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Abstract 

This master's thesis is based on a  Minor Field Study (MFS) and conducted in Nicaragua 

during  seven weeks in the spring of 2011. Nicaragua has since 2006 been given international 

attention due to the National Assembly's decision to criminalize the previously allowed 

therapeutic abortion. The procedure could be used by women whose pregnancies turned out to 

be life threatening is now considered illegal and can result in years of imprisonment, both for 

women and doctors.       

 

This study focus upon the perception and opinions regarding this law among women living in 

Nicaragua. Distinction was made between women living in rural and urban settings. Further,  

women employed within organizations were chosen as a final group of interest. The aim of 

the study has been to explore if these women's perception have resulted in different levels of 

frustration and further how this variation in frustration can be explained. The study is mainly 

based on interviews conducted with these three groups of women. Relative deprivation was 

used as an analytical framework in order to explain how women's frustration could vary.  

 

It can be concluded that there were large differences in women's awareness and knowledge of 

the law and rural women appeared to have a rather small perceived frustration. The 

deprivation increased among women in urban areas, but became most intense among women 

active within organizations. The study has shown that religiosity, awareness and information 

about the law and its consequences, organization activity and to some extent level of 

education have the possibilities of affecting the level of frustration. The present frustration  

towards the law which criminalize therapeutic abortion  is however not sufficient to cause 

collective violence or a similar reaction.  
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1. Introduction 

This first chapter will introduce the reader to the topic chosen and highlight the problem of 

maternal death and how it can be connected to unsafe abortion and furthermore the context in 

Nicaragua. The aim of the study as well as research questions and limitations are also to be 

found in this chapter. 

 

Abortion is a highly controversial topic in many parts of the world, a reality much related to 

religion and politics and countries hence have various policies on abortion. It is estimated that 

210 million women become pregnant each year. In 2003, the World Health Organization 

(WHO) estimated that 42 million pregnancies were terminated voluntarily through abortions 

(hence excluding miscarriages), 22 million of these were safe abortions, leaving the remaining 

20 million as unsafe abortions
1
 (WHO 2011: 2). Having access to safe abortion improves 

women's health as the consequences of the procedure can be uncontrolled bleedings and 

infections which can result in death. Abortion can be linked to development through the Fifth 

Millennium Development Goal (MDG) which aims to improve maternal health worldwide. 

More specifically the aim with this particular goal is to reduce maternal mortality by three 

quarters until 2015. In the 2010 MDG report, produced by the United Nations (UN) it is stated 

that most of the maternal deaths could be avoided if the right interventions were undertaken 

by a skilled health-provider with adequate equipment and supplies (UN 2010:30).  

 

Abortion in order to save the life of the woman which is one of the features of the so called 

therapeutic abortion
2
  is legal in 98 percent of the world's countries, compared to abortion on 

request which is legal in 28 percent of the world. These represent two extremities which 

implies that there is a gap between the circumstances under which abortions are allowed. 

Unsafe abortion is the option women are forced to turn to when they for legal or other reasons 

are denied or incapable of having a safe abortion. The link between unsafe abortion and 

maternal death is strong, worldwide it is estimated that 13 percent of all maternal deaths are 

connected to unsafe abortions. These numbers vary between countries and regions, but for 

Latin America it is 17 percent (Grimes et al 2006:1910). Deaths due to unsafe abortion are 

                                                 
1
 A definition of the term was presented by WHO in 1992 and is as follows:  "WHO defines unsafe abortion as a 

procedure for terminating an unintended pregnancy either by individuals without the necessary skills or in an 
2
  The general definition of the term implies that a therapeutic abortion is allowed when the woman’s life 

seriously is threatened by the pregnancy; when the foetus is gravely malformed ; in the case of a documented 

rape or in cases of incest (Kampwirth, 2008:132). 
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mainly caused by severe infections or bleeding caused by the unsafe abortion procedure, or 

due to organ damage. Other women suffer long-term health consequences including 

infertility, while many more experience short-term illness (WHO 2011:27). 

 

Nicaragua, a rather small country in Central America has during recent years received 

international attention from both human rights organizations and health providers. This 

attention is the result of a change in the Nicaraguan Penal Code which occurred in October 

2006 when the National Assembly of Nicaragua unanimously voted in favor of a bill which 

implied that the previous allowed therapeutic abortion was considered a criminal act. The 

criminalization implied that both women and doctors could be subjects to legal reprisals due 

to attempts to induce abortions, even if the procedure enabled saving the woman's life. 

Further, the criminalization entailed that all options for women to access a safe abortion were 

ruled out, leaving women with unsafe abortion as the only option. This unfortunate 

development has resulted in a increase in maternal mortality in Nicaragua. According to 

official numbers by the Ministry of Health, 115 maternal deaths, many of which could have 

been prevented, were recorded in 2007. These figures are higher compared to previous years, 

and according to a doctor and an expert in reproductive health interviewed by Amnesty 

International, at least twelve of these deaths could have been prevented if a therapeutic 

abortion had been practiced (Amnesty International 2009:5pp). It is hard to find reliable 

numbers regarding maternal mortality and many women's organizations are skeptic towards 

the numbers released by the government. Contrasting the governmental figures, an report 

produced by UNFPA declares that in 2008 the maternal mortality rate by 100 000 live births 

in Nicaragua was 100 while the actual number of maternal deaths was 150 (UNFPA 

2011:114).  

 

The Development Plan of Nicaragua (NDP) produced by the Nicaraguan government and 

presented in 2005, state that focus will be directed towards improving low quality obstetric 

care and lack of appropriate services and facilities in order to meet the fifth MDG (NDP 

2005:39). The legal process which occurred the year after the NDP was launched can hence 

be seen as a major contradiction against the government's commitment to reduce maternal 

mortality in the country.  
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1.1 Earlier research and background to this study 

The majority of the research available regarding the situation in Nicaragua concerns the ban 

of the therapeutic abortion and how criminalization of all abortion contradicts several 

conventions, most importantly human rights. Studies and scientific articles furthermore 

attempt to provide explanations regarding why the law was changed. (Amnesty International 

2009, McNaughton et al 2002, Kampwirth 1998, 2008). Several sources emphasize the step 

backwards the law represent in terms of development as women’s health, both psychically 

and mentally are endangered when they are given no option but to go through with the 

pregnancy no matter the consequences (Boland, Katzive 2008, Berglund 2006, Amnesty 

International 2009, Blandón, Gómez 2007 and McNaughton et al 2002). In the previous 

research, it is common that respondents are active within women’s rights organisations, are 

doctors or women that directly have been affected negatively by the consequences the total 

prohibition implies. Less research has focused on the perception of the law by Nicaraguan 

women without obvious connections to the law, and to what extent they are frustrated over the 

law. It has neither been discussed if there is a possibility to identify similarities or patterns 

among women belonging to different groups in the Nicaraguan society. The research available 

portrays a common frustration among women in Nicaragua and no significance is given to 

potential differences in opinions due to if women are urban or rural residents; level of 

religiosity; age or if they are active in organizations where women’s issues are on the agenda. 

 

I consider it questionable that all women in Nicaragua have had the same opinions and 

reaction towards the law prohibiting therapeutic abortion and hence I want to know if there 

are differences in women's perceptions. Further, it has also been the motive behind the choice 

to concentrate on women representing urban, rural and organizational contexts as I considered 

them to represent different but important parts or the society.  One factor further interesting to 

keep in mind is the religious context in Nicaragua primary represented by the Catholic Church 

which has a strong influence on the society and peoples thoughts. 

 

With this study, I will attempt to make some of the women's voices heard, women, who most 

likely not are used to discuss such topics. Through the glasses of relative deprivation theory, 

this study could hopefully contribute to the debate with a nuanced angle as the intention is to 

understand how Nicaraguan women perceive the law and try to identify if there is a difference 

in the frustration these women feel. Attempts to identify driving forces to the women's 
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frustration will also be made. The significance of the study could also be taken a step further 

as the women's potential difference in relative deprivation could identify if there is a sufficient 

frustration in the Nicaraguan society to cause collective action or mobilization, strong enough 

to require the government to reconsider the law.  

1.2 Aim and Research Questions 

As the introduction accentuate, the international community has demonstrated great concern 

regarding Nicaragua’s decision to legislate even therapeutic abortion as a criminal act and the 

consequences of such a law are described as several and severe. The aim with this study is to 

identify how women from some different selected sectors of society in Nicaragua perceive the 

new abortion law and its consequences. These selected sectors are women from rural and 

urban areas as well as women active within organizations. Further, the aim is if possible to 

identify differences in women’s reasoning and understand what might cause their different 

opinions or frustrations.  In order to reach the aim, the following research questions were 

used: 

 How do women from different sectors of society in Nicaragua react to the law that 

since 2006 also criminalizes therapeutic abortion? 

 Have these women reacted differently? 

 If women react differently and demonstrate different level of frustration, how can this 

be explained? 

1.3 Limitations 

Nicaragua is a rather small country but the differences between the Caribbean Coast and the 

Pacific Coast are in several regards large although they are not separated with a great distance 

in reality
3
. The Caribbean Coast region geographically constitutes half of the country, but 

only a fraction of the population lives there. The eastern region has to some extent autonomy 

and the culture differs slightly as the area was more influenced by the British during colonial 

times. I have chosen to solely focus my study on the Pacific Coast, the western parts of the 

country as it is more populated and accessible. (Utrikespolitiska Institutet 2011) An inclusion 

of the Caribbean Coast may have given a different result due to the difference between the 

two regions that would have been an interesting topic to analyze, but for this study it remains 

as a geographical limitation. In this study I am aware of the concentration on the Pacific area, 

and can therefore not enounce anything about how women in whole Nicaragua perceive the 

                                                 
3
 See Appendix 1 for a map.  
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law. The study rather aims to reflect and analyse the tendencies prevailing among the 

interviewed women, representing different groups in the society as this perspective has been 

lacking in previous research. Finally, one limitation is connected to communication in two 

aspects. Considering the influence religion has upon people in Nicaragua and the 

controversial and sensitive topic of my study, it is impossible to know that respondents have 

felt comfortable to be completely honest during interviews.  Communications in terms of 

language has also been an issue as very few Nicaraguans speak English, and my knowledge of 

Spanish was inadequate for this type of study. Being dependent upon a interpreter can notably 

affect the study as it diminishes the researcher’s power to obtain information and adhere to 

nuances expressed. Additionally, not being able to access information from secondary sources 

such as newspapers or official documents in Spanish might have hampered the results of the 

study. 

1.4 Methodological approach and analytical framework 

This thesis is the result of the fieldwork carried out during seven weeks in Nicaragua during 

the spring of 2011 which was enabled through a MFS-scholarship provided by Sida. The 

study has a qualitative point of departure with an abductive approach. The primary sources 

have been interviews which were conducted with women in Nicaragua. The analytical 

framework used in this thesis is relative deprivation with Ted Gurr's point of departure. The 

framework will be used in order to interpret the empirical material provided by interviews. 

This particular framework was considered suitable as the study aims to explore women's 

perception of the law as well as suggest explanations to possible differences in frustration. 

Relative deprivation in terms of frustration gaps suggest that there is often no common sense 

of frustration within a society.  

1.5 Disposition  

After giving an introduction to the topic of this study and clarifying its aim and specific 

research questions, the methodology used in this study will be presented in Chapter two. 

Chapter three describes the analytical framework used and gives the reader an introduction to 

Ted Gurr's relative deprivation theory. In Chapter four, a context description unfolds and in 

Chapter five the empirical data gathered through interviews will be brought forward. In 

Chapter six are these data analyzed with the analytical framework as one point of departure. 

The conclusion which is found in Chapter seven will bring it all together by highlighting the 

major findings found throughout this study.  
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2. Methodology 
 

This section will describe the method used when the field study was conducted in Nicaragua. 

Below an in-depth description will unfold regarding among all how the respondents were 

selected and interviews conducted.  

2.1 Choice of method 

I chose to have a qualitative point of departure for this study where the main source of 

information derived from interviews conducted with women in the Nicaraguan society. I 

perceived a qualitative approach to correlate well with my aim which partly has been to learn 

the women's perception and opinions regarding the abortion law. However, quantitative 

measures were simultaneously used in order to see connections and to make generalisations 

across the groups. The study can be described as a combination between a descriptive study 

which provide answers for how, when and who, and an explanatory study which aims to look 

deeper and answer questions related to why, hence trying to understand the underlying causes 

for an event. (Mikkelsen 2005:125, Esaiasson et al 2007:37) This combination is used due to 

the two-folded purpose to learn how women in Nicaragua have reacted towards this law but 

simultaneously look deeper and identify if or why women demonstrate different levels of 

frustration. 

 

The research approach applied in this study is of abductive character which implies that what 

appears as isolated events may be a part of a larger general pattern. When the abductive 

approach is administered within social science, it usually implicates that an event is 

interpreted with a certain frame of interpretation, perhaps a theory. This frame which offers a 

different perspective when looking upon the event generates a new apprehension, however it 

should be acknowledged that it is not claimed to be the explanation, rather one among others. 

(Danermark et al 2003:183p) Abduction offers the possibility of seeing something with 'new 

eyes' and extend the knowledge already existing within the area of research. Using the relative 

deprivation theory as an analytical framework which offers explanations of the origin to 

human frustration is interesting as it enables me as a researcher to view women's opinions in a 

new light in order to understand the driving forces behind their potential frustration. 
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2.2 Operationalization 

Operationalization implies that the researcher have to create operational indicators related to 

the research problem that enables the research to go from idea to something that can be 

measured in reality. Operationalization requires that the theoretical concepts are being defined 

in order to create operational indicators. (Esaiasson et al 2007:59p) Central for the relative 

deprivation theory is the concept of frustration which can be described as a feeling of 

discrepancy between the value expectations a person has and the value capabilities a person 

aspect to be capable of attaining (Gurr 1971:11). With my third research question I aim to 

identify potential driving forces behind the women's different level of frustration. In order to 

do so, frustration needs to be measured in the answers of the different women. Frustration in 

itself can be difficult to measure, hence the operational indicators used in this study is 

awareness of the law, if women discussed the law with friends or family, if they demonstrated 

discontent by taking action against it, personal opinions regarding the law, body language and 

tone of voice. These operational indicators were to the extent possible transformed into 

questions within the interview guide. In the section where the empirical findings are analyzed, 

denominators such as age, religiosity, level of education, awareness and access to information 

regarding the law will be taken into account in order to understand if they have the ability to 

affect frustration. 

 

2.3 Partner organization 

When the idea to my research topic was born, I initiated the search for organizations active 

within issues related to women's rights or sexual and reproductive health and rights, (SRHR) 

in Nicaragua and found the Swedish based non-governmental organization (NGO) Svalorna 

Latinamerika. The organization was founded in 1959 and are now active in Peru, Bolivia and 

Nicaragua. They mainly work with issues related to education, economic rights and human 

rights and are very closely connected to their cooperation organizations in the different 

countries as they on grass root level are responsible for the actual implementation of the 

development work. Svalorna additionally has the campaign "The right to your own body" 

which aims to shed light upon issues related to SRHR in the region, for example, the right to 

abortion.(Svalorna Latinamerika 2011) My contact person in the field, Clara Olander who is 

Svalorna's country representative in Nicaragua and the program coordinator Mayra Aguilar 

Pérez  recommended me to establish contact with some of their cooperation organizations as 
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they in different matters were active within and worked with issues related to women's rights 

or development. 

