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Ak Maktym

OVERVIEW

Epic Poem The first detailed study of the poem Ak Maktym was conducted by the scholar Turdubai
Abdyrakunov. By comparing the Kyrgyz, Khakas, and Uyghur versions, he identified both the common
features and the differences in the plot. In Khakassia it is known as Abakhai Pakhta, and among the
Uyghurs it appears as Makhtum-sula. As the legend spread, it changed in accordance with the folkloric and
ethno-cultural traditions of each community. Differences in place names, personal names, and certain
narrative elements complement one another and help to identify the possible earlier form of the legend.
Although the poem Ak Maktym is relatively short and has a simple plot, it reflects the historical experience
of the Kyrgyz people and depicts a difficult and conflict-filled way of life, while also expressing folk aesthetic
values.

Background The legend reflects historical events in artistic form. In 1418, the Khan of Moghulistan,
Veys Khan, was captured by the Oirats and forced to give his sister, Maktym, in marriage to the Oirat ruler
Esen Taichi. The legend likely originated in the early fifteenth century among Turkic-speaking peoples of
Moghulistan and later spread to Khakas, Uyghur, and Kyrgyz communities. Some scholars, however, relate
the legend to conflicts between the Kalmyks and the Kyrgyz and question its value as a strictly historical
account. They argue that these conflicts contributed to the development of many epic traditions in Central
Asia.

MAIN CHARACTERS

Maktym (Akmaktym) — a brave and clever Kyrgyz heroine
Begarstan Taishi — a cruel Kalmyk ruler

SYNOPSIS

Among the Kyrgyz lived Baisary, a wealthy but greedy nomad who constantly moved with his
herds. His eldest daughter, Maktym, was extraordinarily beautiful and wise, able to sense good and evil
before it came. Many suitors sought her hand, but she had secretly pledged her heart to a young man.
When the cruel Kalmyk ruler Begarstan Taishi learned of her beauty, he ordered her capture. Maktym
endured humiliation, threats, and physical abuse, including the danger of having her ears cut, as Begarstan
demanded her total obedience. Despite these dangers, she planned an escape, secretly enlisting the help
of two guards and relying on her loyal brown mare to cross the Uu River. Maktym outwitted her captors,
leading Begarstan and his brother Chynarstan into traps and ultimately killing them. She reached a village,
revealing herself to the people and securing her victory. Her beloved Baatyrbek celebrated her return, and
they married. However, the cruelty of Begarstan lingered even in death. When Maktym encountered
Begarstan’s severed head in the river, it attacked her, wounding her foot. When she informed Baatyrbek,
he too was killed by the cursed head. Both Maktym and Baatyrbek perished, and when the villagers buried
them, the head leapt into the grave, leaving a chilling legacy. Begarstan’s power, cruelty, and ambition were
immortalized in song, a warning remembered by all.

SCENES
Baisary the Wealthy Nomad Among the Kyrgyz lived a wealthy man named Baisary. He was greedy and

never satisfied with his possessions. He constantly moved from place to place, driving his herds and never
settling in one land. In those times, wandering alone was extremely dangerous, especially under the harsh



rule of the Kalmyks. Baisary had two sons and two daughters. His eldest daughter was Maktym, whose
beauty and wisdom would later become known far beyond her people.

The Beauty of Maktym Maktym was exceptionally beautiful and wise. Her hair flowed to the ground, her
eyes shone like dark berries, and her eyebrows were delicate and curved like a pen. She was graceful,
radiant, and full, like the full moon. She could sense good and evil before they arrived. Many sons of wealthy
men and proud young warriors came seeking her hand, but all returned sorrowful. Maktym had already
pledged her heart to another, a young man she loved in secret.

Begarstan Taishi’s Cruel Order Time passed, but the young lovers found no way to escape. Meanwhile,
a cruel Kalmyk ruler named Begarstan Taishi rose to power. He oppressed the people mercilessly, raiding
villages and spreading fear. When he heard of Maktym’s beauty, his desire turned into rage. He ordered
his soldiers to seize her at any cost, whether she fled to the sky or hid beneath the earth. Yet his soldiers
searched everywhere and failed to find her.

