by volunteering for the shelter. 

This provided a collection of more accurate and pluralistic data, and increased the 

credibility of the study by better understanding the context of participants’ views.  

Transferability. 

Transferability refers to the extent to which findings can be applied in other 

contexts or with other respondents (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The researcher describes in 

great detail the women’s experiences, deconstructing interrelationships and the intricacies 

of the cultural context of the problem being studied. However, transferability can only be 

judged by observers of other contexts about the applicability of certain observations for 

their particular contexts (Erlandson et al., 1993). The burden of proof for transferability 

lies with the person seeking to make the application elsewhere and less with the original 

researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Nevertheless, the researcher has the responsibility to 
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provide sufficient descriptive data to make similarity judgments by other researchers 

possible. This researcher has attempted to increase transferability by providing a detailed 

description of the country context and research setting and included detailed explanations 

of recruitment, data collection and constant comparative analysis techniques.  

Dependability.  

Dependability refers to the ability of the data to reflect change over time 

(Erlandson et al., 1993). To assess dependability, the inquiry decisions and 

methodological shifts have to be identified and supported, all data has to be accounted for 

and reasonably explored, and the research must have attempted to find negative as well as 

positive data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

To ensure dependability, this study employed the “inquiry audit” technique, 

which stresses capturing the clarity of the process from data collection to interpretation 

and the warranty and internal coherence of the findings in relation to the data (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985, p. 316). The computer-assisted analysis program provided an electronic 

platform through which the raw data, the coding schemes and the analysis memos were 

kept. In this study, for analysis and audit purposes, a recording and file system was set up 

to make sure relevant information was kept properly. The most important information 

was the raw data. With the permission of the participants, all interviews were audio-

recorded to keep a more accurate record of information. The audio-recordings provided 

the researcher with freedom to concentrate on the participants’ responses and body 

language, and later review the audio-recordings to ensure she had a complete 

understanding of the responses.  
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Confirmability. 

Confirmability refers to the degree to which the findings of this dissertation are 

shaped by the respondents and not researcher bias, motivation, or interest (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). This is also known as checking the data for neutrality. In naturalistic 

inquiry, the data must be traced to their sources, and that the logic used to assemble the 

interpretations of the data is both explicit and implicit. This criterion, like dependability, 

is confirmed through an audit trail, peer-debriefing, reflexivity, and by providing samples 

of raw data in the presentation of findings.  

The external audit for this study was conducted at the completion of the data 

collection and analysis. Once the final themes were determined, feedback on the 

emerging themes was sought from the gender experts and shelter counseling staff who 

did not participate as interview respondents to help ascertain the trustworthiness of the 

findings. They were asked to comment on whether the study interpretations “rang true” 

and were meaningful for them (Bowen, 2005). Furthermore, the researcher participated in 

the meetings of the Doctoral Peer Debriefing Qualitative Methods Interest Group at the 

School of Social Work through Skype and phone to validate the findings. This external 

audit confirmed that the participants’ perceptions and views were recorded neutrally and 

analyzed without the bias of the researcher.  

In a further dimension of establishing trustworthiness in qualitative research, 

researchers are obligated to be “reflexive about what we bring to the scene, what we see, 

and how we see it” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 15). According to Charmaz (2006), qualitative 

researchers need to adopt strategies for addressing, minimizing, or at the very least 

acknowledging, that their personal experiences as human beings will in some way 
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influence the results of the research. Haverkamp (2005) advocates for a process of 

“professional reflexivity,” whereby the researcher takes a critical look at his or her own 

role in the research process and outcomes, and adopts the continuous process of critical 

scrutiny to ensure rigor and trustworthiness, and ethical interpersonal aspects of research 

(Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). 

Following this recommendation, the researcher has operated from a position of 

“reflexivity.” Reflexivity is referred to as a “way of emphasizing the importance of self-

awareness, political and cultural consciousness, and ownership of one’s perspective” 

(Patton, 2002, p.64). It calls for self-reflection, self-knowledge and willingness to 

consider how who one is impacts what one is able to observe, hear and understand in the 

field as an observer and analyst (Patton, 2002). In this study, the researcher engaged in a 

deliberate process of critically examining her own positioning as a Kyrgyz-American 

female, and of addressing her professional role and biases, and cultural considerations 

and their implications for ethical practice. Throughout the project, the researcher kept a 

reflective journal, recording ideas, problems, and progress of the study. The journal and 

the record of the themes developed in the NVivo10 qualitative data analysis computer 

program made it possible to trace the emergence and development of ideas, creating what 

is called an “audit trail” (Oktay, 2012; Padget, 2008). 

Ethical Considerations 

 Erlandson and colleagues (1993) postulate that there are a number of ethical 

protection mechanisms that qualitative researchers should ensure in order to protect the 

rights of their research participants. They are: 1) protection against physical and 

psychological harm, including loss of dignity, loss of autonomy, and loss of self-esteem; 
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2) privacy and confidentiality; 3) protection against unjustifiable deception; and 4) 

informed consent. In this study, several measures were taken to ensure the rights of 

research participants are not violated. First, the ethical protocol of the study was reviewed 

and approved by the University of Maryland Institutional Review Board and Ministry of 

Health of the Kyrgyz Republic. Second, informed consent was obtained from each 

participant before any research activity was initiated (See Appendix B for Oral Consent 

Script). Third, assurance was given to all research subjects that all personal information 

would be anonymous in the dissertation. Fourth, participants were notified that the 

research raw data, such as audio-recordings and transcripts, would be destroyed after the 

completion of the dissertation. Fifth, during the research process, the participants were 

again reminded of their right to withdraw at any time and of the liberty to refuse to 

disclose any information. Finally, the researcher spent additional time following the 

interview processing any feelings regarding the interview or any content issues with each 

participant. If the participant felt distressed or uncomfortable, counseling services at the 

shelter were provided to assist with additional support. 

Given the sensitivity of the topic and barriers to discussing VAW due to cultural 

gender stereotypes and well-founded fears of an insensitive and male-dominated 

patriarchal system in Kyrgyzstan, research on violence against Kyrgyz women faces 

challenges to being both culturally sensitive and methodologically rigorous. A 

commitment to cultural sensitivity means acknowledging that there are culturally-

relevant barriers to talking about violence and seeking help outside one’s community 

among Kyrgyz women. The researcher made additional efforts to understand the 

consequences for the particular participant. This included learning about the fragility of 
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the abused woman’s current position vis-à-vis family and community and conducting an 

assessment of the risk posed to her sense of self and well-being. The researcher talked 

further with the participant, expressing the commitment to not cause harm and to reaffirm 

her right to withdraw from the study.  

Researcher’s Reflexivity and Positioning in the Study 

In qualitative research, researchers are advised to consider their reasons for 

conducting a particular study and to distinguish among three different goals for doing a 

study: personal goals, practical goals, and intellectual (or scholarly) goals (Maxwell, 

2005). Researchers have to be aware of their personal reasons or subjective motives for 

conducting a study, because they have important implications for the trustworthiness of a 

study (Watt, 2007). Because the researcher is an irreplaceable (Jensen, 2002) and primary 

“instrument” of data collection and analysis, reflexivity is essential (Glesne, 1999; Patton, 

2002). As I make use of my own personal self in the research process, I examine my 

reasons for wanting to research this topic.  

My commitment to solving problems of domestic violence in Kyrgyzstan grows 

out of my personal history as a woman, mother, and development professional in Central 

Asia. It is also driven by my moral imperative and perspective on issues affecting a 

sizable portion of Kyrgyz society that has been disempowered and marginalized. As a 

participant and observer of the social and economic upheavals that accompanied the post 

Soviet transition, I have been confronted by the serious social problems facing vulnerable 

groups, particularly women. I know from my own experience what it means to be 

disempowered in the context of the collapsing nation and social economic infrastructure. 

I was a concert pianist in the Former Soviet Union. With the fall of the Soviet Union and 
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downsizing of public sector and funding for arts and education, I had to quickly adapt my 

career to a new social economic reality and switch to a more profitable sector, working 

on translations of written texts to/from English and teaching English as a second 

language.  

My research topic is not only the outcome of my professional experience; it also 

comes from a personal desire to deepen the understanding of the issues that face most 

women in Kyrgyz society, to which I belong. Despite the fact that I come from a family 

with a notable academic background10 and the fact that I benefited from the egalitarian 

Soviet Union education in which women were encouraged to equally participate in the 

public sphere and employment, I was socialized into Kyrgyz culture and learned from an 

early age about the limits of questioning social norms. From my early teens I was 

exposed to my mother’s moral lecturing about not doing anything that would bring shame 

or dishonor to my family, including not dressing immodestly, not learning domestic 

chores (or else my mother in-low will kick me out of their house), or becoming sexually 

active before marriage.  

I was first married at the age of 22 and learned from first-hand experience what it 

means to be a Kyrgyz “kelin” (literally: daughter-in-law, but the term is freighted with 

cultural expectations of that role). The root of the word kelin in Kyrgyz language means 

“one who comes from outside” and positions daughters-in-law in the lowest rung in the 

family hierarchy, viewing them as outsiders or as a threat (Ahart, 2007). As a 

“newcomer,” she is expected to adapt to her new family and to obey the wishes of her 

parents-in-law (Ahart, 2007) – an idea that is reinforced by the cultural norms and the 

                                                
10 Both my parents are PhDs, Professors at the University and authors of multiple books and articles both 
by the national press and international organizations such as The World Bank, Asian Development Bank, 
UNCEF, and Soros Foundation-Kyrgyzstan. 
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cultural expectations about the role and position of a young daughter-in-law within the 

husband’s extended family. In Kyrgyz society, the role of the daughter-in-law is basically 

one of subservience and servitude – she waits on her own husband, his parents, and 

siblings, and assumes primary responsibility for all of the household chores under 

supervision of the mother-in-law, who is the supreme authority in all matters relating to 

household management and domestic tasks.  

Although I questioned the subordinate position of women in Kyrgyz society and 

was convinced of the wrongfulness and lawlessness of bride-kidnapping and domestic 

violence against women in other families and communities that I witnessed, I did not 

have the knowledge or understanding to be able to fully critique these cultural and 

societal norms that I was part of. And yet I knew that I wanted to pursue my education 

further and develop a new career that would give me greater independence and 

satisfaction than the role of kelin. Shortly after I had my first child (who is now 16), I left 

for the United States to pursue Master’s Degree in Social Work at Washington University 

in St. Louis. My dislocation from Kyrgyz culture and its social context, and exposure to a 

new set of intellectual and cultural inputs stimulated my intellectual and social 

development as a woman and development worker. The distance and detachment from 

the immediate Kyrgyz reality allowed me to reflect on the cultural values and 

assumptions from the outside. I had become an outsider in a new way, with part of my 

consciousness anchored in my original socialization and part of it influenced by my new 

perspectives. I returned home and divorced my Kyrgyz husband. I started working for 

international development organizations dealing with the issues of vulnerable women 

who experienced poverty, lack of education and employment, and domestic abuse.  
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These experiences have led to my desire to focus my work on violence against 

women in Kyrgyzstan, because it is an area of major importance for social welfare, yet a 

still mostly invisible need. My desire to establish a career for myself that would be linked 

to improving the lives of the women and children, and helping empower them led to my 

application in 2007 to the doctoral program in Social Work at the University of 

Maryland, Baltimore with plans to pursue study of how social workers can help 

vulnerable and abused women in Kyrgyzstan.  

During the doctoral program, I was exposed to different theoretical perspectives 

on domestic violence, including feminist discourses, which have influenced my 

interpretation of domestic violence problem. As a result of my coursework, my 

appreciation of, and interest in using qualitative approaches has also evolved. I selected 

to use grounded theory method for my dissertation because it was compatible with my 

worldview. It allowed me to have more confidence in the validity of the results and to 

develop that explanatory power that I would have never been able to capture by reducing 

my question to numbers and categories. In my dissertation research I realized how much 

grounded theory forces one to contend with the full complexity of the situation, multiple 

factors all swirling forward in time. I realized how much it goes beyond the naïve western 

“old white male” or white female social science, in which theories of the world are made 

up without interrogating their own cultural, historical, linguistic, and class situations and 

biases, and how much grounded theory approach does not take any of these assumptions 

for granted. The power of grounded theory allowed me to challenge the idea that there 

could be universal theories to explain domestic violence, and allowed me to build a 

culturally embedded story that comes from the women themselves. The structure and 
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process of grounded theory allowed me to carefully analyze women’s own words and 

experiences that they have lived and processed, and capture their own social realities, 

concepts and understandings. As I listened to their rich stories, sometimes it made me 

feel like I was standing on golden coins, which I needed to carefully collect, without 

jumping over hundreds of them to my own pre-conceived conclusions. As I assembled, 

organized and saturated these themes, the grounded theory allowed me to immerse 

myself in these stories and self-reflect.  

I reflected of the women’s situation and drew some parallels in my own research 

on domestic violence. My dissertation proposal was based on the assumptions of a 

western (North American) model of the researcher’s role as that of an autonomous and 

professionally independent academic scholar. However, when I came back to Kyrgyzstan 

to do the “field” work, these assumptions were frequently altered by family and social 

situations in the Kyrgyz society. I was seen primarily as a Kyrgyz female, a daughter, 

who was embedded culturally in her family and extended family, subject to complicated 

family obligations and inflexibility of the expectations about those roles, often in conflict 

with my competing set of expectations as a North American academic. It made the 

project much lengthier and more complicated, and I found myself struggling to find the 

space and time to do the work. I felt that I did not have the autonomy that other western 

researchers, because I needed to do justice to my family and support their needs.  

In certain ways this role emphasized to me the power of the family structure 

which keeps women held in an abusive relationship, and within which the Kyrgyz woman 

must operate. I often found myself in tension separating out my personal role as a 

feminist researcher and my role in the family, which considers domestic violence to be a 
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taboo topic. There were instances of domestic violence among relatives in the rural areas 

where we visited in the summer, and where I felt like I had to raise awareness about these 

issues, but was given unequivocal signs from other relatives indicating that I must refrain 

from discussing it. My relatives even recommended that I not tell other people (outside of 

my immediate family) that my dissertation was about “battered women,” and that instead 

I should refer to it more generally as about the “socio-economic problems of women and 

children.” It was jarring to me that as a female researcher, with a background working on 

domestic violence, my family still pushed me into restrictive gender roles. It was also 

disappointing to be perceived as not having the kind of legitimate job that the family 

would validate or accord adequate time and support to carry out.  

Another parallel that I drew through my personal trajectory of conducting this 

dissertation is the idea of coping, endurance, and empowerment. By talking to women 

about their resiliency, ability to adapt and change, I found the empowerment perspective 

of my own. I had to become less reliant on the “birth family” of academia to be able to 

thrive and develop the motivation, clarity, and internal capacity that was needed to stay 

with the course. I developed a “love and hate” relationship with my dissertation, and had 

to stay with it and leave it in the midst of trying to set up households in new places, new 

cultures, and new languages. I had to “hang in” there and overcome deep vicarious 

trauma through listening these profound experiences of abuse and learn to develop my 

own coping mechanisms and emotional boundaries. I had to come to a “turning point” to 

push the dissertation through. 

Being part of the peer-debriefing group of students at my University helped me 

overcome the sense of isolation that I felt due to the lack of professional peer group in 
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Kyrgyzstan. I do not think one realizes how isolating and dehumanizing the process of 

conducting international dissertation could be by having to always find time, focus and 

ability to re-energize oneself in the context of absence of professional community of 

practice. Skyping into the peer-debriefing group at the University helped to have the 

sounding board and the instrument against which I could measure, verify, and revisit my 

progress, and address all the practical aspects of the challenges in the field.  

As I was conducting my field work, I turned to the literature to review self-

reflexive fieldwork accounts of feminists in anthropology, sociology, and women’s 

studies, who unpacked the issues of “professional reflexivity” in their work. Reflexivity 

is “a conscious experiencing of the self as both inquirer and respondent… as the one 

coming to know the self within the processes of research itself” (Lincoln, Lynham, & 

Guba, 2011, p. 124). Richardson (2000) refers to writing as a “method of inquiry, a way 

of finding out about yourself and your topic” (p. 923). As Richardson (as cited in 

Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011) postulates, writing is “not merely a transcribing of 

some reality; rather, it is… the process of discovery of the subject (and sometimes of the 

problem itself) and discovery of the self” (p. 124). 

In their book titled Arab women in the field: Studying your own society, Altorki 

and Fawzi El-Solh (1988) raise these issues and present the advantages and disadvantages 

of the “field work and indigenous status” (p. 7). On the one hand, the authors argue that 

the indigenous field-worker has the advantage of being able to “attach meanings to 

patterns that he or she uncovers much faster than the non-indigenous researcher who is 

unfamiliar with the culture of the wider society” (Stephenson & Greer, 1981 as cited in 

Altorki & Fawzi El-Solh, 1988, p.7). The ability to speak and understand the language is 
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also seen not just as a crucial medium of communication, but also as a symbol of 

closeness and a means of facilitating access to the field and building rapport (Pelto & 

Pelto, 1973 as cited in Altorki & Fawzi El-Solh, 1988). On the other hand, the authors 

point out that it can be more difficult for the indigenous researcher to maintain the kind of 

social or emotional distance that the outsider/stranger in his or her role as researcher may 

be able to (Ablon 1977 as cited in Altorki & Fawzi El-Solh, 1988). Moreover, the insider 

may experience some challenges in recognizing patterns that he or she has been 

socialized to (Stephenson & Greer, 1981 as cited in Altorki & Fawzi El-Solh, 1988), 

thereby creating threats to trustworthiness of the study. As bi-cultural feminist scholars 

who were trained in the Western academy and returned “home” to carry fieldwork (Abu-

Lughod, 1988), these authors address concerns of location, knowledge, and the 

authenticity of insider versus outsider accounts of cultures, and the hybrid identities of 

“native” scholars (Parameswaran, 2001; Visweswaran, 1994).  

As I learned about self-reflexivity in the literature, I recognized the need to 

engage in self-reflection about the implications of my identity as an insider (urban, upper 

middle-class Kyrgyz woman from Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan) and an outsider (academic 

professional educated in the United States with an “American” family). I tried to address 

these issues in my own research. I kept a research journal and used it as a stimulus to 

reflect back on my study. Journaling helped me reflect both on the process of research 

and deepening my own understanding of myself as a qualitative researcher. Not only did 

the grounded theory process provide me with a powerful learning tool to conduct 

research on any topic, but it also helped me find ways towards self-discovery and self-

knowledge (Krishnamurti, 1964 as cited in Patton, 2002).  
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Patton (1990) facilitates a position of “empathic neutrality” that recognizes that 

research cannot be value free and advocates that researchers should make their 

assumptions transparent, without an attempt to influence circumstances (p.55). Watt 

(2007) recommends to engage in an ongoing dialogue through journal writing, to better 

determine what the researcher knows and how he thinks he came to know it. “An 

introspective record of a researchers’ work potentially helps them to take stock of biases, 

feelings, and thoughts, so they can understand how these may be influencing the 

research” (Watt, 2007, p. 84). Making such information available to readers can provide 

them with the means to evaluate the findings and “make analytical events open to public 

inspection and scrutiny” (Anfara, Brown, & Mangione, 2002 as cited in Watts, 2007, p. 

84). 

I cannot claim that I did not have my own biases in my dissertation, but I can be 

upfront about them and make them known. Although I admit that there could be patterns 

in the Kyrgyz culture that I could have taken for granted, the grounded theory process 

does not assume that the researcher knows everything about the culture or that there is a 

single reality that could be represented as truth. Although I might have had pre-conceived 

ideas and theories about the reasons for domestic violence in the Kyrgyz society, the 

rigorous and systematic methodology of grounded theory allowed these ideas to emerge 

from the data by exposing all the gnarly and extreme parts of the Kyrgyz society that are 

now being constructed from women’s words, and not being imported from the academic 

literature of the world. The findings represent the participants’ stories created on their 

own terms through the meanings they attach to their own words and actions (Maxwell, 

2005), and thus are evidence-based.  



 

 112 

Chapter 6. Results. 

This Chapter presents the experiences of women with domestic violence, their coping 

strategies, barriers to help-seeking, and processes of leaving their abusive relationships. 

The Chapter is divided into seven sections: 

1)   The first section begins with a description of the demographic characteristics of 

the study participants and is followed by a detailed presentation of what their 

abusive situations look like. It catalogues their experiences with abuse including 

physical, emotional, economic, and abuse by in-laws, and discusses situations that 

precipitate violence and conflict in the family.  

2)   The second section deals with consequences of domestic violence and its 

multitude of effects on the women’s health and mental health. At that, it also 

describes resilience and positive adaptation mechanisms resulting from their 

experience such as engaging their altruism and self-love in finding meaning in 

adversity and emotional pain.  

3)   The third section discusses help-seeking mechanisms and the role of informal and 

formal institutions such as family, public advocate and public health systems in 

responding to the women’s needs. It addresses how cultural and societal beliefs 

influence family violence and serve as a deterrent to help-seeking. Specifically, it 

deconstructs the myths and cultural biases that seem to encourage or support the 

abuse, and how the traditional norms and attitudes are used to justify or perpetuate 

the abuse. It disentangles these different cultural dimensions from the point of 

view of social construction of marriage and the status/role of daughters/mothers-
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in law in the Kyrgyz society, and discusses how these barriers make help-seeking 

difficult and keep forcing the women back. 

4)   The fourth section examines the intervention of the law enforcement and legal 

system to respond to domestic violence cases. It reveals the challenges and 

inconsistencies in the implementation of the law and the impunity for the batterers 

as a result of the camaraderie between the police, ineffectuality of the protective 

orders, and superficial or pro-forma nature of the system, in which domestic 

violence cases are considered as “undeserving” of the police response and are 

treated as “internal family matters” or beatings that “don’t fall within the 

application of law.”  

5)   The fifth section describes coping strategies that women employ to protect 

themselves from the abuse, including emotion-based strategies that help women 

mitigate the distress and reduce the negative effect of abuse, and problem-focused 

strategies that challenge the circumstances that cause the distress.  

6)   Section Six presents the processes of leaving undergone by women such as 

reaching the point of saturation or “turning point”, implementation of the leaving 

process, and reclaiming self. It examines the complex emotional situations and 

decision-making processes of women, including carefully weighing the costs vis-

à-vis benefits of staying and leaving the abusive relationship, taking difficult 

decisions in the face of cultural and systemic barriers, and the strengths and 

resilience these women display in spite of all the insecurities and doubts about 

carrying out the decision to exit.  
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7)   Finally, Section Seven presents women’s ideas for helping and empowering other 

women, their outlook and lessons learned, and their recommendations and 

suggestions for improvement for policy makers, criminal justice, legal systems, 

and men.  

Profile of Study Participants 

Participants were 16 adult women (14 Kyrgyz, 1 Kazakh, and 1 Russian) between 

the ages of 20 and 49 years (M = 33.4), who were survivors of domestic abuse and 

residing in the shelter. One participant reported receiving higher education (5-year 

University diploma on Accounting degree), one participant reported being a first-year 

University student obtaining Psychology degree (she worked as a Social Worker at the 

shelter); six participants reported receiving vocational education or some technical 

college (4 years of specialized school in arts, nursing, primary school teaching, legal 

studies, and sewing); four participants reported obtaining secondary education (high 

school diplomas), three participants finished 9th grade, and one participant reported 

finishing primary school (3d grade). In terms of their socioeconomic status, one 

participant (individual farm owner) reported income of $2,000 a month, whereas 

remaining participants’ income ranged from approximately $200/month (social worker) 

to less than $1.90 a day11 (internal migrants, unemployed or working on low paying 

jobs). To maintain the anonymity of participants, participants’ real names were replaced 

with pseudonyms. 

                                                
11 According to the World Bank Indicators, population below $1.90 a day is the percentage of the 
population living on less than $1.25 a day at 2005 international prices. 
(http://data.worldbank.org/country/kyrgyz-republic) 
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The duration of their abuse varied from 2 to 20 years. Of those who considered 

themselves “married,” nine women reported that they had legally registered marriages, 

and 7 women described they were living in a “common-law marriage.” In Kyrgyzstan, 

the term “common-law marriage” is used to describe a situation where a man and woman 

live together as husband and wife but have not legally registered their marriage. In some 

cases, the couple may have been married according to the religious ceremony called 

nikah12; in other cases, the couple cohabits, and considered themselves as married.  

Five participants reported having been bride-kidnapped and forced into marriages 

and two described that an acquaintance or family member had arranged their marriage to 

a man with whom they had no previous relationship. Two participants were victims of 

human trafficking in addition to having a prior history of domestic violence. All 

respondents had children, whose number ranged from one to three between ages 1 month 

to 18 years old. Table 8 below presents a profile of the study participants.  

Table 8. Profile of study participants 

 
Shelter clients (n=16) 

 
 
 

Mean  
Age 

(range) 

 
 
# with 
Child
ren 

  
# with 

an infant 
under 
the age 

of 1 year 

 
 

#  Victim 
of 

Human 
Traffick 

ing 

Ethnicity Marital Characteristics  
 
 

Kyrgyz 

 
 

Russian 

 
 

Kazakh 

Clients who considered themselves 
“married” 

(n=16) 
Legally 

Unregister
ed 

Marriages 

Kidnapped 
& Forced 

into 
Marriage 

Victims 
of sold or 
arranged 
marriage 

33.4 
(20-49) 

16 5 2 14 1 1 7 5 2 

  

                                                
12 Muslim marriage ceremony which does not involve legal registration 
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What Abuse Looks Like 

Respondents reported undergoing many forms of abuse. Women described 

experiencing physical violence, emotional abuse, economic abuse, bride-kidnapping, and 

human trafficking (Pls, see Figure 5 on Types and Effects of Domestic Violence). 

Figure 5. Types and Effects of Domestic Violence. 

 

Incidents of severe physical violence suffered at the hands of partners. 

 All interviewed women experienced physical abuse. The abuse was omnipresent 

in their lives, and the intensity of the abuse for many survivors was breathtaking. They 

suffered severe and unrelenting beatings, including hitting, kicking, hair-pulling, 

smashing heavy objects against their head, stabbing with forks or knives, whipping with 

rolling pin, and burning the woman’s hands or face by pushing her on a hot stove or 

throwing hot food or drink on the face. In terms of assault with weapons on the women, 

there were two cases involving guns, five cases with knives, spoons, and forks; two cases 
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with an axe; one case with a chair, and three cases with glass objects thrown at or past the 

victim. 

 Several women reported their partners using common household items to hurt 

them. Natasha described several forms of abuse she had endured from her partner 

throughout their marriage:  

Through these fifteen years he has constantly beaten me. He threw knives at me, 

broke mirrors at me, poked and pierced me with forks… I had all sorts of things 

flying at me… kettles, plates, and everything just flew in my direction.  

Keremet said “If I prepared a meal, he could easily pour out the meal or even spill hot tea 

on my face. He even hit me with a cup. Or if he doesn’t like the meal, he pours it 

always.” Zarina also described an attack using kitchen implements:  

There were some Malaysian chairs that had 6 to 8 kilos in weight. He grabbed one 

of those chairs and beat with it on my head so the chair was destroyed into parts. 

My head swelled up. The next morning I had nausea and felt dizziness… It turned 

out I had a concussion. 

Damira’s husband often used the stove to burn her: “My husband burned my arms 

often… He’d push me on the electric stove from behind, I’d fall on it, and my hands 

would burn. They are curved now. For him this was normal.” Almakan remembered a 

particularly violent beating with a knife and rolling pin:  

He beat me badly often, threatened me with the knife that he’d kill me. He hit me 

with the knife, harmed my spine so I had to be treated afterwards… He beat me 

up badly with the rolling pin on my stomach [when pregnant]. He drove me out of 
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the house, “Go away, and never come back. Go away otherwise I will kill you. 

Take your children; take those, who you want.” That’s how we lived. 

 The women also described their partners using more typical weapons to threaten 

and hurt them. Mehrigul recounted a terrifying incident in which her husband threatened 

her with a gun:  

My husband kept pointing the gun at me, “Shall I shoot you? Should I shoot 

you?” I looked at him, he had red eyes. “What are you complaining about to 

everyone?” He just took this gun and shot with it in the ceiling.  

Ainura talked about an incident in which her husband violently attacked both her and her 

child with an axe: “Last year in the fall he almost cut me and my child with an axe… He 

almost killed me and the child with an axe.” Some partners exposed the women to the 

elements. Gulbara told a heartbreaking story about one such incident:  

He locked the shop from the inside so I wouldn’t run away anywhere and beat me 

for two hours... I was pregnant and wasn’t dressed, and there was a terrible cold... 

He threw me outside and chased me out of the house (with tears). 

Emotional abuse. 

 In addition to reporting physical abuse, the women described experiencing 

significant emotional abuse, which took many forms. Men threatened to physically harm 

their wives or children, launched verbal attacks, isolated the women from friends and 

family, openly committed adultery, and assaulted the character of their wives. 

 Threats to inflict serious harm on the woman or her children. 

 The participants described a great deal of emotional abuse, including threats and 

harassment, threatening with a gun, threats to kill or beat the woman, take the children 
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away or gang rape or kill her. Keremet recounted:  

He told me, “Just try to leave, and I’ll kill you. You know me, I will kill you, and 

no one would even know that I killed [you]. And there is water in ‘B-CH-K’ [Big 

Chui Canal],” he would say, “I will throw you there”… He was in prison before, 

and I was really afraid thinking that he would kill me.  

Damira described enduring constant threats: “He always says, ‘If you get married [to 

somebody else], you will be either raped or killed,’ that he would send such people who 

would do that. I am always in fear.”  

 Threats to kill family members were especially terrifying. Gulzinat recounted the 

terror of thinking her children might be harmed:  

He used to scare me all the time and say to me, “I will take the kids away from 

you… I will leave you without anything at all... and you will go wherever you 

want.” And I was afraid. I thought where would I go and how would I leave my 

kids?  

Ainura was constantly in fear for her children due to her partner’s threats:  

I could not work under such psychological pressure. Because I go to work, I leave 

the child with him. He calls, “I will kill your little son-of-a-bitch. I will do this 

and that to him, if you don't come home.” I was always in such insecure state… I 

couldn't give myself fully to work… And I continued to live in this nightmare.  

Natasha’s husband also threatened violence to her family: “He constantly threatened me, 

‘If you leave, I will slaughter all your relatives, I will kill them all.’…Afraid of these 

things I endured everything… and… I couldn't leave.” These threats kept the victims in 

constant fear of losing their children or family members, prevented them from leaving or 
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working outside of the home, and forced them to stay and endure the abuse. 

 Verbal attacks and isolation. 

 Other forms of emotional abuse included degrading, name-calling, and smearing 

in an attempt to control the women. Natasha described a wide range of verbal abuse:  

Threatening, assault… that I am ugly... that I am a scarecrow… that I am 

nothing… that I am a… shit… that he picked me up from trash… that I don’t 

have education… that I am no more important to anyone… that I can’t live 

without him… and that all my relatives are bad, everyone is so terrible… in short, 

all of this and worse than that… not was just simply said but was repeated over 

and over for many hours to me. 

Damira’s husband also engaged in ongoing verbal abuse: 

He constantly kept me in fear… in slavery… just like a marionette… that I must 

stay at home all the time and look after him, clean everything and not ask for a 

penny. I must not dress. I must be like a soldier... He drilled in me that no one but 

him would feed me, and that I cannot live without him… that I should not talk 

with neighbors, should not have friends… that I should not go to relatives, but 

only to his family. I was simply in slavery… I was scared of him. 

 Survivors described attempts by perpetrators to isolate them from friends and 

family by not allowing them to attend family events, criticizing their relatives, and 

attacking their personal and family identity. Kukush restricted her contact with family 

members due to her partner’s abuse: 

My husband says, “Why do relatives come? It’s an additional expense, and our 

flat is not that big to invite them.” Not long ago my brother-in-law’s father passed 
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away, and Kyrgyz people are supposed to go [to funerals]. “Some dick died, so 

now I need to go?” When I started living with him, I distanced myself from 

relatives, because he did not want to have guests or make visits… He would vent 

his anger on me, “So what you went to your sister, what’s the use? How do I 

know if you went to your sister’s or someone else? Found yourself some (swear 

word)…” I didn’t want to go to my sister’s just so not to listen to this again. 

 Asem also described being isolated as a result of abuse: “I have no friends... My 

entire life I didn’t make friends... When my five older sisters-in-law and my mother-in-

law were smearing me, then nobody liked me... My husband’s family diverted many 

people away from me.” The women experienced humiliation, constant verbal insults, and 

habitual criticism of their personal appearance and intellect. 

 First-hand accounts of abuse also contain illustrations of the ways in which 

perpetrators used the fact that women were orphans to subjugate and humiliate the victim. 

Damira explained “I have no relatives. Well, there are cousins, sisters, brothers, but 

they're not able to resist the Military Colonel, you know”; she recounted experiencing 

“constant cruelty, humiliation that I am an orphan,” Her husband berated her orphan 

status, saying “You don’t have anybody; no one needs you at all.” Women who did not 

have parents were more vulnerable to the abuse as there was no one to retaliate against 

the abusive husband or protect the victim. Gulbara offered a vivid description of this 

vulnerability: 

Then after I delivered he found everything out about my situation... that I had 

nowhere to go, that I didn’t have anyone whom I could lean for help. He found 

out that I was helpless and… started bullying me... abusing me (with tears)... 
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using really bad curse words at me, “You are a street girl! You don’t have any 

relatives and family,”… (with tears)... There was just no one to protect me.   

 Husbands openly committing adultery. 

 The women also reported experiencing various forms of abuse inflicted as a result 

of husband’s behavioral problems such as having extra-marital affairs or bringing 

prostitutes home to intentionally insult the wife. Some husbands justified their adultery 

by the fact that they disliked criticism or nagging on the part of their wives, and, 

therefore, went to see other women. Salamat recalled an instance in which her partner 

blamed his indiscretions on her behavior: “He told me openly, ‘You yelled at me today, 

didn’t you? You yelled! I got angry and picked up a woman. I paid. She gave herself to 

me, and I slept with her.’ And I was feeling bad. I cried. I tortured myself.” Kukush 

narrated a similar experience:  

When he was drunk, he wanted to hurt my feelings. He would call [other women] 

on the phone when I was nearby… And if I asked why he was doing that, he 

would say he hated when someone criticized him, talked about his drawbacks, or 

said that he did something wrong. He didn’t like it at all.  

 Other husbands committed adultery openly and freely to the point that it became a 

habitual thing for the women to endure. Natasha’s husband had a series of extramarital 

affairs: 

Not only did he get drunk, but he also sent his lovers to me. And not just once… 

all the time when I was pregnant… They [other women] called him without 

shame… They used swear words at me, “F you. You are not the first, you are not 

the last! We all went through it,” just like that. Cockily… He even brought 
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prostitutes. Yeah one pretty day (Tears) he brings a prostitute to me and says, 

“She is going to live with us”… Yeah.. “And You,” he says, “are going to take 

care of her,”…In the end, it turns out he took that woman to the sauna…washed 

her there, this prostitute! Then they came and went to bed. Our bed! Yeah this is 

normal, right? In the morning I got up, I saw—they are sleeping side by side. She 

is naked, her underwear hanging on his foot. 

Asem also endured the humiliation of a husband who flaunted his frequent affairs: 

He would bring women to the house and stay there… There were women from his 

work that he went around with... There were women he would sleep in the shed 

with... in short, my husband was really after women… whoever wouldn’t mind, 

anyone. As Kyrgyz people say, “There is always one deaf person in the village” 

[equivalent to the Russian saying “wife always learns about the infidelity the 

last”]... My ears were deaf to where my husband was wandering, I never asked. It 

turns out, everybody else knew… I would hear about these from other people… 

But even if they didn’t tell me that, it didn’t matter. As Kyrgyz people say, “Any 

misdeed will be revealed even after forty years” [equivalent to the English saying 

“secrets are never long-lived”]… He wasn’t ashamed of the people in [name of 

the village]… He was living with me, but also freely and openly with other 

women… Anyways such was our life. 

Gulbara described the emotional effects of her partner’s constant infidelity: 

He cheats with girls... He goes to some girl’s house and stays there for a week... 

He makes the girl call me and curse me... He fries my brain, “There, I found 
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someone... she is so pretty, she is ten times, hundred times prettier than you.” 

Even then I endured... (With angry voice)... where am I going to go if I leave this? 

 In some cases, women were afraid to bring up the adultery topic because of the 

fear of infuriating the abuser and being further victimized. Damira explained “In the 

morning I started an argument.  He beat me up for starting an argument.  He kicked with 

legs, hit on my headache. I got injuries. After that I started being afraid of him. I stopped 

being jealous of him.” In other cases, women had to stop their jealousy and become 

indifferent to their husbands’ infidelity because of the profound humiliation, frustration, 

and futility of all their efforts to bring it to end. Asem confided that she no longer tried to 

persuade her husband to stay faithful:  

I started yelling at my husband and received a slap in the face…I would be beaten 

up and end up as a victim, after all... I already gave up... What can I do really? 

Here, I caught him on the spot and told him this way, told him that way... Well it 

doesn’t matter, the male wouldn’t listen... From that point on, it just went into my 

husband’s one ear and went out of another ear... He even stopped erasing phone 

numbers and call records of his women... (Laughing)... In front of me he would be 

calling his women. 

 Character assault and sexual jealousy.  

 Women also experienced assaults on their moral character, including accusations 

of infidelity, calling the woman a prostitute, and questioning the paternity of the couple’s 

child. The women described these accusations as a way to control the victims, belittle and 

undermine their self-worth. Gulbara described the humiliation she felt when her husband 

shaved her head after male customers who had bought cigarettes from her shop called her 
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“sister” and were polite. She recounted: 

He locked the shop from inside, “You were sleeping with them, you had 

something with them there,” and... And then… (Crying)... “Either you are going 

to die, or cut your hair... I will make you such a look that no guy, no human will 

look at you!”... “Come on, that’s enough, we have a child... I didn’t do anything, I 

don’t know them,” but he didn’t care... (with tears)... He ordered me to sit and 

shaved my hair... bold... (with tears)... He cut everything... (Child’s voice)... for 

six months I had to wear a head scarf. 