2.4 Respondents 

Respondents in this study were women from the three selected sectors, rural, urban and 

organizational settings and ranged from the age 18 to 66 and had very different experiences in 

terms of education, work and awareness of the law. In total 34 interviews were conducted 

with women representing urban (13), rural (11) and organizational women (10). Age was 

divided into two categories, younger women being between 18 and 35, and older women 

being 36 and older. An equal representativity in age was strived for, but unfortunately it was 

not always achieved, for example of the 12 interviewed women living in rural areas, only four 

belonged to the second group 35 and older. The explanation is honest and simple, there were 

more young women to be found  in the rural areas where I went. One important issue related 

to the explanation needs to be added. The selection of respondents  was  random in both urban 

and rural areas, more explicitly meaning that I was walking in the village, trying to locate 

potential respondents for an interview. This method of choosing respondents is by Mikkelsen 

referred to as simple random sampling which could imply different techniques for acquiring 

information, in this case "the random walk" (Mikkelsen 2005:192). 

 

 I only targeted women who were visible from outside, sitting outside of the house or working 

on their property as I wanted to respect their privacy. This method of randomly selecting 

women was hence also applied in the urban areas. Many of them had a small business or 

worked in smaller stores and they were told to pause the interview if they got customers as I 

did not want to interrupt their business life. Due to this random selection of interviewees in 

urban and rural areas when the women were solely asked if they had the time, and were 

willing to participate in the interview, there was no hidden agenda which determined which 

women would be asked. However, record was kept on the age-group, and hence at some point 

only women who appeared to be younger than 35 were approached.  

 

Women active within organizations were targeted differently compared to women from urban 

and rural areas. After meeting Svalorna Latinamerika on location in Estelí, Nicaragua, I was 

recommended to establish contact with three of Svalorna's cooperation organizations and 

further recommended a few organizations active in the capital Managua. Hence, for the 

women active within organizations, the method of snowballing was used. An email was sent 
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to the recommended women where they were asked if they had the possibility to participate in 

an interview. Interviews were held at the office of the particular organization after an 

appointment had been decided. The advantages of using this particular method is that it 

relatively easy to establish contact with other sources of information within the field of 

research as they professionally are aware of each other and can provide the researcher with 

relevant contact information (Aspers, 2007:91p). In total, ten women were interviewed 

representing eight different organizations which were: Svalorna Latinamerika, Ipas, Xilonem, 

Miriam, Programa Feministe la Corriente, Movimineto Autónomo Mujeres (MAM), 

Asociación de Promotoras de la Educación Alternativa para el Desarollo Cumunitario 

(APEADECO), Red de Jóvenes (ReJ). The work of the organizations range between women's 

rights, SRHR, strenghening youth capacity and improving education. The degree of women's 

involvement differed. One woman was originally a student at the university but had been at 

the organization for three months as a result of an internship, others were coordinators or 

executive directors. Further, the women working within different organizations in Nicaragua 

could to a certain extent be referred to as key informants as they due to their position obtained 

a specific knowledge about development, women’s rights and in most cases, the law that 

criminalizes therapeutic abortion.  (Mikkelsen 2005:172) 

2.4.1 Mapping out the women 

The women interviewed came from a few different selected areas and cities in Nicaragua with 

the purpose to give the research wideness when comparing the answers. This might further 

have an impact on a generalization of the empirical material, providing it with higher 

credibility due to a multifaceted sample. Svalorna Latinamerika's local office in Nicaragua is 

situated in Estelí
4
, a city located in the in the north western parts of the country. It is 

Nicaragua's third largest city and has a population of 125 000 inhabitants. In Estelí women 

representing urban areas as well as women from organizations were interviewed. The program 

coordinator at Svalorna invited me to join her when she went to Telica for a meeting with 

APEADECO and  ReJ, two cooperation organizations of Svalorna. Telica is a small town 

with approximately 25 000 inhabitants (Vianica, 2010) and is located 20 kilometres from the 

larger city León. In Telica women from both organizations were interviewed as well as two  

women, representing the urban group. The last city represented in this study is the capital 

Managua, which is located in the middle of the country and is with its population of almost a 

million the largest city in Nicaragua (Utrikespolitiska Institutet, 2012). In Managua, 

                                                 
4
 See Appendix 1 for a map 
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interviews were held at three different organizations and additionally with six women 

representing the urban areas. 

 

The women representing the rural areas were all found in the area which is called Miraflor, a 

natural reserve in the mountain area located outside of Estelí. The area was visited twice and 

most interviews were made in a small village named Las Montañitas with women who were 

either home with their children or working in very small shops. Two additional small villages 

were also represented as a result of a walk in the Miraflor area. 

2.5 Interviews 

During all the interviews the aim was to create an environment where a relaxed conversation 

could develop. I therefore always started the interview with an introduction of myself and my 

aim with the interview and my visit to Nicaragua to build up trust. I furthermore expressed my 

interest in their personal opinions but explained that their names would not figure along with 

specific quotes or opinions. All interviews were made in Spanish, but as my language skills 

were not sufficient for an academic thesis I hence worked with an interpreter, a young woman 

who I was recommended to use by Svalorna Latinamerika. We developed a very good 

communication and our cooperation went smoothly. Having a female interpreter was 

important as the topic and the questions were quite sensitive and it would possibly have been 

hard to earn the trust  the interviewees, especially in urban and rural areas if a male interpreter 

had been used. 

 

For this particular study, the type of interviews used would qualify as what by Mikkelsen is 

described as the interview guide approach. In this approach, topics and issues are decided in 

advance but the researcher decides the sequence and wording during the course of the 

interview. This approach facilitates organization and the process of analysis of data as the 

collection of the latter is quite systematic. It is additionally fairly conversational and 

supplementary questions can be added if necessary. However the advantages of the flexibility 

during the interview could also be a weakness if it results in different responses. (Mikkelsen 

2005:171) The interview guide constituted of a part with less sensitive questions which were 

asked first in order to make the respondent more relaxed. Furthermore the guide consisted of 

two components, one part directed to all of the respondents, however all questions were not 

always asked all women, especially those within organizations since they proved to already be 

aware of the law criminalizing therapeutic abortion. The questions were mostly open ended. 
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The second component was directed towards women within organizations as I expected them 

to have extensive knowledge regarding the abortion law. Generally there was a difference 

between interviews made with urban/rural women and women active within organizations, the 

latter needed less guidance and were to a larger extent able to reason around the topic without 

me as researcher interfering. This enabled the interview to be more similar to a conversation 

where a two-way communication can increase the possibilities to follow up interesting or 

unexpected topics (ibid:169). However the women were still kept on track and asked the same 

questions if not brought up by themselves in order to increase the comparability, but it should 

be added that the questions were further subjects to change according to how the process of 

the interview developed in order to guarantee flexibility. 

 

Interviews were individual with varying length, however a general trend was that respondents 

living in rural areas tended to have less to say about the topic and thus the interviews became 

shorter. This was also to a large extent true with women living in urban areas. However there 

were a few exceptions in both cases, which will be further elaborated upon in the analysis. 

The interviews took between twenty minutes and one and a half hour and thorough notes were 

taken during all interviews as no recorder was used. The longer interviews were mainly with 

women active within organizations and the explanation is two-folded as they generally had 

more information to give and also were considered key informants for this study and hence 

asked additional questions. During the evening, notes from the interviews were rewritten in a 

document on the computer when the memory of the interview was still fresh. 

2.6 Observations 

Observations were used to complement the answers provided through interviews in order to 

contribute to a comprehensive understanding of how women perceived the law prohibiting 

therapeutic abortion. Direct observations are suitable as the researcher is able to make own 

observations at site which can be of value when processes or structures which are difficult to 

put words on are to be studied. Further, there are certain occasions when observations are 

found particularly suitable, one being when the character of the research problem is very 

controversial or sensitive, possibly affecting the way people discuss the topic during an 

interview. (Esaiasson et al, 2009:343p) The latter statement is applicable for this study as the 

topic of abortion rights in Nicaragua is controversial due to the strong presence and influence 

of the Catholic Church in society. The observations in this study were all made 

simultaneously as the interviews with the selected respondents. Focus was put on women’s 
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body language, tone of voice, willingness to participate and engagement in the interview. A 

section presenting the observation will be included for each group of interviewed women. 

 

2.7 Secondary sources 

Primary sources have been the dominating feature in order to gain insight and information 

during this study. However, secondary sources have been used to some extent, mainly in order 

to understand the political context in Nicaragua and how the anti abortion debate has 

developed during the years which in 2006 resulted in the total prohibition of abortions. More 

specifically, the secondary sources have consisted of reports covering the new law and the 

implications it is expected to have on the Nicaraguan society, produced by Amnesty 

International, WHO as well as scientific journals such as the Lancet, Reproductive Health 

Matters found within academic databases.  The use of secondary sources has hence served to 

build a comprehensive base of information which will be necessary when the research 

questions are to be answered. 
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3. Analytical framework 

This third chapter will provide an introduction to the relative deprivation concept which is 

used as an analytical framework within this thesis and drawn from the understanding of the 

concept by Ted Robert Gurr, the author of Why men Rebel (1971). This section will explain 

Gurr's perspective on frustration and how it can be applied to the Nicaraguan context. 

3.1 Relative Deprivation 

One explanation sometimes given when attempting to explain why violent riots and conflicts 

occur is connected to the perception of men as aggressive by instinct. Ted Gurr is interested in 

looking beyond this perception and suggests that men are perhaps aggressive in response to 

specific social conditions. He hence differentiates between men’s capacity to be aggressive 

from their need to be aggressive. (Gurr 1971:ix) 

 

Relative deprivation, RD is the term used to describe the tension resulting from a discrepancy 

between people’s perception of how it ought to be and the actual situation. The concept was 

first used during the 1940s but has since been used in sociological research (ibid, 1971:24). 

The deprivation perceived is connected to frustration-anger-aggression theories which suggest 

that the greater the frustration is, the greater will also the aggression be toward the source 

causing the frustration. In other words, if frustration is great enough, people might be 

motivated to be aggressive and use violence as a response to their perceived deprivation. 

Simultaneously it is possible to conclude that the level of perceived deprivation will have 

different effects as a mild deprivation is unable to motivate the great masses to act violently. 

Factors that further should be taken into account is the intensity and the scope of RD and the 

magnitude of violence (ibid:9pp). Gurr is particularly interested in political violence and 

argues that it is possible to identify a sequence in the development of political violence. The 

first is the rise of discontent as a result of a perception of RD, the second concerns the 

politicization of the discontent and finally its actualization in violent action against political 

actors. If the discontent is widespread, the risk of collective violence increases (ibid:12). 

RD or the discrepancy is what arises if there is a gap between people’s value expectations and 

their value capabilities. Value expectations can be described as goods, conditions and value 

positions people believe themselves to be rightfully entitled to. These values expectations are 

what men strive for in life and can be divided into different categories depending on the 

specific kind of value. It can generally be said that men expect to maintain what they already 
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have, one example being having a specific liberal right. Furthermore it is common that men 

have a perception of what they have at present and what they expect to have in the future, 

which mostly is more than what they have in the current situation. However, it is important to 

elucidate the need for value expectations to be justifiable and not merely something distant 

which people wish to attain. Value capabilities refer to the average value positions people 

perceive themselves capable of attaining or maintaining and as with value expectations, 

capabilities also have both a present and a future connotation. 

 

One important aspect to consider concerns the subjectivity of deprivation, hence the concept 

relative deprivation. It is the own perception of an individual or a collective to feel deprived 

with reference to their expectations. An outside observer might think differently from the 

person experiencing the deprivation. What one considers to be absolute deprivation does not 

necessarily implying that those who experience it perceives the situation in a similar manner  

(ibid:24). Furthermore, RD is not occurring as a result of solely material inadequacy, people's 

perception of deprivation could be as strong when it concerns immaterial issues. This implies 

that both the poorer and the wealthier sections of a society can feel deprived, however due to 

different reasons. (Nilsson, 1991:158p ) 

 

Gurr is interested in the potential for collective violence and one important aspect related 

concern the scope of the deprivation. This can further be explained as the different perception 

of deprivation within members of a collective. When many people belonging to different 

groups share the same feeling of discontent, the likelihood for collective violence is higher. A 

personal deprivation perceived by a few will not motivate to collective violence. One other 

factor also influencing the potential for collective violence is the intensity of RD. The 

intensity refers to what extent the deprivation manages to give rise to anger. It is argued that 

the degree of deprivation may vary within a group, affecting their reaction and anger. (Gurr 

1971:24p) 

 

The frustration-aggression theory earlier presented is an important feature in Gurr’s study as 

he concludes that unsolved frustration could cause men to take violent measures as aggression 

is an instigation produced by frustration. However it is also noted that there are other 

responses to frustration and it does not necessarily have to turn into violence, although anger 

is seen as a strong drive, especially in political violence. (ibid:34p) 
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3.1.1 Patterns of relative deprivation 

It is according to Gurr possible to identify three different patterns of which RD can emerge or 

intensify, and all of them have been established to cause political violence. The patterns 

include aspirational deprivation which occurs when people’s capabilities remain static 

simultaneously as their expectations increase. One example could be how poor people in a 

post-war society expect to see large improvements once peace is attained or previously 

politically discriminated people expecting to obtain political participation when a new 

government enters. The second pattern is the progressive deprivation which implies a 

significant and simultaneous increase in expectations and decrease in capabilities, one 

example being an economic depression in an otherwise growing economy. The third pattern 

which also will be dealt with more extensively as it is suitable for this study in Nicaragua is 

the decremental deprivation. This particular deprivation emerges when value expectations are 

stabile at a certain level, but people perceive their value capabilities to decrease. This could 

occur when something which previously has been allowed or available suddenly is taken 

away. Men feel themselves deprived of something they earlier had or thought that they could 

have and the RD they experience is hence connected to their own past condition. Men’s anger 

is likely to increase in intensity when they perceive to have lost what they once had compared 

to losing the hope of attaining something they do not yet have.  

 

Gurr highlights the possibility of decremental deprivation being the most common source of 

collective violence in human history (ibid:48p). Before 2006, therapeutic abortion was 

allowed in Nicaragua and women whose pregnancies were life threatening had the possibility 

of having an abortion upon therapeutic grounds although it appears as it was used only to a 

limited extent due to different factors. When the legislation was changed in 2006, the situation 

in Nicaragua changed and abortions were no longer a legal option, not even for medical 

reasons. This law can be seen as affecting the value capabilities as women no longer can have 

therapeutic abortions without taking the risk of facing criminal charges. 
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Figure 1.  Decremental deprivation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Gurr (1971:47) 

 

3.1.2 The degree of deprivation 

Gurr argues that all societies are likely to have several degrees of deprivation, and people may 

experience RD in very different ways, sometimes also through the different patterns described 

in the section above due to their different values (ibid:57). One hypothesis presented in Gurr’s 

study is hence that the intensity of relative deprivation varies strongly with the average degree 

of perceived discrepancy between value expectations and value capabilities (Gurr, 1971:61). 