The Hair in the River Begarstan Taishi gathered the people and forced them to dig a great canal. After
many days and nights, water was finally released from the river. Suddenly, something bright floated
downstream. The soldiers lifted it with a long pole and discovered a single strand of a woman’s hair. Its
length amazed them. They believed it belonged to Maktym. Taking the hair to Begarstan Taishi, they
followed the river in search of her. That night, Maktym saw a troubling dream and told it to her brothers.

Maktym’s Ominous Dream That night, Maktym had a troubling dream that filled her heart with dread. She
saw red waters rushing and white currents flowing, and a red flag raised among the people. Crowds of
unknown faces blocked the paths, moving together as one. Heads carried on horses, black tears falling
from eyes, and the wind fluttering banners across the land. Dark waters surged, black blood flowed, and
the people advanced relentlessly. The dream pressed on her heart, showing suffering, chaos, and sorrow
yet to come. She awoke trembling, the vision lingering like a warning she could not escape.

Defiance and Departure Maktym warned her brothers not to go hunting, but they ignored her. They said,
“What the dream shows or the enemy does not matter,” and went anyway. Because Maktym’s hair was so
long, she washed it daily in the forest, hidden in a small clearing so no one could see. She left her younger
sister Aisuluu as a guard while she combed and tied her hair, preparing for the day ahead.

The Warning from Aisuluu Halfway through, Aisuluu ran to Maktym shouting, “Sister, sister! Something
dark is coming, so many black shapes are approaching!” Maktym quickly tied her long hair around her head,
mounted her brown mare, and tried to flee. The Kalmyks charged into the forest, searching for her, but in
the confusion, she escaped, hair still loose and unbound. She rode through dense woods, hiding and resting
along the way, always alert to the enemy’s pursuit.

The Pursuit Even when she tied her horse to rest, the Kalmyks tracked her through the forest. Begarstan
rejoiced at catching her and tied her hands and feet before placing her on a horse. On the journey, Maktym
spoke: “My brothers hunted here earlier. Let me meet them first, then you may take me away.” Begarstan
agreed and brought her to her brothers. Maktym feared her brothers might fail or anger the Kalmyks if the
meeting went wrong.

The Battle Maktym’s brothers fought the Kalmyks to protect her, but despite their courage, they were
defeated. The Kalmyks captured Maktym and began taking her away. At that moment, Maktym stood
bravely, speaking softly, leaving her final thoughts for the people and the land she loved. Her voice carried
both fear and courage, and she thought of escape, of hiding, and of the mountains and valleys she might
see again, even if the journey ahead was dangerous.

Farewell Words Maktym spoke to her brothers as she was taken: “Father, | am going with the Kalmyks.
Tell me where to find you in spring, so | can escape there. And tell me where to find you in autumn, so |
can flee then.” Her brother answered: “Maktym, in spring, find our summer pasture, Jalpak-Tash. In autumn,



go to our winter camp, Kurobos. Follow these places, and you will find us.” With these words, she rode on,
hope and sorrow mingling in her heart.

Begarstan’s Claim Admiring her beauty, Begarstan’s brother, Chynarstan, declared, “I will take Maktym.”
After consulting with several advisors, it was decided that Maktym would belong to Begarstan as befits her
high status. He tied her hair to her wrist and held her close, fearing she might try to escape. Maktym could
find no chance to flee. Every plan she made failed, and Begarstan’s grip was unyielding. Her freedom
seemed lost, and her heart heavy with fear, yet her spirit remained strong, quietly resisting in her thoughts.

The Horse Speaks One day, during a celebration, Maktym’s brown mare unexpectedly won the race
instead of Begarstan’s or Chynarstan’s horses. The Kalmyks, shamed, grabbed the horse, yanked its ears,
and cut its tail, leaving it unfed. The mare, in pain, spoke to Maktym: “If you do not flee, | will leave, Maktym.
My tail is gone, | am tired, weak, and broken. | suffer for you, gnawed and worn. If you do not escape, |
cannot endure. | will depart, Maktym, carrying your sorrow as my own.”