 In other examples, husbands forbade their wives to work outside of the house and 

scolded them for returning late from work or receiving calls from male clients. Salamat’s 

husband focused on her contact with male colleagues as he verbally abused her. Salamat 

recalled his derogatory comments: “You were a whore, and you will remain a whore. I 

will not give you a single penny.” and explained that  

He started searching through my phone. There I had [phone numbers of] male 

colleagues. “This is the one you need, this one you don’t need. And who is this?” 

“My clients”… I had to drop that job. It was a good job, but he didn’t let me work 

there. Now I am at home, I had to get over this.  

Gulzinat had a similar experience: 

I worked [as a real estate agent], so my customers, naturally, called me… One of 

my customers... I sold his apartment... and he invited me for dinner… I accepted 

the invitation… It was just purely work related… And when I was talking on the 

phone… he eavesdropped on our conversation… At that moment he beat me up 

really badly... trying to beat the confession out of me... “Confess!” he said, “What 
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did you have with him?” and established a condition: “If you are going to live 

with me, you are not going to work there… You will drop that job.” I had to agree 

to that. 

 The perpetrators questioned the women about the source of their money, 

suggesting that the women earned money in exchange for sex. Zarina said, “I was doing 

all the work. I worked and brought the money home; he used to shame me and ask me 

whether I had sex with someone to earn that money.” Kukush’s partner accused her 

spending her earnings on another man: “He blamed me that I was cheating on him… that 

I found someone else, ‘Where does your money go? Seamstresses tend to get a lot, where 

is your [money]?’” 

 Some men did not want to acknowledge their child as their own. Gulbara recalled 

her partner telling their son he was found in the street: 

He beat me telling that this child is not his... He didn’t even acknowledge his 

child... the child who is his by blood... (with tears)... “Hey, my son, come, kiss 

me! If you kiss me, you are my son, if you don’t, you are not my son.” But when 

the child ran away from him and hugged my leg, he [the abuser] started 

blabbering, “She found you in the street, your mother found you in the street... 

You are not my child... When I tell someone I’ve got a son, I’m always in 

doubts...” (with tears)... Then he lifted the child and threw him away. 

Zarina also told of her husband rejecting their child; he accused her, saying:  

When I was living with my first wife, she was not able to get pregnant for 6 years. 

How did you get pregnant right away? I do not believe it. That child is not from 

me. If you give birth, throw your baby to the trash. I do not need it.  
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When she gave birth, Zarina’s husband showed no interest in the baby. 

Economic abuse. 

 In addition to descriptions of physical and psychological abuse, the women 

described economic forms of abuse. Perpetrators often controlled the family finances and 

withheld money and basic provisions from their families. Gulbara reported that although 

her husband had money, he did not provide for the family:  

He had no concern for my child, no thoughts to support the family... He doesn’t 

bring one single loaf of bread home... It’s been more than one year… going 

hungry and cold.... As much money as he gets... five thousand, ten thousand, up to 

twenty thousand a month... He sprinkles us only air.  

Sabina’s husband also refused to let her handle any money and thus her children lived 

without the most basic resources:  

I stay at home… He doesn’t let me hold a coin. At home we are hungry. The flat 

is all damp, full of mold, the neighbors are all sick with tuberculosis... I couldn’t 

go anywhere. This winter was also very harsh. Where do we go in the winter? 

 In addition to depriving the women of basic means and necessities for them and 

their children, partners prevented the victims from working by destroying the tools of 

labor. For example, Ainura’s husband destroyed the sewing machine she used to earn 

money with: “He crashed that sewing machine… he destroyed my sewing machine with 

an axe. It became completely useless… And things like providing me and my child, there 

was no such thing. I worked; I did everything by myself.” Women who stayed at home 

with children and could not earn any income themselves were particularly vulnerable to 

abuse. Gulzinat explained:  
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He told me that I was living at his expense, “You have to keep silent! A woman, a 

wife has to keep silent, because I earn everything, and you just sit at home… at 

my expense.” I started thinking, “I need to work.” It turns out that all the work 

that I do at home—I delivered three children—it is not work. It turns out that men 

think that we are idlers. 

 Gambling. 

 Gambling was a theme in several of the interviews. Asem revealed that her 

husband had lost all his money gambling and the family was left with nothing:  

He stopped using his money to help his family... he went to casino… that is how 

he lost all of his money... wasted it all.... He would use up everything... borrow 

money from people and go to drink... He was left with nothing.  

Gambling was seen as an issue of economic abuse and neglect of family responsibilities. 

Some participants reported that when men lost in gambling, they used deception or 

violence to extort money from the victims to pay for their debts. Gulbara divulged that 

her partner often stole from her to cover his habit:  

He stopped working, started having affairs and going with other girls... 

Sometimes he played cards, “trinka” game... As he started doing this, he would 

steal my phone, steal my cash, umm... Sometimes whenever we ran out of 

something at home he would take some money from me, leave and bring 

nothing… Either he drank vodka, or beer... or he was staying with girls. 

 Difficulties asserting women’s rights to property, alimony, and child support. 

 In the cases where women lived with their in-laws, property and other assets were 

usually held in the husband’s or his family name. As a result, even when the marriages 



 

 129 

have been registered, women seeking divorce had no land or house in their own name and 

were often deprived of their right to a share of the joint property. The husband’s extended 

family often holds on to personal property when a woman leaves the household. Asem, 

who was kidnapped and then evicted from the house by her mother-in-law 17 years later, 

said she was left with nothing: 

If I wanted to claim some property [through the divorce], there are only ten 

blankets that my mother gave me [as a dowry] and clothes my husband bought 

me. Apart from that, I don’t have anything... He owns the house.... When we were 

building the mansion, I made jarma13 in a big pot, I made bread, cooked the food, 

and fed all those construction workers... I was working in the house then, 

watching my kids... I put a lot of work in there already... All of that doesn’t 

count... all of my entire life I earned things that I cannot possess...(tears) 

 Natasha, who was trying to sue her husband for continual avoidance of paying 

alimony, spoke of her devastation at not being able to obtain the money for child support: 

His income was thirty thousand soms [≈$600]. We received nothing from that 

with my daughter; we saw nothing of those thirty thousand… He brought us the 

child support money… But he never gave them to us… He gave them to the child 

to hold for a little bit... In five minutes he demanded them back. This money I 

never touched.  

 Resenting the wife’s wealth.  

 Mehrigul was independent and wealthy as she inherited an individual farm after 

her first husband’s death, but her current husband resented her wealth; he claimed her 

property (a farm, a house, and a car) and humiliated her in front of her colleagues, 
                                                
13 Traditional soft drink made of barley, corn, and wheat.  
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undermining Mehrigul’s professional relationships. Thus, her wealth and economic 

security were not a protective factor against violence. Mehrigul lamented: 

We are rich, we have everything… But even if we have everything, I feel no 

money. Because when such things are happening at home, money is not doing us 

any good. Something happens, and it all disappears somewhere… When I was at 

the hospital [recovering from abuse], it turns out my husband… such a jerk… told 

my clients, “Oh, she is in the madhouse [psychiatric hospital]. Don’t call her, she 

is a fool, she went and got herself placed in the madhouse.” They didn’t know 

what was going on… they were all surprised... And I cried. 

Natasha’s husband also reacted negatively to her potential financial independence. She 

described how he embarrassed her and undermined her reputation at her workplace: 

He came to my work drunk, “I am going to come in now and sort it out with your 

boss.”  I tried to hold him back somehow, so he doesn’t go in there. I lived in such 

circumstances… I couldn’t work for too long in one place; no one would keep 

me. Two, three months was the longest I could work anywhere…He would come 

drunk, start a debouche, after that I would be fired. Of course, I was a good 

employee. I worked hard, earnestly. But they [the employers] said 

straightforwardly to me, “Hiring security staff just for you is not profitable for 

us.”… I think this irritated him, that I may become independent of him… I had to 

report every som, every penny to him.  
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 Delusional jealousy. 

 Some men restricted the women’s freedom in order to limit their work 

opportunities, timing the visits to the market or spying on them when leaving from work 

to home. Gulbara explained: 

It takes one hour for a bus to reach the market, or two hours to go to some place 

and come back... But if you exceed these two hours, let’s say it took you two and 

a half hours and I am not back yet, then he would beat me... It would just crumple 

on top of my head, “You are already stepping on the wrong side, you went to 

someone... You called someone and disappeared with him...” But in truth...not a 

single time I did that. 

Gulzinat’s husband was also suspicious of how she spent her time; he spied on her and 

accused her of not coming straight home from work. Gulzinat recounted: 

I had to work till twelve at night, till one a.m.… My husband spied on me… he 

waited for me… with whom, how I would leave, at what time. He didn’t let me 

work to tell you the truth, “Didn’t you say you work till twelve? And what time is 

it now?” I’d say, “Such and such happened, so it was…”  He told me, “No…”… 

he created obstacles for my work… I dropped that job. 

 Some husbands accused their wives of being responsible for their own 

unemployment and failure to provide for the family. Gulbara described this type of abuse: 

“My husband says, ‘You did it! Because of you, I am not working! Because of you, I 

cannot get a job like this... This is how all the guilt is on me.” Natasha’s husband 

demanded that she pay his debts: 
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He would cockily come to me and say, “I owe some money to this bar. Let’s go 

pay for it,” as if I had to pay for all this… For fifteen years we didn’t have a 

single maintenance repair. Even the chandelier… yeah instead we had a big light 

bulb hanging… on a long wire… He would bring up any excuse and constantly 

yell at me, “You,” he said, “Only think about how to spend more money.” And 

what is all about this money then? It goes nowhere. 

 As women struggled for survival in times of economic abuse, they assumed the 

role of both breadwinner and housewife and worked hard to provide for their children. 

Salamat described how difficult it was to manage all the responsibilities with no help 

from her husband: 

For two years he didn’t work, he rarely brought money… Well, sometimes he 

would bring five hundred soms out of the blue... and what can five hundred soms 

do in our times? This is a liter of milk, two loafs of bread, and that’s it! I kept 

silent. I earned myself.  It turns out I’ve fed that big man… I paid rent, cooked, 

cleaned, did laundry, everything. It turns out I was carrying both husband’s and 

wife’s responsibilities. And why was he just laying? He just got used to it!  

The role of alcohol. 

 Virtually all participants said that alcohol facilitated their partner’s abuse. 

Zarina described how alcohol affected her husband:  

My husband started to drink a lot. He falls into situation when he cannot 

recognize himself and becomes a psycho. We leave the house in such situations. 

Because of his drinks, he lost his status as a human being. He has already eaten 

his brain because of the drinks.  



 

 133 

Some participants cited alcohol as a way to scapegoat and let his anger out on the victim 

and described how alcohol was affecting their husband’s and their own appearance and 

health. Asem offered the following vivid description of how her husband’s drinking 

affected both his health and her own: 

In the morning I would be tired. If your husband was so drunk, you would feel 

like a pickle... because he is so full with vodka, and I am sleeping beside him... If 

I refused to lie by his side, he would start an argument, “Why in the world 

wouldn’t you want to sleep with me anymore?!” Then you would be yelled at and 

beaten up…Then I would lie next to him and would be soaked with vodka from 

him... In the morning I would feel like I really drank... My head would be hurting. 

She also explained how alcohol led directly to his abuse: “He would keep in his mind 

things during the day while he was sober, and at night he would get drunk and let them 

out on me.” 

 Still, some women believed that a husband was generally a “good man” except 

when he was drinking. Gulzhan exemplified this belief, saying “Well, it’s only when he 

drinks… but in general, he is a good person.” Gulbara and Gulnura both explained that 

beatings occurred only when their husbands had been drinking. Gulbara said “He is not 

violent when he is sober, but after a drink… umm…when he comes home drunk he beats 

me.” Gulnura echoed this sentiment: “Vodka is his lovely friend... All the bad things 

happen when he drinks vodka... We fight when he is drunk… when he is abstinent, we do 

not fight.” 

Bride-kidnapping. 

In addition to descriptions of physical, psychological, and economic forms of 
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abuse, women’s stories contained 5 cases of bride-kidnapping. The women did not 

identify bride-kidnapping as an act of violence, but provided the description of their 

marriage as background information and an event that happened prior to the start of the 

abusive relationship. The women described being physically forced and psychologically 

pressured to stay in the man’s house until dawn, at which point the woman was 

considered to be “not pure” and unmarriageable and had to marry the kidnapper because 

of the shame it could bring to her birth family. Asem related her harrowing experience of 

being kidnapped: 

When they kidnapped me, I was coming from work... a car passed by, then turned 

around... I didn’t pay attention, that they might kidnap me. I didn’t even think 

about it. Then two guys got off, walked up and stopped in front of me, “Hey, girl, 

let’s introduce ourselves...” I didn’t want to talk to them, I refused... When the car 

engine started, they forced me into the car... Then while sitting there, the guy 

sitting in the front said, “Lady, let’s introduce ourselves,” that’s how I first met 

with my husband… They brought me to their house. They sat me in their living 

room and told me that I was just a guest. That it was my husband’s birthday... We 

sat. They lay the table... I didn’t know what was going on in my surroundings… 

They got drunk, started quarreling with each other, and I wanted to leave... I said, 

“Well, it’s dark outside, I need to go home...” “She’s leaving, she doesn’t like it 

here,” they started preparing the curtains in their outer room... Two people held 

my hands, put the headscarf on me and started talking strangely, “You became 

our bride,”... I took the headscarf off, “Come on, stop it! What is wrong with you? 

I am not getting married here, I am not staying here, I will not…” Then, well, 
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look at what they did! They prepared the bed and left me with my husband there, 

thinking, “If we force her to go to bed, lay her there, and take away her virginity, 

she won’t be able to leave.” 

Almakan described being sold into a marriage arranged by her own mother through 

bride-kidnapping without her consent: 

I didn’t know she [her mother] would marry me off…that they [her mother and 

the mother-in-law] negotiated it beforehand... I didn’t know anything. I was 16… 

On that day I thought I came to the party. To help. We started making the table. In 

the evening I was already sat [behind the bridal curtain]… I didn’t know I would 

marry him… I started protesting… that I must study, that I have many plans, and 

that I won’t marry anytime soon. Then he [future husband] came in and said, “If 

you marry me, your mom, who needs care, and your siblings will be taken care of. 

They’ll live with us; they’ll go to normal school.” He promised that they’d get 

normal education; promised different things. “I will love them as my own. If you 

leave to study today, what will happen to your siblings tomorrow? I see your 

mother: she is becoming a drunkard, we will cure her. If you mother dies, where 

will your siblings go? Who will bury your parents? Who will support you in life? 

Who’d run to do all that?”… At that time I didn’t know, I didn’t see any other 

option. I liked his offer; I lived only for them [siblings].” 

Human Trafficking. 

 The interviews also contained descriptions of two cases of trafficking that 

happened before women became victims of domestic violence. Zarina reported being sold 

by a pimp to a man in the neighboring country at the age of 22.  
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The Kyrgyz woman happened to be a pimp for prostitutes. We knew nothing 

about her. One day we were looking for jobs in Osh bazaar, and she asked us 

whether we wanted to work in Kazakhstan, and she would take us there… After 

passing the border checkpoint, the Uzbek woman brought us to Almaty and sold 

us to a Kazakh. We worked about a month for free of charge. The territory was 

fenced like a cage. The place, where we were brought, had its own doctor inside, 

and even a hospital. In short, it had everything inside. We worked there for about 

a month for free. Then people started to run away from that place and so did I. We 

escaped one after another…. If I stayed, the men would have raped me. Uzbek 

men abused women. I heard that one Uzbek woman got pregnant while working 

there. I was so scared to become like her and thought a lot about an immediate 

escape. 

 Mairash was taken by her mother to work in the neighboring country at the age of 

six. As a child, she was exploited working in tobacco fields, never went to school, and 

couldn’t write her name at the age of 18. When her mother died, she was brought back to 

her homeland by the Kyrgyz Consulate and was placed to live in an orphanage in the 

outskirts of the capital city. Soon after her return, Mairash became a victim of arranged 

marriage. A woman who worked at the orphanage lied to her that she would take her to 

the market to buy shoes. Instead, she brought Mairash to her house to introduce her to her 

future husband and in-laws.  

When I was living in the orphanage, S [the woman at the orphanage] called me, 

“Your shoes are worn out; I will buy you some winter boots.” I was happy to go 

to buy some clothes and went with her. When we came, she started introducing 
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me, “This is my daughter-in-law. This is my younger brother, sister in law, my 

future brothers in law… I have this younger brother, would you marry him?” We 

met. He was a good guy… I thought to myself, I saw those difficulties since I left 

for Kazakhstan when I was six. I was abused till I was eighteen... I suffered and 

saw everything that normally people don’t see. I understood what it was like, what 

I was lacking. If I had parents, I would have turned out better… I have no family 

of my own, I don’t have parents, so I would go and have them [in-laws] as my 

parents. I would be the youngest in the family, my sufferings will end. 

 Mairash recalled that for the two years that she was living with her husband and 

his family, she was constantly abused by her in-laws. Despite all her attempts to be a 

“good daughter-in-law” and doing all the housework, her in-laws reprimanded her, beat 

her, and chased her out of the house. She explained:  

It turns out I had a wrong understanding….I was beaten up there… My sisters and 

brothers in law beat me. I cried when the in-laws beat me or yelled at me. Do I 

have to be beaten up by anyone who takes the trouble!? 

 Two years after marrying her husband and while pregnant with her second baby, 

Mairash was deceived by her in-laws who sent her to the city to “see a good doctor.” 

After arrival in the city she realized that she had been kicked out of the house, and that 

her husband was divorcing her. She recounted the incident:  

I didn’t think of divorcing… They [in-laws] said, “Go. They are going to show 

you to a doctor.” I thought, “Good, I will visit a good doctor in the city.” I came 

here [to the city] so happy. Poor me! If you know nothing, that’s what happens to 

you!  
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Mairash ended up living in the shelter’s transitional housing with her newborn without 

any money or support. She worried about her future, saying “Now that I live in [the city], 

who will give me food? Now whom will I ask?” Mairash recounted her husband’s 

response when she asked to return home to see her older child: “I wanted to go home 

[house of the in-laws]. I wanted to see my child. He [the husband] said, ‘Did someone 

allow you?’ He just laughed, ‘You are eating up my brain.’  
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Chapter 7. Multitude of Effects 

 The respondents reported experiencing a multitude of effects as a result of the 

abuse described in the previous section. Most notably, women discussed the 

psychological and physical impacts of domestic violence, the effect family violence had 

on their children, and their own development of resiliency in the face of abuse. The 

women’s narratives reveal how living with constant fear, uncertainty, and guilt, as some 

of the respondents had for a long time, caused deep psychological trauma with enduring 

consequences for health.  

Impact of Abuse on Mental and Physical Health  

Analysis of the interviews demonstrated that the both women’s sense of self and 

their physical health was fundamentally affected by domestic abuse. Victims felt 

ashamed, helpless, and scared. Cursing, accusations, and threats were as damaging to 

self-esteem as physical violence. Women suffered anxiety, profound depression, and 

severe health problems, and several women attempted suicide.  

Because domestic violence reflected on women’s reputation and her ability to 

fulfill her role as a good Kyrgyz woman, mother, and wife, shame and guilt were the 

most dominant emotions among the women. Many women believed they were helpless to 

change their circumstances, which led them to loss of identity and sense of powerlessness 

in the face of violence and to live in a constant state of fear. Some victims lived with the 

very real fear that their husbands would kill them or hurt their children. These, combined 

with the cultural and systemic factors described in the following sections, made it all the 

more difficult for the women to leave the abusive relationships. They became caught in a 

vicious cycle in which they became increasingly more insecure and vulnerable to abuse. 
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Loss of identity, powerlessness, and guilt. 

The loss of identity left the women feeling helpless and insecure. Women found 

themselves being treated in an impersonal and demeaning manner. Asem described the 

degrading treatment she received from her husband and in-laws: 

I was in that place [in the husband’s family] almost like some non-existent person. 

I did all the house work, cooked, did the laundry, washed the clothes, tidily ironed 

and hanged them up. Then when he was drunk, he would tell me, “Bring the night 

pot”, I would bring it. He would ask for chalap14, I would bring it; for food—I 

would bring it. At night I would serve him when he comes home. If he yells, I 

would listen to his screams. If he beat me, I would take that too. If he was nice, I 

would listen to his nice words. Anyways, I was like a toy, so to speak. 

The women described being treated as servants and slaves (including sexual slaves) by 

their abusive husbands and their families. For example, Salamat observed: 

He [the abuser] didn’t think I was worth a penny… I was like a servant, a slave, a 

working force, even a sexual slave [for the abuser]. Laundress, worker, that’s how 

he treated me. “You are no one,” he would say, “Get up you, shit… Get up, make 

me some noodles…” And I cooked for him with shaking hands. He would eat, 

and after that he would do his manly things on me and leave. 

The women were left with almost no control over their own lives. Gulbara described the 

ways her husband’s abuse constrained her choices: “I had to bind to his will... I would 

bind to his will and keep living as before... I would eat what he brought, wash his clothes, 

cook for him, and keep living like that again.” These quotes reflect the women’s distorted 

                                                
14 National drink made of cultured milk usually effective to overcome the alcohol withdrawal syndrome or 
hangover.  
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view of themselves and their capacity to change the situation. Continual exposure to 

battering diminished their self-esteem and showed the signs of “learned helplessness” to 

escape the abusive situation. Asem revealed how incapable she felt after years of abuse: 

I got used to such life for seventeen years... I feel like I am abandoned in the 

deserted field... I am now so powerless...  I have a sense of fear... I really fell in 

life... and now I am scared whether I will be able to rise up again...  

 As women lost their self-confidence, identity, and self-esteem, they became 

increasingly tied to their husbands’ judgments placing even more power and control in 

the hands of the husbands and his family. Gulbara confessed that years of abuse left her 

at the complete mercy of her husband’s whims: 

I obeyed him without consulting my own brains... There was no way that I would 

think for myself... He never let me live on my own free will... As I lived with him 

I turned into a nutter because I always acted as he demanded...He forced me to 

live with him... If he told me to live, I lived. If he told me to go to bed, I went to 

bed. When he told me to get up, I got up... I stepped as he thought I should... That 

is how it went.  

Natasha also described a diminishment of her own identity and desires: 

He [the abuser] crushed the personality in me… He crushed my identity. 

Destroyed it… I think that this was just comfortable to him that I was home… 

That no one sees this. That he could pour his anger and wrath on me. Because if 

he went out to the street to pour his wrath out, he might have got beaten up, yes, 

that simple. 
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Ainura assessed her experience of abuse and her resulting powerlessness in a similar 

way:  

He humiliated me like an animal… And I have gone through all of it and 

continued to live further with him… I couldn’t do anything. I didn’t even 

understand that I could protect myself verbally; I just didn’t have the backbone to 

do that. 

Consequently, these women experienced a level of uncertainty that undermined 

their self-confidence and over time made them question their own sanity. Asem, for 

example, felt confused because her husband’s family consistently denied her perception 

of things: “My husband’s family wouldn’t call white as white, they would call it black. 

And it didn’t matter; I had to call it black too, after all... I obeyed, yes, I called it black, 

and that is why you can go mad after that.” 

Often physical violence came as a shock to the women. Ainura recalled how she 

felt on one of the first occasions of abuse:  

I was in shock. For me it all has appeared as a shock. I could not even realize 

what was happening to me during that moment. Now I am somehow sorting it 

out…[but at that time] I couldn’t believe what really was occurring to me. I was 

somehow slow to understand. (Cries)… As if I lived, but did not realize. 

Gulbara used the analogy of a “broken flower” to describe her domestic violence 

experience: 

They [women] are fragile like flowers... If you break a flower, it will dry up, if 

you break and hurt someone’s feelings, her feelings will also dry away the same 

way, right? (with tears)... So if you hurt her feelings, no matter how much you 
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water it [the flower]… [a] thousand times… it is already broken, it’s stem is 

fractioned, it is going to dry away, it will never be revived again, right? After 

you’ve done so much damage to a woman, umm... after you broke her inner 

world... from outside perhaps she would be smiling, but from inside she wouldn’t 

feel warmth. 

 Guilt was experienced by several women as another symptom contributing to 

feeling depressed. Asem felt very guilty because her in-laws blamed her for her 

husband’s death and not taking good care of him. She described their taunts:  

[They said] “You killed him! He died because you didn’t take care of him. He 

suffered and starved to death!” I felt guilty... I was almost close to dying (Tears)... 

I am a self-torturing person... I felt offended and hurt... I started blaming myself....  

Existential distress and suicidal ideation. 

 Women experienced suicidal feelings, because for many, the abuse destroyed 

their sense of themselves as valuable people with a reason to live. Discussions of suicide 

were accompanied by an awareness of the consequences of such an action on one’s 

children. Like many of the women, Natasha felt so helpless in the face of abuse that she 

considered giving up and committing suicide:  

There were moments when I gave up and wanted to commit a suicide… Seeing 

that no one can help me… I mean the police, the Prosecutor General… that they 

don’t even think about helping me. And coming across this… it brings me 

despair. I even wanted to burn myself… I need to live for the child.  

Mairash felt sure she would have killed herself if not for her children:  
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I am done. I am tired of all these hardships. If I had no children I would have left 

this world a long time ago. I would have preferred to face no hardships and just 

leave this world. But if I am not there for them [the children], then they will face 

hardships. I live only for them.  

Sabina expressed similar despair “I suffered a lot. I just want to die... (crying). But what 

will happen to my children? I live because of my children, to tell the truth.” Gulbara also 

described feeling that living with her husband’s abuse was a pointless existence, and only 

her hopes for her children kept her from committing suicide: 

If I were by myself... that kind of life, so much violence, I might have died by 

hanging myself... (Crying)... I could have drowned myself to death... (Crying)... 

rather than living such a life. Why would I need such a life, there is no need to 

live with him for me, right? I thought about the future for my child… because of 

that I came here. 

After years of abuse, Damira had attempted suicide. However, she had recently 

experienced a renewed sense of her self-worth and no longer believed that she was 

powerless to change her life: 

I even attempted suicide and poisoned myself with vinegar. He beat me severely 

and… I could not go anywhere. I decided, if I don’t have parents, I will kill 

myself.  I was in the hospital for a month… everything was burned. I did not think 

at that time. Now I understand. Why should I die because of a man? After that I 

understood that it was not worth dying because of a man. I had a daughter, she 

was 5 years old. And now I think it is time to take decisions, work and raise 

children by myself.  
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Fear and uncertainty. 

Fear and uncertainty was one of the central themes in the women’s narratives. 

Gulbara described feelings of fear caused by the abuser’s threats and stalking: 

I am just scared that he might kill me, because he threatened me with a knife. I am 

just so frightened. I am afraid that when I am walking with my child in some 

place, he will emerge in that place and kill me with a knife. I am afraid he would 

stab me with a knife. I’m frightened what will happen then. 

 Some women were dependent on their husbands for financial support and feared 

that they would be unable to care for themselves and their children if they left. Asem 

acknowledged, “I have a sense of fear that I wouldn’t be able to support my two 

daughters.” Sabina expressed similar thoughts: “I’m scared. I was thinking to rent an 

apartment, but I don’t work. Who will feed them [the children]? Who will pay the rent if 

I decide to go independently? I don’t know what to do, to be honest.” 

Asem expressed feelings of apathy and a loss of interest in her material wellbeing 

as she was anxiously trying to establish a calmer and more peaceful environment for her 

and her children in the family: 

I had no interest in clothes... I wasn’t interested in gold, necklaces, and earrings, 

like putting layers of that on me... For example, if you look at the wives of other 

altynbeks15 (Laughing)... they wear gold in their ears… put several layers of 

necklaces on... all of their fingers are in golden rings... Well, what was all that to 

me? For me all I wanted was a quiet life at home... so our house would be 

peaceful, so my husband would be peaceful, so that everything else in our house 

                                                
15 The root of the word altynbek is “altyn” (in Kyrgyz: gold). So, here “altynbek” is referred to men who 
work in gold-mining and make a lot of money  
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would be peaceful... But when my house is full of quarrels and fighting... I had no 

time to think about those things... My problem was to deliver a son: should I have 

a baby, should I artificially conceive, or should I divorce? I was preoccupied with 

my own problems. 

Psychological distress resulting from abuse. 

Some women reported suffering from poor mental health as a result of the 

beatings and constant clashes. Gulbara explained:  

I suffer from a nervous disorder. I cannot stand if someone says something bad to 

me; I will just start yelling at that person. That is the person I turned into... Now I 

became easily irritable, I am even annoyed at my own child... I cannot hold 

myself back.  

Natasha also experienced a high level of anxiety, which in her case led to insomnia: 

At first I thought I am going nuts… I stopped sleeping, I actually didn’t sleep, I 

couldn’t close my eyes for five minutes… I only kept thinking and thinking who 

is able to help us… who can perhaps help us? Even if I fell asleep for fifteen 

minutes, I would wake up again and again, and think, and think, and think. 

Physical health problems. 

 Violent spousal attacks significantly decreased the health of the women. Zarina 

sighed, “It [the abusive experience] dragged me back. I do not have good health now. My 

body organs ache.” The women suffered a wide range of specific injuries including 

concussions, broken bones, swelling in the joints and body, impaired vision and hearing, 

abortions, and STDs. Salamat listed a series of injuries inflicted by her partner:  
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I have had many concussions now. He broke my teeth, for nothing... Just 

because… I have my jaw broken here… Now everything in here is broken. Half 

of my nose doesn’t work, half of my mouth doesn’t work, my gum doesn’t work, 

it hurts a lot.  

 Repeated abuse led to various physical symptoms, including headaches, pains in 

the back and limbs, and difficulties with functioning in internal organs. Gulbara 

summarized the deleterious effects on her health: “I am losing my health... My husband 

tormented me hitting me on the head... He kicked my two sides like someone kicks a ball; 

he just damaged my kidneys... I am dizzy, my kidneys hurt.” Many of these effects were 

long-term and significantly limited the women’s ability to function. Sabina explained,  

I lost my health. I cannot sit or walk for long. I cannot walk straight, I’m scared of 

falling. I barely carry him [the baby]… I hope my arms wouldn’t fail to function. 

I’m scared… Even though I am alive and look like I can walk, I don’t have a 

healthy spot any more, to tell the truth.  

Damira also suffered from constant health problems related to the abuse she experienced: 

“I have vertigo after [the] concussion and I am cross-eyed as a result. I have to wear 

glasses now, and one ear does not hear. I still need treatment; this month is the third time 

I am being treated.” 

Some women’s husbands and in-laws expected them to be able to perform their 

duties constantly and without fail.  Asem reported, “They think that I must be like a 

robot... I shouldn’t be sick, nothing should happen to me... I was the one who got sick the 

most during these seventeen years... I would never get well from sickness, in truth.” 

Salamat recounted similar expectations on the part of her husband: “I am telling him [her 
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husband], ‘I am a human being, I’m not a robot... I’m not made of iron, I get sick’… 

Even if the iron gets rusty, they clean it, process it. But I am a human, yes.” 

Impact on Children 

 A significant proportion of the children of victims were battered, leading to 

impaired physical and mental health. Almakan worried about the effects of the abuse her 

children experienced: “He [the husband] beats my children up so badly that they are all 

bruised. Because of that, I couldn’t stand it anymore. When he comes, out of fear, [the] 

children cannot speak normally.” All of the women discussed how their children had 

been affected by the abuse and the long-lasting negative effects on their children’s mental 

and physical health. Gulbara sobbed, 

My child was crying, chattering his teeth...(with tears)...Trembling...peeing 

accidentally. When he hears his [father’s] voice my child pees on accident, 

trembling and peeing unconsciously. If he says, “Mom, come here,” he [the 

husband] separates me from my son and beats me. (with tears)... In front of him.. 

(with tears)... Now the shadow of his entire life... (Crying)... (Angry voice). 

 Many abused children began to show signs of aggressive or threatening behavior. 

Natasha was very worried about her daughter, who was both scared and aggressive: 

My [six year old] daughter was so frightened. She was like a little animal. She 

had this terrible aggression… to beat someone, to hit someone… to demand 

something from me, in a very dominating tone, like an order that I had to give her 

this thing right away…  She drowned two chickens in the bathtub and digged 

them into the big pit in the back yard… I was so shocked… that… what must 

have been going on inside her that she would do such a thing… that she was so 
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hurt… that this pain… she was screaming in her soul... In short, what was 

happening to the child was a wild terror…(sigh) 

Damira also expressed anxiety about her child’s hostility: 

He [her 12-year old son] is the same type as his father. He can hurt his younger 

sisters. Can humiliate them too. Does the same as father… Don’t know how it 

will turn out.  I want to show my son to psychologists so that he doesn’t grow up 

such sadist as his father. Well, it is not late, he is still forming. I have plans.  

 The women described the ways in which their partners and in-laws turned their 

children against them. Asem recalled the constant insults her daughter witnessed:  

Everyone [in my husband’s family] was telling my daughter her entire life that 

her mother was such and such... Well, it’s like if you call someone an ass all the 

time, in the end, that person becomes like an ass... So I have a fear for my 

daughters that I might lose them while I am alive.  

The children experienced constant manipulation and were given misinformation about 

their mothers. Natasha’s husband and in-laws tried to convince her daughter that Natasha 

was not her true mother: 

The child was given such kind of information that she is a Métis,16 and that in fact 

she does not look like me. I am Russian, and she is a Métis, so as if… they put it 

like that, “So look, she is Russian, but you are Kyrgyz, she can't be your Mother. 

Your true Mom died, and this is just some lady that is taking care of you.” This 

kind of stuff… that I was just some unrelated woman… was brainwashed into my 

child by her Daddy and his sisters. 

                                                
16 Metis is an offspring of a mixed or interracial marriage, usually between Asian and European descent. In 
this case, the father of the child is Kyrgyz, and the mother is Russian. 
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 The constant denigration of mothers undermined the mothers’ influence on the 

children and caused some children to rebel against their mothers. Ainura surmised that 

her son turned against her because he feared recrimination when he associated with her:  

In the end it turned out they [the in-laws] set my son absolutely against me. My 

son lived there [with the in-laws]. When I came to visit him, my child started 

treating me negatively... I would buy a toy, but problems would even worsen. If I 

bought him clothes, anything, that was the end of it… my child would run away 

and hide. He did not hide from me, but from the situation, because they [the in-

laws] would start: “Who gave it [the toy] to you? Who brought this to you? Is 

your Mom bad? And who is your Mom, in general? Like that kind of 

psychological attack was constantly put on [the] child. In those circumstances I 

had a real pain in my heart: I’d come, I’d be hurt, and would feel bad for the child. 

I then started visiting him less often, so no one hurts my child. 

 The women also described their fear that after witnessing violence in the home, 

their children would perpetuate the violence. Gulzhan voiced this sentiment: “I don’t 

wish my children to repeat my experience and have a life like mine… Now I am thinking 

about my children’s future.” They expressed the desire to protect their children from 

passing on a legacy of violence to future generations, the importance of teaching good 

values, providing good role models for them, and breaking the cycle of abuse. Damira 

echoed many of these wishes for her children: 

My daughter and I do not want to live with him [the father]. We want to build our 

lives. Not based on humiliation or sadism, but on good... want to build normal 
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family… far away from him [the abuser]… I don’t want my children to see that 

sadism and psychological violence. His children lived like in prison… If God did 

not let me have my parents, let my children have a mother, not a sadist father. I 

will try to be a good mother for them; I do not want them to repeat my mistakes. 

Ainura had witnessed the psychological damage her partner’s abuse could inflict on a 

child and worried her child would suffer in the same way: 

 He [the abuser’s son from his previous marriage] is quite an introverted child. He 

had psychological trauma. His father dragged him around since he was twelve. 

And his child is like that too. I don’t want my child to receive such psychological 

traumas like his children do. I don’t want my child repeating those actions… And 

I don’t want my children to live through that nightmare. 

 For some women, these concerns for the safety and wellbeing of the children 

served as a reason for leaving their abusive relationships. Reflecting on her own 

experiences of family violence, Salamat decided to do everything possible to stop the 

cycle of violence with her daughter:  

I made the decision. I just want to divorce; I don’t want to be with him anymore. I 

am the only daughter myself. And I have one daughter now. What Mom went 

through… what I went through… I don’t want my daughter to repeat this… 

Really I need to change myself… I am thankful for those things. Now if God 

gives me health, I will work, I will raise my children, I don’t want my children to 

repeat what I repeated. 
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 Some women reported that if not for the children, they would have probably 

continued to stay and endure the abuse. Almakan stressed that while she could have 

resigned herself to more abuse, she could not allow her children to live through it:  

Beating me up—OK, I can endure, I’m an adult. But the children should not be 

touched… [or else] they will fear everything…[I left] only because of the 

children. If he didn’t beat the children up, I would have probably endured till now.  

Natasha echoed this sentiment, saying,  

We, women, are beaten up, yes… but the main and the worst thing is that the 

children suffer… In what kind of circumstances are they growing? They are 

constantly in fear… they are in stress for their mother… I think this is the 

scariest... Actually I think this is the main reason why I left. The child.  

Sabina also voiced the belief that while she could have endured continued abuse, her 

children could not. She lamented, “Myself I would be OK; I wish he didn’t touch the 

children. He would abuse them a lot.” 

Resiliency in the Face of Abuse. 

 As the women shared their negative experiences, they also exhibited an incredible 

ability to develop insights and make meaning from their painful experiences. For many of 

them, the violence and difficulties they had lived through were perceived and understood 

as motivators rather than as impossible barriers. Specifically, respondents reported that 

the experience of abuse led to increased altruism, greater self-confidence and self-love, 

and the ability to set goals and stand up for themselves. 
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 Altruism. 

 The women’s renewed understanding of their experiences fostered their internal 

growth and the desire to help others in similar situations. For example, Salamat offered 

an extensive account of her dream of helping others: 

I will live to serve these people who are suffering… That is my wish, to work for 

people… There are such women as me, who are repeating now exactly my fate... 

there are millions of such women, thousands… You have to serve them, so they 

do not follow my path... I want to support and do charity… so that there were 

more of these centers... for families and children, and men too… I want to devote 

myself and my children to God… I have such a dream, to raise some domestic 

animals, so we would have milk, potatoes, many things like that… send my 

children to school… I have a dream, to become a Parliamentarian, to solve 

people’s problems… to help poor people to do the job in the fields. We will give 

the tithe from our field to God. Then we will distribute the rest. Some is for my 

children, and the rest I want to help this center. 