The value being deprived can be either connected to welfare, power or interpersonal issues 

and they are all possible to trigger collective violence. Intensity of RD can furthermore also 

be connected to the range of options available for men in order to attain what they perceive as 

a good life. Values are given different importance by people and can vary among subgroups 

of a population. It is more likely that political activists perceive participation values as more 

important than the rest of the population as the activists are dedicated to a political struggle 

while the others could be uninterested in their political circumstances. (ibid:70p) People who 

are affected directly, or those who have some measure of goods or security to lose are usually 

more likely to experience a great deprivation, for example, it is estimated that suspensions of 

civil rights cause higher deprivation among people who have a higher education. (ibid:90) 
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The degree of deprivation can also be connected to rising expectations. One particular 

phenomenon which could cause expectations to rise is the demonstration effect which implies 

that people are exposed to new modes of life which they previously did not know of. A 

common example is connected to modernization and non-Western peoples increasing 

exposure to Western goods and ways of life. In developing countries, rising expectations are 

often connected to literacy or Western education. (ibid:93p) 

 

The relative deprivation theory is chosen as an analytical framework for this study as it offers 

an explanation to why frustration occurs in a society, but also emphasize that relative 

deprivation is not necessary a common feeling among all groups within the society.  Within 

the societal context, some groups are likely to experience greater deprivation than others 

which in turn affect their anger and likelihood of collective violence. Furthermore, the 

scenario which describes the decremental deprivation is suitable when considering the 

Nicaraguan context as the law has been able to affect people's value capabilities, however to a 

varying extent. By using this analytical framework, one can hence understand the women's 

different opinions and reactions to the law as frustration gaps and thus contribute to making 

sense of the data. Furthermore, by using this analytical framework it is possible to, with the 

point of departure in the frustration gap, discuss future tendencies and likelihood of collective 

violence as a response to the perceived frustration against the law that criminalize therapeutic 

abortion.  
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4. The Nicaraguan context 

This section aims to provide the reader with an introduction to the Nicaraguan context which 

is of essence in order to understand the opinions presented by the women in the following 

chapter. Focus is put on the political situation in Nicaragua, the law which criminalizes 

therapeutic abortion and the cultural context as these three together are important to 

acknowledge in order to understand the point of departure of the women.  

4.1 Politics and women's rights 

The current government party, Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (FSLN)'s roots are 

traced back to 1961 when three men founded the guerrilla movement largely consisted of 

students who carried out guerrilla warfare against the dictatorship under president Somoza 

(Keen 1996:456). FSLN could take advantage of the first part of the 1970s when people's 

discontent was growing with the Somoza regime which tended to enrich themselves and 

supporters with state money. FSLN's guerrilla activities increased as well as the peoples 

support for the group.  However, the Somoza regime was successful in warding the crises 

until 1978 when the national palace was seized by FSLN, a starting signal for bloody fights 

which resulted in a mediation process which collapsed in 1979. In the middle of July, after 

several strikes and seizes of cities, Managua most importantly, Somoza agreed to go into exile 

and a five- member junta took over as a provisional government and the time following has 

been known as the Sandinista revolution. Elections were first held in 1984 when FSLN's 

candidate Daniel Ortega won and became president of Nicaragua.  

 

The civil war had been costly, both in terms of money and human life and the Sandinistas 

initiated several successful social programs which aimed to improve access to health services 

and literacy (Millett 1998:369p). FSLN furthermore made several efforts to promote 

investments in women's socioeconomic position as well as women's rights. One law 

prohibited the use of women as sex objects, another established punishment for pimping in 

order to decrease prostitution. Women were encouraged to participate in the defence and 

development efforts. Several of these changes were connected to the work performed by 

Asociación de Mujeres Nicaragüenes Luisa Amanda Espinoza, (AMNLAE), a women's 

organization with strong ties to FSLN. In the Constitution adopted in 1987, ten articles were 

devoted to women's rights, for example the right to divorce, a difference from the previous  

Constitution from 1974 where no such rights were included. (Kampwirth 1998:54p) 
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In 1981 when president Reagan entered office in the United States, the training and equipping 

of the Contras, the Nicaraguan exile counterrevolutionary army began as the American 

government feared that FSLN would turn Nicaragua into a new Cuba. A new civil war began 

and until 1984 the Contras had the upper hand, however a turning point was reached in 1985 

when the Contras realized that they did not have the capacity to defeat the Sandinistas and in 

1990 the war was finally over after several agreements of ceasefire. (Walker 1998:385p) Once 

again the economy was shattered and in the elections of 1990, FSLN lost to the conservative 

Unión National Opositora (UNO). Under president Violeta Barrios Chamorro, Nicaragua 

experienced structural adjustment programs which created unemployment and deteriorated 

living conditions. (Utrikespolitiska institutet, 2011) 

 

After 17 years in opposition, FSLN and Ortega were able to reclaim the presidency due to 

victory in 2006's election, however only with  38 percent of the votes. During the election 

campaign, Ortega emphasised his devotion to peace, fighting poverty and being a good 

catholic. (ibid)  The latter should be seen as rather remarkable due to a split between FSLN 

and the Catholic Church which developed during 1980s when the Church hierarchy moved in 

opposition to the Sandinista government and proportions grew when the previous Pope John 

Paul II criticized priests who served in the Sandinista government. (Keen 1996:462p)  After 

the election, FSLN became dependent upon the support from another party, and the two 

formed a pact which was maintained for most political issues. The government has been 

characterized by an authoritarian style, contra productive to efficient and good governance 

through a centralized approach to decision-making. (Sida 2007:5p) Daniel Ortega and FSLN 

were given continued trust to be the governing party in Nicaragua as he was the winner in the 

presidential elections held in November 2011 with 60 percent of the votes. (TT-Reuters 2011)  

4.2 The abortion law 

4.2.1  Before 2006 

As previously noted, during the revolution FSLN promoted women's rights but the party had 

not found a common position regarding abortion although there were indications that they 

were in favour of some change in the law and in health provisions. For example, the Minister 

of Health explained the party's position in 1982 stating "While we do not have a problem of 

over-population, abortion and contraceptive are a human right but since there is opposition to 

it, we must be careful how we proceed". (Molyneux 1988: 115) The opposition mentioned is 
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mostly connected to the Catholic Church and a rather cautious policy was pursued by FSLN 

in order to avoid a political backlash. The party gave three explanations in order to justify 

why full reproductive rights were not given to women; Nicaragua was under populated (as a 

result of two civil wars); ' the people' were against any change on religious grounds; and that 

the issue of abortion was very explosive hence if tackled it could render support to the 

political opposition. (ibid:114p) 

 

During the spring of 2000, abortion legislation moved to the top of the media and political 

agenda in Nicaragua and newspaper articles, political marches and shows on both TV and 

radio regarding the topic was frequently occurring with both sides represented. Organizations 

with a pro-life approach initiated lobbying for the possibility to remove therapeutic abortion 

from the Penal Code. Abortion has been illegal in Nicaragua under 1891 Penal Code. 

However, an exception to the law was given through article 165 which regulated women's 

right to a therapeutic abortion although the definition of the indicators that warrant it never 

was clarified. The debate regarding the abortion law in 2000 continued throughout the year 

and rightwing political parties as well as the Catholic and the Evangelic Church stated that 

therapeutic abortions was no longer needed due to technological advancements, prevention 

and treatment of health conditions during pregnancy. The pro-life campaign repeated 

messages used in El Salvador two years earlier when all abortions were criminalized. 

(McNaughton et al 2002:111pp) 

4.2.2 The situation after 2006 

In 2006, October 26, the National Assembly unanimously voted to outlaw therapeutic 

abortion in Nicaragua by revising the Penal Code and remove article 165. The former article 

declared that "therapeutic abortion will be determined scientifically with the intervention of at 

least three practitioners and the consent of the spouse or the nearest relative of the woman, for 

legal purposes." (Blandón, Gómez 2007:25) One month later, in the end of November, 

presidential elections were held and the FSLN were able to return to power after many years 

in opposition. This political development is argued to have close connections to the decision 

to outlaw abortion under any circumstances. Prohibiting therapeutic abortion became a key 

issue for the presidential campaign for both leading parties an initiative put forward by the 

Catholic Church and other Christian groups. This initiative occurred as parties were anxious 

to gain more voters and hence they emphasized a clear position against therapeutic abortion. 

Three weeks before the National Assembly made their decision, a massive procession led by 
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the Catholic Church urged the assembly to vote to prohibit all forms of abortion. The 

campaign was also noticed in society with advertisement and leaflets inserted into the daily 

newspapers. The material was not scientifically correct and doctor's and women's rights 

organizations were portrayed in images where blood was spattered over them. (Amnesty 

International 2009:11p) A different feature which have been mentioned by several of the 

women interviewed was a particular video where a foetus is hurt by the instrument used 

during an abortion. This video was used in order to inject fear and fright in people as it 

demonstrates how abortion is equal to murder. My interpreter told me that she had seen this 

video in the Catholic high school she attended before.  

 

The medical association and women's organizations in Nicaragua reacted strongly against the 

aggressive campaign and the proposal to ban all abortions and a joint public statement was 

issued on October 20 2006. The statement came from 21 medical associations including 

gynaecologist, obstetrics, nurses and psychiatrists who all condemned the banning of 

therapeutic abortion but their opinions were never acknowledged.(Amnesty International 

2009:12) 

4.2.3 Effects of the law 

 

Article 143: 

 

1. Anyone who performs an abortion with the consent of the woman shall be punished 

with one to three years imprisonment, If the provider is a medical or a health 

professional, the principle penalty will simultaneously include a sanction of two to 

five year prohibition to practice medicine or hold a health post. 

 

2. Any woman who intentionally causes her own abortion or consents another person 

performing one on her shall be punished with one to two years imprisonment.  

 

(Blandón, Gómez 2007:8) 

 

The above declared article clearly states Nicaragua's new position regarding abortion as it 

replaces the former article 165. The new law is accused of violating human rights and is 

furthermore a violation against the Constitution of Nicaragua as it is suppose to guarantee 
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among all the right to life and equal right to health (ibid:4). The consequences of the law are 

described by several human rights and women's organizations, both international and national 

and have many different features. The most serious consequence is the unnecessary death of 

women and girls whose life could have been saved if they would have been able to have a 

therapeutic abortion. The Ministry of Health recorded 115 maternal deaths in 2007 across 

Nicaragua, many of which could have been avoided if they were treated correctly (ibid 10). 

Furthermore it is estimated that 75 percent of those maternal death occurred in rural areas and 

that 80 percent of the deaths were found among adolescents and youth. This emphasizes how 

the law that prohibits termination of pregnancy for therapeutic reasons are impacting groups 

that already are vulnerable. (Blandón, Gómez 2007:11)  

 

Death can also occur as a result of unsafe abortions which have become the only option for 

women in Nicaragua. As concluded in the introduction, unsafe abortions constitutes a large 

part of maternal deaths worldwide and when legalizing a total ban on abortions, it is possible 

to conclude that the outcome can be very negative.  However, reliable data on maternal deaths 

in Nicaragua due to unsafe abortions were hard to access before the law, but after it is even 

harder as an abortion in addition of being a criminal act is very stigmatizing, especially 

considering the strong position of the Catholic Church. (Amnesty International 2009:10) For 

every identified hospital case, there are many other women who have had an unsafe abortion, 

but who do not seek medical care, either because they do not have sufficiently worrying 

complications or because they fear abuse, ill-treatment or legal reprisals (WHO 2011:13). 

 

As suggested above, the law results in an increased fear among women to seek medical care 

when experiencing complications due to pregnancy or miscarriage as they are afraid of being 

accused for inducing an abortion. Furthermore, as the law has the potential to affect doctors as 

well, there have been reports of women whose care has been delayed which caused her death 

as the doctors awaited giving treatment or sent the patient to another hospital or ward in order 

to avoid making a decision. (Blandón, Gómez, 2007: 12pp) There is evidence of cases where 

emergency obstetric procedures such as treatment for ectopic pregnancy
5
 has been denied the 

patient due to fear although the procedure is not classified as  an abortion (Kane 2008:364). 

                                                 
5
 An ectopic pregnancy occurs when the fertilized egg attaches itself in fallopian tube or in the abdominal cavity. 

This condition is considered non-viable and life-threatening and requires a rapid intervention to remove the 

foetus. This procedure does not classify as a therapeutic abortion according to WHO as it is an unsustainable 

condition considering that the ovum is growing outside the uterus.(Amnesty International, 2009: 17)  
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However, with the above in mind, an interesting fact needs to be revealed. Before 2006, 

women in Nicaragua had the legal possibility to have a therapeutic abortion, but it appears as 

if the numbers of women actually accessing the service were very low. According to 

McNaughton et al, therapeutic abortion almost ceased to exist from 1990 and forward. The 

reason for this is connected to the accession to power by Violeta Chamorro as her 

conservative politics put reproductive rights in the dark. Records for requests regarding 

therapeutic abortion has been kept on only one hospital, this one located in Managua. In 1989, 

368 requests were documented with 236 approved procedures. Between 1991-92 the number 

had fallen to 16 approved, and between 2000 and 2003 it was only two requests, one which 

resulted in a therapeutic abortion. (McNaughton et al 2004:21p)   

4.3 The role of the Catholic Church  

The legislation changes during the 1980s which contributed to improving women's positions 

were at large efforts to reforming personal politics. There was one law, the Nurturing Law 

which was a symbol of the egalitarian household in Nicaragua where men and women were 

considered to be of equal worth. Within this law there was a legal requirement which stated 

that all household members should share the responsibility of housework and childcare. The 

Nurturing Law was perceived as a threat my many, most of them men and the controversial 

law never took effect as it was not ratified by the governing junta as they claimed that social 

conditions were lacking for putting it into practice. This demonstrates the difficultness of 

achieving change within deeply entrenched private politics. The hierarchy within the 

Nicaraguan Catholic Church was never interested in reforming private politics as it would 

improve women's power within households and following decrease the Church's power over 

the women. (Kampwirth 1998:55pp) 

 

The hegemony of the Catholic Church in Nicaragua is very strong but it does not mean that it 

has not been questioned. In the new millennium, global media and NGOs, both national and 

international are questioning some of the values the Church for centuries have cherished. It is 

important to recognize that the Church is not completely static as an institution, it is in a stage 

of change, however the pace is very slow. Although it is possible to detect some areas where 

the position of the Church has become less rigid, especially on grass root level towards for 

example sexual education and the use of contraceptives. However on other issues the Church 

has a strong position, abortion being one and homosexuality another. (Berglund 2008:61) For 

many women in Nicaragua, self-fulfilment as a woman and as a mother is very important, 
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sometimes often more important than economic independence or having equal opportunities 

in life. Generally, Nicaraguan girls are taught to become mothers and housewives, especially 

in rural areas (Ibid:62pp). For men in Nicaragua it is generally accepted to have premarital 

sex and furthermore also practice extramarital sex although they are not formally taught to do 

so. This strictly applies for men as it is unacceptable for women to engage in the same 

behaviour. A diversified sex life is often connected to proof of his manhood (ibid:33). As 

boys and girls are being raised differently with different value and rule systems, deep rooted 

cultural agreements with a patriarchal hegemony as a foundation is being reproduced through 

the family as the institution (ibid:110). 

 

According to Berglund, there is a fear or a lack of trust in contraceptives among women in 

Nicaragua as they are constantly told that contraceptives are not completely safe. This is one 

of the strategies the Catholic Church uses in order to diminish the safe sex and family 

planning efforts performed by different NGOs working with reproductive health. Hence these 

adolescents are trapped between two competing discourses, the religious traditional and the 

scientific also reinforced through global media. (Ibid:77) 

 

Nicaragua has one of the highest teenage pregnancy prevalence in the region and it is 

estimated that approximately 30 percent of the pregnant women are adolescents (Sida 

2008:7). This might have several explanations, some which have a cultural connotation. In a 

study with among all pregnant teenagers it was revealed that many of them wanted to become 

pregnant as they wanted to know that they were real women with a proven fertility. Becoming 

pregnant was furthermore a strategy of achieving something for those living in a very poor 

context. (Berglund 2008:72) In Catholic countries, women's identity often correlates with 

motherhood and therefore women could oppose abortion on bare principle as abortion is 

contradictory to motherhood (Molyneux 1988:126). 