Maktym’s Consolation Maktym wept alongside her horse. She whispered, “Be patient. Since | arrived, |
have found no way to escape. Let us think carefully and plan together. You may wander in the shadows; |
am keeping you safe.” The mare, trusting her, followed Maktym’s guidance. In time, Maktym gave birth to
twin sons, her body carrying the promise of life even amid captivity. Though sorrow pressed upon her, she
remained calm and clever, using her mind to protect what she could and to endure the dangers surrounding
her.

Begarstan’s Cruelty Begarstan, believing Maktym could no longer flee with her children, began to beat
and insult her. “You have come from wealth,” he mocked, striking her and reminding her of her past. His
anger and fear of losing control turned to cruelty, yet Maktym’s spirit remained unbroken. She endured the
blows, planning quietly in her heart, thinking of ways to protect her children and herself. Even in suffering,
she remained aware, cautious, and resilient, holding hope for the day when freedom might return.

Abuse Begarstan threatened Maktym, saying he would cut her ears if she did not obey. He commanded
her to do everything he wanted, humiliating her at every step. “You are a captive from battle, not a woman
honored,” he said, forcing her to serve without refusal. Maktym endured his cruelty, keeping her thoughts
and spirit hidden. Though beaten down and stripped of freedom, she remained strong in silence. Each
command tested her, yet she quietly measured every action, thinking of escape and survival, holding her
courage and wisdom close, even as Begarstan’s power pressed down around her.

Maktym’s Lament Maktym thought that she must escape from the Kalmyks, even at the cost of her life.
They had cut her horse’s ears and now threatened to cut her own. Remembering her homeland, her
parents, and her brothers, she sang softly to herself. No fox would choose such a path, no wolf would walk
such a dark road. She had fallen into the hands of merciless Kalmyks, whose ways were inhuman. She
was a captive, far from her people, holding onto a fragile dream of freedom that might never come.

The Weight of Suffering Maktym thought of her father Baisary, her brothers, and the land she loved. “They
caused my suffering, caring only for wealth, dividing the people and the herds. | am far from the Kyrgyz
villages, bound by their cruelty, and my spirit cannot rest. The Kalmyks bring only hardship, and my heart
aches constantly. How can | find peace so far from my people, living in fear, my youth spent in sorrow?”

The Secret Plan In the evening, Begarstan returned, drunk, and Maktym dismounted his horse and lay
down. She killed a dog, forcing Begarstan to hold its lungs while he slept, and tied him to the wooden beam
by his waist. At the door, she secretly promised each guard in turn, “I will marry you, and we will escape
together on Begarstan’s horse.” The guards rejoiced, preparing two of Begarstan’s horses and planning the
escape carefully. Only Maktym and the two horses could cross the river unseen. She knew she had to act
quickly, though she could not take her children with her.



Crossing the River Maktym reached the Uu River and tied her long hair to her horse, guiding it carefully
through the water. She and the two guards crossed the river, planning to trick the Kalmyks and protect the
horses. She wanted to lead the horses across first and fool the pursuers. Begarstan slept on, unaware of
her escape. His brother Chynarstan, frustrated that he could not claim Maktym, became infatuated with his
sister-in-law and visited her every morning, hoping to see her. That day, however, Maktym was not there,
always staying one step ahead of the Kalmyks.

Chynarstan’s Mockery When Chynarstan learned that Maktym had escaped, he scolded his brother,
mocking his failure. “Why do you drink until you are dizzy and lost? You have no horses. You have lost your
wife, Maktym, lying in your arms. You drink too much, yet you cannot find her. You have lost fine stallions,
loyal servants, and gold in your chest. Roaming the fields drunk, you have lost Maktym. She is gone, and
your shame will remain.”

