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WOMEN, KINSHIP, AND PROPERTY IN CENTRAL ASIA
Abstract

This article examines the interconnections between gender, kinship, and property relations in Central Asia
within Soviet and post-Soviet contexts. It argues that women’s social status cannot be understood solely
through the lens of victimhood or empowerment, but must be analyzed within the broader framework of
kinship systems, marriage practices, property regimes, and labor contributions. While international
organizations promote neoliberal models of gender equality grounded in individual property rights, such
approaches often overlook the embeddedness of property relations in moral values, extended family networks,
and culturally specific understandings of provision and reciprocity.

Drawing on anthropological literature and ethnographic insights, the article highlights how women’s agency
is shaped by their position within systems of inheritance, bride price, dowry, and intergenerational support. It
explores the tensions between Soviet legacies of female emancipation, post-Soviet nationalism, Islamic
revival, and Western gender discourses. The study demonstrates that women in Central Asia simultaneously
navigate patriarchy, economic necessity, and kin-based obligations, often using culturally embedded strategies
to negotiate power and security. By foregrounding local women’s perspectives, the article calls for a more
nuanced understanding of gendered subjectivities and property relations beyond universalist frameworks.

Keywords: Gender; Kinship; Property Relations; Central Asia; Marriage; Bride Price; Dowry; Women’s

Agency; Inheritance; Post-Soviet Transformations.

BOPBOPIYK ASHAJAIBI AF/IJIAP, TYYT AH/[BIK
BAHJIAHBIIITAP )XAHA MEHYHUK

AHHOTAIHUA

byn makanana bopGopayk A3us enkenepyHAery resuep,
TnyaHI[I)IK MaMI/menep JKaHa MCHYHUK MaMI/IJ'IeJ'IepI/IHI/IH o3
apa OallaHBIIIBI COBETTHK JKaHAa  ITOCTCOBETTHK
KOHTEKCTTE TajaHaT. ASITapAblH COIHAIIBIK a0ajbl
JKallaH TaHa KypMaHIIBIK jK€ YMaHCHTIAIHS TYITYHYKTOPY
apKBUIYy dMec, TyyTaHABIK CHCTEeMa, HHUKE JPexKelepH,
MEHUYHUK PEKHMH KaHa YH-OYJIe1ery aMrek caabIMBIHBIH
HETM3UHJIe KapajaT. D apalibIK YIOMJIapIbIH TeHIEPIUK
TeHYWIMKKE OarbITTaraH HEOIHOEpaNAbIK MaMUJIECH
JKCKEC MCHYUK yKyKTapI)IHa 6aCBIM JKacaranbl MCHCH,
MEHYHK MaMUJICIEPUHIH MOPANJBIK OaalyymykTapra,
KeHI/IpI/I Tny‘aH,E[I)IK TapMaKTapra JXKaHa Ma}laHI/Iﬁ
TYIIYHYKTOpre 6exeM OaiIaHbIIIBIH TOIYK 3CKe anbailr.
AHTPOTIOIOTHSUITBIK aqadusTTapra KaHa 3THOTPadUsIIBIK
OalikooNOpro TasHYy MEHEH, MakKajala asuigapIblH
areHTTYYIYTY Mypac OenyInTypyyY, KajblH, Cem jKaHa
MYyVHIAp apajiblKk KOJJ0O CHCTeMaJapBIHAATBl OpAy
apKBUTYY KaJbIITaHAPEI KOPCOTYIOeT. COBET TOOPYHIATHI
asuTIapIbIH YMAHCHTIAIHSCHL, TIOCTCOBETTUK YITYTUYIAYK,
HUCJIaMIbIK )KaH):[aHyynap JXKaHa EaTI)IHITI)IH FEH}]ep)II/IK
I/IIIGHJ'[apBIHI)IH OpTOCyHllaFBI KapaMa—Kapun)mLIKTap
TanmaHat. M3wigee bopOopayk Asusimarsl asuigapIbH
TaXPBIOACHIH KEPTUIUKTYY KO3 Kapall apKbLTyy Kapoo
SapBU'IJILIFBIH HCTHU3 LTI, reHuep JXKaHa MCHYUK
MaceJeNleprH KOMIDIEKCTYY TYIIYHIYpYYTe OarbITTanar.