Some of the women described wanting to help at or open a shelter like the one at which 

they were currently staying. Salamat expressed her gratitude for the help she had received 

and her desire to help others in return: 

To those, who are like me, I want to help them like I am being helped now… to 

support them like this… help them with food. I want to do something like this 

[shelter] in my house… I would give them some money. How I am being helped, 

I am so thankful for all of it. I am thinking it would be great if I could do the 

same. 
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Damira voiced a similar sentiment: “If I stand on my own feet, I will help. I will try 

because this was what I needed... When I leave this place, when I have a chance, I would 

like to help. Definitely, want to help.” Sabina focused on her desire to help children: 

 In my future, I hope when I stand up from my knees, I have such zeal inside. I 

love little kids so much. When I become more independent, I want to open the 

center just like this. God willing I’ll work. If God helps me to achieve a goal, I 

want to establish the children’s house. I have a strong wish to help all who 

experienced difficulties and violence like me. I just want to let them all in my own 

house, feed them all, and especially women with children like me.  

 Self-love. 

 Respondents also explained that their experiences of abuse had eventually led to 

greater self-confidence and self-love. Many women described how in the process of 

experiencing and disentangling the abuse they were sorting out their complicated and 

confused situations. Damira recounted the realizations she had as she began the process 

of recovering from abuse: 

I realized that I was pulling myself down… did not even try to fight. Went down 

to the bottom. I did not look after myself, I did not even put a make-up, did not 

buy clothes for myself. Only for my children. Everything was spent on the 

children. I gave my soul to my children. I put myself last in line. It turns out, this 

is not right. We must learn to love ourselves first, to respect ourselves in order for 

others to respect us. I understood many things. 

 The women emphasized positive changes in their self-esteem and mental health. 

Salamat observed, “I learned to love myself, to forgive myself, to set goals. I learned to 
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dream in the end… about life, about children. Through such life processes I learned many 

things, I understand many things now.” Ainura echoed this focus on psychological 

improvements: 

I grew psychologically now. I can make some psychological analysis now. My 

self-esteem level really, really increased. I perceive these problems differently 

now, and I don’t regret anything. I have no fear, like how come I don’t have 

anything? I perceive these things differently, like someone will help me, I have a 

child, I have a stimulus… When things like this happened in the past, I would get 

nervous, but now I just somehow let them go. 

Gulbara divulged that she had a newfound confidence and commitment to protecting 

herself: 

This [experience] brought me much benefit. Before this I was rather indecisive. 

When he threw me out of the apartment, I would tell myself that I would never 

step my foot there again, that I would not live there… but I always went back 

myself again... Now no! I am not like that! Never again will I do that! I pray the 

God to prevent that... Don’t let such a day when I live with him happen again. 

 Goal setting and learning to stand up for oneself. 

 The women learned to set goals and look ahead to new opportunities to become 

stronger, more decisive, and independent. Sabina described her increased strength and her 

improved decision-making process: “I became a stronger person. In the beginning, I cried 

a lot. Now I cry less. I set goals, identify and sort things out, ‘No, this will work, this 

won’t.’ I came to make decisions by understanding things.” Gulzinat also reported 

experiencing positive changes in her character and abilities: 
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I changed for the better… I became a confident, strong woman… Now I do 

everything myself, however I want to… I used to be a calm, emotionally balanced 

woman. If I married a calm, lazy man, who knows how my life would turn out? 

On the one hand, I’m thankful to my husband… that he changed us. Because of 

him I had such [a] difficult life… I survived through this, I changed. And I 

managed to change him too. 

 Other participants asserted that they never regretted what happened to them 

because it was an important learning experience that taught them to be self-reliant and 

less naive. Gulzinat explained, “My husband taught me… that I should trust no one… 

only myself, and that I need to somehow survive in these situations for myself.” Some 

women maintained that the experience of domestic violence led them to look beyond 

superficial appearances and look for warning signs or red flags. Damira related that her 

experiences had led to a newfound understanding of men: 

When I met him, he would do everything: cook, speak well, tell jokes and things... 

I never had such boyfriend. When I saw that, I thought I would have a good life, 

but I never knew that I would live in slavery. That was a mistake, as a result... On 

the other hand, it taught me a lesson. Well, I will not believe men… in such 

artists, all so beautiful and clean.  When a person has flaws, it turns out, he is a 

normal person. And this artist, who wants to show off, is a sadist or has some 

other deviance… He is such a sly and a hypocrite… This is from my experience. 

 Sabina viewed her experiences in a similar way. She noted that she now 

approaches people differently:  
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My credulity has led me to this… Now I make an attempt not to trust... I realize 

one shouldn’t just trust, one should first learn who is who and then deal with it.  

One should ask herself, “Who is he?” and then think, “Can I trust that person or 

not?”  

Salamat felt empowered by her transition from searching for perfection to approaching to 

people and life in general more thoughtfully and critically: 

 But at that time I saw everything through rose-colored glasses. I was looking for a 

prince on a white horse… I was all the time in search of these fairy-tales… I 

searched all the time, searched, searched… it turns out real life is not like that… 

And when I lived with my husband… thank God I lived with him, I learned 

everything… I went through moral and psychological stages… it was a big lesson 

for me… I started looking at life soberly… Really before doing something you 

need to think… I have actually now some understanding, I got smarter.  

 Mairash expressed her view that due to this negative experience she learned to be 

industrious and resourceful and, most importantly, acquired basic survival skills:  

 It was a lesson... I don’t regret what I did. I suffered and was abused, but my 

sufferings became a lesson to me. I will not be sitting like I don’t know anything. 

If they ask me to do something, I will run there and do the work. Wherever I went, 

I could work and feed myself… It is just the abuse and beatings that I went 

through, but I learned to do the work. I didn’t get education, but my lesson was 

the work... I don’t regret. 

 Some women became less concerned with other people’s opinions and more 

straightforward in advocating on their own behalf and in saying “no.” Ainura offered a 
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concise summary of this shift in focus: 

I live here, it is my private life. If I want, I eat; if I want, I drink; if I want, I 

smoke; if I want, I sleep; if I don’t want, I do not sleep. It is MY life. And even if 

someone talks something about me… instead of bothering about what someone 

has told about me… my own self-appraisal… the way I evaluate myself….is the 

most important. 

Gulzinat chronicled a similar transition: 

 What would parents say, what would relatives say? I tried to please everyone… I 

had such a trait … I am completely changed now… Now I don’t care who will 

say what… I became more open person somehow… I can say everything to a 

person directly now… Ten years ago I would never do such a thing, I’d hide 

everything and say to myself, “I can’t say what might hurt a person’s feelings”… 

But now whether a person likes it or not, I say everything I want directly… I’ve 

acquired straightforwardness… My character became very strong… I think this 

happened thanks to my husband. 

 Salamat also described a shift from capitulating to the requests of others to 

respecting her own needs: 

I couldn’t refuse to anyone. This is my character, weak side… Yes, yes, yes, yes 

to all… When girlfriends would come, “Hey, Salamat, let’s drink.” Even if I 

didn’t want to drink, I used to say yes. I couldn’t say no, I was afraid their 

feelings would be hurt. I didn’t think of myself.… Now I want to live for my own 

family, for my own worries. Now I can say, “No, I have no time.” I see my 

dignity… that I need to love myself, to respect myself. 
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 These experiences made the women realize that they could survive without a male 

figure in their lives, and that they were “worthy” women who could make it on their own, 

through their own labor and not by “marrying and relying on someone else.” Sabina 

explained, “One must work and work… and if there was no result from one husband, 

then maybe there will be… through my own labor, not through marriage, not relying on 

anyone else.” Salamat suggested that her difficult early life experiences had shaped her 

previous beliefs: “I had that idea that a female needs a male to survive… And because of 

that need for survival... if there was a man, I would just live with him... even if he was a 

prisoner.” She described the sense of worth and strength she had gained as a result of 

leaving her husband after experiencing domestic abuse:  

My most important [lesson] is that… It turns out I am a worthy woman and can 

live perfectly without a husband... It turns out I can fully support the children and 

myself… It turns out you don’t have to be with a man, you can survive by 

yourself… rent an apartment, work, study even.    
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Chapter 8. “Plates and Dishes Smash; Married Couples Clash”: Barriers to Help-

Seeking among Women Domestic Violence Survivors in Kyrgyzstan 

As a result of the experiences narrated by these women several important barriers 

emerged related to women’s help-seeking. First, there are themes related to the cultural 

and religious barriers. Second, there are themes related to legal barriers that have to do 

with lack of institutional support and lack of recourse within the criminal justice system. 

And third, there are systemic and more universal financial barriers such as lack of 

housing and childcare, and employment. According to the Conceptual Model of Barriers 

to Help-seeking (See Figure 6 below), the first theme is surrounded by the cluster of 

cultural norms and expectations that create important barriers to help-seeking; however, 

as one deconstructs further barriers, such as legal, systemic, and financial, together, these 

barriers show enormous difficulties preventing abusive situation from changing. 

Cultural Barriers to Help-seeking.  

 The women described facing many cultural and religious barriers to help-seeking. 

The most prominent barriers were: the social construction of marriage and the social 

stigmatization of divorce in the Kyrgyz context, cultural norms surrounding the roles of 

mother-in-law and daughters-in-law, specific cultural biases that legitimate family 

violence, cultural and social influences that normalize family violence, religious beliefs 

that justify family violence, and a lack of family social support. 
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Figure 6. Conceptual Model on Barriers to Help-seeking. 

 

Social construction of marriage and social stigmatization of divorce. 

According to the Kyrgyz tradition, if the girl was getting married, she was leaving 

her birth family forever (Wedding Customs in Kyrgyzstan, n.d). The Kyrgyz proverbs 

like “chykkan kyz chiyden tyshkary”, (trans: “the girl who is married belongs to 

somebody else’s family), “kyz bashka eldin kishisi” (trans: the girl is a person of 

someone else’s clan) were told by the Kyrgyz people, who saw her off to her new family 

as if paying last tribute to her (Wedding Customs in Kyrgyzstan, n.d., para. 8). The 

tradition of being married in the Kyrgyz custom (as in the above proverbs) means 

culturally in Kyrgyzstan that the girl leaves her own family sphere and becomes like a 

property of the other family. Thus, girls are not encouraged to seek parental support after 
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marriage - they are socialized to focus on their matrimonial family and try to solve their 

problems by themselves. As a result of this cultural expectation around marriage, the 

women essentially lose the protection and the linkage to their own birth families in the 

course of marriage. 

At the very beginning, there are these cultural biases that push against help 

seeking and make it difficult for the women to go back to her birth family. Although 

some women in this study did go back to their birth families for short periods of time, the 

cultural construct that seemed to be enforced was that the birth family did not want to 

take them back, even when the women were being abused, because that implied shame on 

the birth family. That seemed to cut off a venue or path for help seeking or support for 

these women. 

In the following quotes, Asem recounts being refused by her family of origin 

when she sought refuge after experiencing constant abuse at the hands of her husband. 

Even when she was severely beaten, her birth family pushed her back into the house of 

the abuser. Asem disclosed that her mother blamed her, rather than her husband, for the 

abuse: 

I was rapidly calling my Mom, “Mom, hurry, my husband is going to kill me with 

an ax.” She didn’t have quite the reaction I expected. She had such [a] tone as if it 

was my own fault…. When I came home crying my Mom yelled at me, “You 

called him a donkey, you called him an alcoholic in front of other men. Then men 

are men, they get angry! You know him as you lived till this moment, you learned 

about his character! And don’t you do this and that,” she said. Again, I sat there 

more stuff pouring over me. 



 

 163 

Her birth family did not want to take her back because they had already 

experienced the shame of her older sister’s divorce, and could not tolerate another 

scandal. Asem explained:  

Now that I think about it, they [her parents] were afraid of gossips. They thought 

of their own dignity, feared that there would be gossip that they made their 

[second] daughter divorce, because before me, they went and made my older 

sister divorce without any reason. That was the main thing for them. 

The experiences of Asem and other women show how strong the cultural norms 

about marriage and divorce are, and how powerfully these cultural norms condition the 

way domestic violence plays out, and particularly, the way help-seeking plays out. Asem 

revealed that she eventually stopped asking her parents for help: 

Then we just kept going like that. After he beat me, I would say I would not live 

with him anymore and go to my parents’ house. If I said, “I am not going back,” 

they wouldn’t listen to me and [would] always send me back… I had no support 

either from my Dad or my Mom… At the end, even when I was beaten up till my 

skull was broken open, I didn’t go [to my parents’ house]. There was no point for 

me, as I understood. 

 Kukush also constrained her efforts to seek help because of the judgment she 

experienced; she said,  

It is in my character to be ashamed of being a burden to my sister. Her in-laws 

would start saying, “What is she doing here? She got married, so why is she 

here?”… I was afraid of the judgments of my relatives that I left, got divorced.  

Gulnara explained that this type of gossip affected not only her, but also her children:  
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People will create rumors about me, accusing me of getting divorced, and that I 

am a bad person. I will not be able to walk in the streets because of the rumors. It 

will be difficult for my daughters as well. I will feel worse there [at her parents’] 

rather than here [in the shelter].  It is better for me to stay here, because no one 

will know. I do not want to go there and tell everything to my mother…. It is so 

hard for me now. 

 Deeply ingrained cultural beliefs and social sanctions played a powerful role in 

discouraging women from seeking help or leaving abusive relationships (Ahart, 2007). 

Study respondents provided several explanations as to why they endured violence and 

abuse. This was evidenced by the proverbs and sayings that the respondents used in their 

stories. A typical proverb that was cited by the women was “Good wife – good husband; 

good Vizier17  – good Khan.18” The proverb reinforces the cultural notion that husbands’ 

behavior is shaped by the wife, and it is the wife’s responsibility to smooth out family 

disagreements if they arise. The wife is compared to a “neck,” which can turn the 

husband’s head in the right direction, and if the woman is not able to manage the 

situation and avoid being hurt, it is considered that she is somehow guilty for not 

fulfilling her duty as a caretaker and the peacemaker in the family. Several women 

expressed concern that they were bad wives or had done something to provoke the abuse. 

Asem’s comments were typical in this repect: 

They say, “Ayal zhakshy – Eer zhakshy, Vizier zhakshy – Khan zhakshy” [trans: 

Good wife – good husband, good Deputy – good King”]… “A good wife turns a 

                                                
17 Originates from 16th century Arabic word wazīr which means ‘Caliph's Chief Counselor’, a high official 
in some Muslim countries, especially in Turkey under Ottoman rule  
18 trans: King, a title given to rulers and officials in Central Asia, Afghanistan, and certain other Muslim 
countries 
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bad husband into the good one, and a good husband into the Khan”...If your 

husband is like that, how are you going to make him good?... They say, “Man is 

the head, and woman is the neck, and where the neck turns, [the] head turns 

too”... That means mean that I am a bad woman... (Tears)... I wasn’t able to turn 

him in that way... because his mother and five sisters didn’t let me... I tried, but 

my husband couldn’t turn... Then how was I going to make him turn? How could 

I live? 

 Another common Kyrgyz proverb used to explain family conflict was “Idish-ayak 

kagyshat; erdi-katyn urushat,” [trans: Plates and dishes smash; married couples clash]. 

Two beliefs underlie this proverb: first, family conflict is a natural, universal, and 

inevitable feature of marriage because when people live in the same house a certain 

amount of conflict is normal and unavoidable, and second, marital disagreements and 

fights are temporary and thus not a significant problem. Sabina referenced this proverb as 

she explained why she endured her partner’s abuse:  

I was beaten by my husband but didn’t fight much. I just tried to lie and escape... 

Patience is needed between the wife and the husband... If there is conflict, it may 

be because… “in one house dishes clash, and quarrelling is possible,” [as] they 

say.  

Asem referenced similar cultural beliefs—and her rejection of these beliefs—as she 

described how her neighbors discounted the abuse she faced: 

 Kyrgyz [people] have a saying, “Erdi-katyn urushat, idish-ayak kagyshat” 

[equivalent to the English saying “Lovers’ quarrels are soon mended”]… So the 

neighbors, who knew all about our life, used to say to me, “Oh, what to do? Just 
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keep living without complaints, in the end he [the husband] will listen to you.” ... 

(Laughing).... That logic was funny to me... I look back to my life... I endured 

everything, but it’s not going to work [that way]... because life is short… Before 

we die we shouldn’t always be telling only bad words, quarreling, and living on 

nerves… rather than that we should try for the good things in life. 

 Respondents also mentioned other proverbs that explained why women endured 

abuse. Gulzinat listed a series of proverbs she had often heard from her parents, and 

acknowledged that these cultural references encouraged her to remain silent about her 

husband’s abuse. These sayings stressed that once a woman is married, she must stay 

with her husband and accept her fate and that personal problems should remain hidden: 

[My] parents always used to say, “Don’t sweep your litter outside the house” 

[equivalent to not “washing dirty linen in public”], “A woman has to endure,” 

“Patience and labor will win everything [equivalent to the proverb “perseverance 

wins”].” I was raised up in such a way that if I got married, I had to endure; I had 

to live with this husband… So I was enduring, I was afraid of the [people’s] 

judgment… (Sigh)…I didn’t tell my parents, because I didn’t want to upset 

them… My husband also told me, “The wife has to be this, and the wife has to be 

that… You have to listen to your husband”… and God forbid I dare not to obey 

him, he would constantly assault and insult me. 

  Keremet heard advice from her mother-in-law, once again with a focus on 

endurance, but also emphasizing the shamefulness of divorce:  

His mother always told me, “Chyda, atagyng bolot, zhunung zhaltyrak bolot” 

[trans: if you endure, you would be famed, your wool would be shiny, which is 
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equivalent to the proverb “everything comes to him who waits”]. She would say 

“Live being patient, you will win later.” Most women, mothers leave this pattern 

to us… that even if the life is tough you should stay, you shouldn’t be a shame to 

people… because if you divorce it is a shame. You may die but stay. This is how 

things are. 

 Many of the women referenced the cultural belief that it is unacceptable for 

children to grow up without a father and women are responsible for keeping their families 

intact for the sake of the children. Kukush voiced her fear of leaving her son fatherless: 

“It is always said that a child should grow up with the father… I was afraid to make 

decisions for my son. Since he is so little, I am the one separating him from his father.” 

Almakan had experienced life without a father herself and did not want the same for her 

children. She lamented, 

My mom started convincing me as well, “How will you raise a child without a 

father? You grew up with no father yourself. You wish this to your daughter as 

well?” Since I grew up without a father, I promised to myself, regardless of who 

my husband was, I would endure anything for my children, so that they don’t 

grow up without a father. I knew how bad it was without a father… I was jealous 

of all the girls who had fathers. I told all my life that I’d endure anything for them 

to feel the presence of the father. 

 Even when Gulzinat’s daughter recognized the seriousness of her father’s abuse 

and asked her about the possibility of a separation, Gulzinat emphasized the importance 

of having a father in the household, even though she herself had experienced a period of 
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separation from her husband at an earlier time before going back to him and becoming a 

social worker in the shelter. She recounted, 

 My daughter came to me and asked, “Mom, doesn’t Dad offend you? Why don’t 

you divorce?” I said, “Divorce is not a solution… You need a father… When you 

get married someday… I’d like you to have a father… a father and a mother, a 

full family,” I explained to her… The girl understood everything… In the future 

she will find the right direction, yeah… because the right direction can be found 

by those who have a full family, whose parents are together. 

 Salamat summarized just how restricting cultural beliefs and traditional practices 

can be for women experiencing domestic violence. She made a clear connection between 

these cultural ideas and her decision to stay with her husband for a long time before she 

left for the shelter: 

 A woman has to endure; she has to hold it… If he kidnapped you, you have to 

stay and live with him. It’s not important what kind of a man he is... Perhaps I 

lived according to the traditions… I didn’t value myself. I didn’t respect myself; I 

tramped on myself and my dignity. I thought a woman was supposed to be like 

this. 

These statements show evidence of cultural construction of shame and resistance 

by the birth family to accepting a married woman back into the household and thus 

creating an impediment to help-seeking from the birth family. Shame was also a powerful 

impediment to seeking help from formal institutions such as the law enforcement system 

because of the fear of being stigmatized by their community and idea reinforced by the 

societal expectation not to embarrass the family or the father of the child. Even though 
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the women saw the police and courts as viable resources, they believed that the potential 

consequences of using these resources exceeded any benefits—for most Kyrgyz women 

the social sanctions and penalties related to divorce were worse than the costs of simply 

enduring the abuse. Kukush explained why she never sought help from the police:  

I know I can appeal to the police, but I don’t want to…(pause). You know us, 

Kyrgyz people, “She dared to turn to the police, shameless! How dared she, how 

could she? He is the father of her child!” So I silently went away. Even without a 

quarrel.  

These themes run strongly through all of the interviews illustrating the particular 

constructions of marriage and divorce in the Kyrgyz culture, which tend to disempower 

and penalize women by reinforcing their obligation to preserve the family and maintain 

the status quo. In Kyrgyz society great emphasis is placed on social standing, and an 

entire family’s reputation can be damaged by the behavior of a family member. For a 

woman to acquire the socially unacceptable title of a divorcee is considered enough to 

bring shame on the whole family. The interviews showed that the fear of being disgraced 

by the community was sometimes the most powerful constraint on a woman’s ability to 

leave a violent situation. 

 Status of the daughter-in-law and role of mother-in-law in the husband’s 

family. 

What emerges from the interviews is that domestic violence is connected with 

family cultural traditions about family structure, power, and status within the Kyrgyz 
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family. Particularly, when the new wife (kelin19) moves to the husband’s family, it puts 

the wife in a disempowering position. The new daughter-in-law is a subordinate and has 

low status in the husbands’ household. She is expected to obey the husband and his 

family, including the mother-in-law, and she has basically no rights. These cultural 

expectations create strong legitimations for the husband and the mother-in-law to take an 

abusive stance towards the wife and create justifications of why it is acceptable to beat up 

the wife. Because the daughter-in-law already has a low status, it is easy to justify that 

she is not doing the housework right, or she is not cooking the food right, or she is not 

behaving well enough. Thus, in these situations, it is “justified” to beat her up and abuse 

her.  

Mairash and Gulnura both discussed how within the traditional family hierarchy 

daughters-in-law have the lowest status and thus are vulnerable to abuse. Mairash 

recalled the unrelenting insults she endured from her sisters-in-law: 

They [sisters-in-law] said, “She cannot serve tea to two old ladies in the house, 

she cannot serve tea to neighbors, she would let her baby’s clothes lay around 

everywhere”… Do you think I cannot serve tea to two old ladies? They say I 

don’t wash dishes for month?! Do you think I would let dishes lay around?! They 

say one month no blankets would be tidied up?! Do you think I cannot tidy up 

blankets?! We eat in the same room where we sleep! How would we eat there if I 

didn’t tidy up blankets?! Do you think I cannot serve the tea to neighbors?! I clean 

up, I serve the tea, I do everything! I prepare all the food for them. 

Gulnara’s comments also reflected the extremely low status of a daughter-in-law: 

                                                
19 Literally: daughter-in-law, but the term is freighted with cultural expectations of that role. The root of the 
word kelin in the Kyrgyz language means “one who comes from outside” and positions daughters-in-law in 
the lowest rung in the family hierarchy, viewing them as outsiders or as a threat (Ahart, 2007). 
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His parents had never shown me a respect; they’ve always hated me… They tell 

me to live by their rules… According to them, I should not talk but only be deaf-

mute for them. I must do whatever his mother orders me. I should only obey and 

listen to them... My word is nothing to them. Their word should be a law to me. 

All these things create so many scandals.  

Another culturally embedded theme is the role of the mother-in-law. The power 

of mother-in-laws was especially prominent in several cases and is a considerable part of 

the narrative or the lived experience of these women. Mothers-in-law were often 

described as jealous power figures who essentially become the daughter-in-law’s boss 

and the decision-maker in the family. Asem’s story exemplified the extreme control 

mothers-in-law often have over these women. She explained that her mother-in-law 

controlled every aspect of her life: 

For seventeen years I lived under my mother in law... my mother-in-law was my 

boss… My mother-in-law could have made the right dough20 (kainenenin 

kamyrynan)... My mother-in-law would intervene in everything… in what we do 

every day and throughout the day. All our life she knew every single needle and 

thread…she eavesdropped on everything. She loved her son too much and didn’t 

value me.... or she was afraid that her son would obey me, that I would establish 

my authority. She was protecting herself, in my opinion, “We will not listen to 

Asem. We will not bow our heads to Asem,” she had a goal to live like that. 

Asem continued, explaining that this situation left her with no money or resources 

of her own:  

                                                
20 “The dough made by the mother-in-law” is a Kyrgyz saying which means that the mother-in-law 
supervises and trains the new daughter-in-law to obey the rules of the new family, thereby “moulding” the 
new daughter-in-law’s character according to the mother-in-law’s guidance and rules. 
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My mother-in-law paid, she bought all the groceries. When I needed clothes, I 

would ask my mother-in-law, and she would give me exactly the amount needed. 

I didn’t even hold my husband’s money up to this moment. I never had it. 

One important cultural pattern that comes out of the interviews is that Kyrgyz 

women typically do not simply marry and then live separately with their new nuclear 

family. They often live with their husband’s family, and in-laws are a major part of their 

lives. Although in the majority of cases, husbands were the perpetrators of abuse; in 

many (12) cases participants described control and abuse that was acted out through a 

family member other than a husband, for example a mother-in-law, sister-in-law, brother-

in-law, or other relative. Mothers-in-law and sisters-in-law were mentioned as instigators 

of abuse in 8 cases by criticizing the daughter-in-law for the amount of housework not 

accomplished, intervening, and setting the husband against the wife. Fathers-in-law and 

brothers-in-law were cited as perpetrators of physical abuse in three cases. Zarina 

described the abuse she experienced at the hands of her in-laws: “At first, we lived 

together with the parents of my husband. He brought me there. While I was living there, I 

was abused by my brother-in-law during my husband’s absence, and my sister-in-law 

beat me too.” 

Asem chronicled how not only her mother-in-law, but also her sisters-in-law, had 

almost total control of the couple’s lives: 

We lived as my mother-in-law told us… we lived the way she wanted us to. Our 

lives, mine and my husband’s, was like a white sheet of paper [on which in-laws 

wrote their rules]. My older sister-in-law would come, “No, Mirlan and Asem 

today should live like this” and leave us a note, and so we lived. Or my younger 
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sister-in-law would come and tell us what kind of life we should have… My 

mother-in-law would tell us how to live. Like that, we didn’t live the way the two 

of us wanted…For seventeen years. 

Culturally, a husband’s family plays a significant role that frequently seems to be 

supportive of the abuse. The women revealed that their husbands’ families provided 

rationalizations and justifications for the abuser, which perpetuated abuse and inhibited 

help-seeking. Asem explained that her mother-in-law actively promoted and took 

apparent satisfaction from the abuse: 

My mother-in-law revenged on us. When my husband and I weren’t arguing, she 

would be in a bad mood. She would be irritated. If you served her tea, she would 

be angry. But when I had black eyes serving her tea, she would be all happy… 

She would invite neighbors over for tea and ask, “Asem, come and serve tea.” 

And when I sat there serving tea with my black eyes, she would be so joyful and 

satisfied. She would go in and out smirking, smiling happily and watching me, as 

if saying, “Here, look how my son rules his wife!” Her mood would be great. 

Asem continued, revealing that her in-law’s emotional abuse continued even after her 

husband died: 

When we came there [to the house of in-laws], my older sister-in-law went out, 

crossed her arms and shouted at me, “You killed him! You are dead, I will kill 

you!” Then my mother-in-law got out and yelled, “She didn’t come as a virgin, 

she is a whore! He died because of you!” That is how they didn’t let us in when 

he died. 
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 In several cases, a woman’s in-laws kicked her out of the house because of her 

failure to adequately (in their opinion) fulfill her domestic responsibilities or to obey their 

orders. Mairash described being verbally abused by her father-in-law:  “My father-in-law 

told me, ‘If you cannot do the house work properly, leave.’ I did what I was told to do. I 

cleaned up, I served the tea, prepared all the food for them, I did everything!” Gulnura 

experienced similar abuse from her in-laws:  

When I entered the house, my mother-in-law got furious. The next minute I found 

myself out of the house... She took all my stuff to my village: my trunk, clothes 

and blankets that my mother gifted me… Her action meant that I should never 

return again.  

Almakan depicted a particularly harrowing incident in which her mother-in-law kicked 

her out of the house: 

My mother-in-law started beating me, hitting me, dragging me by hair, and 

driving me out of the house, “Why are you staying here, you were told to leave?! I’ll burn 

all of your documents and leave you with nothing! You will be left with nothing!” I 

started crying and asked for 10 soms (ca. 20 cents) for the trip. I took 10 soms from her, 

put on my shoes and walked out with the child. I took marshrutka21 and didn’t know 

where to go, who to ask… If I entered the house, he [the husband]… would mutilate me. 

Cultural biases as legitimations of violence. 

 The women explained that cultural biases legitimated their partners’ violence. 

They focused most prominently on the effects of two cultural expectations: that a woman 

                                                
21 A type of a mini-bus used for public transportation in Kyrgyzstan  
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should be a virgin at the time of marriage and that a woman should bear a son for her 

husband. 

Virginity at the time of bride-kidnapping. 

The cultural construct that prevented women from seeking timely help is the 

cultural value placed on virginity at the time of marriage. Asem disclosed that she felt the 

abuse was her fault because she was not a virgin when she married her husband (even 

though she lost her virginity as a result of rape):  

I was feeling guilty as I came like that [not a virgin]. I thought all was my fault 

and I lived with the guilt that I wasn’t a virgin. For all the quarrels I blamed 

myself thinking I was the guilty one… that this is something for me to endure, 

this is my punishment.  

On the one hand, the value placed on a woman’s virginity enabled bride-

kidnapping, because once a woman had been deflowered, the man could claim her. On 

the other hand, if a woman was not a virgin, she was even more devalued, thereby 

creating further rationalization and justification for abuse.  

 Some of the women kept silent about abuse due to the fear that their husbands 

would tell others they were not virgins at the time of the marriage and bring dishonor on 

their birth families. The husbands used this threat to blackmail the victims in order to 

keep them subordinated and under control. Asem described her husband’s threats:  

My husband used to say that if I divorced him, “I will go to your parents; I will 

tell them that you didn’t come as a virgin... I will tell them that,” I was ashamed... 

So what is going to happen if they [her birth family] found out about it?... Then 

my relatives would have been ashamed... they would have been disgraced... I 
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feared that he would tell my daughters.... Because he threatened that he would tell 

about it, I lived in fear... I was scared of that and stayed... for seventeen years in 

that way. 

 Three respondents reported being raped before getting married and expressed 

feelings of shame and guilt for not being a virgin at the time of marriage. Asem related 

the trauma caused by an earlier sexual assault and explained the repercussions for her 

marriage:  

Then all of a sudden all that fear of psychological attack [of rape] experienced at 

college came... Then when they lay me there [when her future in-laws made a bed 

and left her there with the bride-kidnapper]… I was picturing my past memories... 

I was scared… Then after my mother-in-law, my husband’s family found out 

everything [that I was not a virgin]... they didn’t like me...  as if saying that I 

didn’t come as a pure person... She [the mother-in-law] started yelling at me, 

“You didn’t come as a virgin, you are a whore!” 

Sabina reported having a similar experience and reaction:  

After I was no longer a virgin [after brutal gang rape] I didn’t have a thought of 

marrying any more. I was broken. I told some people about this, crying, “What 

will happen to me? What will people say if I marry?” My husband also blamed 

me, “You were not a virgin.” Because of that I lived with him and three 

children… It all started… my living started with violence. I always used to 

wonder, “What is violence?” and it turned out to be this.  
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Bearing a son.  

Another cultural theme cited by the respondents is the importance of bearing a 

son, because a son matters so much for the continuation of the family line. This is another 

very strong cultural theme that emerged in the women’s narratives of the lived 

experiences of abuse. As Asem pointed out, a woman is held responsible for having a son 

and is shamed if she does not produce a son.  

If I said something to him, he would already shut me up, “You are such a great 

woman delivering me male children, aren’t you?!” With that he would shut me 

up. After I knew I wouldn’t be able to deliver him any sons, I started looking 

down on myself. Every time he kept telling me, “You can’t have male children,” I 

started feeling myself a handicap. 

Not only is not producing a son an indication of the devaluation of women in the 

family, but it also a pre-text or excuse and blaming trope for further violence and abuse. 

Asem chronicled the never-ending blame her in-laws heaped upon her:  

From the very beginning I acknowledged that I had a fault... First, I 

acknowledged that I didn’t come as a virgin... Second, I acknowledged that I 

turned my husband in for jail... After that I acknowledged that I wasn’t able to 

deliver him a son... I kept acknowledging my faults and submitting myself… and 

enduring all that. 

 In Asem’s case, her husbands’ relatives used the lack of a son to psychologically 

attack her husband. Her mother-in-law decided not to give the family’s property to 

Asem’s husband because he did not have a son; instead, she registered the property in his 
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brother’s name. Asem described the series of sad events and concluded that his family’s 

derision had led to her husband’s death by suicide: 

They [in-laws] told my husband that they wanted to register that big house in his 

younger brother’s name... When they were registering it like that, my husband 

was displeased... He asked, “I am still alive, I didn’t die yet, did I?”... They told 

him that he didn’t have male children, and that they were registering the property 

for his brother..... She [mother-in-law] told him about my daughters, “What are 

you educating your daughters for? If they study and find a good job later, they are 

not going to look after you!” He used to complain that he didn’t have any sons, 

because they attacked him psychologically… That is why he hung himself. 

Cultural/societal influences on the normalization of family violence.  

 All of the women interviewed described powerful cultural and societal influences 

over their own beliefs and behaviors as well as those of the people around them. The 

women viewed domestic violence not as an isolated phenomenon but as part of a larger 

overall belief or cultural system. The family environment played a role in shaping the 

beliefs and values of these women via observation of family interactions. Almakan 

recalled that when she asked family members for help, they normalized abuse; she 

recounted: “My aunt didn’t want to help me. She said, ‘It [family violence] happens to 

everyone. I used to be in the same situation as yours. These are usual family issues. All 

husbands beat their wives.’” Asem came to believe that domestic violence was pervasive 

and therefore normal. She described passing this belief on to her daughter when her 

daughter asked about their future:  
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“Mom, is this how our entire life is going to be? Are we going to be beaten up and 

wander in the houses of other people our entire life?” [her daughter asked]... I told 

her then, “Everyone lives like this… All people live like this.”  

The societal normalization of violence set the stage for abuse to become a perennial 

aspect of family interactions, recurring in each new generation. Natasha described a long 

history of domestic violence in her family: 

It turns out violence comes from generation to generation. It turns out I’m already 

in the third generation of family violence. I don’t know, maybe in the fourth, or 

fifth already… My mom’s parents were the same way, they too, yeah, I saw 

that… Grandpa used to get drunk and beat my grandma. I don’t know, where this 

all comes from, I don’t know!? All this is coming for generations! But thank God, 

I could break through all of this, I could leave. And still, despite all these attempts 

to leave, I thought, “Where am I going to be better off: at home, where there are 

all these arguments, or here, where there are all these arguments?” I didn’t know 

where I was going to be better off, frankly speaking. 

Social learning theory and women’s perspectives on family violence. 

 Participants portrayed violence as a learned behavior and some described violence 

as a social learning process transmitted through role models in the family. This method 

of transmission applied to both the men who committed abuse and the women who 

endured abuse. Almakan explained that she had witnessed family violence from a young 

age:  

My stepfather used to beat us up in our childhood; I’ve been afraid of such 

beatings since my childhood… Mom couldn’t protect us, she also cried. She could 
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hardly stop him or leave him, because he’d beat her up as well. She’d endure all 

that.  

Salamat also reported that she was following her mother’s example of enduring abuse:  

My parents, they say as you sow you shall reap, yes? My mom said, “As we have 

sown, you are reaping this. You are repeating my school. You, my only 

daughter... Exactly as I did, every drop the same”… She too, staggered with us 

everywhere. We wandered like gypsies, like gypsies.  

In general, the women reported that witnessing their mothers’ experiences with violence 

had two consequences: they had no model for nonviolent relationships and they had 

learned how to deal with abuse. Keremet asserted that these mother-to-daughter lessons 

were the result of the broader social context of the Kyrgyz people: “Living like that 

always and dying is what we have learned from our mothers. They are examples for us. 

And moreover, our Kyrgyz people are dark minded [not educated], do not have 

understanding. I started understanding this only now.” 

 Many participants expressed the view that men committed abuse because of their 

upbringing. For example, Damira explained her husband’s behavior as follows:  

They [the husband’s family] have such a family; they have been brought up in this 

way. [His] mother raised them so that even if I am beaten, I must be silent, 

humiliated, and all his words and wishes have to, you know, be realized.  

The women also described male aggression as a result of the strong bond between mother 

and son and the sense of filial obligation that exists in many Kyrgyz families. Asem 

offered the following summary:  
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Boys grow up in the hands of their mothers... they are raised by their mothers... 

they obey their mothers unconditionally... That process then repeats... I don’t 

know maybe only a few men would live with their own brains.... all would hide 

behind their mother’s skirts... and would destroy both the lives of their wives and 

their own.  

A number of participants identified a different aspect of family structure—the nature of 

the relationship between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law—as an important source of 

family conflict. The women also indicated that the younger generation of women were 

changing and trying to avoid living with the husband’s family. Asem observed the 

emergence of this generational difference:  

Only such brainless women like me would endure all that and stay... Girls 

nowadays would just say, ‘Either live with your mother or with me,’ or leave... 

But we [women of our generation] are like the people of the past... We try to live 

in the ways of the past. 

Structural causes of family violence. 