The Pursuit The Kalmyks shouted and galloped after Maktym, all riding in pursuit. Following the tracks of
her horse, they reached the Uu River, but Maktym sat calmly, guiding her horse through the water. The
Kalmyks could not cross, and Begarstan shouted from behind, mocking her escape. “Why have you run?
Your sons, Asan and Usun, where are they? Your palace, your wealth, your courage—why flee? You
escaped from my hands, Maktym! My riders and my slaves will follow, and my horses will catch you. Even
so, | am Begarstan Taishi, and my power is still great.”

Maktym’s Defiance Maktym boldly spoke to Begarstan, testing him. “My sons, Asan and Usun, | cannot
let suffer. If you drive them into the water, | will follow. Take all your anger, your horses, and your herds,
and push them into the river. Only after | see this done will | move. Your spearmen, your sons, all your
men—send them into the water. | will bear the pain and the loss, but | will go on only after everything is
done as | say.”

Maktym’s Challenge Begarstan tied up his hands and drove the twin children, with their herds, into the
river. Only Begarstan and his brother Chynarstan remained. Even then, Maktym did not move. She called
out, “Now, come across!” The Kalmyks, unsure how to cross, were at a loss. Begarstan shouted, reminding
himself and the others, “| am Taishi of Taishi, Begarstan Taishi. | am a leader of my people.” He watched
as they gathered on one side of the river, while one Kalmyk leader stayed stuck in the water, unable to
reach Maktym.

Maktym’s Revenge Maktym decided to end the danger once and for all. She tied stones to the ends of her
hair and swung them, throwing Begarstan and Chynarstan into the river. As they reached the shore, she
struck the first with her sword, then the second, killing them both. After defeating the Kalmyks, she returned
to her horse. Two servants argued over who would claim her. Maktym said, “l will strike whoever is left.”
They fought and one killed the other, leaving Maktym free to continue her journey.

Maktym Revealed Maktym led two horses and finally reached a village where a large gathering was taking
place. She asked an old man driving the horses, “What kind of meeting is this?” He replied, “Long ago, the
brave Kalmyk Begarstan took the wise and beautiful Maktym by force. Her promised fiancé waited, but now
her younger sister will be married in her place. Tomorrow they plan to take her away.” Maktym smiled and
said, “Then | am Maktym. Take this horse to the race, and if the horse wins, the prize is yours.”

Maktym’s Victory The old man led Maktym into the village and took her horse to the race. Her loyal horse,
Taigurong, ran swiftly and won first place. The villagers cheered, recognizing “Maktym’s horse,” and
celebrated her arrival with horns and drums. Her beloved, Baatyrbek, rejoiced and met her, declaring, “Even
if it costs me dearly, | will take Maktym.” The next day, the wedding was held, and Maktym achieved her
long-awaited goal, finally reunited with her true love.

Begarstan’s Shadow One day, while fetching water, Maktym saw a floating head in the river. It circled
her—it was Begarstan’s head. When she tried to push it away, it attacked, causing her leg to swell. At
home, she told Baatyrbek. Angered, he struck the head, killing it. When they buried it, the head vanished



mysteriously. The villagers remembered Begarstan in song: “Taishi of Taichis, Begarstan Taishi. Even a
Kalmyk is a leader. Gathered in one place, the Kalmyk leader wanders alone,” marking the end of his cruel
dream.

Begarstan’s Deadly Head One day, while fetching water, Maktym saw a floating head in the river. As it
came closer, she realized it was Begarstan’s head. When she kicked it, a sharp piece of bone pierced her
foot, and her leg swelled painfully. The head followed her home. She told her husband, Baatyrbek, who
tried to crush it, but the bone pierced his foot as well, and he died. Maktym also fell victim to the deadly
head. When the villagers buried them, the head jumped into the grave. The people remembered Begarstan
in song: “Taishi of Taishi’s, Begarstan Taishi is a Kalmyk leader.”