 

Additionally, living in a machismo ideology context exacerbate women's possibilities of 

insisting on condom use and she is often exposed to threats and violence. (Berglund 

2008:116). Within the machismo culture is also important for men to have many children as a 

proof of fertility. Complementing the machismo culture in Catholic countries is the 

marianismo which concerns the female passivity and sexual purity and is furthermore the 

ideal wife 'Mary' whom the man wants to raise his children (ibid:60). 
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During the revolution, the Sandinistas directed efforts towards improving women's rights and 

equality between the sexes. One feature connected to this was believed to be sexual education 

and hence money was directed to this area with the hope of changing the attitude and 

behaviour of men and women. A specific effort which caused major reactions was a TV-show 

in twelve sequences which dealt with sexuality, sexually transmitted diseases, masturbation, 

homosexuality, birth control and abortion. This bold initiative resulted in a committee which 

heavily censured the content as it was perceived as 'too realistic' and the show was after a 

while rescheduled to very late at night where few viewers were expected to look. (Molyneux 

1988:124p) 

 

Today, sexual education is generally very unevenly distributed among population layers and 

educational institutions. It appears as if private schools more frequently includes 

communication regarding sexuality. It is a common belief shared by many schools and adults 

that talking about sex and protection with teenagers will only result in an earlier sexual 

experience. (Berglund 2008:123)  
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5. Empirical findings 

In this section the result of the research from the field study will be presented in a rather 

descriptive manner where focus is put on how women in Nicaragua perceive and have reacted 

to the law that criminalizes therapeutic abortion, hence the first research question. The result 

will be presented in three sub chapters also representing the three groups women were 

categorized in. It is possible to establish that there are opinions and reactions that are similar 

among women in all three groups, hence some repetition might seem to appear, but as the aim 

with this study is to identify how women perceive the new abortion law and understand what 

might cause their different opinions, findings from each group of women will be presented 

separately. These sub chapters furthermore makes it possible to answer the second research 

question to a certain extent as they elucidate how each group has reacted.  

5.1 Women living in rural areas 

Eleven
6
 interviews were conducted with women living in rural areas on two different 

locations surrounding Estelí in the northwest of Nicaragua.  The interviewees were between 

22 and 64 years old and all of them were daily spending several hours in the house doing 

household chores. Three of them were selling drinks and candy in small shops located by their 

houses, others spent a few hours in the school preparing lunch for the children. All except one 

of the women considered themselves religious and believed in God and further attended 

church regularly, however one woman who recently moved to the area considered herself to 

be very religious but did not attend the new Church as she did not know anyone there, but 

where she lived before she went to Church often. Six of the women attended the Catholic 

Church while four attended the Evangelic Church.  

5.1.1 Awareness of the law  

Women in the rural areas answered that they mostly used the radio to obtain information 

regarding what was going on in the country, two thirds further stated that they used the TV if 

the signal was good enough, only two read the newspaper. It appeared as if the awareness 

among women in the rural areas was rather low regarding the law from 2006 that criminalizes 

the therapeutic abortion as only four of eleven women were able to explain some basic 

knowledge of what the law implies. The majority had never heard of the law or were not able 

                                                 
6
The actual number of interviewees in rural areas were 12. However, one younger woman interviewed avoided 

answering the questions regarding therapeutic abortion, hence her answers could not contribute to the research, 

but as it is an interesting observation for the study, the name of the woman will still be listed along with the other 

respondents.  
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to tell what it was about, hence a brief presentation of the law was given as well as an 

explanation of the difference between a regular abortion and a therapeutic abortion. The latter 

exemplified with two specific cases of when a therapeutic abortion could be considered 

necessary. These cases, a pregnant women suffering from cancer but denied chemotherapy as 

it would harm the foetus and a young girl pregnant as a result of sexual abuse were given to 

contribute to clarification in the issue as solely the term therapeutic abortion could be difficult 

to understand. Those who had heard of the law had obtained that information through the 

channels of media they used. 

 

Only two of the women living in the countryside told that they discussed  the law or the issue 

of therapeutic abortions with either friends or family. One of them, an older woman 

who previously lived in Managua for 40 years described that she had pondered the possibility 

of being against abortion but in favour of the therapeutic abortion. With her friends she once 

discussed a specific case of an older woman who already had several children and when 

pregnant again, the doctor advised her to have a therapeutic abortion as it would be the best 

option for her health. The discussion evolved around whether this would be right or wrong. 

The other woman who had discussed the topic differs from the rest of the rural women as she 

is voluntarily engaged in an organisation with outreach services in the countryside. They 

focus on information spreading, preventing domestic violence and empowerment of women. 

The woman interviewed had been trained as a counsellor by the organisation two years ago 

and had hence been discussing the topic with other women in the organisation as well. She 

expressed that discussions within her family had been of a different kind as most members of 

her family disagreed with therapeutic abortion and thus she had not discussed the matter to a 

great extent there. 

 

Furthermore, three of the women, have noticed a debate or discussions in the society 

regarding therapeutic abortion and the law. Some have heard a little information while 

watching TV where campaigns, both in favour and against the law had been mentioned. One 

of the women mentioned a radio channel from Managua which discussed the topic a lot. She 

is like the other two aware of arranged street walking campaigns arranged by different women 

organizations, mostly in Managua. These three applaud their efforts as these organizations are 

fighting for women’s rights. 
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 All of the women in the rural areas were very clear upon their views regarding the regular 

abortion and they all rejected it and the words used to describe the procedure were for 

example, sin, crime, bad and killing of an innocent child. They all agreed that a girl or a 

woman who became pregnant must be responsible and take care of the child even if it is 

unplanned. If her wish is not to become pregnant, she should protect herself, for example by 

using contraceptives, something which according to many of the women is easy to access and 

no longer taboo. When many of the women discussed abortion, they mentioned young girls 

who want to be sexually active but they are neither responsible nor prepared of taking the 

consequences of their actions and hence want an abortion. Women were asked if they 

perceived that there existed a difference between the regular abortion and the therapeutic 

abortion, and all but one firmly stated that there was a difference between the two. 

5.1.2 Rural women's perception on the law 

Ten of eleven women stated that there was a distinct difference between women who induced 

a regular abortion, either in a facility or performed by themselves and women who for 

therapeutic reasons needed to have an abortion. They expressed that if the pregnant woman 

was told by her doctor that the continuation of the pregnancy would endanger her life, it 

would be accepted and necessary to terminate the pregnancy through a therapeutic abortion. 

After being informed about the law, they all but one agreed that the law that criminalizes 

therapeutic abortion was wrong. Seven of the women expressed more explicit that women 

should be able to decide over their own bodies but as the law prevented that, women’s rights 

were being violated. However, is should be added that neither of the women spontaneously 

expressed the previous statement.  Women were asked to reflect upon feelings they would 

have if their sister or friend were in need of a therapeutic abortion but denied the practice as a 

result of the law. One woman explained that she felt angry, sad and frustrated when thinking 

about the law and that her sister would have been without opportunities to decide for herself 

and the risk it implied for her. One view represented by the vast majority of the women was 

that saving one life would be better than losing two as the woman perhaps could be pregnant 

again later in life. They further stated that loosing the child obviously would be painful, but if 

it would result in the survival of the woman, it would be necessary. The women further 

questioned the consequences of a pregnant woman, already a mother who was denied a 

therapeutic abortion. They expressed concern regarding this situation as the children would be  

left without a mother if the woman died.  
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During the interviews, consequences that could arise due to the law were mentioned having a 

potential to affect both the physical and mental health of the pregnant woman. The most 

obvious physical effect mentioned was the death of the woman. Regarding effects on the 

mental health, a few expressed that as the law took away a woman’s opportunity to decide 

over her own body, she might feel very bad psychologically as there was no solution to her 

problem, she could only wait as she knows that she might die. Further, two women expressed 

that women or children who have been sexually abused suffer psychologically as they are 

forced to go through with a pregnancy and have a child that they do not want. A final 

consequence mentioned was that women who still seek a therapeutic abortion might risk 

going to prison.  The majority of the women living in the rural areas were however not  

elaborating their answers regarding how they felt towards the law or the potential 

consequences it could give rise to, they kept it rather short.  

 

One question women were asked to ponder upon related to the creation of the law considering 

that therapeutic abortion has been legal in Nicaragua since 1891 up until 2006 when the Penal 

Code was altered. The majority of the women expressed that they did not know why the law 

was changed and few offered explanations of their own. However one explanation which is 

suggested by three of the women concerned the amount of abortions that previously were 

made. It is proposed that the law might have changed as a result of the vast numbers of 

abortions that were made before. Additionally, these women might have claimed that their 

abortion was practiced due to therapeutic reasons, but in reality the procedure was not 

necessary for her survival but rather connected to her not wanting the child. Women living in 

the rural areas appeared to be rather positive to a future change in the law, thus making 

therapeutic abortion legal again. However, few had suggestions on measures to be taken in 

order to realize the change. Some ideas were although brought forward during interviews; 

people in Nicaragua need to get together and speak up regarding the necessity of therapeutic 

abortions; women’s organizations could influence the government; continue with debates and 

campaigns and lastly, continue with information spreading for example in rural areas as they 

are excellent opportunities for sharing knowledge and sensibilize people about the issue. The 

last suggestion was phrased by the woman engaged in the organization. 

 

The only respondent in this study in favour of the law that prohibits therapeutic abortion was 

a younger woman living with her parents in law in a village in the countryside. She had heard 

of the law before and had also listened to debates on the radio regarding the topic. Further, she 
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expressed that both the Catholic Church and the Evangelic Church were against therapeutic 

abortion, but the topic had never been discussed in the Church she attended before. When 

asked if she could describe her feelings towards the law she responded that she disagrees with 

therapeutic abortion as it is considered to be a sin and that people should adhere more to what 

is preached by the Church. In a situation where a pregnant woman is sick or a young girl is 

abused, it would be the decision of God, not men she argued. This particular woman differed 

from the other interviewees in the rural areas as she made no difference between the regular 

abortion and the therapeutic abortion; she considered them both to be equal crimes. She 

further argued that she would be prepared to die for the child she is caring, if God wants her 

to live she will have a miscarriage or heal the sickness. 

 

She stated that the topic is usually not something she discuss with anyone but simultaneously 

expressed that she does not know of anyone who has a different opinion. She could not 

provide any explanation for why the law is changed and emphasised the difficulty in 

identifying consequences the law could give rise to. In her mind it would be contradictory to 

think that saving the woman’s life would be better than saving the life of the baby, it is not 

our decision to make, she stated. When she was asked to reflect upon how she perceived 

Nicaraguan women’s power to decide over their own bodies she argued that everyone was 

entitled to have the right to decide by themselves and further should women be free to do 

what they wanted. The discussion was followed up as the relation between her previous 

perceptions of the ideal situation corresponded to the actual situation with the law that 

prohibits women from taking certain decisions over their own bodies. The woman concluded 

that the law maybe could be perceived as taking away some of these rights but as it prevented 

innocent babies from being killed, it was a necessary.  

 

She was aware that there had been a debate around the topic in the society and perceived half 

the population to be against the law while the other part in conformity with her agreed that the 

law is important and has a purpose. She imagined that those against the law were frustrated or 

angry while the other part obviously felt the opposite way. She stated her personal satisfaction 

with the law as it contributes to less numbers of killings in Nicaragua. 
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5.1.3 Observations during interviews with women from rural areas 

Most women met in the rural areas were helpful and could consider doing an interview, 

however a few declined when the topic of the interview was revealed. The majority of the 

interviews proceeded well and the women did not seem particularly bothered by the topic 

although they did not show any specific interest in the topic either. It can furthermore be 

concluded that the majority of the rural women did not have too much to say about the law 

and therapeutic abortion and hence they did not elaborate their answers to a great extent. The 

questions asked to rural women were in the end often less open as examples were given to 

clarify and narrow the question down if they were unable to reason freely.  As mentioned in 

the above section, after being briefed about the law, all women but one claimed that there was 

a difference between the regular abortion and the therapeutic abortion and with some of the 

women, this also became evident in their tone of voice when they firmly declared the 

difference between the two. However, it was generally hard to notice any particular anger or 

sadness through the women’s voice or body language, they remained rather neutral. 

 

One specific interview developed into a very interesting case of observation. The interview 

was conducted outside the village’s health centre where a medical team was visiting for the 

day and women and children were waiting to be attended by the doctor. The woman who 

agreed to do the interview was sitting on a bench next to two other women who she did not 

seem to know too well. The first part of the interview constituted of personal questions, but of 

a non-sensitive character and those she answered without problems. However as we reached 

the second part of the interview which concerned the law and how she felt about it, she 

refused to answer any questions and were instead just smiling. After a few additional attempts 

and through change of question but with same response from the woman, the interview was 

terminated as she clearly felt uncomfortable and was furthermore not providing any answers.  

It is reasonable to conclude that she felt uncomfortable to answer the questions in the close 

company of others, something which furthermore can be connected to the topic as it can be 

considered rather controversial in Nicaragua. With this interview in mind, requests for 

interviews were to a large extent made with women who were alone. 

 

A contrast to the above stated case can be found in the interview with the only woman of all 

34 respondents who perceived the law that criminalizes therapeutic abortion to be correct. 

This younger woman who lived together with her parents in law showed no signs of being 
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uncomfortable during the interview despite that many people were coming and going and 

probably heard our discussion as we were sitting on the porch of the house. One possible 

explanation to this might be the fact that her opinion is coherent with the generally accepted 

opinion in the country as therapeutic abortion is considered a crime and a sin by both the 

government and the Church. This woman did hence not represent any deviant view that 

perhaps would have made her uncomfortable to talk about the subject while surrounded by 

others. 

5.2 Women living in urban areas 

Interviews were conducted with 13 women living in Estelí, Managua or Telica. Women were 

between 26 and 66 years old and were of different backgrounds. A majority of the women 

were employed in or owned shops selling small items and snacks. Some worked in restaurants 

of different sizes while others were found working in an organic pharmacy, a bookstore, copy 

stores and internet cafés. Three of these women had obtained higher training or education 

connected to their current place of work or had a university degree. The remaining had 

finished elementary school and sometimes continued to high school and were mostly working 

in what would qualify as the informal sector.  

 

Some women told that due to their work with sometimes long hours, they did not have time  

to watch the news on TV or read the newspaper. However, TV remained the most common 

channel for obtaining information regarding events and news and five additionally read the 

newspaper. The majority of the women who lived in the different cities considered themselves 

to be religious, but the result was more multifaceted in the urban areas compared to the rural 

areas. The Catholic respective the Evangelical Churches is represented by eight of the women 

and one woman confess to a different Christian communion. Two women argued that they did 

not believe in God and hence did not attend to any Church. The last two stressed that they 

believe in God however in a personal matter and were thus uninterested in attending to either 

of the communions found in Nicaragua. 

5.2.1 Awareness of the law 

Among the 13 women interviewed, seven were able to describe the main features of the law 

indicating that awareness of the law appeared to be somewhat higher in the urban areas. Some 

of these women had further seen demonstrations or campaigns, either on TV or live in the 

streets or outside the General Assembly in Managua. However, as with women from the rural 
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areas, an explanation of the law was given. Only a minority of the women had noticed that 

there had been discussions or debates within Nicaragua since the law was created in 2006. 