In addition to the cultural factors contributing to domestic violence, women 

provided several societal-level explanations for why family conflict occurs. According to 

the women, the poor economic situation in Kyrgyzstan and unemployment were the two 

most common reasons why domestic violence occurs. Keremet divulged that a lack of 

money caused a great deal of conflict in her marriage: “I do not know, maybe this is 

happening because of the ‘end of the world’... Or because of poverty quarrels rise, 

usually… Mostly, we quarreled because of that, because of deprivation.” Many women 

echoed this sentiment, stating that poverty and unemployment were the main causes of 
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men’s behavioral problems such as alcohol, substance abuse, and gambling, which led to 

family conflict. They considered domestic violence from the perspective of experiencing 

economic instability that created stress in their daily lives and the inability of men to 

fulfill cultural assumptions related to their role as a breadwinner in the family.  

 Sabina offered an extended explanation of how poverty and unemployment led to 

abuse, and then asserted that economic prosperity would ameliorate family violence:  

This is because of complete unemployment. Because of unemployment, everyone 

is laying hands on each other; everyone is boiling [with anger]. Where do you 

work, if there is unemployment? Everyone is leaving [emigrating] here and there, 

soon will there be any men left in Kyrgyzstan, will there be any woman?...  If you 

have money, your bad husband will also be good. A husband with a job will have 

a house, a car, he’ll be full. The children’s food, their clothes will be whole. If 

they work, for example, if a husband spends the whole day at work and earns 

money effectively, his wife will deal with everything at home… If they both stay 

in the house, chances are that they will quarrel and dishes will clash. 

She continued her description, focusing on the exacerbating role of alcohol in this 

scenario: 

Because of [lack of] money they [husbands] come drunk now… our men are now 

in such a severe state that a person gets upset just seeing them… because of 

unemployment… in order to forget their troubles... in order not to listen to his 

wife’s long tongue [nagging for money]... they go and have 100 grams… They 

come drunk and don’t give a moment of peace... If everything was fine, your man 

wouldn’t drink. Men are also human… It’s because of that. 
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 Interviews with the women suggested that the social economic crisis that followed 

the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991 continues to create trouble and serve as a source 

of family conflict in the Kyrgyz society. Alcohol, poverty, gambling, lack of education, 

and political and social unrest contribute to domestic violence, but it is clear from these 

interviews that culture, social mores, and traditional attitudes and values perpetuate 

domestic violence. The women feared violating the taboo of discussing the topic of 

violence and being ostracized by their community and retaliation by the husband. Kukush 

recounted her in-laws messages that the discussion of abuse was unacceptable:  

“Don’t you complain about me! If you complain, I’ll beat your teeth with 

hammer.” This is how my husband talks. I did not complain because when his 

brother’s wife complained, she wouldn’t be invited to anyone’s house, even for 

big events... “Do you want to be like her [older sister-in-law]?” my husband 

would say.  

Natasha noted that the wider culture of Kyrgyzstan also discouraged bringing attention to 

domestic violence: 

 All this is a closed topic. In our country, it is a closed topic… I don’t know, why. 

But I didn’t see a single TV program that someone would talk about family 

violence… And that it is shown particularly, how to help the woman… This is me 

who is strong, do you understand? I am strong… I go and get things done. But 

there are women, who do not have such stubbornness... And what do they do? 

They come to the police, but police would tell her, “We can’t do anything.” And 

what is the solution for her? Her only way is to go back, that’s all.  
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Feminist theory and women’s perspective on family violence. 

 Women made explicit statements that patriarchal gender norms and strict gender 

socialization of women as “second-rate citizens” push women to maintain the status quo 

and penalize women by reinforcing feminine obedience and wife blaming. Gulzinat 

discussed gender norms, the subordinate status of the women in Kyrgyz society, and the 

need for empowering women to not tolerate abuse: 

On the societal level… they always used to say, “Wives, women are the second 

class. Women are lower than men”… That shouldn’t be said… Women are the 

same humans as men… They manage to work both at home and work, give birth 

to children, raise children… For example, when men beat, they always say that 

this is a family thing… That shouldn’t be said… Women should be given rights in 

order to somehow… not to tolerate, not to endure… If they were hit in the eye, 

“Oh, I just fell from stairs, we have everything perfect,” many women used to 

say…  And now they don’t want to [hide]. This is very good. 

Sabina also discussed the general lack of respect for women in Kyrgyz society: 

And [the] irresponsibility of men, they just say, “I’m a man,” and mock at women 

and humiliate. Why, don’t we have rights? We are… our name is “woman,” we 

are also humans. And instead of saying “They are powerless,” say “They are pure; 

they are mothers; they are also like a woman who gave me birth.” I wish they 

treated us in this way, I mean men. But they rob and rape those who are walking 

by, and just leave. What is this? Is it considered a male heroism?  

Religious influences on the justification of family violence. 

 Some women reported that their partners used religion to justify violence in the 
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family. For example, they believed that a woman is full of sins and, therefore, she should 

be beaten from time to time in order to get rid of sins. According to this philosophy, the 

wife should surrender to her husband, and the husband should surrender to God. Keremet 

explained that her husband beat her as a result of his religious beliefs: 

He [the abuser] attends Mosque every Friday. He also attends Da’vat22 for 10, 40 

days. I do not know what they teach over there. Different religions now are a 

mess, but it turns out that Mullahs23 there say that a man who is not jealous of his 

wife will not go to Heaven after death… By religion, after returning the husband 

should beat his wife up for sure. So when he returns, that’s it… We have 

neighbors [men]… he says to me, “During my absence you didn’t miss me, you 

were seen to the neighbors, and you were hanging out with them. I must be 

jealous of you,” saying nonsense... And they [Mullahs] also teach that once a 

week the husband should beat up his wife because women have a lot of 

“shaitans”24 and beating is the way of getting rid of these shaitans. He [the 

husband] also says, “You obey not God but Me, and I will obey the God”… so 

Mullahs teach these things… I thought he would feed [take care of] me and 

sometimes imagined him as a God… 

Lack of family support as cultural barrier to help-seeking. 

 The women had certain expectations about their relationships that influenced their 

decision to endure the abuse. Several of the women discussed not feeling heard or 

supported by those around them. Ainura lamented,  

                                                
22 Da’vat (from Arabic) is a journey to propagate Islam. A Muslim man who is engaged in Da’vat in some 
way can be an equivalent to Christian missionaries. 
23 A Mullah is a Muslim man educated in Islamic theology and sacred/religious law. 
24 Devil or Satan 
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I am telling you, I had no support from anyone… My parents were in opposite. 

They were too old and had their lifestyles formed, they thought that the child 

should stay with the in-laws…I always had conflicts with my Mom, “You didn’t 

protect me, when I needed your help.”  

Families and friends appeared unwilling or unable to offer appropriate help and support 

the women, or minimized the situation leaving the women feeling trapped. Mehrigul 

described the way in which her protests were minimized: 

He [the husband] beat me; he almost made me a handicapped person. My relatives 

were like, “What are you fussing over just one hit?” One hit?! But he doesn’t just 

walk away with that! He adds to that… They didn’t see anything what was going 

on, they came only after he finished beating me… They told me, “You are not that 

righteous yourself… you are starting female hysterics. You start on him for little 

things.” Actually, I am really tolerant, I endure a lot, I don’t talk [complain] a lot. 

 Almakan explained that it is nearly impossible for an abused wife to leave her 

husband without the support of her family: 

To prevent [an] abusive situation like mine and to have a normal condition, 

support of the birth family is needed. Parents need to support their children; they 

shouldn’t allow for their daughter to be a victim and for this [abuse] to happen. If 

it happens, they should strictly say that this must not repeat again...When you 

have the support of the family, when they are concerned about you and stand up 

for you, they [the husband and in-laws] won’t dare to touch you. Because in most 

of the fights, he keeps saying, “Where will you go? To your relatives, those 

bastards? They don’t care about you, they don’t even think of you. Even if I kill 
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you, they won’t care – dead or alive. I’ll kill you, if I want to.” Really, they never 

came, my relatives. 

 Some women did not want to be a burden to their aging parents or upset their 

parents. For example, Sabina described her hesitation to ask her parents for further 

assistance:  

My parents already help me. My elder son is at their place…(sighs). How can they 

help more? They are pensioners, they receive only pensions. Even though they 

have livestock in the village, it is limited. To milk for consumption, for instance, 

they have only one cow. They are too weak. And to go and bother them, there will 

be no use.  

Gulnura also reported that she did not ask her parents for help because they were already 

dealing with other burdens:  

I do not think that they [her parents] will help me. Currently, my mother is in 

critical condition because of her illness. I do not want to ask for help to make the 

situation worse… I cannot ask her for more and even to look after my children. I 

even do not want to talk about my problems to her. 

 Some women explained that their birth families blamed them for being in abusive 

situations because they grew tired of the abuse and were frustrated by the women’s 

inability to stop it. Gulnura’s family blamed her for her husband’s violence, and 

penalized her by withdrawing their support: “I keep rescuing you from being thrown into 

a trash can, but you yourself keep choosing a trash can instead of a normal life,” my 

mother said to me. She says that I never respect myself.” Mehrigul had a similar 
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experience; she explained that her family urged her to deal with the problem by herself 

and refused to provide any more help: 

 They [her relatives] already knew about it [violence]; this wasn’t just once. The 

last time they refused to help me, “You should sort out your own problem. He will 

come back, and you’ll forgive him... he will come and beat you, and it will be the 

same story all over again… Are you planning to live like that? Don’t let him come 

close to you!” my brother urged me. 

After this refusal, Mehrigul chose to come to the shelter because the shelter 

provided her with structure, support, and protection that her family members could not. 

She explained, 

I didn’t want to ask for help from anyone [in the family] in order to leave… I was 

thinking, if he hits me one more time, I am not going home but somewhere else.... 

If such [a] thing happened again, I knew where to go… I didn’t want to go to my 

parents again: I had my Mom crying on so many smaller occasions! I didn’t want 

go to my brother’s either… And I said, “That’s it, I leave every one of you”... and 

came here [to the shelter]… It turns out you don’t want to go to relatives. Not 

because they cannot accept me, I have a place to go… I could have found an 

apartment to rent or I could have got a room for a day. But here there was 

assurance in the first place. 

Systemic and Financial Barriers. 

In addition to cultural barriers, systemic barriers, such as lack of lack of housing 

(or money to pay for housing), scarcity of childcare and employment opportunities, and 

inadequate institutional support also existed for the women in this study. 
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Lack of housing options. 

 The most common reason for not leaving a violent home was that women had no 

other viable housing options and no money to rent an apartment or house. Kukush 

described being unable to leave because she had nowhere else to live: 

 The first reason is [lack of] housing. I felt it. I felt these hardships… and had to 

endure, because I had nowhere to go. (crying) I had to be patient. In the beginning 

when he acted this way, and I was pregnant and gave birth, I wanted to save the 

family. I did not even think of leaving him. I had to stay patient. But because of 

the problems with my husband, I wanted to leave him, but there was nowhere to 

go. 

 Some women had left their abusers, but later returned because they had no place 

to stay. Zarina recounted previous unsuccessful attempts to escape her husband’s 

violence:  

Running away was always unsuccessful due to [a] shortage of money... we did not 

take any clothes or other things with us; what I needed was my son... I spend my 

salary on finding places where we could spend a night… it is very difficult for me.  

 Staying because there were no other housing options was especially common 

among women who had no parents or relatives in the city. Women with many children 

were in particularly difficult positions. Among the women who had siblings or other 

relatives, many felt they could only stay with these relatives for a short time without 

becoming an untenable burden on their hosts. Kukush explained, “I have relatives, but it 

is inconvenient. Of course they will take me, but I don’t want it. I don’t want to be a 

burden.” 
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 Sabina expressed not wanting to ask help from her family because she was afraid 

they would consider her and her children a burden; she said that staying with relatives is 

particularly difficult when children are involved: 

If someone says something [bad to your child], you feel upset, you take it to 

heart…. Where, whom do I go to? Do I go to my siblings by knocking at their 

doors? If I go there, my elder or younger sister’s husband will also say, “Your 

insatiable sibling came again… Till what time is she going to rely on us? It’s high 

time for her to get on her own feet”... They are also tired, I guess. They also have 

their own lives. 

 Zarina initially left her son with relatives because her housing situation was 

unstable and changed frequently, but this did not prove to be an acceptable long-term 

solution: 

First, I went to the home of my distant relative to leave my son there for some 

period for it was difficult for me to take him everywhere I go, but I was asked to 

take him back. My relative said that if my son fights with their grandchildren, she 

wouldn’t know what to say to their mother. She told me not to leave my child in 

their house. 

 Some women did not want to consider going to a shelter because of the stigma 

attached to homeless shelters. Mehrigul remembered thinking that shelters were only for 

women with no education, and not appropriate for someone with her background: 

I was very glad that there is such a place [shelter]. But I thought of such place that 

when women’s husbands get drunk, when women have no education… that is 

why they come to such places. But me, with my education, my money… I came 
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too. I never even imagined in my dream[s] of coming here. But the life forced me 

to come. I was always afraid—how will I go? When I saw on the TV [women in 

similar situations], I was thinking, is she a fool, why doesn’t she go to her 

relatives? 

Almakam also described being hesitant to seek help at a shelter and feeling ashamed to 

do so: 

Not many people know of such centers… I’ve heard of it, but did not pay any 

attention. I only saw it on TV. I was ashamed of applying there. How will I say 

that my husband drove me out with children?... I was scared and embarrassed. I 

would advise to speak about it more often. So that everyone would know. 

 Most of the women had no other safe shelter options for themselves or their 

children, and emphasized the importance of providing housing to address the economic 

factors that make it difficult, if not impossible, for women to leave. Sabina explained that 

shelter was the foundation of a woman’s ability to start a new life: 

At the end of the day one needs a place to live. In order not to be exposed to 

violence, first of all, you must have a house. The Kyrgyz say, “Erge ishengenche, 

eki bosogono ishen” (trans: rather than relying on the husband, rely on your 

doorpost).25 If you just have your own place to live, even one room like a 

dormitory type, that’s all. You’ll work slowly, you may be hungry or full but it’s 

yours, you can lock your door at night. No one would come to you and kick you 

out. 

                                                
25 Doorpost is a figurative meaning for the house, implying that it is better to have your own place to live 
and not be dependent on the husband  



 

 192 

 Keremet recounted how a lack of money for housing was a major obstacle to 

leaving her husband:  

Housing, at least temporary places to stay [are needed]. This is how I struggle and 

keep struggling… My husband beats me up, I go to the police, there is no help 

from them… I stayed for three days in a hotel paying 100 soms [≈$2] per day, by 

selling my phone, so I don’t have a phone now.  

Some of the respondents stressed that having a place to live provided a measure of 

independence. Mairash noted that living with her in-laws made her totally dependent on 

them, and she expressed a strong desire for her own apartment: 

If I had a house, I would have lived happily. Wherever I go, I am not welcomed. 

At the house of my husband I was not welcomed. If they gave me food, I ate it, if 

they didn’t, then I didn’t. Now I have two children. My father-in-law would yell 

at me that my child peed in bed. I lived there always scared that my child would 

urinate. That’s how I lived. I want to go and rent an apartment so no one could say 

what my child did or didn’t [do].  

Lack of childcare and employment opportunities. 

In addition to a lack of housing, a lack of childcare also surfaced as an important 

barrier to the women finding or keeping employment and thus being able to support 

themselves financially. Women described how they tried to protect their children and 

keep them away from the abuser while still struggling to work. Zarina took desperate 

measures to keep her son with her while she worked: “I worked in [the health resort] with 

my son for about a month. It was prohibited to take children there but I begged to keep 

him. Sometimes I would locked him up and continue working.” Keremet described a 
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similarly desperate situation in which a lack of childcare was incompatible with work 

demands, and thus it was almost impossible for her to support herself: 

My child is always with me, even when I’m at my job… So, I did not leave my 

daughter... I would work fast [in a sewing factory] and then breastfeed her. I told 

them [the employer], “My daughter will not touch anything, please let me bring 

her here,” but my daughter would do some mess. My mother says, “Take care of 

your own child; I also managed to raise you. How come you can’t take care of one 

child?” and makes me feel ashamed. She herself hardly makes her living working 

in a canteen, how do I leave my child with her? I don’t know where I will go 

tomorrow. It would be good if there were a small house for me to live in; I would 

send my daughter to the kindergarten, I would find a job and work. 

Lack of institutional support. 

 Women most often felt frustrated in their efforts to obtain help from formal 

institutions such as criminal justice, legal, and public health institutions. Within the state 

mental health field, there were no professional counseling services for victims of 

violence, and mental health professionals avoided the topic of domestic violence, 

believing they had no institutional backup or guidelines in offering such assistance. Such 

negative institutional responses further eroded women’s sense of control over their lives.   

 The interviews showed that seeking help from formal institutions was very rare. 

Almost all women stated that seeking help from formal institutions was not feasible 

within the Kyrgyz cultural context, and they often feared that this option could be 

counterproductive. This was the case for Natasha, who found that the difficulties she 

faced increased rather than decreased after she turned to three different formal 
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institutions. First she described the negative reaction she received at a mental health 

center:  

After all of this [alleged child sexual abuse by the abuser], I went to the 

Republican Center for Mental Health [RCMH]. I came to the RCMH child 

psychologists, psychiatrists … I told them that the child is telling me such kind of 

things, and [asked] whether she can make it up… (Sigh)… I did not raise this 

question in this way [in terms of child sexual abuse], I just said that there are 

these kinds of tantrums. I did not accentuate violence... However, when I said that 

her father was [a] lieutenant colonel in the police, they were immediately 

frightened. They would not counsel me; they would not do anything, absolutely 

nothing. 

She continued, explaining that the school expelled her child after her husband was 

violent: 

In the kindergarten, where this accident occurred, when he [the abuser] came and 

turned everything over… they [the kindergarten principal] called me. “You come 

and take your documents [take the child out of the school]. If you don’t, we are 

going to get rid of you through the Urban Department of Public Education...” 

Before I could even say a word, she yelled at me, “How can you not understand?! 

Our lives are in danger! He is a crazy man! We have families! We want to stay 

alive, and we don't want to risk because of you!” And what? I am sorry, yeah, 

they were afraid for their asses… to put it roughly...And what is going to happen 

to the child, that didn’t concern them at all. 
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Finally, she recounted her experience at the public advocate’s office, whose staff also 

refused to help: 

When I applied to the Office of Ombudsman [public advocate], before he [the 

abuser] visited them, they were helping me out. When the lecherous actions [child 

sexual abuse] surfaced… when such facts were found out and I needed their help, 

they categorically refused to go to the court and help me… That was it, they 

refused. “This,” they said, “is not possible to prove.” …  

 If not for the help offered by women’s rights groups such as crisis centers, the 

Child’s Protection League, and orphanages, the woman would have felt even more 

isolated, helpless, and victimized. Natasha continued, disclosing that such organizations 

helped her avoid dire outcomes: 

If I were all by myself, if there were none of these organizations [shelter and 

human rights NGOs], I would have already been either in [a] psychiatric hospital 

or jail. By now they [mental health institutions] would have already found a 

reason… Yeah, I have seen how they fabricate these cases... Either he [the 

husband] would have made me come back, or I would be in RCMH26 or jail. This 

is obvious. All of it is obvious. 

The women did not discuss using health services or health-related support 

programs to help them leave abusive relationships. The only time the women described 

                                                
26 Republican Center for Mental Health. Here RCMH carries a negative connotation, because in post-soviet 
Kyrgyzstan seeing a psychologist or psychiatrists could result in stigma and labeling as “crazy.” The 
participant refers to being in a mental health hospital as equated with being in jail, because during mass 
repressions in the Soviet Union, “forced psychiatry” was used as a punitive and corrective measure to 
sanction political dissidents or human rights activists, where they were institutionalized together with 
dangerous mentally ill criminals in the psychiatric hospitals and were subjected to torture, humiliation, and 
abuse (http://www.agentura.ru/culture007/history/psyho/). 
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using health services such as hospitals and outpatient clinics was in the context of 

obtaining help for injuries or ailments. For example, Damira recalled,  

I did nothing [to stop the violence]. I went to the hospital, received medical 

treatment, and came home again. At the hospital my doctor took me to the other 

room and said that if such things [violence] continued, I would get crazy. That 

was my fourth concussion. 

 Several women reported that they were referred to the Office of Judicial Medical 

Expertise (OJME).27 These cases are instructive because they illustrate the inherent 

difficulties victims of violence face if they wish to pursue legal action against the 

perpetrator with support from the OJME. In the first case involving the OJME, Keremet 

described being referred to the OJME by the police and undergoing an examination by 

the OJME. She was then referred to a specialist for further medical tests but did not 

complete these tests because she could not afford them, and thus did not receive a 

certification. Keremet chronicled her experience: 

 They [the police] gave me lots of forms and said, “Go get your medical expertise 

done.” I had only money that I earned in three days, 1000 soms [≈$20.00]. I went 

to the expertise and spent all of it paying here and there. I had my head checked 

and was told that I had [a] brain concussion. They wrote that I had concussion and 

pain in my eyes. At the end there was the so-called ECHO which scans the whole 

body and costs 400 soms. I didn’t have the 400 soms and didn’t get it done. At the 

                                                
27 Women who experience domestic violence must first obtain a referral from the local police authorizing 
them to receive an official medical examination from the Office of Judicial Medical Expertise (forensic 
medical expertise).  Following the medical examination by the OJME the victim is issued a certificate 
authenticating the nature, severity, and cause of the injuries. Only medical evidence that has been certified 
by the OJME may be submitted as evidence in court. The OJME certificate is submitted to the local police 
who then register a legal complaint and begin legal proceedings against the alleged perpetrator (Ahart, 
2006).  
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police they told me, “If you complete all of it, I will catch your husband,” and sent 

me away. But I did not have enough money to go through the whole process and it 

all remained as was. At the hospital, it’s the same, if you have the money, you can 

be examined, if you don’t, then you remain as you are. 

In the second case, following the disclosure of violence, Zarina’s doctor advised 

her to obtain an official medical examination and file charges against her husband. She 

did not follow his recommendation, however, because she did not have enough money 

and her case was complicated by citizenship issues. She recalled, 

The next morning I went to a doctor. It appeared that I had concussion. The doctor 

prescribed some medicines for me. I did not have the money to buy them. The 

doctor warned me that if I do not take the prescribed medicines, the illness will 

come back in 10-15 years and kill me, and then it may be too late. I told him that I 

would buy them when I have some money. He asked me to receive treatment 

within 5-6 years, after this period treatment will not have any effect.  

INTERVIEWER: Did you tell the doctors what happened? Or did doctors ask you 

about what happened to you? 

RESPONDENT: Yes, they did.  I told them that my husband beat me.  

INTERVIEWER: What was the doctors’ response to that?  

RESPONDENT: They gave me advice to bring him to the court and write a 

petition to the police. I did not go to the police. I thought that things would 

get tough since I was still a citizen of Uzbekistan. I was afraid to do so… I 

started to have heavy headaches after that incident. I swelled up. It seemed 

to me that my head would just blow up. 
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 In the third case, Salamat was treated at the hospital for facial trauma due to 

abuse, and hospital employees referred her to the police.  

When he beat me in my teeth, he cut it open here. Whether you complain to police 

or not, it turns out that when you end up in [the] trauma [emergency] room, they 

[the police] open a case… I was lying in the trauma room at the hospital, when 

the district policeman came. Is that you, C [patient’s last name]? Why did you end 

up here? He told me to write a complaint letter. I refused, but he forced me to 

write it. They went and locked my husband up. 

 Salamat also shared her experiences at the gynecological clinic where she had 

undergone thirteen abortions. Her description of the interaction illustrates the lack of 

education about abuse among the general public, as well as the low level of professional 

standards of care for women’s reproductive health: 

Every gynecologist asks how many abortions and deliveries one has had. I tell 

them openly, thirteen abortions and three children. “Oy-oy- oy! Yeah, you need to 

get treatment!”… Actually, no one told me, “Salamat, why don’t you put [in] an 

intrauterine device?” There is contraception, many kinds. Even the condoms, the 

simplest ones. No one told me, I didn’t know. I was living like on a blank sheet of 

paper. Every time I got pregnant I would do an abortion. For abortion you need 

money. You go to hospital, but there are the anesthetics, all of which cost money. 

And I did it without the anesthetics [because of lack of money]… Without 

anything they did abortion to me… Doctors did this to me, can you imagine?! 

Now I am surprised, how did I do all of this? Of course, it hurt. I told myself that I 

need to bear this and went there. Now that I think about it, this mental self-
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suggestion and preparation was my stem, my anesthetics… I didn’t feel the pain. 

The pain was there, of course, but I did thirteen abortions only so I didn’t give 

birth. 

 This Chapter describes several cultural and institutional barriers women 

experienced when seeking help from informal and formal networks including family, 

friends and public health institutions. Women feared the social stigma of divorce and 

were subjected to family violence, enduring on-going abusive behaviors on the part of the 

husband and his family in the belief that these were normal and acceptable within the 

cultural frame. The next Chapter describes their experiences with the police and criminal 

justice system from which several of them sought help after informal support and help-

seeking from family, friends and public health institutions was exhausted.  
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Chapter 9. “All the System is Simply a Soap Bubble”: Legal Help-Seeking for 

Domestic Violence among Women in Kyrgyzstan 

Another barrier to help-seeking revealed in the interviews is the ineffectuality of 

the legal system and police interventions to respond to abuse. Respondents most often 

indicated that they saw the justice system as the logical external resource for obtaining 

assistance with their domestic violence situations, but ironically, the justice system 

responses emerged as one of the most significant legal help-seeking barriers. Law 

enforcement seemed to be at best selective, and at worst part of the problem. Ainura 

voiced her disappointment with law enforcement: 

I wrote a report to the police after that (Tears) … turned to the police, so to speak. 

My experience with law-enforcement structures is that in general, they are 

nothing. They are simply walking soap bubbles (khodyachie mylnye puzyri). All 

the system is simply a soap bubble. They are simply for the appearance sake, 

that's it…  I called the district policemen, for example. They came... They even 

offended me, “Hmmm, you are such a woman, it turns out, you are also such and 

such.” This is all from his [the husband’s] words. It turns out that in their eyes all 

that [violence] taking place in the family is normal… After all, they closed the 

case. No complaint report, nothing. I did not understand during that moment. I 

thought I wrote the complaint report, and it turns out I simply wrote an 

explanatory note. So it was, in short, [a] complete mess.  

 The view that law enforcement was unhelpful and superficial was based on 

women’s experiences. Respondents explained that police considered domestic violence a 

part of normal family life that was not worthy of police interventions, and often did not 
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register their complaints, issue protection orders, or seriously investigate the case with a 

view to prosecution. Zarina describes how the police discounted her complaints:  

Police’s support is only temporary support. I called the police when I was afraid 

that my husband would beat my son… I told them, “We want to sleep without 

shouting and yells at night and have good rest since I return home tired from 

work. He [the husband] does not give us a minute of peace all night,”... but the 

police said that they won’t intervene in the family issue. 

 The women reported that police rarely assisted in domestic violence cases and 

instead of protecting the women, made them feel more trapped. Natasha observed, 

Because I saw how our police works. Elementary…Yeah, instead of protecting us 

they do everything possible to drown us… If this continues the same way, 

women’s suicides will continue…Because the poor woman is pinned to the 

corner, she just doesn’t know where to go, and she just ends her life with 

suicide…Because the relatives don’t even think of interfering into this problem, 

“You are the husband and a wife. You will sort this out amongst yourselves.” 

 The women described several specific mechanisms that led to the inability of the 

legal system to effectively address domestic violence. Respondents indicated that 

pursuing legal help was not a satisfactory possibility for several reasons, including: 

mutual protection and solidarity among law enforcement officials, police failure to 

enforce temporary restraining orders, an emphasis on reconciliation, corruption and 

negligence among police, fear of retribution, pro forma attitudes of the police and 

consequences of police failure to act, police attitudes toward retractions among women, 

and officers’ beliefs that some injuries were not serious enough to merit any action.  
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Mutual Protection and Solidarity among Law Enforcement Officials 

Natasha’s experience provides a striking illustration of how mutual protection 

among law enforcement officials prevented abused women from escaping from their 

violent partners. Her abuser was a retired lieutenant colonel, a former law enforcement 

official. She reported that the other law enforcement officials protected and supported 

him even during the worst abuse and violence: 

They should have prosecuted him… You write complaints and give them to the 

police; they conduct investigation, and send him to jail, right? But no! It turns out 

nothing is that simple! It turns out everything is much more complicated… There 

is a mutual protection, “esprit de corps”… that wolves wouldn’t betray a wolf… 

they are all dependent on each other… The recent event proves so… A young guy 

[investigator] was working on the case with child support… (tears in the voice)… 

and everyone from different offices started coming to him… pressuring him to 

close the case. 

Even though Natasha filed numerous complaints, the police always released her husband: 

He [the abuser] broke the door [of the shelter]. We called the police using the 

emergency button… Police comes and just… Usually, when the police come they 

lock the hands behind the back and take the guy, right? But here it happened like 

this: they had a handshake, “A [abuser’s name] bro, please come with us to the 

police office” (sarcastic voice). So it was. In short, they persuaded him… 

Persuaded, yeah? That would be the right word. They took him to the local police 

office, and let him go. He came back here again … So many complaints were 

written. Just infinite number of complaints written... They were written in each 
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case. As soon as he came here drunk, we called the police. They took no measures 

at all. 

 Natasha had become hopeless about the possibility that her husband would ever 

be prosecuted for his abuse. She lamented,  

This [mutual protection] is going to be infinitely…. Court cases, police, police, 

court cases… That goes infinitely, infinitely… The Prosecutor General already 

considered it [the case]. And this is not the first time… several times… the 

Prosecutor General writes to the City Prosecutor, the City Prosecutor writes to the 

District Police, the District Police close the case. That’s it.  

She continued to fear her husband and many of those who were supposed to help her also 

feared him; she concluded,  

We are just scared now…with his connections, with his threatening, with his 

money… he [the abuser] can do whatever he wants. He knows that he’s got a 

good cover. That no one will sue him, or consider complaints against him. 

Everyone is afraid of him. People are all in fear… All of these people.  

Damira recounted a similar story; her husband was also in the military and was protected 

by his friends in the organization:  

He was a lieutenant then. He is military personnel—[a] colonel… I turned to the 

police, hired a lawyer, to stop it [the abuse]. He still does it because of impunity… 

He negotiated with them [the police]. He has friends… at the prosecutor’s office. 

They help him. 
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Police Failure to Enforce Temporary Restraining Orders 

The success of restraining orders depends on the commitment of the police and 

judiciary in enforcing them. This means an immediate response once notified of a 

violation. However, the survivors consistently documented a lack of legal recourse in 

cases when a restraining order was issued. They described it as “a meaningless piece of 

paper” that did not serve even as a minimal deterrent, because the police consistently 

ignored the warnings and mocked at the victim, without even going to the trouble of 

informing the abuser of the issuance of the restraining order against him. Natasha 

observed that having a restraining order had offered her no protections whatsoever: 

It seems to me that in our country everything is hopelessly bad… It seems that 

there is a law...[on] protective orders. If there is a violation [of the law], they 

should have given me a note to sue him. He would have been already in jail, 

yes?… They [the police] gave me a protective order… but these protective orders 

do not have any effect. These protective orders are just like a… piece of paper. He 

kept coming the same way he used to, kept calling the same way he used to, kept 

threatening me… I called the police; I informed them [the police] so many 

times… that the protective order was being violated. Useless! They responded to 

me, “He hasn’t killed you so far, has he?”… They gave me such kind of 

answers… Even when they gave the protective order [to me], they didn’t inform 

him [the abuser] that such protective order was issued against him. 
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Emphasis on Reconciliation as the Primary Solution to Domestic Violence 

 Many participants described concerns that the law enforcement system was biased 

in favor of an abuser and that police ridiculed the victims and told them to reconcile with 

their husbands. When Asem filed a complaint against her abuser, the police mocked her: 

He beat me till I was barely alive... well I was almost dead... Despite the fact that 

my body was hurting, we [the victim and her father] went to the police, and I 

wrote a complaint that my husband beat me… so and so… Then the police asked, 

“Which one is your husband? Oh, that…He seems to be a nice guy, doesn’t he? 

Well, then if you sue him, later on aren’t you going to have trouble finding 

another husband?” they said making fun of me. 

In Natasha’s case, the police recommended that she reconcile with her husband, 

and then laughed when she asserted that he might kill her: 

[The] chief of the district’s police department said to me (angrily), “Why are you 

pulling my leg? Go and make peace with him for the [sake of the] child!” I said, 

“For what? To let him finish me off? When are you going to take measures, when 

he kills me?!” He laughed and said, “Yes, when he kills you, then come to me.” 

That is how we ended. 

Gulbara was also encouraged to make peace with her husband and remain silent about his 

abuse: 

They [the police] didn’t help!... Absolutely, didn’t help! Three times I wrote a 

complaint… I explained everything to them... They answered to me all upside 

down, “Then why don’t you reconcile with your husband and live? If you keep 

silent, probably you are going to live fine, in peace... Go, leave both of you,” they 
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said... And we would go back to the same apartment, to the same shop... the same 

old life.  

 The police often urged the women to stay with their abusers for the sake of their 

children. Keremet recalled the instructions she received when she sought help from the 

police: 

When I addressed to them [the police], they said, “Go, live together, go away.” 

When I reported, they tried to convince me saying “Two of you, you should live 

together, you have a daughter.” But they do not care about HOW I will live, how 

my life will be. Usually, when this type of families [with domestic violence] 

report to the police, they don’t look at your petition. They look at it and say 

“That’s it. Yes, I will catch your husband, you can go home,” but in two hours 

they let him go. They don’t work well… They convince you to live together, and 

you have to go and live. The police officers convince you themselves. They do 

not support you.  

Corruption and Negligence 

The interviews show that law enforcement is not responsive to abuse for multiple 

reasons. Abusers often go free because of police corruption. If a woman’s in-laws could 

not convince a woman to rescind her complaint, they often used bribes to get the abuser 

released from jail.  Asem recounted,  

After two days, my two sisters-in-law came and begged me to withdraw my 

complaint. I refused, and so they freed him [by] paying a bribe… If you give them 

[the police] three thousand soms [≈$60], they would just let him free.  
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Salamat’s husband bribed the police himself, thereby securing his release: 

I was staying in the trauma room [at the hospital], when the district policeman 

came… He told me to write a complaint letter... They [the police] went and 

locked him [the husband] up. They told him that they were going to sue him. My 

mother-in-law came, “Oh, he says he loves you, he wants to see you, please, write 

an application [to withdraw her complaint].” I told [her] I wouldn’t. They just let 

him go… He [her husband] gave some money [to the police]. Four thousand soms 

[≈$80]. Police took the money. He [the policeman] told me openly, “I took the 

money.” I said, “Well done, sir, if you took some money. God sees everything. 

Take a guarantee letter [protective order] for me. If you don’t get that guarantee 

document, I will not sign the documents. I will let your deeds out. Enough!”… He 

[the policeman] put the original of that letter into the file and gave the duplicate to 

me. My husband took and burned that duplicate... That is how I signed the papers. 

 Ainura’s husband was also able to leave jail after offering the police a bribe. She 

explained,  

I did not understand what had occurred. I only know that my ex-husband shouted, 

“Well what did these policemen do? Did they help you or what? I gave them ten 

liters of gas.” And I said to them [the policemen] that for ten liters of gas they 

sold themselves. 

 Sometimes husbands are released not due to corruption, but rather because of 

simple negligence on the part of police. Police often lock up an abuser for two days or 

less, essentially a slap on the wrist, and then provide no follow up or further punishment. 
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Zarina endured a seemingly endless cycle of her husband being arrested and then released 

after only a few days, and then resuming the abuse shortly afterward: 

I called the police 5 or 6 times after the first incident. It gets harder after the 

police’s intervention… They caught my husband right away and beat him up in 

front of me…  Every time after they arrest [him], the next day he would start 

behaving normally, but later he would start his old habit again… Even though I 

called the police, he was arrested only for 1 or 2 days and then was out of prison 

again… Officially, he was arrested for 15 days and was released within 2 or 3 

days. I try to do my best to escape him by calling my friends and trying to find 

another place to live; however, I do not manage every time. He is released early 

and returns home after prison. So, this all repeats every time. 

 Gulbara also described her husband being released from police custody after only 

a short time; she attributed this pattern to a lack of resources:  

Nothing happened from that... Till this moment there are no results from them... 

They wouldn’t initiate a court case... They don’t hold [the abusers] for fifteen 

days, though they say it’s for fifteen days... But they wouldn’t bother [have no 

funds] to feed them for fifteen days. 

Fear of Retribution 

In most cases, fear of retribution from the abuser was a major consideration in 

whether or not the women decided to seek help from the police. Reporting the abuse 

initially to the police contributed to participants being further exposed to abuse and 

harassment from the abuser, because the abuser was not effectively prevented from 
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repeating the violence. For example, Asem explained that her husband threatened her as a 

result of earlier contact with the police:  

Since then my entire life he blamed me, “Your Dad turned me [in] to the police,” and 

that would shut me up... He was arguing that I am guilty for turning him to the police. 

But why I turned him in? There was no such argument in my life.  

It created even further barriers for help-seeking because of the guilt or fear the women 

had over the husband’s retaliation and exacerbation of his anger and further harm. 

Gulzinat had second thoughts about reporting her abuser to the police because she knew 

he would be quickly released and the abuse would worsen. She rescinded her original 

complaint and never contacted the police again: 

I went to the police… They told me, “Write a complaint about him, we will lock 

him up for three days…” But I perfectly knew that even though they locked him 

up for three days, he would quickly get out, and everything would get worse for 

me… And so I was afraid. I recalled my complaint, recalled everything… and 

that’s it. So, that was one time that I went to the police… I never went there 

again… For some reason I didn’t trust. I thought, “He [the husband] can make a 

deal with them. Then everything will get worse… they all [the police] will be on 

his side”… Usually they never help. 

In Salamat’s case, the police were unable to help her escape abuse for even a few days:  

When he beat me up the first time, I called the police, they took him. And he ran 

away from them! You know, the police car! He is so tenacious, my husband! 

These wagons, cages… they locked him up in the back, but he, as it turned out, 

opened the back and ran away! They came to the station, but he was not there any 
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longer. He was in the house… beating me up already, “Why did you turn me [in] 

to the police?!”  