CHARACTER ANALYSIS
Maktym (Akmaktym)

Maktym, also called Akmaktym, is a legendary Kyrgyz heroine known for her beauty, wisdom, and courage.
She was the eldest daughter of Baisary, a wealthy but greedy nomad. Her long, flowing hair and sharp mind
made her famous beyond her people. Maktym was secretly pledged to a young man she loved, but she
was captured by the cruel Kalmyk ruler Begarstan Taishi. Despite enduring threats, humiliation, and
violence, she cleverly planned and executed her escape, defeating her captors. She ultimately reunited
with her true love, Baatyrbek, though both later fell victim to Begarstan’s cursed severed head. Maktym’s
bravery and cunning remain legendary in Kyrgyz folklore.

Brave Maktym’s bravery is central to her character. She faces relentless danger from Begarstan Taishi and
the Kalmyks, yet never succumbs to fear. Her courage is not reckless; it is paired with intelligence, foresight,
and careful planning. She endures cruelty, oppression, and personal loss, yet acts decisively when the
moment demands it escaping captivity, outsmarting pursuers, and defeating her enemies. This bravery
defines her as a hero, showing that true courage involves both mental strength and moral resolve, standing
firm even when the odds are overwhelming. Her fearlessness inspires action and survival.

Intelligent Maktym’s intelligence is one of her defining traits and drives much of the story’s action. Her
cleverness shows in how she carefully observes her enemies, plans escapes, and uses her resources
creatively. For example, she devises the river escape, tricks the Kalmyks, and uses her long hair
strategically to defeat them. Her intelligence is not just book smarts; it is practical and tactical, allowing her
to survive extreme danger, protect her children, and outwit powerful opponents like Begarstan Taishi. It
also reflects emotional intelligence: she gauges people’s intentions, anticipates threats, and makes choices
that ensure both her safety and her mission.

Resilient Maktym demonstrates extraordinary resilience throughout her story. Despite being captured by
Begarstan Taishi and subjected to constant threats, humiliation, and physical abuse, she never allows
despair to break her spirit. She endures beatings, the fear of losing her children, and the oppression of an
enemy intent on controlling her. Even when faced with impossible choices, such as leaving her children
behind to escape or confronting deadly enemies, she adapts to each challenge, uses her wits to survive,
and maintains her focus on long-term freedom. Her resilience is both mental and emotional, allowing her
to persevere under extreme hardship.

Begarstan Taishi

Begarstan Taishi is a cruel and ambitious Kalmyk leader, driven by power and desire. He is ruthless,
oppressing people without mercy and showing no regard for life or justice. Obsessed with Maktym’s beauty,
he seeks to control her, using threats, violence, and manipulation to achieve his goals. His arrogance and
pride make him underestimate others, ultimately leading to his downfall. Begarstan embodies tyranny and
cruelty, ruling through fear while lacking foresight, and his obsession blinds him to the cleverness and
resilience of those he oppresses.



Cruel Begarstan shows extreme cruelty toward others, punishing people harshly and without reason. He
threatens and tortures Maktym, mistreats her horse, and forces his subjects to obey through fear. His cruelty
demonstrates a lack of empathy and a desire to dominate through suffering.

Arrogant Begarstan’s arrogance is a defining feature of his character. He believes himself to be invincible,
convinced that his power, wealth, and status place him above all others. This overconfidence leads him to
mock his opponents, belittle those around him, and underestimate Maktym, thinking her cleverness cannot
match his authority. He assumes that no one could ever outsmart or escape him, which blinds him to the
possibility of defeat. His arrogance fuels his cruelty, as he enforces his will without questioning the morality
of his actions. Ultimately, his hubris contributes to his downfall, as he fails to recognize the intelligence,
resilience, and resourcefulness of those he seeks to dominate.

Obsessive Begarstan’s obsession with Maktym’s beauty, status, and control dominates his thoughts and
actions. He prioritizes capturing and possessing her above all else, letting desire cloud his judgment and
moral reasoning. This fixation blinds him to danger and to the cleverness of those around him, making him
vulnerable. His obsession is worsened by his addiction to alcohol, which impairs his decision-making, fuels
his arrogance, and amplifies his cruelty. His inability to control his desires and impulses directly leads to
mistakes that contribute to his eventual downfall and the collapse of his power.