Aukvty  co30op. TI'ennep; Tyyranumslk OaiaHblTap;
Menunk mamunenepy; bopoopayk Asus; Huxe; Kanbiy;
Cen; AstnmapabiH areHTTYYIyry; Mypac; IloctcoBerTrk

e3repyyJep

JKEHIIIUHBI, POACTBEHHBIE CBA3U H
COBCTBEHHOCTb B IIEHTPA/TBHOH A3HH

Abstract

B cratbe paccmaTpuBalOTCS B3aMMOCBSI3M  TeHAEPa,
POICTBEHHBIX OTHOIICHUA W COOCTBEHHOCTH B CTpaHaX
HenTtpanbHoii A3uM B COBETCKOM U IOCTCOBETCKOM
KoHTeKkcTaX. [lomokeHWe S>KEHIIWH aHalU3UpyeTcs He
TOJIBKO Yepe3 MPU3MY JKEPTBHI WIH 3MaHCHUITALIAH, HO U B
paMKax  CHCTEMBI  POJICTBa, OpayHBIX  IPAKTHK,
MMYIIECTBEHHBIX PEKUMOB M TPYAOBOTO BKJIa/Ja UWICHOB
ceMbu. [TomuepkuBaercs, 4TO HEONMUOEPATBLHBIC MOIXOJIbI

MEKIYHApOJHBIX  OpraHM3aluii, = OCHOBaHHbIC  Ha
HHAUBUIYAIbHBIX TpaBax COOCTBEHHOCTH, HEPEIKO
HUTHOPUPYIOT YKOPEHEHHOCTh HUMYIIECTBEHHBIX
OTHOIICHWA B MOpPAJbHBIX HOPMAax, PaCIHIMPEHHBIX
CEeMEHHBIX  CeTIX H  KYJIbTYpHO  OOYCJIOBICHHBIX
NPEJICTABICHUSIX O  B3aUMHBIX  OOS3aHHOCTAX |
o0ecIieueHuu.

Onupasich Ha aHTPOIOJOIUYECKUE HCCIECJOBAHUS U

3THOI‘pa(1)I/I‘IeCKI/Ie Marepuabl, aBTOP IIOKa3bIBACT, YTO
Ar€HTHOCTh J»KCHIIHNH (I)OpMI/IpyeTCﬂ HUX IIOJIOKCHHEM B

CUCTEME  HACIENOBaHUS, KajbiMa, I[PUAAHOIO U
MEXIIOKOJIEHYECKON HNOIJEPKKH. AHaIN3NPYIOTCS
IIPOTUBOPEYHUS] MEKIY COBETCKMM HacCJIEJUEM JKEHCKOM
SMaHCUIALUH, IIOCTCOBETCKUM HallMOHAJIU3MOM,

PEIINTUO3HBIM BO3POXKACHUEM U 3allaTHBIMH I'CHACPHBIMU
TUCKypcaMu. JlemaeTcst BBIBOA 0 HeoOxommMocTu Oonee
KOMIUICKCHOTO ¥ KOHTEKCTyaJhbHOTO  IIOHUMAHUS
TCHJCPHBIX cyOBEeKTHOCTEH H UMYIIECTBEHHBIX
OTHOIIICHHUY B PETHOHE.

Knroueswvie cnosa: T'enaep; PonctBo; MmyiecTBeHHBIE
otHomienust; LlentpanbHas  Asus;  bpak;  Kanbiw;
IIpunanoe; Kenckas  arentHocth, HacnenoBanue;
IToctcoBerckue TpaHchopmManun
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Introduction

In recent years, the Internet and social media have brought attention to domestic violence
against women in Central Asia, as well as the suicide of young married women, bride kidnappings,
early arranged marriages, and conservative beliefs (such as the insistence that brides be virgins).
Central Asia is known for strong kinship systems with traditional marriage patterns. Though these
ostensibly protect women and children, serving as a safety net and security provider, the prevalence
of various forms of violence against women cuts against this.

Some women justify domestic violence, participate in bride kidnappings and arranged
marriages, and encourage their daughters to stay with their husbands’ families despite hardships. Such
women, who defend “traditional” norms, are attacked for being backward and unintelligent for their
acceptance of their “property” status. They are marginalized and valued less as valid producers of
knowledge, and as such are “muted” not only locally, but also internationally. Yet it is crucial to
consider all women’s voices, as well as the experiences, incentives, and constraints that encourage
women to maintain these traditional practices. Only in this way can we see the complexity of gendered
subjectivities.

There is also a context worth examining more closely: the impact of the Soviet era and post-
Soviet changes on the lives of women in Central Asia. The situation of Central Asian women is
different in some respects from that of women in other parts of the world. The Soviet and post-Soviet
experience can be described as “neither colonized nor modern.”[1] Central Asian women live within
a system that has maintained its traditional kinship structure, arranged marriage rules, and gendered
control of resources. Yet they are also actively involved in local economies. They are the social and
cultural drivers of a particular kind of change and adaptation.