Pro-Forma Attitudes of the Police and Consequences of Police Failure to Act 

 Some women reported numerous complaints to the police and described a sense 

of disempowerment and frustration, when police responses were of a pro-forma and when 

the abuser was released after only a short time. Gulzhan described this seemingly 

hopeless situation:  

And after that he would say, “You reported to the police against me,” and would 

start beating and punching me every time he got drunk. He would say, “You came 

back to my hands again. And what did your police do to me?”  

This impunity and lack of legal redress left women vulnerable to future attacks by their 

partner, and empowered the abusers to demonstrate to the women that all their efforts to 

seek protection from the police were ineffectual and in vain. Gulbara recounted a 

situation in which contact with the police led to only a very brief imprisonment followed 

by even more abuse: 

I went to the police three times... they gave me a letter of referral for medical 

examination, “We can’t arrest him unless you went through this”... They locked 

him up in the evening... In the morning he was freed again, as soon as he came 

home he beat me (with tears)... (Crying)... “Why did you report me?” he asked.... 

(Crying)... “Why the hell did you report me to the police yesterday, telling such 

bad things about me? Why do you talk, carrying your child around and going to 

those policemen?” on the opposite he beat me again, again we started a fight. 
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 Salamat reported that her husband used her repeated police complaints to justify 

ever-more abuse:  

During twelve years we fought and quarreled. I turned him in to the police. When 

I turned him in, he would give money and get out. I would write a protest again. 

He would say, “Forgive me,” and I would say, “OK.” Indeed, one woman was 

right when she said, “When you separate and get together again, your articles 

[violations to blame for] grow.” If earlier he was only blaming me for my past 

[prostitution], now he was also blaming me for turning him in to the police, 

“What did I do to you? I just beat you up, did you die? Nothing is wrong with 

you!” 

Police Attitudes towards Retraction among Women 

 Some women described a sense of frustration over the police attitudes that 

influenced their willingness to put any effort into these domestic violence cases. The 

police failed to take any positive action to protect women from further violence by not 

issuing orders of protection and failing to prosecute men for the crimes they had 

committed. According to the women, the police claimed arresting abusers was a waste of 

time because the wives would always come to plead for their husbands to be set free. 

Gulbara heard these excuses from the police when she tried to file case against her 

abuser: 

The investigation officer said, “These kinds of things happen quite often... we saw 

it many times... Often women go through the medical exam... and right before the 

court is about to start, the woman comes moaning, ‘No, I made peace with my 

husband, he is the father of my children... I will not let anything happen to him,’ 
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with these words.” I was arguing, “Sir, please initiate a court case upon him...  

This is the third time... I have a right for normal life too... Let him live merrily, 

beating me, kicking me... (With an angry voice)... Let me go insane sitting home, 

but let him merrily walk in the streets?”... “No, [said the officer]... Your case 

doesn’t apply to this or other classification...” 

 Natasha was met with a similar response from the police when she filed 

complaints against her husband. She explained, 

There is nothing I can do. Even though I wrote several complaints… I withdrew 

my complaints. Because first of all, there was a pressure from his relatives, “You 

are wrong. You are not going to divorce anyways… you are going to live together 

anyway…live in peace”… (Sigh)… Police too, yeah… I called the police, I cried, 

“My husband is bashing me up.” Yeah they would come, look, and say, “Why are 

you calling the police? You are going to withdraw complaints anyways. Today 

you wrote this complaint, tomorrow you are going to take it back,” it goes like 

that… Yeah, this is their policy… They don’t do any tough conversations. Yeah 

exactly, tough… so that the tyrant doesn’t dare do that again….so that he knows 

that there are laws against him… that tomorrow or the day after tomorrow he is 

going to go to jail for it… Yeah I think that this measure only [would work]. 

Inflicting “Serious Versus Non-Serious Injury”28 

 The victims described situations where the police considered the victims as 

undeserving of receiving proper attention to their cases and did not consider the injuries 

                                                
28 Unlike other assaults, criminal penalties are usually not applied in cases of domestic violence unless the 
woman is killed or near death. Only serious injuries, defined as “suffering through systematic beatings or 
through violent means” fall within the application of the criminal code (HRW, 2006). 
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inflicted on the victim serious enough to intervene. The police justified their inaction by 

saying that “there are beatings that entail consequences and there are those that don’t.” 

The police made their decision regarding arrest not based on the act of assault, but rather 

the extent of injury inflicted. They exercised their full discretion in deciding whether to 

use such interventions as arresting the abuser, initiating a court case against him or not, or 

providing with information or referral to social services or not. Gulbara shared that the 

police told her that her injuries were not significant enough to justify bringing a case 

against her husband. She recounted, 

They [the police] told me, “If it were a different case, say if he [the abuser] beat 

you and did something to you, then we would have caught him... Say if you were 

staying in bed for fifteen days... Then within the boundaries of the law we would 

have initiated a case in the court... But if he just made you few bruises or hit you 

in couple of places, then...” they told me they couldn’t initiate a case in the court... 

They were threatening me instead... (With angry voice)... that they were going to 

fine me, if I wrote a complaint and didn’t go through the medical examination... 

They could have found an organization or start[ed] a court case for me... at least 

given me an address where I could get help... They could have informed me about 

this place [shelter]. 

 Mehrigul was also rebuffed by the police because they felt that her injuries 

(bruises) were not serious enough to merit punishing her husband: 

And all the beatings were “without consequences.” It turns out, there are beatings 

that “entail consequences” and there are those that “don’t entail consequences”... 

All was finished with a conversation. They [the police] gave me a paper that had 
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the conclusion saying, “We cannot do anything about him… cannot punish him. 

But if one more time it repeats, we can take some measures”… Yes, I had bruises. 

But they punish only if something breaks… He [the abuser] said, “Ha, and what 

can this paper do? Are they going to put me in jail?... And what did you achieve? 

Nothing! You fool! I told you, you are fool, and you did not believe. You don’t 

believe that you are an ass…” 
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Chapter 10. “Like That Phoenix Bird Rising from the Ashes”: Women’s Strategies 

for Resisting and Coping with Abuse in Kyrgyzstan 

Patience, strong will, stubbornness, all of it… you need so much of it… there were moments when I gave 
up…  I said everything is done already; I have nothing left… I can’t…. You know, I was like that phoenix 

bird that rises from the ashes29… (laughing with tears)… over and over again. (Natasha) 
 
 
Several ways of resisting and coping with abuse emerged from the interviews. 

The women shared a variety of coping mechanisms and inspirations for perseverance and 

strength. The selection of coping strategies by women reflects the prevailing cultural 

norms and status of women in any given society (Zakar et al., 2012). In the Kyrgyz 

context where socio-cultural norms stifle explicit resistance or voice, women carefully 

and strategically find a way, within cultural and structural constraints, to confront 

domestic violence. Given the weaker and subordinate status of women in the Kyrgyz 

society, the majority of the women use emotion-focused strategies (e.g., use of religion, 

placating the husband), because they are implicit and less confrontational compared to 

problem-solving strategies (e.g., seeking help from formal institutions and overtly 

challenging or leaving the violent relationship).  

 Women in this study adopted various coping strategies to avert, prevent, or 

minimize the anticipated occurrence of violence; however, there appeared to be two key 

aspects, (1) keeping the status quo and trying to divert attention in order to maintain 

safety and protect themselves and their children (emotion-focused strategies), and (2) 

developing strategies to resist the abuse, including, asserting rights and expressing voice, 

planning safety, and working toward a future goal that would enable them to gain 

                                                
29 According to Greek mythology, the phoenix is a mythical bird that after a life of five or six centuries 
immolates itself on a pyre and rises from the ashes to begin a new cycle of years: often an emblem of 
immortality or of reborn idealism or hope.   
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independence and break from the cycle of abuse (problem-solving strategies) (see Figure 

7 below for Conceptual Model of Coping with Violence).  

Figure 7. Conceptual Model on Coping with Violence*. 

 

* In bringing these categories together to formulate a theory of coping with domestic violence, this 
conceptual model proposes a continuum for conceptualizing the notion of coping rather than a dichotomous 
understanding, such as emotion versus problem-focused or passive versus active coping strategies. The 
continuum allows for a more fluid understanding of the construct as women used them interchangeably and 
sometimes with less clear boundaries in the context of cultural constraints. 
 

Emotion-focused Coping Strategies 

 The emotion-focused strategies the respondents reported using to cope with abuse 

included: maintaining the status quo and keeping quiet, placating and negotiating with 

their partners, diverting their partners’ attention, temporarily abstaining from 

communication and sex, relying on spirituality or religiosity, and engaging in substance 

use or abuse. 
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Maintaining the status quo and keeping silent. 

 As most of the women could not fight back because of fear of provoking or 

further infuriating the violent husband, they adopted carefully tailored strategies that 

provided them with some relief from the violence or its psychological consequences. A 

dominant coping response to abuse was remaining silent. This silence reflected a sense of 

resignation and stoicism in the face of fate, and a sense of resilience and tolerance in their 

strategic attempts to avoid further abuse. Kukush described staying silent as a way of 

reducing the chance her husband would further abuse her: 

One of the strategies was to just keep silent and listen… Even though he called 

my relatives with bad words, I kept silent… “Your mother is a prostitute, that’s 

why your father died early,” he said. He says painful things that are not true, but I 

can’t say anything because it is not going to be in my favor. If he gets angry he 

hits me with something or kicks me… I knew about consequences and didn’t say 

anything. 

 Mehrigul adopted a similar strategy to avoid further abuse:  

I started adjusting to his character already… Silently I used to walk away, and 

when I came home, I acted as if nothing happened… I always held myself, “Fine, 

fine, I will not say anything, I will keep it down.” So I endured.  

In Keremet’s case, she found that her husband would sometimes calm down and 

(temporarily) stop hurting her if she remained silent, hid, or talked politely with him. She 

recalled, 

Whenever he started to yell at me, I would try to keep silent or hide. When he got 

angry or came [home] drunk, he would undoubtedly want to do something to me, 
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to tease me. I would hide with my daughter. I would try to say something [nice], 

because I knew if he came [home] drunk he would get angry… That is why I was 

polite with him, “Do not get angry, there is no need to fight upon stupid 

things…,” I would say these kinds of things. He would calm down, if I let him 

hold his daughter. Most of the times, I tried to deceive him with words or just 

tried to escape, if nothing else worked. 

 Staying silent in the face of physical and verbal abuse was not easy. Salamat 

described training herself to remain silent even when she wanted to fight back: 

Anyways, I started working with my character… When he was yelling, I used to 

not hold myself and yell back at him. I thought, “Come on, I will try”… He 

started quarreling, cursing as before. I would just close my mouth at that moment 

and say nothing. He would speak, say what he wanted and leave… Then 

sometimes when I was angry, and he was going wild, I would hold myself back, 

“Come on, why? I don’t need it…” He would give up, and I wouldn’t let him 

provoke me… Maybe I protected myself like this. 

 This strategy of remaining silent to prevent abuse did not work for all women; 

Damira explained, “If I am silent, he says [you’re] stupid and beats. If I talk, [he] beats 

because I am talking. So you don’t know what to do: talk or keep silent. You will get 

beaten either way.” 

Placating and negotiating. 

 Over time the women learned to recognize the signs of approaching violence and 

to “prepare the correct answer” to neutralize the situation and avoid the abuse. Often, this 

meant employing manipulative behaviors and conciliatory approaches on their part to 
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ensure safety. These behaviors included being strongly attuned to the disposition of the 

abuser and placating the husband. The placating strategies included denial or 

downplaying the violent behavior, yielding and apologizing, cajoling or avoiding contact 

with the husband, and blaming themselves. Gulzinat described how she prepared when 

she sensed her husband becoming violent: 

So when he comes in, and I already see that he is angry… that he is going to start 

an argument now…. I already see that kind of mood and prepare... In contrast, I 

would smile… to calm him down somehow a little… or I would say, “Good, fine. 

Let’s do it that way”… Sometimes I’d apologize [to] him for nothing, “I was 

wrong, I am sorry”… Even though I myself was right, I considered myself right… 

even though I myself did not agree, but just… in order to neutralize this 

situation… I just answered how he wanted… I knew his character, knew what he 

was expecting and what he wanted… I prepared to answer him correctly… or I 

would not answer him, or I would ask for forgiveness… I would calm him 

down… Then he would let me alone. 

 Asem explained that she did her best to keep her husband calm in order to spare 

her children from further psychological harm. She often used flattery and capitulation to 

placate her husband: 

Then I was thinking how to keep him calm? I tried to prevent any arguments 

because my poor children were on nerves too... they were seeing their mother and 

father quarrelling all the time... they too, were scared…when they heard Dad was 

coming they would be looking for places to hide, they were afraid of their father a 

lot... (Tears)... I still remember how he used to beat me, a person beaten up a lot 
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when he was drunk... I would just hug him tightly and go like, “Aw-oh, you are 

good, you are great, you are so...” I would be doing everything to somehow free 

myself from him... We all would be like, “Please just come and go to bed without 

a fuss, we would agree to anything.” 

 Gulbara discussed how she would behave after a beating to ensure at least a 

temporary period of peace in the household; she explained,  

When he beat me I endured silently... When he stops, I would be the one to start 

the conversation again and try to make peace... I would be the one to try to live 

together again; I did it till this time.  

Almakan blamed herself for the abuse she experienced and frequently apologized to 

prevent further abuse: 

I didn’t know what to do. I just cried a lot... and blamed myself for everything… 

As I understood, the only measure to protect myself was being quiet, crying and 

praying… Even if I didn’t do anything wrong, I’d ask for forgiveness: “Sorry, this 

won’t be repeated again”… that everything would be put in order; that everything 

would be clean; that children would listen to him from then on… that I would 

wake up early to clean up... I didn’t even know why I was apologizing, but I kept 

on apologizing… so that he would calm down… I’d beg him, when he was sober: 

“I beg you, don’t beat anymore, please. Why do you do it for? For what reason do 

you beat?” Couldn’t say anything apart from that. 

 In addition to negotiating with their partners, some women coped with abuse by 

negotiating with themselves—vowing that they would leave the next time their partner 

became violent. Mehrigul engaged in this type of negotiation with herself:  
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He would already get worse and worse… he started beating, kicking me already... 

One time, I didn’t say anything, I kept quiet. “Fine, this time I will forgive”… 

Then I promised myself, “If one more time this repeats, I will actually leave him.” 

Trying to divert attention. 

 Another common theme was women’s attempt to divert the attention of the 

husband so that violence could be avoided. The participants who had described 

anticipating potential violence by observing their abuser’s mood reported that they tried 

to avoid potential violence by providing favorite meals, or by having the abuser take a 

cold shower or go for a quick walk. Damira focused on using favorite foods to placate her 

partner. She explained, “Well, I tried to prepare everything as needed. I can cook very 

well. I learned in the restaurant to make so many salads in order to please him, just so he 

doesn’t complain.” Keremet adopted the same strategy to distract her husband:  

Or I’d say, “What kind of food would you like?” I can easily deceive him with a 

meal, because he loves “manty.”30 Instead, I would start preparing “manty.”  

Kukush employed a variety of methods to distract her abuser, although she ultimately 

realized her attempts were futile: 

In the beginning I always tried to quickly make him sober. I cooked food… I did 

not understand…I knew that there was such word “booze,” but I did not 

understand its actual meaning… It turns out once he starts drinking, he is in the 

drinking bout for 12 days. He does not get sober on any of those days… In the 

beginning, when he [got] drunk, I tried to wash him in cold water, feed him, take 

walks with him to make him sober in the fresh air—I made such kinds of 
                                                
30 Kyrgyz dish resembling dumplings, which typically consist of a spiced meat mixture, usually lamb or 
ground beef, in a dough wrapper, usually steamed. 
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attempts. But then I realized it was useless. He [gets] drunk, I go to the kitchen, to 

the bathroom, and he follows me everywhere. Knocks, “Open up, what are doing 

sitting there?!” He was almost a despot. Not almost, but [he was] a despot. 

 Sabina used the analogy of “changing a movie disc” to describe her attempts to 

change the atmosphere at home. She tried several strategies, including praising her 

husband and physically separating the children from him, to calm her violent husband: 

In general, I wanted to change the atmosphere at home. Just like, for example, 

when you are tired of one movie, you change it to the other disc, in that sense. I 

wanted to change it [the atmosphere] just so that he doesn’t touch the children. 

When he starts, I start lying and praising him, and the children hide behind me 

right away, they line up (laughing). And I begin to tell his good sides. And I 

attempt to move towards the door, just so to let my children run away, they shout 

“Ahhh!”… I just tried to lie and escape. 

Temporary abstinence from communication and sex. 

 Some participants reported using a strategy of temporarily abstaining from 

communication and sex with their husbands to demonstrate their agency. Women 

mentioned that they used the no-talk strategy or refrained from sleeping in a bed with 

their husband anywhere from a few days to a few weeks. Asem asserted her feelings by 

not talking to her husband after arguments: 

When we had a quarrel, we wouldn’t talk to each other... we lived not talking to 

each other… I was stubborn like that... One time my husband came home telling, 

“You are too stubborn... you don’t know how to yield like other women do... I got 

tired of waiting when you give in,” he said… So he was waiting that I would 
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come back to him and deliver my apologies, even though there was no fault from 

my side… so men expect that from their wives. 

 Natasha also went for extended periods of time without talking to or sleeping in 

the same bed with her husband, although this reaction incited his anger: 

 I didn’t take any measures. The only thing that I did after all was I shut within 

myself… That’s all. I didn’t talk to him… I went to different bed… (Sigh) … And 

actually, I could two-three weeks not talk to him… I could like… iron his clothes, 

cook… but I just didn’t talk to him. Of course this enraged him, irritated… and 

then he’d get drunk and tell me, “What do you want?” He blamed me for 

everything. 

Spirituality and religiosity. 

 Spirituality and religious beliefs played an important role in participants’ recovery 

by giving them the strength to prevail, revealing the benefits of their suffering, and giving 

their lives purpose. Salamat reported using strategies such as praying, attending religious 

services, and seeking help from religious leaders. A connection to God fostered a sense of 

meaning, purpose, and value in life in the aftermath of her psychological trauma. Her 

spiritual relationship contributed to a personal transformation and helped her view her 

trauma and life purpose in a different light. Instead of thinking her destiny in life was to 

be abused, Salamat was able to appreciate what she had gained from her struggles, such 

as increased strength, meaning, and value in life. In the following quote, Salamat 

expresses the importance of religion and spirituality: 

My strength is that… I return to spirituality. Only with my God… I am on God’s 

path now… I now tell in my prayers, “God, only you who I have, no one else. 
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You are my parent, brother, parent in-law, you’re my friend... I have full 

gratitude…” Through prayer I understand many things... through prayer I fight 

with these barriers with my husband… Sometimes I have such a strong struggle in 

me, spiritual struggle… I got stronger because of these struggles... Sometimes I 

was in such condition that I was getting crazy... But all was for good… it is good 

that I went through this, so to serve other people… I want to serve people who 

live in a lot of sufferings... such women as I, there are millions of such women, 

thousands… I thank God that I went that distance, to fulfill the Holy Scriptures… 

that I went through such school, I am thankful to God for such [a] life. I 

understand that God taught me something through this… If I didn’t go through 

such [a] life, I don’t know if I would have come to this level [of understanding 

life] I have now… I understand that now I have such strengths through these 

trials. I stood through everything at this time. 

 Some participants viewed God as a source of hope and a guiding force that would 

help them prevail and gain the strength they needed to end their abusive relationships. 

Kukush revealed that she relied on prayer as she sought to leave her abuser: “I don’t want 

to return to him... I ask God for strength to live through this difficult period of divorce 

and start living independently… I pray [to] God.” Keremet offered a similar description 

of the importance of prayer: “I prayed, ‘God, please save me from him with any 

methods.’” 

 Mairash stated that even though she had faith that God would provide another 

path or “window of opportunity” for her, she should rely on her own strength and be 

more proactive in obtaining help from governmental sources. She explained, 
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There is God: if someone doesn’t help, someone else will [equivalent to the 

saying “When the God closes a door, somewhere He opens a window”]. Rather 

than facing all of it I should get out [of] there myself. I should have my own good 

faith. I need to put my own effort. If I don’t put my own effort, nothing will 

happen [God helps those who help themselves]. I decided I should try to ask for 

help... I would go to the government and ask for help... If I keep making efforts, I 

will succeed. 

 Asem wanted to use strategies involving black magic from religious leaders, 

mullahs, or fortune tellers to change her situation. She recounted, 

Then that is how my mother-in-law brought me to her [a fortune teller] to do a 

“warming”31 ritual on me... I went there feeling ashamed of myself... 

(Laughing...) She read the ritual stuff over me and then told me to bring my 

husband’s underwear... The next day my mother-in-law prepared some jarma32 

and tea... When my husband was leaving for work, she gave him some jarma… if 

he asked for tea, she would give him tea... anyways, she would give him 

[enchanted drinks] like this. 

Using alcohol or other substances. 

In addition to using spirituality, Salamat became increasingly addicted to alcohol 

in an attempt to suppress the pain and humiliation of the abuse: 

I started drinking a lot… I was in drinking bouts for a month or two. If I saw 

someone I knew, I would ask them to buy me a drink…When he [her husband] 

humiliated me, I couldn’t bear it, it was so hard for me that I used to get out and 
                                                
31 Magic ritual for attracting the husband’s love and attention 
32 Traditional drink made of barley, corn, and wheat  
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get drunk. I noticed that I started falling into drinking patterns. Not for months, 

but for weeks. I didn’t eat anything; I just tried to suppress everything with 

alcohol. I didn’t notice that I was killing myself. He would come and then he 

would start on me, “You are such a shit, alcoholic”… and then he would start 

kicking me a lot. And then I would drink, and rest through it. 

Problem-focused Coping Strategies 

 In addition to employing emotion-focused strategies, the women also described 

using problem-focused strategies to cope with abuse. These strategies included: 

becoming strong and resilient; asserting their rights and expressing their voice; making 

plans to protect themselves including hiding (themselves or weapons), planning for their 

future safety, and making plans to escape; and looking toward a better future and 

prospects. 

Strength and resiliency. 

 The women often described their need for courage, strength of will, and 

persistence to withstand the abuse and not give up despite hardships, misfortune, and 

pain. To describe her journey of resiliency, recovery, and restoration from the sense of 

complete frustration and annihilation that she experienced from abuse, Natasha compared 

herself to the “phoenix bird rising from the ashes” and stressed the need to persevere and 

renew her determination as often as needed. She observed,  

Patience, strong will, stubbornness, all of it… you need so much of it… there 

were moments when I gave up…  I said everything is done already; I have 
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nothing left… I can’t…. You know, I was like that phoenix bird that rises from 

the ashes33… (laughing with tears)… over and over again. 

For many women, their children were a source of immeasurable strength and 

determination in the face of adversity, struggle, and barriers. Sabina looked to her 

children to inspire the persistence she needed to survive. She shared: 

The source of my willpower is my children. As Russians say, “In spite of 

everything, never ever give up!” I will never give up for my children. Even when 

I was sick and crawling, I was working. And my sister says, “You are a strong 

woman... Till this age I haven’t seen a woman like you… So much misfortune… 

Neither house nor home...A strong woman”, she says that. 

 Their “planful problem-solving abilities” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), including 

analyzing the situation, identifying possible solutions and implementing them, having a 

strong goal orientation and motivation to succeed, and having the ability to make 

meaning, enabled the women to sustain so they could continue to deal with everyday life 

and needs, and make plans for their future. Gulzinat described how planning and goals 

helped her: 

My source of strength is… (Sigh)… setting a goal for myself, planning everything 

ahead… and achieving that goal. For example, I plan everything… whether about 

a job… or study… or home… hour by hour… So I would put two hours in the 

kitchen… I would cook… while the food is ready I would prepare bread… and 

the soup… and the second course… And I teach my daughter too… not to stay in 

                                                
33 According to Greek mythology, the phoenix is a mythical bird that after a life of five or six centuries 
immolates itself on a pyre and rises from the ashes to begin a new cycle of years: often an emblem of 
immortality or of reborn idealism or hope.   
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the kitchen the entire day, that in two hours I have to manage everything … Then 

I would devote some time to my children… So this is the main thing, goal setting. 

Asserting rights and expressing voice. 

Some women engaged in more explicit forms of resistance by asserting their 

rights and expressing their opinions. For example, Ainura expressed indignation to her in-

laws when they showed that they did not value her as a person but only cared about her 

role as a submissive and obedient daughter-in-law. She had changed her maiden name to 

please her in-laws and had gotten a new passport, but was disappointed by the family’s 

reaction: 

There was nothing like, “Congratulations! You got a new passport, you joined our 

last name, you became [their last name]!” There was nothing like that but, 

“Where is your headscarf?” 34 This just spoiled everything; I made a pose, “Oh, a 

head scarf? You need a headscarf?!” I said, “Wait now,” I entered the house. I 

packed the suitcase. I packed every one of [the] headscarves there. I brought it to 

them. And piled it like that on the table. I told them, “Headscarves?! Please! 

Good-bye!” I turned around and left. I treated them like that so to protect myself. 

I thought, if those people need not my personality, not the individual, not the 

person I am but this headscarf, then you can put that headscarf on a doll and put it 

there. Let that doll be your daughter-in-law! 

                                                
34 According to the Kyrgyz tradition, a woman must wear a scarf on her head in front of the in-laws, her 
husband and his relatives. It is a sign of respect for her “new” family. A white scarf means that the woman 
is a newlywed. In terms of hygiene, a scarf is also helpful because a married woman is expected to fulfill 
the household chores, like cooking every day. (http://kyrgyzculture.wordpress.com/tag/kyrgyzstan) 
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 Ainura continued, saying that because she tried to advocate on her own behalf by 

not obeying and by challenging the rules, she had no say or any authority and respect in 

the hierarchy of the husband’s family: 

And they [the in-laws] didn’t like it that I could say something for my own 

protection, do something [to advocate on her own behalf] … It turns out my 

character was disliked by everyone… and no one wanted to take me into account, 

because my behavior they considered somehow challenging. Like why everyone 

[all the other daughters-in-law] is silent, and somehow only you can say 

something on your behalf? Well, say something in your own favor, I mean, 

express your opinion and be dissatisfied with something… When I was delivering 

my son, I had a dream that I will deliver a son and call him B [boy’s name]. I had 

my son with [a] caesarean section, and all of that. Then my husband comes and 

says, “My parents want to name our son so and so.” But I told him, “No. I want to 

call him B. If someone wants to call him differently, let them lie down here under 

a knife and then call their sons the way they wish,” And again, who was bad? I 

was the bad, the disobedient, did what I wanted and in general spit on all the 

elder’s authorities… To some degree, maybe this is because of my 

straightforward character. But I’d rather be straight than any other way. I cannot 

imagine myself in any other way… Well, I’m just me. I have the right to express 

my voice. This is my character; this is who I am. 

 Mairash, who was driven out of her home by in-laws who accused her of being 

“messy” and not able to complete housework properly and on time, described using 

different strategies at different times, and sometimes simultaneously. Her reactions 
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included leaving for her sister-in-law’s house to have a refuge and sanctuary and get her 

“brains refreshed,” performing the household chores as fast and best as she could to 

please the in-laws and escape violence, and expressing her opinion to deal with the abuse. 

She explained, 

When I saw my father-in-law coming from the street, I ran to clean up the house 

as fast as I could. When my father-in-law left somewhere, I made my husband do 

whatever he was supposed to do, “Didn’t the father tell [you] to do that, get to it 

quickly! He is going to yell at us when he comes back, not only at you, but at me 

too!” We would do it as best as we could. We would stay up till late because my 

father-in-law is coming. We would plant garlic, pick the apples; I would do it with 

my child [in her hands]. If my husband went out somewhere, I would try my best 

to finish it up myself… so that he wouldn’t yell, so that he would be in a good 

mood… It was our first priority. 

She continued, describing additional strategies she had employed: 

When my mother-in-law was drunk, she would yell at me… she would come and 

say “Why you didn’t do this and that?” “Mother, I will do it now,” sometimes I 

would deceive her. I would bring her and put her to bed... Sometimes she would 

keep yelling… she would say whatever comes to her mouth… Then I would go 

outside taking my child, just so I have peace of mind. I would be quiet and go to 

my sister-in-law’s [house] to rest, to get my brains refreshed… And sometimes I 

argued with my mother in law, “Instead of getting drunk and looking for conflicts, 

why don’t you yell at me when you are sober and teach me something? If I 

learned something, it would be good for me... If I am young and it is my first 
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child, of course I will be messy. What can I do?... I have no bringing up, I had no 

parents or parental guidance,”… I said to my mother-in-law, “You should teach 

me. Yell at me and do it when you are sober, don’t do it when you are drunk!” 

 Gulbara explained that she remained silent, yielding and denying the abuse for a 

long time, but eventually spoke up on her own behalf. She reported,  

I used to be such a reserved and calm person ... (with tears)...He drove me to this 

condition, where I needed to speak up. Even if I want to keep silent and decide 

not to talk, there is [a] necessity to communicate.  

Gulbara also emphasized the value of perseverance as well as the belief that continued 

resistance would eventually allow her to get away from her abuser. She maintained, “If 

you keep hitting, even the wall would go down...if you keep hitting and kicking the 

person, even the dumb person would eventually speak up.” 

 Some women tried to demonstrate agency and break the cycle of abuse by 

teaching their husbands how to treat their daughters. In the following quote, Asem 

describes her attempt to serve as a good role model for her daughters by showing their 

father that girls cannot tolerate abuse: 

From that moment on, I started telling him that she [the daughter] is a girl, that a 

girl shouldn’t be treated like that... that a father shouldn’t treat his daughters like 

that... “Well if you beat her like that with all your male strength, then how is she 

going to live in the future?” I would tell him that... “She is a girl... you should 

have a gentle treatment for girls... There is a saying, ‘For a girl, mother’s word is 

bullshit, father’s word is a bullet’… That is, mother’s beatings get forgotten, but 



 

 232 

father’s beatings remain in memory forever,” I would lecture him like that... Later 

he stopped using even swear words... he started respecting his daughters. 

Hiding, planning safety, and escape. 

Some women managed to resist violence by hiding weapons or by hiding 

themselves and their children in the house. Zarina seized some degree of control by 

hiding weapons, anticipating her husband’s return home from work, and preparing bags 

of clothes and food ready for escape. If that did not work, she and her son sometimes 

physically restrained her husband. She explained, 

 I am always afraid of him and therefore, manage to hide knives. He is not afraid 

of stabbing me. We [the woman and her child] ran away from him… I learned to 

defend myself during the violence; I avoid his every chance of beating me up… I 

know the usual time of his arrival home. We hurry to have a meal and we put our 

clothes into a bag. We hide our bag somewhere in the outside. Also, we put 

something to eat in our bag. We get ready to run away from him. If we cannot run 

away, we have to tie his hands and legs up tight… I do it with the help of my son. 

I cannot tie him alone. We think that if we tie him, we will at least have some 

quiet night. It depends on his condition; if he is very drunk, we tie him. If he is 

tipsy, we cannot because we are afraid of him. 

Gulzhan employed very similar tactics to avoid her husband and, when she couldn’t 

avoid him, to defend herself: 

I would hide the knives; I would hide them and run outside. I was scared that he 

would hit someone with a knife or would apply it to me. He would put a knife in 

his sleeve and go out, that’s why I used to hide the knife…But I would get ready 
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for running away… I would go to some corners… I would go and hide in some 

places by the road… I would go from one road to another… I had to run away at 

the end. 

Asem described one specific instance in which she and her daughter hid to avoid her 

abuser, who was threatening to kill them. She recalled, 

Till this moment I see it clearly... My husband was so furious, “Now if I catch 

you, I will kill you,” he yelled... He was going up to the second floor... As soon as 

he went up to the second floor we [Asem and her daughter] held our hands and 

ran outside, we got our slippers on and ran outside.... As we were running, we 

didn’t reach the gates, so we hid behind the house... He went outside and started 

swearing... yelling... throwing stones... “Now if I find you I will kill you, I will 

disembowel you...” he said... We were trembling... Then we ran out of the gates. 

 In cases of economic abuse, women promoted their agency by secretly earning 

money of their own. For example, Mairash secretly made food products to sell so she 

could buy the clothing she needed: 

I would make some food out of milk. I wouldn’t show it to my father-in-law and 

[I would] take it to sell in the market. If my father in law doesn’t give me money, 

I couldn’t ask him money to buy some underwear. I sell milk at the market, and 

that is how I would make my own money without having to ask him…  

Looking to a better future and prospects. 

In this theme, the women described how they survived and persisted, working 

toward a future goal that would enable a break from the abusive relationship. All women 

in this study desired a better future for their children and focused on enhancing their 
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situation in order to be the best mother possible and provide for their children. The 

women thought beyond their current circumstances and worked to pursue their dreams 

for a better life for themselves and their children.  

Women identified a range of strategies they used to move toward their 

independence. These included taking educational courses; gaining employment; seeking 

help from their family and social networks for practical assistance such as childcare, 

money, and temporary accommodation; and turning to social service organizations to 

seek psychological counseling and professional help. The women often planned a series 

of actions over time that would gradually lead to independence. For example, Gulbara 

discussed taking one step at a time, first finding stable housing, then childcare, and then a 

job: 

We need a stable life... I have five years before he [her child] goes to school. 

Within five years at least one apartment... at least, one motel room… some stable 

place to live... so he can go to school... If I have an apartment… then I can find 

someone to babysit at my place... I will find a job then, work eagerly… with my 

honest labor... then I will be able to retire with the pension. 

Gulzinat also described a multi-step process of moving toward independence. She 

explained, 

I went to psychologists… I felt really bad… I wanted to divorce him… But she 

[the psychologist] told me, “It’s better that you wait a little bit… Get a job.” Then, 

while I was raising the child, I searched; I was in constant search…. I found one 

job… as a real estate agent… I earned pretty good money… I managed both at 

home and at work… I am studying right now… I’d like to finish my studies in 
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three years… receive my diploma and manage everything… And then, I get my 

diploma and find a good job… I see myself as a prospering woman. 

 Education was a common way of improving future prospects. Many of the women 

recognized the need to undergo training so they could find a stable job. For example, 

Gulbara said, “I’ve got to take some courses to learn something… computer lessons or 

sewing, doing haircuts, or learn the cooking skills or some other profession… anything... 

I will study, then I will think of my future.” Natasha also focused on the importance of 

education: 

Well actually I had plans to enter a university and receive higher education… And 

after that… it will be clear what to do next… The way I see myself… I see myself 

working in some kind of government service somewhere… that I am wearing a 

suit and I look good… These are my prospects… I think that I will be able to 

achieve everything. The main thing is that I need to have support. 

Salamat was another woman who stressed the importance of education. She explained,  

My strong side is that I try to get out of this situation. I am not sitting waiting for 

help… I dream if I have studied in such places [higher educational 

establishments], I wanted to work on a big job. My hand writing is very pretty… I 

like to work honestly.  

In addition to the actions described above, Gulzinat also obtained information on family 

law and kept a journal in which she recorded her husband’s abuse so she could better 

negotiate the terms of divorce. She described how these actions decreased her husband’s 

power over her: 
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Then once I went to the police… after that I started reading all of his [husband’s] 

books… laws on divorce, all of his books on law… And as I read, I understood 

that not everything was the way he told me… Then once we quarreled, I said, 

“You lied to me, it turns out. It’s impossible to take the kids away from me… You 

can’t take them, the children are mine… they are going to stay with me”… And 

he said nothing... I started understanding that I am right… I said, “Now I stand up 

for my rights… You offended me… I will bring you my diary… I wrote all of 

that… I wrote the date, the time, the year, everything there”… He immediately 

shut up… because he read it himself, hе remembered that… “Do you think that I 

am the foolish girl like in the past? And you can deceive me? No,” I said. So it 

was.  
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Chapter 11. “Like a ‘Hedgehog in the Fog’35”: The process(es) of leaving revealed 

through Kyrgyz women’s voices 

Hedgehog in the Fog walked in the forest, 
Far you've gone, lost and strayed.  

You didn’t want to, but this way just happened,  
Hedgehog in the Fog, sad life.36  

 
 These findings highlight experiences, events and feelings common to the majority 

of the women’s narratives about how and why they eventually escaped the abuse. The 

process of leaving as described by participants includes three stages: reaching the turning 

point, implementation of the leaving process, and reclaiming and regaining self (see 

Figure 8 for Conceptual Model of Processes of Leaving). 

The Turning Point 

 The leaving process was distinct for each participant, often involving a series of 

decisions and actions unfolding over time. Frequently, participants described an event 

that precipitated initial leaving, and a so-called “turning point” emerged as a recurring 

theme throughout the interviews. Turning points were described as critical events, 

moments or states of sudden insight that led the participants to recognize that the problem 

of domestic violence had become uncontrollable or intolerable, and that external support 

was needed.  

                                                
35 “A Hedgehog in the Fog” is a Russian animated short movie where a hedgehog finds himself in a fog and 
experiences frightening and amazing things. He wonders more about what he had experienced showing that 
things are different now, and that his eyes have been opened to a whole new world.  
36 Poem written and recited by a woman  
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Figure 8. Conceptual Model of Processes of Leaving 

 
The diagram represents stages of leaving involving series of decisions and actions unfolding over time. The 
first stage called “Reaching the Turning Point” involved critical events or moments of sudden realization, 
where women “opened their eyes.” The second stage of leaving was actual implementation of the cyclical 
processes of leaving in the face of cultural, institutional and systemic constraints. The final stage of leaving 
is Reclaiming or Regaining Self, which is about women’s empowerment and resilience.  
 

Epiphanies and moments of truth. 

 Of particular importance, these critical moments precipitated a shift in 

participants’ perceptions, in which women started to view the relationship as abusive and 

realize the need for change. Almakan used the metaphor of “waking up” to describe her 

shift in perception; she confided,  
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I only have a feeling that I have just woken up. I look back; I’ve been here [in the 

shelter] for two days, and it seems I just woke up in life and all the rest was a 

dream. I don’t know, I don’t understand why I lived with him. 