THEMES

Symbols of Status and Value in Kyrgyz Society  In traditional Kyrgyz society, a beautiful girl, a strong,
fast horse, and a powerful hunting bird were highly prized. These qualities symbolized wealth, honor, and
social standing. Especially beautiful women could become the center of major disputes and rivalries. Their
beauty and status often sparked jealousy, competition, and violent clashes between clans, as men fought
to defend or claim honor through them. Such conflicts could result in deaths and long-lasting feuds, showing
that a woman’s value extended beyond personal admiration; she symbolized the pride, reputation, and
power of her entire clan. Beauty of a woman also made her vulnerable to the greed and cruelty of powerful
men. Maktym’s story shows how her intelligence and virtue could not fully protect her from Begarstan’s
obsession and oppression. This theme highlights the double-edged nature of beauty: it commands respect
and desire, yet can place women in peril when others seek to control or exploit them for their own gain. The
epic shows that in society, those with authority often dominate others, regardless of justice or morality.
Begarstan uses his power to capture, threaten, and control Maktym and others, demonstrating how strength
and status can oppress the weak. The theme emphasizes that in conflicts between rulers and ordinary
people, power often wins, at least temporarily, and survival requires courage, intelligence, and resilience,
as Maktym displays in her attempts to outwit her captors.

lllustrative moment: Maktym was exceptionally beautiful and wise, with flowing hair, shining eyes, and
delicate features. Many suitors sought her hand, but she loved another in secret. When the cruel Kalmyk
ruler Begarstan Taishi learned of her beauty, his desire turned to rage. He oppressed the people, raiding
villages, and ordered her capture at any cost. Despite his power and fearsome reputation, his soldiers could
not find her, showing that even the strongest authority can be challenged by courage, intelligence, and
resilience.

The Price of Freedom  Some women captured by oppressors eventually adapted to their lives, finding
a measure of peace. Maktym, however, could never accept Begarstan Taishi’'s cruelty. She loved her twin
sons, but to secure her freedom, she had to sacrifice being with them. She never found happiness under
Begarstan’s rule, and no comfort could bind her spirit. Her escape shows that freedom sometimes demands
the greatest sacrifices, and that courage and determination can outweigh even the deepest attachments,
proving that some people will never yield to oppression. Maktym does not save her children because her
primary goal is freedom. She knows that staying even with her sons, means a life of suffering under
Begarstan’s cruelty. Sacrificing them (even temporarily or symbolically in the story) is her way of preserving
her own agency and ensuring ultimate survival, which in the context of the epic is framed as an act of
heroism, not malice. From a moral perspective, in real life it would be tragic and troubling. But in epic
storytelling, the heroine’s loyalty to her freedom, her intelligence, and her courage often outweighs



conventional morality. Epics focus on larger-than-life choices, highlighting sacrifice, honor, and survival
under tyranny rather than ordinary parental ethics.

lllustrative moment: During the pursuit, the Kalmyks followed Maktym to the Uu River but could not cross
it. Maktym calmly guided her horse through the water while Begarstan shouted after her, mocking her
escape and boasting of his power. Boldly, she told him she would not flee yet and promised to return—but
only if he accepted her conditions: driving his sons, warriors, horses, and herds into the river. She declared
she would endure the pain and loss but would act only after seeing her commands carried out, showing her
courage, intelligence, and unyielding will.

