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Today Asel is a university freshman. Just a year ago, this girl from a small Kyrgyz-Uzbek mixed village in the Ala-Buka Rayon, Jalalabat Oblast, Kyrgyzstan was kidnapped to be married against her will. According to the young woman, if not for the lessons learned from the USAID-supported Civic Education textbook, she would have never been able to find a way out of that difficult situation. 

Asel is one of the many students in the Kyrgyz Republic that have been studying civics from the USAID-funded Civic Education textbook.  The book helps to spark a debate among students about different social questions and encourages application of critical thinking in dealing with challenges in life.  One of the topics addressed by the book is the problem of girls being kidnapped for marriage, (‘bride kidnapping”) a social phenomenon widespread in Kyrgyzstan and southern Kazakhstan that has intensified since 1991. As younger wives in traditional society are expected to bear the brunt of their extended family’s house or farm work, the kidnapped girls frequently have to leave school without graduating. Even if they do graduate, the girls seldom continue to a college education.
Asel still vividly remembers that day in 2005 when she, then an 11th grade student, was kidnapped to be wed. Asel was abducted to the groom’s house, where eventually the village mullah arrived to bless the marriage. When the mullah started the ceremony, the kidnapped girl complained that she was against the marriage and that forcing her to marry violated her rights. Asel referred to the USAID-funded “Citizenship and Governance” text she had been reading in class and told the mullah that she was familiar with her rights. She also appealed that forced marriage was not sanctioned by the Koran. The sympathetic mullah intervened on her behalf, and Asel was allowed to leave the house of the man who had kidnapped her. “This is the first time in my life when the bride interrupted the ritual and refused to marry,” explained the village mullah during his subsequent visit Asel’s school where he came to learn more about the civic education textbook and its content. 
Asel’s civics teacher Malika Jamalova smiles proudly, “I am glad that through the civic education course I am able to equip my students with tools to protect their rights as citizens.”




