Gulzinat used a similar metaphor of opening her eyes:  

My eyes opened… I understood that my life was not normal…  I understood that 

only after my third child. Before that I was somehow… I didn’t think of this as 

violence…. I just thought, “This is life, I have children, and this is my 

husband….I got married with such a man… a demanding man. This is my fate; 

this is how it should be.” I always did my chores... I listened to him silently…I 

endured everything so that he doesn’t insult me… Then I saw the surroundings 

and started to understand.  

 Salamat used the movie “Hedgehog in the Fog” as an analogy to describe 

reaching a revealing moment: 

At that time I didn’t understand many things, I was somehow blind, do you 

believe? I am telling you, like a hedgehog in the fog, yes… I didn’t know that I 

am a woman, that I am weak, that someone can offend me… That someone can 

beat me up… That someone can even sell me to slavery. I didn’t think of all that. 

I lived by today’s worries… If one acts like talpak,37 why not to beat her, 

humiliate, and offend? This light-mindedness brought me to this life… this bad 

treatment towards myself… I didn’t like myself, I didn’t respect myself, I didn’t 

love myself… I thought I was supposed to be a victim; I had to sacrifice myself... 

Why is my life like this? I didn’t understand, that the source of all this is me… 

                                                
37 Literally from Kyrgyz is a skin of an animal trampled under the feet at the rich person’s threshold. Here 
it is meant in derogatory terms to refer to a woman who acts like a slut.  
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That I am exactly the one who can get out of this… As a result, I understand that 

everyone has his own life. Every one walks his own road. 

Losing hope for change. 

 For some women, their “turning point” resulted from the loss of hope that the 

abuser would ever change. This shift eliminated the basis for maintaining a positive 

outlook on the marriage and thus provided an impetus for leaving. Gulbara came to 

believe that her husband would never stop abusing her. She explained, 

It turns out he [her husband] doesn’t have a future… It turns out that he thought of 

only... how to pass the day... just to have a drink... cheat on me... then again walk 

on his crooked paths... he wouldn’t stop drinking or beating… fighting with 

whoever he sees... He would get drunk, and the consequences would be just worse 

and worse... He is going to continue that his entire life... If the guy beat you once, 

he is going to keep beating you his entire life, it turns out. 

Gulzhan voiced a similar opinion about the possibility of her husband ever stopping the 

abuse: 

I came to realize this now… I am losing my hope for B [the husband]. He doesn’t 

help me at all, and he doesn’t have his own future… I think that B’s behavior will 

not change. After he drinks, he begins to beat me…it is difficult for B, it’s almost 

like a disease. It’s better to divorce him; I think I will eventually divorce him. 

That’s all. After that I will live on my own and build my own future by myself. 

 The theme of no longer being able to envision a future with their abuser because 

of the continued violence was very common. Keremet explained, “I left him [her 

husband] because I realized that we do not have a future. After leaving I didn’t go back or 
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talk on the phone, I left.”  Zarina also described not feeling any hope for a normal future 

with her husband:  

I learned that people should get divorced [from] their alcoholic husbands. I hoped 

that he would stop drinking one day. Apparently, he has not become a normal 

person… I do not see any resolutions for my family. I tried hard, but reached no 

result.  

Kukush also focused on her loss of confidence in the possibility of a common future: 

It has accumulated… (sigh)… I do not see our common future... I understood that 

there is no point of being a victim if there is no future or good outcome… I only 

understood that I was silly and naïve … If a husband is bad, it will not change, as 

it turns out. It is necessary to make a decision. It is better to leave and start a new 

life despite of all things other people might say. Because it will continue till the 

end – the person won’t change… There would be no good end. 

Reaching the point of saturation and giving up. 

 Another kind of “turning point” leading to the decision to leave was when women 

reached a point of mental and physical exhaustion. For example, Natasha said that her 

weariness meant she no longer had any fond feelings toward her husband: “Living under 

constant pressure, being always humiliated… I just got tired… Now I feel nothing for 

this person… Once upon a time I even loved him.” Salamat also described being tired of 

violence and erratic behavior; she explained: 

I started to notice that I became ugly again. Why do I need this? He would 

come… like a tenant… eat, sleep, do his job, and leave … Can he really just come 

and humiliate, offend, or make fun of me, “You are my property, I’ll do whatever 
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I want to you. You are a scum…” It was this condition that I already couldn’t… I 

decided already. I’m not going back, I’m divorcing. This scattering life, being 

yelled at, being beaten up, I’m tired of it. I want to live normally for the rest of 

my life… to see my children, grandchildren. 

 Other women stated that they had simply reached the limits of endurance or 

patience. For example, Sabina disclosed, “It all reached its limits, reached its limits. I 

can’t endure any more….It’s impossible to live [with the abuser]. Period.” Gulnara also 

described feeling that she could bear no more abuse: “I think it [her patience] has reached 

its limits. I can’t tolerate his further actions anymore.” Mehrigul experienced the sense 

that she could no longer endure as well; she explained,  

This time I am saying, I cannot endure it any longer… my nerves would simply 

fail me… as much as I can hold on... Because all of what I wanted, all of that… I 

gave up for loss… I want him to leave me alone. Can’t endure any more… I left 

everything behind… Everything.  

Asem was another woman who vividly described being unable to tolerate further abuse: 

My entire life I was bugged on... I didn’t want to endure that... I was imagining 

my previous life...that there was no respect for me... there was no point to live 

with him... “All right, enough, I need to leave. I am not living like this anymore... 

I reached the final point,” I said. I think that was the final point it was possible to 

reach. 

 Some of the women explained that they reached a point of preferring the 

consequences of leaving (e.g., poverty) to continuing to endure abuse at the hands of their 

partners. For example, Damira said, “Many people say that we should endure husbands. I 
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am fed up, I cannot endure any longer. We need to live separately… I don’t need such a 

husband… I don’t want such life.” Gulbara reflected a similar sentiment:  

This kind of life is not acceptable… Husband beating his wife every day is not 

acceptable… Hurting the child is a crime too… Living in constant fear is not 

fun… Rather than being beaten up, I would go hungry and leave peacefully… 

without a husband… I am not going to turn around and back to him again. 

 Fear for the safety of children or self. 

 The next kind of “turning point” was when women feared for the safety and 

wellbeing of themselves or their children, and when they were forced to choose between 

life and death. The main factor that led the women to leave was when they were 

confronted with the pervasive fear of the abuse leading to permanent disability or death. 

Asem recalled the fear of disability or death pushing her to seek help:  

If he hits you on a vulnerable spot one day, you could become insane or 

handicapped... Furthermore, if your husband treats you like this when you are all 

healthy and well, then what would happen after that?... He would be especially 

unsympathetic of you... You would be thrown out to the field... I thought about all 

of that... and all of that gave me a push. 

 Mehrigul described reaching a turning point when she thought about what might 

happen to her daughters if her husband killed her: 

I saw these things [violence] and started being really afraid… afraid not for 

myself, but for my daughter. If not me, who will take care of her?... He doesn’t 

look [care] when he beats. He might hit in the dangerous spot, and I might die. I 

am afraid what will happen to my daughters if I die… I promised myself, I am not 
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going back. 

 Gulbara became fearful for her children after a neighbor pointed out the possible 

consequences for them. She recalled, 

That person [neighbor] told me, “Your husband, I see him... If you keep living 

with him... he might do something terrible to you... The least is he might make 

you a disabled... If something happens to you, your child will be left without... 

Would that alcoholic feed your child?” That was a strong encouragement for 

me… I thought about the future of my child. Tomorrow... if I go mad and die, this 

child will become an orphan and end up in his hands, right? Rather than that... it’s 

fine even if he grows up without a father... At least he will have a mother. 

 Almakan feared that she would become a burden to her children as a result of the 

abuse. She explained,  

I was scared for the children; scared of losing the children… If he keeps on 

beating me up, I’m 20 now, and he beats me up that way, then in 20 years he’ll 

make me a handicapped and drive me out of home. A handicapped mother is 

useless; I will become a burden as well. Why would children need that?  

Natasha concluded that staying with her abuser was the same as hurting her child with 

her own hands:  

I saw all these things happening, that my child is being humiliated, I made up my 

mind that I need to run away… I had fear for my child… Staying with the child is 

equal to just destroying her. Just destroying her with my own hands, this is what it 

will be equal to. 



 

 245 

 Some women referred to a turning point in terms of the children’s reaction to 

violence and the children’s decision to leave. As they described it, the children did not 

want their mothers to go back to the abuser and hoped their mothers would find a new 

husband. Natasha reported that her daughter asked when she would have a better father: 

“My six-year-old daughter said, ‘Mom, when are we going to have a Daddy who would 

be… who would love us, who wouldn’t drink vodka,’ she said, ‘who would be 

generous… give us presents?’” Damira also recounted her daughters’ reactions: “Both 

my girls say, ‘Even if you are married to another man, we will love and respect him. The 

time has come to end this.’” Zarina’s son asked her to leave the abuser; she confided, 

“My life has served a life lesson to my son. He asks me to leave his father. He says that 

his father does not care about him like other fathers do. He tells me to find a richer 

husband.” Asem described how her daughters’ reaction to the abuse motivated her to 

leave: 

My daughters saw it all [the abuse] since they were little… Then they stood 

against it... They told me, “Oh, Mom, why? Aren’t you disappointed with our 

father yet? After all that happened?! Aren’t you funny! Well decide for yourself. 

But if you go back, then cross yourself out from the list of human beings!” they 

told me... “No one sees you as a person there. Our father’s family does not see 

you as a human being, and our father even less so... He hasn’t respected you 

before, so he is not going to treat you any differently now...” My older daughter 

said, “If you go back, I will stay... I am not going there. I don’t want you two to 

live together,” she said... I was hearing that and didn’t like it… I was angry too... 
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That way, with the initiative of my daughter… in the evening we collected our 

clothes… to leave once and for all.  

Implementation of the Leaving Process: Previous Attempts to Leave and 

Precipitating Factors 

 Most women interviewed mentioned attempts to leave their husbands before they 

made the move to the shelter. For some women, these early attempts served as a 

preliminary process of preparing for final separation; for others, their earlier departures 

and returns home were a way to stop violence and hold on to what they have got. Women 

indicated a broad range of factors that made it difficult for them to decide to leave. 

Several women explained that they were unprepared to leave their husbands, and found it 

emotionally and physically difficult to reach the decision. 

Emotional dependence and feelings of commitment, compassion, or love for 

the abuser. 

 Many of the women described being hesitant to leave because they felt empathy 

for their husbands, often because the husbands had difficult childhoods. For example, 

Salamat explained, 

Four years ago [when she made earlier attempts to leave]…. Then I didn’t have a 

daughter yet. I was already ready [to leave the abuser]... I felt pity for him for 

some time, love, compassion towards him. Since he never saw any good in life... 

such parents… I dreamed to be a good wife… I was a [good] wife, delivered 

children... Everything that I could, everything that depended on me, I did… I was 

beaten by him, I couldn’t say a word, I respected him, adored, and loved him. 

Gulbara had similar feelings toward her abuser: 



 

 247 

Since I am a person of ready empathy for people, I endured all of it for so long. I 

thought, “He doesn’t have parents, he grew up like an orphan, I am an orphan 

too... both of us... we understand each other and... we are equals.” I was thinking, 

“I have no mother-in-law, we live just us... no one rules over me.” 

 Other women explained that they continued to love their husbands despite the 

abuse. Asem described the experience of having these conflicting emotions: 

Because of my own... lenience, or because I recognized my own guilt... or because 

of what? I don’t know… Maybe because I was just so devoted to him and had my 

inner feeling [towards the abuser]... I was able to live with him during these 

seventeen years... Well it didn’t matter that my husband was such a person… it 

turns out I still loved him... I still do not understand. 

 Salamat also continued to love her husband even though he beat her. She 

recounted, “[The] Kyrgyz have a saying, ‘One cannot be mad with the one he/she is 

intimate with,’ and such mentality. We live according to the sayings we have… I loved 

him, I didn’t need another husband.” Several participants were deliberate and clear about 

their decision to stay for many years before they could make a decision to leave, detailing 

the complex and strategic steps they took in order to achieve stability and to protect 

themselves and their children from the hardships of divorce.  

Economic constraints and fear of not being able to make it with young 

children. 

 The necessity of providing for their young children prevented many women from 

leaving earlier. Gulzinat explained that because finding a job and supporting herself and 
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her children would have been almost impossible when they were still very young, she 

waited until they were older: 

 And the main thing is children! The main thing is that the children were next to 

me… fed, dressed… So this somehow prevented me [from leaving]… When the 

children were little… where could I go with babies whom I was feeding with 

breast?… I couldn’t go to work... After children got older and could fend for 

themselves somehow… it was easier… In reality I just waited, when children get 

older, honestly… I think, I endured all this time, while the children were 

growing… so that my children were not in much hardship… during our divorce… 

And my patience probably ended too … So when such moment came… I decided 

[to leave]. 

 Salamat made attempts to leave her abuser when her children were young, but 

each time she eventually returned because she was unable to work and provide for her 

children. She recalled, 

I was afraid to be left in the street, with children, without money... A couple of 

times when I separated from him… we were left in the street… He was free, full, 

and with money… and I was hungry, cold and beaten up, and with no money. 

That is why I was afraid to leave and kept returning... so to feed the children, so to 

raise them… I couldn’t go anywhere with little children. I couldn’t find a job…  

 Other women did not feel equipped to handle the economic and social hardships 

that resulted from leaving a marriage. They were afraid of not being able to make it on 

their own with small children. Asem described her fears:  
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I am really afraid of hardships... of living by myself... I am afraid that I might not 

be able to live [make it on her own]... But if I make a decision, then how am I 

going to live? How am I going to pay the daughters’ tuition?... I also hope that 

they [in-laws] will help me later.  

Gulnara voiced similar concerns; she worried, “I do not know what to do with my 

daughters… Where will I take them?…  It will obviously be difficult to live with them in 

an apartment here. I am not sure that I will handle it.” 

 For other women, the decision to stay was the outcome of carefully weighing the 

costs and benefits of staying in the abusive relationship. For example, Asem explained 

that she had previously chosen to stay with her abuser because her life seemed better than 

the situations of some other women: 

Then I compared myself with other people… I saw other women: they work, they 

get beaten up by their husbands, and they support their children [by themselves]. 

As compared with them, I had food in the house, I had clothes to wear… They 

live like that, too, and they don’t even have food on the table! Look, her husband 

is gambling too! At least, in comparison with that… my husband has a house; he 

has wealth, property...  Thank God we could eat different types of meat... bread... 

my children are fed, and cared for... In that way I would scale and weigh all of it 

seven times... And when cutting it once after weighing it seven times, I thought, 

“People live like this too, but compared to them I am better off... at least I had the 

financial side resolved.” I would comfort myself like that... and that would keep 

me there. 
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Fear of retaliatory violence. 

 For some women, the fear that their husbands would cause them even worse harm 

if they left was the reason they chose not to leave. Natasha recalled, 

 I made several attempts to leave. I left, but he would use any means to return me 

back… I was wildly terrified! He constantly threatened me… threatened me with 

his connections, threatened my relatives, “If you leave, I will slaughter them 

[relatives] all, I will kill them all,” and so forth… Afraid of these things I endured 

everything… and I couldn't leave… The fear… the fear doesn’t allow [you] to 

leave. If I did this without the help of these organizations… it would have been 

impossible to leave. 

 Mehrigul cited practical reasons for not leaving earlier, such as the need for a 

“handyman” on her farm and the presence of male protector in the household. She 

explained, 

I lived with him, because I needed him on my farm… A man was needed there, so 

no one steals the cattle… so no one says, “Oh here lives a woman.”. He does 

everything. He is a handy man. He can make furniture. He can make iron works. 

He is very helpful… He has a double powerful head… Just his character, you 

know … he can just turn everything upside down in one moment. 

Perception that viable options are limited. 

 Gulnara shared her fear that she would not be able to have a better life on her own 

and would possibly regret leaving her husband. She said,  
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I do not believe in myself… I am not sure about whether I will have a better life 

without him or with him. What if nothing works out? What if he has a better life 

after our divorce and this will make me regret about it? What if I become single 

and homeless? What if one day life makes us meet each other, and I will regret 

about my actions?… What if I start a new life, overcome all the difficulties and 

the end will turn out to be worse than this? For that I am not sure. 

Cyclical nature of abuse. 

 For some women, the cycle of leaving and returning repeated so often that it 

became a regular occurrence. Asem stated,  

There would be scandal and quarrel. Again I would come and leave… In that 

way, it became a customary thing for me, for my parents, and for my husband... 

Sometimes if he didn’t come, I would go myself. I would be sitting and thinking it 

over... Our life passed in that way.  

Gulnura explained that she left and returned many times, and her husband simply acted as 

if her absences were due to family visits: 

I left and kept coming back several times… He accepts it as if I have just visited 

my home as a guest (laughter). As if I just make a short visit to my mother’s 

house. He does not worry about it… I come back by myself. He is so stubborn; he 

will never come after me. If I were stubborn, we would have divorced long time 

ago. 

 Abusers used a variety of strategies to entice the women to return, including 

giving presents, promising to buy the women new clothes or jewelry, and promising to 
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stop the abuse. Gulbara described her husband using multiple strategies to convince her 

to return:  

He promised not to beat or abuse me, promised to be nice... with his words he 

would speak really nicely promising to get me the “moon from the sky,” 

pretending like, “I will buy you some new clothes, new cell phone, buy you some 

gold, or do this and that.”  

Gulzinat’s husband also employed multiple tactics to lure her back; she recalled, 

Then he started every day calling me… asking to forgive him… He would be 

standing in front of the university waiting for me… He came here with flowers, 

gifted me gold, all these earrings, necklaces… During this month he did 

everything that he didn’t do during our entire life together… And I decided, 

“Really, I will have any time to leave,” I thought, “I’ll consider it. I will give him 

a second chance.” 

Actual leaving and finding the shelter. 

 Initially, most women made an effort to control their abusive situations and were 

reluctant to leave their husbands because they wanted to protect their children from social 

stigma, feared retaliation by their spouses, and faced economic constraints and limited 

options. Eventually, however, a turning point was reached and the decision to leave was 

made. Many women came to the shelter by relying on their common sense and ability to 

problem solve on their own, or simply by escaping and running for their lives. For 

women with limited financial means and experience outside their immediate family 

environment, this meant finding their way to the disguised shelter with children and no 

money, and often required a formidable display of courage and resourcefulness. 
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Participants in the current study had limited awareness of available social services for 

victims of domestic violence. They learned about the shelter program through a variety of 

sources including friends, acquaintances, social service agencies, and mass media, 

including TV, newspapers, and the Internet.  

 Friends and acquaintances. 

 Several women found out about the shelter from neighbors, friends, or 

acquaintances. Almakan and Keremet described seeking and receiving help from 

religious acquaintances: 

I came to the bus stop [after escaping the husband], having no idea why I went 

there, “What to do? Where to go?” I cried. I had 10 soms [ca. 20 cents], I spent 

them for the trip. I did not know what to do. When I worked, I met a young 

woman, who reads Namaz.38 I was feeding the baby when she walked by and 

noticed me. She approached me, and I couldn’t keep it [in]—I told her. She 

understood and started calling her acquaintances. She called one acquaintance and 

asked if I ever heard of [the] crisis center… And then she said, “I will take you 

there, we’ll find it now,” and started calling her acquaintances, finding out the 

address… She found your office… came here together....and met B [the shelter’s 

director]. She listened to me. She didn’t finish listening… she immediately 

understood and directed me here. [She] bought us diapers and took us here. 

(Almakan)  

 There was a girl, Russian girl, she used to help me and give clothes to my 

daughter. She is a religious girl. I called her and asked her what I should do. She 

                                                
38 Namaz is the ritual prayers prescribed by Islam to be observed five times a day. 
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gave me the address and phone number of this place [the shelter]. I couldn’t call, I 

came straight here. It was late, and when I came, there was no place at all. There 

were a lot of women there. They [the shelter administrator] said, “Stay in some 

places, even in hotels for one or two weeks, we will accept you as soon as a place 

is vacant.” I had a friend, she also has a little daughter… so we went to her place, 

my daughter and I. She lives in [a] one room apartment with her husband. We 

stayed 2, 3, 4 days there and I felt embarrassed. When I called here, T [the shelter 

administrator] said, “There is already a space, you can come”… And by that time 

my wounds healed a little bit… This is the way we came here.  We have been here 

for almost 14 days, 2 weeks… (Keremet) 

Gulzinat received information about the shelter from a fellow student: 

 Well, at the end of November… I was going to the university, but I so much hated 

returning home… I didn’t want to… as if I went home for the execution…. “He 

will start beating me again today,” I thought… And so the girl I knew, who we 

studied together… gave me the address [of the shelter] and said that they were 

accepting people now... that they had some free space”… and that is how I got 

here… I didn’t go back… I came here… That’s it. 

 After escaping to her sister’s house, Gulzhan was directed to the shelter by an 

acquaintance of her sister’s. She recounted, 

And then at one moment I realized I lost my consciousness… and didn’t care even 

if he kills me, I thought I would die anyway. I stopped protecting myself… I ran 

outside and… went to my sister’s place and stayed there. My kidneys were still 

aching; I couldn’t lie down and was shaking and suffering. The next day, her 
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[sister’s] godmother who used to work as a village council head came. She 

appeared to know this place [the shelter]. She said, “Call that place, what’s the use 

of laying here?” And they called her [the shelter director], caught me a taxi and 

sent me here. 

 Natasha described staying with a female acquaintance and shortly thereafter 

moving into the shelter: 

When my daughter was already three years old, I packed only necessary things, 

just some… things that I could take with me. And we ran away. First I ran away 

to one of my female acquaintances.  Three days we stayed with her. He 

[Natasha’s husband] started calling my relatives. Threatening them. Going there. 

Well… after this I went to the shelter… told my story that I am in such a situation 

that endangers not only my life, but also my relatives’ [lives]. They told me, 

“Come, we will help you with whatever we can.” And it turns out that I stayed in 

the Crisis Center… since May, 2010. I was given psychological help, legal help… 

help obtaining a restraining order. 

Social service organizations. 

Sabina was referred to the shelter by a social service agency focused on helping 

children. She explained, 

And the reason I came here… they [the children’s hospital] sent a message to the 

police and the League of Child Protection… That League of Child Protection told 

me about this crisis center... I didn’t know where to go after the hospital, to tell 

the truth, I would have never gone back there [to her husband] again. And they 

said there was a center [shelter], that’s how I came here. After I came here, I felt 
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more protected, I felt as if I entered a fort. When I’m outside in the street, where 

he will come from, what he will do? 

 Mass media: newspapers, television, and the Internet. 

 A final source of information about the shelter was mass media. Mehrigul 

described seeing a television program about the shelter and Asem recounted learning 

about the shelter from a newspaper article: 

I didn’t know about the shelter… I learned about it on the television program, 

they were showing about one woman. But then I didn’t pay attention... And when 

this happened to me, I decided maybe I should go… They [shelter staff] did not 

want me at first [because of her financial standing and too many assets], and I was 

thinking what I should do. I was in a very poor condition, I could not go 

anywhere, and my blood pressure rose to one hundred and ninety. And then they 

offered me, “If you feel so bad, you may stay. “And I stayed… They called an 

ambulance for me… (Mehrigul) 

I read about the crisis center through the newspaper article written by one lady... 

After I read it I wrote down the phone number... I was going up and down in my 

life, so I wanted to consult someone… that is how I got the number. I called, 

found out the address, and went there... to receive a consultation... After [the] 

consultation, I went back. Since then the phone number didn’t change. I kept 

contacting using the phone number and didn’t break the contact… This was 

around... five years ago... We [she and her husband] had a bad quarrel... Then 

after that I went there... received a consultation... looked around and then came 

back to my husband... All as usual, I just went back. (Smiling)... I used to go 
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there, tell my worries, and receive advice. This year I was like… what to do... 

should I divorce with my husband? So I asked advice on that… went to lawyers, 

psychologists and was preparing for divorce... They helped me out like this... so I 

came to stay here… with that I ended up here (Asem) 

 Damira sought help from friends, who then found the shelter via an internet 

search. She explained, 

I have seen her [the shelter director] on the TV but never thought I would end up 

being here… My friends of many years, they helped me. They saw all that 

humiliation. They found the shelter on the internet. And they sent me here. I came 

here. After hospital, after everything. When I talked with the psychologists, talked 

with people, I think I can do everything. I was just afraid… It’s good that my 

friends sent me here… And now my family will be good, and the concussion will 

pass, I’ll get up and raise my kids. 

Manipulation after leaving. 

The abusers and their families continued to control the women in a variety of 

ways. Asem chronicled the ways in which her husband and his family continued to 

punish and manipulate her: 

My husband called and yelled at me, “Oh you found some boyfriends there!” all 

those offensive words, “Enough! Don’t come, I’m divorcing you, I’ll do this, I’ll 

do that,” he said and [hung] up.... Then my mother-in-law called... she would call 

me and not let me talk to my daughters... She called me one day shouting loudly, 

“What kind of heart do you have? Is your heart made of stone? How can you 

stand that? Leaving your children behind?” she shouted and hung up....  Then 
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when she hung up like that my heart was already aching… I was thinking about 

my daughters... wondering whether they [her in-laws] were beating my children... 

or chasing them out of the house... all the bad thoughts kept coming... I was 

imagining all the beating and arguments at our house and that pain in my heart got 

even worse... The next morning I prepared all my clothes... gathered everything, 

took a taxi, and left. When I was approaching the village, they called me again, 

“Are you coming?” they asked. “Yes, I have reached N [name of the village] 

now.” Then they said, “Did anyone call you, why are you coming?” Again they 

were playing with me like that... I thought since I left and made such a long 

journey I can’t just turn around and go back again. 

 Other women faced similar manipulative actions by their husbands, and 

sometimes returned to their abusers because their children missed their fathers or out of 

pity or compassion for their husbands. Ainura recalled being manipulated into returning 

by her husband: 

He threatens us constantly, “I will kill you. I will stab you [with a knife].” Like 

this is easy for him to say. I wish he would stop chasing me with his different 

actions, creating problems! I was renting an apartment near the babysitter… He 

found me. He started coming… When the child got sick, he got [a] high 

temperature and started asking for his Dad, his new stepbrothers and stepsisters… 

And then I agreed to return. But it was all done in such a way that was... really 

sly... [like] a snake that can find all the holes to escape through. He [her husband] 

would make plans two, three steps ahead [to achieve his purpose]. 

Zarina returned to her husband because she felt sorry for him. She explained, 
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My husband finds us all the time. I run away from him. He finds the places where 

I work and he finds us. If he catches me, he begs to let him see his child. I feel 

sorry and let him in. And it starts again. I understood that it should not repeat 

again. Once it starts with bad in the beginning, it ends with bad. 

 Gulzhan also returned because she felt sorry for her husband, in her case because 

a friend of her husband’s told her how much he had been drinking after she left:  

My younger sister asked me not to live with him. I agreed and came to K [name of 

the district]. After three months he found me there. His friend came and said, 

“Hey, Gulzhan love is not a game to play. Look, since you left, B [her husband] 

has been drinking”… When I came to him, he was sitting at the edge of the road. I 

felt pity for him... We went to the house, and this is how he found out my address. 

The women reported that their abusers continued to stalk, threaten, and chase 

them by tracking their phone numbers, finding them at their work places, and catching 

them in the streets or other public places. Salamat lamented, “He gave me no peace. He 

followed me, looked for me, returned me, then blamed me.” Keremet explained that she 

still had not been able to truly get away from her abuser, who continued to find her and 

her daughter: 

My husband checks and stalks on me till now. He even connected our phones, 

whoever calls me, he can hear it, too. I don’t know if he can hear it, but whatever I 

say on the phone, he will tell me what I spoke about. He catches me from any 

places. He catches my daughter, when we are coming from somewhere, how does 

he know?  
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Not going back.  

 The women successfully stayed away from their husbands once they realized that 

returning implied a complete loss of dignity, which at some point had become 

unacceptable to them. Asem explained, “I felt dignified… ‘It’s all ruined.... Am I going 

to live like this my entire life? I am not going back, I will start living by myself,’ I said to 

myself.... I was holding my dignity too.” Some of the women compared the loss of 

dignity as a result of abuse to being treated like a dog. For example, Salamat stated,  

I didn’t want to be back into throw-ups like a dog… I didn’t want to live in dirt; I 

want to return to God, to serve, to go to church. I understood that I am a woman, 

that actually, I am a woman. 

Almakan expressed a similar sentiment: “I am not a dog to be kicked out, and then to be 

called back again. I will not go home; he will kill me for sure.” Gulbara also used the 

metaphor of a dog to explain why she would never return to her husband:  

Even if I don’t have a house, even if I own nothing, I am a human too. (with 

tears)... I have a right for a normal living in this life too... I am not an animal to 

leave when he tells me to leave... (with tears)... And stand up when he orders me 

to stand up... I am not a dog to always come back... If you take care of your dog, it 

will be a good dog for you... But a human... if you treat your family well, your 

wife will be nice to you right? 

Regaining and Reclaiming Self  

 Respondents discussed several ways in which the shelter and other social service 

agencies had helped them regain hope and aspirations, and reclaim self as they left their 
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abusers. They explained that their use of services had helped them become stronger and 

resilient, and increased their personal agency, self-reliance and self-esteem. 

The shelter: building strengths and resilience. 

 Participants credited shelter services with providing them with emotional support, 

material support, and assistance with their children. In addition to providing basic needs 

such as food, safety, and housing, women said they received emotional companionship 

and legal aid. At the shelter, social support, acceptance, and counseling from staff built 

their self-confidence and self-esteem. For many women, the shelter provided the first 

opportunity for them to be able to speak about their experiences openly with other 

women in similar circumstances.  

 All of the women who used shelter services provided positive descriptions of the 

devotion and support expressed by the professional staff of the shelter, as well as the 

considerable assistance they received from their peers. Almakan acknowledged her deep 

gratitude for the shelter and its services: “I feel so much better; I am grateful to those who 

create such funds. Some aunts, brothers cannot even help their relatives, but you opened 

such fund for protecting women, helping with the family problems. I am grateful to you.” 

Sabina expressed appreciation for the material goods the shelter provided; she noted, “At 

the shelter, maximum I spend only 20 days. They [the shelter] feed so many women here, 

even bring food from abroad. Clothes, food, everything, they give you what your own 

parents don’t even give to you now.” 

 Several women focused on the emotional and psychological benefits they had 

experienced since arriving at the shelter. Gulnura described the feeling of relaxation 

afforded by her time at the shelter: 
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I came here in such bad condition, but now it is like a health resort for me: I am 

more relaxed now. When I first came here I used to have a terrible headache, now 

I do not have it. Every day I rush from work to come here, for I feel myself at 

home here (laughter). I do not want to leave this place in the mornings, but force 

myself saying that I should earn money. 

 Gulzinat observed that she had become calmer and more confident during her stay 

at the shelter; she noted, “This organization helped me. Gave me some confidence… 

and… (Clears throat)… somehow I understood, I matured, and calmed down more… I 

have confidence in me now…  So this is shelter that gave me… practically everything in 

this life.” Gulbara also expressed gratitude that the shelter staff had helped her become 

calmer and more confident: 

The shelter gave me enormous help... I talked to psychologists, lawyers... I am 

confident in myself now... I am grateful to God that they founded this 

organization... I don’t know who is supporting this organization... No matter who 

runs this place I am extremely grateful... From this place I’ve got a good lesson, 

from this place I learned that women are stronger than men... Umm... they are 

doing psychology lessons with us... umm... they are calming me down after all the 

nerves I’ve been through... umm... everything they are able to do, even giving me 

medicines... they are helping me... umm... telling me warm words... you are going 

to be all right… umm... this is how I got ahold of myself... They advise me… I 

already gained some freedom, I became more decisive. There is no way back. 

Only forward. For my child, for the good... for the better life.  
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 Two of the women described their appreciation for the peaceful yet effective 

modes of communication employed by shelter staff. Damira stated, 

Women who find themselves in this situation, I would like to address here... to the 

center. I just did not think that there are such people. You are different from 

others. We are angry, shout and scream at each other, all are greedy… When you 

talk with them [shelter psychologists], it’s like you are talking with a different 

planet. We do not hear that in ordinary life. They work and help people, they build 

something… It is interesting to be friends with them…I found that being friends 

with interesting people is wealth… (laughter)…Real wealth, diamond[s]…We are 

10 people living here, we are like a family. We worry about each other, try to help 

each other. It is very interesting and good. 

Mairash echoed this focus on communication as she voiced her thankfulness for 

the director of the shelter:  

Most of all the Center helped me. I wish that L [shelter director] lives [a] long 

life! If she is alive, my two daughters will thank her for me. She helped me a lot… 

She understands everything. I wish her wellbeing. Wherever I go, I always pray 

for B, I bless her. I thank her for her help... I wish her a long life, so that she 

doesn’t pass away… So that nothing happens to her, so she would be helpful to 

me…. I like everyone who works here… Everyone likes me very much… They 

don’t yell at me, they talk to me softly, I like that.  

Because they had experienced constant emotional and physical abuse and had 

grown-up in abusive families, many women did not fully realize that their relationship 

was abusive until they sought services from the domestic violence shelter. Access to 
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information that defined the women’s experiences as violence and abuse of their rights 

enabled women to broaden their perspectives. Ainura’s statement illustrates this type of 

change in understanding: 

 For me all was, so to say, normal. I worked. And even at that moment I did not 

realize that I might end up here in such position … in general, that such things 

occur in life… Then for the first time I was receiving the psychologist’s 

consultation… and when I was asked questions [by the counselor], I didn’t think 

that the person could become helpless to such a degree. I always thought of 

myself as such a strong person. I rarely ever asked anybody for help… And if I 

asked for help, then it was just… ordinary help. I never thought it would be 

possible [to be in a situation] like this. 

The counseling staff helped the women view their circumstances from a strength-

based perspective and instill hope for the future. The shelter’s underlying advocacy 

framework emphasized the right to make one’s own decisions. Personal empowerment 

and self-determination were facilitated through training opportunities and educational 

workshops. Gulbara summarized the content of these sessions:  

There are trainings every day…. They teach us everything... how to pull out bad 

things from within us... that in this world I am a beautiful and pretty person. I 

am... a queen… They tell us to keep our heads held high, say “I deserve a better 

life.”  

Keremet described these educational opportunities and the difference they made in her 

life: 
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There is training in the evening… you sit and talk and on that training… you 

stand in front of the mirror and say to yourself, “I am a princess, and I am 

beautiful!” And before that, I heard quite opposite words. And I hesitate when I 

have to say that I am a princess, thinking, “How come I’m a princess?” I really 

like this training… their words are very helpful, because they tell us, “You will 

not remain this way. You are beautiful, you are happy.” And after these words 

you feel better… I feel better now. You gave me breath and power. It is a great 

support for me. 

 Salamat reported that the training was helping her work toward her goals. She 

explained,  

These trainings are very helpful. I now work on myself; I work very hard every 

day. Everything that happened to me is for the better. Yes, I am a queen, I really 

want this… I want to be a director, I want to raise children, I want to do 

business… I came to fight for those things.  

Damira also stressed the importance of the trainings and workshops, and declared that 

they had shifted her perspective dramatically: 

Psychologists here conduct seminars that… you know I opened my eyes. I wait 

for those seminars. Even if I did not sleep, I come to classes… A lot of what you 

learn, how to dress, how to walk, how to talk. I began to develop, before I just 

stayed in one place… In my past life I was only going to the bottom. I was 

surrounded by angry people, with gossip… Here you can find… only good 

things… I started to think in different way. I became a different person, my inside 

world changed. There is no place for anger… Here you can improve. 
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Natasha had been receiving transitional housing services after escaping from her 

abusive partner with her six-year-old daughter. The shelter provided her with a residence 

when she visited the city to deal with the court proceedings against her husband to 

terminate his parental rights. She noted, 

Almost every two weeks I come to the court. They [the shelter] give me a place to 

stay. They monitor this situation; ask me about it, “What is with you? How are 

you? What stage you are on right now?”… Their help is great… Even though they 

can’t solve all my problems, of course… at least it’s a moral support… That 

already means a lot to me… (Sigh)… For all this time, I finally felt as a human 

being. (clears her throat)… that I am worth something in this life… They saw my 

good qualities as a person; they appreciated my qualities… in reality, what kind of 

person I am… That is the main thing. 

Increased personal agency among the victimized women. 

 Support, advice, and information about services enabled these women to 

experience new strengths, a new level of independence, and a new sense of self-worth. 

The women explained that by rebuilding their lives they experienced increased self-

reliance and faith in themselves as well as growth in their interpersonal relationships. 

Ainura reflected on the positive changes she experienced and her increased ability to rely 

on herself: 

It is the understanding that I should only count on myself…. now that I’ve lived 

with him [her husband], I know I have no future [with him]. I ought to live 

normally in the future. A normal full life doesn’t have to be abundant, like living 
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in a mansion. Some people consider a full life like that. In reality, full life is a 

moral and psychological side. Everything else comes after that. 

Asem also described experiencing an increase in self-reliance. She explained, 

I should work for myself, and build my own life...I need not go down... I 

shouldn’t step on a bad path.... Then what kind of example can I be for them [her 

daughters]? Umm... I need to make them [her husband and his family] understand 

that... I was able to live without E [her husband]… I want to prove that I can live 

independently… achieve it all without him... bear the hardships… raise my 

daughters... I need to live for myself. 

Salamat recalled feeling the power of resisting her abuser and saying “no” to him:  

I was not afraid anymore. This time I met with him I looked him in the face and 

talked with a merciful, dignified tone, “That’s it. At such date, at such time we 

will have a court hearing. I don’t want to know anything, you come. I am not 

going to live with you... I don’t need a single penny from you!” Before I couldn’t 

say this, I was afraid. I felt the fear he pressured me with… This time I knew he 

couldn’t do anything to me. I believed that he could not touch me with a finger; 

that I can say “no” to him… and saw fear in him… There was no arrogant tone 

anymore. There was fear. 

 Gulzinat also reported experiencing a newfound ability to stand up to her 

husband. She recounted, 

Everyone [psychologists and lawyers at the center] worked to help me… When I 

calmed down, when I got more confident, when these bruises, everything got 

well… I gathered my courage and I went [to meet with her husband to arrange the 
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divorce]… I thought, fine, I’ll go meet with him… He is not going to kill me in 

front of everyone… I was no longer afraid of him… because of this confidence, 

this support… it was a very big deal it turns out… support I received from here 

[shelter]…  

A sense of hope and aspiration among the women and their children. 