International donors and agencies follow their neoliberal notion and ground economic gender
empowerment in individual property rights, in opposition to social norms and customs that would
hinder women’s economic rights. Their main agenda, therefore, is empowering women by increasing
gender equality through the provision of access to land rights and other resources. What this misses,
however, is the complexity of women’s position in Central Asia: the multiple meanings underpinning
the concept of women being viewed as ‘property’ and local women’s perceptions of property. These
aspects need to be examined through the lens of kinship and marriage systems and power/hierarchy
relations in Central Asia. Kinship and marriage are a fundamental cultural horizon for Central Asians,
informing how women think through these legal, social, and political categories. Indeed, women
could be empowered by their membership of large extended-kin networks.

Soviet Heritage vs Strong Nationalism; Islam and Conservatism vs Western Ideas

On the one hand, we have the Soviet legacy of women’s emancipation, which not only allows,
but actively encourages, women to engage in the wider economy through work as well as looking
after children. On the other hand, with the collapse of the USSR, we have witnessed the revival of
Islam, conservatism, and traditionalism, due primarily to the promotion of nationalism. Western
donors, too, have influenced the situation by promoting gender equality and individual private
property. Thus, women are caught between the Soviet heritage and strong nationalism, between
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conservative Islam and Western ideas. It is under these conditions that they claim their right to work
and hold property.

Based on a significant body of anthropological literature covering many parts of the world, |
argue that a decisive factor for women’s overall status is their position in the system of property
relationships: as actual and potential property owners, as potential items of property themselves, and
as providers—as well as recipients—of productive and reproductive labor. Together, labor and
property transactions comprise the bundle of practical activities known as “provision.”[2] Provision
practices tend to influence and be influenced by understandings of social identity.

In my long-term projects, I explore property through the prism of women’s worldviews, looking
at how kinship and the marriage system shape understandings of property relations outcomes in
comparative context. While giving voice to Central Asian women, | also engage with postcolonial
discussions of feminist anthropology and women’s property relations.

Gender and Property Relations

Various studies of post-socialist countries[3] have dealt with the concept of property in terms
of relations, morality, and embeddedness. Property relations are embedded in wider social relations
and moral values in post-socialist countries. However, there is only limited literature on the
intersection of gender and property relations in post-socialist countries.[4] For its part, scholarship on
Central Asia has explored historical and contemporary approaches to property—especially land,
grazing rights, livestock, and land grabs[5]—while neglecting to look at women’s property relations
through the prism of marriage and the kinship system.[6] There are several reasons for this, most of
them methodological.

The property regime is so important to gender issues because property is not, as it is often
considered, merely ownership. Instead, property can fruitfully be seen as bundles of rights. Not all
these bundles necessarily amount to full ownership. Property also manifests itself in distinct layers:
the level of ideology; the institutional level, which includes regulations; the level of legal
relationships; and the level of actual relationships. It is important to understand why the ideology of
protection does not translate one-to-one into actual protection.[7]

In my case, when [ was 27 years old, | ‘learned’ that I owned one hectare of land in Kyrgyzstan.
Somehow, however, | was not made aware that | was entitled to this land until my brother needed my
signature as proof that | had legally rejected the land to which | was entitled. | was surprised that |
had inherited land from my family. When | wanted to keep it for myself, my sisters became angry
with me and asked, “Why won’t you give the land to our brother? You cannot claim any property
from your family members because you are married; and the younger brother is taking care of our
parents.” My family had not wanted me to know about my land so | would not use my agency. My
case 1is atypical, but some women might know their property rights even if they don’t claim them.

Central Asia: An Ideal Place to Study Gender

Central Asia is an ideal place to study the paradoxical configuration of women, maintenance of
kinship systems, and property in Soviet and post-Soviet contexts and adapting to new realities.[8] The
women of Central Asia, with their Soviet and post-Soviet experiences, can offer new insight into
feminist anthropological discussions by examining kinship, marriage, and property from a different
perspective to ‘“White European’ and ‘American’ feminists, or other postcolonial countries.
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Central Asia is a good laboratory for the investigation of contradictions because these primarily
Muslim societies feature diverse modes of social organization. All of them belong to the Turkic group
(Uzbeks, Turkmens, Kyrgyz, Uighurs, Kazakhs), except for the Tajiks, who have linguistic and
cultural ties with Iran. There are, however, long-standing differences in kin terminologies between
historically nomadic and sedentary peoples. Thus, kinship is a significant domain and source of
cultural diversity in regional countries—yet to date it has hardly been examined by a comparative
anthropology of kinship.

Anthropologists have long known that Kyrgyz, Kazaks, Tajiks, and Uzbeks trace their ancestry
differently—and thus marry according to very different rules. Traditionally, most ethnic Kyrgyz and
Kazaks were mobile herders or pastoral nomads; they mainly engaged in livestock breeding. By
contrast, ethnic Uzbeks and Tajiks were sedentary farmers and urbanites; their main occupations were
as craftsmen and traders. Consequently, Kyrgyz and Kazaks resided in mountainous places and
Uzbeks and Tajiks in the grasslands. They have different residence rules, descent systems,
terminologies, and marriage strategies. Kyrgyz and Kazakhs receive a bride price (kalyng) as
compensation for the loss of their daughters’ economic services, while Uzbeks and Tajiks organize a
dowry (sep) as a pre-mortem inheritance for their daughters. Through the institutions of dowry and
bride price, families negotiate rights in persons and property transmission.

