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Induced abortion is a phenomenon with individual, demographic, social, cultural, and even
political dimensions. Its presence in the traditional world, before the introduction of modern
healthcare technologies, governmental policies, and the manner of their implementation,
constitutes a compelling subject for demography and anthropology. The present exploratory,
retrospective study conducted in Sardasht county employs ethnographic methods, consulting
with traditional midwives, elderly women, and other local experts to document indigenous
knowledge and experiences regarding the reasons and methods of induced abortion. In-depth
interviews were conducted with 39 individuals. The findings indicate that induced abortion
was relatively infrequent or uncommon in those communities. Reasons for abortion in those
communities included family problems, heavy labor, family economic hardship, social
shame associated with pregnancy, and physical inability to raise more children. Induced
abortions were performed through physical means, oral remedies, or traditional medicine in
home settings with rudimentary tools. This research reveals that all demographic practices
were embedded in and mediated by indigenous cultural elements. Despite the importance
and value placed on children in pre-modern societies, women still resorted to abortion,

acting in tension with the cultural value placed on children and childbearing.

Introduction

Pregnancy is a significant event in a woman's life, sometimes ending before birth due to abortion. Abortion is

considered one of the most common forms of birth control worldwide, often used when contraception is absent or

fails (Weeks, 2016: 249). Women with low socioeconomic status use dangerous methods to perform abortions, which

exposes them to serious risks due to lack of access to safe healthcare services (David & Skilogianis, 2017: 89). The

prohibition of abortion may reflect the value placed on children at the micro level, and concerns about population

size and adherence to ethical principles at the macro level. Whether the value of children has always been absolute,

or whether women in the past also recognized the costs of childbearing and sought to control family size through

abortion, remains a matter of inquiry. This raises the question: how common was intentional abortion in pre-modern
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societies, and whether were its reasons and methods?
Methods and Data

This study employed conventional ethnography to gain an objective understanding of a culture or group. The goal is
to understand shared meanings, behaviors, and accepted beliefs in past social interactions. The participants in this
research are women who were traditional midwives and women who were traditional midwives and individuals who
witnessed or were aware of abortions in Sardasht, all of whom lived before the introduction of medical facilities and
technology in the community. In this research, sampling was conducted using exploratory and snowball methods,
both purposive techniques. We identified traditional midwives and knowledgeable individuals through the community
health workers of Sardasht health centers. After explaining the study’s purpose and obtaining consent, interviews

were conducted with 39 participants.

Findings

The research findings are organized into two sections: methods and reasons for abortion in the traditional community.
1. Methods of Intentional Abortion

In this section of the analysis of findings, we categorize the intentional abortion methods used in the studied
community. The majority of these methods were based on trial and error or indigenous knowledge, and when
successful, were reproduced and transmitted over time. In this section, we have categorized the methods of intentional

abortion into three types: physical, oral, and traditional medicine. Each of these is explained in more detail below.

1-1. Physical Methods: These are involved physical actions or external objects applied to the body to induce
abortion. These include lifting heavy objects, jumping from heights, hanging, Kurdish Helparke (a type of Kurdish
dance), rolling a hand mill (a type of manual grinder) on the woman's abdomen, placing heavy objects on the woman's
abdomen, having a child lie or stand on the pregnant woman's abdomen, carrying heavy objects on her back,
horseback riding and violent shaking, and having a person (often a child) bounce up and down on the pregnant

woman's abdomen or back.

1-2. Oral Methods: These methods include drinking boiled red onion skin, saffron tea, drinking boiled onion
skin with Mivani (a traditional halva prepared with grape syrup instead of sugar, using Baharo wheat flour, less sweet,
more liquid, and oily), consuming boiled Macoc plant root (licorice), drinking tea made from crushed horse hoof with
thyme, and eating honey, henna, radish, Cardoo plant, as well as eating the sap of the Shirqashulka plant (also called
Shirkhoshilk or Qashulka).

1-3. Traditional Medicine: This category of methods appears to be based on a set of traditional medicine
techniques, which, to some extent, require the performance by a skilled person in that field. These methods included

Koupeh Gerten, a form of cupping therapy applied to pregnant women.
2. Reasons for Induced Abortion:

In the traditional context of the studied society, the reasons for induced abortion can be categorized into two groups:

individual-centered reasons and family/community-centered reasons.

2-1. Individual-Centered Reasons for Induced Abortion: Past societies assigned gender roles to women,
particularly in household labor and economic responsibilities. These roles are all defined by "working." Heavy daily
labor and physical inability to raise additional children were the most prominent examples.

2-2. Individual/Community-Centered Reasons: This group of reasons includes cases where women were
compelled to undergo induced abortion due to family conditions and interpersonal dynamics. Family conflicts, family's
economic hardship, and social shame associated with pregnancy (particularly at older ages) fall under this category

of reasons.
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Discussion and Conclusion

In the past, induced abortion existed but was relatively uncommon. In some cases, abortion may have been the only
means of preventing birth. In communities that have not yet been exposed to modern health technologies, the
management of birth-related matters, including induced abortion, was shaped by indigenous knowledge, cultural
norms, the natural environment, and limited individual agency. Therefore, a retrospective study of these types of
phenomena will undoubtedly help increase our knowledge of those communities. Furthermore, the existence of
induced abortion in such communities makes it clear to us that even in pre-modern societies with strong religious
values and norms, abortion still occurred, and the cultural value placed on children was not absolute enough to
prevent induced abortion entirely. Severe restrictions often resulted in abortions occurring under unsafe conditions,

with consequences visible at both micro and macro levels.
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