In addition to discussing the benefits of physical shelter, support, and guidance 

they had received, some of the women mentioned that they took advantage of their time 

at the shelter to think and to plan for the future. They discussed several goals for their 

future lives. Many women wanted to obtain additional education or send their children to 

school. Many of them expressed a profound desire to acquire peace of mind and a sense 

of stability and hope for themselves and their children. They wanted to lead “normal” 

lives in which no one would harass or threaten them. In addition, several women 

mentioned the goals of living independently and teaching their children to avoid violence.  

 Education. 

 Several of the women confided that they hoped to obtain further education for 

themselves or their children. Gulnura voiced her goal of attaining enough education to 

work in an office someday. She said,  

I dream to work in the office one day after I get education. And when my 

daughters grow up a little bit. I would like to become just like you, want to work 

with people. I would like to work, bring up my kids and have our own house and 

life.  

Damira also spoke of her hopes to further her education: 
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In the future I want to get a college education. I only finished secondary school 

and vocational school as a kindergarten teacher…[I] want to develop. I simply 

want to be a human being… I’ve talked with psychologists and found out that I 

can still learn a lot… I want to fight till the end… to become a different person. 

Dress differently, walk differently, with my head up. I do not want to be 

humiliated by men. It turns out, I am not such a bad person, as my husband says.  

Some of the women focused their educational hopes on the next generation, making plans 

for their children to obtain further schooling. Mairash declared,  

When she [her daughter] grows up I’ll try to do good for her. When I send them to 

the kindergarten then I would be earning my own food... Maybe as a seamstress… 

If I collect child support from him [her husband], I could accumulate it and use it 

for their education. I am thinking about that.  

Salamat also hoped her child would become educated and thus have more opportunities 

than she had: 

 I have no education; parents didn’t give it to me. I have talents though, very 

many... I sometimes say to my Mom, “You should have educated me,” but my 

Mom was like, “You were busy as a whore, how would have we educated you?” 

Now I actually closed this topic, I say nothing as I didn’t want to judge…But deep 

in my soul I think so... if I studied at the time, I would have succeeded, though 

there was no one to tell me, “Don’t do that. Work, if you can, save up money, go 

to study”…  If I had an education, I wouldn’t have been left behind, wouldn’t 

have been stumped... My experience was like that… now this time I tell my girl, 

“You’ve got to study.” 
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 Acquiring peace of mind. 

 The women also discussed their desire to live quiet and peaceful lives and to 

avoid the chaos and conflict that characterized their lives with their abusers. For example, 

Keremet said, “I want to live peacefully with my daughter, without being chased after by 

anyone.” Natasha expanded on this sentiment, describing her hope that she would 

someday be able to take part in simple everyday activities without worrying: 

I just existed, I survived… I tried to not get hurt… (Sigh)… I just want some 

elementary holidays, well a normal family life... The most important thing for me 

is my peace of mind, that I would calmly go to work, that my child would go to 

the kindergarten, and that no one would threaten and harass us… To walk in the 

park with the child, go to the lake… Just live like all normal people do. That’s all 

I want. 

Gulbara also echoed this simple desire, explaining: 

I just want to live in peace... I want a quiet life… [a] clean house when I come 

home and no vodka bottles around... my child running around, happy, playing 

when I come home... and not having to be afraid about when he comes drunk, 

when he is going to beat me, what excuse or what argument he will remember to 

start a fight... so I could go wherever I want... work whenever I want… rest with 

my child… go to [a] café... have fun... cut my hair or put on a make-up… He is 

not creating conditions for me to live like this. 

Acquiring independence. 

Another commonly mentioned goal was to obtain independence. Sabina reported, 

“I just want to start making my own living independently, not dependent on anyone in 
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life. I want it so much and I endeavor for that… I hope God’s willing for me to be that.” 

Gulzhan also expressed the desire to live and support her children independently: 

I want to look after myself, and when I find myself again, I will educate my 

children… I want to make things like other people have… If only I divorce B [her 

husband] so that he doesn’t disturb me, I will be on my own and live freely, work 

without any fear, and then I will solve the rest of the problems myself. 

 Modeling good behaviors and values for their children. 

 When discussing their goals for the future, many of the women mentioned that 

they hoped to prevent their children from living violent lives. Almakan stated,  

I’ll educate my children not to raise their hand against anyone, against a human, 

especially a woman. I will never let myself beat a daughter-in-law. I know that 

because of them [in-laws], people like me suffer. [My goal is] not to make my 

children like them.  

In her extensive description of her hopes for her son, Gulbara stated that she would teach 

him to respect women and avoid violence: 

My future from now on is going to be about my child... I will do my best to raise 

the boy in the best way… I will teach him not to do bad things: to steal, to rape, to 

beat and humiliate anyone... I will tell him to do good things... walk on the 

straight path, not to wander around at night... to respect his mother... respect the 

girls in the street… I will strive for the good and will work eagerly... with my 

honest labor... save, and perhaps open a business... I might have a big house. God 

willing, my child will grow up, will go to school to the first grade… graduate 

from the eleventh grade… at least from high school anyways… It’s better to be 
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educated... so he is able to support himself, his family... They say, after something 

bad comes something good. 

 Natasha concluded that the best way to help her children avoid abuse in their 

future lives was to serve as a role model for them. She explained,  

Women should never endure… neither for children, nor for anyone else… Don’t 

endure, leave right away, I think this is the only way to solve this problem… If 

the child sees that Mom respects and appreciates herself, then the child will learn 

it through her own experience. So, when the children grow up, they would go by 

the same footsteps. 
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Chapter 12: “It’s like having a small hole in your shirt”: Empowering other women 

and sharing lessons learned by Kyrgyz women survivors 

 One shouldn’t endure violence. Minimal violence that you endure will encourage 
more violence. This is equal to like having a small hole in your shirt. You don’t fix 
it and keep wearing it. But it gets bigger and bigger, it tears more. You then have 

to throw it away, you get nothing to wear. In comparison, this is equal to that… 
(Ainura) 

 

The women had many ideas about the best ways to help other women in domestic 

violence situations. Given the opportunity to give voice to their deep experiences and 

understanding of suffering and survival in the face of violence, women offered their 

perspectives and insights on coping and the factors essential to escaping abuse.  

 Ideas for Helping Other Women 

Their descriptions focused on seven key factors for abused women: being decisive 

and strong, respecting and appreciating themselves, knowing their rights, being cunning, 

never giving up, being prepared for marriage, and speaking up. 

Be decisive and strong. 

 The respondents focused on the necessity of women acting decisively and not 

hesitating when they found themselves in an abusive relationship. Natasha concluded 

“(sigh)… In my opinion it is impossible to stop the family violence on your own. You 

need to just leave right away... and to not forgive. (Sigh)… So… when it comes to it, I 

tell many women, ‘Leave right away.’” Ainura used an analogy to explain why it was so 

important for women to take rapid and resolute action. She asserted,  

One shouldn’t endure violence. Minimal violence that you endure will encourage 

more violence. This is equal to like having a small hole in your shirt. You don’t 
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fix it and keep wearing it. But it gets bigger and bigger, it tears more. You then 

have to throw it away, you get nothing to wear.  

Salamat also emphasized the need to be decisive: 

First of all, of course [a woman needs] decisiveness. You shouldn’t hesitate 

thinking that he might change. If you didn’t want to live in such dirt, don’t endure 

it. For the sake of children, for yourself, divorce. You don’t have to endure. This 

is wrong. Pull yourself together, if you can take no more. A person gets used to 

being fed, clothed, and provided [for]. Don’t be afraid that you will be left in the 

street. Anyways new, good, bad, something will happen in life, but stay calm… so 

no one plays on your nerves... so you are not afraid of anyone, that he will come 

drunk, beat you up… probably no woman would want to endure beating up, 

humiliation, and offence. For that [what is needed] in the first place is 

decisiveness... and the strength, of course. 

Respect and appreciate yourself. 

 A second key to escaping abuse that the women described was for women to 

respect themselves. Kukush summarized this point:  

It is necessary that they [women] are self-confident, respect themselves, and stand 

up for themselves instead of feeling guilty or enduring… Women must be strong 

and educated to be independent from a husband. If she stays at home, her level of 

confidence decreases.  

Natasha reached a similar conclusion; she explained,  

They [women] need to appreciate and respect themselves in the first place… We 

are not born to endure someone’s beating. We are born to give happiness and the 
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joy of birth. And our role is to give birth to children, to bring them up. To give 

warmth and comfort... We are not a piece of meat, or the punching bag, right? 

 Gulbara outlined the way in which abusers take advantage of women who lack 

self-respect:  

It turns out that the more you depreciate yourself, the more you will have to 

endure... If you are scared, he will try to suppress and beat you even more… But 

if you think high [of yourself], not giving away your positions and shining, then 

no one can tell you anything. I found that out for myself.  

Asem made a very similar argument: 

If he raises his hands on you once... it is better to just divorce at once… at first 

unfaithfulness, first misdeed... or you should show your own tactics... to convince 

your husband...... But we show our own weakness at that moment... If you submit 

yourself to him even once, then that’s it... the man is going to get worse... That 

means she would keep staying there... she is not going to leave... that means she is 

a person like that... I think he makes that conclusion. 

Know your rights. 

The respondents also focused on the importance of women understanding their 

rights. As Asem noted, “[A] human being should know his or her rights.” Sabina stressed 

the importance of women being aware of their rights as well. She observed, 

Whatever men they marry, women must know their own rights. Women also must 

live with a goal. They must know their own merits and be decisive... A wife is not 

just for “Come, sweep the house, cook a meal, and give birth to this number of 

children.” Women shouldn’t live by taking orders; women are human beings too. 
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For example, they [men] tell you, “Women must wear a scarf and shouldn’t 

work,” but then they must take care of you as if you were working by yourself. 

Be cunning. 

 A fourth factor mentioned by the women was the ability to manipulate an abuser 

by being cunning. Asem noted,  

First, from mother to daughter... we need to teach them and explain to our 

daughters that a woman should have some cunning to solve the family issues... 

how women and men have relationships... how they should treat the husband, the 

husband’s family, the mother in law.  

Gulzinat reinforced this point and explained that she had employed some shrewd 

manipulation to get her husband to allow her to work: 

Umm… Be a little bit cunning… Men are like children, if you think of it… You 

can convince them somehow… In any situation a woman has to be more 

sophisticated than her husband, it turns out. Yeah… So [that] was my lesson… He 

[the husband] never allowed me to work… I was able to get a job with a cunning 

method… In short, convince him that everything was good, that I was able to 

manage both at home and work… It was difficult for me, I was tired… to work 

from morning till evening, then come home and work at home, cook, clean, etс…I 

became stronger, I think. 

Never give up. 

Another key factor to escaping abuse noted by the respondents was refusing to 

ever give up. Gulzinat summarized this point of view: 
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Never give up. Ever… Put [in] effort, set a goal, and go towards that goal, no 

matter what… take everything into your hands… Don’t wait for anyone [to tell 

you], “Endure and it will be fine,” No. All that is nonsense… They say that 

women have to endure… … judgments like that are wrong… Don’t fear such 

things… Women are equal humans, just as men are… Men don’t endure. If 

something goes wrong, they just pack up and leave… Women shouldn’t endure 

either…  Do what the heart tells you to do, yeah. 

Be prepared for marriage and family life. 

A sixth factor the women described was the importance of women being prepared 

for marriage and family life. Many of the women felt that they had been unprepared for 

the daily realities and demands of marriage and parenting. They stressed that women 

should not marry until they are mature enough to marry, have gotten to know their 

husband, and have established a set of rules to guide the marriage. Gulnara voiced her 

thoughts about the importance of preparation for marriage, saying,  

I would advise women to make an agreement before their marriage. Marriage is 

not a toy. Everything must be agreed upon first so not to face difficulties like me. 

Choose potential husbands who will not beat their wives. I regret that I have 

tolerated him for so long.  

Keremet felt that she had married before she was mature enough; she described the 

negative consequences of marrying too young: 

I got married when I was 18 years old, and now I think that I was not fully ready. 

I was not ready psychologically to become a mother. I was too young… It is 

better to choose and then marry. For example, one should marry a good guy, who 
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works, who has a place to live… One should marry considering all of these 

conditions or when she is physically mature herself, because most of the young 

ladies give birth to sick babies... And you have to control yourself 

psychologically. Once we quarrel, I cry… and I realize it is not worth to be 

nervous because of the little things that are happening in everyday life. Now that I 

think about it, we fought about insignificant things. I would like to suggest to 

young girls who wants to marry “When you are ready to be a mother, then take 

this decision.” 

 Gulnara stressed that couples must take time to get to know one another before 

marriage in order to ensure a happy marriage. She described society-wide problems with 

the institution of marriage in Kyrgyzstan: 

Marriage is done the wrong way here: first, we get married and then [we] get to 

know each other and get divorced. The Kyrgyz way says, women are kidnapped 

and everything starts after the appearance of a baby. Then people are confused 

facing dilemmas… I did not know that it will turn out like this. I wouldn’t have 

married him if I had known him better (laughter). He was so sweet with me back 

then and how would I know it?... Women should choose partners who understand 

them and [marry them] when they are sure that they will have better life with 

chosen men. If they do not see their future, they should not marry them. It makes 

sense to live together for one or two years without planning a baby, to understand 

each other better, and then build a family. 
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Gulzinat focused on the need for women to establish rules for the relationship before 

marrying rather than assuming their husbands would change after marriage. She 

explained, 

 If someone asks to marry him, you need to think… it turns out that at that moment 

not men but we, women, should choose… Sometimes we marry… and many 

women say, “Well he drinks, he smokes. I will marry him, he will change. I will 

deliver a baby, he will change.” That’s never going to happen… a person will 

never change… So, women should understand and know this from the very 

beginning. 

Sabina offered a somewhat different assessment. She stated that religious and 

civil officials should help couples establish guidelines for marriage: 

The state must conclude a contract between a woman and a man. And those 

mullahs, when sealing a marriage shouldn’t do it in a slipshod way. I would also 

say that to those working in the Office of Civil Registration. I would tell the youth 

now, “If you marry a wife or a husband, you need some kind of agreement,” for 

example, “I won’t give a birth till this certain age; let’s live together for some 

time.” For instance, for two to know each other well, two years are enough to find 

out their characters, both merits and faults. You must know each other well before 

living together.  

Break the silence and speak up. 

 Finally, the women stressed the importance of women speaking up when they 

experienced abuse. Almakan said,  
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I would advise all women not to keep silent, to speak up, and raise a claim to their 

rights. Never hide violence… never keep it all inside… We, as it turns out, also 

have rights… Men need to walk in our shoes as well... and [understand] in what 

condition they would be in.  

Asem offered similar advice: “I would advise all women to talk openly… If your husband 

laid his hands on you even once, don’t be afraid of his family… gather everyone, all 

relatives and family members and talk about it.” 

Women’s Suggestions for Improvement 

 Respondents were asked to discuss ways to help domestic violence victims. 

Specifically, they were asked to offer suggestions for policy makers, the criminal justice 

and legal system, and men. 

Recommendations for policy makers. 

This section summarizes the responses elicited by questions asking women what 

programs or types of assistance from the government and/or non-governmental 

organizations would have been helpful as they sought to escape their abusers. The 

numerous ideas offered by survivors fall into three key categories: 1) providing practical 

assistance in areas such as financial aid, childcare, housing, and employment; 2) 

increasing the number of crisis centers and shelters; and 3) increasing awareness, 

education, and prevention.  

Providing practical assistance. 

Women requested more help in several practical areas including financial aid, 

housing, childcare, transportation, counseling, legal aid, education, and finding a job. 
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Gulbara, for example, described how a bit of assistance with these practical matters 

would allow her to work toward being able to support her family. She commented,  

If there appeared some support from somewhere... even a little bit for me now... 

like finding me a job, maybe an apartment, if they could solve this issue for me... 

to get someone to babysit my child, I would work and live there... I myself can do 

it; I am able to do it... I will develop in this direction. That’s what I must become. 

 Keremet echoed this sentiment and noted that receiving even a small amount of 

assistance would have encouraged her to leave her abuser: 

I wish they [the government] paid more attention to the newly married, poor 

families, or to the ones who struggle like we do. They should provide some 

support, either financially or morally… First of all, they should help morally, 

simply talking. Secondly, financial assistance, in terms of money, jobs or housing, 

at least temporary places to stay… If they looked after my daughter, helped me 

find a job… if they pushed me a little bit forward, I would have gone. 

Gulzinat focused on job assistance specifically, arguing that such help would 

allow women to avoid becoming dependent on their husbands. She explained, 

Many women are dependent on their husbands… Men rule everywhere now… 

Public officials, husbands are working somewhere in good places, earning 

money... and many wives are staying home… First of all, it is necessary to 

provide women with some kind of jobs… let the wives work somewhere too… to 

be distracted… to have a company… The main thing is that she should be 
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confident in her future… And in order to be confident it is important to earn her 

leaving by herself. 

 Sabina made a similar argument, but focused on the role of housing: “So the first 

suggestion is… Let these women have a house….If men become abusive, then the 

women [can] kick them out saying, ‘Go [back] where you came from!’ It’s true! I wish 

women have houses!” 

 Increasing the number of crisis centers. 

 The respondents believed that survivors could play an active role in helping other 

women by opening domestic violence shelters or women’s rights organizations. Many 

women emphasized the need for increasing the number of domestic violence services in 

the country. Marital counseling and support groups for men with mental health issues and 

behavioral problems such as gambling, substance use, and extra-marital affairs were also 

cited as a way to prevent domestic violence. Salamat described the importance of opening 

more domestic abuse agencies: 

There should be more of such centers… Open female, male centers... Give a 

person direction, work with him, help him improve his thinking in the first 

place… One person cannot do anything alone, it turns out. Help is needed. 

Someone must help out. Someone must give you a direction… There are now 

centers for drug users and prisoners, they too have reached the condition and they 

have nowhere else to go… And there are many women now, who sleep in the 

streets, drink, nevertheless good women in their life: a husband did not understand 

her, children did not understand her, threw her out; she started to drink, cheat, 

became homeless. That is why we need such charity centers. 
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 Ainura also stressed the importance of opening more centers as well as spreading 

information about the existence of these shelters. She explained, 

Something important to understand is that we are all staying here, because they 

work with us through a program. But these family violence programs, we don’t 

have many programs like this. I would like them to be globalized… When I found 

out that there is such a [shelter] system, I was shocked. Could it be possible that 

there is such a thing in Kyrgyzstan? I didn’t know. In general, I didn’t have any 

information... And what can you say about those who sit at home and experience 

violence without going out anywhere? How do they find out that such projects 

exist?...  I would like more attention and more financing to be paid for this 

[shelter system]… When a person is in need, finances are never out of place. If 

you use money to finance and expand projects like this, and also spread 

information about them globally, this would be, of course, great. 

 The women also spoke strongly of the need for centers to serve men and hold 

them responsible for their action in terms of both legal consequences and social 

accountability measures. For example, Salamat declared, 

To have more of such centers to help women and men, because men, too, need 

help... You see, men nowadays don’t take responsibility, they leave you and the 

children behind, they run away. They take care of themselves only, and women 

survive with children... But children are their responsibility too… The time will 

come when they [men] will also reach this condition and start hitting walls with 

their heads. Then take them to these centers… through the police, through the 

legal measures, “Come here, there is a place like this. Your wife doesn’t want to 
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be with you, do you need help?” And when there are such beatings and troubles, 

when they raise their hand on you and things happen, we need such centers… to 

work, psychologically, morally with such people… I support such centers with 

my both hands and feet. 

Raising awareness, offering moral education, and stressing gender equality. 

Participants identified raising awareness and increasing education as key 

strategies for helping other women. Specifically, the women discussed intervention 

efforts that focus on raising awareness of gender-based violence and promoting beliefs 

about marital relationships based on gender equality and independent relationships; they 

asserted that this goal could be achieved by mainstreaming the education of families and 

raising the profile of these issues among governmental actors as matters of national 

health and development policy. Natasha explained, “I think, what we need is to raise this 

topic [as a priority matter]… Well, literally the number one or two topic should be family 

violence. This violence happens literally in every second family.” Ainura described the 

significance of education about domestic violence:  

Everyone is in need of a more moral and psychological education… When a 

person grows morally, psychologically, ethically, then one can call him a person. 

And then that person can go out to the world and can get the information 

depending on what he needs… What one needs psychologically is what that 

person needs in the world. And it turns out everything is opposite in our society… 

Even not in the society, but in general in the entire humanity… This is not a 

problem of one person, but of the entire humanity… that we are not prepared 

psychologically to anything…Like that girl sitting there. I went in. She says, 
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“Ainura, I feel pity for him, he is my family after all.” I told her, “Listen, would 

your family really come and hit your head with a chair, so you die? How can he 

be your family after that? A family member wouldn’t humiliate you like that?!” 

 Kerement stressed the importance of every family knowing about their rights and 

the problem of domestic abuse. She explained, 

They should establish such types of centers in every region, and go to every house 

or invite women and men to meetings. Let them teach such things, “You are 

entitled to equal rights, if you abuse your wives, you will be put in prison.” Or 

they should be taught, educated in psychological terms. And every person must 

know their rights, women and men. If they live being dark-minded [not educated], 

and if one knows well, but the other doesn’t, the problem will continue.  

 Addressing structural and behavioral factors contributing to violence. 

Many women felt that the government needed to address socio-economic 

problems such as poverty and unemployment that resulted in other behavioral problems 

such as alcohol abuse, substance abuse, and gambling. Sabina summarized this idea: 

Those who are in power and enjoying their lives, their main task is to eradicate 

unemployment, first of all... And there are so many different promotional offers 

now, I wish those vodka distilleries closed down! I wish they had imposed fines 

on them!  Many husbands go to play in casinos. They play for big monies in 

casinos. They lose to each other; they lose their houses, cars. “We took a loan to 

cover the debt to casino. We borrowed from someone, and he played and lost it. 

He gave the house or car, but his poor wife worked hard to pay the loan,” I hear. 

Those who are in power are also getting big monies. They [the deputies] said, 
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“Casinos will be closed down,” but they didn’t. We were glad that they would be 

closed down, but they weren’t. 

Recommendations for the criminal justice and legal system. 

In order to make the justice system more responsive and efficient, participants 

recommended that the justice system be more proactive and efficient in monitoring those 

experiencing family violence. The women advocated for the development of more 

coordinated responses to violence against women, mandatory arrest policies, and a 

stricter justice system, which they argued would provide greater reassurance to abused 

women that their abusers would not be able to reoffend. Natasha, for example, 

emphasized the need for closer police supervision: 

I wish these various police structures were more responsive … (sigh)… that they 

pay more attention... special attention to this problem, to monitor and control each 

case… so that all these families experiencing family violence are under constant 

control… And even if the woman didn’t leave her family, someone should 

constantly check on her… at least, the district policeman… That district 

policeman should be monitoring the whole situation personally. Because not all 

women are going to leave in cases of violence... not everyone is so strong, strong 

enough to leave. 

She continued, shifting her focus to the larger legal system: 

We need to adopt strict laws regarding them [the abusers]. Very strict. So strict it 

would be hard to imagine anything stricter. Jail. Yeah, just jail. If you beat up a 

woman—immediately arrest him. If we have such laws, I don’t think every man 

would dare to commit violence, when he knows, that he is going to jail… 
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Conversations alone cannot help… or simply fines are not a measure… I think 

that exceptional measures need to be taken... He came today, paid the fine and… 

openly pressured me, “Good. I can beat her every day without worries. I’ve got a 

bunch of money, I will just pay fines everyday!”... I would like it if there were 

very strict laws… I would want to make it tougher…If all that works… it will be 

easier for a woman to take actions. 

 Using social control measures to stop violence. 

Participants also offered ideas about using public shame as a social control 

measure to stop abusers. For example, the women suggested informing an abuser’s 

employer and dismissing him from the job; publishing names and pictures of abusers in 

mass media or on billboards to let other women know to beware; and using social 

pressure by uniting the governmental and non-governmental community against the 

abuser in an effort to address this problem. Natasha talked extensively about these types 

of programs. She declared, 

He [the abuser, who is a former policeman] should be fired, but they don’t fire 

him… They just transfer him to another district, do you understand? No firing. 

That’s all… If all of us start alarming that he is not letting us alone, calling us, 

assaulting… informing his work place right away that this is all because of this 

bastard… then I think maybe we could have achieved something… I don’t think 

that the entire police would cover this one bastard. Yeah. I don’t think they would 

want to lose their face… But these yeah, exactly these national security service 

employees… police… they [themselves] do violence everywhere… everywhere. 

She continued, focusing on prevention and punishment via social exposure: 
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I wish his [the abuser’s] portraits were actually distributed and hanging all over 

the city…the entire city… like in the form of billboards, yes… That this is 

violence…that this man commits violence to his family, that yeah he beats his 

wife, humiliates his children… that he is a family tyrant… Then another woman 

would already think whether to marry such kind of a husband or not… Because 

sometimes what happens is that today one woman left and then… where is the 

guarantee that tomorrow [a] similar foolish woman wouldn’t come in her place 

and endure this in the same way?... This, actually, would be a great measure… 

that would be super, actually… He would be disgraced by this… he would be 

running away… he wouldn’t be able to insist on his demands in courts again. 

 Uniting everybody against violence and abuse. 

The women also noted the importance of agencies offering a united front in their 

efforts to end domestic abuse. Natasha explained, 

This is the only way out in our situation… If everyone is united together… all 

institutions, the shelter, the League… actually all those people who have suffered 

from him [the abuser], whom he hurt and will keep hurting… reported him, 

complained everywhere that it’s not just one person suffering, but already [a] 

bunch of people are suffering… write to all institutions…the prosecutor, the 

National Security Service, the Anti-corruption Service and all of that… this would 

be just a piece of cake to shut him [the abuser] down, this rat… I think everything 

would be possible then. 
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Recommendations for men. 

 Finally, the women offered suggestions for men on how to break the cycle of 

abuse and begin treating women the way they should be treated. First, they encouraged 

men to think for themselves and not to repeat their parents’ mistakes by acknowledging 

the problem and holding themselves accountable for their own behavior. Specifically, the 

women emphasized the importance of men reflecting on who they were as men and how 

they got to the point of becoming a batterer. Second, they suggested that men should be 

responsible and create a beneficial environment for their families. Third, they wanted 

men to think of their wives in a broader way—as mothers, daughters, and humans. 

Fourth, they hoped that men would become educated and learn to treat people with 

respect.  

 Think for yourself and don’t repeat your parents’ mistakes. 

First, the women conveyed their belief that men must learn to think on their own 

and not simply copy the behavior they had witnessed growing up. Assem explained, 

Men should think for themselves... Kyrgyz women and men listen to others too 

much and live the way they are told to live... Don’t become corrupted, use your 

own brain… If a man got [sic] his own brain, he would be like, “All right, my 

Mom is like that, but I’ve got my own life”... But those boys who are devoted to 

their mothers... it’s hard to live with them... To men, I am telling [them] to respect 

their mother... but to think with their own brain and not live with the orders of 

their mother. 

Salamat echoed this theme: 
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I wish men would come to reason, so these things don’t happen in the family. 

This is again a spiritual inheritance. If parents do something, children copy the 

same. You see, men nowadays are like… they drink, smoke, use drugs... 

alcoholics, homeless… they suffer in their own way... perhaps they didn’t get 

love… Dad now admits his mistakes, “My children, don’t repeat them. I used to 

act like this, you don’t repeat that. This inheritance will repeat. Hug your kid, kiss 

your children,” he would cry standing on his knees and begging my forgiveness. 

 Be responsible and create the right conditions for the family. 

Sabina focused on the need for men to create a suitable environment for their 

families, even before marriage. She commented, 

First I’ll ask a question and then I’ll give an advice to men, “Why do you marry? 

Before marrying a wife, first you should improve living conditions and create 

conditions for your wife.” A woman is a creature who wants to continue man’s 

family line. Whether you wish it or not, you’re going to give birth. Whether you 

wish it or not, you will be a mother. They say, “Unwanted child,” for example. 

Women do abortion; there are a lot of them now. I would give an advice to men, 

let them be responsible! And if there is unemployment, instead of saying “There 

is no job,” drinking, or staying idle, let them make attempts, let them do 

farming!... If he does farming, he’ll be full. If he sells potatoes, buys one cow, his 

children will have clothes, they will be full. And poor women, I don’t even think 

there are that many spoiled women nowadays. They will be happy just for that.  
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 Think of women as mothers. 

Another common theme in the women’s recommendations was for men to think 

of their wives in a broader way—as someone’s daughter, as the mother of their children, 

or as someone similar to their own mothers. Asem offered a concise recommendation for 

men: “Respect the women who live by their side... they are mothers of their children 

too... someone’s mother.” Gulbara also outlined this approach, offering the following 

advice: 

Every time you are beating her, think of your mother… You are trembling 

yourself looking at your own mother... That is how his mother is being beaten up. 

My child is looking at his mother being beaten up. Don’t you have a child that 

loves that woman, your wife?... She is a mother of your child... she gave a birth to 

the child… She sacrificed her life, bearing him for nine months… and breastfed 

him for two and a half years!... Right!? 

 Keremet focused on men expanding their understanding of their wives as well. 

She explained,  

I will suggest men to respect women... Be as kind and patient to women. I do not 

know how men would live without women. They must respect women. Because 

we exist, men also exist. Anyway, we are mothers, whatever character we have.  

Kukush echoed the sentiment that men must understand their wives as multi-faceted 

people who are essential to the family:  

To understand importance of a family; to understand women, a need for mutual 

respect; to be responsibility [sic] for their family; to know that woman does not 
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just live with him, but she is also his closest person, who will support him. As 

children are born, she turns into mother of their children, and they carry [a] big 

responsibility for their child, for his future. So there must be [the] realization of 

responsibility… and patience, understanding, ability to forgive must be present, if 

possible, too. 

 Following this theme, some women focused on the fact that all women are 

someone’s daughter. Almakan explained,  

They [men] were also delivered by their mothers… They need to put themselves 

into our shoes [to understand] what condition they would be in… they need to 

think of us as they think of themselves… [in order not] to give their daughters to 

someone where she ends up being victim of a husband or a mother-in-law.  

Gulbara also recommended that men think of all women as someone’s daughter. She 

advised, “Don’t deceive a girl from the street... A girl from the street is someone’s 

daughter too. Perhaps she ran away from her house, or she doesn’t have parents, she is 

still someone’s daughter.” 

 Finally, Gulzinat stressed that men should think of women not just as their wives, 

but as humans who have feelings. She explained, 

Well, in the first place, women are [the] same humans as they are… They have 

feelings too…I think, to those men I want to say, talk with your wife with a 

normal human language, if he just can’t wait to beat her… offend, humiliate… 

Any normal woman would understand…  It is important to talk to her with a 

normal human language… Without offense, without cursing… If men are 

dissatisfied with something, they immediately start beating, don’t they?… They 
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yell, curse… Don’t do that!… If he doesn’t like something, say it softly… just tell 

the wife, “I don’t like how you do this and this… I don’t like how you speak… 

Let’s do that” … And any normal woman would understand… And everything 

will be solved. 

 Become educated and learn how to treat people with respect. 

A final recommendation the women offered was that men should obtain an 

education or expand their knowledge before marrying. Gulbara observed, 

Because of lack of understanding there would be all sorts of family things like… 

arguments erupting from insignificant things and turning into something huge... 

Umm... then families break up... That is why, I would say to men, “Think about 

your future! ... You have to stand strong, and then you get the family... Don’t 

marry when you are young”... If men are older... after they studied... at least 

finished high school ... (Sigh)... then he would have some education, he would 

have some knowledge... At least after that he would know how to treat people in 

these circumstances. 

 This Chapter describes women’s ideas for helping other survivors and 

recommendations for policy makers, the criminal justice system, and men.  The women’s 

ideas demonstrate innovative ways in which communities, service providers and formal 

institutions could improve the structure of outreach, prevention and intervention efforts to 

reduce family violence. Survivors expressed strong desires for opportunities to help other 

women and organize themselves and their communities against abuse. Participants 

envisioned organizing more shelters for survivors and providing financial support, 

childcare and housing.  They also suggested providing greater opportunities for education 
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and employment, and for learning skills to build independence and resilience. 

Participants called for greater focus on interventions for abusive men, including batterers’ 

treatment and accountability, and focus on children and their needs related to their 

education and the teaching of models of healthy relationships.  The next Chapter 

summarizes the findings from this study and discusses policy implications and areas for 

future social work practice and research.  
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Chapter 13. Discussion, Policy Implications, and Areas for Future Social Work 

Practice and Research 

 The goal of this study was to explore women’s experiences, their ways of coping 

with domestic violence, their help-seeking behaviors, and the process of leaving abusive 

relationships from their own perspectives. To this end, four basic questions related to the 

women’s experiences and the role of formal services, law enforcement, and public health 

systems in responding to their needs were investigated: 

1.   What are Kyrgyzstani women’s experiences with domestic violence?  

2.   What strategies do they use to cope with, adapt to, and resist violence? What 

behaviors/qualities demonstrate resilience in these women?  

3.   What are the barriers to help-seeking? How do their cultural/societal beliefs relate 

to abuse and these barriers?  

4.   What pathways do women take to arrive at domestic violence shelters? What 

decision-making processes do they follow as they leave abusive relationships? 

 The experiences narrated by the women in this study emphasize the need for 

concerted multi-sectoral efforts to advance the safety and protection of women in 

Kyrgyzstan. More broadly, the findings highlight the wider societal issues that must be 

addressed in Kyrgyzstan to combat the problem of gender-based violence, and suggest a 

number of important areas for future theory, practice, and research.  

1.   What experiences do Kyrgyzstani women have with domestic violence? What 

does abuse look like? What are the causes and consequences of abuse? 

The themes and narratives from these interviews demonstrate that women are 

deeply affected by family violence in the form of physical, psychological, or economic 
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abuse. The experiences of physical injury, powerlessness and isolation, children’s 

distress, and material hardship are persistent consequences of being in abusive situations. 

Although the sample was limited in size and scope, this study provides important 

evidence from survivors of violence that domestic violence results in serious negative 

health consequences for women in Kyrgyzstan, including concussions, broken bones, 

impaired vision and hearing, STDs, abortion, and contemplation of suicide.  

This study records the voices of survivors who reported that the mental health 

consequences they suffered are as harmful to their personal psychological well-being as 

the physical abuse they endured. These findings reflect the themes expressed by survivors 

of violence in other settings (Dillon, Hussain, Loxton, & Rahman, 2013; Scheffer 

Lindgren & Renck, 2008) and emphasize the importance of raising greater awareness 

about the mental health impact of domestic violence. The narratives of the lived 

experiences and negative health outcomes of violence included in this study contribute 

important illustrative examples in support of the growing body of evidence-based 

research demonstrating the relationship between domestic violence and a multitude of 

negative health outcomes (Bonomi et al., 2006; Campbell, 2002; Coker, Smith, Bethea, 

King, & McKeown, 2002; Krug et al., 2002; WHO, 2005).    

The results illustrate that domestic violence is typically described in terms of 

physical and psychological acts of violence, with abuse perpetrators being husbands, and 

men or women from the husband’s extended family. Through first-hand accounts of 

domestic violence, this study recorded different acts of psychological violence, including 

forms of economic abuse in which perpetrators deprived women of basic needs and 

prevented them from working. The specific acts of psychological violence described by 
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the survivors in this study are consistent with those documented in the prior international 

literature, and include acts of harassment, threats, humiliation, and various forms of 

controlling and manipulative behavior (Ellsberg et al., 2000; Heise, 1999; Krug et al., 

2002; WHO, 2005). These examples contribute to a deeper understanding of 

psychological violence in the specific cultural context of Kyrgyzstan and support the 

existing international literature that underscores the importance of improving health care, 

educational opportunities, and financial autonomy for women, so that they are less 

economically dependent on violent men as their only means of survival (Vyas & Watts, 

2009).  

From the perspective of study participants, four main factors lead to conflict and 

violence in Kyrgyz families: (1) economic hardship and unemployment; (2) men’s 

behavioral problems, such as alcohol abuse and gambling; (3) exposure to family 

violence as a child; and (4) social norms that reflect male dominance and patriarchal 

values. The link between economic deprivation and family violence is well established in 

the global literature (Aldarondo & Sugarman, 1996; Bachman & Saltzman, 1995; 

Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986). Studies have demonstrated that even though violence 

against women cuts across all socioeconomic groups, women living in poverty are 

disproportionately affected (Byrne et al., 1999; Ellsberg et al., 1999; Gonzales & 

Gavilano, 1999; Hoffman, Demo, & Edwards, 1994; Krug et al., 2002; Martin, Tsui, 

Maitra, & Marinshaw, 1999; Rodgers, 1994; Straus & Gelles, 1986). What has not been 

well established, however, is specifically why or how poverty increases the risk of 

violence (Krug et al., 2002). The experiences and interpretations of these experiences 

described by the study participants offer a plausible explanation. The women focused on 
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structural factors underlying family violence, namely the economic instability that creates 

stress and hopelessness in their daily lives, and societal factors underlying family 

violence, namely the sense of frustration and inadequacy men feel when they fail to live 

up to their culturally expected role of providers in the family. The women explained that 

as a result of unemployment and poverty, men were unable to sufficiently provide for 

their families, and women had to assume the role of the provider for the family. 

According to the women, this dynamic disrupted established traditional gender roles in 

Kyrgyz society and created a conflict, and in some cases led to family violence against 

women.  

Researchers have proposed a number of theories that explain why the frequency 

and intensity of family violence varies in across time and place. It has been argued, for 

example, that partner violence is more common in places where war or other conflicts or 

social upheavals are occurring or where social relations—including the roles of men and 

women—are frequently disrupted (Krug et al., 2002; Voigt & Thornton, 2002) or where 

gender norms are in flux or changing (Counts, Brown, & Campbell, 1999). Others have 

suggested that structural inequalities between men and women, rigid gender roles, and 

notions of manhood linked to dominance and male aggression all serve to increase the 

risk of partner violence (Heise, 1998). In considering the causes of domestic violence in 

Kyrgyzstan, it is difficult to discuss these issues outside the context of the macro-level 

cultural, political, and socio-economic changes occurring in Kyrgyz society as a result of 

its independence. The interviews support the view that the structural economic upheavals 

of the post-Soviet period increased women’s vulnerability to domestic violence in a 

variety of ways. 