In similarity with women from rural areas, therapeutic abortion was not a topic frequently 

discussed among the women living in urban areas although five have had discussions with 

either family or friends. One woman explained that the reason she have avoided the 

discussion with her family is because they are very Catholic.  Some of the women  told that 

they have had a member of their family who had been in a situation where the doctor had told 

the woman that continuing the pregnancy could be harmful for her health. One woman shared 

that an aunt of her had been sick in cancer while pregnant a few years ago and the doctor 

advised her to have a therapeutic abortion as her life otherwise would have been in danger. As 

it was a family matter, the topic had been brought up for discussion and the family had agreed 

that the best alternative would be for the woman to have a therapeutic abortion as her life was 

the most important. As this occurred before 2006, her aunt had a therapeutic abortion. Many 

of the women interviewed had stories to tell regarding women they know or have heard of 

that have had complications during their pregnancies or who have had abortions, either 

performed in clandestine places or induced by the women themselves who have inserted an 

object in her uterus in order to abort the foetus. Some of these stories have had very tragic 

endings where the women had died as a result of an uncontrolled bleeding or an infection. 

 

One very interesting observation relates to the public debate of the topic and religion. All the 

women who regularly attended Church, both the Catholic and the Evangelic, described how 

the priest/pastor had condemned abortion as it should be considered a sin and a crime. 

However, three women from Managua and one from Estelí mentioned that the priest/pastor in 

their respective Church had discussed therapeutic abortion as well and mentioned that it 

sometimes could be considered necessary in order to preserve the life of the woman. Two of 

the women attended the same Catholic Church in Managua where the priest had declared that 

when a woman’s life was in danger, for example due to cancer, a therapeutic abortion would 

be accepted in some cases. The pastor in one Evangelic Church in Managua had told his 

congregation that babies were sent from God, but when the doctor advised a pregnant woman 

to have a therapeutic abortion it would be wise to listen to his or her decision. 

 

During the interviews, women were asked to speculate upon the underlying reasons to why 

the law was changed and therapeutic abortion banned. Almost everyone stated that they did 

not know why the law was changed in 2006, but five of the women still offered explanations. 
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One is connected to the Catholic Church and as the Church is against abortion they were able 

to influence and change the law. The other four women suggested that there previously were 

many women doing abortions as a result of the trend of where young women want to have sex 

but not become pregnant. It is also suggested that the right to therapeutic abortion was 

misused by these women although they did not need one and hence the law came to prohibit 

therapeutic abortions as well. 

5.2.2 Urban women’s perception of the law 

During the interviews with the women from urban areas, it became apparent that they too had 

a perception of the difference between the regular elective abortion and the therapeutic 

abortion. In conformity with the rural women, they perceived the regular abortion as a 

criminal act when no threat against the woman’s health or life was to be found. However, all 

women emphasised that the situation was different when the woman’s life was at risk, hence 

they strongly separated wanting an abortion from needing an abortion and many stressed that 

women who have regular abortions should be punished harder. Although one older non-

religious woman living in the capital declared that she did not care what people did, she 

further said that she would not criticize any woman for taking the decision to have a regular 

abortion. However, she said, it is not acceptable to have an abortion and throw the foetus in 

the garbage. This view is rather common and it has been mentioned by five women, the 

majority of them living in Managua that they have seen on the news or heard cases of when 

aborted foetuses were found in the garbage in the streets. It appears as if this view contributes 

to the resentment of regular abortions as they connect these two phenomenon to each other.  A 

few were discussing how suffering could be mitigated and claimed that therapeutic abortions 

could also be an option in those cases when it was discovered that the child would suffer from 

grave malformations or other developmental disabilities. One woman even extended the 

discussion to those cases where a young or a very poor woman without any financial means or 

support from the family was pregnant. She argued that a therapeutic abortion perhaps could 

prevent bringing a child to the world that otherwise would have a life full of suffering. While 

discussing this, she mentioned the children working by the traffic lights
7
 with the hope of 

earning a small amount of money to survive the day. 

 

                                                 
7
 Children who are trying to sell small items, clean wind shields or do tricks when cars are waiting for the light to 

turn green. 
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The women suggested different explanations regarding why they thought the law was wrong 

and unfair and some emphasized that if therapeutic abortion was allowed, many lives could 

have been saved. Doctor’s should not have to deny a woman care as it should be a decision 

made between the doctor and the woman and her family, not made by the government. Four 

women declared the unrighteousness of the law as it forces abused women and children to go 

through with their pregnancies and that constitutes a violation of women’s rights. One young 

woman stated that being abused must be terrible and hard to talk about and if the assault result 

in a pregnancy, the trauma must be even bigger. Although all women perceived the law as 

wrong, none of them had done anything to show their discontent with the law. A majority 

claimed that they did not think they could contribute with anything or that they lacked the 

time to join a demonstration or engage in a campaign or similar against the law. Women in 

urban areas demonstrated divided opinions concerning the future. Half of the women believed 

that the law could be changed and therapeutic abortion made legal again, although as found 

above, women did not see their own involvement in that process. Only three women were able 

to offer suggestion of measures that can be taken towards change and campaigns by 

organizations are mentioned. One woman stressed: 

 

"In order to change the law I think it is important to make campaigns and expose 

those cases where women and children are suffering due to the law, that could 

contribute to changing people's minds. When they see this they will start to 

reflect." (Anonymous woman, Managua) 

 

Another woman compared a possible change in the law to union power. If people act together 

they are stronger and change is more likely to occur she argued. The remaining women who 

were less positive towards a change in the law among all argued that the probability of change 

was low as the government already had decided and if the debate during 2006 not was strong 

enough to impact the decision, it is not likely that something can be done today.  

The majority of the women emphasised the difficultness of the situation, but they all agreed 

that a therapeutic abortion would be the best alternative as it at least would imply an effort in 

saving the life of the woman. The women also mentioned earlier children as an important 

factor to consider. During several interviews, women stressed that those who perceived 

therapeutic abortion as a crime lack the ability of putting themselves in someone else’s shoes. 

One young woman further explained:  



Peace and Development Studies - Master's  Thesis                                                                           Johanna Sellberg 
 

 36 

“This law makes me sad as I think of those in favour of it, they lack empathy for 

these women and that they additionally can suffer psychological harm as they will 

lose hope when they are denied a therapeutic abortion which they need. This 

might further result in increased feelings of worthlessness as she might perceive 

that no one considers her life to be important to save.” (Anonymous woman. 

Estelí) 

 

As a part of the interview, women were asked if they could identify any consequences the law 

might give rise to. The discussion brought up previously regarding being forced to continue a 

pregnancy was extended as a few women highlighted the existing risk when a child is 

pregnant as her body nor her psyche may not be developed for having a baby. Furthermore 

she could perhaps be forced to quit school which is unfortunate. However, two women argued 

that if the girl is older than 14, she might be able to have the child, and perhaps give it away 

after birth, one of them also suggested the feelings of motherhood might develop with time. 

 

The result of the law was according to one woman that women who need help are dying. It 

was suggested that the law increases women’s fear as they might be afraid of being 

imprisoned and hence avoid seeking medical care due to this. A further interesting issue 

brought up by another woman relates to doctors’ fears to treat their patients. As a result of the 

law, doctors might refuse to perform a therapeutic abortion due to fear of losing their medical 

licence, and this puts women at risk. However, as her need is unchanged, she might seek a 

clandestine abortion where the consequences could be severe. 

 

As earlier observed, only a minority of the women had noticed that there had been discussions 

and debates regarding the topic in the society, and most of the women do not have any 

perception of how other women in Nicaragua may have reacted to the law. Some of them 

have expressed that it is likely that women in Nicaragua are upset and angry over the law as 

they cannot get treatment if needed. It is further claimed that women might think the regular 

abortion is a crime while accepting the therapeutic abortion as at least will save one life. One 

woman emphasise the role of the Catholic Church and the possible effect it might have on 

women while another suggested that there among younger women was a tendency to perceive 

the law as wrong while older women were more likely to be in favour of the law due to 

religious values which are stronger within the older population. 
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5.2.3 Observations during interviews with urban women 

The general conclusion after interviewing urban women is that they did not seem to be 

particularly uncomfortable by answering my questions. Some of the interviews were done in 

an environment where there were other people present, making it possible for them to hear 

parts of, or the entire conversation. My observation is however that this presence did not seem 

to bother the women too much. One interesting remark was noticed during one interview in 

the small town Telica. The interviewee was a street vendor who was sitting in front of the 

large Catholic church  and it appeared as she at a few occasions during the interview glanced 

at the church over her shoulder, almost as she was trying to make sure that no one heard her. 

However, a man she seemed to know joined us after a while and the woman did not take any 

notice of him but answered the questions willingly. 

 

Many of the women share stories of people they have heard of or even know who have been 

in a situation where either a therapeutic abortion or a regular abortion have been involved. 

This is important for the interview as they can relate to the topic personally and in most of the 

cases also has more to say about the topic. As with the rural women, urban women clearly 

separated the regular abortion from the therapeutic abortion and distinctively argued that 

therapeutic abortions should be available when women need them. One woman who was very 

anti abortion had a friend who sought a clandestine abortion once and the result was an 

infection that killed her. This woman was very motivated and argued for a stronger 

commitment against removing the clandestine abortion places in Nicaragua as many of them 

are very unhygienic and the people performing the procedure are generally uneducated. She 

further stated that women who seek service at these places are paying to die and her solution 

would be to remove all clandestine abortion places. 

 

In Estelí which was a Sandinista stronghold during the revolution there is an association 

called Galería de Héroes y Mártines which is maintained by mothers of soldiers who lost 

their lives during the revolution. Some of these mothers were sitting outside the gallery when 

it was open and I went there and asked for a group interview with them. The woman I initially 

talked to did not seem interested to answer any questions once I introduced the subject and 

further said she had no time and asked me to come back later. However, another woman 

sitting in a rocking chair initiated a discussion and I was asked to sit down. Initially there 

were three women present but it was mostly the woman in the rocking chair who answered 
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my questions. When I turned to the other women and tried to involve them in the discussion 

they claimed to agree with the first woman and rather soon, they left, hence the interview 

proceeded as an individual discussion with the woman who initiated the talk. 

 

Compared to women from rural areas, the women from the cities seemed somewhat more 

interested in the discussion, and especially those who had heard of the law before. In general, 

women from the urban areas had more to say and could elaborate their answers better than 

women living in the rural areas. During some interviews women answered ambiguously and it 

was sometimes hard to bring clarity to their true opinion as some of their answers contradicted 

each other. One woman repetitively expressed herself in a way where it appeared as if she 

thought that therapeutic abortion still was legal although I several times mentioned that is has 

been prohibited since 2006, but she did not seem to register that.  However, some of the 

women’s contradictory answers might be explained by the fact that the topic is not something 

these women usually think about and discuss, which is also confirmed by several of them. 

It is also noticeable that women from Managua seem to be more aware of the law (4/6) than 

women from Estelí (1/5) and Telica (1/2). This perception is furthermore confirmed as the 

woman living in Telica who was aware of the law lived in Managua up until a few years ago. 

It can also be added that one outspoken woman from the rural areas outside Estelí who had 

obtained some information of the law and had rather strong opinions regarding women’s right 

to have a therapeutic abortion had lived in Managua for 40 years. These cases render support 

to the statement that women from Managua generally are more aware and informed regarding 

the law.  

 

However, even if there appeared to be a larger interest in discussing the issue among women 

from urban areas compared to rural areas, the urban women remained rather neutral during the 

interviews. It was hard to register spontaneous emotions such as anger or sadness when the 

women discussed the questions. It should although be mentioned that some of the women 

demonstrated sadness or expressed it to be sad that these women who were denied a 

therapeutic abortion were ignored when they were asked more specifically of how they felt 

while thinking of the law. Another woman, the one who mentioned union power furthermore 

said that she became angry when thinking that women could be forced to go to prison because 

of the law.  
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5.3 Women working within organizations 

The last group of interviewees in this study are women who are employed within different 

organizations in Nicaragua. Interviews were made with ten women active within 

organizations in Estelí, Managua and Telica. The age-composition was rather equal, four 

women were younger than 35 and the remaining six were older, most of them in their fifties.  

Several of the women had the position of coordinator within the organization, and some of 

them had a different profession at bottom such as lawyer and psychologist. These women 

represent eight different organizations
8
 and although their field of work differs somewhat they 

all work with issues concerning women’s rights, development or SRHR. All of these women 

had obtained higher education and most of them had a university degree. Furthermore, all 

women were aware of the law that criminalizes abortion hence an introduction to the law was 

not given to these women. Due to their engagement within organizations, all of the 

interviewed women had in different manners participated in demonstrating discontent towards 

the law through actively participating in campaigns or marches, arranging workshops or 

spreading information about women's rights in connection to the abortion law. In addition 

they argued the difference between regular abortion and therapeutic abortion and why the 

latter is necessary and important.  

 

Women working within organizations demonstrated a different pattern regarding religiosity 

than urban and rural women interviewed. Of the ten women, only two responded that they 

attend Church regularly. However, one of them emphasised the need to question what was 

preached in the Catholic Church as it contributed to strengthening and confirming the 

patriarchal system. Five women claimed not being religious at all while the remaining three 

described themselves to believe in God in a personal way as they did not attend either the 

Catholic or the Evangelic Church and did not consider themselves belonging to any of the 

Churches. Two of these four stated that they have had a traditional upbringing where religion 

and church attendance had been important but that they in later stage had found themselves 

uncomfortable with that arrangement and hence modified their perception of religiosity. 

 

Due to their choice of work within the organizations, women were all to a different extent 

involved in work or activities related to therapeutic abortion and had hence had discussions 

                                                 
8
 The women interviewed represent:Svalorna Latinamerika, Ipas, Xilonem, Miriam, Programa Feministe la 

Corriente, Movimineto Autónomo Mujeres (MAM), Asociación de Promotoras de la Educación Alternativa  para 

el Desarollo Cumunitario (APEADECO), Red de Jóvenes (ReJ) 
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with colleagues about the topic. Many of the women had additionally also discussed the topic 

with friends or family, and one woman told that friends usually asked her questions related to 

SRHR.  

5.3.1 Women within organizations perception of the law 

These women strongly argued for the necessity of having therapeutic abortion as a legal 

option in Nicaragua. All of them expressed how the law constituted a violation against several 

rights in Nicaragua, not least women’s rights. Furthermore, some stated that the law was a 

violation of the constitution of Nicaragua and that the law could be seen as institutional 

violence. Several women described the law as an unfortunate step backwards in development 

in Nicaragua or as expressed by one woman: 

 

"This law constitutes the largest contradiction in development of human rights for 

women now as women lack the basic right of saving their own lives. Human 

rights are improving in Nicaragua but in regards to women’s rights, there is no 

success”. (Anonymous woman,  Organization in Managua) 

 

Many of these women have been active in organizations for a long time, hence were before 

2006 involved in campaigns and demonstrations against the law. Focus was put on providing 

information regarding what the law could imply for women in terms of negative 

consequences. One woman was furthermore involved in the legal procedures of preparing a 

new Penal Code in which the right to therapeutic abortion was supposed to be permitted, but 

this Penal Code was rejected. In general, women within organizations had much to say when 

asked how they perceived the law and the word cruel is often use to describe the law itself and 

according to one woman, the criminalization of the therapeutic abortion is in itself the worst 

crime in Nicaragua. The women argued that this law made it impossible for women in 

Nicaragua to control their sexuality and one woman furthermore expressed how the law 

reduced women from human beings to things as they had no say over their own bodies. It is 

by all women perceived to be a grave mistake from the political parties and additionally 

unfortunate as the Catholic Church has been able to strengthen its powers.  Further, they 

argued,  this development is a shame for the public institutions that are to be independent 

from the Church. It is claimed that the government has a responsibility to care of and protect 

its citizens, but this law contributes to the opposite. 
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These women's frustration towards the law became visible when they described how they 

perceived the law, not least when they expressed themselves rather harsh. "Women's rights 

here are limited and their power of making decisions too as the sperm of the abuser is worth 

more than a woman's life". (Anonymous woman within organization, Managua) 

 

 A few women stated that the debate of therapeutic abortion should not even have to be 

necessary as it is the decision of the woman, not the government.  In relation to these 

women’s perception about therapeutic abortion, it is also interesting to note how they perceive 

the regular abortion which by the vast majority of urban and rural women was perceived as a 

sin and a crime. Women active in organizations do not share this view which becomes evident 

when considering that eight of ten women acknowledged the regular abortion to be a personal 

decision that every woman should be entitled to make. As it is her body, no one should tell the 

woman what to do. However, several of the women do not support the idea of using abortion 

as a contraceptive and argue that more information and effort must be directed towards 

increasing and improving sexual education, and family planning. 