In addition to kinship in the economic and domestic spheres, there are local ideas of kinship
related to property. Such ideas differ in their symbolic realm, spatial aspects, the exchangeability of
property, and relatedness. | treat these local ideas seriously and explore how they differ in different
Kinship systems.

Ethnography from Central Asia should be in dialogue with debates on gender and Kinship,
marriage, and property. Here, there are many similarities between women in Central Asia and their
counterparts in Africa and the Middle East, especially when it comes to their strong faith in kinship,
property, and power. In general, the feminist anthropology has remained powerful in challenging
essentialist theories developed in Western countries,[9] demonstrating that different cultures have
different arrangements for kinship, marriage, and property. Applied to Central Asia, this approach
would examine Central Asian women’s worldviews through the prism of Central Asian women
themselves, thereby proposing alternative approaches to understanding kinship, marriage, and
strategies for caring for daughters, as well as matrilocal ideas.

There is a difference between using local people’s own ideas to understand property as a
category of analysis and using outside theory. Strathern, for example, avoided the concept of property
altogether, although she did deal with other issues related to things and persons, objects and subjects,
that contribute beyond European or Euro-American notions of property. Identifying women and local
ideas offers new perspectives on ways in which women in Central Asia create and perpetuate
relationships.[10] For example, there is a local idea of treating daughters as vulnerable
(Uzb. Ojiza) and the associated ideal of providing for a daughter’s “security” in marriage. Ojiza is a
strategy of individuals in a patriarchy; through it, women can exert a degree of agency by using it to
call for support.[11].

Is “Culture” the Main Cause of Both Women’s Victimization and Their Empowerment?

Should local society, “culture” or kinship be blamed for women’s situations? On the one hand,

b (13

claims about women being men’s “property” may be being used inappropriately and in contexts far
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removed from any system of local/kin-based checks and balances. At the same time, it is an
inescapable fact that when a woman’s kin and her husband’s kin work together to force her to stay
married, she may have nowhere to go.

Women often stay in such relationships because they are dependent on their husband—not
because they are seen as their husband’s property, but because a woman alone would not be able to
earn sufficient income to support herself (and possibly her children). In many cases, a woman’s
position in society and the family is her choice: she wants to remain married despite challenges and
occasional domestic violence in order to maintain access to a certain income. Then again, it may be
that patriarchy prevents women from getting jobs, making them dependent on their husbands for
income. In such a context, women must use patriarchy to exercise their agency. This is exactly what
Kandiyoti argued decades ago in her work “Bargaining with patriarchy”[12].

Despite the efforts of international organizations to improve the condition of women, women
themselves maintain the patriarchy (even its violent aspects), engage in bride kidnapping and
arranged marriages, and encourage tradition in invisible ways. Local voices of women help to
illuminate their vision of the world, explaining how they envision the kinship system, marriage rules,
work, and property relations.

New media, the Internet, and social media platforms have opened new ways for women to
express their visions of the world, even if their voices are controversial and different from those of
experts, international organizations, and activists. There is, of course, a need for greater protection
and regulation of virtual environments to support those who use them.

Economy and Culture Intersect

In this context, it is important to look at the intersection of property, work, and family relations
(specifically, the economic contribution of wife and husband, parents and children, to the household).
Individual families can be understood as single economic units. Each member makes a
complementary economic contribution, such that the sum of several members’ efforts makes up the
total household economy. In other words, the hypothesis of “labor and inheritance” can be applied,
meaning if one contributes to household labor, one is entitled to inherit. In families, labor is organized
on the basis of kinship relations, age, and gender.

Nevertheless, the value of women’s economic and social contribution can vary between ethnic
groups. In some ethnic cultures, women who look after children and help in the household are very
valuable; others, such as the Kyrgyz and Kazakhs, encourage women to engage in paid work.
Intergenerational transmission of property and marriage payments (dowry and bride-price)[13] are
also linked to family economic transactions and compensation. The combination of identity and
indebtedness is at the root of bride price and dowry.[14] Depending on the economic basis,
contribution, and change, different identities face changes. These lead to a change in the values and
status of women and their economic contribution.

The Western notion of patriarchy does not apply to Central Asia, as in many cases women
choose their position in their societies and families. Women want to stay in a marriage despite
pressure and occasional domestic violence, as they want to have access to certain income. At the same
time, it may be that patriarchy prevents women from getting jobs and generating income, making
them dependent on their husbands for money. Economy and culture intersect.
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