 

 299 

At the individual level, alcohol abuse was cited by the study participants as a 

primary factor contributing to abuse. Alcohol was an omnipresent topic in nearly all 

discussions by study participants, and was considered an unfortunate but accepted reality 

in the current troubled economic times. The women explained that because of poverty, 

unemployment, and other social and economic problems men wanted to “forget their 

troubles and avoid listening to the wives’ long tongues,” which could often lead to family 

quarrels and violence. Women in this study did their best to control their husbands’ 

drinking and used multiple strategies to avoid abuse.  

These findings are consistent with other studies that have repeatedly shown an 

association between alcohol use, excessive drinking, and partner violence (Ellsberg et al., 

2000; Hakimi, Nur-Hayati, Wikvist, & Ellsberg, 2001; Heise & Kotsadam, 2015; Jewkes, 

Levin, & Penn-Kekana, 2001; Nelson & Zimmerman, 1996; Rodgers, 1994) and 

contribute new findings to the debate on the nature of the relationship between alcohol 

use and violence, including whether the relationship is truly causal (Krug et al., 2002). 

Although the specific examination of a causal relationship between alcohol and violence 

was beyond the scope of this study, the participants offered some insights on the role of 

alcohol in abuse. Some women said violence occurred mostly when their husbands were 

drunk and that the excessive drinking sparked arguments and violent episodes, whereas 

others explained that men used alcohol as an excuse to take their anger out on their 

wives.  These descriptions suggest that alcohol plays a disinhibiting role for abusers who 

already have an inclination toward violence.  Regardless of whether alcohol’s role is 

causal or enabling, the findings of this study unequivocally suggest that there is an urgent 

need to raise awareness about the link between alcohol abuse and family violence, and to 
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provide alcohol treatment and prevention services as a key strategy to reduce family 

violence in Kyrgyzstan.  Such services are very limited at the current time.  

The findings of the study also confirm many of the insights of the domestic 

violence literature internationally. Several factors have been found to be consistently 

associated with the physical assault of intimate partners, and as a result these factors are 

widely believed to play some causal role. At the societal level, these include poverty and 

social norms that reflect male dominance (Levinson, 1989). At the individual and family 

levels, it has been demonstrated that those who physically assault their female intimates 

are more likely to have witnessed inter-parental violence (Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986), 

experienced child abuse (Wekerle & Wolfe, 1998; Alexander, Moore & Alexander, 1991; 

Simonelli et al., 2002), have been raised in families with patriarchal values (Fagot, 

Loerber & Reid, 1998; Gwartney-Gibbs, Stockard & Bohmer, 1987; Riggs & O’Leary, 

1989), subscribe to patriarchal values (Yllo & Straus, 1990), and use alcohol or drugs 

more than their non-abusive counterparts (Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986; Tolman & 

Bennett, 1990; Kantor & Straus, 1989). All of these relationships are borne out in the 

Kyrgyz case.  

Women tolerate violence out of economic dependence, a sense that their children 

“should not grow up without a father,” and/or the belief that women are supposed to be 

strong and endure hardship in life. The tendency found in Kyrgyzstan to blame mothers 

for removing a child from the father and breaking the marriage is widespread 

internationally. Research shows that in many collectivist societies, women believe that 

they are responsible for maintaining family unity and harmony (Roland, 1996), and the 

notion of a “strong woman” and “good mother” is rooted in the act of a woman 
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sacrificing herself (Ho, 1990; Root, 1996). Studies have found that the majority of 

women in such cultures view domestic violence as a private issue and are advised by 

their parents to carefully hide conflict and protect the husband’s honor from people 

outside the family (Hayati et al., 2013; Strauss, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980). Women are 

constrained by practical difficulties, and normalize and endure abuse as a “cross to bear 

for the family’s sake” (Landenburger, 1989; Liang et al., 2005, p. 76).   

The Kyrgyz case also confirms findings from other international research on 

women’s internalization of family role expectations as a reason for staying in abusive 

situations. Other international studies suggest that a commitment to the relationship may 

be a significant factor in the decision to stay in the relationship despite the abuse while 

still working to try to decrease the abuse and its effects on children (Hassouneh-Phillip, 

2001). These studies found that placing responsibility for the failure of marriage on 

women creates a burden on women to normalize violence as an “impression 

management” mechanism, whereby women avoid acknowledging their experience as 

unacceptable and reject an identity of “incompetent, abused wife” (Rivas et al., 2013; 

p.1123). The women prioritize their negotiated competencies as “good partners” at the 

expense of other roles, which is consistent with their prioritization of family and 

community expectations over their own. In some cultures, “role adherence is a more 

respectable route to fame and admiration than speaking one’s mind or breaking the mold” 

(Goel, 2005, p. 653). Instead of being labelled as a “bad” character, women prefer to give 

up their “role as a victim” and adhere to cultural norms and values that give women 

honor and “power” in the community for sacrificing themselves (Kanagaratnam et al., 

2012, p. 655). Considering the value of the social network and marriage as a lifetime 
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social contract, women are not prepared to give up their marriage and the respect it brings 

them for the rest of their lives. This results in women following a “code of silence” and 

hiding the abuse, compromising their own physical and mental wellbeing, and 

normalizing the abuse (Rivas et al., 2013).  These themes of hiding, compromising, and 

enduring emerged strongly in the Kyrgyz findings.  

2.   What strategies do Kyrgyz women use to cope with, adapt to, and resist to 

violence? What behaviors/qualities demonstrate resilience in these women?  

 This study attempted to explore women’s responses to abuse and how women 

coped with and managed abusive situations. Within the context of cultural and structural 

constraints, women tend to respond to violence by carefully and strategically finding 

ways to resist or confront domestic violence. They make calculated assessments of ways 

to maximize their safety and minimize anticipated abuse by changing their own behavior, 

for example by appeasing and accommodating their husbands and in-laws, diverting a 

husband’s attention by preparing good food, abstaining from communication or sex, and 

keeping silent and praying for themselves and their children to avoid escalation of abuse. 

They have to rely on their own internal characteristics such as endurance, cunning, and 

problem-solving skills in the face of minimal support from family, community, and 

societal institutions. Most of the women have reached a point where they legitimately 

fear for their lives. 

 The findings of this study confirm the results of existing literature on coping with 

domestic violence, in that emotion-based or avoidant coping strategies represent a major 

coping theme due to shame and humiliation (Gibson & Leitenberg, 2001; Feiring et al., 

2002; Negrao, Bonanno, Noll, Putnam, & Tricket, 2005; Sayem, 2012), fear of social 
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implications, rejection, and negative connotations of the self-image resulting from the 

disclosure of abuse (Phanichrat et al., 2010). In line with the stress and coping model 

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), which stresses the importance of cognitive appraisal 

processes, this study found that the participants shift to problem-solving strategies when 

they believe that the causes, consequences, and implications of the abuse are no longer 

manageable and that following such a strategy will lead to positive outcomes. The shift to 

problem-solving strategies tends to occur gradually, with women seeking support from 

family members and friends first, then legal and social work professionals next, until they 

reach a turning point or saturation point at which they lose hope that the abuser will ever 

change. The women in this study reflected on the anticipated damage that might come to 

their children because of witnessing domestic violence, and feared that they would be 

killed at the hands of their abuser in a final act of anger and control. Even after women 

left the abusive relationship, they tended to have significant fears related to the abuser’s 

stalking, harassments, or threats, and about their own ability to attain full-time 

employment, childcare services, and medical help. These strategies and endurance 

mechanisms resemble the coping strategies used by women in other studies (Haeseler, 

2013; Hayati et al., 2013; Kanagaratnam et al., 2012; Phanicrat et al., 2010;, Swart, 2013; 

Zakar et al., 2012).  

 In the present study, women used a combination of emotion-based and problem-

focused strategies to mobilize their personal and social resources, and devised strategies 

that were considered less risky or confrontational in order to remain safe. This study 

enhances the literature by presenting a more complex and nuanced picture of the coping 

behaviors of women, whereby boundaries between emotion-based and problem-focused 
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strategies are less clear and more difficult to dichotomize. For example, Kyrgyz women 

used seemingly passive strategies (e.g., placating their husband or abstaining from 

communication or sex), which could be potentially regarded as an active strategy of 

waiting for the appropriate opportunity and time or developing their own agency when 

there is a lack of other alternatives to end the abuse. Further, even though some coping 

approaches such as prayer, silence, and endurance were categorized as emotional or 

passive, they were more effective in certain situations. For example, even if women 

preferred to use an active coping strategy of leaving their abusive husband, at the same 

time they wanted to avoid negative consequences such as retaliation from their husband 

or being condemned and ostracized by the community for questioning the status quo. In 

this light, defining what is problem-focused or active coping and what is emotional or 

passive coping depends on the woman’s sociocultural context.  

 These findings lend support to the literature that questions the oversimplification 

of the two polarized strategies and examines the construct of “choice” as “choice within 

entrapment” and “entrapment within choice” (Ben-Ari et al., 2003). This literature asserts 

that women can create choice in their daily experiences through manipulation of the 

psychological and physical boundaries vis-à-vis their violent partners. Such an 

autonomous image of the battered woman may contribute to liberating the battered 

woman from the stereotyped image of a victim and define what is and what is not 

normatively accepted (Ben-Ari et al., 2003).  The Kyrgyz findings, gathered from women 

residing in a shelter, provide support for this complex view of women’s coping strategies, 

and provide support for a multi-dimensional view of these women as both victims and 

empowered agents.  
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 This view of women’s continual, opportunistic adaptation to a complex set of 

coping strategies seems to apply in many settings, but is especially evident in situations 

where women experience the intersection of gender-based violence and the structural 

conditions of extreme poverty and social disapproval of separation. This is certainly the 

situation in Kyrgyzstan, where options for exiting an abusive situation are limited by the 

lack of social services and the dominance of patriarchal societal norms. In similar 

contexts, women make choices, exhibit agency, and construct their own strategies within 

their complicated daily lives (Swart, 2013). They use the strategy of “doing gender” (or 

“gendered interaction rituals”) in which they avoid violence by playing the role of the 

“good and patient” woman, which is the preferred and socially acceptable female role in 

the society (Swart, 2013). By choosing endurance and faith, these women gain social 

capital in the form of support from families and faith-based communities, and sympathy 

resulting from understanding that women are conforming to social norms (Swart, 2013). 

Thus, behavior that may appear acquiescent and fatalistic may be much more calculated 

and intentional than it seems on the surface. 

 From a service perspective, this understanding of continuum has implications for 

interventions aimed at facilitating the termination of the abusive relationship or providing 

counseling and support for women who chose to stay and endure. This study shows that 

the provision of social support is an important step in enhancing effective coping skills as 

part of therapeutic intervention. The study underscores the need for cognitive 

engagement, such as positive self-reflection, positive adaptive functioning, and mental 

determination and belief in self-worth, in reframing or shifting the meaning of abusive 

events (Beck, Rush, Shaw, & Emery, 1979; Brewin & Homes, 2003). In these 
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circumstances, service provision must take into account that leaving the situation may not 

be a feasible option for many women. This study emphasizes the importance of creating 

options for women and helping them acquire choice-making skills to weigh the costs and 

benefits associated with these options at different system levels (Ben-Ari et al., 2003). 

3.   What barriers to help-seeking do Kyrgyzstani women face? How do their 

cultural/societal beliefs relate to abuse and these barriers?  

In the present study, help-seeking barriers include fear of increased violence, 

abuse justification by cultural and religious norms, fear of stigma and shame, and lack of 

institutional support and social services available to help women in crisis situations. 

There are at least three unique qualities of these barriers, which help explain how 

domestic violence and help-seeking intersect.  

First, the socio-cultural context of domestic violence sets the conditions and 

expectations for the ways in which help-seeking occurs. These expectations, based on 

cultural myths and biases, create strong justifications of violence by devaluing women in 

families. One of the prominent themes that emerged from the data concerns the social 

construction of marriage and divorce, and in general female identity in Kyrgyzstan. The 

findings reveal that violence is seen as an everyday occurrence or as something that “just 

happens to everybody else.” Many women turn to their birth family for help; however, 

they also identify powerful impediments to seeking help such as the fear of “becoming a 

burden” and embarrassing their entire extended family network. Some women also report 

perpetrators incorrectly applying or interpreting religion as an excuse to justify family 

violence. 
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 Another culturally embedded theme is the status of daughters-in-law and the role 

of mothers-in-law in the husband’s household and in legitimizing abuse. The findings 

consistently show that mothers-in-law are expected to rule over and discipline daughters-

in-law by using physical, psychological, and economic abuse. The women’s narratives 

reveal that daughters-in-law who do not fulfill the expected gender roles in regard to 

household duties, reproduction (particularly, bearing a son), and virginity are subject to 

the perpetration of family violence. The findings indicate that women accept their 

subordinate status as a daughter-in-law, which, in turn, reinforces the cultural norms that 

portray abuse as a legitimate means of exerting power and control within the family.  

 The final important theme that emerges to explain powerful impediments to 

seeking help is the ineffectuality of the legal system and police interventions to respond 

to domestic violence complaints. Police, courts, and other legal entities are not identified 

by study participants as practical or realistic sources of support for women in violent 

relationships, and in some cases, are viewed as counterproductive. The survivors indicate 

that while they have received the necessary psychological and temporary housing support 

from the shelter or friends, they do not view police or public health professionals as 

helpful in domestic violence cases. The use of formal institutions such as the health care 

system is virtually absent from the discussion, and is only mentioned in the context of 

obtaining medical help. Additional systemic barriers facing women include a lack of 

knowledge about abuse, services, and legal rights; lack of finances and employment; and 

lack of housing and childcare for the victims of abuse. 

 Results clearly demonstrate that many barriers for the survivors of violence in 

Kyrgyzstan are similar to those experienced by other women globally. Specifically, 
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similar barriers include cultural norms of gender inequality, the acceptance of women’s 

roles and low status in society, and the cultural stigma and shame attached to divorce. 

These findings support prior international research, which has shown that some women 

believe that abuse is justified, and that such abusive behaviors on the part of a husband 

and his family are normal and acceptable (Abeya, Afework, & Yalew, 2012; Bhowon & 

Munbauhal, 2005; Glantz, Halperin, & Hunt, 1998; Safadi, Swigart, Hamdan-Mansour, 

Banimustafa, & Constantino, 2013; Sullivan, Senturia, Shiu-Thornton, & Giday, 2005). 

In addition, women attributed the violence to interference from mothers-in-law and the 

impact this interference has on a husband’s behavior. The role of mother-in-law as 

decision maker and instigator of conflict in the family in the context of a joint-living 

structure has been documented in other research studies as well  (Abu-Lughod, 2010; 

Hyder et al., 2007; Oweis, et al., 2009). 

 In this study, delays in help-seeking also resulted from women not wishing to 

expose this “family issue” to outsiders, which was rooted in the women’s desire to 

protect their abuser, their children, their birth and extended families, and themselves from 

stigma and shame. Women often considered it shameful to share such personal problems 

with others. These feelings of loyalty and hesitancy to step outside the boundaries of 

traditional family and cultural norms are similar to those experienced by other survivors, 

and are a continual barrier to help-seeking (Nagae & Dancy, 2010; Midlarsky, 

Venkataramani-Kothari, & Plante, 2006). 

 In addition to cultural barriers, the women in this study also faced systemic 

barriers. The participants’ accounts revealed that when women seek help from police, 

they often perceive the resulting response as inadequate and/or weak. Participants 



 

 309 

underscored several characteristics of the “system,” including corruption, disbelief about 

the seriousness of abuse, judgmental or hostile attitudes toward victims, and inadequate 

options for resolving abuse. The police tend to minimize abuse and pressure the victims 

to reconcile with their husbands, which further disempowers the victim. This study 

suggests that legal measures such as restraining orders issued to the victim are not 

enforced. These findings support other research that has addressed victims’ experiences 

and perspectives on police response to domestic violence elsewhere (Ghosh & 

Choudhuri, 2011; Stewart, Langan, & Hannem, 2013). The failure of the legal and social 

service systems to provide adequate support have been reviewed in the literature and 

found to be a critical factor in determining the ability of abused women to seek help 

(Anderson & Saunders, 2003; Rhodes & McKenzie, 1998; Rose, Campbell & Kub, 

2000). 

4.   What pathways do women take to arrive at domestic violence shelters? What 

decision-making process do they follow as they leave an abusive relationship? 

The results show that for many women the process of leaving is significantly driven 

by and characterized by fear, worry, and stress concerning their safety and the safety of 

their children. The main factor that led women to leave was being confronted with the 

fear that their abuser’s violence would lead to disability or death. Most women left in 

stages by making a series of decisions and taking actions over a period of time. The first 

stage, called “reaching a turning point,” involved critical events or a moment of sudden 

realization that: 1) the domestic abuse had become uncontrollable or intolerable; 2) the 

problem was not going to be solved without external support; and 3) the abuser would 
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never change. These mental shifts in the women’s thinking eliminated the basis for 

maintaining a positive outlook on the marriage and provided an impetus for leaving.  

The second stage of the leaving process was actually leaving the marital home, an 

event that was often repeated several times. The women went back and forth, carefully 

weighing the costs and benefits of staying and leaving the abusive relationship in the face 

of cultural, institutional and systemic barriers, until they reached a saturation point. These 

repeated attempts to leave illustrated the complexity of the decision-making process for 

women and revealed the strength and resilience these women displayed in spite of all the 

insecurities and doubts involved in actually leaving.  

The final stage of leaving involved the women re-establishing a sense of self, 

regaining their hope and strengths. Most of the women took time to reflect on their 

experiences and had a strong desire to move on with their lives. The women explained 

that they wanted to rebuild their lives, obtain an education and a job, and most 

importantly, gain peace of mind and a sense of stability for their children. They found a 

new meaning in their experiences and wanted to help other women experiencing abuse. 

This process of leaving in stages is confirmed by other authors who have found that 

abused women make a number of attempts to leave before they succeed (Barnett, Miller-

Perrin, & Perrin, 1997; Campbell et al., 1998; Dobash & Dobash, 1980; Walker, 1979; 

Wuest & Merritt-Grey, 2001). The results of the current study contribute to a deeper 

understanding of the complexity of a violent relationship by explaining the cultural, 

institutional, and individual factors that restrain women’s ability to leave. The turning 

point in a violent relationship has been discussed in a similar way by other authors who 

report that women may reach a point at which violence escalates severely or the children 
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are being directly abused (Scheffer Lindgren & Rench, 2008). This study shows that 

leaving an abusive family is a daunting prospect for Kyrgyz women, and that these 

women must navigate the process while facing tremendous obstacles, which are 

exacerbated by social norms. The study shows that women are not merely passive 

victims—that they can find the strength to escape and not return, but that external social 

support is needed to empower women to seek help. 

Theoretical Contribution 

 Given the richness of the data collected in this study, as shown in Figures 6, 7, 

and 8, a substantive theory emerged from analysis to provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of what abuse looks like, what cultural and systemic factors perpetuate 

abuse, and how women cope and eventually leave. The theory suggests that a culture of 

gender inequality and the acceptance of gender violence are primary barriers to help-

seeking from domestic violence in Kyrgyzstan. Although the dissertation discusses 

universal factors, such as a husband’s substance abuse or other behavioral problems, or 

larger societal problems such as poverty and unemployment in the context of the collapse 

of the Soviet Union, and how they related to abuse, this study argues that violence against 

women can be better understood as a social problem resulting from the confluence of 

powerful cultural factors and social norms that sanction violence and legitimize abuse. 

Further, the theory suggests that participants use a variety of coping strategies, including 

emotion- and problem-focused strategies, sometimes concurrently and interchangeably, 

but their strategies emphasize endurance, hope, and faith. The theory also suggests that 

when, after coping with and enduring years or even decades of abuse, women experience 

some type of “breaking point” or “wake-up call,” they decide to leave. They carry out 
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this decision in many steps that might include a series of complicated decisions and 

calculations made over time. 

 In this dissertation, the lenses of symbolic interactionism, feminism, and 

ecological models were used to explore women’s help-seeking experiences. Symbolic 

interactionism was used to explain the intra-subjective processes and experiences of 

survivors. The study used grounded theory methods to capture and reflect on the lived 

experiences of women, and to explain how the women themselves defined their 

situations, how they modified their actions to change their partner’s abusive behaviors, 

and how they created their own realities and meanings in order to construct the social and 

psychological phenomenon of violence, coping, and endurance. Their individual 

responses indicated the possibility of potentially larger sequential patterns in the 

experiences of participants and shed light on the different dynamics between the 

symbolic interaction of their families, communities, and institutions involved.  

 Next, feminist theory strengthens this study’s theoretical framework by creating 

its own unique “Kyrgyz feminist theory,” which extends elements of Western feminist 

theory in the direction of identifying a patriarchal power structure and the repression of 

female equality. The grounded theory approach allows the researcher to develop a much 

richer and granular “Kyrgyz feminist theory,” which demonstrates the creation of 

patriarchy via the way that men literally beat down their women; by the way that other 

women agree with, validate, and perpetuate that behavior; and by the way that children 

learn and reproduce that behavior. The grounded theory approach demonstrates the 

perpetuation of patriarchy by the way that law enforcement and other public institutions 

do not recognize domestic abuse, and even organize themselves to perpetuate and 
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minimize violence. Grounded and connected in each case to real lived experiences, 

“Kyrgyz feminist theory” aggregates the specific individual, family, institutional, and 

societal de facto norms that create patriarchy in a way that is more reality based, and less 

“abstract” or idea based. 

 Finally, women’s lived experiences support an ecological understanding of help-

seeking, in which environmental demands, resources, and values, facilitate or constrain 

women’s coping behaviors and decisions to leave. These experiences show that there is a 

certain social ecology—namely post-Soviet Kyrgyz society, which is traditional, Muslim, 

and family oriented—in which it is difficult for women to move away from patriarchy 

because of a lack of external opportunities to seek help.  

 At the individual level, women report a variety of personal and behavioral 

characteristics that affect their experiences with seeking help, including witnessing abuse 

in childhood, and low levels of self-efficacy and self-esteem. These individual- and 

family-level characteristics are embedded within larger cultural and societal levels, 

including the system of norms and beliefs about female identity, status, and gender roles, 

which, in turn, affect institutional and societal responses to abuse. This study emphasizes 

the importance of a systemic approach to understanding and addressing violence against 

women, and underscores the need for multi-level interventions to empower and support 

women’s needs.   

Implications for Practice, Policy, and Future Research 

 The results of the study point to potential ways in which social work interventions 

should be expanded at multiple levels. At the societal level, interventions should focus on 

addressing cultural myths and propagating new messages within the society about 
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marriage and families. At a minimum, interventions should help families understand and 

recognize the dynamic of domestic violence, and encourage them to accept women who 

are being abused when they want to return to their natal households, because shutting the 

door seems to cut off the most natural and critical refuge for women seeking relief from 

abuse.  

 The results point to the importance of mobilizing a Kyrgyz feminist social 

movement to improve the policy atmosphere for combating violence against women, as 

opposed to focusing only on instrumental measures such as policies or laws. Engaging 

the domestic feminist social movement itself can become the driver that pushes and 

changes other areas of social work policy and practice, such as service provision and 

resource allocation. Consistent with the study’s theoretical feminist and ecological 

frameworks and women’s lived experiences, the results imply the need for a “Kyrgyz 

feminism” to push back against the patriarchal norms and traditions and empower women 

to seek help.  The global feminist critique calls for confrontation with many cultural 

norms and values such as those in traditional Kyrgyz society, particularly in the context 

of violence or human rights violations. This critique calls for developing a type of 

“Kyrgyz” feminism—distinct from Western feminism, which has a very different starting 

point. The Kyrgyz starting point is basic protection, basic dignity, and human rights, 

while Western policy emphasizes economic opportunity and workplace equality.  

 At the community and institutional levels, the results reveal a bleak picture of 

potential sources of help. In many cases, the shelter is the women’s only resort, but it 

offers help only after abuse has begun, as women are literally running for their lives. To 

the best of the researcher’s knowledge, there are only few residential shelters in the 
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country; the shelters have up to 20 beds and women can stay for 21 days. The results also 

reveal a lack of services for men who want to address their alcohol or substance abuse 

and anger management problems. Such a stark outlook requires developing a foundation 

and securing state funding mechanisms for initiating a systems-based framework for a 

comprehensive model of prevention and intervention, in which multiple agencies such as 

healthcare, social services, and legal entities provide services to meet the multifaceted 

needs of women and men, including community-based batterer treatment programs, crisis 

support and counseling services, and access to legal and medical help for victims of 

abuse.  

 To this end, the need for professional capacity-building and educational 

development of the social work profession in Kyrgyzstan is essential. Social workers, 

including counselors and domestic violence specialists, must be involved when domestic 

violence cases are brought to the police, who must connect victims to social services, 

shelters, and hospitals. Police must receive training in gender sensitivity and violence, 

and must be held accountable (via specific consequences) if they fail to enforce existing 

laws. For women to have access to justice, laws must be reinforced and made an 

accessible, predictable, and respected part of the society.  

 Providing professional help and establishing specific guidelines, protocols, and 

data systems to document cases of violence at all levels is essential. Basic evidence-based 

knowledge regarding the epidemiology and pathophysiology of interpersonal violence 

must be incorporated into healthcare professional education. Healthcare professionals 

must routinely evaluate for domestic violence within the context of screening a patient’s 

physical and mental health.  
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 Further, policies that provide a meaningful way out of poverty and bolster 

women’s economic empowerment and career opportunities are important to address 

violence as a structurally embedded phenomenon. Such polices could support the 

provision of vocational and educational initiatives as well as concrete resources in the 

form of transitional housing, childcare, finances, and employment opportunities in order 

to maintain women’s independence from abuse.  

 Because domestic violence is often hidden and unrecognized, it is recommended 

that education and information be provided in schools, hospitals, and other social venues. 

Mass media can play a role in disseminating information focused on: (1) raising 

awareness of gender-based violence; (2) promoting beliefs about marital relationships 

based on gender equality and independent relationship; and (3) raising the profile of these 

issues as matters of national health and development policy among a variety of actors. 

However, it is important to avoid unintended consequences of public education 

campaigns that emphasize extreme images of physical abuse and make women reluctant 

to be labeled as abused and seek outside intervention (Grauwiler, 2008). 

 For clinical practice, focusing on recovery and models of psychological 

empowerment and mutual help may help women redefine and reflect on their 

experiences, and acquire active adaptive strategies to overcome the sense of 

powerlessness, shame, and guilt. Providing women with the opportunity to break their 

silence and express their feelings in an atmosphere in which they feel accepted, safe, and 

cared for may help them in the process of healing, recovery, and regaining their power 

and self (Ligiero et al., 2009). 
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 The findings from this study raise numerous questions that could serve as the 

basis for future research. By design, this study focused on women survivors of abuse. 

Another line of inquiry necessary to develop a more holistic understanding of the 

problem of domestic violence is exploring men’s perspectives and experiences on the 

topic. To this end, future research could examine the different pathways taken by men 

who do and do not become abusive partners, and what measures or inputs would work to 

de-legitimize men’s beliefs that they are entitled to abuse their partners. It would be also 

useful to explore the views of mothers-in-law who do and do not instigate and perpetrate 

abuse, in order to understand what conditions shape or alter their beliefs about abuse. 

Research on this question may serve to guide future prevention programs.  

 Further, future research could explore the coping mechanisms used by domestic 

violence survivors in order to develop an understanding of resiliency in this population 

and conduct intervention research that would allow for advocates and health care 

professionals to respond to women’s needs. It would be useful to explore which 

combinations of factors and coping strategies promote different pathways to resiliency 

and successful adaptation in order to inform the development of clinical approaches to 

domestic violence in Kyrgyzstan.  

 In terms of future intervention research studies, it would be useful to conduct 

community-based participatory research to develop culturally sensitive interventions 

using bottom-up self-help approaches, particularly in contexts in which top-down 

institutions are weak and are part of the problem. It would be helpful to conduct research 

using a bottom-up approach (i.e., led by women survivors and social workers), in which 
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service providers would seek to develop and implement interventions sensitive to local 

conditions and adequately address the needs of clients.  

 Finally, although qualitative research methods provided an in-depth narrative 

examination of women’s experiences, the results do not necessarily apply across different 

social and clinical contexts. The findings of this study can serve as a call to bolster 

comparative research on the prevalence and characteristics of domestic violence, not only 

throughout Kyrgyz society, but also across regions of Central Asia and the former Soviet 

Union, in order to investigate culturally competent practices in the areas of social 

development, social entrepreneurship, and empowerment.  

Limitations and Strengths 

Like all qualitative studies, this research had some limitations. It is important to 

note that all the data are based on self-reports, and social desirability bias cannot be 

excluded as a potential issue. The findings from this study are based on a sample size that 

is acceptable for a qualitative study. The 16 in-depth interviews generated richness in 

data, and the researcher believes that saturation was met.  However, the results cannot be 

generalized to a larger population based on any statistical generalization. Instead, the 

study follows the qualitative research tradition in which it is assumed that findings from 

small sample analyzed with grounded theory can be generalized through theoretical 

generalization, and transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) was followed. The results 

from this study can be transferred to similar social contexts from a theoretical point of 

view. To map the magnitude of the findings from this study, a quantitative population-

based study is needed.  
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 This study was about domestic violence against women in heterosexual couples, a 

problem which always involves at least one other human being, i.e., the male perpetrator. 

The research design of this study is limited to women and not men; therefore, the findings 

do not reflect the views of men, which could be quite different from that of the women’s. 

The researcher recognizes that the views or experiences of these women may not be 

statistically representative of the population, and accepts the inherent and unavoidable 

limitations of the doctoral study due to its limitations in terms of resources, the relative 

inexperience of the researcher, and limitations of the sampling process restricted by the 

design. 

Another limitation of the study is a limited exploration of the theory in terms of 

differences in theoretical sampling in women’s characteristics. The researcher 

hypothesized that women’s help-seeking and coping mechanisms could be different for 

women with different socio-economic background or for women who stay versus those 

who leave; however, the intentional and practical choice of the researcher to sample 

women from the shelter limited the researcher’s ability to fully exploit these 

characteristics in the study results. The researcher focused her conclusions on the 

commonalities and fundamental general conclusions as opposed to focusing on 

heterogeneity or variance in the sample, because the same cultural experiences ended up 

being more salient and outweighed the individual differences in the study sample. Future 

studies could potentially explore deeper these differences in women’s characteristics in 

their theoretical sampling. 

The major strength of this dissertation is that this study is, to the best of the 

researcher’s knowledge, the first study in social work to examine the topic of domestic 
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violence in Kyrgyzstan using the methods of grounded theory (Childress, 2013). It also 

appears to be the first to address coping and leaving, and generate a substantive theory to 

explain how cultural barriers affect women’s decision to seek help. An examination of 

violence against women in this manner has provided the insight that in contrast to 

previous studies, violence against women can be better understood as a social problem 

resulting from powerful cultural factors and social norms that sanction violence and 

legitimize the abuse. It provides fruitful insights for public health and social service 

professionals along with researchers interested in enhancing individual and 

environmental resources for this population.  

 Finally, among the strengths of this study are the methodological efforts to 

understand the meaning of a lived experience of abused women from their own 

perspective and words. Providing a credible and trustworthy study that supports the 

understanding of the phenomenon from deeply personal detailed information received 

from the participants was the goal. Any study limitations are believed by the researcher to 

be outweighed by the value of hearing the voices and lived experiences of women in 

Kyrgyzstan who made difficult decision to seek the services of a domestic violence 

shelter. Given the extremely sensitive nature of this research topic and the scant empirical 

evidence regarding the cultural perspective on the topic, the present findings from a small 

number of women can be meaningful in practice and helpful in directing further research. 

Conclusion 

Domestic violence continues to be a significant problem in Kyrgyz society, and is 

deeply rooted in intersections of individual, family, community, and societal factors. 

While there are progressive laws in Kyrgyzstan that prohibit all types of violence 



 

 321 

amongst family members, and some help exists for survivors in the form of temporary 

shelter and crisis centers, cultural and systemic barriers significantly hinder the ability of 

domestic violence survivors to seek help. Women use various coping strategies, including 

resisting violence, pacifying the abuser, safety planning, and accessing formal and 

informal services until they face a turning point that changes their willingness or ability 

to tolerate the abuse. Healthcare, law enforcement, and social service professionals can 

use this understanding of coping, help-seeking, and leaving to tailor interventions and 

counseling for women experiencing abuse.   

The study argues that women cannot effectively resist violence alone while living 

in a patriarchal society. They need proactive structural support from civil society, media, 

and community-based and formal institutions to facilitate the process of becoming 

empowered and strengthening their capacity to live in a violence-free world. Kyrgyz 

society has a long way to go to achieve this goal and reduce the enormous damage done 

by domestic violence.  
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Appendix A. Shelter Staff Script. 

 
I would like to inform you that there is a research project currently taking place in 

our shelter. The purpose of this research is to find out about how others can help women 

experiencing the abuse. Participation is voluntary and confidential, and I was wondering 

if you would like to participate and/or hear more about the research from the researcher, 

Saltanat Dushalieva-Childress. If so, I will let Ms. Dushalieva-Childress know you are 

interested. 
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Appendix B. Oral Consent Script. 

You are being asked to take part in a research study.  The purpose of this study is to 

explore experiences and coping strategies among abused women in Kyrgyzstan. You are 

asked to take part in this study because you are a Russian or Kyrgyz speaking woman 

from Kyrgyzstan, between the ages of 18 and 64 years, and have been in marital abusive 

relationship with a male partner for 6 months or more. You will complete this interview, 

and, if necessary, will be asked to participate in a follow-up interview.  

The interview will be conducted in a private place. I will use an audio recorder to record 

the interview. I will use the audio recorder so that I do not miss anything that you say 

during the interview. After I listen to the recording and write the information, I will 

destroy the audio-recording. Any names used during the interview will be removed from 

the written copy.    

There are a few risks to you if you join this study. One risk is that you may feel that 

answering some of the questions is upsetting. If this happens, you do not have to answer 

that question if you do not want to. You may ask me to skip to the next question or you 

can tell me that you want to stop the interview. If you become so upset that you cannot 

continue or you feel unsafe, you will be referred to a shelter counselor for appropriate 

support and care. 

Another risk is that you may be worried that others will find out about your relationship 

issues. I will only tell someone else about your situation if you ask me to do so. 
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You may get tired or bored when I am asking you questions. You do not have to answer 

any question you do not want to answer.   

There are few possible benefits for you if you join this study. You may feel that it is 

helpful to talk to me about your relationship issues and your coping strategies. I will refer 

you to the shelter counselor who may provide you with information and resources that 

may help you with your relationship issues, if you wish to do so. If you participate in the 

study, you may help us understand issues women face and measures that could be taken 

to help women in the future. 

You do not have to agree to be in this study. If you have any questions about your rights 

as a research participant, or if you think you have not been treated fairly, you may call the 

University of Maryland, Baltimore Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 410-706-5037. 
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Appendix C. Interview Guide. 

Experience with domestic violence. 

1.   Tell me about how you came to this shelter (tell me your story39). Can you tell me 
how you heard about the shelter? Can you tell me why you decided to come here? 
Probes could include questions about the history of the abusive relationship: 

a.   Tell me more about how you entered into the relationship with the man 
who became abusive. Was it young age or inexperience? Bride-
kidnapping? Does your abuser come from a troubled family? 

b.   How important were family and/or societal norms in keeping your 
relationship? 

c.   Before you came to the shelter, did you ever tell anyone that you were 
having trouble at home? Who did you tell? What was your experience if 
any with the following groups/people: 

i.   Police 
ii.   Your family 

iii.   Health workers 
iv.   Shelter system 
v.   Religious or community leaders (e.g., aksakal courts) 

vi.   In-laws 
d.   What did leaving the abuser mean to you (e.g., in terms of financial 

implications)? 
e.   What was your experience with friends or family members when your 

relationship became abusive? What was their reaction? 
f.   When did you first begin to realize that your relationship was abusive? 

What helped you see it that way? OR What do you consider abuse? What 
contributed to abuse (what are the situations that led to violence)? 

Strengths and resilience identified by the women.  

1.   Tell me about how you learned to manage abusive situations. How did you deal 
with it (i.e., strategies did you use to cope, adapt, or resist violence)? Was it your 
experience that you learned strategies to manage the violence by placating, being 
silent and not saying things? Praying? Diverting the conflict from children to 
other direction? 

2.   Tell me about your strengths that you discovered or developed through this 
experience? What is your biggest source of strength?  

3.   Who has been the most helpful to you during this time? How has he/she been 
helpful? Has any organization been helpful? How has it been helpful? 

Leaving. 

                                                
39 This thread could lead to the following probes: employment status, presence and age of children, family 
support, years of marriage or marital status 
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1.   Could you describe the process of leaving? What motivated/made you to leave? 
Did children help you make that decision (e.g., be a good role model)?  

2.   What helped you leave? Support people? Realizing you can’t change the abuser? 
Couldn’t take it anymore? 

Hopes and aspirations. 

1.   Where do you see yourself in five years? Describe the person you hope to be then. 
How would you compare the person you hope to be and the person you see 
yourself as now? 

2.   Do you use the past for advantage to be stronger person? Did anything good come 
out of the bad? What are you dreams? 

Recommendations. 

1.   Could you describe the most important lessons you learned through experiencing 
domestic violence? 

a.   What do you need to end the violence for you? How could this happen? 
b.   What do you think are possible solutions? What does it mean to be 

empowered to you? 
2.   After having these experiences what advice or words of wisdom would you give 

to someone who has experienced domestic violence? 
a.   What is the advice you could give to men? Researchers, practitioners and 

policy makers? 

Ending questions. 

1.   Is there anything that you would like to add that occurred to you during this 
interview? 

2.   Is there anything else you think I should know to understand your domestic 
violence experience better? 

3.   Is there anything you would like to ask me? 

Debriefing. 

How has the respondent found the interview and does she have any suggestions.  
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