Fate / Cosmic Justice  The epic of Maktym delves deeply into the price of freedom and the burden of
heroic action, illustrating that even intelligence, courage, and resilience cannot shield one from tragic
consequences. Maktym’s daring escape and clever strategies allow her to reclaim her agency from
Begarstan Taishi, yet her decision to sacrifice her children, whether as a tactical necessity or symbolic act,
leaves an irreversible mark on her life. The deaths of Maktym and her husband, Baatyrbek, at the end of
the epic suggest that fate or cosmic justice governs human actions, emphasizing that even morally justified
and heroic deeds can carry unforeseen, devastating results. The story portrays a world of moral complexity,
where right and wrong are intertwined, and the pursuit of freedom demands sacrifices that may haunt the
survivor. In this way, the epic conveys a timeless message: heroism is not free, and every act of courage
may come with a price that no intelligence or bravery can fully avert. The epic does not end happily because
it reflects the harsh reality of nomadic history. Such stories were shaped by real experiences of violence,
loss, and unfinished suffering. In many historical accounts, bravery and love did not guarantee peace or
safety, and even victory carried a heavy price. By avoiding a happy ending, the epic stays truthful to life as
people knew it, where fate was often cruel, justice incomplete, and sorrow remembered longer than joy.
This realism gives the story emotional depth and historical weight.

lllustrative moment: One day, while fetching water, Maktym saw a floating head in the river. As it came
closer, she realized it was Begarstan’s head. When she kicked it, a sharp piece of bone pierced her foot,
and her leg swelled painfully. The head followed her home. She told her husband, Baatyrbek, who tried to
crush it, but the bone pierced his foot as well, and he died. Maktym also fell victim to the deadly head. When
the villagers buried them, the head jumped into the grave. The people remembered Begarstan in song:
“Taishi of Taishi’'s, Begarstan Taishi is a Kalmyk leader.”

Forced Marriages  The forced marriage theme shows how Begarstan Taishi tries to take Maktym against
her will. He abuses her, controlling every part of her life, from tying her hair to forcing her to obey his
commands, and humiliating her at every step. Maktym resists him at every turn, risking her life and even
sacrificing her children, to keep her freedom. This highlights the struggle of women who were treated as
prizes by cruel rulers and the harsh choices they had to make to protect themselves and their dignity. It
shows both physical and emotional oppression, emphasizing the cost of surviving under tyranny. In
Kyrgyzstan, the practice of bride kidnapping—known locally as ala kachuu—was a controversial custom
where a man would abduct a woman he wished to marry. While historically it was sometimes framed as a
cultural ritual or courtship practice, in reality it often involved coercion, threats, or force, leaving women with
little choice. In recent decades, the practice has been widely condemned and is banned by law. Today,
bride kidnapping is illegal in Kyrgyzstan, and both the abductor and anyone who assists can face criminal
charges of up to ten years in prison. Bride kidnapping was not a widespread traditional practice
remembered by most grandparents and elders in Kyrgyz society. Many elders recall that marriages were
usually arranged with family consent, negotiations, and rituals. The harsher and more coercive forms of
bride kidnapping became more visible during the Soviet period, when traditional social controls weakened,
community responsibility declined, and legal and moral boundaries were blurred. Over time, this practice
was mistakenly labeled as “tradition,” even though it conflicted with earlier Kyrgyz values of honor, consent,
and family agreement. Today, Kyrgyzstan recognizes that bride kidnapping is not a tradition but a serious
violation of human rights, and it is legally classified as a form of human trafficking. The law treats it as a
criminal offense, holding both the abductor and anyone who assists accountable. This reflects a growing
understanding that forced marriage involves coercion, loss of freedom, and physical and psychological
harm, and cannot be justified by culture or custom. Public awareness campaigns, legal reforms, and



stronger law enforcement efforts are now actively working to end the practice completely and to protect
women’s rights and dignity.

lllustrative moment: Maktym’s brothers fought bravely to save her, but they were defeated by the Kalmyks.
Maktym was captured and taken away. In that painful moment, she remained calm and strong, speaking
softly as she said farewell to her people and the land she loved. Fear and courage filled her heart, yet her
thoughts turned to escape and survival. As she was led away, Maktym spoke to her brothers: she asked
them to tell her where they would stay in spring and autumn, so she could find them if she escaped. Her
brother answered that in spring they would be at the summer pasture Jalpak-Tash, and in autumn at the
winter camp Kurobos. Holding onto these words, Maktym rode on with the Kalmyks, carrying both sorrow
and hope, already planning her future freedom.