 

Most of the women interviewed had a very strong apprehension regarding why the law was 

changed in 2006. However, two women stressed their unawareness although one of them 

suggested that perhaps too many abortions were made and the situation was hence not 

sustainable. This view has appeared to be common among women in rural and urban areas, 

but to hear it from a woman active in an organization was rather surprising. The remaining 

eight women had an entirely different perception of the causes behind the law. All of them 

emphasized how the relationship between the Catholic Church and the FSLN had changed 

over time. It is claimed that the law was made as a part of a political strategy where the aim 

was to gain support both from the hierarchy within the Catholic Church as well as Catholic 

voters. The decision of the law was taken in the fall of 2006 and the President election was 

held a month later, hence FSLN had much to gain through openly supporting the law and 

voting in favour of it in the General Assembly. Many women reflect upon the changed 

relationship between  FSLN and the Catholic Church and they emphasize how Ortega during 

the 1980s had an reluctant attitude towards the Church, but after having spent more than 15 

years in opposition he changed his politics and attitude towards the Catholic Church. Further 

it is argued that the previous frosty relations between the Catholic Church and the Ortega 

government were mutual, but during the latest years, Ortega has received support from the 

Bishop. According to one woman, many people were during 2006 surprised by FSLN’s strong 
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position in favour of the law that criminalizes therapeutic abortion as it was more expected 

from a conservative party, and not the party that during the revolution fought for women’s 

rights. 

5.3.2 Consequences of the law 

Women within organizations were extremely informed regarding consequences the law could 

imply for women and many of them also shared cases they had experienced. One of the most 

frequently mentioned consequences is the increased maternal death the law has given rise to 

which is brought up by all the women. One woman expressed  that the law has put a potential 

death sentence on all fertile women in Nicaragua as their options have decreased 

tremendously. In addition to death, it is also mentioned that the sick woman’s health can be 

deteriorated if she is forced to continue the pregnancy despite doctors’ orders. The 

interviewees do not only state women’s physical health to be affected, but also their mental 

health. Several of the women argued that a woman in need of a therapeutic abortion but 

denied the procedure might mentally feel very bad as they realize their needs and will to be 

denied. This could result in increased feelings of hopelessness and of being worthless as she 

might feel that no one considers her life worth saving. Women who already have several 

children will worry as it is uncertain what will happen with them if she dies. Girls and women 

that are forced to go through with pregnancies caused by abuse are furthermore exposed to 

huge psychological distress. One woman working within an organization where much 

attention is directed towards spreading information in schools and communities about SRHR 

have met several women and children who have suffered from the law and the taboo that is 

connected to therapeutic abortions. One particular case which she described concerned a 15 

year old girl who was sexually abused by her father which resulted in a pregnancy. Her 

mother, a devoted catholic did not allow her daughter to seek a therapeutic abortion and hence 

the girl gave birth to a daughter who also was her sister. The child was born with several 

health issues. The 15-year old girl developed psychological problems as her child reminded 

her of the abuse and as a result she started to neglect the child. 

 

One issue brought up my many women concern the increased fear and desperation among 

women that reasonably occurs with this law prevailing. As women are afraid of being 

punished, they could await seeking medical attention if complications would arise during their 

pregnancy as they fear being accused of having induced an abortion by themselves. 

Furthermore as doctors’ fear also has increased, women might be sent from one specialist to 
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another as no one wants to take the case. Another possibility might be that doctors prefer to 

wait without intervening, hoping that the problem will solve itself. This biding can of course 

cause the woman to die as she does not receive the treatment she needs. Women have hence 

become dependent upon the individual doctor to defy the law and have the patient’s best 

interest as a priority. One woman declares that it is like roulette, perhaps the doctor will be 

sensitive to the pregnant woman and her needs, and perhaps not as he fears to lose his medical 

licence. The majority of the interviewed women highlight the desperation women who are 

denied a therapeutic abortion might feel and how these feelings can force her to find 

alternative solutions to her problem. Clandestine abortion places are a problem mentioned by 

many of the women as they are associated with many risks as the general security is lacking 

along with hygienic protocols. Women are risking injuries or serious infections or even their 

lives when having an abortion in one of those places. It is emphasized that these places are of  

particular risk for younger and poorer women in Nicaragua as they are the groups most 

vulnerable in this sense as they lack the possibility of leaving the country or paying a real 

doctor a lot of money for the procedure. 

 

Legally, this law has out ruled all possibilities for women to have a therapeutic abortion if 

considered necessary by a doctor, but several women argue that there are alternative paths 

women can take to solve the problem. There are doctors who still perform therapeutic 

abortions as they keep the patients interest in first hand. However, there are also some doctors 

who have taken advantage of the situation as they try to make money and hence charge 

women with huge sums as they know that she will not tell anyone. One woman told me how 

her organization help to arrange abortions for women secretly as they cooperate with some 

doctors who they know they can trust. She stated the organizations commitment to be risky as 

the government sometimes are investigating and accusing women’s organizations for 

arranging abortions. 

 

An additional effect the law has contributed to is more positive than the consequences stated 

above. Many women have expressed how the radicalism of the law has had the effect of 

uniting women’s organizations in their struggle against the law as they fight for a common 

cause. However interesting to note is the fact that all of the ten women are doubtful or 

pessimistic towards a change in the law. Many of them argued that decriminalizing 

therapeutic abortion would require a change of government and even then not likely to happen 

within the closest future. Despite their pessimistic attitude, the women all emphasised the 
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importance of campaigns and activities directed towards informing and sensibilize people in 

Nicaragua about the law and the consequences it gives rise to.  

 

Women were asked to reflect upon the debate concerning the law and additionally how they 

perceived women in Nicaragua to have reacted towards the law. Seven of the women 

estimated that there would be a difference in how women in Nicaragua have reacted to the 

law and the most frequent brought up factor is level of education. Several of the women also 

mentioned that it is likely that women in rural areas have access to less information than 

women in urban areas and thus they do not have the same base of information.  

5.3.3 Observations during interviews with women within organizations 

During interviews it has been very evident that there is a clear difference between the 

frustration expressed by rural and urban women compared to the frustration towards the topic 

expressed by women employed within organizations. It is possible to identify several features 

that would indicate that women within organizations are more frustrated as a result of the law 

that criminalizes therapeutic abortion. Several of the women laughed ironically or made 

sarcastic comments when asked questions concerning equality between men and women in 

Nicaragua or the relationship between the present government and the Catholic Church. The 

most obvious sign of their frustration was their tone of voice as most of the women during at 

least one occasion raised their voice when talking of how they perceived the law or the 

consequences it implied for women in Nicaragua. A few of them further accentuated their 

position by bumping their fist in the table when discussing something they considered 

upsetting or unbelievable. Furthermore, most of the women within organizations showed great 

interest in my study and the purpose of it and further how it was ought to be used. These 

women also had a lot more to say regarding the law and women’s role in the society hence the 

length of the interviews differed from the length of interviews with the other two groups. All 

women within organizations were able to elaborate their answers to a very great extent 

without me as a researcher guiding or steering in a specific direction. It was obvious that all 

women, however to a different extent depending on their organizations’ objective was 

familiar with the law and had had discussions within the organization and hence could 

provide more in-depth answers than most women living in urban or rural areas did. 

 

However there was one young woman who only had been with the organization for three 

months as an intern who provided answers that differed slightly from the rest. Compared to 
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the others she was less informed about the law although she knew it existed. Her perception 

regarding abortion was rather ambivalent and I perceived her to be in the middle with views 

representing both women involved in organizations as well as women who not adhered to any 

organization. During the interview she highlighted this issue as she expressed herself to be in 

a weird position as she stated that she on one hand believe in the bible but on the other hand 

had received scientific knowledge as a result of her internship. She furthermore had a 

previous experience from a project within another organization where she was introduced to 

the problematic issue of domestic violence which led her to the internship. 

 

A final observation made in Nicaragua although not observed during the interviews but 

instead in the society, is the strengthened relationship between President Ortega and the 

Catholic Church. This is furthermore strongly emphasized by the majority of the women 

within organizations. In the fall of 2011 there will be a President election and hence the 

election campaign is ongoing. There is a massive campaign where FSLN and foremost Ortega 

himself is praised and public relations (PR) includes cheap methods such as painting trees red 

and black, the colours of FSLN, murals declaring ¡Viva Daniel!
9
 and not least posters. One 

frequent occurring poster portrays Ortega and his wife along with the Arch Bishop of 

Nicaragua. Taking into account the opinions expressed by the interviewees, the political 

message becomes clear, the government and the Catholic Church is united in this election too. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9
 In this context Go Daniel or more literal, long live Daniel.  
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6. Analysis 

In this section, the empirical material mostly gathered through interviews will be analyzed. 

The first research question has already been answered and the second to a certain extent. 

This part will focus upon the second and the third research question which attempts to 

explain why these women's' different reactions and frustrations have occurred. In order to 

identify potential driving forces to the frustration towards the criminalization of therapeutic 

abortion, some denominators mentioned in the method chapter will be used. One could 

probably find additional denominators but those focused upon in this study are age, 

religiosity, level of education, awareness and access to information regarding the law. The 

analytical framework, RD will additionally be used to deepen the understanding of how 

women's frustration vary.  

6.1 Age 

The women interviewed during this study were between 18 and 66 years old and had hence 

very different experiences and point of references. To what extent is it then possible to argue 

that age have contributed to the women's different frustration? One idea brought forward by a 

respondent in Managua connected age to a certain extent with religion and traditional values. 

She expressed that it would be reasonable to think that elder women would oppose the law to 

a greater extent due to a deeper religiosity and more deeply rooted traditional values. Younger 

women were expected to be more liberal as they were brought up with values that were less 

rigid and traditional and additionally were influenced by values and trends outside Nicaragua. 

This woman's view is interesting to have as a point of departure when considering how age 

affect frustration. The two age-groups, 18-35 and 36 and above were equally represented by 

17 women each. Awareness regarding the law was also rather equal between the two groups, 

although as the table demonstrates, there is a slightly higher awareness among younger 

women. 

 

Table 1. Age and awareness of the law 

Age Aware Not aware 

18-35  65% 35% 

36 -66  53% 47% 
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However, merely being aware of the law does not constitute frustration. It has not been 

possible to conclude that younger women are  more angry than older women with  age  being 

the only factor causing frustration. The women who were unaware of the law were given an 

explanation of what the law implied and the circumstances under which a therapeutic abortion 

previously had been allowed. Of the 34 women who were interviewed, 33 argued that they 

perceived the law as wrong, Further the women argued that women whose life was in danger 

if the pregnancy continued should be able to decide together with a doctor if she should have 

a therapeutic abortion. The only woman who claimed to support the law which criminalizes 

therapeutic abortion was in her early 20s and lived in the rural areas together with her 

husband and his family. Considering that 33 of 34 women perceived the law as unrightfully, 

including both younger and older women, it is reasonable to conclude that age is less relevant 

as a denominator in terms of driving frustration.     

6.2 Religiosity  

Nicaragua is mostly considered a Catholic country as it is estimated that almost 90 percent 

belong to the Roman Catholic Church although several Protestant Churches are growing 

stronger (Nationalencyklopedin 2012) Among the 34 women interviewed, twelve were 

Catholics, nine were Evangelists, two belonged other Christian Churches, eight never 

attended any Church and three believed in God but did not attend any of the Churches in 

Nicaragua. It has not been possible to say that there is a difference in frustration among 

women belonging to the Catholic respective the Evangelic Church as women from both 

Churches expressed similar thoughts and demonstrated similar patterns of awareness. Women 

were in addition to the question if they believed in God asked if they attended Church 

regularly as both the Churches openly are against therapeutic abortion. Among the eight 

women who stressed to be non religious and hence did not attend any of the Churches, five 

were employed within organizations. Of the remaining, two were found in Managua and the 

last in the rural areas outside of Estelí. This particular woman was however since two years 

back active in outreach activities performed by an organization whose work for instance 

attempts to empower women. The three women who argued to believe in God in a personal 

way never attended any Church, and these women are all found within organizations.  

 

Women within organizations were as mentioned in chapter five more informed about the law 

and appeared to have a clearer point of view regarding their opinions of the law. Additionally 

they demonstrated more observable frustration as they raised voices and with their body 
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language to a much larger extent displayed their discontent. Considering the strong position of 

the Catholic Church and to some extent also the Evangelical Church in the Nicaraguan 

society, I was a bit surprised over the fact that only one of the interviewed women argued to 

be in favor of the law. It would be reasonable to expect that number to be higher. 23 of the 

interviewed women hence disagreed with their respective Church, emphasizing the difference 

between a elective abortion and a therapeutic abortion although almost half of them were 

prior to the interview unable to declare what a therapeutic abortion was.  

 

Taken the above in mind, it is not entirely correct to argue that mere religiosity will affect the 

level of frustration towards the law. Rather it is possible to identify a tendency that the less 

active women are in their respective Church, the more frustration they demonstrate towards 

the law. A few of the women active within organizations who considered themselves non 

religious or had what they referred to as s a personal faith, mentioned that they have had a 

traditional upbringing where the Church was important. It is thus reasonable to conclude that 

they have started to question the values of the Church, perhaps as a result of their involvement 

in the organization.  It is furthermore a possibility that these women have experienced a 

dissonance when they became active with questions such as women's rights or reproductive 

health due to the Church's rigid view on the issue. In order to decrease the dissonance, they 

might have adapted their religiosity with time, either through entirely give up their faith or by 

disaffiliate themselves from the Church and its traditions and values, but still claiming to 

believe in God.  

6.3 Awareness and access to information regarding the law 

As mentioned above, age do not appear as the strongest  driving force to frustration towards 

the law and neither does religiosity although it is possible to conclude that there is a 

correlation between low Church attendance and frustration towards the law.  The most 

important denominator which generates a higher frustration found in this study is  awareness 

and information regarding the law and women's rights in general. As concluded earlier, after 

being informed about the content of the law, 33 of 34 women argued that therapeutic abortion 

should be a legal option for women in Nicaragua. In the empirical findings, awareness 

regarding the law was compiled for all three groups of women and it can be concluded that 

there were large differences in awareness regarding the law. The below chart visualizes the 

differences in awareness between rural, urban and women within organizations.  
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Figure 2. Awareness of the law among women (%) 

 

 

As the figure shows, there is a large difference in awareness of the law among the women 

interviewed. Women in rural areas had the lowest awareness of the law while among women 

in urban areas it was slightly higher, and as emphasized earlier, women in Managua tended to 

be more aware comparing to women from the other cities. This might be explained by the fact 

that Managua is the capital and due to that is likely to offer more activities, not least from 

women's organizations. It had additionally been in Managua several of the large marches or 

demonstrations in front of the National Assembly and the Supreme Court has occurred. The 

last pile which represent women within organizations demonstrate an 100 percent awareness 

of the law and these women generally also had the capacity to discuss the law and its potential 

consequences rather freely. One additional factor which highlight the difference in frustration 

among the groups of women is connected to turning frustration into more than words. Women 

who were unaware of the law did not have the possibility to take action in order to 

demonstrate discontent, but those women who were aware of the law and emphasized the 

laws unrighteousness were in another position. However, despite from having discussions 

with family or friends which a few of the women have had, neither had taken actions in order 

to show discontent towards the law e.g. by marching, participate in workshops or spread 

information. The only possible exception was the rural woman who was a trained counselor 

and worked with empowering women in the rural areas. This pattern differs from women 

within organizations as all of them have been engaged in either legal work connected to the 

law, writing scientific articles, protesting and arranging campaigns and activities in order to 

inform the public about the negative impacts of the law.  
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One interesting difference between the groups of women which also can be connected to level 

of frustration is the women's perception of therapeutic abortion compared to elective abortion. 

As stressed in the empirical findings, all women but one from rural areas emphasized the 

difference between the two types of abortion and claimed that the elective abortion was a 

sinful act which should be punished, hence confirming the view of the Catholic Church. The 

therapeutic abortion could be practiced in case of necessity if the circumstances required it 

and the doctor advised her to do so.  This differentiation is found among two of the ten 

women in organization, which will be contemplated further below, but the overarching 

majority hence considered the elective abortion to be each woman's choice. The reason behind 

this perception can be speculated upon, but it is logical  that these women's decision to 

distance themselves from actively participate in Church activities, years of dedicated work 

within the organization and influences from other women's rights organizations could have 

contributed to their liberal point of view. 

 

Deriving from the empirical material, one can conclude that women in rural areas prior to the 

interview had the least awareness and knowledge regarding the law and the significance of the 

term therapeutic abortion. These women told that they used radio and to some extent TV if the 

signal was sufficient to obtain information regarding what was going on in the country. Some 

of them expressed that they did not listen to the news daily, but rather listened when they had 

the time to do so. It is reasonable to argue, with support from the statistics from Figure 2, that 

women in the rural areas not frequently obtain information about the law that criminalizes 

therapeutic abortion and furthermore not discuss women's rights extensively. One woman 

expressed that she did not perceive therapeutic abortion as a topic often mentioned in media in 

Nicaragua. It is reasonable to conclude that these women perceive that there are things of 

much higher importance in their lives than the prohibition against therapeutic abortion, 

especially considering that many of them appeared to live under rather poor circumstances.  

 

Information appears less accessible for women living in rural areas and when they turn off 

their radio or TV, their flow of information to a great extent cease to exist. These women live 

in a remote village in the mountain area and many of them told that they do not visit the cities 

nor made new acquaintances regularly. In larger cities, Estelí but mainly Managua, 

information is more available although it is unlikely that the majority of the urban women 

interviewed accessed the internet. However there are more channels available for obtaining 

information and news in a larger city compared to in the country side. With this in mind, it is 
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interesting to recall that two of the four aware women in the countryside had experiences 

similar to women in urban areas respective women within organizations. One of these two had 

lived over 40 years in Managua while the other had been active in an outreach program for an 

organization which attempts to empower women and inform them of their rights. This pattern 

was also found during one interview with a woman in Managua who worked as assistant to a 

coordinator in an organizations which attempts to improve the situation for children living 

under poor circumstances. She was more informed about the law than the remaining urban 

women and also demonstrated more frustration towards the law by being very firm upon 

emphasizing how the law deprived women of their rights and how unfair it would be to force 

a child to have a child.  

 

These  two last women who had connections to work within organizations and the 100 percent 

awareness among women within organizations indicate that there is a clear tendency that 

women working in or engaged in organizations are more aware and informed about the law 

and how it has the possibility to affect women negatively. Having access to information and 

knowledge of women's rights increase the likelihood of feelings of frustration.  

 

The relation between level of education and frustration against the law can also be discussed. 

Neither of the women in rural areas had obtained a higher education, most of them only 

attended elementary school, although the woman previously mentioned who was active in the 

outreach activities was a trained counselor through the organization.  Among women in urban 

areas it was a mix between elementary and secondary school and two had further had a higher 

training connected to their work and the third woman had a university degree in psychology. 

All the women within organizations had as earlier mentioned obtained higher education and 

the majority had university degrees. It is possible to argue that a woman who has a higher 

education might be more aware of her rights in the society and furthermore has a higher 

capacity to question values and traditions that exits in society. These are to a large extent 

shaped and maintained by the Catholic Church in Nicaragua. However several of the women 

interviewed with only elementary education questioned the machismo ideal which prevails in 

Nicaragua. According to them is was unfair that women were subordinated to men and that 

daughters were treated differently from sons, but some of them simultaneously reproduced 

traditional ideas by arguing that men and women have different roles to play in a relationship 

where girls and women were supposed to take care of the house.  

 



Peace and Development Studies - Master's  Thesis                                                                           Johanna Sellberg 
 

 52 

Level of education is important, however one could reasonably doubt that a higher education 

per se would result in more frustration towards the law that criminalizes therapeutic abortion. 

It can rather be argued that the content of the education is important, young boys and girls can 

be taught valuable things about mutual respect and equal rights but structures and norms in 

society and the family might hamper the result. A few of the interviewed women within 

organizations mentioned that education furthermore sometimes appeared to have no effect 

upon opinion and frustration towards the law. They especially mentioned  well educated 

women with a strong Catholic faith who stressed how therapeutic abortion constituted a 

murder even if the decision implied that the mother died.  Frustration towards the law can 

occur in uneducated people who due to experience rather than previous knowledge have 

realized how the prohibition of therapeutic abortion can have consequences.  This argument is 

strengthened as several of the women, both in urban, rural and organizations had personal 

stories to share where family members or friends have been in need of a therapeutic abortion 

with different outcome. Women who had this experience could relate to the topic and also had 

personal reason to be frustrated, which they sometimes were too.  

 

As demonstrated in this study, high awareness and information of the law seems to cohere 

with involvement in an organization. The strongest denominator driving frustration hence 

appears to be membership in an organization where focus is put on women's or children's 

rights, SRHR or strengthening women's capacity. These women have chosen to work or be 

active in that particular organization as they share the same values and hope to contribute to 

bringing change to the field of work.  

6.4 Varying level of relative deprivation  

The above section in the analysis have declared to what extent it is possible to assume that 

different denominators have contributed to the perceived frustration among the women 

interviewed in this study. In the chapter which elaborate the empirical findings, the division in 

three groups; rural, urban and organization serves the purpose of bringing clarity to the reader 

but it also enables a comparison across the groups. Deriving from the empirical data, it is 

possible to conclude that the level of frustration can be generalized to differ between the three 

groups. Women in rural areas are less aware and informed and display less frustration 

compared to women in urban areas who appear to have slightly more to say regarding the law. 

There are of course exceptions in both groups, some women in rural areas appear more 

frustrated than some women interviewed in urban areas but when a wider perspective is 
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applied, there appears to be a difference between the two groups. If there between women 

from rural and urban areas appears to be a small gap in frustration, the gap is even wider when 

comparing the two first groups with women from organizations.  

 

Figure 3. Relative deprivation among rural, urban and organized women  
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The above figure is departed from Ted Gurr's perception of decremental deprivation which is 

described in the analytical framework section. This above figure is however slightly adjusted 

in order to portray how the level of frustration vary among the three groups of women. As 

Gurr also point out, a specific measured frustration gap does not have to be representative for 

an entire society, but there are rather different levels on relative deprivation within the society 

as people are likely to react differently and hence experience deprivation relative. The three 

crosshatched lines represent the three groups of women, rural women being closest to 

continuous line displaying value expectations. The second, smaller crosshatched line from the 

top is urban women and hence the third represent women within organizations.  As the figure 

demonstrate, the size of the frustration gap varies between the three groups of women, rural 

women having the smallest frustration gap whereas women within organizations experience a 

large frustration gap. One explanation to the large frustration gap among the latter group is 

connected to their high awareness of the law and they experience a loss as they are aware that 
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therapeutic abortion was a legal option prior to 2006 in Nicaragua. This law thus represents 

something which have deprived them of a right they have considered to be obvious. 

Furthermore, their frustration could be strengthened as a result of the disappointment they feel 

towards the current government. As noted within chapter four, FSLN was during the 

revolution portraying themselves as a party who paid attention to women and women's rights. 

Some of the women within organizations expressed that Daniel Ortega has changed since the 

days of the revolution, especially they argue, when he sold out to the Catholic Church around 

the election of 2006. One woman emphasized that this politic alliance with the Church could 

be seen as rather unexpected coming from the former revolutionary party, it would rather have 

been expected from the conservative parties. One of the interviewees told that she was an 

active member of the party during the revolution but that she would vote for the opposition in 

the upcoming election.  

 

The demonstration effect previously discussed within the chapter of the analytical framework 

is interesting although it could be perceived as rather westernized, but there is an interesting 

aspect which connects the demonstration effect to Nicaragua. Many international 

organizations working within development or improving human rights have roots in Western 

countries but are spreading all over the world. The women active in women’s organizations in 

Nicaragua who were interviewed for this study demonstrate to have values and opinions 

which are rather strong in comparison to the urban and rural women interviewed. The 

arguments of women within organizations in Nicaragua are also to be found in reports 

published by for example Amnesty International Human Rights Watch, and the World Health 

Organization. These women have accessed higher education and have most likely also been in 

contact with or been inspired by people or values represented within these international 

organizations. It is reasonable to conclude that these women are due to their choice of work 

more connected to values represented by different international organizations and hence have 

higher expectations and demands regarding the right to therapeutic abortion than the rest of 

Nicaraguan women which in turn affects their level of frustration.  

 

When Gurr attempts to explain how rising expectations cause deprivation he uses a paragraph 

from the book The Road to Wigan Pier by Geroge Orwell where housing shortage in a district 

is discussed with a miner. The miner answered that the shortage became acute when they 

were told of the situation. Before they did not perceive it as acute as it rather was seen as a 

part of the normal situation. (Gurr 1971:92) This example might also be interesting from a 
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Nicaraguan perspective. Many of the women interviewed were unaware of the law (67 

percent in rural areas and 46 percent in urban areas) and did furthermore not know the 

difference between the therapeutic abortion and the regular abortion until the discussion held 

during the interview. Hence it is reasonable to argue that their perceived deprivation regarding 

women’s rights being ignored as a result of the law to be rather low or absent as it is hard to 

miss something you did not know that you have had. Their lower awareness can thus be 

similar to a lower level of frustration, compared to urban women but especially compared to 

women within organizations. After being informed of the basic features of the law, all women 

except one argued the incorrectness of the law and they argued in favour of therapeutic 

abortion during circumstances when the mother’s life was in danger and sometimes when the 

pregnant was a child who suffered from sexual abuse. One could argue that these women’s 

deprivation have increased slightly as they now are aware of the situation and simultaneously 

perceive it as wrong and are able to list implications that could arise due to the law. A few of 

the women expressed gratitude for having the discussion as they perceived the topic to be 

interesting and something they previously did not talk about due to their unawareness of the 

situation. This particular situation could be seen as a form of progressive deprivation which 

implies that there is a rise in value expectations but simultaneously a decrease in value 

capabilities. Some of the women who previously were unaware of the law experienced an 

increased frustration once they learned that a right they had in the past now was revoked. 

Their expectations hence rose while their capabilities simultaneously decreased when they 

were informed about the abortion law.  

6.4.1 Varying level of frustration within one group 

Although there are clear tendencies which enables generalization across the three groups in 

terms of frustration, there are exceptions that indicate that the level of frustration might differ 

among the women within one group, a statement also acknowledged by Gurr (1971:24). 

It can be concluded from the interviews conducted that women working within organizations 

are better informed about the law and also have more opinions and stories to share and 

furthermore their frustration is perceived to be greater. However it has also been possible to 

identify some difference within the group of women representing organizations. Of the ten 

interviewees, two women and their answers are interesting to note while considering 

differences among organization women’s opinions. Both of them are young women, and they 

are both rather new within the organization sphere. One of them is an university student who 

during the last three months have had an internship in one of the organizations. She had heard 
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a little of the law, but is less informed than the remaining working within organizations 

interviewed. She described herself as very Christian and think it is hard to consider the law as 

she has information both from the bible and through scientific sources which she has accessed 

during her internship. She is clearly torn between these two perceptions where traditional 

values are contrasting  the values and mindset she has experiences through her internship. She 

has not yet come to that stage where answers truly reflect and are in line with the opinions and 

values of the organizations primarily working for women’s rights and development. 

 

The second woman with the slightly deviant answers is also a student active within an 

organization working with strengthening youth capacity. This organization has had 

cooperation with some women’s organizations and through this she has been active in 

campaigns against the law which criminalizes therapeutic abortion. As with the woman 

mentioned above, expressed knowledge and frustration connected to the law is rather low in 

comparison with other women’s within organizations. However, this woman has a particularly 

interesting path worth mentioning. Before she joined the youth organization and was 

introduced to the campaigns, she was in favour of the law that criminalizes therapeutic 

abortion. As the majority of her family, she earlier believed that all abortions could be 

considered criminal acts and sins and women should give birth no matter what. During one of 

the arranged campaigns, she was introduced to a pregnant woman sick with cancer suffering 

as she was denied a therapeutic abortion. The interviewee felt empathy for her and started to 

reflect upon the situation of this woman and others with a similar fate and she changed her 

mind regarding therapeutic abortion. As of today, she stresses the necessity of allowing 

therapeutic abortion, but she is however not supporting women’s right to regular abortion. 

This young woman proves an excellent example of the importance of the work connected to 

information spreading regarding therapeutic abortion performed by different women’s 

organizations in Nicaragua. 

 

A final observation interesting to note is these two women’s perception of the regular 

abortion. Among the ten interviewed women engaged in different organizations, these two 

women are the only who stated that they were not in favour of the regular abortion as women 

who were sexually active should be responsible and protect themselves. As women in rural 

and urban areas, these two women claimed the clear difference between the regular elective 

abortion and the therapeutic abortion which was to be practiced in case of necessity. These 

two women hence have different perceptions regarding deprivation in comparison to the rest 
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of the women within organizations. Yet their deprivation is not as deep, but it is still deeper 

than the deprivation compared to many of the women in rural and urban areas as these two 

women are through their membership in the organization constantly reminded of issues 

hampering women's development, where the law criminalizing therapeutic abortion is one of 

them. 

 

Gurr has mentioned the importance of value expectations being justifiable, in another sense 

reasonable or realistic depending on the specific context. In Nicaragua as in many other 

Catholic Latin American countries, abortion is considered a very controversial topic and there 

appears to be reluctance to discuss the issue. For many of the women working within women 

organisations, abortion by choice is considered a right every woman should have and no law 

should restrain that right. However as of the law in 2006, women’s organizations have had to 

adjust their priorities. Several of the women confirmed that they would prefer all abortion in 

Nicaragua to be considered legal, but due to the law and the consequences it has given rise to, 

the most important was to fight for women’s right to have therapeutic abortions again. 

Considering the Nicaraguan context where the Church, the government and to a large extent 

also the people
10

 are strongly emphasising abortion as a criminal and sinful act, women’s 

organisations aiming to change the public opinion regarding the regular abortion are 

struggling in adverse wind. Taking into account that the therapeutic abortion was legal until 

2006, whereas the regular abortion has been prohibited for a long time, the expectation to 

once again obtain the right to therapeutic abortion is more justifiable than obtaining the right 

to free regular abortion. 

6.5 The Future path 

The above analysis enables one to conclude that there have been different reactions and level 

of frustration among women in Nicaragua towards the law that criminalizes therapeutic 

abortion which in turn can be explained by some different factors also elaborated in the 

previous section. While having concluded the existence of varying frustration gaps among 

women it becomes interesting to reflect upon the situation that lay ahead. In Why men rebel, 

Gurr contemplates how frustration can result in anger which in turn can trigger an aggressive 

behaviour. Taking this line of thought into consideration, however from a non-violent 

perspective, it is interesting to discuss if the frustration at current present in Nicaragua is 

                                                 
10

 Based on the material from the interviews where 25 of 34 argued that the regular abortion should be 

considered a sin and that there was a clear difference between the regular and the therapeutic abortion.  
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strong enough to result in a mobilization of women whose focus is to rescind the law that 

criminalizes therapeutic abortion.  

 

The above mentioned frustration- anger relation can be seen in Nicaragua and is further 

mentioned by a few of the women active within organizations. The common feeling of anger 

among women’s organization due to the brutality of the law as expressed by many women 

have made them come together in the struggle. They have used anger as a drive although they 

have not resorted to any violent behaviour. 

 

During the interviews, women were asked to reason about the future regarding the law in 

Nicaragua; was it possible to change the law; how could that be made and further what they 

themselves could contribute with? As portrayed earlier, women in rural areas were rather 

positive towards changing the law and retrieving the right to therapeutic abortion. Women in 

urban areas were more divided and half of them shared the same positive opinion as women 

in rural areas whereas the other half were negative towards the likelihood of changing the law. 

Common for these two groups is that they rarely saw their own role within a future change of 

the law. They argued that they did not know what to do or that it was nothing they personally 

could contribute with. Women within organizations were very negative towards a possible 

change in the law in the closest future, a result of the political situation in which the FSLN 

and the Catholic Church had made a pact. However, even though women in organizations in 

general had a pessimistic- or realistic attitude towards a legal change, they all emphasized the 

importance of continuing spreading information and arranging campaigns and activities.  

When asked what they personally could contribute with, several mentioned that they probably 

could work even harder with sensibilizing the public in the issue, and they further argued that 

the work and the activities their respective organization are engaged in could contribute to a 

future change.  

 

Some of the women from organizations told during the interview that they have been met with 

contempt, especially from men in the society as a result of the issues they work with. The 

machismo culture described earlier is confirmed by women from all three groups and they 

argued that men are taught that they are superior to women and that she is expected to be 

quiet and obey his demand.  Men who adhere to this perception have reacted to the work 

performed by women within women's  organizations as they behave in the opposite direction 

and further encourage women to be independent and empowered. Some of the women 
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interviewed, not only from organizations expressed that they perceived there to be many more 

women who would like to dare to discuss topic such as equality and therapeutic abortion 

openly, but due to different reasons, there among fear of violence, they don't. The last section 

is of high importance as it is estimated that Nicaragua is the Latin American country where 

domestic violence is the most prevalent (Janerud, 2010). One woman who previously lived in 

Managua told that she had discussed therapeutic abortion with her family, but that she would 

never do it in public in the new small town she now lived in as she did not wanted to come 

across as crazy. She further added that she did not have so many friends. Expressing a deviant 

opinion is apparently something many women choose to refrain from, especially considering 

that the recognized opinion is represented by both the Church and the government.   

 

As concluded earlier, there appears to be a frustration among women in Nicaragua towards 

the law that criminalizes therapeutic abortion, but as could be seen in Figure 3 on page 53, 

their level of frustration is very different. Gurr concludes that a mild perceived deprivation 

will not motivate the masses into collective violence and the rather low tendencies in 

frustration displayed by both rural and urban women are hence unlikely to result in any 

uprising.  The frustration gap perceived by women in organizations is much stronger due to 

their knowledge of the situation prior to 2006. While other women have experienced no loss, 

women within organizations are frustrated as a right they previously could practice, even if it 

was to a limited extent is now prohibited. Their anger have resulted in a collective response as 

they all want to achieve the same goal, although as mentioned it has not been of a violent 

character. These women's frustration has hence been sufficient to create a collective response 

while the frustration among women in rural and urban have not.  

 

The different levels of frustration at current displayed by the women will not result in a 

collective uprising where women will demand their right to therapeutic abortion in Nicaragua. 

The likelihood of changing the abortion law thus diminishes, especially considering that 

President Ortega was reelected in November 2011 and will remain at the post in five years. It 

is possible to argue that a higher collective frustration in relation to therapeutic abortion 

would have had better possibilities to result in a change through pressure put on the political 

system. However, although it at the time of writing appears as a change in the law is far from 

being realized, one should not give up. Making therapeutic abortion legal in Nicaragua again 

will require several interventions and efforts by numerous actors, and most certainly a long 

time. Some of the actors are represented in this study, others are international organizations 
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with the potential to put pressure on Nicaragua. One indicator of the important status of the 

various organizations can be identified in this study and more specifically in the interviews 

conducted with the two earlier mentioned women who rather recently became involved in the 

work of their respective organization. These women both told that they previously did not 

consider the difference between the elective abortion and the therapeutic abortion and one of 

them further considered therapeutic abortion a sin and were in favor of the law. When they 

became involved within the organization they changed opinion and perceived that women 

should have the right to do a therapeutic abortion if necessary. These two women statue an 

excellent example of how the important work performed by organizations can contribute to a 

change in people's minds by raising their awareness.   
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7. Conclusion 

This MFS  gave me the opportunity to travel to Nicaragua to gather information from women 

regarding their perception of the law which since 2006 criminalizes therapeutic abortion. 

Within this last section of the thesis, a summary of the empirical findings and the analysis will 

be presented in an attempt to bring it all together. 

 

The aim of this thesis has been to identify how women from some different selected sectors of 

the Nicaraguan society, namely urban, rural and organized women have perceived the new 

abortion law which criminalizes therapeutic abortion. Further, the aim was to contemplate 

over possible explanations behind women's different opinions and frustrations. As concluded 

several times, the law criminalizing therapeutic abortion has several implications on women's 

reproductive health and rights as it forces already vulnerable women to terminate the 

unwanted pregnancy under unsafe conditions. Furthermore the law contributes to the 

reproduction of shame and guilt and hampers a possible development of open discussions 

regarding sexuality.  

 

The 34 women interviewed in this study represent these three groups and were to a very 

different extent aware of the law or displayed varying signs of frustration either verbally or 

emotionally. After being given an explanation of the essence of the term therapeutic abortion, 

33 of 34 women emphasized that there was a difference between the latter and the elective 

abortion. Despite this high number, it is possible to conclude that a difference in frustration 

was present among the women, especially considering that a great number were unaware of 

the per definition difference between the two procedures prior to the interview.  

 

It can be concluded from the empirical material that the women in this study have reacted in 

both similar and different patterns towards the law and that it has been possible to make 

generalizations regarding how women in a certain group has reacted and further the 

frustration it has given rise to. In the analysis section of this thesis, an attempt to provide an 

explanation to these differences in frustration is given through the use of some chosen 

denominators which could have a possibility to affect women's opinions and perceptions. The 

interviewees were divided into two age groups, one younger and one older but the difference 

between these two groups defaulted. It appeared as if age was less important as a driving force 

to frustration although it would have been possible to think that older women represented 
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traditional value to a greater extent. Religiosity was furthermore considered when determining 

the driving forces to frustration and women demonstrated very different patterns of religiosity.  

As the both Churches, the Catholic and the Evangelic strongly stress disapproval of 

therapeutic abortion, I wanted to know if the women attended Church often and hence if their 

opinions could be influenced by the values of the Church. Among women in rural as well as 

urban areas, Church attendance was the norm and the majority attended Church regularly. 

Most of them confirmed that the priest or the pastor had discussed abortion and emphasized 

the sin it constituted. Women active within organizations proved to have a very different 

pattern of religiosity as only two argued to regularly visit the Church, the remaining were 

non-religious or believed in God however without attending to Church. Considering that these 

women displayed more frustration, both verbally and emotionally one can conclude that there 

is a connection between frequent Church attendance and lower frustration.  

 

The strongest denominator which could generate higher levels of frustration is as concluded in 

the analysis a high awareness and information regarding the law. Information is reasonably 

less accessible for women living in rural areas and it is furthermore likely that these women 

occupy themselves with other issues rather than women's right to therapeutic abortion. These 

two factors affect their level of frustration which generally is slightly lower than the 

frustration among urban women. Women within organization were all aware of the law and 

further had much information to share regarding it. As these women are familiar with the 

Constitution of Nicaragua as well as related women's rights conventions, their disappointment 

and frustrations towards the situation which evolved after 2006 increased. Even if some 

women from rural or urban areas provided interesting answers which indicate some depth or 

signs of frustration, the coherence is larger among women within organizations. The answers 

they provided are less scattered and there is often a common core within their reasoning.  

 

Frustration should not be seen as a phenomenon equal for all individuals within a society but 

rather varying. This led me to conclude that Gurr's model displaying relative deprivation 

could have a frustration gap of varying size depending on the distance between value 

expectations and the value capabilities. Women in rural areas had the lowest frustration gap 

thus the smallest distance between expectations and capabilities while women within 

organizations had the largest frustration gap. Through their involvement within the 

organization, they have gained awareness and information about the law and women's right in 

general which fuels frustration. They experience frustration due to the politics pursued by the 
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Nicaraguan government which they perceive have deprived women of the right to decide over 

their own bodies. The two women from urban and rural contexts earlier mentioned with 

connections to organizations further support this claim as they seem more frustrated in 

comparison with the women from "their" respective group. 

 

The frustration gap also tended to vary, not only between the groups but also within the 

groups. This phenomenon is most obviously detected within the group of organized women 

where two of the younger women demonstrated less frustration than their like-minded 

colleagues but simultaneously more frustration compared to women from the countryside or 

the city.  

 

The final section within the analysis focused upon the future and more specifically the 

possibilities of the identified frustration among women to result in a collective reaction 

towards the law. It is concluded that the current frustration displayed by all of the interviewed 

women will not be sufficient to cause a collective response or mobilization due to inequalities 

in the level of frustration. While the frustration among organized women is argued to be 

sufficient, the remaining women's frustration is not there yet, a statement strengthened by the 

fact that most women do not see themselves contributing to a potential change in the law. Due 

to a personal disinclination to end this thesis in a negative tone, but also due to positive 

tendencies discovered, I would like to argue that there in Nicaragua is a possibility for a future 

in which therapeutic abortion could be decriminalized, but perhaps not within the closest five 

years.  The work performed by various local organizations in order to empower women and 

inform them of rights they are entitled to, including the right to therapeutic abortion will be of 

outmost importance. During this study there have been a few cases where increased 

information and awareness have contributed to changing people's minds which in turn render 

some optimism to the situation.  
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Blandón, Dolores, age 52, Miraflor, 4/5 2011 
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Chabaria, Xiomara, age 27, Puenta Azul, Miraflor 4/5 2011 
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Hernandez del Rosario, Maria, age 54, Las Montañitas, 11/5 2011 

 

Malute, Concepcion, age 30, Las Montañitas, 11/5 2011 

 

Rodriguez, Dana Alfaro, age 22, Miraflor 4/5 2011 

 

Queredo, Alba Asucena, age 25,  La Fortuna, Miraflor 4/5 2011. 

 

 Urban women 

Allonso. Carla,  age 35,  Managua 16/5- 2011 

 

Caldero, Guadalupe María, age 58, Esteli 15/4 2011  

 

Carrillo, Marisa del Socorro, age 51, Managua,  17/5 2011 

 

Corrvalez, Isabel age, 66,  Esteli, 15/4 2011  

 

Gonzales, Daphne, age 26, Telica, 11/4 2011 

 

Mejila, Josefina, age 56, Managua, 16/5 2011 

 

Meneses, Socorro, age 55, Esteli,  11/5 2011 

 

Montes, Luisa, age 64,  Telica, 11/4 2001 

 

Ortiz, Georgina, age 31, Managua, 17/5 2011 

 

Romero, Rosa, age 27, Esteli 15/4 2011  

 

Ruyama, Dolores, age 50 , Estelí,  6/4 2011 

 

Salmerca, Argentina, age 66, Managua, 17/5 2011 
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Vivas, Grace, age 26  Managua, 17/5 2011 
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Aguilar Peréz, Mayra, age 50, Svalorna Latinamerika Estelí, 8/4 2011 

 

Blandón, Marta Maria, age 55,  IPAS Managua, 16/5 2011. 

 

Castillo, Nereyda, age 33, Xilonem, Estelí, 26/4 2011 

 

Escoto, Surama, age 18, ReJ, Telica, 11/4 2011 

 

Gonzales, Carla, age 23, Intern at  Xilonem, Estelí  26/4 2011 

 

Martinez, Jiménez Juanita, age 53,MAM Managua 17/5 2011 

 

Nimia Lopez, age  48, APEADECO  Telica. 11/4 

 

Peralta, Angela, age 47, Miriam, Estelí, 28/4 2011 

 

Rosa, Alendra Enstina,age  25, Programa Feminista la Corriente, Managua 16/5 2011 

 

Solis Roman, Azahálea  age 52, MAM, Managua, 17/7 2011 
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Appendix 1.  Map over Nicaragua 

 

 

 

 

Source: http://www.ezilon.com/maps/north-america/nicaragua-physical-maps.html 

  

http://www.ezilon.com/maps/north-america/nicaragua-physical-maps.html
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Appendix 2.  Interview Guide 

Name 

Age 

Occupation  

Have you lived here for a long time? Ever lived in an urban area?  

Do you have a lot of contact with other people?  

Describe your family  

 

General questions 

 Are you religious/ believe in God? 

 Do you go to Church, if yes, how often?  

 How do you get information about what is going on in the country, ex listen to 

radio/read newspaper?  

 Have you heard of the new abortion law in Nicaragua?  

 How did you get the information? Radio /TV/ Newspaper 

 Is it something you have discussed with friends or family?  

 Has there been said anything in the local Church?  

 What do you think of the law, does it make you feel? 

- have you done anything to show your discontent? 

 Why do you think the law was made? 

 How do you look upon abortion?  

- (if the pregnancy would result in the death of the woman, or if the pregnant was a 

child, would it be a difference? 

- why do you think it is wrong?  

           

 Have you noticed if there has been a debate in the society regarding the issue?  

 How do you think that the law affects women? 

-  has it affected you in a specific way? 

 Do you perceive the law as taking away a right of yours? 

 How do you think Nicaraguan women have reacted to the abortion law? 

 Would you say that there in Nicaragua are different cultural expectations of women 

and men? 

 Do you think that men and women have different opinions regarding abortion?  
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 Do you think women in Nicaragua feel that they have the power do decide over their 

own bodies?  

 Have you ever reflected upon your opinion regarding having an abortion if necessary? 

 What do you think can be done to change the law? 

 Is there something you yourself could contribute with?  

 

Additional questions for women’s organization 

 Is there a general trend among Nicaraguan women of how their reaction towards the 

law have been or is it possible to identify differences? – age, residency, occupation 

 How much has the law changed the society?  

 What is the role of the Church in Nicaragua?  

 How is the work of your organisation connected to the abortion issue?  

 What strategies do you use in order to inform and spread information regarding 

abortion? 

 What is the relation between maternity care and abortion?  

 What do you think of the possibilities to change the law?  

 How do you look upon the difference for women to control their own life/body now 

when the law has been implemented compared to the strict regulations for therapeutic 

abortion? 

 How has the law affected both physical and mental health of Nicaraguan women? 

 What can be done in order to change the situation? 

 I have heard a little about the relation between the lunar eclipse and abortion, can you 

tell me something more?   

 


